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      Caro tugged her dark hair up into a high ponytail, wishing the sand barbarians had mirrors. Glancing around the tent she and Bexli were sharing revealed not a single reflective surface she could look into.

      She sighed. It wasn’t like she reveled in staring at herself in the mirror, or enjoyed primping in front of it, but it would be nice to make sure she looked presentable. This tahadu ritual that Holly’s new boyfriend, T’Kar, was about to go through seemed like a big deal, and the entire Dothvek village would be there. She could hear them outside her tent now, feet soft in the powdery sand and their voices low, in excited murmurs. Not that she had anyone in particular she wanted to impress, but it would be nice to know if her ponytail was uneven.

      Caro almost laughed, thinking how much time her curvy, flirty, redheaded crew mate, Holly, spent on her hair and picking out the perfect bold, sexy outfit. But she did not have Holly’s curves, or her love for provocative clothes. She’d always been petite and lean, with a fondness for cargo pants and V-neck T-shirts. Her stick-straight hair had never held a curl, so there was no way she could get the bouncy waves her roomie sported, but at least her skin that didn’t burn as easily as Holly’s.

      Even though she’d never been as interested in primping as Holly, after a few days living in a primitive tent village, she did miss the relative luxuries of her old spaceship. The ship her bounty hunter crew had lived and worked on hadn’t been fancy, but it did have showers with plenty of hot water, and mirrors in every bathroom.

      “Who knew those were luxuries?” she whispered to herself, her gaze flitting around the two-poled tent that served as her quarters now.

      Colorful, woven rugs and mats covered the sand floor, overlapping each other and creating a mismatched patchwork of patterns and textures. Lanterns hung on a cord suspended between the two high poles, and smelled of burning tallow. Two makeshift beds had been created by piling up thicker animal furs and blankets, and a pair of low, wooden tables sat to the side of each one. On Caro’s side table, she kept a jug of water, along with two old-fashioned, creased photos she usually kept tucked in her pocket.

      Since they’d been in the village for a few days, she taken them out and flattened them so she could look at the images each night before she fell asleep. Few images were printed anymore, which made these even more valuable to her. The photo paper was soft with age and the colors faded, but it didn’t matter. She’d memorized the people in the photos, anyway. Resistance crew mates who were long since gone, but forever seared in her memories.

      Caro patted her hair and felt no lumps. That was something, she guessed. She should join the rest of her all-female bounty hunter crew soon, although she was enjoying the few moments in the tent to herself.

      Since they’d been marooned on the sand planet, they’d gone from the shock of crash landing in a spaceship, to the fear of thinking they’d lost their captain, to the surprise of meeting the Dothveks—native barbarians who also happened to be huge and gorgeous—to the anger at thinking their latest bounty, who they now considered a friend and part of their crew, had been killed. To say it had been a busy week would have been an understatement.

      Caro allowed herself to flop back on her bed, grateful when her body sank into the soft blankets, and the sand shifted under the weight of her body. What she really needed was to sleep for about a month.

      Closing her eyes, the surprising sting of tears pricked the backs of her eyelids. She’d been so busy going from catastrophe to chaos that she’d barely had a moment to absorb everything that had happened to them, or to deal with the loss. For the moment, her life as the pilot of the galaxy’s only all-female bounty-hunting crew was on hold. Not only were they stuck on a primitive planet, their ship had been destroyed. They had no way to escape, and no way to continue capturing bounties. Thinking about the battered, old ship she’d piloted for so long made a tear escape the corner of her eye.

      She swiped at it. “Get it together. It was just a ship.”

      But it wasn’t just a ship. It had been much more than that. It had represented a new life for her, and the closest thing to a family she had left.

      Caro pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, willing the tears to go away, even as she thought about all the happy hours she’d spent on the bridge of the old ship, flying the group of them out of scrapes, and outrunning all types of enemy vessels. She’d been the first person Danica had hired to make up the bounty-hunter crew, so she’d been with the captain for the longest. She could still remember the first time she’d seen the old ship and Danica walking down the back ramp. She hadn’t realized she’d been staring at the striking blonde until the woman had called out to her.

      “You looking for passage?”

      Caro had glanced around for a moment, before she realized the woman was talking to her. “Passage? No. I’m a pilot.”

      Danica’s eyebrows had shot up. “Really? You any good?”

      Caro had bitten back the urge to say she’d been the best pilot in the Valox resistance. Being a member of an underground resistance movement against one of the galactic empires wasn’t something you wanted to advertise in an outpost like Hevral. “I can hold my own.”

      Danica had studied her for a moment, before giving a small nod. “I’m looking for a pilot. Any interest in joining my crew? I pay equal shares of the profits.”

      That got her attention. No captains paid their crews equal shares, although most captains she’d seen around Hevral were crusty, old men with dodgy reputations and bad tempers. This woman was clearly not that.

      Caro peered up at the dull, metal exterior of the ship with obvious patches on the weathered hull. “What kind of ship? Transport?”

      Danica dragged a hand through her wavy hair, the corners of her mouth quirking slightly. “Kind of.” She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “How good are you at avoiding blockades and outrunning patrols?”

      Caro eyed her. She didn’t know what the woman was up to—smuggling, perhaps?—but after serving with the Valox resistance, she didn’t imagine there was anything she couldn’t handle. “Let’s just say I can hold my own.”

      “I believe you.” The blonde extended a hand. “I’m Danica. Captain of this ship, and of the only all-female bounty-hunting crew around.”

      Bounty-hunting? That had made her own eyebrows rise. “How big is your crew?”

      Danica spun on her heel, casting a look over her shoulder before disappearing back inside the ship. “Just the two of us. So far.”

      Caro hesitated. A female bounty-hunter crew of two? Then again, what other options did she have? Her resistance team was dead, and she didn’t think she could bear joining up with another, as much as she hated the Zagrath empire, and its grip on the Valox sector. No, she’d given everything she had for two astro-years, and she had the physical and emotional scars to prove it. Maybe a gig as a bounty hunter would be just the change she needed, she thought, as she strode up the ramp after Danica.

      It had been a change, Caro thought. Just not in the way she’d expected. As she and Danica had added to the crew—first Holly, then Tori, and finally Bexli—Caro had gained more than a new colleague. She’d gained a new member of the ragtag crew that had eventually became her family. And now that family had been torn apart, and was barely putting itself back together. Caro sucked in a jerky breath, opened her eyes, and stared at the fabric ceiling of the tent.

      Even though she was currently safe, Tori was still missing, having stolen onboard their archenemy Mourad’s ship before he blasted off the planet. One of the Dothveks had snuck on with her, but she had no way of knowing if the tough security chief was safe or not. Even though Tori was more than capable of taking care of herself, Caro still worried about her. She never wanted to lose another crew mate. She couldn’t.

      As she lay on the bed, she sensed something strange. It was the same thing she’d felt when they’d been out in the desert, looking for T’Kar. She couldn’t put her finger on exactly what it was, but it was like a faint pulse of someone else’s emotions. A feeling that wasn’t her own, but that niggled in the back of her brain. Almost like she was being watched, although that was impossible, since she was inside a tent with the flaps closed.

      She knew Dothveks were empathic, and she also knew that both Danica and Max were able to sense the emotions of the Dothveks they’d fallen for, but she wasn’t involved with any of the natives. She hadn’t so much as made eyes as any of the big, brawny aliens, although she’d certainly noticed how gorgeous they were. She’d been too worried about her friends to focus any energy on hot guys. So, what was she sensing?

      Shaking her head, Caro stood quickly and glanced around the tent. Empty, except for her. Of course.

      She was imagining things. She was letting all the talk of empathic aliens make her imagine that she was reading minds. She almost laughed. A Dothvek mate was definitely not in the cards for her. Her goals were to make sure her friends were all safe, and find a way for them to get off the planet.

      Caro swiped at her eyes, hoping they weren’t red and puffy. She’d better join the others at the tahadu before she missed the entire thing. She wanted to be there to support Holly, even though she thought the idea of a gauntlet ritual was a bit barbaric.

      “You are living in a tent village with aliens who wear nothing but leather pants,” she reminded herself.

      The same aliens that her friends seemed to be falling for, one by one. She tried not to think about that, either, especially since she did not see herself falling for a Dothvek. Not when Tori was still missing, she told herself. Once Holly’s Crestek boyfriend was accepted into the Dothvek clan, they could refocus on their next moves, although without a ship, even she had to admit that they were pretty limited.

      Caro turned to the bed, walking to the low table and touching both of the photos quickly. Her fingers hovered over the second image and a prickle snaked down her spine.

      There it was again, that feeling. The awareness of someone else’s thoughts, even though they were faint and undefined. She touched a finger to her temple unconsciously, even as the air swirled faintly around her legs, and she heard a footstep so soft it was almost undetectable. Then panic fluttered in her chest.
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      Rukken sat on his haunches in the tall grasses edging the Dothvek village. He’d been observing them since they brought the Crestek back, following the rescue party at a safe distance and hiding once they’d reached the village.

      He was glad T’Kar was safe. He liked the warrior, even if he was a Crestek, and he was glad he’d found him on the sands and nursed him back to health. If nothing else, the company of the Crestek had been a welcome change from the aching loneliness of his exile. Rukken bit back the growl that threatened to rise up in his throat every time he thought about his exile from the Dothvek clan.

      That is not why you are here, he reminded himself.

      He shifted his stance, and his feet tingled from the movement after being still for so long. He’d been watching as the villagers had fed the animals that brayed in their pen, filled jugs with water from the blue lake, and grilled meat over the communal fire. The scent of the burning meat had almost undone him, his stomach rumbling so loud he’d been sure it would give away his hiding spot. But still, he’d remained crouched in the copse of willowy grass, watching and waiting.

      He’d almost forgotten how much he’d missed the familiar smells of his old home—the musky scent of the jebels, the aroma of smoke, the faint smell of moisture in the air. They were things he’d tried to recreate in his own smaller camp, but they were stronger here, and he felt a pang as he breathed them in.

      What he longed for most deeply, however, were the sounds. Even though his people were empathic, they still spoke to each other in voices deep and husky. The animals still made noises as they shuffled in their pens. The breeze still stirred the leafy fronds at the tops of the tall, spindly trees. Being alone had meant that the only voice was his own—it had been almost three solar rotations since he’d heard another speak—and he had often thought he might go mad from the silence.

      Rukken wondered why he had not returned before, if only to observe his former clan, but the feeling of comfort had been soon replaced by one of longing. Painful longing that made his heart ache.

      The only time he’d had to fight to urge to reveal himself, to lunge out and brandish his blade, had been when he’d seen Zatvar approach the fire. The Dothvek looked much as he remembered, although his dark hair was shaggier, and his waist seemed thicker. Bile rose in his throat when he saw the warrior walking freely, while he was forced to hide from his people.

      It should have been the other way around. Zatvar should have been the one exiled, not him. But no one but him knew what had happened that day, and Zatvar had done a skillful job of setting him up to take the fall.

      Rukken’s hand drifted to the hilt of his blade, his fingers itching to strike down the Dothvek who had ruined his life. But Zatvar was not the reason he was hiding. Not today.

      When he saw her with the other females, his breath hitched in his chest. She was the reason he was there. The female with the dark hair that she wore tied up, and the dark eyes that often narrowed in concern when she talked to the others, her voice fast as the words spilled out. He could barely breathe when he looked at her, his desire for her so strong it almost leveled him.

      She was his. He knew it. Just like T’Kar had claimed the female with the flame-colored hair, he would claim the slight female who smiled easily and talked often. He smiled himself, as he thought about the comfort her voice would bring him on the empty sands.

      From the moment he’d seen her, he’d known. As if the goddesses had sent him a message in the form of a pulsing throb echoing through his body, his cock aching at the sight of her.

      He’d been watching T’Kar from a distance once he’d sent him off on the sands. Despite what he’d told the Crestek, he had no intention of abandoning the warrior after he’d spent so much time healing him. He’d tracked T’Kar, and even helped scare off the scarabs that had chased the Crestek, before hiding when the Dothvek hunting party found him.

      Rukken had been relieved when the female he’d assumed was the mate T’Kar had mentioned arrived, but his attention had almost instantly been drawn to the human with nearly black hair. Although each of the females looked different, her small features and slightly upturned eyes had seemed almost familiar to him, as if he already knew her.

      He’d stared at her as the Dothveks and humans had taken T’Kar back to the village, staying at least a sand dune behind so he couldn’t be seen. They had sensed him, though. He’d picked up on both of the Dothvek’s concern, and noticed them tighten their grip around their females. And T’Kar. The Crestek had looked back a few times, making him realize that his own skills were rusty. He’d worked to mask his emotions for the remainder of the journey.

      He couldn’t let them find him. He couldn’t let them stop him.

      After watching for most of the day, the suns began to dip lower in the sky, and the Dothveks appeared to be gathering at the far side of the village, away from him. He heard snippets of conversation, and the word tahadu mentioned.

      So that was how they were testing T’Kar. It had been a long time since he’d thought of the tahadu, or any of the Dothvek rituals, and a part of him wished to observe it. His heart thumped in his chest at the thought of the gauntlet, memories of his own tahadu swirling in his head. He could imagine the two rows of warriors, blades brandished and faces wild, as they waited to test the warrior. He should have been part of that. He should be lined up, waiting for the warrior to pass him, hoping to get in a good hit.

      He gave his head a rough shake. That wasn’t to be. The past was already written. It was only the future he could control, and what he did tonight would alter the course of his.

      Waiting until most of the warriors had gathered at the back of the village, Rukken searched for her mind amid the swirl of thoughts. He was out of practice, but her human mind was easier to pick out of the many Dothvek ones.

      She was not with the rest yet. That was good.

      He left his hiding spot and crept noiselessly through the deserted village, skirting around tents and moving carefully so as to avoid anyone. It had been so long since he’d last been in the village, but he knew the layout as if he’d been there yesterday. He recognized his former tent, anger stabbing at him when he peered inside the open flaps and saw another’s belongings arranged on the scattered rugs. He wondered if anyone in the village thought about him anymore, or if his name had been erased along with all evidence of him.

      He let the soft hum of her mind pull him through the village until he was standing outside a large, double-peaked tent with the flaps closed. For a moment, he wondered if she was sharing a Dothvek warrior’s tent and the thought filled him with jealous rage.

      He steadied his temper. No, he hadn’t seen her with any warrior, and he didn’t sense a Dothvek in the tent with her now. The only thing he could sense clearly was sadness. His female’s sadness. He stifled the urge to rush inside and comfort her.

      That would not go well. She had no idea who he was, and, at this point, he looked even wilder than his Dothvek brothers with his long, unkempt hair and scruffy cheeks. He didn’t even bother wearing his clan’s traditional leather pants anymore. Instead, when his only pair had finally fallen apart, he had tied loose animal skin around his waist.

      No, him running in and hugging her would definitely not comfort her. She would most likely scream in terror, and every warrior would descend on him within a matter of moments.

      Rukken wondered why the female was sad. She had never seemed sad when he’d seen her with the other females, although he had not been watching her for long. He sensed deep regret, and also something else—loss. She had lost people.

      He let out a breath, absorbing her feelings of grief for the people she missed. That they had in common, then.

      Hearing cheers rise up from the far side of the village, Rukken steeled himself. It was now or never. Soon the tahadu would begin, and he needed to be far away from the village when it was over and the Dothveks returned to the tents.

      Rukken reached a hand into the leather pouch attached to his belt, pulling out a bunch of sweet clavia. Used primarily for pain relief, a handful of the green leaves could render a warrior unconscious. He did not like that he had to use them, even though he knew they would not cause any permanent damage. He wished he could explain everything to her, and have her willingly come with him, but he also knew that was a fantasy. He was a stranger to her. For now.

      He lifted one flap of the tent and stepped inside, his footstep light on the crisscrossed rugs. She stood facing away from him, bent over a small table, and touching her fingers to a piece of paper that held an image of several people on it. Before he could wonder who the people were that she touched so gently, she stiffened.

      She’d heard him. He moved quickly before she could turn, pressing the hand with the clavia leaves over her mouth and nose, and wrapping another arm tightly around her waist, pinning her arms down and keeping her from flailing at him. Within moments, her body had gone limp, and then she was breathing as if she was in a deep sleep.

      Rukken returned the leaves to his pouch and scooped her into his arms. He looked down at her small body, her dark lashes fanned across the tops of her cheeks and her pink lips slightly parted. Desire pulsed again, but he pushed it away. He needed to get her away from the Dothvek village, first.

      Pushing his way through the tent flaps, he paused outside to make sure no one was around. Another cheer from the far edge of the village told him the tahadu had begun. He ran quickly through the maze of tents, encountering no one.

      The female was so light it was easy to run, and once he’d cleared the village, he was able to increase his pace as he raced up and down the dunes. His legs pumped up and down, but he held her close to keep her from being too jostled.

      He loved the feel of her small body in his arms. She was his now. His to protect. His to take care of. His mate.

      She made a small noise, and he glanced down, hoping she would not wake until they’d reached his camp. Despite his feelings, he suspected she would not feel the same way. Not at first, at least. Once she realized they were meant to be together, Rukken felt sure she would be glad to be his mate, and glad to have such a strong warrior protecting her from the dangers of the planet and from the Dothveks.

      Warm, gold light spilled across the shimmering sand as the suns sank farther down on the horizon. He needed to reach camp before dark. Rukken held her tighter and ran faster, sand kicking up behind him as he crested another tall dune and got that much closer to home.
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      Caro rubbed her head as she tried to sit up. Had she actually fallen asleep?  A wave of dizziness made her sink back down on the rugs covering the sand floor. And why had she fallen asleep on the floor and not on the softer bed?

      “Bex?” she called out in the darkness, her voice hoarse. The last thing she’d remembered was getting ready to watch T’Kar go through the tahadu. Bexli had stepped outside to find Pog, who’d run off again, and Caro had put her hair up into its usual ponytail, and then… Her memory got fuzzy about what happened next. She remembered sensing someone behind her, a strange scent, a hand on her mouth and then… Nothing.

      She didn’t remember anything after that, but she knew she hadn’t gone to the tahadu. She forced herself to sit up, pushing aside the nausea. The inside of the tent was dark, the lanterns overhead not lit, and it felt smaller. The slope of the ceiling seemed lower, and she could swear she saw a single tent pole in the middle, instead of two. She’d definitely slept through the tahadu, since it was clearly the middle of the night. The entire Dothvek village was silent, which was rare in a village with so many inhabitants as well as livestock.

      She doubted she’d slept through anything willingly, especially since she remembered being grabbed from behind. But that didn’t make any sense, either. Why would someone knock her out only to let her sleep? Did someone want her to miss the tahadu? Why?

      She rubbed her head again as confusion swirled. If it was nighttime, where was Bexli? She squinted through the darkness to see if she could make out her friend’s shape on the next bed. And why wasn’t Pog waking up and rushing over to lick her face? That creature never missed a chance to lick someone’s face.

      Caro wondered if Bex had gotten lucky at the celebration that had been planned if T’Kar was successful. The woman had certainly attracted more than her share of interested looks from the Dothvek warriors since they’d arrived, especially from the scorchingly hot twin-brother warriors. Of course, neither had made a move. Apparently, the Dothveks were all about lady’s choice. Not that she would fault her shapeshifter friend if she’d decided to hook up with one.

      She groped around her bed but couldn’t feel the side table with the pitcher of water and her photos. Shit. Where was everything?

      “What do you need, female?”

      The low voice nearly made her scream. Why the hell was there a man in her tent? No way Bexli had brought a guy back to the tent they shared.

      “Who the fuck are you, and why are you in my tent?” Her heart hammered so loudly she could barely hear her own words over it.

      “I am Rukken, and this is my tent.”

      “Wait, I’m in the wrong tent?” She glanced around, her eyes adjusting to the darkness. He was right. This definitely was not her tent. As she’d suspected earlier, it had only one pole, and was considerably smaller than the large, two-person tent she and Bexli shared. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know how this happened.”

      She could make out the large form of him crouched on his haunches near the tent flaps, but he was only a dark outline.

      “I brought you here.”

      That stopped her. “You what?”

      He didn’t answer, but he stood. Caro knew that by this point she should be used to how imposing the Dothveks were, but as he towered over her in the dark, he looked massive. She could tell that his hair was long and loose, and she tried to remember if she had seen anyone in the Dothvek village with so much hair. Her mouth went dry as he quickly crossed to her, squatting down again, so close that she could feel the heat of his body.

      “You are an offworlder. One of the females who came in the ship.”

      “Yeah, obviously. We’ve been here for a while now—“ She scooted back, bumping into the fabric of the tent wall behind her. “Wait, are you not Dothvek?”

      He made a low noise in his throat that did not sound happy. “I am Dothvek, but I am not from the village.”

      Caro hadn’t known there were Dothveks who didn’t live in the village. Was she in a different village? As her eyes adjusted more to the dimness, she could tell he was bare-chested, with heavy, black tattoos. So that was the same.

      “If you aren’t from the village, where are you from?” she asked, her eyes darting to the tent flaps. “Where are we?”

      He reached out a hand and cupped her face, tightening his grip when she jerked back. “That does not matter. You live with me now.”

      She went completely still as he rubbed his finger down her neck and growled. “You are mine.”

      Like hell, Caro thought. She threw out an elbow and caught him in the chin. As he cried out and fell back, she scampered for the exit, pushing through the flaps and stumbling out onto the sands.

      Even though it was dark, and the moons were high in the sky, she could see that she was no longer in the Dothvek village. She swiveled her head around. The village was nowhere in sight. No tents. No communal fire. No pens full of jebels. No other Dothveks.

      All she could see in every direction were endless sand dunes. She spun around and saw that the small tent was tucked in front of a copse of frond-topped trees and a small pond, but that there were no other tents. Only the one she’d been inside. The one with the Dothvek she’d just attacked.

      She scanned the dark, rolling dunes desperately, but there was nothing else. There was no one to help her.

      A large arm curled around her waist from behind, and she gasped. His breath was warm as he lowered his mouth to her neck and pulled her flush against his massive, hard body. It wasn’t difficult to tell that he was hard everywhere.

      “I wish you hadn’t done that, female,” he said, his voice a dark purr that vibrated against her ear.

      Caro struggled against him, even as he lifted her off her feet. She tried to kick backward, but he moved his legs out of the way and her feet flailed helplessly. “You’d better let me go before my crew mates come after you and kick your ass.”

      “I am not afraid of the other females, although I will admit you all have more spirit than I expected.”

      “Yeah?” Caro jerked her head back and tried to hit him in the chin. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

      “No?”

      His voice sounded amused, which pissed her off even more. Was he toying with her? He was so much bigger than she was, she had a sinking feeling that he wasn’t expending much energy at all defending himself from her pathetic attempts. Caro finally stopped struggling, her breath heavy and uneven.

      “Can you please let me down?” she asked with as much dignity as she could muster.

      “Do you promise you will not try to escape again?” His words buzzed against her ear, and sent an unwanted jolt of arousal down her spine.

      “Fine.” It didn’t look like there was anywhere to escape to, anyway.

      He lowered her feet to the ground and released her.

      Caro spun around, staggering back and putting a few feet between her and the stranger. “Just who the hell are you? I know you’re Dothvek, but I also know I’ve never seen you before.”

      “My name is Rukken.” He walked around her, his body between her and the open desert. As if she would make it ten feet if she tried to run up the powdery dunes.

      She tried to steady her breath as she took him in. Now that she had the three moons for illumination, she could see that he was, indeed, huge. He also looked wilder than the Dothveks she’d met in the village. His hair was longer, and looked like it might be matted. Dark facial hair covered his cheeks, tattoos spanned almost his entire chest, and leather straps wound around his wrists. Instead of the low-slung pants the Dothveks in the village wore, he had some sort of uneven animal skin tied around his waist that barely reached mid-thigh. She was also pretty sure she caught the shadow of something significant swinging beneath it.

      Caro swallowed hard. “Why do you live out here, and not in the village?”

      “I was exiled,” he said, scowling.

      Exiled? Well, this was great. She’d been kidnapped by an alien barbarian who’d done something bad enough to get himself kicked out of the clan.

      “But I am not guilty of the crime I was accused of,” he added.

      Wasn’t that what every guilty person said, Caro thought? “Why should I believe you? You kidnapped me. That’s a crime.”

      A rumble rose from deep in his chest. “Taking you was not a crime.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh, yeah? How do you figure that?”

      Rukken stepped closer to her, and she had to fight the urge to back away. She definitely did not like the way his closeness made her pulse flutter and her heart race.

      “Because you are my mate. You were meant to be mine.” He stroked a finger down the side of her cheek, sending tingles along her skin. “I was not kidnapping you. I was claiming you.”

      Caro’s mouth went dry.  Oh, shit.
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      “Claiming me?” The female’s eyes widened, and she pulled her head away. “I don’t think so.”

      The warmth that had spread up his fingers when he’d touched her face disappeared, and only a faint buzz remained on his skin. He longed to feel the heat her touch produced again, but he fought the urge to reach for her. Not when she looked so terrified.

      “Do not worry.” He sensed her fear as if it was clawing at his own throat. “I have no plans to force you.”

      Her shoulders relaxed slightly, but her fear did not entirely disappear. Probably because she didn’t believe him.

      He tried not to be offended that she would think that of him, reminding himself that she did not know him. All she knew was that he’d taken her away from her friends and the Dothveks. “I would never force myself on a female. Even one who is meant to be mine.” He leaned closer and could feel her shallow breaths. “When I take you, you will want it as much as I do.”

      She inhaled sharply, but narrowed her eyes at him. “That’s never going to happen.”

      He shrugged and backed away, feeling her relief at the distance between them, and hearing her exhale. Rukken also needed some space. Being close to her had sent all the blood in his body rushing south, and his cock was swollen with desire.

      It had been one thing to feel the faint connection from a distance, as he’d followed her across the sands and then watched her in the village. It was another to be next to her. Instead of a muted hum of emotions, her feelings threatened to overwhelm him with their intensity.

      Rukken was still not sure how he had a link to her mind. He’d never heard of offworlders having empathic abilities. Then again, he’d never interacted with an offworlder before. His people usually kept their distance from any who happened to stumble upon their planet. It had to mean something. It had to mean she was his. Why else would the goddesses send a female to his planet whose thoughts flowed so easily into his mind and whose impulses swirled with his own?

      Was he being rewarded by the goddesses for his sacrifice? Was this payment for all he’d given up for so long? He glanced at the dark-haired beauty. If so, it had been worth it. A mate had been worth all the loneliness and shame. And now that he had her, he would not be lonely ever again.

      Breathing in the morning air, Rukken peered across the sands, which were warming from the suns shining above the dunes. Gold rays touched the rounded tips of the sand peaks, setting them on fire, and making the shimmering sand shine brightly. A gentle gust rustled the fronds of the tall trees that rose up behind them, and made the few small bells tied to the flaps of his tent ring, the sound high and soft.

      He knew the coolness would soon be burned off and the breeze would vanish, but for now, the air was crisp, and the day was fresh. Even the female stared at the light as it crested the horizon, putting a hand over her eyes as she watched, her expression awed.

      “You do not have suns where you come from?” he asked.

      “We do, but I haven’t lived on a planet with a sun—or two—for a long time. And there are no sunrises when you live on a spaceship.” Her eyes glittered. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen something so beautiful.”

      For a moment, he felt sad she lived in a place that did not experience this every morning. Then he reminded himself that she no longer lived in that place. She lived here. With him. “It is just as beautiful as this every morning—and every evening.”

      “I’ve seen the sunsets here, but there’s something different about a sunrise.” The corners of her mouth twitched up. “Maybe because I’m not usually awake for them.”

      He thought of watching her sleep, like he’d done for hours and like he could have done for many more. Need coursed through him, and his cock stirred, but he attempted to ignore it. He turned and took a single long step to the fire pit outside the entrance to the tent, hoping she would not notice his arousal, as he crouched over the cold embers. “You are awake now.”

      She remained standing and looking out across the sands, and he sensed a calm settle over her. He did not want to break it, so he busied himself with starting the day’s fire, silently adding new kindling to the small spark he ignited, and watching it grow to a steady flame. Threading the remains of the sand serpent on a pair of pointed sticks, he held them over the heat to cook.

      After a moment, she turned her attention to him. “I’m assuming this is breakfast?”

      Rukken touched a finger to the device he’d taken from the Crestek. The word she’d used was unfamiliar, but it was clear she meant the morning meal. He nodded, but didn’t speak. Watching the suns rise had calmed her. She did not seem angry anymore, and he did not want to change that. When he talked, it upset her.

      She tilted her head at him. “Are you wearing one of our universal translator devices? How did you get that, if you don’t live in the village?”

      “From the Crestek.” He touched the device again, curious at the name she’d given it—universal translator—and by the fact that her people clearly had more of the magical devices.

      Her arched eyebrows rose. “So, not one of ours. That explains why T’Kar didn’t understand us when we found him. Well, he understood Holly, but that was because of their whole mind meld thing.”

      He nearly dropped one of the skewers into the fire. “Mind meld?”

      Her cheeks flushed pink. “You know. When women hook up with Dothveks, they start to sense what each other is feeling.”

      He focused on the fire again, but did not respond. So, this connection had happened with the other offworld females she’d arrived with. Jealousy flashed briefly that this was not unique to him, but he quickly dismissed it. It did not matter that this had happened with the other females. It made her no less his.

      He turned her words over in his mind again. “What is ‘hook up’?”

      The pink in her cheeks deepened, and she didn’t meet his eyes. “Get together.”

      He still did not understand. “Like you and I are together?”

      “No.” She shook her head vigorously. “Like bonded, or mated, or claimed, or whatever you Dothveks call it. Physically.”

      Now he understood, but he did not understand why her cheeks had flamed. “Is this shameful where you come from?”

      “No,” she said. “I don’t know why I’m blushing. You’d think being around Holly would have made me immune to being embarrassed about anything sexual.”

      “Holly?”

      She shook her head. “My crew mate. My friend. The one with T’Kar.” She folded her arms over her chest. “You know, one of the friends you took me from.”

      He ignored the jab, handing her the grilled strip of sand serpent on the stick. “Eat.”

      She didn’t even look at the food. “I don’t want to eat. I want you to take me back to the village and my friends.”

      “I cannot do that.” Rukken pulled at his own piece of chewy meat with his teeth, tearing off a bit and swallowing.

      “You mean you won’t, because I know you can.” She waved one arm toward the dunes. “We just start walking. I know it’s over there, somewhere.”

      He swallowed another bite of the slightly smoky serpent meat, as well as his irritation. “I have told you. I cannot take you back. You are meant to be here—with me.”

      She stamped one foot, sending a puff of sand into the air. “But I’m not. I’m a member of a bounty-hunter crew. I’m meant to be piloting a ship across the galaxy and hunting down bad guys. No way am I supposed to be stuck in the middle of a sand pit with an alien barbarian for the rest of my life. What am I even supposed to do out here?” She threw her arms wide. “There’s nothing but sand. A tiny tent, and miles of sand.”

      When she stopped, her chest was heaving. He stood so quickly, she stumbled back, and he caught her by the arm before she fell. Her cheeks were stained red, and her eyes flashed defiance. If he wasn’t so hurt y her words, he would have had a hard time not throwing her down on the sand and taking her right there.

      “You think I am a barbarian? Then I will be a barbarian.” He jerked her so that her body was flush against him and her warmth pulsed into him. She tipped her head back to meet his eyes, her own dark ones shining with unconcealed fury. “You will stay here with me in the middle of this ‘sand pit,’ and you will be my mate. You were meant to be mine. One day, you will know it just as surely as I do. As for what you will do to keep you occupied, female…” He pulled her even closer, and lowered his mouth to the side of her neck, inhaling the scent of her skin and closing his eyes.

      Before he could open his eyes, her leg moved up swiftly between his. Her knee made impact with his balls and he released her, falling to his knees and clutching his groin. The blinding pain moved swiftly, and he could do nothing but hold himself and moan. He could not even reach for the female, as she staggered back from him, and he saw through his blurred vision that her feet were dangerously close to the fire.

      She spun around to run, but trod squarely on the burning embers, screaming and dancing backward. “Fuck, that’s hot!”

      Pulling her own knee into her chest, she fell back hard on the sand, whimpering as she examined her blistered foot and rocked back and forth.

      Rukken pushed through the sharp pain that had moved to his lower abdomen and managed to crawl over to her. Lifting her foot, he saw that the ball of her foot was red and raw. “You should not walk in the fire.”

      Tears were streaming down her face, as she bit down on her bottom lip. “Thanks for the pro tip, asshole.”

      He ignored her insult, tugging her leg toward him, as she tried to wriggle away. She spun around and attempted to crawl on all fours. Exasperated, Rukken gave her bottom a soft slap. “Stop moving, female. You will cause further damage to your foot.”

      Her body stiffened as he succeeded in flipping her and pulling her into his lap, cradling her almost like a baby, as he held her foot without touching the scalded skin. His balls still throbbed in pain, but he ignored them, pulling a few yellow parsi tree leaves out of a pouch on his waist and cupping her foot as if it was breakable. Her gaze was suspicious as he placed them over her burn, but the tension in her forehead released after the leaves started to heal her. He knew the pain had subsided when her muscles uncoiled, and she slumped slightly against him.

      “Better?” he asked. He still held her small body in his arms, but she was not struggling to get away.

      She gaze up at him and tilted her head before nodding. “You helped me even after I kneed you in the balls.”

      “You were burned.”

      She eyed him as if she couldn’t quite believe his words. “Aren’t you angry?”

      “I am disappointed. You promised you would not attempt to run from me if I let you go.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “You know what they say, all’s fair in love and war.”

      Now it was his turn to be confused. “I have not heard that before. Which one is this, love or war?”

      She expression challenged him, even as her eyes darkened with an emotion that was not anger. “What do you think?”
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      Caro saw his pupils flare. She pushed away from him, managing to stand on one foot. “Well, it’s not love, I can tell you that much. You may be able to keep me here, but it’s only a matter of time before my friends and the Dothveks find me. And if you don’t plan on forcing me, I promise you that won’t be happening. Ever.” She wiped the sand off the seat of her cargo pants.

      “We will see.” He seemed unconcerned as he turned back to the fire, but she saw a muscle in his jaw tick.

      Infuriating asshole, Caro thought, hobbling away from him, the leaves dropping off as she moved. Her foot felt almost like it had never been burned, but she tried not to put too much pressure on it, anyway. She didn’t have far to walk, since the entire camp was comprised of the single peaked tent positioned in front of what looked like a mini oasis—a small, blue pond, a patch of high grass, and some willowy trees with blue bark and fronds bursting from the top. Other than that, it was sand as far as she could see.

      She couldn’t help wondering how he’d found this little patch of life. The Dothvek village was centered around a larger oasis, but she hadn’t expected there to be more of them on the desert. Or pint-sized versions.

      Caro walked to the edge of the water and sat down, wrapping her arms around her bent knees. She stared across the placid surface of the water, finally dipping her toes in. She was startled by how cool it was. She’d expected a pond in a desert to be hot, but it wasn’t. Wiggling her toes sent ripples from one side to the other, and she watched, mesmerized, as they came back to her, lapping gently against the sand bank.

      The water was calming, and the same peace settled over her as when she’d been watching the sun rise over the sand dunes. She’d never thought she missed things like this, but there was something about the natural world that soothed her.

      Caro gave her head a small shake. It didn’t matter how much she liked natural ponds, or sunrises over deserts, she still had to get back to her friends and they all still had to find a way off the planet. That had been the plan all along. She ignored the little voice in the back of her head reminding her how happy Danica, Max, and Holly seemed with their new alien mates. She couldn’t think about that now. The captain hadn’t mentioned abandoning the goal of leaving the planet, so she had to operate under the assumption that they weren’t. Besides, hadn’t Holly joked about bringing extra muscle onto the team? The natives had muscles in spades, and that included the one who’d kidnapped her.

      She could hear him moving behind her, but she refused to turn around. She wasn’t afraid of him. Not really. If he didn’t hurt her after she kneed him in the balls, she knew he never would, and she also believed him when he said he wouldn’t force himself on her. If there was one thing Dothveks were big on, it was honor. And she could sense that, beneath all his anger and resentment, he still considered himself Dothvek.

      She slipped her feet farther in the water, the cold enveloping her toes and ankles. Her burned foot stung for a moment, then the water numbed it. Why did she trust a guy who’d abducted her? It didn’t make any sense, but she did. Just because he’d slapped some magic leaves on her? She hated that his kindness made it harder for her to hate him. The only thing that scared her was her own reaction to him. Her body’s traitorous responses to his touch or his nearness didn’t seem to be something she could control. She could ignore them, though.

      “You should eat.”

      The deep voice right behind her made her jump, and she pressed a hand to her heart. The barbarian was stealthy, she’d give him that. “I’m not hungry.” It was a lie, and her stomach rumbled almost on cue.

      He held a skewer of meat over her shoulder. “You are.”

      Caro wasn’t sure why she felt so compelled to push back, but she shook her head. “I don’t want your food. I’m not staying here long enough to need to eat, thank you very much.”

      He let out an exasperated breath, and pulled back the skewer.

      She didn’t hear him walk away, and before she could react, he’d sat down behind her and wrapped his legs around hers. She jerked around. “What the hell do you think—?”

      He popped a bite of food into her open mouth, then clamped his hand over it. “Since you are behaving like a child, I am feeding you like one.”

      Caro tried to spit out the chewy, smoky meat, but he held his hand firmly over her mouth. She gagged it down, then struggled in his arms, feeling small and powerless, cocooned in the bulk of his body.

      “Another?” he asked, slipping his hand down from her lips.

      “No. What the hell is that, anyway?”

      “Sand serpent.”

      She thought she might retch. “I just ate snake?”

      “You should get used to it. Sand serpent is plentiful on the sands, but livestock is not.”

      Caro thought of the squat, fuzzy-tailed creatures that ran around in the pens in the Dothvek village, and suspected she’d been eating a lot of them, instead of sand snake. “I don’t need to get used to anything. I’m not staying.”

      He ignored her. “I cannot have you weak from hunger, and the heat of the day will drain your energy if you do not eat.”

      Caro pressed her lips together. Maybe if she refused to eat, he’d have to take her back to the Dothvek village. If he really thought she was his chosen one, he wouldn’t want her to starve to death, right?

      Rukken reached around and cupped her jaw in one hand, squeezing lightly to open her mouth. She pressed her mouth into a hard line and shook her head.

      He grunted, pulling at her lower lip with his thumb and trying to press a now-cold piece of snake meat into her mouth. She twisted her head away from him, but he turned it back.

      Strangely, she could feel his frustration as strongly as her own. And something else almost as strong. She bucked against him, and he tugged her body into his to hold her steady. Then she really felt it—hard and huge against her ass. She froze.

      Shit. That couldn’t be real, could it? Not that she was shocked—aliens who were probably close to seven feet tall were going to be big everywhere—but she hadn’t let herself think about it much. She’d gone out of her way since they’d been rescued by the Dothveks not to think of them as incredibly hot guys, even as her friends had started to pair off with the alien barbarians.

      Rukken stiffened, his grip on her jaw loosening. He leaned forward and tucked his head against her neck. “If you eat, I will release my grip on you.”

      His words vibrated against her skin and made her shiver. Was not eating more important than getting away from him? She didn’t know how much longer she could take with his body pressed up against hers. Her heart was racing, and her nipples were hard against the fabric of her shirt. She only hoped he couldn’t see her obvious arousal.

      “Fine,” she said. So much for her hunger strike.

      He slipped the snake meat into her mouth, and she reluctantly chewed. “There. Happy?”

      “More than that.” He held another morsel to her lips.

      She ate it, the smoky taste not as bad as it had been at first. The texture, though, had not grown on her. A bit of char remained on her lower lip, and he brushed it away with his thumb, his gentle touch making her skin tingle. Why did his touch do that to her?

      Rukken hesitated, then ripped another small bite of meat from the skewer and held it to her lips. She took it willingly, so he wouldn’t have to touch her lips. The less she touched him, the better.

      After swallowing another few bites and finishing nearly half the snake meat twisted on the pointed stick, Caro pulled her head back. “Enough. I can’t eat another bite.”

      He looked from the skewer to her and finally nodded. “That is enough for now.”

      She sighed. For now? She hoped to God every meal wasn’t going to end up with him feeding her by hand.

      He unwrapped his arms from her and stood, and for a moment, she missed the warmth of his big body.

      She scowled at herself. Oh, no. You cannot fall for your kidnapper, she told herself. It doesn’t matter if he’s gorgeous and his touch makes your skin feel like it’s been electrified. He abducted you.

      Caro heard him move away, and she allowed herself to breathe freely as she slid her feet back in the water. The last thing she needed was to have feelings for the guy she was trying to escape from. It didn’t matter what he looked like or what he made her feel. She needed to get back to her friends and back to her old life. She’d never had time for love—or even lust—before, and she certainly didn’t now. Her duty was to her crew. The team came first. It was a rule she’d learned when she’d joined the Valox resistance, and one she’d held tight to during all her time on Danica’s crew.

      Besides, living alone in the desert with a barbarian had never been in her life plan. She swallowed and cringed at the strange aftertaste of the snake meat before cringing. Nope. This was definitely not her idea of a good time.
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      Bexli paced outside Danica and K’alvek’s tent. Why wasn’t the captain up? Hadn’t they agreed they needed to go after Caro?

      She didn’t want to burst into the couple’s tent, but she also didn’t know how much patience she had left. Lycithians weren’t known for their waiting skills. They were shape shifters, for fuck’s sake. If that wasn’t the definition of impatience, she didn’t know what was.

      She flicked a hand through her lavender bob. She knew why she was impatient to go after Caro, of course. It was all her fault that her friend was missing. If she’d waited for Caro to get ready before the tahadu, the exiled Dothvek never would have been able to abduct her. The knowledge made her gut roil, and she pressed a hand to her stomach.

      Why hadn’t she come back after she chased down Pog? Because she never expected a disgraced Dothvek warrior to sneak into the village and take one of them, that was why. She hadn’t even known there was an exiled Dothvek. None of them had. She guessed it wasn’t information you shared right off the bat, but considering what had happened, Bexli wished the Dothveks had been a little more forthcoming.

      She still didn’t understand who the guy was, or why he’d been kicked out of the village, but that fact that he had, and the fact that he’d actually taken Caro by force—no way would the pilot have willingly left—did not do anything for her churning stomach. Bracing her hands on her knees, she leaned over and sucked in a breath. The morning air was still crisp, but the scent of breakfast wafting from the communal fire—the wood crackling as the animal fat sizzled—made her press her lips together.

      “We’ll find her,” she whispered to herself. Not only were the sand barbarians good trackers—from what she’d seen—but she knew she and her crew wouldn’t stop until they got Caro back. They were more than crew, they were family. Especially Caro.

      The human pilot had been the first one to make her feel welcome when Danica brought her onboard. She’d been dressed in the ridiculously skimpy clothes from the pleasure house she’d escaped from, but Caro had taken her under her wing, given her some of her own clothes to wear, and made her feel like one of the team right off the bat. That was Caro. Always taking care of everyone.

      “Screw this.” Bexli straightened. She’d waited long enough. She was going in. If Danica and K’alvek were indisposed, she’d apologize for it later. Before she could barrel into the tent, one of the flaps opened and she almost stumbled backward.

      “Hey, Bex.” Danica looked startled to see her standing at the entrance to the tent. “You ready to go?”

      “Me?” Bexli spluttered as she regained her balance. “I’ve been waiting on you since before the suns came up.”

      Danica ran a hand through her wavy, blonde hair. “Sorry. We were up so late talking about Caro, and how to find her, that I slept later than I wanted to.”

      Bexli’s irritation faded as she noticed the dark hollows under the captain’s eyes. They had stayed up for hours discussing how Caro could have been taken, and where the exiled Dothvek might have taken her. Bexli reminded herself that humans needed more sleep than Lycithians.

      “I thought we should leave before it gets too hot,” Bexli said. “Especially since we have no idea where this exile lives.”

      “He will be on the sands.” K’alvek stepped out of the tent behind Danica, curling a large hand protectively around her hip and tugging her gently into him. “He would not venture into the rocks for fear of being found by the Cresteks.”

      “The sands,” Bexli mumbled. “That doesn’t narrow it down much, since almost the entire planet is covered in sand.”

      K’alvek’s mouth twitched. “Do not worry, human. Dothveks are skilled trackers. We will find your friend.”

      “Not human,” Bexli said under her breath.

      A flash of recognition crossed his face. It usually didn’t bother Bexli to be called human. Lycithians’ permanent form resembled humans in most ways. She knew she was quibbling because she was worried about Caro.

      Danica must have realized this because she looped an arm through Bexli’s. “We will find your roomie and bring her back, even if we have to search every meter of desert on the planet.”

      K’alvek made a low, rumbling noise in his throat. “We will not need to do that.”

      Danica shot him a look and squeezed Bexli’s arm. “You know she’s tougher than she looks. It’s the Dothvek, I feel sorry for.”

      Bexli couldn’t help grinning. If the exiled barbarian was under any illusion that Caro’s petite build meant she was mild-mannered, he was in for a surprise. Although she wasn’t outwardly aggressive like their chief of security, Tori, Caro had fought with the Valox resistance before joining Danica’s crew. Even though she rarely spoke of specific battles, Bexli had always suspected that Caro had to have done some pretty ruthless things to stay alive through that.

      “If nothing else, she might talk him to death,” Holly said as she walked up and joined them.

      Bexli didn’t want to laugh at her friend’s expense, but the giggle escaped her.

      Danica gave the redheaded engineer a withering look that dissolved into a smile. “I doubt she’s giving her abductor a long-winded explanation of flying maneuvers.”

      Caro did have a habit of giving them a little too much information while they were escaping from a pursuing vessel, or attempting to fly in somewhere undetected, and more than once, Tori had told the pilot to shut up and fly. But it was all good-natured teasing, the kind a crew did when they’d been together for so long and knew each other as well as they knew themselves.

      “Let’s hope not.” Holly linked her arm through Bexli’s other arm. “Or he might be dead by the time we get there.”

      Bexli hated herself for laughing, but it felt good to tease about Caro. Somehow, it made the situation feel less dire, and made it easier to think that her friend wasn’t actually in danger.

      “What’s going on?” Max asked, walking up with her Dothvek mate, Kush, by her side. Both eyed the laughing women with confusion. “Is everything okay?”

      “We’re fine.” Danica stopped laughing and squared her shoulders. “Just getting ready to go after Caro.”

      “Good.” Max grinned at Holly as the woman pulled her into the group, hooking her elbow with hers. “Kush has been telling me that there are more than a few other places like this in the desert.”

      “Villages?” Bexli asked.

      Max shook her head and only the bangs of her short dark hair moved. “Oases. Pockets of water and plant life.”

      K’alvek folded his arms over his chest and leaned back on his heels, glancing over at his cousin. “Kush is right, although even we do not know all of them.”

      “I do not remember well the place Rukken took me, but it was an oasis, and it was less than a day’s walk.” T’Kar walked up, and Bexli did a double-take.

      Holly’s new mate, the former Crestek who’d only the night before passed the tahadu ritual test to be accepted into the Dothvek tribe, was dressed like one of the sand barbarians. His chest was bare, exposing lots of burnished, gold skin, and impressive tattoos that covered both pectoral muscles and looked like an intricate chest plate. Brown, leather pants hung slightly below his waist, and a strap crossed his shoulder with blades attached to it. Whatever remnants of his Crestek life he’d had appeared to be gone. Even his shorter brown hair looked shaggier and was no longer brushed back behind his pointy ears.

      Kush nodded at T’Kar. “That narrows our search.”

      “You still have no idea why the exile would take the human?” K’alvek asked, his face solemn.

      T’Kar’s slash of brows pressed together, and a wrinkle formed between his eyes. “I have searched my memories for any reason, but I do not know of one. Apart from the obvious.”

      A look passed between Kush and K’alvek. A look Bexli didn’t like. She knew what that meant, too. The barbarian probably took her because he was horny as hell from being alone for so long. Bexli clenched her hands into fists. All the more reason they needed to find Caro. Now.

      “I don’t get it,” Holly said. “Why Caro? It’s not like he could have known her, right?”

      “She was alone.” Bexli heard the crack in her own voice. “I left her to go find Pog, who’d run off again, and didn’t go back to the tent before heading to watch the tahadu. She said she was right behind me. I should have gone back to check on her, but I didn’t. He took her because I left her alone and vulnerable.”

      Holly wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “This is not your fault, honey. It’s that fuckwit who took her we should be mad at.”

      “Fuckwit?” Max cocked an eyebrow before shrugging and nodding. “Holly’s right. No way is this your fault.”

      “If it is anyone’s fault, it is mine.” T’Kar’s voice was thick. “If he hadn’t rescued me, he would never have known any of you exist.”

      K’alvek let out a sigh. “It does not do any good to regret the past. We must focus on the mission.”

      Danica gave her mate an appreciative glance. “K’alvek is right. No one here is to blame for Caro being taken, and beating ourselves up about it doesn’t bring her back faster.”

      “Then let’s saddle up,” Holly said.

      Before they could walk more than a few steps, Zatvar appeared, flanked by several Dothveks. K’alvek’s groan was audible and everyone’s stance stiffened as the clan leader approached.

      “Our borders were violated, and a female was taken out from under our noses.” K’alvek’s voice was dark and deadly. “Do not try to stop us from rescuing her.”

      Zatvar’s beady eyes held him for a moment, before a smile spread across his face. “I do not come to stop you. I come to help you.”

      “You are joining the hunt?” The shock in Kush’s voice was obvious.

      “No.” Zatvar flicked a hand at the Dothveks behind him. “I am sending you with additional warriors.”

      K’alvek shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his eyes narrowing. “We will be glad for the assistance, but do you not think we can track down one exile?”

      Zatvar let out a mirthless laugh. “You do not accept gifts with grace, son of K’alron.”

      K’alvek froze, and Kush rested a hand on his shoulder, stepping in front of his cousin. “We are grateful for our Dothvek brothers’ help, and we welcome them to our hunting party.”

      Zatvar returned Kush’s tight smile, and motioned for the warriors behind him to join the group. Bexli recognized the identical twin warriors from the battle with the Cresteks, and the warrior Holly referred to as Silver Foxy, but she did not know the others.

      “What do you want in return?” K’alvek asked.

      Zatvar laughed, his belly quivering. “Who says I require anything in return?”

      K’alvek stared at the clan leader, his eyes nearly slits.

      Finally, Zatvar let out a breath. “All I ask is that you are successful. Find the female. Bring her back to the village, unharmed. Kill the exile.”

      “Kill him?” Kush asked.

      Zatvar’s gaze slid to Kush. “You have a problem killing the disgraced warrior who violated the terms of his punishment and took a female by force?”

      “He is still a Dothvek,” K’alvek said. “One my father did not believe deserved death.”

      Zatvar flinched and his smile faltered. “Your father is no longer clan leader.”

      K’alvek started to step forward, but Kush blocked him then stepped forward, himself.

      “We have no problem,” Kush said.

      Zatvar nodded, but his gaze did not leave K’alvek. “If you do, my warriors will make sure the job gets done.”

      Bexli glanced at the twin warriors who now flanked her. They looked as unhappy with the order as K’alvek was, but she suspected they would have to carry it out whether they wished to or not.

      “I look forward to your return.” Zatvar spun on his heel. “And the traitor’s head.”

      K’alvek and Kush exchanged a dark look, but were silent as they led the rescue party through the village toward the jebels. When they reached the cluster of tents Bexli knew held the priestesses, both warriors paused.

      A Dothvek female stood at the draped entrance, her pale robes billowing in the breeze. Her jet hair was piled on her head, and she held a shallow metal bowl filled with water. The Dothveks all gave small bows, dropping their eyes to the sand.

      “You have come to bless our journey?” K’alvek asked.

      The priestess swirled the water in the bowl and the copper shone underneath. “And to warn you.”

      K’alvek angled his head at her and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Did my mother send you?”

      She jerked her head up quickly. “No. She knows you can protect yourself. My warning concerns the clan.”

      Kush glanced at his cousin then at the priestess. “Will our leaving endanger the village?”

      The woman’s gaze swept over all of them. “Your mission will determine the future of our people for generations to come.” She tossed the water at their feet. “Ride well and fight with honor.”

      She disappeared back in her tent with a flourish of robes and the slapping of the tent flaps, leaving the group speechless for several moments.

      When K’alvek and Kush finally turned and resumed their walk to the jebels, Bexli ran up and tugged on Danica’s arm. “What the hell was that all about?”

      Danica shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m getting the feeling this isn’t a regular rescue mission anymore.”

      Bexli frowned. Did that mean that Caro was in even more danger than they thought?
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      Rukken watched her sitting at the edge of the water. It was a good thing he’d walked away when he did. He wasn’t sure if he could have withstood much more contact with her. Even now, his skin was scorched from where he’d touched her, and his cock ached with need.

      At least she’d eaten. He would not be able to live with himself if she became weak or ill.

      He finished off the last of the grilled meat and dropped the skewers next to the fire. He still had enough raw serpent meat to last a few days, but then he would need to hunt for more. How would he do that with her? He could not leave her without fear she would attempt to run off and end up wandering on the sands, but if he went out at night he risked his own life. The larger, deadlier sand creatures only came out after the suns set, and he did not relish an encounter with one of them. Rukken glanced back at the female. But if it meant keeping her, he would do it.

      He did not like the idea of leaving her at night, but if he could hunt quickly and return while she slept, she would never know he’d left. If she woke up, then he risked her trying to run off at night. The thought of her on the sands alone in the dark made his gut clench. He would just have to make their food last as long as possible, starting with eating less himself.

      He lifted his face to the suns. They were higher in the sky, and soon, they would blaze down upon his camp. He would need to get her out of the sun before then, but for now he would let her sit by the water.

      He darted another glance at her, then stirred the contents of the small pot suspended over the fire. He tilted the drink into a pair of clay cups and walked over to her.

      “Here.” He handed one of the cups to her. “Drink this.”

      She took it, but eyed him suspiciously. “What is it?”

      “Bindi leaf tea. It will make you less thirsty.”

      “Liquids usually do that,” she muttered, not making a move to drink it.

      “You should drink it.”

      She peered into the cup. “How do I know you’re not trying to drug me again?”

      He sat down several lengths away from her. “Why would I do that?”

      She cocked an eyebrow, but did not immediately reply. “Oh, I can think of a few reasons,” she finally said.

      Irritation flamed within him. “I have told you I will not force you. That would be dishonorable.”

      “You forced me to eat.”

      “For your own good,” he snapped. “Would you rather starve?”

      “I’d rather go back to my friends.”

      “That is not going to happen.” His exasperation grew even as he tried to control his temper. “You might as well drink it.”

      “Or what? You’ll sit behind me and force me to drink it?”

      He opened his mouth to reply, but closed it again. It would do him no good to fight with her. “Fine. Do not drink it. When the suns are making you lightheaded later, do not say I did not warn you.”

      She glared at him, and he could feel her desire to take a sip warring with her need to stand up to him. A part of him admired her bravery. Another, larger, part of him wanted to shake her.

      He reached one long arm over, taking her cup and switching it with his. “There. Now you know it isn’t drugged.”

      She peeked into the cup of tea again and finally drank.

      Rukken took a sip, as well, then leaned back. “You are so eager to return to the Dothvek village. Why?”

      She almost choked on her mouthful. “Why? Because that’s where my crew is. If we still had our ship, I’d want to get back to that.”

      “So, it is not the Dothveks you miss?”

      She raised her eyebrow again. “Don’t get me wrong. They’ve been great, but they aren’t my friends.”

      He swirled the contents of his cup, studying the few loose leaves on the bottom. “No Dothvek has made a claim on you, then?”

      She watched him over the rim of the brown clay cup. “Would it make a difference if I said there was? If I told you I was head over heels for one of the other warriors? That I’d been screwing their brains out the entire time we’d been in the village?”

      He flinched, but pushed away the jealousy brimming inside him. “No, female. I would not believe you.”

      “This ‘female’ crap is getting old. My name is Caro. And why wouldn’t you believe me?”

      Caro. He rolled the name over in his head several times. It suited her.

      “I can sense that you are lying, Caro.” Relief coursed through him as he realized that was true. She was lying. There was no Dothvek.

      “Then why did you bother to ask me?” Her eyes flashed. “If you’re empathic and can clearly tell what I’m feeling, why bother having a conversation at all?”

      “I like hearing your voice. It has been a long time since I talked to anyone.”

      She looked startled, her brow furrowing. “Oh. I never thought about that. How long have you been exiled?”

      Rukken looked away from her and over the surface of the water. “Three solar rotations.”

      She let out a long breath. “So, three of your years? Damn. That’s a long time to be alone. How long are you supposed to stay exiled?”

      “Forever.”

      Another loud exhalation. “What did you do?”

      “As I said before, I did not do anything I was accused of. Another Dothvek set me up to take the fall for his crime.”

      “I thought all you Dothveks were honorable. Isn’t framing a clansman dishonorable?”

      “It is.” He looked at her. He could not tell if she believed him or not, but she was curious. “Not all Dothveks have honor, although it is rare for one of us to be so deceitful.”

      “Didn’t you tell them you were innocent?” she asked.

      “I did, but I was known for being impulsive with a bad temper. It was easy to believe I was the one who committed murder.”

      “Wait.” She held up a hand. “Murder? You didn’t say you murdered someone.”

      “I did not.” Rukken measure his words, trying not to get angry as he thought about it all again. “Zatvar planted a great deal of evidence against me. It was false, but very convincing.”

      “Zatvar?” Her mouth fell open. “He’s the one who set you up?”

      “You met him?” Rukken had to remind himself that she was not involved with any Dothveks to keep his possessive urge at bay. He watched emotions cross her face that he couldn’t place. “Caro?”

      “Uh, yeah, I met him.” She tilted her head up. “He’s the leader of your clan.”

      The cup slipped from Rukken’s hand and tumbled onto the sand. His body went cold and his heart seemed to stop. “What do you mean, he’s the leader?”

      “Are you okay? Your skin just lost about three shades of gold.”

      He tried to keep from screaming, but his voice shook as he spoke. “Zatvar cannot be the leader. K’alron is the head of the Dothvek clan.”

      She moved her head slowly from side to side, her eyes never leaving him. “I’ve never heard of a K’alron, but I promise you that Zatvar is in charge. He lives in a big tent and makes all the decisions for the clan. I mean, I get the feeling that K’alvek hates him, but that’s probably because the guy is also his stepfather.”

      Rukken closed his eyes and jerked his head up as he made a clicking noise in the back of his throat. It was impossible. Zatvar could not be the leader of the clan. Not after everything he’d done. Not after his treachery. What had happened to K’alron, and how was K’alron’s mate now Zatvar’s?

      His head spun with questions and he rubbed his temples as it began to pound. Zatvar leading the Dothveks? Zatvar taking the clan leader’s mate for himself? Zatvar becoming leader over K’alvek, the rightful heir to the position? What had happened while he had been in exile?

      Clearly, K’alron was dead. His heart ached for the ruler he’d known. It had been K’alron who had refused to impose the punishment of death on him when all the other elders demanded it. It had been K’alron who had shown him mercy, although he could debate how much of a mercy death would have been compared to exile. He remembered the look of fury on Zatvar’s face when K’alron had commuted the sentence of death and sent him away. Had Zatvar gotten his revenge on the clan leader by killing him, too?

      Rukken remembered all too well the look of vengeful lust on Zatvar’s face when he’d come upon the warrior during a hunt. He’d been standing over another Dothvek—a warrior he’d always battled against and come up lacking—with his blade dripping blood. Before Rukken could raise the alarm, Zatvar had slashed at himself with his own blade and then quickly disarmed him, switching weapons and leaving him holding the bloody blade and standing over two injured warriors when the other Dothevks arrived.

      Zatvar had always been able to mask his mind well. His talents at subterfuge had always been greater than his battle skills. And now he had managed to trick the entire clan into believing he was worthy of leading. All except K’alvek, apparently. That came as no surprise. K’alvek had always been as shrewd as he was fierce. But he did not know everything. He did not know the truth about Zatvar. No one knew how ruthless the Dothvek could be.

      Rukken heard her voice over the rushing of blood in his ears. “Are you okay? You aren’t stroking out on me, are you? Because there’s no way I can go for help.”

      He opened his eyes and focused on Caro, even as his temples throbbed. She’d moved so that she was kneeling in front of him, and her hands were resting on his knees. “I am not unwell, but I am distressed to hear that Zatvar is now the clan leader.”

      “I can see that, but how does that affect your life out here? You didn’t even know he was in charge.”

      She was right about that. He had no way of knowing how long Zatvar had been leading the clan, but she was wrong that it didn’t change things. Knowing how dangerous Zatvar was, there was no way he could ever let Caro return to the village. Not with Zatvar in power. Rukken would die before he let that dishonorable warrior ever hold any authority over his mate again.
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      Caro watched as Rukken stormed around the camp most of the day. He’d been increasingly agitated since learning that Zatvar was the Dothvek leader. She understood his feelings to some extent. If this was the guy who’d set him up and caused him to be exiled, hearing he’d risen to become the clan leader probably didn’t sit well.

      She’d made a point to avoid asking him any more questions, because talking about it definitely didn’t calm him down. The more he thought and talked about Zatvar, the angrier he became. Caro wasn’t scared of him—at least, she hadn’t been before—but his temper made her nervous. As did the way he looked at her, furtive glances that held so much desire and possessiveness they made her heart pound and her mouth go dry.

      Was he delusional? Had he been alone on the sands for so long that he’d lost his grip on reality? Did he really think this clan leader was a threat to him, or to her? From the way he muttered to himself, uttering dark curses under his breath, she thought he must.  Of course, that wasn’t good news for her.

      “Great,” she said to herself, when he’d stalked off to fill a jug with water. “I’ve been kidnapped by a criminal who’s potentially crazy.”

      When the suns slid low on the horizon, Rukken threaded more meat on his skewers, and Caro made a point of not groaning out loud. This time, she would eat the weird snake meat without protest. She did not want him to feel compelled to force-feed her again. Being held by him and having morsels of food hand-fed by to her was an unsettling feeling she’d rather not repeat.

      He cocked an eyebrow when she took the skewer from him without complaint, and Caro could have sworn he looked disappointed.

      “You wanted me to fight you about eating?” she asked, taking a bite of the chewy, bland meat.

      “No,” he said, but his tone was as defensive as a child who’d gotten caught doing something naughty.

      She would have laughed, if the situation wasn’t so absurd. Her abductor was now upset that she wasn’t fighting back.

      He’d been right about one thing. She needed her strength, and as much as she disliked sand serpent meat, it would give her enough energy to escape.

      They ate in silence, which felt torturous after a while. Caro was used to a crew of women, which meant that there was rarely a shortage of conversation. She didn’t want him to think she’d forgiven him, but she couldn’t eat without talking.

      “So how often do you have to hunt or scavenge?”

      He peered up, his brows pressed together. “Why? You wish to come?”

      She hadn’t thought about it, but it could be interesting, and it would give her a sense of where she was. She shrugged, trying not to appear too eager. “Maybe. Danica’s guy taught her some Dothvek things like how to hunt in the sand.”

      “Danica?”

      “My captain.” Caro’s chest swelled, and she couldn’t help grinning when she thought about her friend. “She’s an amazing boss, and she’s really good at seeing the potential in people. Not everyone would have taken a chance on me, or Tori, or any of us. We’re kind of a crew of oddballs and outcasts.” She clamped her mouth closed when she realized she was prattling on and giving the alien way too much information.

      He angled his head at her. “Odd ball?”

      “An expression,” she said. “It means we don’t fit in most places.”

      “And you are one of these balls?”

      Ugh. Why had she insisted on talking? Why did she always talk too much? She twitched one shoulder up. “You could say that. Crews weren’t exactly lining up to hire me.”

      He stared at her, but didn’t respond.

      “Not every ship hires former rebels.” She knew he wouldn’t know what any of this meant, but she had a strange compulsion to explain anyway.

      Shut up, Caro.

      His mouth quirked up, but he nodded, as if he understood.

      She handed him back the skewer—noticing that he’d blunted the ends of the sharp sticks since that morning—then she stood and stretched her arms up over her head. She gave an exaggerated yawn. “Well, I’m going to bed.”

      He looked up from where he sat, crouched on the other side of the fire. “I will guard you.”

      Great. Just what she didn’t want—a security detail posted outside the tent.

      “Don’t you sleep?” she asked.

      His gaze held hers. “I do not need much sleep.”

      Despite his claim, she noticed that his eyelids looked droopy. He probably hadn’t slept much the night before when he’d taken her, especially since it appeared that he’d watched her until she woke. No one could go forever without sleep. She’d just have to bide her time until he dropped off.

      She gave another yawn, watching him stifle a reflexive yawn of his own. “Suit yourself.”

      Pushing through the tent flaps, Caro flopped down on the assortment of rugs and animal skins that formed a makeshift bed to one side of the tent. It hadn’t escaped her notice that there was only one such bed. It was wide—enough for two people—but only if the people lay close together. She didn’t want to think about a time where Rukken might want to join her in the bed.

      You’ll be long gone before that happens, she reminded herself, as she rolled over and looked at the peaked ceiling of the single-pole tent. The suns had gone down, but the three moons were not bright overhead yet, so the tent was dark. The only sounds coming from the narrow slit in the tent flaps were the crackling of the fire, and the occasional shuffle of Rukken’s feet in the sand.

      The stress and exhaustion of the day washed over her, but she fought to stay awake. After seeing how the exiled Dothvek had reacted earlier, she knew she couldn’t stay with him any longer. He wasn’t stable, and although she knew in her gut he wouldn’t hurt her, she also knew that he’d been alone with his rage and resentment long enough that he’d lost his grip on reality.

      Caro pinched her arm hard as her eyelids grew heavier. Stay awake. You have to stay awake.

      The sharp pain made her eyes water, but within minutes, her eyes were almost closed again. She shook her head and sat up, seeing moonlight spilling through the narrow opening between the tent flaps. The fire still crackled, but she realized she hadn’t heard Rukken move in a while.

      She held her breath and crept to the entrance of the tent, holding her ear to the crack and hoping he hadn’t heard her movements. No matter how quiet she was, she knew Dothveks were stealthier, and also better at detecting slight noises.

      Heavy breathing made her heart leap. She parted the tent flaps ever so slightly and peered out. Yep. She was right. Rukken sat cross-legged with his elbows on his knees and his head propped in his hands, sleeping soundly.

      He looked so peaceful and so worn out, that Caro almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

      She pushed the flaps of the tent aside as silently as possible, tiptoeing outside and pausing. The hulking barbarian didn’t look so scary when he was asleep, despite his wild hair and heavy tattoos and massive muscles. If she was being honest, the alien was gorgeous, and she fought the urge to stroke a finger down the scruff of his cheek. She wanted to feel the buzz she got from his touch one more time, but she knew that was stupid.

      Maybe if he hadn’t been exiled and hadn’t kidnapped her, things could have been different, she thought. If he’d been a regular Dothvek back at the village, maybe they’d have gotten together. Heat pulsed between her legs as she looked at his expanse of bare gold skin, and then her eyes dropped to the significant bulge between his open legs. She bit her lip to keep from groaning out loud.

      Caro gave herself a mental shake and wished she could slap herself. What was wrong with her? He wasn’t a regular Dothvek, and she wasn’t supposed to be looking for an alien hookup, anyway. She was supposed to be escaping so she could get back to her friends and they could find a way off the planet, although sometimes she wondered if she was the only one on their crew still focused on that. She pushed those thoughts from her mind as she crept past him.

      Sorry, she mouthed. He didn’t wake up, and she sped up her pace as she got farther away from the tent. Her bare feet sank into the sand as she slogged her way up a sand dune, but she made it to the top. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Rukken still slumped over beside the dwindling fire. The oasis and the single tent looked smaller from up there, and she felt a pang of sadness for him.

      She pushed it away, reminding herself that he had kidnapped her, and turned away. She slid down the far side of the sand dune, and then Rukken and his lonely camp were gone. Glancing up at the three glowing orbs in the inky blue sky, she hoped she was going in the right direction. Her ability to navigate a ship was much more developed than her ability to navigate by celestial objects, but from the position of the moons, she was relatively confident she was heading toward the Dothvek village.

      Since her feet were not as wide and suited to traversing sand as Dothvek feet, climbing up and down dunes was hard work, and soon her legs burned from the exertion. She had no idea how long she’d been trudging along, but it seemed like hours.

      “I should have brought water,” she muttered to herself. If she was being honest, she hadn’t planned her escape very well, at all. No water, no shield for the suns when they rose again, and no food. How had she thought she’d be able to make it back in one night? She hadn’t really been thinking of much, except getting away.

      She would have kicked herself, if her legs weren’t so damn sore. Danica was their planner—the one who thought through their missions. She was the pilot—in charge of fast escapes, which is exactly what she’d done. Executed a fast escape. Right into a huge fucking desert.

      She tried to swallow, but her throat was so dry it was difficult. “Just keep going. The girls are probably already out looking for you. If you just keep moving, they’ll find you.”

      Caro only hoped it would be before she died of exhaustion or thirst. She slid down another dune, the cool air blowing on her face. When she reached the bottom, she stood and immediately began to sink.

      “What the hell?” She glanced around desperately as she went waist-deep in the sand, which had become thick and soupy. She tried to move, but every movement seemed to pull her deeper. So much for dying of thirst or exhaustion. She was going to drown in quicksand first.
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      Rukken jerked awake when his elbow slipped on his knee, the sudden motion making him lurch forward and then straighten quickly. He blinked hard as he looked around him at the smoldering remains of the fire and the stillness of the night. How long had he been asleep?

      He rubbed his face, feeling the weariness that still threatened to drag him back into slumber. He clearly needed to rest, or he’d be useless in the morning. Caro would be awake then, and would need his watchful gaze.

      Standing, he moved as quietly as he could toward the tent, pushing open the flaps and letting his eyes adjust to the darkness inside. There was no noise, not even the soft breathing of the female, and he pulled back the flaps wider to let in the moonlight and get a better look at the inside. When the soft glow of the moons fell upon the empty rugs, he froze. She was gone.

      Dropping the flaps, he spun around, his eyes wildly scanning the sands. She wasn’t within sight, and he had no idea how long she’d been gone.

      He cursed himself for falling asleep. How could he have been so careless? How could he let himself be lulled by her seeming change of heart? Her willingness to eat was not a sign she’d been warming to him and accepting her situation. It had been a ploy, and he’d fallen for it.

      Rukken steadied his own breath, trying to listen for any sounds of movement. If she was near, he’d be able to hear her. Nothing. She must have had a significant head start. He clenched his fists. It was nothing he couldn’t quickly overcome.

      The female wasn’t Dothvek. She was tiny, with small feet that were not made for moving across the sands easily. And she did not know the sands like he did. His stomach tightened as he thought about all the dangers of his world she did not understand.

      Rukken studied the sands near the fire, finding a faint trace of a path leading away and up one of the nearby dunes. It was almost imperceptible, a thin line in the sand the only indication someone had moved through it recently. But it was enough for him to know.

      He ran easily up the dune, pausing at the top and squinting down the steep slope. When he could make out the sliver in the sand, he slid down, and then followed the trail up another steep hill.

      As he ran, his fear and frustration grew. What had she been thinking, running away from him in the middle of the night? Did she really think she could make it back to the Dothvek village on her own?

      He glanced up at the moons and realized that he was moving in the direction of the village. So, she was going in the right direction. He tried not to be impressed by that. Maybe the human wasn’t as clueless as he thought.

      He growled low, reminding himself that he was angry at her. She’d put herself in danger by leaving the camp. Anything could happen to her out on the sands at night. He was lucky he hadn’t encountered any of the nocturnal sand creatures. He would never forgive himself if something happened to her.

      It was his fault for falling asleep, he thought, although never sleeping again wasn’t exactly an option. He’d been a fool to think she would adapt to life with him so quickly, and he’d been flattering himself to think she felt enough for him to want to stay.

      As if she would willingly stay with you, a small, cruel voice whispered in the back of his head. As if you deserve something as perfect as her.

      Sliding down another long slope, he landed at the bottom and paused to locate the trail. That was when he heard it. A tiny yelp muffled by at least one more dune. Then a scream.

      Ice slid through his veins. She was in trouble.

      Rukken raced up the steep mountain of sand, skidding down the other side in a crouch with one leg extended in front of him. Zeroing in on the faint trail, he bolted up the next dune, and his breath caught in his throat as he looked down.

      Caro was at the bottom of the dune, sinking into what he recognized as lightning sand. The patch of loose sand was darker than that surrounding it, but otherwise was almost impossible to detect. Which was why she’d probably stepped right into it without knowing. Her arms were stretched out to her sides and resting on the surface, and nearly her entire chest was submerged.

      He slid down the sand peak, giving the deadly sand a wide berth. “Don’t move.”

      Caro froze, glancing up at him and nodding. “Rukken—“

      He held up a palm. “Don’t talk. I need to get you out.”

      She bit her bottom lip, her fast breathing the only sound as he lay on his belly and appraised the size of the patch. Luckily, she’d fallen in near one edge instead of the middle. He scooted closer to her and extended his arm.

      “Reach for me, but do it very slowly.”

      She pivoted her body and stretched her hand so that her fingertips brushed his. Rukken slid himself closer, holding his torso rigid so it didn’t tip into the lightning sand. He clasped her hand and began pulling her out, scooting himself back a little at a time until he could drag her all the way onto the stable sand.

      Caro let out a choked sob as she pushed herself onto her hands and knees. He helped her stand, brushing wet clumps of sand off her now-soaking clothes. Her legs were shaking, no doubt from running so far and from the fear of almost drowning.

      “Thank you for saving me,” she finally said, not looking up at him.

      He was too upset to speak, the fear of almost losing her causing his own hands to shake and the blood to pound so loudly in his ears he could hear little else. Once he’d determined that she was unharmed, aside from being scared, tired, and wet, Rukken picked her up and threw her over his shoulder.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she shrieked.

      “Taking you back and making sure you do not run off and almost get yourself killed again.”

      She slapped at his bare back. “I can walk, you know.”

      “I know. You walked very far away from me and right into a pool of lightning sand.”

      “How was I supposed to know there’s—what did you call it?— lightning sand out here?”

      “You are not, but you are also not supposed to run off by yourself.”

      “Yeah?” She pounded his back with her fists. “Well, you’re not supposed to kidnap women.”

      He ignored her as he trudged up and down the sand, not bothering to go quickly this time, or to soften his steps as he walked, Caro bouncing hard over his shoulder with each footfall. He needed the time to cool off, although he didn’t know if he would ever lose the feeling of terror he’d felt when he’d seen her sinking in the deadly pool of sand.

      Even at his plodding pace, they reached his camp while the moons were still shining. The fire had burned out and only glowing embers remained, evidence of his hasty retreat. He stalked past it and into the tent, flipping her down onto the ground more roughly that he’d intended.

      “Ow.” She put a hand to her backside. “That hurt. You don’t have to throw me around like a sack of Grendelian tubers.”

      He did not know what those were, but he didn’t care. “You ran from me.”

      She glared up at him. “What did you expect? You abducted me from my friends. Did you think I was just going to hang out and play house with you?” She glanced around. “Or, in this case, tent?”

      He unwound a length of rope from the center pole of the tent. She was right. He should have known she’d run. “Give me your hands.”

      She eyed him. “Why? What are you going to do?”

      He snatched one of her wrists before she could pull it away. “What do you think, female? I’m going to tie you up so you cannot run away again.”

      She attempted to snatch her hand away, but he quickly pinned her back to the pole and then bent her arm behind it, binding it with the rope. As she slapped and kicked at him, he deftly dodged her blows and secured her other wrist next to the first, tying them both firmly to the tent pole behind her.

      “You can’t keep me tied up.” She jerked and tugged against the rope. “When I get out of here, I’m going to kill you.”

      He knelt in front of her as she glared at him, her dark eyes flashing with fury. As upset as he was, he couldn’t help thinking how appealing she looked when she wanted to kill him. He leaned close enough to whisper into her ear. “I will keep you tied up until I know that you will not run away and risk your life again. Or until you realize that you are mine.”
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      Bexli let out an impatient breath and fought the urge to jab the jebel with her heels.

      “I would not do that,” the Dothvek sitting behind her on the camel-horse creature said, his voice low but gentle. “Jebels are trained to walk in a line. He will not go faster than the animal in front of us.”

      She leaned to one side to see the line of jebels cresting a dune and silhouetted against the night sky, led by K’alvek and Danica at the front. They were moving steadily across the desert, but the pace was more plodding, than anything. Then she twisted her head to look up at the Dothvek warrior behind her, the blanket wrapped around her shoulders falling back. How had he known she wanted to make the animal move faster? Had he noticed her foot flinch?

      Tommel was as tall and broad as the other warriors, with an impressive expanse of bared chest muscles and a washboard stomach, but his long, dark hair was flecked with silver. Scruff grizzled the warrior’s cheeks, and the tribal markings curling across his chest had faded from black to henna-brown.

      He didn’t look old—especially not with his muscled physique—but he did come across as less impulsive than the other Dothveks. Maybe that was why K’alvek had assigned her to ride with him. He’d known that her eagerness to find Caro would make her antsy. One of the younger barbarians might have shared her desire to pound across the desert and leave everyone else behind. Not that she would actually do that, but she liked thinking about it.

      The only reason she hadn’t shifted and run ahead was because she needed the Dothvek trackers to lead the way. Otherwise, she would have morphed into a sand creature and left them all in the dust.

      One side of Tommel’s mouth quirked up. “Patience, female. We will find your friend soon enough.”

      Patience was not one of her skills. They’d already been on the sands an entire day and now they were riding into the night, partly because she’d insisted they not stop. She glanced back at the hanging saddlebag and saw the puff of Pog’s head poking out of the top as he slept. At least he wasn’t minding the journey.

      The procession of jebels paused, and Bexli sighed as T’Kar and Holly trotted up to the front of the line. What was going on now?

      Tommel laughed, and the rumble reverberated into her body. “T’Kar is telling K’alvek that we need to alter our course.”

      Again? They’d been adjusting their course all day, which was why the search was taking so long.

      She didn’t look up at Tommel, but her cheeks warmed. “Did I ask?”

      “Not out loud,” he said, the amusement clear in his tone.

      She knew that her captain and K’alvek could read each other’s minds, as could Max and Kush and now Holly and T’Kar, but they were couples. She was not thrilled about just any Dothvek dipping into her mind. “You’re going to have to stop doing that.”

      “Doing what?”

      “You know what.” She dropped her voice as she saw one of the twin warriors ahead of them turn around and cock an eyebrow. “Reading my mind.”

      Tommel was quiet for a moment. “I am not trying to, but your feelings are very strong. Stronger than those of the other humans.”

      “Maybe that’s because I’m not human.”

      Curiosity pulsed from him. “You are not the same species?”

      Bexli tried to remember if Tommel had seen her shape shift. Maybe he hadn’t, or maybe he didn’t know that humans couldn’t shift forms, as well. For the Dothveks, everything about the bounty-hunting crew must seem unusual. “Nope. I’m Lycithian. We look a lot like humans. At least in our natural form.”

      Tommel didn’t ask any more questions since the caravan of jebels started moving again. He tugged her a little closer to him as their animal shifted underneath them, but Bexli knew it was to keep her from slipping off.

      She ignored the heat of his broad body and the firmness of his thick legs pressed up against hers. Focus on Caro, she reminded herself. Do not get distracted by the fact that the Dothvek warrior behind you is exactly the type of silver fox who would normally make you do a double take.

      Her friends could have the young, brash warriors. She’d always been drawn to older males. The ones who were strong and steady, and anything but impulsive. Ones who took control and knew their way around a female’s body.

      Tommel growled low in his throat, and Bexli’s thoughts jerked back to reality.

      Shit, had he heard her? Her face heated, but she looked straight ahead. She would need to do a better job of masking her thoughts, if they were as loud as Tommel claimed. Not that he should be listening in, anyway, but she’d already figured out that the sand barbarians had a very different concept of privacy. One that was almost nonexistent. She guessed that made sense, considering they were fucking empaths. Not much privacy when you knew what everyone around you felt all the time.

      Well, they’re not going to know what I’m thinking, she told herself, squaring her shoulders and gazing across the waves of sand stretching far into the distance and glowing under the light of the moons.

      T’Kar and Holly rode to one side of K’alvek and Danica, the jebels ambling up a gentle dune and disappearing down the other side. When the rest of the caravan joined them at the bottom of the slope, Kush and Max’s jebel trotted forward, the Dothvek tracker sliding off the back of his beast and bending down low to the sand.

      He tilted his head and his dark braid swung forward. “Scarab markings.”

      T’Kar jumped down and joined Kush. “This must have been where the swarm chased me.”

      Swarm? Bexli instinctively glanced at the smooth, powdery sand below them. Were there really bugs living underground? Enough to chase a warrior?

      “How long had you walked when the scarabs found you?” K’alvek asked.

      T’Kar closed his eyes briefly, as if he were trying to think back. “At least half a day from Rukken’s camp. Maybe more. I was already feeling the effects of exhaustion by that time.”

      Kush twisted his head to look at K’alvek, pointing to a spot on the horizon. “They came from that direction.”

      “Only half a day,” Bexli said, more to herself than to Tommel. “That’s not much.”

      He did not reply, but he nudged their jebel to get back in line as they started moving in the new direction. K’alvek and T’Kar increased the pace of their jebels, and the caravan followed suit, sand kicking up behind them as they trotted up and down dunes.

      Bexli was glad they were going faster, but the increased speed only highlighted the jebel’s lack of grace. Even though she’d originally complained about having to ride with a Dothvek warrior, she was now grateful to have him to lean into as their animal practically stumbled down the steep slopes of sand. She was glad to have his strong arms to hold her steady when the beast rocked jerkily from side to side, as it lifted its knobby knees higher to crest the steep peaks. If it hadn’t been for Tommel, she would have face planted in the sand many times already.

      “You are well?” he asked, after they’d been trotting for a while.

      She clenched her teeth to keep them from rattling out of her head, nodding, but not speaking for fear she’d bite her tongue off in the process.

      As they reached the top of yet another mountain of sand, Bexli’s mouth fell open. At the bottom of the dune was a line of creatures she recognized as sand scavengers, like the ones who’d returned Holly to the Dothvek camp.

      Since they were covered in layers of dusty-colored clothes, she couldn’t tell if it was actually the same scavengers. They did ride identical giant centipedes, the creatures slithering from side to side as their riders jerked at their harnesses.

      Bexli swallowed down her almost instant revulsion at the creatures, and it was replaced just as quickly with anger. If these were the same scavengers, they’d tied up her friend and left T’Kar for dead. “What do these assholes want?”

      Tommel was silent, but his entire body tensed behind her, and she couldn’t help shifting closer to him. “We will see, but it is rarely good.”

      K’alvek rode forward, calling out to the creatures in their language, which sounded sharp and choppy to her ears. Even though she had a permanent universal translator implant, it did not decipher every language. Especially ones from planets that were rarely visited and from creatures like these sand scavengers, who did not interact with outsiders.

      The apparent leader of the scavengers rode forward to talk with K’alvek, gesturing behind him with one doughy hand that emerged from the sleeve of his brown robe. His voice rose and fell as he waved his arm.

      After a few moments of this, K’alvek jerked his head up and made the clicking noise that Bexli had come to learn meant “hell, no” in their language. The scavenger waved some more, his pasty hand pointing down the row of jebels until it came to rest on her and Tommel. After another hard jerk of his head, K’alvek waved his own arm, and the scavenger leader returned to his kind, their mounts scuttling off in the opposite direction.

      “What the fuck was all that about?” she asked after they started moving again, this time not quite as quickly.

      “The scavengers claimed to have seen your friend with the exile,” Tommel said.

      “Really?” Bexli spun her head around. “Did they say where?”

      “They would not give any more information than that. Not without getting something in return.” His expression darkened. “They do nothing without demanding something in return.”

      “Wait.” She twisted around him to see where the creatures had gone, their long procession growing smaller in the night. “If they know where Caro is, we have to make them tell us. We can’t just let them walk away.”

      “We do not know for sure they are telling the truth. They could be telling us what we wish to hear.”

      “Then that’s a chance we have to take. Let’s give them something and make them tell us where they saw Caro.”

      Tommel’s gaze flicked to her, then away. “The price was too high.”

      “What did they want?” Bexli knew the Dothveks didn’t use currency, but she was sure they had something the scavengers would value—water, food, something.

      “They wanted us to give them a female. They wanted you.”

      Bexli’s stomach sank for a moment, then she shook off the momentary fear. She was a shapeshifter. Even if they took her prisoner, she could morph into another form and escape. “Then let’s do that. I’ll go with them, if they’ll tell you how to find Caro.”

      Tommel tilted his head at her and something flickered behind his eyes before he looked up. She wasn’t an empath, but she thought she’d seen fear. “No.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, but he cut her off. “The decision has been made. We will find your friend without the help of the sand scavengers.”

      Bexli knew one thing from her short time living in the Dothvek village. They were as stubborn as they were brave. She fumed as they rode forward, wondering why Tommel seemed just as angry as she was. It wasn’t his friend who’d been kidnapped. It wasn’t his fault Caro was being held captive by a violent criminal.

      One fact was for certain, though. If even one hair on Caro’s head was hurt, she was going to kick every single Dothvek in their rescue party square in the balls. Tommel squirmed slightly behind her, even as he adjusted the blanket around her shoulders to keep her warm.

      Starting with him, she thought.
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      Caro strained against the bindings until the rope dug into her flesh. Shit. He’d tied her tightly. No way was she going to be able to pull her way out.

      Leaning back against the tent pole at her back, she let out a breath of frustration. So much for getting back to her friends tonight, or anytime soon.

      It was still dark outside, but she could see the hint of light teasing the horizon through the open tent flap. A warm glow was barely peeking over the dune in front of the camp, but she was glad for the light and the impending heat.

      Rukken had decided to keep the tent open so he could watch her more closely, and the chill of the night air had made her flesh pucker with goosebumps. She shivered, but pressed her teeth together to keep from chattering. She refused to admit she was cold, or ask him for anything. Actually, she refused to talk to him or even look at him. Not after he’d tied her up like some kind of animal.

      From the corner of her eye, she watched him stoke the new fire outside the tent and dart glances back at her. Glances she made sure to ignore, or return with murderous scowls. Maybe she should be more grateful that he saved her from sinking under the quicksand—or lightning sand, or whatever he’d called it—but in her mind, he’d wiped away that good deed by treating her like a piece of property—his property, which she most definitely was not.

      The scent of smoke carried into the tent as the kindling caught and the flames crackled. Rukken crouched beside it, heating the strange tea he liked to drink. Her mouth watered, more from general thirst than any desire to drink the unusual herb blend.

      When he poured a cup and stood, she turned her head away so he wouldn’t know she’d been watching him. He stepped into the tent, lowering his head so as not to hit it on the ceiling. He knelt in front of her and extended the cup to her lips. “You should drink. It will replenish you after last night.”

      She pursed her lips and shook her head, moving it away from him.

      He let out an exasperated sound. “We are back to this again? You will make me force you to eat?”

      She swung her head to him, glaring. “Yeah, we’re back to this again. You’ve fucking tied me up.”

      “Because you ran.” He raised his voice and returned her frown. “You almost died out there. I tied you up to keep you safe.”

      Caro let out a snort of laughter. “Safe? If you really cared about me being safe you’d return me to my friends.”

      His face darkened. “Your friends who are in the Dothvek village, which is led by the coward Zatvar? No. That is the most dangerous place you could be. I will never let you return there.”

      “You’re crazy. The Dothvek village is a hell of a lot safer than here. I’m sorry that guy betrayed you. He seems like a total dick, but he’s done nothing bad to me, or any of the other humans.” She gestured to her bound hands. “He never tied any of us up.”

      Rukken flinched, his eyes lowering. “I do not want to tie you up, but I must keep you safe. You do not understand the dangers.”

      “The only danger to me here is you,” she spat out.

      His gaze flew to her face, a pained expression contorting it for a moment. “I would never hurt you. I am protecting you.”

      Caro shook her head, turning it away from him. “Then we don’t have anything to talk about.”

      Rukken dragged a hand down both sides of his face, his fingers scraping through his short beard. Then he abruptly stood and stalked out of the tent, throwing the cup of tea into the sand and disappearing from her view.

      Good, she thought. He should be as frustrated as she was. She’d like to see how he liked it, if the tables were turned.

      Caro could hear the thudding of his feet as he stormed around the camp, but she closed her eyes and tried to ignore it. Let him be a child. She wasn’t going to make him feel better about what he’d done just because he was under some delusion that this was for her benefit. She refused to make any of this easier for him. Nope, she was going to go down kicking and screaming.

      With her eyes closed, she could almost imagine that she wasn’t tied up in a tent in the middle of a giant desert. She could almost force herself to believe she was back on the ship—the old bounty-hunting ship that had been her home.

      She could imagine the beeps of the computers and the hum of the engine that had been her constant companion. Holly had kept the old engine purring, despite its age and how many hits they’d taken, and even now, the memory of the throaty rumble of the ship made her smile. She inhaled the scent of engine fuel that had never seemed to fade, hearing the metallic echo of boots against the steel floors as she walked onto the bridge.

      In her mind, Caro sank into the pilot’s chair, resting her hands on the smooth console. She knew the controls so well, she could have piloted the ship blindfolded. Her fingers danced across the surface as she punched in coordinates, and the acceleration pushed her back into her seat. Her heart pounded, like it always did when they made a successful escape, and she turned to grin at Danica.

      But it wasn’t Danica. It was her old captain from the Valox resistance. He wore a torn uniform, and blood trickled down the dark skin of his forehead. His eyes were wild as he bellowed orders, and Caro spun back around, glancing desperately at her controls again. The scent of charred fuel came from the fire that was consuming their engine, a fact confirmed by the shrieking alarms.

      She wasn’t on the bounty-hunter ship anymore. She was back in the last battle she’d fought in with the Valox resistance. Caro desperately wanted to open her eyes and be anywhere but that moment, but she couldn’t. The images filling her brain kept her rooted to the memory, a memory so bad she’d spent the past few astro-years trying to make up for it.

      “Can you get us out of here?” the captain yelled over the siren and the cacophony of panicked voices.

      “Yes, sir.” Caro focused on her controls, but another blast almost knocked her out of her seat. The officer at the console next to her flew back, hitting her head hard on the floor and lying still.

      Caro froze. Her best friend on the ship—the friend she’d joined the Valox resistance with—was lying inert, with blood pooling around her head. She could hear the captain’s commands as he screamed at her to return to her post, and it was only then that she realized she was kneeling next to her friend’s motionless body, blood slick on her hands. Another blast jolted her from her daze.

      She’d staggered back to her post and managed to get the ship away from the battle, but not before their shields had failed and their weapons had been disabled. When she and a handful of remaining crew members had abandoned ship, the captain and most of the crew were dead.

      When she opened her eyes, she was panting as if she’d run a race, and she could taste bile in the back of her throat. She’d tried so hard not to remember that day, but it was always there, waiting for her. Ready to remind her of her failure and how many people were dead because of her.

      She’d made up for it, though, she told herself. She’d been the most dedicated pilot any crew could ever hope for, and she’d tried to do nothing but keep her new crew out of danger since she’d joined them. Since Danica had taken a chance on her.

      Which was why she couldn’t lose track of her overall goal. She had to get back to her friends, so they get off the sand planet together. They were a team—a crew—and they were the closest thing she had to a family.

      Caro steadied her breathing and thought. What would Danica do? The captain was always good with strategy, and came up with most of their plans. Of course, she’d never been in quite this situation before. Tori would have clawed her way out, and ripped Rukken’s throat out in the process. Not exactly her style. If it was Bexli, she’d just shapeshift into a smaller creature and slink away. Too bad she wasn’t a shapeshifter. If Holly was the one tied up, she’d flirt her way out of there.

      “That’s clearly not an option,” she muttered to herself.

      Rukken came into view again and bent over the fire, his stomach muscles rippling. Heat ignited in her core, and she looked away, then looked back slowly. Or was it?
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      Rukken jabbed at the fire with a stick. How could she not understand that he was trying to keep her safe? Did she not see that Zatvar was dangerous? He’d killed at least once before. He could not let her anywhere the Dothvek.

      Maybe if you had not been so angry last night, he thought. Maybe if you hadn’t let your fear take over, she would still be talking to you. He flashed back to their meal around the fire the night before. She’d been almost friendly to him. Now she wouldn’t even meet his eyes.

      He added more dry grass to the fire, and it flared brighter. It’s for her own good. She almost died when she tried to get away. Next time, she might not be so lucky, and he might not be fast enough. If she’d run into a giant sand serpent or scorpion on the sands, she would have undoubtably been killed. Dread washed over him, and his skin went cold despite the heat of the suns burning off the chill of the night.

      “Yoo-hoo,” she called, from inside the tent.

      He turned and saw her smiling at him. He was so confused, he just stared at her.

      “I changed my mind about the tea,” she said. “I’m actually pretty thirsty.”

      Was this the same female who’d been shooting daggers at him with her eyes only a little while ago? He poured a fresh cup of tea and stepped into the tent, but looked down at her for a moment. “Is this a trick?”

      She tilted her head at him. “How could me drinking something be a trick?”

      He craned his neck around her to see that her hands were still tied behind the tent pole before he knelt down in front of her and held the clay cup to her lips. She drank eagerly, her throat moving up and down several times before she stopped.

      “Thanks,” she said. “This stuff grows on you.”

      Some of the liquid trickled down her lips, and he brushed it away with a finger, his gaze lingering on the soft pillow of her lower lip. Heat coiled in his belly, and his cock swelled.

      Caro’s dark eyes widened, and he realized he’d groaned out loud. He stood quickly, backing away. “I am sorry. I did not mean—“

      “It’s okay,” she called out as he turned to leave. “You don’t have to go. It’s a little lonely in here all by myself.”

      He hesitated and turned around. “You wish me to stay? I thought you hated me.”

      She laughed, but it was not much more than a nervous giggle. “There isn’t much point in giving the silent treatment to the only other person within miles. Unless I make up a bunch of imaginary friends to keep me company, and I’d really rather not have to resort to that.”

      “Imaginary friends?”

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “I guess Dothveks don’t have imaginary friends?”

      He stepped back inside and crouched to one side of the tent opening, shaking his head. “We do not.”

      “Too bad. I was an only child, so I had a bunch of them. The outpost I grew up on didn’t have a lot of other kids, so my make-believe friends were sometimes my only company.”

      “What is an outpost?”

      Caro shifted against the pole, obviously trying to get comfortable. “Like a small community on another planet. Earth set up a bunch of scientific and research outposts on alien planets. My parents were part of a scientific delegation on Parnos III, in the Valox sector.”

      Rukken did not know what most of these words meant. He knew there were other worlds beyond his—he’d seen the occasional starship flash across the sky—but his people had never desired interaction with offworlders. He only knew his planet and the sands. It seemed almost impossible to imagine worlds beyond his, filled with creatures that were unlike him, and it made fear flicker in his chest.

      “Are there many of your kind out there?” He jerked his head heavenward.

      “Humans? A decent number. At this point, there are probably more out in space and on outposts than on Earth. We kind of wrecked that generations ago.”

      “You wrecked your home world? Why would you do that?”

      She laughed again, but this time it sounded real. “It happened way before my time, but it’s a good question. I guess people just got selfish and greedy. Money mattered more to them than keeping the planet healthy. Eventually, they destroyed most of it. Once the environment was decimated, it was only a matter of time before people started dying from natural disasters, illness, and starvation. Anyone who could leave, did.”

      Rukken wrinkled his nose. These humans did not sound so clever. It was well known that to lose your connection with your planet was to invite disaster. The Cresteks had done just that and had brought a deadly virus down upon all of them. It was why there were few females left, as the illness had struck only them.

      “Is this outpost where your family lives very far from here?” he asked.

      Her smile faded. “It’s gone. So are they.”

      “I am sorry.”

      “It was a long time ago. It’s fine.”

      He heard the break in her voice. Clearly, it was not fine. “My family is also gone. I lost my father to the sands and my mother to the illness brought about by the Cresteks.”

      “Were you young?”

      He jerked his head up—the Dothvek gesture for no. “I was old enough to take care of myself, although some Dothveks might disagree.” He leaned back on his heels. “I got into a good deal of trouble after they died.”

      “That makes sense,” she said. “People handle loss in a lot of different ways. I joined a pretty dangerous resistance to fight back at the aliens who’d attacked my outpost.”

      He rested his elbow on his knees. “You were a warrior?”

      “A pilot, but for a resistance movement, so I was kind of a warrior. It was my job to get our fighters in and out of tricky situations, which is the same thing I do with my bounty-hunting crew.”

      He studied her. She looked too small and frail to be a warrior, but she was brave enough to run off on the sands by herself, so she obviously had the heart of a warrior. Maybe she didn’t need his protection as much as he thought she did.

      Rukken gave his head a rough shake. No. She still did not know the dangers of his planet. Her bravery could not protect her from those. And she was no physical match for him or any Dothvek. “What is a pilot?”

      “I fly ships.”

      “Like the one that crashed on the sands?” he asked.

      She twitched. “You saw us crash?”

      “It was difficult to miss a fiery slash across the sky, but I did not approach. I knew the Cresteks and Dothveks would investigate.”

      “And you’re supposed to be exiled,” she said.

      “And I did not imagine there would be survivors.”

      She squared her shoulders. “I’ll have you know I was able to steer the plane and control the descent enough so that no one died.”

      “You are a good pilot, then?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “I like to think so.” She met his eyes. “Have you ever imagined leaving here?”

      “This camp? There are not so many with water and protection from the winds like this.”

      She shook her head. “Not here. Your planet. Have you ever thought about visiting other worlds?”

      He recoiled slightly, biting back the response that rushed to the tip of his tongue. Despite being exiled from his clan, leaving his planet had never occurred to him. It was not something his kind did. The planet and the sands were as much a part of them as anything. The idea of floating around in the blackness of space made him shiver. “Dothveks are bound to the sands.”

      “Not all of you,” she said, half under her breath.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just that one of the Dothvek warriors jumped on a spaceship with my friend, Tori. They’re out in space somewhere, and we’re hoping they can get back to us.”

      He almost fell backward. “A Dothvek? Flying in the sky?”

      She nodded, grinning at his shock. “Vrax. Apparently, he’s as impulsive and reckless as Tori. They’d make the perfect couple, if she wasn’t so completely hostile to the idea of dating.”

      He cocked his head to one side. “Dating?”

      “You know? A guy and a girl—or a guy and a guy or a girl and a girl, whatever floats your boat—getting to know each other, going out, yadda yadda yadda, before they get married.”

      The translator in his ear must not be working. He tapped at it. “Yadda?”

      “Sorry. It’s an expression that means ‘other stuff.’” Her cheeks flushed a pretty shade of pink that made his own body heat.

      “And humans do this other stuff before they are mated?”

      She shifted, her eyes not meeting his. “Usually.”

      “So, we are dating?” He asked.

      “What? No!” Her pink cheeks deepened to red, and she jerked her gaze to his. “Why would you think we’re dating?”

      He moved closer to her. “We are getting to know each other before we are mated.”

      “We’re not going to be mated,” she spluttered.

      He eyed the pink flush that had crept down her neck and now bloomed across her collarbone, his cock hardening against his leg. “We will see.”
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      Okay, this was not going according to plan. She was supposed to be charming him so he would let her go. He was not supposed to be getting her hot and bothered.

      Rukken sat so close to her she could feel the heat from his body pulsing off him. She could definitely see the significant bulge tenting the animal skin he wore around his waist. His thumb brushed across her cheek, and he held her face, looking at her as if he wanted to devour her. For the briefest moment, Caro wanted him to. For the length of a heartbeat, she wished he would lean closer and kiss her. She wanted to know what his lips would feel like against hers, and whether his beard would feel as scratchy as it looked. Then the snap of the fire outside brought her back to reality.

      “You must be hungry.” He stood and headed outside before she could protest.

      Actually, she was hungry. The last thing she’d eaten was some tough snake meat the night before. “Please let it be anything but snake.”

      She watched him disappear from sight and then reemerge, unwrapping something from a packet of leaves and returning to the tent, squatting down and holding it out to her. Caro eyed the glistening, yellow balls. “What are these?”

      “Tam tam.”

      That explained absolutely nothing, although she thought they looked like a kind of fruit. He put one to her mouth, and she took a hesitant nibble. Tart and a little sweet. Not bad. Some of the juice dribbled down her chin, and onto her lap. “You know this would be easier if you untied me and let me feed myself.”

      He made a quick upward move of his head. “Impossible. You will try to run.”

      Caro sighed as more tam tam juice dripped on her leg. At this rate, her clothes—her only clothes—would be soaked in sticky juice. “It’s daytime, and there’s nothing but sand as far as I can see. Where am I going to run where you won’t find me?”

      He seemed to consider this for a moment, then jerked his head up again. “I prefer you like this. Safe, and not sinking into a pool of lightning sand.”

      “And I prefer not to have more food on me than in me.” She cut her eyes to the yellow droplets falling onto her lap.

      His eyes widened and his face colored, as he hurriedly attempted to stop the dripping fruit. His motions only made more liquid splatter on her, and she closed her eyes as some droplets hit her cheeks and rolled down her neck. She groaned. Having sticky juice dry on her breasts was not going to be fun.

      Rukken put the fruit back in the leaves and appraised her. “I will clean you.”

      “No, it’s fine.” The last thing she wanted was the big barbarian who’d tied her up to have an excuse to put his hands all over her. His accidental touches had been unsettling enough.

      Rukken ignored her, his gaze scouring her bare flesh as he wiped off any moisture with his large, callused fingertips. Instead of feeling rough like the tough skin should feel against hers, his touch was like feathers.

      Caro held her breath as he ran one finger down the length of her neck, tracing a trail of juice to the hollow of her throat. His gaze was intense, and his eyebrows pressed close together as he wiped the yellow drops from her cheeks and then one from the corner of her mouth.

      Her heart raced, and she was sure he could not only hear it but feel the erratic beat. Closing her eyes, Caro tried to ignore the heat inflaming her cheeks. It felt like his rough skin brushing hers had left scorch marks behind, evidence that she was not so indifferent to him, after all.

      She parted her lips involuntarily as he dragged his thumb across her bottom lip, and he stopped suddenly. She opened her eyes, and she saw that his expression had changed. He was no longer concerned and diligent, his gaze focused on his task. Something else dark and dominant flashed beneath his eyes.

      “Untie me,” she said, but there was no force in her request, and she was not even sure it was what she wanted anymore.

      “I cannot.” His voice was husky.

      Rukken locked eyes with her, his hand cupping her face and tilting it up. He stroked a finger along her jawline, his breathing labored as his gaze shifted to her mouth. Caro was sure she’d stopped breathing altogether.

      She knew she shouldn’t, but she wanted whatever was next. She wanted more of his touch, more of his hands moving across her skin. She could almost feel what his lips would be like moving against hers—soft and warm, the scratchiness of his beard adding a welcome sting to the pleasure. She could definitely feel that he wanted her. His need was a pulse that seemed to radiate off his body like heat, and she wasn’t sure where his desire ended and hers began.

      Caro tugged her hands, the rope biting her wrists. She wanted to bury her fingers in his hair and jerk him to her, her body humming with the need to feel his weight pressed against her. It was all she could do not to beg him.

      “Please.” As quiet as her voice was, it still sounded desperate.

      He flinched, pulling away from her so quickly he fell backward. His eyes were large and dark, almost fearful. Whether he was afraid of her, or of himself, she didn’t know, but she felt fear. And it wasn’t hers.

      The sudden absence of his touch left her body cold, the buzz that had made her nearly dizzy with desire fading and a chill taking its place. Caro wanted to lash out at him, for her own weakness and for him making her feel that way. “What are you so afraid of?”

      He gaped at her.

      She tugged at the corner of her bottom lip with her teeth. “Can’t finish what you started?”

      He pushed himself to his feet, towering over her and looking down. “You do not want me to finish it.”

      He turned on his heel and walked out of the tent, leaving her panting and straining against the thick ropes.

      “Fucking bastard,” she said under her breath, although she was as upset at herself as she was with him. She was frustrated and aroused and confused.

      Caro shouldn’t have been any of those. She leaned her head back, allowing it to bump the tent pole harder than she should have. She didn’t care as the back of her skull smarted from the impact. She welcomed the pain. At least maybe it would snap her out of whatever compulsion had come over her.

      That shouldn’t have happened.

      Oh, she knew nothing technically happened, but she also knew what she’d wanted to happen. What had she been thinking? Clearly, she hadn’t been thinking. Otherwise, she never would have been so turned on by a big brute of a barbarian who was holding her captive.

      But she had wanted it. Wanted him. More than she’d ever wanted anyone before. Her body had never reacted like that to any of the perfectly nice guys she’d been with in the past. Or even the not so nice ones. And none of them had been barbarians who’d kidnapped her and tied her up.

      When Rukken touched her, she’d felt almost feverish. Was it possible she was ill? Had she picked up some sort of alien virus?

      Caro arched her head back, peering up at the draped fabric of the tent ceiling. Please let it be a virus, she thought. Anything to explain away why she’d wanted Rukken so badly. Anything but the possibility that she was wildly attracted to her alien captor.
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      Rukken stumbled out of the tent, not looking back as he blindly made his way to the edge of the pool behind his tent. He did not stop when his bare feet hit the cool water, and he waded in until the water had covered his ankles. What he should do was throw himself entirely under the water until he’d cooled off. His skin prickled with heat, as if he’d rubbed himself in a patch of sand nettles, and his breathing was jagged.

      It was impossible. She could not sense what he felt. Only Dothveks could do that.

      He bent over at the waist and let his fingertips dangle in the water. Not even Cresteks, who shared the same descendants, were empathic. It was impossible that an offworlder would be.

      He raked his memories. Had the Crestek he’d saved mentioned anything about the offworld females being empathic? No, he would have remembered that.

      Rukken twisted his neck and glanced back at the tent silhouetted against the rising sand dunes stretching out behind it. It didn’t take much to reach out and sense the torrent of emotions inside the tent. She was angry and confused and aroused. Exactly what he’d picked up on when he’d been kneeling in front of her. It had been the shock of her giving voice to his fear and her strong burst of arousal that had sent him reeling. She’d known he was scared, but how?

      He growled and looked away, focusing on the blue water instead. He must have imagined it. Caro had made it clear she wasn’t interested in him, and that the only thing she felt for him was anger at being taken. He must have confused his own powerful arousal for hers. It was true he’d gotten little sleep since he’d taken her. Maybe his mind was becoming muddled from exhaustion. That would make more sense than the offworlder being an empath or wanting him as much as he wanted her.

      He blew out a breath and tipped his head back. The suns were high in the sky, and their unrelenting rays beat down on his face. He welcomed the heat. Dothveks were used to the heat of the sands. His gold skin absorbed the energy, and used it to keep him warm during the chill of the night. It was why his people required few clothes, and since he’d been exiled, he’d worn even less.

      The comforting heat did nothing for his condition, though, and the flush of his skin had nothing to do with the suns. Glancing down, he saw that his cock strained the stiff animal skin he wore around his waist. He jerked the leather down and it sprang up, long and rigid.

      Rukken groaned, his mind going to the female tied up in his tent. He fisted his cock and closed his eyes. He’d been alone long enough to know there was only one way to cure himself of the pounding need. One way that did not involve the female.

      He stroked his hand up until he reached the swollen crown, his fingers brushing the wetness at the tip and his body shuddering in response. He imagined her small hands in place of his—slender fingers instead of large, rough ones, and his grip on his cock tightened.

      Rukken arched back, pumping his fist up and down the rings of his shaft. He thought of her lips, the curve of her lower lip and the bow of the upper—both pink and soft. He wanted nothing more than to plunder that mouth and taste her. The thought of his rough beard against her soft cheeks as he kissed her made his cock throb even more.

      He wanted to savor her soft, unmarked skin, but he also wanted to mark it. He wanted to see where his face had rasped against her pale cheeks, the enflamed skin evidence of his claim. His eyes rolled back in his head as he tightened his grip on his cock and envisioned the pink marks he would leave down her throat and across her chest. He would suck on her perfect breasts until the nipples were hard, and the flesh pebbled.

      “Sons of the goddesses,” he swore under his breath, as heat coiled in the base of his spine.

      Pumping faster, he imagined tearing off her leg coverings and spreading her legs. In his fantasy, she was no longer tied up, and she opened herself willingly to him. Her gaze was molten, and her tongue traced across her lower lip, as she let one finger wander down to part her own folds and tease her slick entrance.

      She wanted him, her hungry expression beckoning him, begging him. She arched her back and let out a breathy sound.

      “Please,” she begged, her voice just as needy and filled with desire as it had been in the tent. Then, it had been confusing, her own thoughts a confused jumble. In his fantasy, it was pure want.

      Caro wanted him. She wanted him to touch her and taste her and fuck her. She slipped a finger inside herself and moaned, her eyelids fluttering as she writhed beneath him.

      Rukken’s desire built, as he stroked himself and envisioned grasping her hips roughly and notching his cock at her wet opening. He knew she would be wet and tight, her heat enveloping him as he thrust inside. He would not go slow. He would take her fast and hard, hearing her scream as he buried her cock inside her.

      A roar tore from his throat as he imagined her stretching around his cock as he filled her to the hilt, holding himself and staring at the place where their bodies joined. She would be tight and hot, he thought, and only his. His mate to claim and take and fuck.

      Rukken exploded, his body jerking uncontrollably as he spilled hot seed over his own fingers and cupped his other hand quickly underneath to keep it from dripping into the water. When he’d stopped jerking, and the deafening roar in his head gave way to the sound of his own panting, he staggered out of the pool and tugged his leather garment back up.

      Plucking a wide leaf from the nearby copse of grasses, he wiped his hands. He’d stroked himself many times before, but he’d never had such a powerful release. His body quivered, and chills made him brace his hands on his knees as he caught his breath.

      Sons of the goddesses. If that was what it felt like just imagining himself inside her, what would it feel like to actually claim her?

      He glanced up at the tent again. His own emotions were too intense for him to pick up any of hers, but he could feel the faint pulse of her in the deep recesses of his brain. After so long alone, the presence of another mind filled an aching emptiness he hadn’t known he had. Rukken knew he would never be able to give her up. He would never survive being alone again. Not after feeling her mind in his. Not after knowing what it might feel like to claim her as his mate.

      He thought of her as she’d been in his fantasy—ready and willing—and his cock began to swell once more. He wanted to feel more than her mind. So much more.
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      Caro’s head slumped forward, her chin hitting her chest, and she jerked awake. How long had she been asleep?

      It was still light outside, the brightness of the sun spilling in through the tent flaps and the heat stifling in the small space. Sucking in the hot air, she rubbed her eyes, then stopped, holding her hands out in front of her.

      She was untied. She spun around and saw that the ropes were gone even though she still sat propped up against the tent pole. Clearly, she hadn’t pulled herself loose, so when had he untied her?

      She peered out the flap that was pulled back, but she didn’t see Rukken at the fire. He hadn’t left her, had he? Somehow that thought made her stomach clench. As much as she didn’t relish being held captive by a primitive alien, she disliked the idea of being alone in the desert even more. Especially after her botched escape attempt had landed her in a pool of desert quicksand.

      The sounds of splashing made the knot in her gut relax. He was still there. She pressed her lips together as she stood, trying to ignore the unwanted flush of pleasure when she realized he was outside.

      I’m just glad not to be alone out here, she told herself. She’d never liked being alone. Her relief was that. Nothing more.

      Caro ducked as she stepped out of the tent. The fire burned low, his herbal tea simmering over it and sending a wisp of steam curling into the air.  She edged her way around the fire, shielding her eyes with one hand as she stepped out from under the fabric awning over the tent’s entrance.

      She’d been right. The suns were not right above her, but they blazed down—one orange and the other almost white-gold. If she had to guess at a time, she’d put it at mid-afternoon. Not that she knew how long the days were on the planet. They’d felt shorter than Earth days, but she couldn’t be sure, since she no longer had the ship’s clocks to guide her.

      More splashing sounds made her pivot to face the small pond the tent backed up onto, and then she froze. Rukken might have untied her, but he probably hadn’t expected her to wake up so soon. That, or he didn’t care that he was bathing naked out in the open.

      She should have turned away, or closed her eyes, or something, but she couldn’t. She stood and stared at the gold-skinned barbarian, who had his back to her. Most of his legs were submerged in the blue water, but his ass was not.

      Caro’s throat felt coated with sand as she tried to swallow. Damn, he had a nice ass.

      It was hard to remember the last time she’d actually seen a man’s bare ass in person. Hazy memories resurfaced of the Valox resistance fighter she’d fallen for when she first joined the movement. It had been so long ago, she’d almost completely repressed them, and even now, his face was a blur. They’d both been kids. Stupid, headstrong kids.

      Of course, the last time she’d seen his face in person—not in the faded photo she’d kept for so many astro-years—he’d been lying motionless on the floor of their ship. One of the many killed in that battle. It had been long enough ago that the pain was also muted, a faint echo of the ache she’d experienced for so long, every time she’d thought of the fighter who’d been so idealistic and who’d stolen her heart.

      She pushed aside the memories, remembering why she avoided them. And remembering why she’d gone out of her way not to fall for anyone ever again. Strong feelings always ended one way—pain. Caro had experienced enough of that in her life already. She was content to focus on her crew and friends.

      No matter how nice the alien’s ass was, she told herself, as she tried to tear her gaze away from the very naked and very gorgeous Dothvek.

      Rukken splashed water onto his arms and chest, scooping it up with his hands and dribbling it over his body. His movements were graceful—almost languid—and she was mesmerized by how sensually he moved, especially for a guy who didn’t know he was being watched. Her gaze went from the ridges sweeping across his back to the scar slashing along one side. He wasn’t the first Dothvek she’d seen with a battle scar, and she wondered how he’d gotten it. Her heart beat faster as she imagined him wielding a blade, his face fierce with intensity.

      Rukken dipped down so that his chest was submerged, then stood back up, the water sluicing off him. The ends of his long, dark hair were wet and trailing streams down his back and perfect backside. Part of her desperately wanted him to turn around, and another part of her wanted to run back into the tent and pretend she’d seen nothing.

      As she watched, motionless, Rukken went under the water completely. She held her breath until he remerged, facing her, his eyes closed. He swiped at his eyes and dragged his hands down his dripping mane of hair as he strode out of the pool in her direction.

      She opened her mouth to explain herself, but she couldn’t think of a single word to say in her defense. She also couldn’t stop her gaze from drifting down to the vee of ridges below his corded stomach, and then to his considerable cock, its thick length swinging between his legs as he walked. Her mouth fell open even more, and she knew she must look like a drowning fish. Were those raised rings around his cock?

      Heat pulsed between her legs, and her nipples hardened into tight peaks. Even her breathing was shallow as she watched him. What would it be like to touch his cock and feel it stiffen? As if on cue, it started to harden and rise.

      Forcing herself to look up, Caro clamped her mouth shut and met his steady gaze. He did not appear to be upset that she was gaping at him. He also didn’t seem to care that he was completely naked and had an enormous erection, although she guessed that you didn’t need to worry about those kinds of things when you lived alone.

      Avert your eyes, Caro, she told herself, finally dropping her gaze as he picked up his clothing from the ground.

      “You’re awake,” he said after a few moments.

      She looked up and saw that he’d put on his loincloth. Even though it was hardly what she’d consider coverage, at least it was something, although it was obvious that his cock was still hard, as it tented the leather.

      “You untied me. Why?” Somehow, the question came out sounding more like an accusation.

      He approached her until he was towering over her, water dripping around his feet. “I could tie you up again.”

      She shook her head quickly. “No, I’m fine like this. But I thought you were convinced I’d run off.”

      “I thought about what you said. You were right. During the day, you cannot get very far from me without me being able to catch you easily. It would be a waste of both of our time for you to run.” One corner of his mouth twitched. “Unless you liked me throwing you over my shoulder and carrying you back.”

      “No, thank you. My ass still hurts from being dropped on the ground.”

      His upturned eyebrows lifted, and he angled his head to look behind her. “I am sorry if I hurt your ass.”

      She got the feeling he was enjoying this, and wasn’t all that sorry. “I think you like this.”

      His eyes shifted to her chest and the nipples that were still hard. “The same could be said about you, female.”

      Crossing her arms, she glared up at him.

      “I suggest you bathe.” He stepped around her and walked to the fire. “The water has warmed up under the suns. You will not be cold.”

      She found it hard to think of a pool in the desert being cold, but she knew how frigid it could get at night, and she’d also dipped her feet in the pond at the Dothvek village in the early morning. She would not wish to bathe in water that cool.

      She looked longingly at the water. Even if Rukken didn’t have soap or shampoo, it would be amazing to submerge herself entirely in water again. Their ship had only been equipped with showers. She didn’t know how long it had been since she’d taken anything close to an actual bath.

      Caro glanced over her shoulder at him. He was sitting at the fire with his back to her, seemingly indifferent as to whether she stripped down or not. Clearly, he was better at controlling himself than she was.

      “Fuck it,” she whispered to herself. “Stop being such a prude.”

      If Holly was in her place, she would already be naked and floating on her back in the water. Not that she wanted to take it that far. She didn’t have Holly’s confidence, or her incredible curves.

      Giving another quick look at Rukken, who had not turned around, she hurried to the edge of the water and peeled off her clothes, dropping them at her feet and taking long steps into the water. Even though it was not cold, it wasn’t necessarily warm either, and she had to remind herself that the barbarians native to the planet perceived hot and cold very differently.

      She huffed her breath out, steeling herself as she sank down and let the water cover her breasts. After a moment, she adjusted to the coolness, and her muscles relaxed. She had to admit; it did feel incredible.

      Caro extended her arms and cut through the water, feeling it glide over her bare skin. She reached the other side, her fingertips brushing the sandy bottom, before she turned and swam back in the other direction. For a moment, she pushed everything that had happened over the past week or so out of her mind—being marooned by their arch enemy Mourad, losing their ship, almost losing Max, having Holly taken by the Cresteks, Tori flying off on Mourad’s ship, and even her being taken captive. She let it all go, closing her eyes and concentrating on nothing but the cool water cocooning her, and the warmth of the suns.

      She hadn’t felt so free in a long time, which she knew was pretty ironic. Caro turned her thoughts to the Dothvek sitting only meters away from her. She still needed to figure out a way to escape from him. Didn’t she?
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      Rukken knew he shouldn’t peek at her in the water. He’d sat with his back to her as he’d heard her disrobe and splash into the pool, but now his body was on high alert, his skin hot, and his cock swollen with desire.

      He closed his eyes as he listened. He didn’t need to watch to know that the water was beading on her naked skin and making her dark hair silky down her back. It wasn’t difficult to imagine how her wet skin would feel—soft and slick beneath his hands.

      Grunting, Rukken twisted his head. Just to ensure she was safe, he lied to himself.

      Only her head was above the water, and for the briefest moment, panic flickered in his chest when he couldn’t see it. She faced away from him and her hair had gone nearly black in the water, its shine the only thing catching the sunlight.

      He let out a breath when he realized she was moving smoothly through the water toward the far side, her arms sweeping in front of her under the surface. She was swimming. Because the pool wasn’t deep, he hadn’t worried if she could swim or not, but now he was captivated by the sight of her efficient strokes propelling her forward. The water was so clear, he could see her legs scissoring behind her, and his heart seemed to stop when he saw the curve of her naked ass.

      Rukken did not look away. He couldn’t. His gaze was riveted to her, and her lithe, lean body cutting through the water. She was more beautiful than he could have imagined, and more perfect. His cock was so hard it hurt, as he watched her turn and swim toward him, her eyes closed and an expression of pure pleasure on her face.

      His heart swelled as he watched her, the sensation almost overpowering the ache of his cock. This was the first time he’d seen anything close to pleasure on her face, and the sight of her enjoying the water and the happiness he sensed from her was something he wanted to experience again. Rukken knew in that moment that he would do anything to make her feel that way once more.

      He was staring openly when Caro stood and began to walk out of the water, brushing her wet hair off her face and blinking the water out of her eyes. His mouth went dry as he saw her completely naked for the first time—slender legs; a narrow waist; high, round breasts tipped with dusky nipples; and a narrow strip of dark hair between her legs. His gaze caught on the pink slash above her knee and the puckered skin below one shoulder. Rukken did not know he’d forgotten to breathe until his head began to swim. He let out the breath in a slow stream, hoping not to break the spell.

      She did not seem self-conscious to be standing, wet and dripping, on the bank of the small pond. It was as if the dip in the pool had transformed her, and he could almost feel the power pulsing off the female. She paused at her pile of clothes on the ground, hesitating for a moment and her confidence flickering.

      Rukken snapped out of his daze, stepped into the tent, and scooped one of the blankets up off of the floor. He strode to her, his gaze riveted to her face. Her eyes were now wide as he wrapped it around her, but she nodded as if she were a queen or a goddess and he was her attendant.

      “Thank you.”

      He inclined his head slightly. “It is time to eat.”

      She left her clothes by the water, walking with him to the fire where they both sat.

      He handed her a cup of tea, while he rotated the spits of meat that were suspended above the flame.

      “Sand serpent?” she asked, motioning to the flesh threaded on the sticks.

      He jerked his head up and make a clicking sound in his throat. “Alafari.”

      She shook her head. “That didn’t translate. What’s an alafari?”

      “A small creature that burrows beneath the sand.” He balled his hand and made a scuttling movement. “With a long tail.”

      She blinked rapidly several times. “A rat? We’re eating sand rat?”

      He twitched his shoulders. “Would you prefer serpent meat?”

      She choked back a laugh over the top of her cup. “Nope. I’ll try the rat. It can’t be worse than the snake. I hope.”

      They sat in silence as he cooked the meat, and she sipped her tea. Finally, she cleared her throat.

      “So how did you get your scar?”

      For a moment, Rukken did not know what she meant, then he craned his neck to look at the slash across one side of his back. “You noticed this when you watched me bathing?”

      Her mouth fell open, and she started to protest, then she narrowed her eyes. “Look who’s talking. You watched me.”

      He could not deny it. “It seemed fair.”

      She twisted her mouth to one side, but her lips quivered. “I guess you’re right. If we’re using that logic, do I get to tie you up, too?”

      He almost dropped the skewer he was holding. “You wish to tie me up?”

      Caro’s cheeks filled with color. “Not like that.”

      “Like what?” he asked, enjoying the pretty flush of her skin, and the way she shifted restlessly. She was embarrassed, and she was thinking of him tied up.

      Rukken realized how much he enjoyed watching her blush and feeling the heat of her embarrassment. “I sense that you would enjoy it as much as I would.”

      “That’s not true,” she spluttered, although the deepening red of her cheeks told him otherwise.

      He tried to feign indifference, even as he adjusted his rigid cock. “I am only agreeing with you that perhaps things should be more fair.”

      “I don’t think you really want that.” Her eyes held a challenge.

      “Maybe you are right.” He met her steady gaze. Females were to be protected and guarded. They could not do the same things a warrior did. Even the thought of her moving freely on the deadly sands made his gut do a flip.

      “So, are you going to tell me about your scar, or do I have to torture it out of you?”

      He wrapped an arm around his waist and ran a finger down the long, thin line. “It is the only mark I received during my tahadu.”

      Caro’s eyes registered that she knew what it was. “The coming-of-age gauntlet Dothveks go through to prove they’re warriors. T’Kar was going to do that to join the Dothvek clan.” She shot him a quick look. “Since you kidnapped me before I could watch it, I have no idea how he did.”

      Rukken gingerly pulled a bit of grilled meat off the skewer and wrapped it in a wide leaf, then handed it to her. “I am sure he survived. He was strong. For a Crestek.”

      She took the food then leaned forward to eye the mark across his back. “So, someone managed to hit you during your tahadu, and it left that scar?”

      He nodded. “Zatvar. He hit me after I’d made it through, although he claimed his strike came before the end.”

      “That guy really had it in for you.” She took a tentative bite and swallowed.

      “It is not only me.” Rukken clenched the skewer so hard his knuckles whitened. “He enjoys hurting others. Anything to make him feel dominant.”

      “I’m sorry he’s done so many awful things to you.”

      Rukken glanced up and saw that there was no laughter in her expression. “Thank you.” He held her gaze until she looked away, pink staining her cheeks again.

      “This is good,” she said.

      He agreed. It did feel good to talk to her.

      Caro held up the meat. “The rat meat. It’s actually not bad.”

      “I am glad.” He tried not to feel disappointed she was talking about the food. “Now, what about your scars?”

      Caro looked surprised before tilting her head at him. “That’s right. You got quite the eyeful, didn’t you? Well, I only have two, and both came from when I was with the Valox resistance.”

      “What is that?”

      She tugged the blanket closed in front as it slipped down one shoulder. “Before I joined my current bounty-hunting crew, I was a pilot for an underground resistance army.”

      He gaped at her. “You were a warrior? But you are so small.”

      “Compared to you, sure.” She straightened her shoulders, “But you don’t need to be big and bulky to be a good pilot. And I’m a pretty badass pilot.”

      “And you got your scars while you were a ‘badass pilot?’”

      She cut her eyes to him. “You don’t have to say it like you don’t believe me, and, yes, I got them during battles. Once from a blaster to the shoulder, and once when a beam from the ceiling of the ship fell and slashed my leg.”

      Rukken flinched, imagining his female in a battle and being shot at and then wounded. “You should not have been fighting. Females should not be warriors.”

      “Maybe not on this planet, but where I come from, women can do anything they want to do.”

      His stomach roiled at the thought of her hurt, the images of her sinking into the lightning sand sending fresh waves of fear through him. “On this planet, females are rare and valuable. I would never risk my mate in battle.”

      “Good thing I’m not your mate.”

      He met her flashing eyes, more certain than ever that she was his. “We will see.”
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      Caro pursed her lips. Not this shit again. Just when she was starting to think he wasn’t so bad. “You really need to stop saying that.”

      “Why should I stop saying it when it is true?”

      She took the last bite of the grilled meat, chewing it viciously as she fumed. When she’d swallowed it, she stood. “You can’t go around deciding people are your mate just because you want them. It doesn’t work that way.”

      He looked genuinely confused as he also stood. “I did not go around deciding ‘people’ were my mate. You are the only female I have ever wanted.”

      Caro felt a strange rush of pleasure, but she ignored it. “Because I was the one you happened to abduct.”

      His brow furrowed and his eyes darkened. “No. I knew you were meant to be mine from the moment I saw you on the sands. I felt the connection.”

      “Wait. You saw me on the dunes? When?”

      “When you and the other females and Dothveks found the Crestek.”

      Caro’s pulse fluttered. She remembered sensing something when they’d been out on the desert looking for T’Kar. And she’d definitely thought someone was watching her. “That was you?”

      He stepped closer and took her hand in his. “You sensed me.”

      The warmth from his fingers spread up her arms, making her muscles uncoil. What was going on? Why could she sense things from him, and why did his touch make her body ignite? She jerked her hand away from him. “I don’t know what I felt. I only know that you kidnapped me, and you’re holding me captive and keeping me away from my friends. There could never be anything between us, no matter what kind of mind magic you try to pull.”

      Rukken’s face looked stricken as she backed away.

      She spun around, dragging the blanket with her and ducking inside the tent. “I need to lie down.”

      Even though the tent was still overly warm, she was glad to be away from him for a moment so she could think. When he touched her, her brain stopped working properly. And she needed to think.

      Caro flopped face first onto the makeshift bed that was really just a thick pile of blankets and furs, and the sands shifted beneath it all. She let out a long breath.

      Why did she feel so conflicted? This was a clear-cut case. Rukken abducted her, and was holding her against her will. He’d tied her up and announced that she was his mate. She should have no problem hating his guts. So why didn’t she?

      Why did her stomach clench every time she saw the look of hurt cross his face, as if she’d kicked a Prathian puppy? Why did she feel sympathy for him? Why did she actually believe that he’d been falsely accused of murder and unfairly exiled?

      She couldn’t explain it, but she trusted him.

      “Which is bat-shit crazy,” she muttered to herself. “What kind of person trusts a guy who ties her up?”

      Her skin tingled as she thought of him tying her up, his strong hands binding hers, and she rolled her eyes at herself. “Get a fucking grip, Caro. This is not the time for Stockholm syndrome. You need to be thinking of a way out of here.”

      She tried to focus her mind on escaping, which was a possibility now that she was no longer tied up, although she guessed the ropes would be coming back out as soon as it was nighttime. The only problem with escaping was that she really didn’t know the desert well, and falling into the desert quicksand on her last attempt had proven that.

      As much as she hated to admit, a tiny part of her didn’t want to leave. She missed her friends, but she liked the quiet of the single tent and the luxury of getting to bathe naked in the pool. She didn’t even mind the food he prepared for her. If he would just drop the whole “destined mates” routine, their conversations wouldn’t be so bad, either. For a barbarian who’d been living alone for ages, he wasn’t horrible company.

      But no way did she buy that they were meant to be together. She’d never believed in fate in the first place, and she certainly didn’t think the guy she was supposed to be with—if there even was one guy for her—was an exiled barbarian from a sand planet. It was just too crazy.

      It wasn’t like Caro was even looking for love. She’d pushed that idea out of her mind a while ago. It had seemed easier to focus on doing her job as a pilot and keeping her bounty-hunting friends safe. She was happy that Danica and Holly—and even Max, the doctor who’d been their bounty—had fallen for aliens from the planet, but she couldn’t imagine it for herself. It almost felt wrong to want that for herself.

      She was a pilot. She got her friends out of scrapes and away from danger. She didn’t need anything in return, even though it sounded a little sad when she thought about it like that.

      Caro rolled over on her back and huffed out a breath. She didn’t know what was wrong with her. Before she was abducted, she didn’t have any issues. She’d been focused on getting their various crew members back, and figuring out a way to get them off the planet. Now, she didn’t know what she wanted.

      “But not an alien mate,” she reassured herself, hearing Rukken stomp around outside.

      He clearly wasn’t thrilled with how their conversation had ended, and she wondered if that meant she was going to find herself tied up to the pole again. She hoped not, since she wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing.

      She draped an arm over her forehead and tugged the blanket so that it covered her chest, feeling the heat of the afternoon settle on her and make her eyelids droop. She’d get her clothes later. It was too hot to do anything, even argue with herself.

      I’ll just rest my eyes for a second, she thought, as her eyelids fluttered shut and a large shadow fell over her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      K’alvek pulled back on the reins as his jebel loped down a long sand dune. Behind him, the rhythmic sound of more wide hooves pitter-patted against the sand as the caravan followed. The suns were starting to dip low in the sky, and soon they would be below the horizon and night would fall. He wanted to make camp before that happened. He knew the females might complain they were stopping, but after traveling through the previous night and the entire day, the rescue party needed rest.

      It had been slow going. They had been forced to backtrack several times, which meant they were crisscrossing the wide desert in search for the exile and his captive. He was not surprised that the Dothvek was proving elusive, but it did not make him happy that the search was taking so much longer than he had expected. He knew his mate and the other females were also impatient—and exhausted.

      K’alvek had been searching for a good campsite for a while, and he let out a relieved breath as he appraised the sand in front of him. The wide valley at the base of the sand dune was large enough, and the sand appeared to be solid. Squinting, he did not notice any tracks or patterns in the sand that would indicate hidden eddies beneath the surface or sleeping beasts. As a Dothvek hunter, he was used to looking for clues left by the creatures that dwelled beneath the sands. Luckily, here he saw none, and he nodded to himself.

      K’alvek glanced down at the blonde sitting between his legs, her covered head tucked under his chin. His mate. His heart squeezed, and he shifted to tug her closer to him, a familiar surge of protectiveness rising in his chest. Protectiveness she would hate. He knew Danica liked to think of herself as tough—as did her crew—but she did not know what the sands were like at night. Although he had faith in his fellow warriors, he did not want to risk his mate’s life.

      He’d also sensed her weariness as they’d trudged further across the dunes. She was not used to long journeys like this, and he’d sensed her energy waning. Not that she would ever admit it. His pretty mate was too stubborn for that. It was one of the many reasons he loved her, but it was also why he knew he needed to protect her. She would never protect herself if she thought she could help one of her friends.

      No, they would stop for the night and continue their trek in the morning. He held up a fist, hearing the others slowing behind him. “We camp here.”

      There were murmurs of assent as the jebels circled the flat stretch of sand, depositing riders. He slipped off his jebel and reached up to help Danica down. Like all the human females, she wore pale fabric draped to cover her face for the long ride across the unrelenting sands. Still, when she pulled it off, her cheeks were pink and sweat beaded her brow.

      K’alvek smoothed a pale wave off her forehead. “Are you well, mate?”

      She fanned herself with both hands. “Never been better. I won’t be sad when the suns set, though.”

      He knew all the females would be glad for the break from the heat. Dothveks were immune from the effects of the blistering suns, but humans were definitely not.

      He turned from Danica to see other warriors helping their mates down from the furry backs of jebels. The twin warriors—Dev and Trek—had started unpacking the equipment to erect a temporary shelter, their movements in perfect sync with each other. Before he could pull his own pack from the back of the jebel, his gaze caught the female with strangely colored hair—Danica had called it lavender—stomping toward him. He knew she was not human—she was a Lycithian and she had an unusual talent for taking the form of other creatures—but her natural form looked very much like the humans.

      Although Bexli was not large, her face blazed fury, and he instinctively took a step back.

      “Why are we stopping?” she asked, throwing her arms wide. “It’s not even dark. We could ride for a lot longer.”

      “It is not safe at night.” He noticed Tommel walking up behind Bexli.

      Although the Dothvek warrior didn’t speak, he stood behind Bexli as if he was guarding her. K’alvek wondered for a moment who the seasoned Dothvek was protecting—the female or him. Seeing her eyes spark as she glared at him, he suspected Tommel was there for him.

      Bexli crossed her arms and tried to tap one toe, but her feet had sunk into the powdery sand, so she could only jerk it up. “If it’s not safe for us, then it’s even less safe for Caro. She’s out there somewhere being held prisoner by a murderer.”

      Danica put an arm around Bexli. “I totally get it. We’re all freaked out about Caro, but we need to follow the Dothveks’ lead. They know the desert better than we do. If something happens to us because we’re too tired, it won’t do Caro any good.”

      Bexli’s shoulders sagged. “You’re right. I know you’re right. I just don’t like the idea of Caro spending another night out there with him.”

      Holly joined them. Her red curls were piled on top of her head and her eyes were narrowed in concern. “What’s going on?”

      “Bex is frustrated that we’re stopping.” Danica shot the female a look that K’alvek recognized. One that told her that she needed to help the situation. “I’m explaining that we need to be safe so we can reach Caro in one piece.”

      Holly nodded, her mound of curls bobbing. “I know we’d all like to ride through the night again, but trust me when I tell you that crazy shit happens on this desert after the sun goes down. Don’t you remember that T’Kar and I had to fight off a giant sand snake?” She rubbed her arms briskly. “Apparently those fuckers only come out at night.”

      Bexli glanced at the ground, as if one might burst up at any moment.

      “I don’t know about the rest of you.” Max walked up, rubbing a hand on her backside. “But my ass is killing me. If I have to ride on the back of that jebel for another second, I might never walk again.”

      Holly grinned at the woman with short, dark hair, nudging her in the ribs. “Come on, doc. That’s not why you’ll never walk again. We all see how huge your guy is.”

      The women all glanced back at Kush, who was pounding long stakes into the sand, his broad shoulder muscles rippling and his long braid swinging.

      Max blushed, swatting at Holly. “Look who’s talking. The whole camp heard you screaming about his big T’Kar is.”

      As if on cue, T’Kar walked over and joined Kush in staking the tent. Even though he’d been born a Crestek, the huge alien now wore the leather pants of the Dothveks, a curved blade hanging at his waist, and looked every bit the sand barbarian.

      “Um, that wasn’t what I was screaming about,” Holly said, dropping her voice and glancing over her shoulder at her new mate. “I was yelling because he told me that his creepy dad had my birth control implant removed when I was in the Crestek city.”

      All the women gaped at her.

      “Are you…?” Max asked, her eyes darting to Holly’s stomach, which normally had a slight curve to it, anyway.

      Holly shook her head. “No. I mean, I don’t think so. Honestly, I don’t know if I really care that much anymore. I mean, I’m technically married, right?”

      Danica folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t know. None of us were invited to your wedding.

      Holly rolled her eyes. “You mean my arranged wedding? Well, you didn’t miss much.”

      “I can’t believe they removed your implant,” Max whispered. “I knew the Crestek chancellor was weird, but that’s over the top.”

      Holly nodded. “I know T’Kar didn’t have anything to do with it, but I was yelling at him for not telling me sooner.”

      “You guys were pretty busy escaping the city and fighting off giant snakes and scavengers,” Danica reminded her.

      “I know. I’m over it now.” Holly waggled her eyebrows. “And it’s not like I’m going to deprive myself of the pleasure of his huge—“

      Max dug her elbow in Holly’s ribs, and K’alvek cleared his throat, a reminder to the women that he and Tommel were there.

      Holly shrugged with a mischievous smile teasing the corners of her mouth. “I can’t help that. He is huge.” She dropped her voice to a stage whisper. “They all are, right? And those rings? I mean, hello! Talk about ribbed for my pleasure.”

      K’alvek exchanged a glance with Tommel, who still stood behind Bexli, his massive form solid and unmoving, although his cheeks did appear to be tinged slightly pink.

      Danica cleared her throat. “All right. Let’s keep it down. We’re scaring the natives.”

      Even Bexli laughed before turning her attention back to K’alvek. “Will you promise me we’ll leave at first light?”

      He gave her a curt nod. “You have my word.”

      “Fine.” She turned and ran headlong into Tommel’s broad chest.

      He caught her by the arms before she stumbled back and fell to the ground.

      “Are you following me?” she asked, looking up at him.

      Tommel cocked his head at her. “I was making sure you were all right. You are my responsibility.”

      Bexli pulled away from his grasp. “Just because I have to ride with you, doesn’t make me yours to watch over.”

      “Actually,” K’alvek said. “That is exactly what it means. I assigned Tommel to you precisely because I knew you would require the most attentive warrior.”

      Bexli’s mouth gaped open. “You gave me a babysitter?” She swung her gaze to Danica. “Did you know about this?”

      The captain in turn looked at her mate in surprise. “No.” She hesitated as she met his steady gaze. “But I trust K’alvek. If he thinks Tommel is the best choice to ride with you, I think we should listen to him.”

      Bexli clamped her mouth shut and fisted her hands by her side. “Do I need to remind you that I’ve led covert missions into some of the dodgiest places in the galaxy?” She jabbed a finger at her own chest. “I was the one who went over the Crestek city walls and found Max and Kush.”

      “And you also blame yourself for your friends disappearance,” K’alvek said.

      “Because it’s true.” Bexli’s voice trembled. “If I hadn’t left Caro and neglected to come back and walk with her to the tahadu, she never would have been alone and vulnerable. If I’d been there, she’d still be with us.”

      “You don’t know that,” Danica said. “It’s impossible to know what might have been, and you’ll go crazy if you keep second guessing yourself.”

      Bexli shook her head. “All I know is that Caro is my friend, and she’d do anything for me or any of us, and when she needed me, I let her down.”

      “Even if you are right.” Tommel’s voice was a low rumble, “Thinking this way does not bring her back faster. You need to calm your thoughts.”

      Bexli scowled at him. “I’m sorry if I’m not tough enough for you. Not all of us can be emotionless warriors like you.”

      She stalked away, not seeing Tommel flinch from her words, his face darkening before becoming stony again.

      “I am sure she didn’t mean that,” Danica said. “Lycithians aren’t known for being level-headed.”

      “It is fine.” Tommel pivoted to follow Bexli with his gaze as she strode to the edge of the sand valley. “I will make sure she does not go far.”

      He walked off, his broad shoulders squared. K’alvek wondered if he’d made a mistake in asking the older warrior to watch Bexli. It wasn’t that he had any doubt in Tommel’s abilities—the Dothvek was as fit and deadly as any of them—but he hoped he hadn’t been wrong in thinking that the warrior’s steadiness would offset the female’s impulsive nature. He also hoped he was not asking too much of the Dothvek. The warrior had already sacrificed greatly in his life. Was it fair for him to ask this of him, especially since Bexli did not appear to be grateful for his presence?

      He glanced over to where Tommel stood unpacking their jebel’s pack, patting the matted brown fur of the animal’s wattle as he kept one eye on Bexli, who sat with her back to him.

      Danica slipped a hand in his, her gaze following his. “Don’t worry. She’ll be fine. Sometimes she needs to blow off some steam.”

      “Maybe it was a mistake asking Tommel to watch over her. Maybe I should have assigned one of the twins to the task.”

      Danica shook her head, a small smile quirking at the corner of her mouth. “Tommel is perfect. He’s exactly what she needs. She just doesn’t know it yet.”

      K’alvek sighed. He hoped so. Otherwise, it would be a very long journey for both of them.
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      Caro woke with a start. It was dark, and the temperature had dropped. She sat up quickly and the blanket fell to her waist, reminding her that she’d fallen asleep completely naked. She jerked it back up, even though it was too dim to see anything.

      Moonlight glowed outside the tent, light peeking in between the two flaps, and it was quiet—no fire crackling or water splashing. The scent of cooking meat had even dissipated. It was obviously the middle of the night. Had she really slept that long?

      She dragged a hand through her hair, which was now only damp at the base of her neck. She’d been tired, but she hadn’t known she’d been that tired.

      At least she wasn’t tied up again. Rukken had said he needed to tie her up at night so she couldn’t run. Either she’d been too out of it to rouse, or he’d felt guilty at the thought of waking a sleeping woman to tie her up. Not to mention the fact that she wasn’t wearing any clothes. Were they still outside by the pond?

      Caro glanced around her, looking for her clothes and hoping he’d brought them inside for her. Her eyes had adjusted to the low light and she almost yelped when she saw the big body lying next to her.

      Although he was sleeping above the covers, Rukken lay next to her on his back. His hands were laced behind his head, and his breathing was slow and steady.

      She guessed she shouldn’t be mad. After all, it was his bed, and there wasn’t really another place to sleep. She wondered how long they’d been sleeping side by side.

      A sliver of pearlescent moonlight shone on his bare chest, and she fought the urge to touch him. She leaned closer, her curiosity getting the better of her. For the first time, she could look at him, really look at him.

      The dark tattoos covered more of his chest than on most Dothveks she’d seen, and as she studied the tribal markings that swirled and arched across his muscles, she realized that many of them were roughly done. She suspected that he’d etched most of them into his own flesh after his exile, and she suspected that each of the symbols meant something to him.

      Caro traced the air above the disc pattern carved around his nipples, wishing she could touch the bumpy flesh without waking him. Her gaze traveled from his chest down his thickly veined arms to the leather straps wrapped around his wrists. She glanced at the animal skin tied around his waist and the belt that held his blades, secretly thrilling at how primitive he looked in his sleep.

      Her heart stuttered. The blades. He hadn’t removed them when he’d fallen asleep. She guessed he never took them off, needing to be prepared in case he was startled in his sleep. He hadn’t counted on her waking up in the middle of the night, though.

      She eyed the blade nearest her, her throat tightening. Could she do it? Could she actually kill him?

      She shook her throat. No. Even though she wanted to escape, she knew she couldn’t murder him in cold blood. But maybe she could injure him enough that he wouldn’t be able to follow her when she ran.

      The thought was sobering, but she knew she had to do something. She might not get this chance again. Leaving her untied had clearly been a mistake, and he probably wouldn’t repeat it. It wasn’t something she could count on. No, she needed to act now, if she was going to act at all.

      Caro held her breath as she moved her hand slowly to the curved blade hooked to his waist. She slid it painstakingly up, until it was free of the belt, and she gripped it in her hand.

      It was heavier than she’d expected, and it felt strange in her hand. She hesitated with the knife over him. What did she do now? Where could she stab him that would incapacitate him without doing fatal damage?

      She zeroed in on his shoulder. If she stabbed the muscle, he wouldn’t be able to use one arm, but it shouldn’t kill him. But would losing one arm slow him down enough? Probably not. Maybe she needed to stab him in the leg, although she couldn’t hit the femoral artery. She looked down at his muscular thighs, bare below his animal skin. If Dothvek anatomy was as close to human anatomy as it appeared to be, he’d bleed out in minutes.

      The blade shook in her hand. If she didn’t hurry, she would end up dropping it on him before she decided what to do.

      Caro moved her gaze from his legs back to his chest and gasped. His eyes were open, and he was watching her. Before she could say anything, his hand darted out and grabbed the blade, snatching it from her grip and tossing it aside. The momentum of his body flipped her on her back and then he was on top of her.

      The air rushed from her body from the shock and the speed of how quickly she’d been thrown. He jerked her arms over her head and pinned them down, holding them together with one of his hands while he braced himself over her with his other arm.

      “You were trying to kill me?” he asked, his voice husky from sleep.

      She shook her head. “No, I swear.” Her words crackled with desperation.

      His face was so close to hers, his long hair fell forward and tickled the sides of her face. “I do not know if I believe you, female.”

      “I was just going to escape.”

      His breath was jagged, as if he’d been running a race, and his bare chest was flush against hers. His cock was a hard bar pressing between her legs, and her mouth went dry as she realized she couldn’t escape him now, even if she wanted to.

      “Is that what you want?” he asked, moving his hips so that his cock brushed the slickness between her thighs.

      She didn’t know what she wanted anymore, but she knew her body ached for him.
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      Rukken’s heart knocked against his ribs, no longer from the shock at seeing her holding his blade, but because he lay between her legs, his cock notched at her wet heat. Even though she was completely naked, he still wore the leather around his waist. He quickly pushed it up and out of the way.

      She was beneath him, her body trembling and her pupils dark. He could sense her own shock but also her desire, her pulse trilling where he held her hands over her head.

      He shifted his hand so that it didn’t press against her wrists, but instead his fingers entwined with hers, and he lowered his head to her neck. Inhaling her sweet scent, he kissed his way up her throat to her ear. “Is this what you want, Caro?”

      She arched into him and let out a soft moan. “I don’t know.”

      He tilted his hips and the thick crown of his cock parted her folds slightly. “You do not know, or you do not want to say this is what you want?”

      She exhaled and the warm breath danced across his shoulder. “Rukken.” The sound wasn’t more than a whisper, his name said like a plea. She parted her legs, lifting one knee and hooking her ankle around the back of his thigh.

      Rukken moved quickly from her neck, crushing his mouth to hers. He’d never kissed a female like he kissed her, sweeping his tongue hard to open her lips to him. There was nothing soft about the kiss or the way she kissed back, pressing her body into his and gripping him harder with her leg. He wanted to taste every bit of her, and his tongue stroked hers even as she lifted her hips and ground them into him. He moaned and his fingers forced her hands back into the blankets as he kissed her, the needy noises she made making him dizzy with desire.

      Moving his mouth from her lips to her jaw, he nipped kisses down her neck again. Her bare skin held the hint of pond water, but mixed with her heat, it was the most intoxicating thing he’d ever tasted. She inhaled sharply when his beard scraped her nipple as he moved down her chest, a small growl escaping her lips.

      He hesitated, worried he’d hurt her.

      “Don’t stop,” she begged. “It didn’t hurt. I liked it.”

      She did like it. He could feel how much she liked it, and his heart pounded even harder.

      Covering the warm peak of one breast with his mouth, Rukken rolled his tongue around the pebbled flesh, and her body writhed beneath him in response. She stifled a cry.

      “There is no one to hide your sounds from out here,” he said when he pulled away. “I want to hear your screams.”

      He dropped his mouth to her other breast, sucking the nipple until her moans filled the tent.

      “I shouldn’t want this,” she gasped.

      “But you do.” He lifted himself up and stared down at her feverish expression. Her brown eyes, usually soft and curious, were dark and molten.

      She nodded, biting her bottom lip as if trying to stop herself from admitting it. “Please, Rukken.”

      He released her hands, moving his palm down her body until it reached the leg that was hooked around him. He moved it higher, shifting himself so his broad tip pushed at her entrance. She lifted her hands, her fingertips stroking the tips of his ears, sending frissons of pleasure down his spine and making him bite back a groan. Her eyes were locked on his as he pushed the crown of his cock inside her, feeling her stretch to let him in, the first raised ring around his cock squeezed by her tightness.

      Even though she drew in a sharp breath and her hands went to his shoulders as if she were bracing herself, her eyes blazed with need. “Do it.”

      Rukken hesitated for a moment, before giving in to her demand, pushing into her hard and fast. She cried out, and he pressed his forehead to hers and winced from the tightness. Her hands dug into him, the nails scoring his ridged back as she jerked him closer and took his cock all the way.

      He wanted to pound into her, but he held himself deep as her body relaxed slightly.

      “I can feel those rings,” she whispered, shifting her hips and letting out a breathy sigh. “I like them.”

      Her pleasure pulsed through him like waves, and he tipped his head back with his eyes closed. He’d never felt anything like this in his life, and he didn’t want it to ever end.

      “More,” she ordered. “I need more.”

      He returned his gaze to her face, stroking in and out slowly and letting her feel each ring as it entered her. It was torture to go so slow, but he loved watching her face each time he bottomed out inside her, her pupils flaring and a small gasp escaping.

      “I’ve never been so full,” she whispered, stroking her foot up the back of his leg and holding him to her.

      With a slight tilt of his hips, he dragged his lower ridges over her swollen nub.

      Her mouth dropped open in surprise, and she let out a throaty moan. “Oh, I really like those.”

      He pulled himself out and then drove into her, his ridges stroking her nub again. He did it once more, and her breaths became shallow, and her eyes rolled back in her head. “Harder, Rukken. Fuck me, harder.”

      Her words made his movements frenzied, and he reared back, pistoning into her and gripping her hips, his fingers biting into her flesh. Her cries were just as desperate as his thrusts, and soon she was arching her back off the blankets as her body pulsed around his cock. Fire ricocheted through his entire body as he hammered into her, his release building and finally crashing over him. With a final hard thrust, he held himself deep, as he emptied into her, throwing his head back and roaring.

      After a moment, he released his grasp on her hips and fell forward, kissing her neck again as his body sagged against hers. He was shaking, the blood rushing in his head so loudly that it took him a few moments for the world to come back into focus and for him to hear what she was saying.

      “I can’t believe…” she began, her words uneven.

      Even in the haze of euphoria, his stomach tightened. “You regret—?”

      “No,” she said quickly. “I don’t. That’s what’s so crazy. I don’t regret it at all.”

      He propped himself up with one arm, brushing a damp strand of hair off her forehead. He pressed a kiss above her brow, then to her nose, and finally to her lips. “Because you were meant to be mine.”

      She released a shaky breath and gave him a reluctant smile. “I don’t know if I believe in fate, but I do believe in things feeling right. And you do feel really right. And incredibly good. Between those rings and your ridges, I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything so good.”

      “I am glad.” His cock was still inside her, and it swelled slightly as she moved her hips. “That is enough for me. For now.”

      He was glad he gave her pleasure, because he knew he would be the last male she would ever have. After claiming her, he could never allow any male to touch her again. And he could never let her go. He knew that now more than ever. His instincts had been right. She belonged to him, and she always had. Now she always would.

      “Do Dothveks not get soft afterward?” She asked, her eyes flaring as he got harder inside her.

      He began moving gently. “Not for a while.”

      She wet her lip with her tongue. “So, you can just keep going?”

      He nodded, pulling the length of his cock out and then pushing it back in as slowly as he could. “Until you tell me you no longer want it.”

      Caro ran her hands down his chest, her fingers dipping beneath the waist of his animal skin and bumping across the ridges below his taut stomach muscles. “I don’t think that’s going to happen anytime soon.”
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      Caro woke, her eyes still heavy from the night before as she rolled over. She’d expected to feel his large form next to her, like it had been when she’d finally fallen asleep, but the other side of the bed was empty. Rubbing her fingers over the woven blankets that were still slightly warm, she sat up. He had not been gone long.

      Pulling a blanket around her shoulders, she rose and poked her head out of the flaps of the tent. He was not at the fire, although she could see he’d started it. She walked past the mound of burning kindling toward the pond, and a part of her hoped she might get another glimpse of him bathing.

      Ridiculous, she knew, considering what she’d seen the night before. Or more accurately, what she’d done. The light hadn’t been bright enough for her to see as much as she’d felt. But what she’d felt… Her skin tingled at the memory.

      The night before returned to her in a rush of dark images. Rukken’s hushed words and expert touch. The heat of his body and the weight of him moving thickly between her legs. The way he’d known what she wanted, what she needed. Her face flamed at the thought of how intimately he’d known her desires.

      Caro gazed at the placid water of the pool and her excitement waned. He wasn’t there. Fear fluttered in her chest. Where was he? Spinning on her heel, she almost screamed.

      “What is wrong?” He stood in front of her, so close he must have walked up behind her without her noticing.

      She pressed a hand to her heart. “Don’t do that. You scared me half to death.”

      “Do what?” He closed the remaining distance between them and put his hand over hers. “What is half of death?”

      She welcomed the warmth of his hand and the gentle pulse of energy that filled her body from his touch. “Never mind. It’s an expression. Where were you?”

      He jerked his head behind him. “On the other side of the tent, preparing.”

      “Preparing for what?” She hated to admit that for a moment she’d thought he’d left her alone, and her voice was laced with panic. Panic that made no sense.

      “You are coming hunting with me.”

      She stared up at him, waiting for him to crack a smile and tell her he was joking, but he did not.

      “You want to take me hunting after I pulled a knife on you? You really think it’s a good idea to teach me how to kill?”

      Now he grinned, moving the hand covering hers so that he cupped her jaw. “You will not try to kill me again.”

      Since her first attempt hadn’t been even remotely successful, she couldn’t blame him for feeling confident that she wouldn’t try again. A little offended maybe, but not surprised. “You seem pretty sure of yourself.”

      He dragged his thumb across her cheek and tipped her face up. “It is your feelings I am sure about.”

      Her heart thumped, and Caro was sure he could hear it. Why did she suddenly feel shy around him? She hadn’t been shy last night when she’d ordered him to fuck her harder. What had felt right in the darkness of the tent and the stillness of the night seemed shocking in glare of the morning light.

      Her gaze dropped, but he lifted her chin, so she had to meet his eyes. “And my own.”

      He lowered his mouth to hers, kissing her gently, his beard rasping her cheek as he pulled her closer and his tongue caressed hers. Her shyness evaporated again, as her grip loosened on the blanket and it fell to her feet. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she thrilled at the feel of his hard body against hers. She knew exactly what that body could do, and heat throbbed between her legs.

      She pulled back, panting. As she broke contact with him and the tingling faded from her skin, she realized she was naked. She fumbled with the blanket at her feet, circling it unevenly around her chest. “You wouldn’t happen to know where my clothes went, do you?”

      He cut his eyes to the water, and she saw them right where she’d left them the day before. “I’ll get dressed and then we’ll go hunting?”

      His expression was amused, but he nodded. “If you are ready.”

      She nodded, probably more enthusiastically than she should have. If she was going to react to him that way every time he touched her, they definitely needed to do something to keep them occupied. The thought of staying in bed with him all day thrilled her way more than it should have. He was still her captor, after all. He might be a captor who fucked like a god, but that didn’t change the fact that he’d abducted her.

      Caro walked as calmly as she could to her clothes, pulling them on quickly and not looking to see if he was watching. She didn’t need to. She could feel his gaze on her and sense how much he wanted her.

      You can do this, she told herself. You can play it cool.

      Forget the fact that she’d never played it cool a single time in her entire life. She’d never been the type of woman who knew how to play games or pretend to be indifferent to a guy. All she could hope for was that she wouldn’t fall all over him and embarrass herself.

      She folded the blanket over her arm and walked back to the fire, where Rukken knelt facing her. His eyes never left her, even as she tossed the blanket inside the tent and wiped her hands on the front of her pants.

      “What’s for breakfast?” She’d hoped her voice would sound light and breezy, but it didn’t.

      Rukken stood and patted a brown pouch he’d slung across his shoulder. “We’ll eat while we hunt. The best time to go is in the morning, before the heat has driven the creatures too deep.” He pointed to the suns cresting the dunes. “We don’t want to wait any longer.”

      Instead of walking toward the desert, he crossed to her, coming so close there was hardly a space between their bodies. He pulled a light, pale swath of fabric from the pouch and draped it over her head and across her face like a veil. “So you don’t burn.”

      “I usually don’t burn.”

      “Your skin is not as tough as mine, and I know you are not accustomed to two suns.”

      He was right about that. Even when they’d gone on the desert with the Dothveks, they’d worn cloth over their heads. She decided not to argue. “Thanks.”

      He nodded, brushing a hand over her cheeks through the airy cloth. “If your skin burns, I cannot touch you the way I want to. That would be a problem for both of us, I think.”

      Before she could tell him he was pretty sure of himself, he took her by the hand and pulled her behind him. They moved slowly up and down several dunes, Rukken keeping her from slipping in the sand that seemed to suck her feet under. Rivulets of sweat trickled down her face and back, and she cringed as they rolled between her breasts.

      He stopped, squeezing her hand. Without uttering a word, he pointed to a spot in the sand, crouching noiselessly. She peered at the gold sand, but saw nothing. She didn’t move, however, holding her breath as he unsheathed his blade and hovered over the sand.

      After what seemed like an eternity, the sand shifted almost imperceptibly, and Rukken jabbed his blade into the ground. There was a sharp squeal, and then he lifted a flailing creature out of the sand.

      Caro recoiled. It was larger than she’d expected, almost the length of her arm, but thicker, with pasty white skin and lots of legs wiggling on both sides of its torso. Rukken did not remove the blade, but placed one hand on its pale belly. The animal stilled, going nearly limp at his touch. Rukken murmured a few rather poetic words of thanks, then whipped out his blade and sliced off the creature’s head.

      Caro slapped a hand over her mouth to keep from screaming. When she’d steadied her breathing, she lowered her hand. “What the hell was that?”

      He tilted his head at her. “That is how Dothveks hunt.”

      She glanced around her feet. “Are there more of those things under us?” She’d never considered herself especially squeamish, but the idea of giant insects living under the sand made her look at the desert in an entirely new way.

      “Some,” he said. “This is a large one.”

      “That’s good.” She hated that she sounded like a skittish girl, but she remembered Holly’s story of the giant sand snake she and T’Kar had fought. No way did she want to come face to face with one of those.

      “Here.” He handed her the blade after swiping it clean on a wide leaf he produced from his pouch. “You will try.”

      “Me?” She held both palms up. “I’m not so sure.”

      “If you are living on this planet, you need to know how to hunt,” he insisted, placing the handle in her hand and closing her fingers around it. “I know you know how to hold a blade.”

      She decided not to mention that she was trying not to stay on his planet. However, it also seemed like a moot point, considering there was currently no way off.

      He directed her to watch the sand, showing her how the smallest shift indicated something under the surface. Patiently, he guided her until she spotted movement and then he coached her to crouch low and jab the blade into the ground as hard as she could. When she struck something, the blade jerked so hard she almost let go of it. Rukken closed his hand over hers and helped her lift the animal out of the sand.

      She gasped as she saw the snake-like creature she’d impaled. “You’re going to have to do your juju magic on it. I definitely don’t have that talent.”

      He rested his hand on the underbelly until the animal stopped twitching, reciting the same Dothvek words. Caro looked away before he beheaded the creature.

      When she looked back, he was beaming at her. “You made your first kill.”

      She didn’t tell him that she’d made plenty of kills flying for the resistance. He looked so pleased for her she didn’t want to spoil the moment. “Does this mean we’re done? Because I would love a dip in the pond right about now.”

      Rukken arched an eyebrow. “Then we are done.”

      As they headed back, she held his hand again. “I was thinking about your exile. I could explain your side of the story. There’s a chance they’d let you return to the village with me.”

      His grip on her hand tightened. “There is no chance.”

      “It’s worth a try.”

      “There is no chance, because you are never returning to the Dothvek village.” He pulled her behind him so hard she almost stumbled down a long dune. “I thought after last night you understood that.”

      She jerked back. “And I thought you knew that I have to return to my crew. I can’t stay out here forever.”

      He did not respond, but his grip on her hand tightened.
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      Rukken stomped into the tent pulling Caro behind him. When they got inside, she ripped her hand away from him and rubbed her wrist.

      “We’re back. Happy now?” She shot him a murderous look from underneath long lashes. “You almost tore my arm out of its socket, you know.”

      It took his eyes a moment to adjust to the dim interior of the tent, then he looked at her pink wrist, regretting how tightly he’d held her and how roughly he’d walked her back to the camp. “I did not mean to hurt you, but you still do not understand.”

      Caro backed away from him, her cheeks splotched from the exertion of practically running across the sands.

      “No.” She waved a finger at him. “You’re the one who doesn’t understand. Just because we had sex doesn’t mean I’m going to change my life for you. I’m not about to ditch my crew and my friends because of one really amazing fuck.”

      “It was more than that.” Anger made his pulse quicken. How did she still not understand their connection? How did she not see they were fated to be mates?

      “Fine.” She threw her arms up. “Three great fucks.”

      “It was more than mating.” He heard the dark rasp of his voice. “You are my mate. My mind mate.”

      She stared at him, unblinking. “I’m sorry. Your what?”

      He knew it was probably too soon to tell her, but now it was too late to take it back. The skeptical look on her face told him that she would not be easily convinced, but he took a breath and tried to keep his voice level. Yelling at her would not help, although he wanted very much to raise his voice. “Dothveks have one true mind mate. The female who connects to them and can sense their feelings so strongly they are like his own.”

      “And you think I’m that for you?” Her expression told him that she did not think this. “But I’m not even Dothvek.”

      “I did not think it was possible with an offworlder, either, but you must be unique.”

      She gave a snort of laughter. “Trust me. I’m not. Just because I can tell when you’re turned on or angry or whatever, doesn’t mean I’m your mind mate.”

      “You do not just know I am aroused or angry, you feel those things when I feel them, don’t you?”

      Her brown eyes flared for a moment, as if he’d said something that made sense. Then she shook her head and pushed past him. “Nope. No way. This is crazy.”

      He grabbed her arm to stop her. “Where are you going?”

      She tried to shake him off. “I’m just going. I need to get away. This is all too much.”

      Rukken did not release her arm. “I can’t let you go. You know that.”

      Caro lunged toward the tent flaps, but he pulled her back again. She slapped at him, and he captured both hands in his, holding her while she struggled against him. “Let go of me, you big bastard.”

      “You will run.”

      “You’re fucking right I’ll run.” She kicked at him. “You’re crazy. I’m not your mind mate. I’m just a regular girl who wants to get back to her life. I’m sorry about what happened to you, but I can’t stay here forever just because you’re lonely.”

      Her words made him flinch, but he pushed them out of his mind as he dodged her sharp kicks. She was lashing out at him in anger. She didn’t mean it, he told himself. He just needed more time to convince her they were meant to be mates.

      Holding her hands with one of his, he grabbed the rope he’d hung near the tent entrance.

      When she saw it, she struggled even harder. “Not this shit again.”

      “I do not want to tie you up, mate.” He dragged her to the tent pole and pressed her body flush to it to keep her still. She faced the pole with her hands high over her head as he looped the rope around them. “But it is dangerous for you to leave, and I cannot lose you.”

      “I should have stabbed you when I had the chance,” she yelled, once he’d secured her to the pole and she could not kick him.

      Rukken watched her struggle for a moment, her body one long, lean line from her arms down to her feet. He pressed himself against her—feeling her heaving breaths against his own chest as his body covered hers—and she stilled. “I thought we both knew why you didn’t kill me, mate.”

      He took his hands and moved them slowly down her body starting with her hands, his fingers skimming her breasts and finally clamping onto her hips. “I thought you were glad you decided to fuck me, instead.”

      Her body jerked and she let out a small moan. “You wouldn’t.”

      “Wouldn’t what?” He slid his hands up and under her shirt, her bare skin warm and slick with sweat.

      “I’m tied up,” she said, her voice a hoarse whisper.

      “I can see that.” He moved his hands under the stiff fabric covering her breasts, thumbing her nipples and feeling them contract into hard points. She pressed into his hands, and Rukken knew that she needed more. Despite her initial protests, she wanted this.

      Lowering his head so that it nestled in her neck, he nipped at the soft skin of her throat, feeling the vibrations as she let out a throaty sound. He moved his mouth to her ear, sucking on the lobe as she rocked into him.

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

      He let one hand skim down her flat belly and under the waistband of her pants. “I’m not playing.”

      She ground her ass into his cock, and it was all he could do not to rip her clothes off. He slipped his hand into the silky fabric covering her sex, and his knees almost buckled when he touched her wetness.

      “I thought you regretted not killing me,” he whispered in her ear, as he parted her slick folds. “But you’re soaked for me already.”

      “I do regret not killing you.” She opened her legs to him and whimpered when he circled her swollen nub with one finger while he pushed another inside her.

      “So, you don’t want me to do this to you?” He worked another finger inside her snug heat, and she sucked in a breath and bit the edge of her lip. “You don’t like this?”

      Caro shifted her hips so she could take him deeper, and shook her head desperately as breath escaped her in jagged pants. “Not at all.”

      His cock was swollen and jutted fiercely away from his body. “You do not want me to fuck you hard?”

      She bucked against him, her body hot and wet as he moved his fingers faster and she made small keening noises. “No.”

      “No?” he asked, kissing his way from her neck to her jaw. “So, I should not tear your pants off your perfect ass and bury myself inside you?”

      “Not unless you want to feel me come on your huge cock,” she said, before he crushed his mouth to hers.
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      Caro didn’t know what had gotten into her, but she was so turned on she thought her skin might actually ignite. She’d never wanted anyone as much as she wanted him, and she knew she shouldn’t.

      She shouldn’t want to fuck the guy who’d kidnapped her, but apparently her body didn’t care about any of that. All it cared about was quenching the fiery need that was making her almost vibrate with the intensity of it. Her body hummed from his touch and the excitement of his hands moving over her skin while she was tied up.

      She didn’t know when she’d become the kind of woman who liked to be dominated, but right then, she couldn’t care less. All she knew was that it felt so good to submit to him, to let him take what he wanted, what they both wanted.

      Rukken’s kiss was hard and forceful, his beard scraping her skin and sending frissons of pleasure shooting down her spine. She melted into it, her tongue tangling with his while her release built. His fingers had not stopped moving, and soon she was jerking against the ropes as her body clenched around his fingers, pulsing as all the sensations in her exploded.

      When he tore his mouth from hers and slipped his fingers out of her, she was nearly boneless. Rukken moved so quickly she didn’t have time to make a sound, yanking her pants down below her hips and angling her ass up.

      She wanted him inside her so badly. She twisted her head to lock eyes with him, the hungry look on his face giving her a forbidden thrill. “I need you to fill me, Rukken. Now.”

      He grunted, removing his animal skin quickly and tossing it onto the ground. His cock rose up, thick and hard. Fisting it with one hand, he stroked it before sliding between the slickness of her folds.

      He dragged his broad crown up and down before notching it at her entrance. “You are sure?”

      Even though her hands were still fastened to the post and over her head, Caro moved back into him, wiggling her ass so that his thickness started to push inside. “What do you think?”

      With a groan, he thrust inside her hard.

      Her cry filled the small tent. Even though it wasn’t the first time, he stretched her so hard that the pain startled her. A pain that soon gave way to the pleasure of being filled like she never had by anyone before.

      Rukken wrapped a hand around her waist as he held himself deep. “This time we go slow.”

      She shook her head. “Hard. I need it hard and fast.”

      He lowered her head and kissed her neck, drawing himself out so slowly she wanted to scream before plunging himself back in. “I did not say it would not be hard.”

      She moved her hips restlessly. “More, Rukken.”

      He chuckled low, his lips buzzing her skin and sending tremors through her. “This from the female who wanted to run from me.”

      She moaned as he stroked out and in, angling her hips up higher so that he could slide deeper. There was nothing she could say to explain how wantonly she desired him, even as she knew she should run away screaming. Not that she could run now. She could barely move, and she secretly loved it.

      “But you want me now,” he whispered. “You want this.”

      She nodded, her eyes fluttering closed as every nerve in her body screamed for release again. Heat arrowed through her, and his hands scorched her skin as they moved across her hips to her belly and down to her clit. When he swirled his fingertip over it, she tipped her head back and let out a husky sound.

      He impaled her on his length again, grinding his hips into her. His finger moved slowly over her clit as he pumped himself in her, holding himself deep each time. Rukken looked down as he held her hips and stroked in. “You stretch so tight around my cock. Like you were made for me.”

      It was too much for her to take, and the low simmer in her belly erupted, her body contracting around him as she jerked and screamed, her second orgasm even more powerful that the first. Her body shivered, as the sensations slammed through her and left her sagging from the ropes, gasping for breath.

      His steady pace faltered. Caro glanced behind her and saw that his jaw was clenched and the veins in his neck were tight. Her body twitched around his cock as he pounded into with her a fierce rhythm, then buried himself to the hilt, bellowing as he pulsed hotly into her.

      Rukken shook, circling her waist with both arms and pressing his body against hers. His breath came out ragged and he trembled, his cock still hard inside her. “Are you okay?”

      She fought for her own breath. “Sore, but okay.”

      He instinctively glanced down, but she shook her head.

      “Not there. Yet.” She looked up at the tent pole. “My wrists.”

      Rukken untied her without saying a word, kissing the pink flesh of her wrists, then cocooning his body around hers and pulling her down to the bed. His bulk wrapped easily around her and he squeezed her softly as he kissed her neck.

      “Why did I like that so much?” she whispered. “I shouldn’t have liked that.”

      “No?”

      She shook her head. “My mind seems to want one thing, and my body has no interest in listening.”

      Rukken moved one hand to cup her breast through her shirt. “I prefer to listen to your body.”

      She couldn’t help laughing. “No kidding.”

      “You are upset that you enjoy it so much? You wish it was not so good?” He sounded confused, and she didn’t blame him. She wasn’t making a bit of sense.

      “I don’t know. I guess I’m not used to focusing on myself and what I like. I’m used to working as a team, and making sure everyone else is okay.”

      He tugged her closer. “Maybe it is time for you to have something that feels good.”

      She twisted to meet his gaze. “And that something is you?”

      He smiled, shifting so that his cock moved inside her. “You tell me.”

      She attempted to give him a severe look, but failed miserably when she let out a breathy sigh, instead. “Being cocky seems to be a Dothvek trait.”

      His brow furrowed. “You have seen other Dothvek cocks?”

      “No. Cocky. It means pretty fucking sure of yourself.”

      He tucked his head into her neck and breathed in deep. “I am only sure of myself when I am with you. That is one of the ways I know you’re my mate. When I am inside you, I am finally complete.”

      Her heart stuttered. She’d felt the same sensation when he’d been inside her—like he filled her perfectly for a reason—but she pushed that thought aside. She didn’t want to be anyone’s everything. Especially since she knew she couldn’t stay. Not for good, at least.

      As amazing as whatever she had with Rukken was, it wouldn’t last forever. Nothing did.

      She put her hand over his, threading her small fingers between his large ones. But for now, she could forget about all that and just go with it. Maybe he was right. Maybe it was time for her to do something just because it felt good. And fuck, did he feel good.
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      Rukken bent low and let the cool water cover his shoulders, dipping his head back to wet his hair. The pond behind his tent was not very deep, so he had to stand on his knees in order to be submerged to his neck.

      “When was the last time you brushed this?” Caro asked from behind him, running her fingers through his thick mane and stopping when they snagged.

      He closed his eyes. Her fingers felt good against his scalp, and he didn’t want her to stop. Knowing that she was wet and naked, it took all his willpower not to spin around and grab her. “I do not brush it.”

      “You don’t say.” She laughed as she carefully pulled her fingers through his wet locks. “Have you ever considered a haircut?”

      He grunted. “Dothveks do not wear short hair. Only Cresteks do that.”

      “I’m not saying a buzz cut, but maybe a trim?”

      He did not know what a buzz cut was, but he did not like the sound of it. “Would you like my hair with a trim?”

      “I like your hair long, but you have a lot of tangles.”

      He turned and pulled her to him, running his fingers in her hair. “Your hair does not tangle.”

      “Because it’s stick-straight. I can’t do anything with it but put it in a ponytail, or wear it down.”

      He studied the strands that had gone black when they’d gotten wet. “It is perfect.”

      She grinned at him, one hand on his bare chest. “You’re just saying that to get into my pants.”

      Rukken raised an eyebrow. “You are not wearing pants.” He was very aware of this fact, because it had been a source of constant distraction since they’d decided to take a dip in the pool, and he’d watched her strip down on the sandy bank. He also knew she was sore, and not only her wrists, so he was trying to keep his mind on other things, which was proving to be difficult now that she was facing him and so close he could reach out and touch her.

      “Smart ass.” She splashed his chest and spun out of his reach.

      Rukken did not understand all of her words—expressions, she called them. Many of them made no sense, but he’d stopped asking her to explain them. The explanations rarely made things any clearer. It was easier to feel her mind, and at the moment, her contentment was like warmth running through his veins.

      She swam to the other side of the pond, flipping onto her back and floating with her eyes closed.

      Sons of the goddesses. Even though her legs dipped below the water, the soft curve of her breasts protruded, the light-brown nipples tight, wet buds. His cock, which had already been twitching, hardened almost instantly.

      He closed his own eyes. He’d seen her flinch when she’d walked into the water, and knew she needed time to recover. Even if it killed him. Rukken tried to think of anything but the feel of her soft breasts and the taste of her hard nipples as he rolled them around his tongue. His cock jutted out stiff from his body, reminding him that he was doing a very bad job of thinking of other things. He imagined the underbellies of sand serpents, instead, and his heart rate steadied.

      “So how did you find this place again?” Caro called out, forcing his thoughts back to her “I know you’re in exile and all, but it’s a pretty sweet set-up.”

      He glanced around his small camp. He’d been allowed to take the bare necessities when he’d left, and it had taken him much searching before he’d come across his small oasis. Even now, he could remember the feeling of relief when, after too many settings of the suns to count, he’d seen the flash of blue in the distance. At first, he’d thought it was a mirage. He’d been almost delirious with thirst, after going through the last of his water.

      But he’d kept trudging toward it. Even if he was imagining it, he remembered thinking that he’d rather die believing he was on his way to someplace wonderful than to lose hope. Then the blue flash had become a patch of green and blue, and he finally stumbled up to the small copse of grasses surrounding a single, spindly tree. He’d practically crawled to the edge of the water, letting himself drink great gulps before crawling all the way in.

      “The goddesses sent it to me.”

      She laughed, then stopped suddenly. “Wait. You’re serious?”

      “Of course. Our planet was created by goddesses, and they still guide our suns and moons. They are the reason we can communicate with our minds and they are why our plants can heal.”

      “So, you think they’re the reason you found this place, and not just blind luck?”

      Rukken knew she did not understand his planet, so he did not mind explaining. “You could walk on the sands for many settings of the suns and never find a place like this. It is a gift only the goddesses could send me.”

      She splashed behind him. “I’ll admit it’s pretty cool. So, if these are rare, there was a pretty big chance you’d never find one when you were exiled?”

      His stomach hardened as he remembered wandering alone. “I was never expected to find shelter or water. Being exiled is the same thing as a death sentence. It is just a delayed one.”

      “So, this Zatvar probably thought you were as good as dead when you were sent away?”

      He turned and saw her staring at him from across the water. “Yes.”

      She nibbled her bottom lip. “But since you helped T’Kar and helped him get to the Dothvek village, he knows you didn’t die.”

      “I suppose that is correct.”

      “And now that you’ve taken me, they’re going to be looking for both of us. The longer I’m gone, the more time they have to track us down.”

      Her worry was palpable. He wanted to savor the fact that she was talking about them as an ‘us’, but she knew Caro was right. If Zatvar had felt safe because the Dothvek who could reveal his treachery was dead, he now knew that was not the case. Would he consider Rukken’s existence a personal threat to his power? Would he come after him, himself?

      A low growl built deep in his chest. If he did, Rukken would be ready for him.

      “You can’t fight them,” she said, startling him. “They’ll outnumber you.”

      “You’re reading my mind?”

      “I’m reading your face.” She waved a finger at him. “Your scowl tells me you’re eager for a battle.”

      “Only if I need to defend you.” That was only partially true. He did not know if he would be able to stop himself if Zatvar challenged him.

      “They’re not going to try to hurt me.”

      “They will want to take you from me.” He reached for her, looping an arm around her waist and tugging her until her body was flush with his. “I will not let that happen.”

      She rested her chin on his shoulder and wrapped her arms around his chest, brushing her fingertips absently along the ridges running down his spine. “No way am I letting you get killed over me.”

      “If they take you, it will be the same as death. I could not survive without you.”

      She pulled back and met his gaze. “You’ve been out here a long time without me.”

      He traced a finger down the side of her face. “And now I know what I have been missing. Now I know what it is like to have a true mate. Now I know what it is to love something more than your own survival.”

      He met her gaze. “I also know I should not have taken you. It was wrong to force you to be with me even though I knew you were meant to be mine.”

      One of her dark, arched eyebrows rose. “Are you finally apologizing for kidnapping me?”

      He was not sorry she was with him, but he regretted scaring her. “I should have found another way to convince you that you are mine. But it has been so long since I have been around others that I forgot how to do anything but act.”

      She angled her head at him. “It would have been nice to meet you without being terrified.”

      He dropped his eyes to the water, remembering her fear when she’d first seen him. “I regret every moment of unhappiness I have given you.”

      Her fingers traced along the tops of his shoulders. “At least you’ve made up for it.”

      He looked up, his throat thick with emotion. “If you let me, I will spend the rest of my life making it up to you and making you happy.”

      Caro blinked rapidly. “Rukken, I…”

      Before she could continue, he sensed it. He put a finger to her lips. It was very faint, and he needed silence to know if he’d been right or if he’d imagined it.

      He held his own breath as Caro’s pupils widened. Had she sensed it, too?

      It came again, the pulse of a Dothvek mind. Then another. His heart pounded as he leapt from the water, pulling her behind him. “We must run!”
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      Caro tugged her clothes on, the fabric clinging to her wet skin and making it more difficult. “I don’t understand. Where are we going?”

      For once, she was jealous of his bare-bones dress code. His own scant garment was pulled around his waist quickly, and he glanced over his shoulder toward the sand dunes. “There is no time. We are in danger.”

      She followed his gaze to the desert, but she saw nothing, aside from the sinking suns and slats of orange light spilling across the gold peaks. She’d sensed his fear when he’d paused in the pool, his breath catching as he’d obviously heard or picked up on something she couldn’t. Was it a creature of some kind, or was it a Dothvek hunting party? Although she’d thought of little else but getting away from him since she’d woken up in his tent that first night, now the thought of armed Dothveks determined to reclaim her made panic flutter in her chest.

      Caro didn’t have time to analyze her feelings for him, or the disturbing fact that she might have fallen for her captor. All she knew was that he sensed danger, and for whatever crazy reason, she trusted him. They needed to run.

      When she’d pulled her shirt over her head, she followed him to the tent, still adjusting the now-damp fabric as she went. Even worse, grains of sand had crept into her clothes and were stinging as they rubbed against her flesh. “What do we do?”

      Rukken threw a pouch across his chest and stuffed a few objects inside before hooking his blades around his waist. He thrust two waterskins at her. “Fill these in the pool. We will need them on our journey.”

      “We’re leaving here?” She cast her eyes around the small tent. “This is your home.”

      “And it is no longer safe.” He motioned with his head to the flaps of the tent, his eyes pleading with her. “Go. I will meet you outside.”

      Caro pushed through the flaps and rushed to the water, squatting at the edge and filling first one of the skins, and then the other, her heart pounding. She looked longingly at the water, then swiveled her head to take in the entire compact camp. Even though she’d arrived as a captive, she now had fond memories of being there. She couldn’t believe that after all her attempts to get away, this was how she was leaving.

      Glancing over the dunes, her breath stalled as she saw the sunsets. Long rays of gold and orange stretched from the edge of the sky, illuminating the sand. The peaks were lit up like undulating waves in a fiery ocean. It was almost impossibly beautiful. She tried to sear the moment into her mind, blinking hard so she wouldn’t cry. As crazy as it was, she would miss the little oasis.

      Rukken ran out of the tent, a bundle hitched over one shoulder. He glanced behind him—the blazing horizon not giving him pause—then continued toward her. She stood and held out the waterskins, which he hooked to a strap across his chest.

      “Are you ready?” He studied her face, as she swiped the backs of her hands across her eyes. “We will need to move quickly.”

      She nodded. “Are you ready? This has been your home for a long time.”

      He took her hand. “You are my home now.”

      He didn’t wait for her to respond, which was good, because she was officially speechless.

      They moved up and down the sand dunes as quickly as possible, with Rukken keeping her from falling many times. The suns were behind them, and the shadows lengthened as they continued.

      After a while, her legs burned, and her breath was labored. It was almost night, and the heat of the day was fading. She knew that soon it would be both dark and cold.

      “Are we going to walk all night?” she asked, slowing her pace when they reached the top of a high dune. She could see the sand stretching out far into the distance, the rocky ridge bordering the desert a faint silhouette.

      Rukken stopped for the first time, although he was not out of breath. “No. We are far enough.”

      “Far enough for what?”

      “I do not sense them anymore.” His face was solemn as he peered at the desert behind them. “They might have stopped, or they might have found our camp.”

      Caro followed his gaze. Even though the suns were only a hint of light slipping below the horizon, the moons were rising. The orbs gave off nothing like the sun’s light, but their gentle glow made it possible to see.

      They’d gone so far she could spot no trace of his tiny oasis hideaway, and she felt a pang of sadness for it. Even though they were no longer there, she hoped no one would find it. She hoped the tucked-away camp stayed hidden so Rukken could return to it one day, if he needed to.

      “Who was it?” she asked, her voice soft.

      He met her gaze. “I do not know for sure, but I sensed malice.”

      “And it was definitely people, and not some kind of desert monster?”

      His eyebrows lifted in surprise and amusement. “You thought we were running from a monster?”

      She leveled a finger at him. “Don’t even think of laughing at me. A monster is definitely a possibility out here. I heard all about the giant serpent Holly and T’Kar fought off. If that isn’t a monster, I don’t know what is.”

      His expression became serious. “You are right. The sands are dangerous. But we are not running from a monster. We are running from those who wish harm.”

      Then it couldn’t have been her crew, Caro thought. Even if they were pissed at Rukken for taking her, doing harm would not be their primary aim. Especially since Tori wasn’t with them. “Do you think they are Dothvek?”

      He furrowed his brow, as if concentrating, then relaxed it. “I do not know. What I sensed is gone. We might have gone too far for me to pick up on it or…”

      “Or?” she prompted.

      “Or they are masking their minds so I cannot sense their presence.”

      “You can do that?”

      He nodded. “It is difficult to maintain, but possible.”

      “I’m going to go with option number one. We got far enough away that you can’t sense them, and they can’t sense you.”

      He managed a smile and squeezed her hand. “You are most likely correct.”

      “So, what now?”

      Rukken led her down the sandy slope until they were in a wide valley. “You were also correct about the dangers of the sands at night. We should make camp, before you fall into a pool of lightning sand.”

      She slapped his arm. “That’s not funny.”

      “I did not say it was.” He pulled her to him, pressing a hand to the small of her back. “I have never been as scared as when I saw you slipping into the ground. I thought I would lose you just when I’d found you.”

      Caro swallowed hard. It seemed like a lifetime ago that she’d been so desperate to get away from him that she’d run across the desert by herself without knowing where the Dothvek village was, or how far away. Now she was running with him in the other direction, and potentially away from the Dothveks.

      He brushed his lips against hers, and tingles shot all the way to her toes. When he kissed her, it was even harder to remember why she’d wanted to run. She wound her hands around his neck as he pulled her deeper, feeling the hum reverberate through her body.

      When he pulled back, the hum did not stop.

      Caro looked up, feeling the hot rush of air across her face. If she wasn’t so startled, she would have screamed. The dark hull of a ship hovered above them before lowering slowly to the ground, sand flying around in a stinging swirl.

      She closed her eyes, and Rukken shielded her with his body. His chest vibrated as he bellowed something, but the sound of the ship was too deafening for either of them to be heard.

      She didn’t know if they should run, although the ship was not one she recognized. It wasn’t Mourad’s, she knew that for sure. She’d seen the rival bounty-hunter’s vessel enough to know it on sight. But who else would be landing on the planet? It wasn’t like it was a hot spot for visitors, since the natives didn’t have much in the way of technology and weren’t eager for off-world visitors.

      When the ship powered down its engines and the sand settled, Rukken stepped back and pulled his blades from his waist.

      Caro looked at the massive ship that had crushed the surrounding sand dunes with its weight, and noticed the armaments mounted to its hull. His blades wouldn’t do much against this kind of technology.

      Lights blinked around a ramp as it lowered from one side, and she walked closer to see who would emerge. There wasn’t much point in running. If it was a ship filled with invaders, she wouldn’t get very far. Curiosity may have been her biggest weakness, but she had to know who had plopped down in front of them.

      When she saw the figure emerge from the bright light spilling out of the ship, her heart stopped for a moment. She would recognize that long stride and wild hair anywhere. “Tori?”
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      Tori hesitated as she reached the end of the ramp, tilting her head and peering out into the darkness. She wore her usual dark pants with a jingling chain belt looped around her waist, and her mass of curls was held in a pile on her head with shiny, metal sticks. “Caro? Is that really you?”

      Caro’s throat tightened as she saw that it was her crew mate. She ran toward her friend, throwing her arms around her and hugging her hard.

      Tori stiffened as if bracing for a blow, then she relaxed and patted Caro brusquely on the back. “It’s good to see you, too.”

      Caro pulled back, holding the security chief at arm’s length as she looked her up and down. Tori looked surprisingly unharmed, and she smelled strongly of soap, not exactly what she’d expected. The last time she’d seen her, the security chief had been smeared with dirt and blood. “You look fine. What the hell happened to you? The last we heard, you jumped on Mourad’s ship with one of the Dothvek warriors.” She glanced up at the hulking spaceship. “This isn’t Mourad’s ship.”

      Tori grinned, the points of her teeth flashing. “No, it’s not. But it’s kind of a long story.”

      Caro took a long, shaky breath as she blinked away tears. She hadn’t wanted to admit how worried she’d been about her missing friend, and a part of her had thought she might never see her again. “I can’t believe you’re back. We were all so worried.”

      Tori cocked her head. “Worried about me?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know you’re a hard-as-nails Zevrian, but you’ve been gone for a while. As far as we knew, Mourad put you out an airlock.”

      Tori snorted. “He wishes. No, that asshole is still back on Kurril, scratching his head and wondering why his ship exploded.”

      Caro’s mouth fell open. “You blew up his ship?”

      “I didn’t say it was me.”

      Caro crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes at her friend.

      Tori huffed out a breath. “Fine. It was me. But he deserved it after everything he did.” Her expression darkened. “After killing Max.”

      Caro put her fingers to her lips. “That’s right, you don’t know.” She grabbed Tori’s hands. “Tor, Max isn’t dead.”

      “What?” Tori’s entire body jerked as if she’d been slapped, then she shook her head vigorously. “But I saw her dead body. I saw Mourad check her pulse and tell his crew mate to dump the body.”

      “That was Bexli.”

      Tori blinked at her rapidly. “Bexli was Mourad?”

      “No.” Caro laughed. “Bexli gave Max a drug to make her look dead, then she morphed to look like Mourad’s guy and carried the body to him. Max appeared to be dead, and Mourad actually checked her over. That’s why Bexli did it. So Mourad would think she was dead and never bother her again. It was the only way to make sure he didn’t keep chasing her and us.”

      Tori rubbed a hand across her forehead. “It was all a trick?”

      “Yeah. We were pretty upset when we realized you boarded Mourad’s ship thinking Max was dead, but we didn’t have any way to let you know what had really happened.” Caro tipped her head back to look at the ship. “I guess everything turned out okay. But if you blew up the ship you left here on, whose ship is this?”

      Tori still looked a bit shell-shocked at all the new information, but she managed a grin and followed Caro’s gaze up at the ship. “It’s ours now.”

      Caro’s breath caught in her throat. “We have a ship? A new bounty-hunting ship?”

      Tori swept her arms wide and nodded. “And it’s even bigger than our last one.”

      “This is amazing. I can’t wait to tell the others.”

      Tori shifted her gaze over the darkened desert. “Speaking of the others, where is everyone? I know Holly is probably still in the Crestek city, but now that I have a fancy, new ship with lots of high-tech weapons, we can go get her out together.”

      “Actually, Holly escaped,” Caro said. “With the Crestek she promised to marry. They’re both back in the Dothvek village. I think.”

      “So, none of them are with you? You’re all alone out here?” Tori squinted into the night. “Or are we closer to the village than I thought?”

      Caro turned back, but didn’t see Rukken. “They aren’t with me. You actually landed pretty far from the Dothvek village. At least, I think you did.”

      “That was on purpose.” Tori jerked a thumb behind her. “Landing this baby is trickier than it looks. I didn’t want to attempt to bring her down close to anyone, in case I missed and flattened an entire village.”

      Caro wiggled her fingers as she imagined piloting the large ship. “I can’t wait to get my hands on the controls. After flying our old ship, this will be a treat.”

      Tori rocked back on her heels and eyed Caro. “So, if we’re not near the Dothvek village, what are you doing out here on your own? You still haven’t explained that part.”

      Caro hesitated. “I’m not here alone.” She peered through the darkness, which seemed even blacker now that she was standing under the bright, artificial lights of the ship’s ramp. “Rukken! It’s safe to come out. This is one of my crew mates.”

      Tori slid a hand to the blaster on her belt as the hulking figure appeared, striding out of the night and walking up to stand next to Caro. He nodded at Tori in acknowledgment, giving her a small grunt. Then he rested a hand on the small of Caro’s back, and Tori’s eyebrows disappeared under the curls hanging over her forehead.

      “Rukken?” Tori asked, not dropping her hand from where it hovered over her weapon. Her gaze drifted to his heavy tattoos and his more primitive clothing. “Is he an early-model Dothvek, or is it casual day on the desert?”

      Caro knew that Tori wouldn’t be too understanding if she told her that Rukken was an exiled Dothvek who’d kidnapped her, but she also didn’t want to lie to her friend. “He’s Dothvek, but he doesn’t live in the Dothvek village anymore.”

      Tori grunted, sounding remarkably Dothvek herself.

      “He’s a bit of a loner,” Caro said.

      Tori’s gaze did not flicker. “I kind of got that.”

      Caro turned to Rukken and put a hand to his arm. “This is Tori, one of the crew mates I’ve told you about. She’s our security chief.”

      Rukken flicked his eyes above him. “She has a ship. I thought you did not have a ship. I thought it exploded.”

      “This isn’t our old ship,” Caro said. “That one did blow up. This is a new ship that I’m assuming Tori commandeered while she was away.”

      “She stole it,” a small voice said, from inside the ship. “And I helped her.”

      They all turned to see a boy walk tentatively down the ramp and stand next to Tori.

      “What did I say about staying inside until I told you it was safe?” Tori said, when she glanced down at him.

      The boy shrugged, not meeting her eyes. “It got boring, and I couldn’t hear what you were saying so well.”

      Caro gaped at Tori, whose cheeks had flushed slightly. “Who’s your new friend, Tor?”

      Tori held up a single finger in warning. “Like I said, it’s a long story. Rynn here helped us get off Kurril. It was the least we could do to bring him along.”

      Rynn nodded and grinned up at them. “It was part of our deal.”

      “I’ll bet it was.” Caro extended her hand to the boy. “I’m Caro, one of Tori’s friends.”

      Rynn’s eyes grew wide. “Are you one of them bounty hunters she’s been talking about?”

      Caro nodded, smiling, and darting a look at Tori, whose blush now made her brown cheeks look like they were sunburned. “I am. What has she told you about us?”

      “Just that you’re the best bounty hunters in the galaxy, and you can snatch a person out of anywhere.” Rynn lowered his voice. “Are you the one who can turn into things?”

      Caro laughed. “No. That’s Bexli. She’s a shape shifter. I’m the pilot.”

      Rynn looked disappointed for only a second. “She told me about you, too. You can fly through the eye of a needle.”

      Caro straightened her shoulders and glanced at Tori.

      “What?” Tori said. “It was a long trip back here. I might have embellished a bit. I had to keep the kid entertained.”

      Caro held up both palms. “You don’t need to explain to me. I’m just pleased to know you think I’m such a good pilot.”

      Tori sighed and rolled her eyes. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

      “Never.” Caro paused before asking what she wanted to know. “So, it’s just you and Rynn? What happened to the Dothvek who stowed away on Mourad’s ship with you?”

      “Her boyfriend?” Rynn asked, grinning. “He’s here.”

      Caro swung her head back to Tori. “Boyfriend?”

      Tori cleared her throat. “That’s not exactly the word I would use. Like I said—“

      “It’s a long story,” Caro finished for her. “How about you start telling it, then? We’ve got time, right?” She looked up at Rukken, and saw that his face had gone rigid as he stared up the ramp. “What’s wrong?”

      A bare-chested Dothvek with thick bands of ink around his arms emerged from the ship, taking long steps to come stand behind Tori. His eyes, however, were locked on Rukken.

      “What is the traitor doing here?”
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      Rukken stilled, his breathing slowing as he locked eyes with the Dothvek standing with his hands on the hilts of his blades. “I am no traitor.”

      Tori swiveled her head to look at the Dothvek he recognized as Vrax, her eyes popping open. “What do you mean, traitor?”

      “This Dothvek was exiled from our clan.” Vrax’s voice was a low rumble. “For murder.”

      “What?” Tori glared at him, then her gaze shifted to Caro, who’d slipped her hand in his. “Did you know this, Caro?”

      Caro squeezed his hand. “I know what he’s been accused of, but I also know he didn’t do it.”

      Vrax made a noise low in his throat that said he clearly didn’t believe that. “You know nothing.”

      Rukken’s heart clenched. He was too pleased that Caro had defended him to care what the Dothvek thought of him. If she believed him, he did not care what anyone else thought.

      “Excuse me?” She squared her shoulders. Obviously, she cared. “You’re the one who doesn’t know what they’re talking about.”

      One side of Vrax’s top lip curled up. His gaze had never left Rukken, and his fingers tightened their grip on the hilts of his blades.

      Even though the warriors were similar in age, and both wore their hair loose, that was where the similarities ended. While Rukken had been living alone on the sands, Vrax had been safely in the Dothvek village. His snug, leather pants were not worn through, and his blades were sharp. His tribal markings had been done by one of the village artists, and no scars marred his gold skin.

      Hostility radiated off of the young warrior. That, and a desire to prove himself. To him, Rukken was nothing more than a criminal—one who by all accounts should have been dead.

      “I would not if I were you.” Rukken sensed the Dothvek’s urge to lunge at him. Even though his heart was knocking against his ribs, the steady pressure of Caro’s hand sent a feeling of calm pulsing through him.

      Tori held up both hands. “I can’t believe I’m the one being the peacemaker, but why don’t we all take this down a notch or two.” Her gaze went to her friend. “Do you two want to come inside and explain everything?”

      Rukken didn’t move.

      Tori put a hand on Vrax’s arm and shot him a look. “I promise you’ll both be safe.”

      Vrax grunted, but nodded reluctantly.

      Caro looked up at him. “It’s better than staying out here and freezing.” When he hesitated, she leaned in. “I trust Tori. If she says we’ll be safe, we’ll be safe.”

      He gave a curt nod of acceptance. He did not sense deception from the female with wild hair, or the Dothvek. And he wanted to trust his mate. She would not trick him.

      They walked up the ramp with Rynn and Tori leading the way and Vrax bringing up the rear, while Rukken walked backward, keeping an eye on the warrior. Tori led them through the ship’s maze of corridors to a room with a large, oval table made of some kind of ebony wood, the surface shiny but with knots and swirling patterns. There were no chairs, only benches pulled out at angles like jagged teeth.

      “Can you get us something to eat?” Tori asked Rynn before he walked inside.

      The boy gave an exaggerated sigh, but hurried off down the corridor.

      “Now we can talk freely.” She walked into the room. “And he’s the best cook of the three of us.”

      Tori walked around to the far side and sat, motioning to them to take a seat, as well. Vrax seemed torn, finally sitting next to the Zevrian. Rukken decided not to sit, taking a position behind his mate and clasping his hands behind his back.

      Rukken watched the Dothvek’s body language and could sense his possessive desire toward the female with dark curls. Despite her claims, Vrax definitely considered himself her mate.

      Caro seemed to pick up on it, as well. She looked between the two as she sat. “So, you two are a thing?”

      Tori sighed. “I don’t think that’s what’s important right now.”

      Caro leaned her elbows on the table. “Oh, I don’t know. My badass friend, who’d spent the past few astro-years avoiding men at all costs suddenly hooks up with an alien? I think that’s pretty big news.”

      “We are mates.” Vrax ignored the look Tori gave him as she twisted around.

      Caro grinned. “Mates? I can’t wait to tell Danica.”

      Tori spun back around to face Caro, leveling a finger at her and opening her mouth, then clamping it shut again. “You know what? Fine. You got me. Vrax and I are together. Happy?”

      “Very,” Caro said. “Are you?”

      Tori cut her eyes to Vrax, a grin teasing the corners of her mouth. “Actually, I am.”

      Caro stared, finally giving her head a shake. “I honestly never thought I would see this.” She looked at Vrax. “I don’t know how you managed to do it, but congratulations.”

      Vrax smiled at her, inclining his head slightly. “It is good to see you again.”

      Rukken frowned. His mate knew this Dothvek?

      Caro turned to him. “I met him when I stayed in the village. Before he and Tor took off with Mourad.”

      “Enough about us.” Tori took the sharp sticks out of her hair and let her curls spill down over her shoulders. She waved the shiny points at Caro and then at him. “Why don’t you explain how this happened?”

      Caro took a deep breath before she spoke. “I know you think that Rukken committed murder, but he didn’t.”

      “So he says.” Vrax glowered across the table.

      “Zatvar was the one who actually killed the warrior and he made it look like Rukken did it. Since Rukken was known as a hothead and Zatvar was good at kissing ass, everyone believed Zatvar and not him,” Caro continued. “Isn’t the punishment for murder death?”

      Vrax grunted that it was.

      “If that’s true, then why wasn’t Rukken executed?” Caro asked. “Why was he exiled?”

      “Exile is as good as death,” Vrax said.

      Caro shook her head. “But it’s not the same thing. Your former ruler didn’t think Rukken was guilty, but he also couldn’t prove it, so he imposed exile.”

      “K’alron.” Vrax’s voice was hushed.

      “He took mercy on me,” Rukken said. “And now he is also dead, and Zatvar is in power.”

      Vrax twitched. “That is true.”

      Tori glanced at Vrax. “How did that asshole become your clan leader, anyway?”

      Vrax’s brows furrowed and he pressed his lips together. “It all happened quickly. We assumed K’alvek would take his father’s place as ruler, but he was consumed with grief. When he left for the sands, Zatvar claimed K’alron’s queen.”

      “What do you mean claimed?” Tori asked, her expression stony. “I thought Dothveks didn’t force women.”

      “They do not.” Vrax bristled. “She accepted him, but we did not understand why.”

      “Perhaps Zatvar threatened her or her son.” Rukken leaned his hands on the table. “He has some allies in the clan. Warriors who are just as ruthless as him.”

      Vrax met his gaze. “That is also true.”

      “Rukken thinks Zatvar might be behind K’alron’s death, just like he was responsible for the other murder,” Caro said. “And if he is, that means he has a good reason to silence Rukken.”

      Vrax was silent for a moment. “There is still no proof you are innocent.”

      “Search my mind.” Rukken straightened. “You will find no deception.”

      Vrax focused intently on him while Rukken opened his mind, allowing the Dothvek warrior to assess his intent.

      “I sense no deception,” Vrax said. “But that does not mean you cannot mask your thoughts from me. Many are experts at hiding their true nature.”

      “And Zatvar is one,” Rukken told him.

      “Listen,” Caro said. “I believe Rukken. I also think that if Zatvar knows now that he didn’t die once he was exiled, he’s going to want him dead. That’s why we’re here in the middle of the desert. We’re running from them.”

      Vrax’s shoulders tensed. “Zatvar is after you?”

      “I do not know for sure,” Rukken admitted, “but someone is, and I sensed malice.”

      Vrax stood, pacing behind the bench Tori sat on. “If what you say is true, K’alvek needs to know.”

      Tori gave a low whistle. “He already can’t stand the guy. Even I could see that much.”

      “He has good reason,” Rukken said. “Zatvar is the real traitor, and the Dothvek responsible for destroying his family. I would stake my life on it.”

      “So, you believe us?” Caro asked.

      Tori looked at Vrax, who shrugged. “I believe your story feels true. I believe K’alvek needs to hear it from you. And I believe Zatvar needs to answer more than a few questions.”

      “None of which he can do tonight.” Tori stood and joined Vrax.

      “Agreed.” Vrax took Tori’s hand in his. “You should stay on the ship with us tonight. You will be safe here. Tomorrow, we will find K’alvek and tell him.”

      Caro turned and looked up at him, her gaze eager. “It would be really nice to sleep in a real bed.”

      Rukken’s pulse quickened as he thought of his mate in bed, and he tried to dampen his desire and hide his thoughts. He nodded at her. “We will stay on board tonight.”

      When he looked up and met Vrax’s eyes, the Dothvek had one brow raised. He did not know how much the warrior knew about how he and Caro ended up together, but he knew enough.
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      Caro lay looking up at the ceiling, hearing Rukken’s rhythmic breathing beside her. How had he fallen asleep so easily? Her mind raced, keeping her from sleeping, or even laying still. She flopped to one side, pillowing her arm under her head, and let out a huff of breath. It was no use.

      She sat up and swung her feet onto the floor, feeling the chill of the metal. Like most of the ship, the room was gunmetal-gray steel, with curved walls and a high ceiling. Even though the room Tori had given them was dark, her eyes had adjusted to only the sliver of light coming under the door from the corridor.

      Moving silently from the platform bed to the door, she glanced over her shoulder. Rukken was sleeping soundly. She didn’t want to wake him just because she couldn’t sleep, and she knew she would only toss and turn if she stayed. If the ship was indeed an alien warship of some kind—and it definitely appeared to be equipped for more than a few soldiers—she knew she could locate some booze on board somewhere. And at least the search would keep her mind occupied so she wouldn’t have to think about what was going to happen next.

      Caro slowly opened the door and crept outside, closing it silently behind her and blinking a few times at the light in the corridor. They’d convinced Tori and Vrax—or at least convinced them that Rukken’s innocence was a possibility—and next they needed to convince the rest of her crew and the Dothveks. One problem—all of them knew Rukken had abducted her and held her against her will. She doubted that would be a mark in his favor, even if Caro had forgiven him.

      She padded barefoot down the narrow corridor, trying to remember the turns they’d taken from the conference room. This ship was significantly bigger than their last bounty-hunting ship, and she thought she could easily get lost if she wasn’t careful. After a few more turns, she peeked into a room that looked like a kitchen.

      “Let’s see what you’re hiding,” she muttered to herself, as she entered the space that was lined with shiny counters and equipment she’d never seen before.

      Caro wondered what kind of aliens had crewed the ship before Tori commandeered it. Not human, she thought, spotting curious food items in the cabinets that were not recognizable or appealing. When she finally located a stash of clear bottles, she let out a small whoop. No matter the species, there was always booze.

      She held up a bottle of purple liquid and swirled it around.

      “I wouldn’t drink that.”

      Tori’s voice from the doorway made her almost drop the bottle.

      “Jeez, Tor.” She put the bottle down on the long table in the center of the room and touched a hand to her heart. “Don’t scare me like that again.”

      Tori grinned as she walked in and hopped up on a stool across from her. “I can’t have you drinking alone.” She pointed to the bottle. “And I can’t have you drinking that.”

      “Why?” Caro asked when her heart rate had slowed down again. “What is it?”

      “Zevrian moonshine.” Tori wrinkled her nose. “You might not survive more than a glass.”

      Caro replaced the bottle. “So, was this a Zevrian ship? Did you end up back on the Zevrian home world?”

      “Yes and no.”

      Caro looked up from where she peered into the cabinet of bottles. “Care to elaborate?”

      “Vrax and I ended up on Kurril, and I ended up running into my old crew.”

      Caro had heard little about the ship Tori had been on before joining theirs, but she did know that she hadn’t left under good circumstances. “I take it the reunion didn’t go well?”

      Tori smiled but her lips quivered. “You could say that. Luckily Vrax saved my ass.”

      Caro held up another bottle, this one filled with pink liquid, freezing as something occurred to her. “Is this their ship? Is this the ship you used to work on?”

      Tori nodded, not meeting her eyes. “Trust me when I say that they got better than they deserved.”

      Caro watched her. The woman had been rattled, and Tori never got rattled. “I believe you, and I’m glad you won, and they lost.”

      Tori’s grin widened. “Me, too.” She cut her eyes to the bottle and gave a single nod. “That’ll do. It’s Lurling gin. Sweet, with a bit of a smoky kick at the end.”

      Caro put the bottle on the table along with two glasses she saw in an open rack of shelving. “Not the way I’ve heard a beverage described before, but I’m willing to try it.”

      She unscrewed the cap and poured them each two fingers’ worth, sliding a glass over to Tori. She raised her glass. “Cheers.”

      Tori clinked her glass. “To being back together again.”

      Caro sipped her drink as Tori slammed hers back, swallowing it all in a single gulp.

      Her friend slid the empty glass back over, tapping the rim. “So, you want to tell me the real story?”

      Caro choked on the drink, which was just as sweet and strangely smoky as Tori had promised. “The real story?”

      Tori looked at her and held her gaze. “You’re right that Vrax and I are together, but it’s obvious that you and Rukken are, too. You mind telling me how that happened, since he’s supposed to be exiled?”

      Heat suffused Caro’s cheeks. “Only if you promise not to freak out.”

      “When have I—?” Tori started to say, then stopped herself when she saw Caro’s face. “Fine. I promise not to freak out.”

      “Rukken kind of took me from the village.”

      Tori cocked her head, and a few curls came loose from the pile on top of her head. “How do you ‘kind of’ take someone?”

      Caro slumped over the table. “Okay, he abducted me, but only because he knew were supposed to be together. He felt my mind when he saw me on the desert looking for T’Kar, and he said he knew immediately we were mind mates.”

      Tori’s voice was calm, but Caro could see the muscle ticking in her jaw. “So, he just kidnapped you?”

      “Yes, but—“

      Tori cut her off. “How?”

      Caro hesitated. “He snuck into the Dothvek village when everyone was gathering to watch T’Kar do the tahadu and knocked me out with some kind of herb.”

      Tori’s eyebrows shot upward. “He drugged you?”

      “Only so he could carry me across the desert more easily. Once we were at his camp, he didn’t knock me out again. I mean, he did tie me up, but that was after I tried to escape.”

      Tori stood. “He tied you up?”

      Caro flashed back to how much she’d liked what he’d done to her when she was tied up. “It wasn’t actually so bad.”

      “Do you know how crazy you sound defending him right now?”

      “I know it sounds nuts. I thought it was nuts, but there’s something between us I can’t explain away with lust or attraction or wherever you might think. There’s something more. I can feel what he’s feeling, and he can do the same with me.”

      Tori glared at her. “I should throw him in the brig right now. You should want me to throw him in the brig.”

      “Please, Tor. I know it’s hard to believe, but I think I…”

      Tori sank back onto her stool. “You love him, don’t you?”

      Caro nodded, her throat thick with emotion.

      Tori nodded at her glass. “I need another.”

      Caro poured them both more of the Lurling gin and took a tentative drink as she watched Tori pound hers. “Let me guess. You’re in love with Vrax.”

      Tori darted a glance at her, then looked into the bottom of her empty glass. “Unfortunately, yes.”

      Caro laughed. “Why do you look so miserable? He’s incredibly hot, and it’s obvious he’s crazy about you.”

      Tori threw her arms wide. “Look around you. I finally got the bounty hunter babes a new ship—a great ship that’s even bigger than our old one. But almost all of us have fallen for aliens who live on a primitive planet and have never even thought about leaving it. How do we go back to being the baddest crew in the galaxy if no one wants to leave their guys behind?”

      The truth of Tori’s words hit her hard. Since they’d been marooned, all she’d cared about was finding a new ship and a way off the planet. Now that Tori had found both, the thought of leaving Rukken behind made her stomach roil. The gin wasn’t helping, either.

      “So, what do we do?” she asked her crew mate.

      “I don’t know.” Tori pulled the sharp sticks out of her hair and let it cascade down. She dragged her hands through it. “Can you imagine spending the rest of your life on a sand planet with zero technology? Can you imagine never piloting a ship again?”

      Caro gulped. She’d never thought of it that way. She loved being a pilot, and she was really good at it. She couldn’t imagine never feeling that rush of takeoff again, or never doing another barrel roll. “No. That would be awful.”

      Tori nodded, her own expression grim. “Spaceships feel like home to me. It’s hard to envision a future for myself where I’m not on one.” She wrinkled her nose. “And you know how I feel about sand.”

      Caro swigged the last of her gin, even as her gut twisted. “Maybe we can convince them to come with us.”

      “Maybe.” Tori didn’t sound convinced. Caro understood. The Dothvek warriors were as attached to their planet as the women were to living in space. They lived in tents and carried knives. It was hard to picture the barbarians living in the sanitized world of computers and blasters. “If Rukken insisted on staying on the planet, what would you do?”

      Caro’s heart hammered in her chest. Even thinking about it made her feel ill. She looked at Tori, her stomach clenching. After all they’d been through together, it was unthinkable that she’d pick someone she barely knew over her. “The crew is my family.”

      Tori nodded, as if Caro was saying what she couldn’t. “We can’t give up our lives, no matter how hot these guys are.”

      Caro gazed down into her glass at the remaining drops of pink liquid. “We were never going to stay on this planet forever. They knew that.”

      “We can always come back.” Tori’s voice cracked. “To visit.”

      Caro knew that if they left, they’d probably never return. It would be too hard. But leaving Rukken would be almost impossible. She bit down on her bottom lip until she tasted blood. As crazy as she felt thinking it, she didn’t think she could do it. She couldn’t leave him.
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      Rukken held his breath as he stood outside the room listening to the two females talk. He hadn’t meant to listen in on their conversation, but there had been no moment where he’d felt comfortable interrupting them.

      He’d woken when he’d rolled over in bed and found Caro missing. After panicking, he’d jumped out of bed and set out to find her, moving quietly through the maze of corridors until he finally heard female voices. His relief at hearing her familiar voice and knowing she had not run off without him quickly turned to pride as he’d heard her defend him to her friend. But when they’d started talking about leaving his planet for good, his blood had run cold.

      He should have known. Caro had talked about little else but finding a way off the planet since he’d taken her. And now her friend had acquired a ship and they could leave. Even though she claimed to care about him, she would leave. They all would.

      Rukken backed away from the open door, his bare feet silent as he moved quickly through the ship. He needed to leave. He couldn’t be there when they left. He didn’t want to hear it from Caro’s own lips—her explanations, her apologies. He couldn’t survive it.

      But he also knew he couldn’t make her stay with him. He’d taken her captive because he’d thought that once she understood their bond, she would stay. He’d been convinced that if they had enough time together she would feel too connected to him to even contemplate being away from him. Clearly, he’d been wrong.

      A realization slammed into him—since he now loved her, he didn’t want to force her to be with him. He wanted her to care about him enough to choose him. If she didn’t choose him, he had to let her go. The cruel twist of it made bile rise in his throat.

      After stumbling around for a while, he found the center of the ship and touched the panel to the side of the ramp like he’d seen Vrax do once they’d come on board. He knew this would probably alert someone that he was leaving, but he didn’t care. He needed to get away from the cold artificialness of the ship, and return to the sands.

      The ramp made a low hum as it slowly descended, and his beating heart raced. His desire to leave made him want to run along the lowering ramp and leap off the end, even though it was far from the ground.

      “You leaving?”

      He jerked his head around, his hand going instinctively to his blade. When he saw that it was only the boy, Rynn, he let out a breath. “Yes, I am leaving.”

      “Won’t Tori’s friend be mad at you?”

      Rukken’s gut clenched. “She will be fine.”

      Rynn shrugged. “I don’t know. Girls don’t like it when you run off.”

      Rukken tilted his head at the young boy. He could not have been more than ten solar rotations. “How do you know so much about females?”

      “I grew up on Kurril,” he said, as if that explained a lot. When Rukken didn’t seem suitably impressed, he added, “I was a runner for the pleasure houses. I got to know the pleasurers, and I know what they liked and didn’t like.”

      “Pleasurers?”

      Rynn’s soft cheeks reddened slightly. “You know. Girls who do things for credits.”

      Rukken did not know what a credit was, but he could tell what the boy meant by his shifting feet and flushing skin. “Caro is not like one of those pleasurers.”

      Rynn shrugged again. “Girls are all the same. They like men who treat them nice and don’t run off.”

      The ramp touched down on the sand, and a soft cloud puffed up around it. In the distance, light was beginning to warm the tops of the dunes, although the air still held the night’s chill.

      “I am not running off.” Rukken gazed longingly at the surface of his planet. “I am letting her go. It is what she wants.”

      Rynn swiped at the sandy-colored hair flopping down in his eyes. “You sure?”

      Rukken growled. This boy was confusing him. Hadn’t he heard Caro say she was leaving and they she couldn’t imagine staying with him on his planet? “I am sure. I am choosing for her. This will be easier.”

      He strode down the ramp, glancing back at the boy when he reached the bottom. Rynn stood at the top of the ramp, looking every bit the child, and waving as the ramp lifted again. When it slammed shut, the metallic sound echoing across the sands, Rukken fisted his hands and turned toward the rising suns.

      He inhaled, savoring the fresh air. Maybe Caro was right. He did not belong on her steel beast of a ship, and she did not belong on his planet. He started to run, his wide feet moving easily up the dunes. It felt good to be running, his arms pumping at his sides. He could sprint now that he had no one to slow down for. Rukken ran as fast as he could, sand spraying out behind his feet, as the pair of glowing suns slid higher in the sky—one a fiery orange and the other a nearly blinding white.

      His breathing was heavy, and his legs burned, but he welcomed the pain. It distracted him from the ache in his heart. He could not let himself think about Caro leaving. He could not even glance back for fear he’d see the dark-hulled ship lifting into the air. Even still, he knew she hadn’t left. He did not want to, but he still sensed the faint pulse of her. Rukken wondered how long he would feel her. Would he sense her when she was flying away from him, or would he feel empty and cold, like he did before he found her?

      With a rough grunt, he powered up another peaked dune, not pausing at the top before sliding down the long slope of sand. When he reached the bottom, he stumbled and fell back.

      He’d almost run headlong into the long, knobby legs of a jebel. Peering up, the suns blinding him, he tried to see the rider as his heart hammered in his chest.

      Feet landed beside him as the jebel’s rider dismounted. Then more feet were hitting the sand and surrounding him.

      “Is this him?” A female’s voice asked.

      A large figure loomed over him, blocking the suns. “It is the exiled Dothvek.”

      Rukken recognized K’alvek, as the warrior stood with his hands planted firmly on his hips. He held his own hands up as he stood slowly, his gaze shifting to the group of Dothveks and females circling him.

      “Then where is she?” a female with pale hair asked, looking up at K’alvek and leaning close to him. “If he took her, where’s Caro?”

      K’alvek crossed his arms and rocked back on his heels. “Well, Rukken? Where is she?”

      Rukken saw curiosity in the Dothvek’s expression. He glanced around at the other faces. Concern, anger, fear, but no one in this hunting party wanted to hurt him. This was not the malice he’d sensed before. These were not the warriors he and Caro had been running from. His stomach hardened into a cold ball.

      “I do not have her.” He locked his gaze on K’alvek and hoped the warrior would be as fair as his father. “But I think she may be in danger.”
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      Caro yawned as she walked back through the ship to her quarters. The Lurling gin had made her more sleepy than anything, and she was dying to curl up in bed. If she was being honest, she really wanted to curl up next to Rukken. The thought of the big barbarian made her heart flutter, and she walked faster.

      Despite what she’d told Tori, she knew she couldn’t leave him. Whatever was between them was something she’d never experienced before, and she couldn’t give it up so easily. She hadn’t quite worked out the solution yet, but she knew they could figure out an answer.

      Even though the corridors of the large ship were like a labyrinth, she soon found the arched, metal door and pushed it open quietly. When the light from the outside spilled across the metal floor and the corner of the bed, her heart caught in her throat. His bare feet no longer hung off the edge of the platform bed.

      Caro opened the door all the way, groping for the light panel on the wall. When she found it and slid her finger up to illuminate the room fully, her stomach sank. Rukken wasn’t there.

      She shook her head, even as she turned and peered down the hallway. Where had he gone? Had he woken up, found her missing, and decided to look for her?

      She knew he wasn’t comfortable on board the ship. It was too artificial and cramped to him. He wasn’t used to ceilings and steel, and he definitely didn’t know anything about how spaceships were laid out.

      Caro sighed. He could be anywhere. She only hoped he wasn’t lost and panicking. Scraping a hand through her hair, she started searching for him—first down one corridor, then another. When she poked her head onto the bridge, she saw Tori flopped across the captain’s chair, with her legs crossed and dangling over one of the armrests.

      Tori sat up when she saw her. “I thought you were headed back to bed.”

      “So did I,” Caro said. “Any chance you’ve seen Rukken?”

      Tori cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me he’s wandering around the ship.”

      “I think so. He must have woken up, seen that I was gone, and decided to search for me.”

      “Too bad this ship’s so huge.” Tori shook her head. “He could be anywhere.”

      Caro eyed the monitors. “I don’t suppose the ship can locate him for us.”

      Tori let out a snort of laughter. “This is a Zevrian mercenary ship. Heavy on the weapons and light on the cool tech. We’re lucky it has any sort of sensors. Most Zevrian captains strip down their ships so they’re warbirds with shields and little else.”

      “So, we search on foot.” Caro beckoned for Tori to join her. “Come on. Two are faster than one.”

      Tori fastened her hair on top of her head and let out an impatient breath. “We don’t think this big barbarian can survive on his own?”

      Caro shot her a look. “I don’t want him to get lost and freak out. This place is like a maze.”

      “Fine.” Tori swung her legs down, her chain belt jingling. “But don’t say I never did anything for you.”

      Caro rolled her eyes as she and Tori left the bridge together. “I’m assuming your guy is asleep.”

      Tori flinched at the term “her guy,” but nodded without answering. When they reached the center of the ship, they both stopped and stared at the boy sitting cross-legged on the floor.

      “Rynn,” Tori said. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be asleep.”

      The boy looked from one to the other. “I thought I’d stay here in case anyone else needed to leave. It’s not safe to leave the hatch open.”

      Caro’s stomach did another flip. “Anyone else?”

      Rynn jerked his head toward the hatch, which was closed tight, then he looked at Caro. “That Dothvek you were with left, and I shut the hatch after him.”

      Tori cursed under her breath. “He left?”

      Heat flooded Caro’s face, as the fear that had been niggling at the back of her mind became a reality. She leaned one palm against the nearest wall, grateful for the cool, hard metal.

      “When was this?” Tori asked, as Rynn stood.

      The boy shrugged. “Dunno. A while. You two were still drinking in the mess.”

      Caro cringed. Rukken had left her while she’d been telling Tori how she felt about him, while she’d been defending him and saying how great he was, despite the fact that he’d abducted her. She felt like an idiot.

      Swallowing hard, she straightened. “Did he say anything about why he was leaving?”

      Tori mumbled something about men leaving, but Caro ignored it.

      “I told him not to run off,” Rynn said. “I told him girls get mad if you run off.”

      “Smart boy,” Tori mumbled.

      Caro cut her eyes to Tori before focusing on Rynn again. “What did he say?”

      Rynn looked at his feet. “He said he wasn’t running off, he was letting you go, and that it was what you wanted.”

      Caro jabbed a finger at her own chest. “It was what I wanted?”

      Rynn twitched his shoulders again. “Something about him choosing for you and making it easier.”

      Caro sucked in a breath. Had he heard her talking to Tori? She spun around to her friend. “Do you think he heard us?”

      Tori bit her bottom lip. “It’s possible if he was wandering around the ship looking for you.”

      “Fuck!” Caro stamped her foot, and the steel floor trembled. “That was just me thinking out loud. I didn’t mean it. I never had any intention of leaving him.”

      “You didn’t?” Tori asked. “Because that’s not how it sounded when we were—“

      “I know, I know,” Caro cut her off. “I was confused. It’s all been a lot to process.”

      “You can say that again,” Tori said. “The guy did kidnap you and hold you against your will.”

      Caro narrowed her eyes at the Zevrian, who help up her hands in mock surrender. “Okay, okay. I’m just saying no one would blame you for being confused about what you want.”

      Caro massaged a hand over her forehead. “But I’m not confused. Not anymore. Whatever happens, I want to be with Rukken.”

      “I told him he shouldn’t leave,” Rynn repeated.

      Caro took a deep, steadying breath. “He can’t have gone far. I’ll just go find him.”

      “What’s going on?”

      They turned to see Vrax coming toward them, rubbing his eyes, his long hair mussed.

      “You were asleep.” Tori’s voice softened.

      “That was before the shouting and banging. What’s going on?”

      “I’m sorry,” Caro said. “I was the one shouting and stomping. I just discovered that Rukken left.”

      That seemed to wake Vrax. He squared his shoulders and frowned. “Why did he leave?”

      Tori glanced at her. “It’s a long story, and it doesn’t really matter why he left. He’s gone.”

      “And I’m going after him,” Caro added.

      Vrax folded his arms over his chest. “Not alone, you aren’t.”

      “Vrax is right.” Tori crossed her own arms and looked surprisingly like her Dothvek mate. “You can’t go alone. I’ll go with you.”

      Vrax choked on a laugh. “You are both mistaken if you think you are going without me.”

      Rynn bounced on the balls of his feet. “That means I’m in charge of the ship.”

      Tori and Vrax exchanged a look, then the Dothvek shrugged. “What choice do we have?”

      Tori leveled a finger at the boy, whose eyes were wide with excitement. “Only if you agree not to let anyone in.”

      Rynn made a crisscross motion over his heart with one finger. “I promise.”

      Vrax strode to the panel by the hatch, pressing it and watching the ramp lower. “We should go before he can get too far away.”

      Caro mouthed ‘thank you’ to Tori, and the Zevrian gave her a curt nod. “I’m not promising not to kick his ass for leaving you.”

      “Get in line,” Caro said.

      Tori grinned at her. “You’ve become a little sassier since you were abducted. I like it.”

      The ramp touched down on the sands, and Vrax took long steps until he’d reached the ground. Caro and Tori followed, both raising a hand to shield their eyes as the suns rose over the dunes.

      “That is far enough,” a voice said from behind them.

      They all spun around as a group of Dothveks appeared with blades drawn. Caro’s heart soared as she looked for her friends among the warriors, then sank when she saw the clan’s leader step forward.

      Zatvar smiled maliciously. “This is even better than finding the traitor.”
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      Rukken scanned the faces around him, aware that they did not believe him. They surrounded him—Dothveks with fierce expressions and bright sunlight glinting off their blades, and females with even more intense expressions on their faces, if that was possible.

      This was the crew his mate talked about returning to. These were the friends she could not leave. She’d been right. They had come for her, and they looked like they were ready to kill him over her. Strangely, he was happy for Caro. Happy that her friends cared for her as much as she cared for them.

      “Why do you think our friend is in danger?” A female with unusually colored hair asked, after she’d stomped over to plant herself in front of him. “She got away from you, didn’t she?”

      He tried not to flinch at her words. “She did not get away from me, as you put it. I left her on the ship.”

      “You left her?” The female let out a laugh. “Why would you kidnap her and then leave her? I don’t believe you.”

      A Dothvek he remembered came up silently behind her. The silver shot through his temples caught the light as he met Rukken’s eyes and gave a single nod.

      “Tommel,” Rukken said, as the name surfaced in his brain. The former clan leader’s advisor, the only other Dothvek who hadn’t believed him capable of murder.

      The female turned and followed Rukken’s gaze, letting out an exasperated sigh. “I thought I told you I don’t need a bodyguard.”

      “Who said I was protecting you?” Tommel asked, one eyebrow quirking at her.

      As the female glowered at Tommel, the pale-haired female called Danica pushed her aside and tilted her head up at Rukken. “Ship? Did you say ship? What ship?”

      She thought he was lying or delusional, but she also had hope. He did not have to read her mind to know this.

      “Your crew mate with the wild hair came back with a ship,” he said. “I left Caro with her on the ship.”

      “Tori?” All three women said at the same time, their mouths agape.

      Rukken nodded. “Yes. Tori and Vrax have a ship.”

      Murmurs passed through the Dothveks at the mention of Vrax’s name. A warrior stepped forward, and Rukken’s eyes widened.

      “You are the Crestek.” He appraised the warrior’s bare chest and bands around his wrists. “The one I healed.”

      T’Kar gave him a half grin. “I was Crestek. I passed the tahadu and am now part of the Dothvek tribe.”

      Envy stabbed at Rukken. The Crestek he’d saved from certain death on the sands was now a Dothvek, but he remained in exile.

      A female with hair the color of a sunset walked up to stand next to T’Kar, slipping her hand in his. “Is this the Dothvek who saved you?”

      T’Kar nodded, and his mate smiled at Rukken. “Then I owe you a big thank you.”

      “Are you kidding?” one of the other females asked. “He kidnapped Caro.”

      “And saved T’Kar,” the flame-haired female said. “He might not be as awful as you think he is, Bexli.”

      The female she’d called Bexli mumbled something fierce under her breath. She clearly did not agree.

      “Why do you think the female is in danger?” T’Kar asked, his voice even as he locked eyes on Rukken.

      Rukken was relieved that one of the search party was listening to him and taking him seriously. “We were being hunted. I believed it to be a Dothvek hunting party sent to rescue Caro.”

      “It was.” Bexli’s eyes flashed. “And we found you.”

      Rukken jerked his head up, turning his attention back to T’Kar. “It was not you. I sensed malice and vengeance that I do not sense from this group.”

      K’alvek joined T’Kar, his face solemn. “If it was not us, who could it have been?”

      “Cresteks?” another Dothvek suggested.

      T’Kar gave his head a brusque shake. “Not this far out on the sands.”

      “Who else would be after Caro?” Danica asked, stepping closer to K’alvek. She was obviously his mate.

      Rukken cleared his throat. “I did not say they were after Caro.”

      K’alvek crossed his arms and studied him. “You think they are after you?”

      Rukken’s gaze flitted over the Dothveks watching him. He did not know who, if any, were loyal to Zatvar. “There is a reason some might wish me dead.”

      “Most thought you dead already,” K’alvek said.

      “And my sudden reappearance might be a threat to some,” Rukken told him, his voice hushed.

      T’Kar seemed confused, but K’alvek’s pupils flared with understanding.

      Rukken jerked his head to one side. “If I may speak to you apart from the others?”

      K’alvek hesitated before pulling him by the arm away from the group. “If this is an attempt to escape, it will not work.”

      “It is not.” Rukken heaved in a breath. “The reason I have been living in exile is not because I am a killer. It is because Zatvar is a skilled manipulator.” K’alvek flinched, but Rukken continued. “He set me up to take the blame for his crime. Only your father did not believe him, so he had me exiled instead of executed.”

      “I remember,” K’alvek said. “The punishment for murder is death.”

      Rukken held his gaze. “Now your father is gone, and Zatvar is clan leader. He has a very powerful reason to wish me to stay silent.”

      K’alvek shifted from one foot to the other. “He did give the order for you to be killed on sight.”

      “Is there any reason he would believe you would not carry out his orders?”

      K’alvek laughed, but there was no joy in it. “Many reasons.”

      “So, if he wanted to ensure my death and continued silence…”

      “He might send a second hunting party,” K’alvek finished the sentence for him.

      “Or come himself,” Rukken added, his voice not more than a whisper.

      K’alvek let out a deep growl. “If they tracked you to the ship…”

      Rukken nodded, his heart racing, as K’alvek turned back to the group, pulling Rukken with him.

      Even as far away from Caro as he was, he felt a flicker of her fear. He clenched his fists by his sides, knowing if he tried to run to her, he would be struck down before he could make it up one dune. “She is in danger, and Tori and Vrax may be, as well. I can sense it. Please let me go to her.”

      K’alvek looked Rukken up and down.

      “You can’t be seriously considering this.” Bexli’s head swung between Rukken and K’alvek. “He abducted Caro. We can’t let him go after her. What if she’s trying to get away from him?”

      “I am not letting him go after her,” K’alvek said. “We are all going after her.”

      Rukken let out a sigh of relief, even as worry made his hands shake. “I will show you the way to the ship.”

      K’alvek grasped his arm before he could turn. “If I sense any deceit from you, I will not hesitate to strike you down.”

      “I give you my word as a Dothvek.” Rukken said. “I am telling you the truth. If I am lying, I will welcome your blade.”

      Bexli gave him a murderous look. “It isn’t his blade you should fear. It’s me transforming into a giant Bengali blood beetle and tearing your head off.”

      Rukken was not sure what the female meant, but he sensed she was telling the truth. He also sensed that he would indeed prefer a Dothvek blade to her alternative. But he could not focus on either at the moment.

      He needed to focus on Caro and the growing sense of fear that clawed at his throat. Saving her was all that mattered.
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      “I thought the Dothveks were the good guys,” Caro said, as she, Tori, and Vrax leaned against the ship with their arms splayed, and the small group of Dothveks stood behind them with curved blades drawn. The hull of the ship had warmed under the heat of the suns, and Caro’s fingers burned from the hot surface.

      She peered across at Vrax, whose jaw was clenched as he stared straight ahead. They’d taken his blade from him, but she suspected he was angry enough to kill someone with his bare hands. Tori had been divested of her blaster, but they hadn’t thought to take her needle-sharp hair sticks out of her topknot. A mistake many enemies had made and regretted in the past.

      The Zevrian shot a murderous look over her shoulder. “Explain to me again why we’re being treated like criminals.”

      “Tell me where the traitor is, and you won’t be.” Zatvar’s voice was syrupy as he paced behind them.

      “We’ve told you.” Caro tried to rein in her impatience. “We don’t know. He left.”

      Zatvar laughed. “You expect me to believe that the criminal who abducted you from our village just walked away from you?”

      His words stung. “Believe it. He’s not here.”

      Zatvar stopped pacing and leaned so close to her, his hot breath tickled her ear. “I think you’re lying, female.”

      Instead of sending shivers of pleasure down her spine like when Rukken whispered in her ear, Zatvar’s closeness made her stomach turn. She jerked her head away. “I thought you were empathic. Can’t you sense I’m telling the truth?”

      Zatvar grunted and tossed his long hair off his shoulder. “You are not Dothvek. I do not know if your kind can hide your thoughts.”

      “What about Vrax?” Tori asked. “He’s Dothvek. Why don’t you ask him?”

      Another grunt of derision. “He follows K’alvek. This could all be a part of that traitor’s plan.”

      “You are calling K’alvek a traitor?” Vrax started to turn, but one of the other warriors stepped closer, his blade nicking Vrax’s side.

      “Watch it!” Tori cried, seeing a trickle of blood run down her mate’s skin.

      Vrax froze, his eyes narrowed in barely controlled fury. Even though she couldn’t sense his thoughts, Caro could see how much he wanted to lash out at these Dothveks.

      “You are the traitors,” he said in a low voice to the warriors behind him.

      They flinched, and their gazes darted to Zatvar, who was back to pacing and muttering to himself. The Dothvek was tall and broad like they all were, but he was soft around the middle, and his thick neck made him look even stockier.

      Caro had never seen him leave the comfort of the Dothvek village, and rarely that of his tent, so she knew he must want Rukken badly to come after him personally. It also made her even more convinced that it was him—not Rukken—who had committed murder. Why else would he be so determined to find the exiled Dothvek, if not to shut him up once and for all?

      “I don’t know why you’re so obsessed with finding him,” Caro said. “I thought he was already exiled.”

      Zatvar narrowed his eyes at her. “That was before he snuck into our village and took a female.”

      “Who says he took me?” Caro asked.

      Tori’s head snapped to her, as did all the Dothveks’.

      Caro swilled her head around. “Do you have proof Rukken had anything to do with my disappearance?”

      “The snake skin found in your tent,” Zatvar said.

      Caro didn’t know what they were talking about, but she bobbed one shoulder up. “That’s mine. I thought it looked cool.”

      “He did not take you?” one of the Dothveks asked, lowering his blade.

      “Nope.” Caro grinned. “I walked off to get some fresh air and got lost. Rukken actually saved me.”

      Zatvar stared at her, his bloodshot eyes hard and cold. “You are trying to protect him.”

      Caro shrugged. “Believe what you want to, but I didn’t know that Dothveks declared guilt without evidence. I guess you guys aren’t as honorable as I thought.”

      Murmurs passed through the warriors behind them, as Tori stifled a grin and looked away from Caro.

      “None of this matters,” Zatvar said, his voice loud enough to quell the murmuring. “Rukken remains a criminal. The old clan leader exiled him, but his crime called for execution. I have decided to impose the sentence my predecessor was too weak to enforce.”

      A low rumble emanated from Vrax’s throat, but Tori shot him a warning look.

      Fear fluttered in Caro’s chest as her heart raced. At least Rukken was gone. For the first time since she’d realized that Rukken had left, she was grateful that the Dothvek was far away from her.

      Run, Rukken. Run as far away as you can.

      “We are getting nowhere,” Zatvar said. “If you will not tell me where the criminal is, I will have to find him myself.”

      Caro thought that was unlikely. Rukken had been living on the sands for years. If anyone knew how to hide, it would be him.

      The clan leader jabbed her in the back. “Let’s go.”

      “Go where?” Caro twisted to face him.

      Zatvar motioned to the open ramp of the ship. “You will use this vessel to find the traitor.”

      Caro couldn’t stop the laugh that escaped her lips. “You’re kidding, right?”

      Zatvar’s sticky smile slipped off his face. “No.”

      Caro’s stomach sank. She hadn’t thought that the Dothvek would be clever enough to want to fly over the desert looking for Rukken. It would be nearly impossible to hide from a ship as large as the one Tori had commandeered.

      Another Dothvek warrior prodded Tori forward, and the Zevrian gave her a desperate look. “We can’t go inside.”

      “Why not?” Zatvar asked, at the same moment that the ship’s ramp began to rise.

      He stumbled back, his mouth agape. “Who did that?”

      “My crew,” Tori said.

      Zatvar spun to face his fellow Dothveks. “I thought you said no one else was inside the beast.”

      The warriors who had been sent inside to search for others looked as if they’d been caught in a lie.

      “We saw no one,” one said.

      “But there is no end to it,” another added, his gold cheeks flushing.

      Caro tried not to grin, imagining Rynn easily hiding from the intimidated warriors who probably crept inside for a few meters and then returned to the familiar surroundings of the desert. If they were anything like Rukken, they weren’t fans of spaceships.

      Zatvar let out a roar as the ramp continued to rise, running to it and making a weak effort to jump up and pull it down. He caught the edge, but dangled ineffectively as it rose into the air. He finally dropped back to the sand, landing squarely on his ass. One of his warriors attempted to help him up, but he pushed him away.

      His face glowed red through the gold of his complexion, and his fists were tight balls. His gaze swept over her, Tori, and Vrax. “You will all pay for your treason.”

      Caro would have been frightened by his temper and the fact that he and his men were the only ones armed, if she hadn’t felt a pulse of something else—something familiar.

      Rukken!

      A sob welled up in her throat, and she didn’t know if she was going to cry out of frustration that he’d come back and put himself in danger or out of happiness that he’d returned for her. Before the tears began to fall regardless, the sands erupted in war cries.
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      Rukken rushed forward, grateful K’alvek did not make them wait another moment. As they crested the sand dune, he spotted Caro. Her mouth hung open as she saw the group of Dothveks and humans racing down the hill toward her, the Dothveks letting out fearsome war cries. Sand kicked up behind them, creating a swirl of gold in the air.

      She was startled, but also thrilled. He could sense her relief when she spotted her crew mates, and he could feel her happiness when she saw him. Any hesitation he’d had about seeing her vanished instantly. Any doubt he’d had that she was his evaporated just as quickly, when he sensed the hum of her desire as she watched him crossing the sands toward her.

      Rukken shifted his attention from Caro to Zatvar. The clan leader’s expression had morphed from shock to rage as he narrowed his gaze on Rukken. Pushing through the warriors in his path, Rukken raced toward him. He would make the Dothvek pay for threatening his mate.

      The ship’s ramp began to lower as they approached, and he wondered if Rynn was inside, controlling it. He did not see the young boy outside the ship, for which he was glad. He hoped the child would stay far away from the fighting.

      Caro dodged Zatvar’s attempt to grab her, dashing up the ramp and into the ship, as Tori whipped the sharp sticks out of her hair, the metal shining as they slashed through the air toward the Dothvek leader. Within moments, Zatvar’s warriors had thrown down their blades.

      Zatvar bellowed in rage, running up the ship’s ramp and shooting a venomous look behind him. Rukken’s gut clenched, knowing that Caro and Rynn were also inside, but he did not break stride, pounding up the metal ramp behind the Dothvek.

      Once inside, he paused. Heavy footsteps rattled against the steel floor and echoed ahead of him. Rukken followed the sound, careful to walk without making noise. He peeked around every corner before proceeding, aware that the thumping had ceased.

      Soon, he was entering the ship’s bridge.

      “Your time on the sands has served you well,” Zatvar said from where he stood on the far side of the room. “But you were always a good tracker.”

      Rukken did not answer as he kept his eyes trained on the Dothvek. Rage barreled through him, making his breath ragged and his heart hammer. This was the kinsman who had been the reason for his exile. This was the warrior who wanted him dead.

      “You did not expect to see me again.” He heard the tremor of fury in his voice.

      “Exile should have been as good as death. It was my bad luck that you managed to survive.” Zatvar’s top lip curled. “You will not survive this time.”

      “Who will kill me?” Rukken swiveled the hilt of his blade in his hand. “Not you. You have gone soft.”

      Zatvar’s face contorted with fury. “I am the clan leader. I will have you executed, as you should have been then.”

      “It was your crime, Zatvar.” He edged behind a standing console. “Not mine.”

      “No one believed you then, and they won’t now.” Zatvar’s hands shook as he spoke. “You were impulsive and reckless. It was easy to convince the others that you were out of control enough to kill. Just as it will be my word against that of an exiled traitor.”

      Rukken saw a flicker of movement outside the door to the bridge, but he did not turn his head. “If you are so sure they won’t believe me, why don’t you tell me the truth?”

      Zatvar cocked an eyebrow and looked almost amused. “And what truth is that? You already know the truth about the murder I committed.”

      Rukken decided to push forward on his hunch. “The truth about K’alron and his death.”

      Zatvar smiled, pride crossing his face. “That. I have to admit that it has been difficult keeping that to myself. So many times I have wanted to tell someone of my clever plan to kill K’alron and pin it on the Cresteks, but who would I tell?”

      Rukken pressed his lips together in anger. His gut had been right. Zatvar had killed the clan’s leader. He had taken the mantle of leadership and, from what he had heard, taken K’alron’s wife as his own. It took every bit of self-control not to rush at the despicable creature.

      “You are not fit to replace K’alron,” he finally said, his voice cracking.

      Zatvar’s nose wrinkled as he scowled at him. “K’alron was weak and easily fooled. Even when he thought I might be dangerous, he did not guard himself from me.”

      “Perhaps he found it inconceivable that a Dothvek would be as dishonorable as you.”

      Zatvar twitched one shoulder up. “What of honor? I have power and status and a female to warm my bed. I had none of those before. You are a fool, if you think honor is more important than having your cock sucked.”

      Rukken did not turn as he saw more movement outside the door to the bridge, out of eyesight of Zatvar, but he hoped it was not Caro. He did not want her anywhere near danger. “So, you think you can walk out of here, and return to the village as leader?”

      Zatvar grinned. “I make it worth my supporters’ while. And, like I said, no one would believe you.”

      “They will believe me.” K’alvek strode onto the bridge and stood beside Rukken.

      Zatvar’s grin faltered. “You stand beside the traitor?”

      “No,” K’alvek said. “I stand across from him.”

      Zatvar sneered at him. “You were too weak to step up when your father died, and you are too weak now.”

      K’alvek flashed his blade as he moved forward. “We will see.”

      Zatvar reached behind him and produced a blaster. K’alvek threw his blade across the room as Zatvar fired, hitting him in the chest and sending him sprawling backward, as the blaster fire went over their heads.

      Rukken found himself holding his breath as he stared at the Dothvek unmoving on the floor. Was it really over?

      K’alvek turned. “You were not hit?”

      Rukken grunted no, still barely breathing. He heard a sharp inhalation of breath behind him and Caro saying his name. Before he could turn, he saw the figure on the floor move. Zatvar’s arm lifted off the ground, and he fired at K’alvek’s back.

      Rukken did not have time to think, pushing K’alvek down and feeling the blast as it impacted his chest. Heat exploded as he flew back, hitting the floor of the bridge hard. Screams and roars tore through the air, as he drifted away. He tried to open his eyes to see Caro one last time, but there was only blackness. And then silence.
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      The air rushed out of her body as Caro watched Rukken arc through the air and crash to the floor. He seemed to move in slow motion, his arms flailing before his body thudded hard, and the metal beneath him shook.

      K’alvek spun a moment later, hurling another curved blade across the room. The satisfied smirk on Zatvar’s face vanished, as the blade embedded itself between his eyes, and he collapsed in a heap.

      Then K’alvek had turned back around and was kneeling at Rukken’s side. Caro heard more voices behind her, and bodies pushed past, but she couldn’t move. T’Kar joined K’alvek by Rukken’s side, both men exchanging silent glances as they stared down at the Dothvek, who lay limp.

      An arm wrapped around her shoulder, and she was propelled forward until she stood over him. Her chest ached, but she couldn’t feel him anymore. The hum of the barbarian’s emotions—the pulse she’d finally gotten used to—was gone and there was only the buzz of her own mind, whirring out of control. She looked down at him, unable to do anything, as the Dothveks tried to resuscitate him.

      “Caro, honey.” Holly’s voice pulled her back to reality. “Maybe we should let them do their thing.”

      Caro shook her head and shrugged off Holly’s arm around her shoulder. “I’m not leaving.”

      She dropped to her knees next to him, putting her hand in his limp one, and squeezed. His skin was still warm, even though it no longer sent warm jolts of energy up her arm when she touched it.

      K’alvek and T’Kar were alternating thumping their flat palms on his chest and pressing their ears over his heart, but she focused only on his hand, stroking her finger down his callused fingers and circling the softer center. If she kept her eyes on his hand, she wouldn’t have to see the desperate looks in K’alvek’s and T’Kar’s eyes as they tried to save him.

      She was vaguely aware of the Dothveks who had gathered behind them and of the rest of her crew who were kneeling with her. She couldn’t look at them, because she knew she would start crying, but it felt good to know they were there.

      K’alvek sat back and let out a breath, his expression grim. Caro heard a choked sob and knew it was Holly, but she refused to look away from Rukken’s hand. She couldn’t. If she looked up and saw his lifeless face, she’d have to admit he was gone. She couldn’t do that. Not yet. Not when she’d barely realized how much he actually meant to her and how much she wanted him. No. Needed him. And now he was…

      “Out of my way,” Tori yelled, pushing her way through the group.

      She even knocked Caro back as she bent down next to Rukken, and Caro lost her grip on his hand, watching it flop down on the steel floor. As Tori jabbed something into Rukken’s chest, Caro fell back, her tailbone smacking the floor and sending pain shooting through her body.

      “Are you okay?” Bexli was at her side, helping her up, but all Caro wanted to do was get as far away as she could.

      She turned over and started crawling through the mass of legs surrounding her, hot tears falling down her cheeks and pinging the floor. She needed to get away before she lost it completely.

      “Holy shit,” Holly said from behind her. “What the fuck did you do, Tor?”

      There were murmurs and cries of surprise and then Caro heard a deep voice from behind her.

      “Caro?”

      She stopped crawling and swiped at her eyes, as she swiveled her head around.

      T’Kar and K’alvek were helping Rukken sit up. He looked dazed, and a scorch mark still covered half his chest and marred his intricate tattoos, but he was alive.

      Caro gaped at Tori, who still squatted by his side with a long needle in one hand. “What did you…?”

      Tori winked at her. “Zevrian medicine is pretty powerful, and this ship’s former captain had a major stash of it. It would kill most humans, but I figured I might as well give it a try since he’s Dothvek. Plus, since he was already dead, I couldn’t kill him.”

      Caro threw her arms around the woman, almost knocking her off balance. “I love you.”

      Tori patted her arm awkwardly. “All right. No need to get all mushy on me.” She peeled off Caro’s arms and motioned her head behind her. “I’m no expert on relationships, but you might want to tell that to him.”

      Caro hitched in her breath as she locked eyes with Rukken, who was now sitting up, unaided. T’Kar and K’alvek had stood up and moved away, so it was just her sitting beside him.

      She put a hand to his cheek, feeling the familiar scratch of his beard, and the warming pulse of his touch. “I thought you were…” Her voice cracked, and she couldn’t finish the sentence.

      “So did I.” He closed a hand over hers, moving it to his lips and kissing her open palm.

      She climbed into his lap, not caring about the Dothveks and her friends still on the bridge. Rukken wrapped his arms around her and pulled her so her body was flush against his. His steady heartbeat thrummed through her, and she savored the feel of him and the proof that he was alive.

      “You left,” she finally said, not looking up as she nuzzled her head in his neck.

      “I did not want to make you choose.” He stroked a hand down her hair. “I know how important your friends are to you. I could never take that away from you again.”

      “You’re important, too. I can’t live without either of you.” She bit her bottom lip. “Don’t you know I love you, you big brute?”

      His heart beat faster. “I love you, too. You will not have to live without me. I promise I will never leave you again.”

      She pulled back slightly, peering up at him. “Does that mean you’re going to come back and live in the village?”

      Rukken brushed a tear off her cheek, hesitating. “If I can.”

      K’alvek cleared his throat behind them. “I heard every word Zatvar said to you, and every crime he admitted to, including the murder of my father.”

      Caro twisted to look up at him, and saw the pained expression on the Dothvek’s face.

      K’alvek heaved in a deep breath, as Danica slipped an arm around his waist. “It is clear that Rukken is innocent of all the crimes he was accused of.” His gaze flicked to Caro. “Except, perhaps, one.”

      Caro’s cheeks warmed. She knew he meant the crime of abducting her and holding her prisoner. “I don’t think I’ll be pressing charges.”

      “You don’t think?” Rukken asked, one slash of an eyebrow cocked up.

      Caro grinned at him. “I mean, I’ll have to give it some serious thought. You did apologize already, so that’s a start.”

      K’alvek was obviously trying not to smile as he looked at Rukken. “If the female forgives you, you are welcome back in the clan and the village--after a suitable probationary period during which you do not violate any of our laws.”

      Rukken nodded, accepting K’alvek’s pronouncement.

      “I would warn you what you are getting into with a human mate,” K’alvke continued, “but I suspect you already have some idea how difficult they are.”

      Danica slapped his bare chest. “Hey!”

      Rukken looked back down at Caro, desire flashing in his eyes. “I understand exactly what I am getting into, and there is nothing I want more.”
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      Rukken opened his eyes, expecting to see the gray metal of the ship’s ceiling. Instead, sun was pouring in through the beige tent fabric, dust motes drifting lazily in the gold slats of light, and he heard the distinct sound of the flaps snapping in the breeze. Despite the presence of a gentle wind, the air was warm and carried the scent of charred meat. Was he back in the Dothvek village?

      He pushed himself up onto his elbows, and black spots danced in front of his eyes from the sudden movement. Even though Tori’s medicine had restarted his heart, he still felt as if he’d had all the energy drained out of him. He guessed that was to be expected after dying and coming back to life.

      Peering around the tent and pushing off the woven blanket, he realized he wasn’t in the Dothvek village. This was his own single-pole tent in his small oasis. His heart raced for a moment. Had he imagined everything? Had it really happened, or had he dreamed about facing off with Zatvar and being reunited with Caro?

      “You’re awake.” Caro smiled at him as she pushed the flaps aside and stepped into the tent. Her dark hair was pulled up high, and she looked rested. More rested than he felt.

      “Why am I—?”

      “In your own tent?” She finished for him, flopping down on the pile of animal skins and blankets. “Tori’s drugs were amazing, but you were still pretty weak from the blaster. We decided to bring you back here, before continuing on to the village. Plus, I thought you might want to pack up your stuff.”

      He glanced around the sparse tent, pulling her to him. “You are the only thing I need to take with me.”

      Caro laughed and rolled on top of him as he pulled her down. She swatted his bare chest and dropped her voice to a whisper. “You know, everyone is right outside.”

      His hands froze from where they’d been moving quickly down her body. “Everyone?”

      “They wanted to see where you’d been living for the past few years. Everyone’s seriously impressed that you not only survived alone on the desert, but did it with style.”

      Rukken rubbed one hand down her back, loving the feel of her weight on him. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “Two days.”

      He jerked up, and she rolled onto the blankets. “Two days?” He had no memory of arriving at his camp, or of falling asleep in his tent. He looked down at Caro, who’d pushed herself up on one elbow.

      “You needed the rest. Being shot took a lot out of you. K’alvek didn’t think we should move you until you’d recuperated.”

      K’alvek. Everything that happened on the bridge of the ship rushed back to him. “What about Zatvar? What will happen to him?”

      Caro’s brow furrowed in obvious confusion. “Didn’t you know? He’d dead. K’alvek buried a knife in his forehead the second after the asshole shot you.”

      He didn’t remember, but satisfaction filled him that the traitor was dead. And it felt right that K’alvek had been the one to do it. A son should avenge his father’s death.

      “Everything is still a bit muddled,” he admitted.

      “As long as you still remember me.”

      Rukken rolled on top of her and pinned her hands to the blankets. “It would be impossible to forget my mate.”

      Her cheeks colored, and she strained her hands against his grip. He lowered his head to her neck and nipped the skin. “I also remember what you like.”

      She inhaled sharply. “Who said I like that?”

      He kissed his way to her ear and sucked on her lobe, feeling her arch against him and desire pulse through her. “Did you forget that I can feel what you do?”

      “Fucking empath,” she said with a breathy sigh.

      Raised voices outside the tent made him pause. “How many of the hunting party came with us?”

      “All of them.” Caro shifted as he released her hands.

      He blinked at her several times. “Where has everyone been sleeping?”

      “Oh, didn’t I mention? Tori flew the ship here and parked it outside. There are enough cabins on board for everyone, although some of the Dothveks still prefer to sleep under the stars.”

      Rukken looked toward the tent flaps. “Are you telling me there is a massive spaceship sitting outside my tent?”

      “Well, not right outside, but yes. A few dunes away where there was enough of a valley to land in. Everyone has been waiting for you to wake up.”

      “So, we can go back to the village?”

      “That, and so we can celebrate the fact that Zatvar is dead and you’re returning from being unfairly exiled.” She stood and held out her hand. “Come on.”

      Rukken stood, following her out of the tent and holding up a hand at the brightness from the suns slipping across the sky.

      Just as she’d promised, the dark, hulking ship sat several dunes away behind the pond and patch of trees. He could only see the top half, but he saw a trail of black smoke twisting into the air near it and smelled the scent of roasting meat.

      A few Dothveks sat around his small fire, but he suspected there was a larger one by the ship. A small head poked above the surface of the pond, and he recognized Rynn paddling over to the sandy bank, waving one hand over his head in greeting.

      Rukken dragged a hand through his hair. “I really have been out for a while.”

      K’alvek rose from where he sat around the fire. “You look better, brother.”

      Rukken tried not to be taken aback. It had been a long time since any Dothvek had called him brother. “I understand I have you to thank for taking out Zatvar.”

      “And I have you to thank for saving my life.” K’alvek clasped his arm at the elbow. “You pushed me aside and took the fire meant for me.”

      Rukken cleared his throat. “I did not think the traitor should get to kill both father and son.”

      K’alvek nodded, and Rukken could sense a swell of emotion from the warrior. Both men looked down.

      “Where is the rest of my crew?” Caro asked, swiveling her head around to take in the Dothveks moving around the camp.

      K’alvek jerked his head behind him. “Inside the ship. Tori said she wanted to share the stash.”

      Caro groaned. “If she means the Zevrian stash of booze, that sounds dangerous.”

      “We have a good deal to celebrate.” K’alvek locked eyes with Rukken. “And much time to make up for.”

      Rukken’s chest swelled, as he glanced at the Dothveks moving around and making preparations. It had been a long time since he’d been a part of anything larger than himself, and it felt better than he’d remembered.

      “I assume the celebration will begin at nightfall?” he asked.

      K’alvek nodded, cocking his head to one side. “Why?”

      Rukken took Caro by the hand and pulled her behind him toward the tent. “There is something I need to take care of, first.”

      Caro gasped as several Dothveks swung their heads toward them. “Everyone will hear us in the tent. Why don’t we go to the ship?”

      Rukken scooped her up into his arms, smiling wickedly as he strode toward the tent. “There is no rope on the ship, mate.”
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      Bexli hoisted Pog up higher on her hip as she headed for the ship’s ramp. The celebration around the fire was still going strong, but she’d had about enough singing and drinking for one night. She leaned a hand against one of the steel arms that lowered the ramp and cast a final look behind her.

      The fire flamed in the night, sending sparks high, as the Dothveks passed bottles around. The moonlight bounced off the dunes behind the fire, but it was the orange glow that lit the faces of the barbarians and her friends laughing and drinking. Several warriors sang a traditional war chant, the words of which were slurred, but rose high in the air.

      The rest of the bounty hunters were gathered around the blaze, paired up with their mates and seemingly content. Danica sat in K’alvek’s lap, her head on his shoulder. Tori stood next to Vrax—she could never imagine the Zevrian willingly sitting on anyone’s lap—but his hand rested protectively on her hip. Max leaned back against Kush, his broad arms circling her, as she talked to Holly, who sat next to T’Kar, one of her legs thrown over his, while he talked to K’alvek. Caro and Rukken had disappeared again, but it didn’t take a genius to know they were in his tent again. At least, the singing and talking were loud enough to drown them out.

      Bexli was thrilled they’d found Caro, and she’d even gotten used to the idea that the barbarian who’d abducted her wasn’t such a bad guy. She was genuinely happy that all her friends had fallen for aliens who seemed to make them happy, but that didn’t mean all their cozying up didn’t make her even lonelier.

      Pog let out a jerky snore, and she gave him an absent pat on his fluffy, green head. She didn’t know why she was bothered. She was used to being solo. After escaping the pleasure planet and being taken on by Danica and the rest of the bounty-hunting crew, she’d been grateful for the overall solitude of the job. Aside from stops at outposts or refueling stations, there had been few chances to encounter males, and that had been fine with her.

      As a Lycithian shapeshifter, Bexli had been in high demand as a pleasurer. Being kidnapped and held captive in a pleasure house was a fate that befell many of her kind, and she’d been no exception. Getting out of that house and being hired by Danica had been the best day of her life.

      She swallowed hard, as she looked back at her crew laughing and drinking with the Dothveks. They’d been marooned on the sand planet and their ship destroyed, but now Tori had obtained a new ship for them. That meant they could resume their work chasing bounties all over the galaxy. That is, if any of her friends actually wanted to leave, anymore. Would she be the only one flying away from the planet?

      Shaking her head, Bexli marched up the ramp of the ship. She couldn’t think about that now. Her head hurt too much, anyway. She’d had way too much V’tish whiskey, and her fingers tingled as she pressed them against the wall of ship for balance.

      “You should not wander off alone.”

      The gruff voice made her jerk and spin around. Then she groaned. Tommel. The Dothvek with loose, dark hair flecked with silver stood behind her with his thick arms folded across his tattooed chest. Why did he always look at her like she was a misbehaving child?

      “Are you following me?” she asked, sounding way more petulant than she would have liked. “You know, just because K’alvek made us ride together doesn’t make you my babysitter for life.”

      He tilted his head at her. “I do not think I am your babysitter.”

      “Then what are doing, sneaking around behind me?”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I am not sneaking.”

      She glared at him for a moment, trying to ignore the sexy scruff her eyes had been drawn to, but the intensity of his green-gold eyes made her look away. “Fine, but you don’t need to worry about me. I’m just going to bed.”

      “That is a probably a good idea.”

      She turned back around and headed down one of the narrow corridors. “Why?”

      “You seem to be intoxicated.”

      Boy, this alien had a lot of nerve. Sure, she didn’t handle her liquor as well as humans could—no Lycithian had a high tolerance—but who was he to tell her she was too drunk?

      She turned, and he almost walked into her. Bexli put a hand to his muscular chest to keep him from bumping her and her fingers tingled. “What? Have you been watching me or something?”

      He didn’t answer, but he didn’t move back, either. The heat seemed to roll off his body, and his closeness made her mouth go dry. Her fingers slipped down, bumping across his corded stomach and brushing the top of his ridges that disappeared below his low-slung pants. The tingling in her fingertips became a buzz that moved up her arm.

      Bexli backed away quickly, stumbling over her own feet. Tommel caught her by the elbow before she fell backward. She righted herself, straightening and readjusting the still-sleeping Pog in the crook of her other elbow. “Thanks, but that doesn’t mean I’m drunk. You just startled me, is all.”

      He released her arm. “I apologize.”

      She huffed out a breath. Why had she made him apologize, when she’d been the one to feel him up? And why did she always feel out of control when Tommel was around? He was so serious and calm that she felt flighty and emotional by comparison.

      She stalked off down the hall again, finally locating the door to her cabin. Her head was seriously spinning, and she braced one palm on the door to keep herself upright.

      “You are not well.” He was behind her again, his big body covering hers as he wrapped an arm around her waist.

      “I’m fine,” she protested, as she pushed open the arched, steel door and fumbled for the illumination control.

      She dragged a finger up the lighting panel and the compact room was illuminated—the desk jutting out from one wall, built-in cabinets on the other wall, and the bed covered in a dove-gray blanket. It was utilitarian—not a surprise, considering the ship had been a Zevrian mercenary vessel—but surprisingly comfortable. She deposited Pog on the bed, and he snuggled into the blanket.

      She twisted out of Tommel’s grip. “You don’t have to follow me around just because K’alvek told you to, you know.”

      “K’alvek did not tell me to follow you.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “So, you took it upon yourself to be a creeper?”

      His eyes flared. “I did not want you to get hurt.”

      She knew she should back off, but she couldn’t stop herself. “I’m not as fragile as I look, and I don’t need someone following me around.” For emphasis, she gave him a swat on the chest with one hand.

      He did not move, but heat pulsed off him. “What do you need?”

      Bexli’s fingers vibrated, but not from the booze. Before she could answer, the ship jolted, and she fell into him. He held her with one arm, while he braced the other against the wall.

      She tried not to notice how hard he was all over, as she peered up at him. “What the hell was that?”

      Tommel frowned. “I do not know.”

      Bexli did know one thing, though. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good.
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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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