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      Holly stepped into the suite and let out a sigh of relief. She’d been hurried through the Crestek city so quickly, she’d barely had time to register much, except for lots of stone buildings with the occasional awning or parapet extending over a courtyard. After rushing into a tall, cylindrical building and up a spiraling ramp, they’d finally reached a heavy door that had swung open without being pushed.

      The spacious room behind it was a far cry from a prison cell, or even one of the barbarian tents in the desert. Holly nodded appreciatively as she took in the sunken sitting area surrounding an open fire, and sheer, ivory drapes as room dividers. Unlike the earthy and vibrant colors in the Dothvek oasis village, this room was all sleek lines and neutral-colored stone. It even smelled crisp—like rain over cut grass.

      “You should be comfortable here.” The deep voice behind her made her spin around and put a hand to her heart. 

      “Don’t sneak up on me like that,” she said.

      The tall Crestek studied her. “I did not sneak. I was behind you the entire time.”

      “Then you’re really quiet. That’s something you share with the Dothveks, then. Those guys can move like shadows.”

      Something flickered behind his eyes, and Holly wondered if that had been the wrong thing to say. She did know that this guy was a Crestek, and the Dothveks and Cresteks were mortal enemies, despite the fact that they looked almost identical. That was something she definitely wasn’t going to point out.

      “Can I get you anything?” he asked.

      “No, thank you.” She wracked her brain to remember his name. Something with a ’t’. T’Kar, that was it. “I’m fine for now, T’Kar.”

      He inclined his head slightly, but his eyes didn’t leave her face.

      Holly swallowed hard. So, this was the alien she’d promised to take as a mate. His black cloak hugged his huge frame more than the others of his kind, and his amber eyes flashed as he watched her. She considered herself something of an expert on men, and there was something more primal about this guy than he let on.

      She jerked her gaze away and walked across the room. She was still coming to terms with her impulsive decision and the reality of now being trapped inside the Crestek city. At the time, it had seemed like a good idea to volunteer to take Max’s place when the Cresteks demanded she return to their city, especially after she saw the way Max and Kush looked at each other. No way was she going to let them be driven apart. Not if she could help it. 

      Besides, she knew her girls would break her out before anything crazy happened. If the bounty hunter babes were good at anything, it was nabbing people. 

      Her mind wandered over the past few days. She’d gone from being marooned on the sand planet to being taken by the Cresteks to being rescued by the Dothveks to volunteering to marry one of the Cresteks.

      She blew out a breath. Just thinking about everything that had happened made her tired.

      A sharp knock on the door caused her to turn her head. The old man who’d brokered the deal to take her strode into the room smiling, as if he were joining a cocktail party and not checking on a new captive.

      “I hope you find your suite to your liking, my dear,” he said, then turned to his son without waiting for her answer. “I will send up some attendants to ready you both.”

      “Ready us?” T’Kar tilted his head at the elder Crestek. “What do we need to be ready for? I thought our forces were still fighting off the enemy attack.”

      “Yes, yes.” His father waved a hand to dismiss his concerns. “That’s why we need to move quickly. We need to formalize the bond before those barbarians change their mind and use the chaos to their advantage.”

      T’Kar folded his arms over his sizable chest. “I do not understand.”

      His father sighed. “The bonding ceremony between you and the offworlder. It will take place now.”

      “Now?” Holly’s voice sounded shrill, even to her own ears. She was getting married to a total stranger right now? She’d assumed she’d have time to get to know the guy first, not to mention get her ass busted out by her crew.

      The chancellor swiveled his gaze to her, his slippery smile wide. “Do you have a problem with that, my dear? I’m sure there’s still time to bring back your friend and rescind the agreement.”

      Holly bit back a smartass reply. She’d better be nice if she wasn’t getting out anytime soon. And she definitely didn’t want them dragging Max back in there. 

      She gave him a smile equally bright and insincere. “No problem at all.”

      As the elder left in a flourish of swirling silver robes, she steadied her breath. 

      Stay calm, she told herself. You’ll figure a way out of this. You always do. So, you have to get hitched to tall, dark, and hooded. It’s not the end of the world. You’ve dated worse. It’s not like your husband-to-be isn’t incredibly hot. 

      Her internal dialogue wasn’t helping her calm down, since it just reminded her that she’d agreed to marry a total stranger. Seriously, what had she been thinking? Was she really going to go through with this? Did she have a choice?

      She glanced around the room. No exits, except the heavy door in front of which her intended stood. She gulped as she took in his impressive bulk and wondered what else was under that cloak.

      For fuck’s sake, Holly. Stop thinking about the hot alien and start thinking about how to get yourself out of this mess.

      T’Kar locked eyes on her, one slash of an eyebrow twitching up, and for a moment she wondered if she’d said that aloud. Her pulse quickened.

      Shit. Holly had known a lot of men in her day, but she’d never met one who could make her stomach do flips with a single look. Too bad she didn’t know if this was a good sign or very bad one.

      Girl, you are in so much trouble.
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      T’Kar stormed down the hallway, his boots echoing off the stone walls and his long cloak snapping around his heels. He did not pause to knock when he reached the door, pushing hard on the massive, wooden door to enter the room.

      The old man at the long table glanced up at the intrusion, his lined face creasing into a flicker of a smile, before he dropped his head once more. He waved T’Kar forward, even though the motion was unnecessary. T’Kar was already barreling toward him, his face flushed.

      “I trust you have settled the female into your suite,” T’Kar’s father said, his voice flat as he scanned the papers spread out in front of him.

      T’Kar ignored the non-question. “What is this about the wedding taking place now?”

      The Crestek chancellor didn’t bother to raise his head again. “I thought it was perfectly obvious. We need to secure the arrangement before those barbarians come get her.”

      T’Kar flinched at his father’s classification of the Dothveks—the sand-dwelling warriors with whom they shared a common, if distant, ancestry. He’d heard his father’s warnings all his life about the brutal barbarians who dwelled on the sands and desired nothing but war. Recently, though, he’d come in contact with a Dothvek, and had found the warrior to be nothing like he’d been taught. It had only increased his curiosity about his distant relatives, and proven to him that his father’s fears were unfounded.

      “We have no indication they’ll come after her,” T’Kar said. “The female volunteered to come with us, and the Dothveks agreed to the agreement. They have no reason to break the truce, especially not after we fulfilled our side of the bargain and helped beat back the ship of offworlders.”

      His father shook his head and gave him a look as if he was a simpleton. “You think the barbarians need a reason to attack? They are brutes who are always looking to spill blood—Crestek blood. No, they will attack and try to claim the female for themselves.” He waved a spindly hand in the air. “Not that I blame them. They have as few females as we do.”

      T’Kar tried not to let his father’s disdainful tone affect him. “Why would they risk so much for one female? They have all the others. An entire female crew.”

      “A crew of six females.” His father frowned, clearly disapproving. “Who has ever heard of an all-female crew with a spaceship? No wonder they crashed on our planet. They are lucky they didn’t die. And did you see? Some of the females looked as wild as the Dothveks.”

      T’Kar had seen more of the female crew members than his father even knew, but he couldn’t admit that without his father discovering that he’d helped one of them escape from Crestek captivity. “The females are not like us.”

      The Crestek chancellor leaned back in his high-backed chair. “You are correct about that. They seem to be impulsive creatures who have not been properly protected or taught their place. I trust you will remedy that with your new mate.”

      T’Kar flinched at the word ‘mate.’ He hardly knew the creature with the flame-colored hair and the brightly colored clothes. He couldn’t imagine binding himself to a complete stranger, much less one who was being forced into the arrangement.

      “I need more time to help the female adjust to her situation,” he said, leveling his voice in order to placate his father. “There is much to teach her of our ways.”

      His father steepled his fingers, tapping them against each other. “You will have plenty of time for that after the bonding ceremony. And after you consummate the union.”

      T’Kar’s mouth went dry. “You cannot expect her to want to— “

      “Want?” His father pushed his chair back so abruptly it almost tipped backward. “Why do you think I care about what an offworld female wants?”

      T’Kar stepped back as his father stood, his wrinkled hands braced on the table. Even though he was considerably larger than his aging father, the Crestek still had the ability to make him feel like a small boy, cowering under his tirades of criticism.

      “You are a high-born Crestek. You are destined to serve after me. You will be even more powerful than I am.” He slammed one palm on the table. “Unless you insist on giving this offworld female power over you. Who is the male? You or her?”

      T’Kar’s face burned, and he clenched his fists. “I am.”

      His father straightened, giving him a triumphant smile. “You are. You are my son. The only son of the Crestek chancellor. The heir apparent to the ruling class of our people.”

      T’Kar swallowed, tasting bile as he listened to the words he’d heard over and over for his entire life. He might be all the things his father claimed, but he didn’t want any of them. He never had. He didn’t hunger for power, or crave domination. He didn’t want what his father did, and he knew he’d never measured up to his impossible standards. Despite knowing that he would never be his father and never wished to be, he hated himself for it. Even now, the shame of failure was bitter in his throat.

      His father tilted his head at him. “Is it a problem with the female? Do you not find her appealing?”

      T’Kar thought about the small creature he’d left in his suite, her long hair spilling over her shoulders, and her skin an impossibly pale shade. There was no denying that she looked different from Cresteks, who had gold skin, ridges sweeping out from their spines, and peaked ears. Not to mention the fact that she was significantly smaller than any Crestek female. He would be lying if he said he didn’t find her intriguing. “There is no problem. She is acceptable.”

      His father nodded, his lips a thin line. “Of course, I would never mate you to an offworlder if things were not so dire with our females. At least this way, you will have the only claim on her.” He wrinkled his nose. “Our females have gotten too powerful because of their scarcity. Each female has so many partners, we hardly know which male is fathering which child.”

      T’Kar knew his father spoke the truth. After a virus wiped out most of their females, the remaining ones had become in high demand, and monogamy had all but vanished. Couples still bonded, but it was widely known that each female could have her pick of extra partners.

      Despite being considered one of the most eligible and attractive males, T’Kar had avoided forming attachments to any females. The thought of taking another male’s mate to his bed made his stomach turn. He knew this practice would never be accepted by the Dothvek clan, another reason he was so fascinated by the sand warriors.

      Oddly, he felt more of a connection to the barbarians his father feared than to his own kind. It was why he was a part of the secret Crestek separatist movement that sought to become more like they had been before their people broke off from the Dothveks and left the sands. It was why he secretly studied the Dothveks and tried to emulate them. And he knew the sand barbarians would never force a female. Not when they worshipped goddesses and revered their priestesses.

      “I need more time to prepare her,” T’Kar said, trying another tack. “She is not presentable for a bonding ceremony, unless you wish others to see me take a dirty female as a mate?”

      This gave his father pause. “No, that would not do. Since she is an offworlder, she must appear pristine.” He pursed his lips. “We do not want my rivals to say the female is not worthy.”

      “Agreed.” T’Kar hoped this would buy him some time. He wasn’t sure what he hoped would happen. Maybe he did want the Dothveks to attack and rescue the female. Maybe he wanted to leave with them. All he knew was that he could not let his father dictate the most intimate parts of his life.

      The Crestek chancellor lifted a goblet from the table and took a long drink, setting it back down with a thunk and staring at his son. “Do not think I do not know your game.”

      “My game?” T’Kar’s pulse quickened. Had his father heard about his separatist group? Had he gotten a glimpse of the tribal markings he hid underneath his cloak?

      “Your desire to make a love match. Don’t you think I’ve noticed how you’ve turned down every mated female who’s sniffed around you?”

      T’Kar did not reply. His father was wrong. He was not waiting for a love match. He did not believe in love any more than he believed the Dothveks were violent brutes. But he also did not believe in deceiving others. The more he had developed his empathic abilities, the clearer he’d read the feelings of those around him, and the easier it had been for him to realize that no one cared for him. Not in the way he wanted them to. His father cared for him only as a means to consolidate his own power. The Crestek females only cared for how well he could pleasure them. Even the human who waited in his suite only agreed to marry him to save her friend.

      “You are incorrect, father,” T’Kar said. “I do not believe in love matches.”

      His father studied his face for a moment before slapping him on the shoulder. “Good. Then you will take the offworlder as a mate as soon as she is made presentable.”

      T’Kar gave his father a curt bow, swallowing his anger as he left to return to the mate who did not want him.
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      Holly paced circles around the sunken fireplace. After the chancellor had left, T’Kar had made brief apologies and stormed out of the suite. He was not happy, that much was clear. Holly tried not to take it personally that the alien hottie seemed as freaked out about getting hitched as she was, but she wondered if it was her or just the concept he objected to so strongly.

      Keeping alien politics straight was not her forte, especially not when the aliens in question were mortal enemies with the sand barbarians she’d been with before now. It didn’t help that both species looked pretty similar, despite their obvious distaste for each other. It was fair to say that the Dothveks, who lived out on the open sands of the desert planet, were a lot more straightforward than these Cresteks, who’d built themselves a big stone city behind massive walls. If you asked her, living behind walls had made the Cresteks fearful and a little creepy.

      Not that T’Kar was creepy. Stealthy, yes. He’d managed to walk behind her without her even noticing, which was a little surprising. The guy was definitely different from his fellow Cresteks, although she couldn’t put her finger on exactly how, yet.

      Holly considered herself an expert on men. At least, on how to read them and seduce them. She could tell if a guy was interested in her at a hundred paces, and could tell you how good they’d be in bed after a talking to them for a matter of seconds. Her bounty hunter crew mates jokingly called it her superpower.

      The thought of her crew made her stomach twist into a knot. She’d volunteered as a mate for the Crestek chancellor’s son to save them, but the longer she stayed in the city, the more she questioned her decision. Not that she didn’t want to save her friends, but what had she been thinking to agree to a marriage? She was the last person to ever get married. She didn’t even believe in a relationship that lasted more than a single daytime cycle, much less a lifetime commitment. The concept made her shudder.

      It’s not going to happen, she told herself.

      She knew the other bounty hunters well enough to know they weren’t going to leave her in the alien city. No matter what deal they’d made with the Cresteks, no way would they leave the planet without her, or let her become the wife of a total stranger. She was certain that the captain was already coming up with a plan to break her out. One that probably involved using their shapeshifter, Bexli, as a distraction, and their badass Zevrian security chief, Tori, as the muscle. Not to mention, the Dothveks who’d seemed pretty unhappy to have to let the Cresteks take her in exchange for help defeating the other bounty hunter who’d arrived on the planet primed for a fight.

      Holly peered out the tall windows that ran along one side of the wide room. The planet’s two suns had dipped below the city walls—sending a warm glow over the city’s rooftops—but she couldn’t see over them to know what was going on with Mourad’s attack. It was impossible to enjoy the sunset when she knew her friends might be engaged in a battle for their lives against their bounty hunter rival.

      She gritted her teeth as she thought about the horrid Gorglik who’d marooned them on the planet, then returned in search of the bounty they’d convinced him they didn’t have.

      “Too bad the big buffoon never does his own research,” she muttered to herself. Mourad and his crew of burly bounty hunters had made it a habit to chase her and her crew around the galaxy, attempting to steal their bounties, instead of tracking them down himself.

      He’d made a costly error when he’d assumed that Dr. Max Dryden—a scientist with a huge bounty on their head—was a man. The women had been able to convince him that Max was a member of their all-female crew, and he’d marooned her, along with them, on the sand planet. Apparently, he’d figured out his mistake at some point, because the asshole had shown back up looking for Max, and the only way her crew and the Dothveks could fend him off was by making a deal with the Cresteks for help with the battle. That was where she’d come in, offering to take Max’s place in the Crestek city and become T’Kar’s bride.

      Holly sat down on the stone seat that ran around the sunken fireplace, and held her hands out toward the artificial blue flame. Impulsive decisions when it came to men were not completely out of character for her, but she usually got out of them with relative ease. She was the master at slipping out of bed without making a sound, and had slipped off a planet to avoid an awkward goodbye more than a few times.

      Her friends teased her that she had an ex-lover in every port, which wasn’t entirely untrue. But life on a bounty-hunter ship didn’t exactly lend itself to relationships, and she’d never felt the need to get overlay attached to anyone. She had her crew, and that was enough for her. A crew that was going to come for her and get her out before she had to walk down the aisle, or say “I do”, or any of the other things she’d never planned to do in her lifetime.

      If they could, a little voice reminded her. As far as she knew, they were in the middle of a fight for their lives. She only wished she was with them, instead of locked in a room waiting for her sham wedding ceremony.

      The door opened, and she turned to see T’Kar enter. It didn’t take a mind reader to see he was not pleased. His shoulders were hunched, and his sloped eyebrows were pressed together.

      She wasn’t used to men being unhappy to be with her, and a part of her took it as a personal challenge to make him like her.

      “So,” she said, taking big steps to join him above the fireplace. “Either you’re a playboy who doesn’t like the idea of settling down with one woman, or there’s someone special you’d rather be with.”

      His ember eyes met hers, and her stomach flip-flopped. “You are wrong on both counts.”

      She didn’t sense that he was lying, but she also knew he wasn’t thrilled about the situation. She wondered if he was gay. If that was the case, it would be perfect.

      “I prefer women,” he said, catching her off guard.

      Holly knew the Dothveks were empathic and could sense their clansmen’s emotions, but she also knew that the Cresteks were supposed to have lost that ability generations ago. She eyed the alien in the black cloak. Was he really a Crestek?

      The Dothveks had sent one of their warriors into the city undercover when Max had been taken. Maybe they’d managed to pull another fast one on their enemies.

      “And I am Crestek.”

      Holly crossed her arms over her chest. “You sure? I’m getting some serious vibes off you that make me think you’re hiding something.”

      He flipped his hood back, revealing dark-brown hair brushed back and tucked behind his pointed ears. “Are you empathic?”

      She waggled her eyebrows top and down. “I’m just good at reading men. It’s one of my specialties.”

      He studied her, his eyes narrowing slightly. “You are unlike the other female, Max.”

      “Max.” Holly couldn’t help smiling as she thought of the scientist with the short hair. They’d gotten to know each other as they’d tried to repair their damaged ship, then had truly bonded when the Cresteks had taken them captive and dragged them across the desert. She was fond of the scientist, but she also knew she must seem to be a polar opposite of the shy, insecure woman. “We’re not so different.”

      T’Kar assessed her bright clothes that dipped low to show her cleavage. “You like to be noticed. She did not.”

      Holly shrugged. “What can I say? I like men. When you’re an engineer, everyone expects you to be butch and act like a guy. I decided to go against what everyone expected of me. It makes life more fun.”

      “And fun is important to you?”

      “Don’t you like to have fun?”

      “I’m expected to take my father’s place as chancellor. Fun is not something I think about often.”

      “Too bad.” Holly twisted her hips as she approached him. “Maybe what you need is a little fun. Maybe we can have some fun together.”

      “You think me taking you as a mate is about pleasure?”

      She pressed a hand to his chest, the hard bulk of his muscles surprising her. “It could be. If we’re in this together, why not have a little fun?”

      His hand closed over hers, but his grip was tight. “I am expected to take you as a mate and impregnate you quickly so you can give birth to my heir. Do you still think that sounds like fun?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      T’Kar held her small hand underneath his, enjoying the feel of her soft skin, even as she stiffened. She jerked her hand away from him and staggered back.

      “Impregnate? Excuse me? No one said anything about getting me knocked up.”

      He almost smiled at her naïveté. “What did you think you were needed for?”

      Her mouth opened and closed a few times, but she didn’t reply. He suspected the reality of the situation was hitting her.

      “Do not worry,” he said, watching her gaze dart around the room. “I have no intention of forcing myself on you.”

      Her shoulders relaxed slightly. “So, we’re not going to…?”

      “Not now,” he said, taking long steps to the windows and staring out at the fading light. “Not before the bonding ceremony.”

      “He wasn’t serious about that, was he?” she asked. “He can’t expect me to get married two seconds after I agree to it.”

      T’Kar gave a mirthless laugh, but didn’t turn. “You do not know my father.”

      “Listen,” Holly said. “It’s nothing personal, but I can’t marry you. I can’t marry anyone. It’s just not in the cards for me.”

      T’Kar spun around. Maybe his father was right about these offworlder females. “Then why did you agree to be my mate?”

      She threw her hands up in the air. “I don’t know. To save Max. To prevent a huge fight where people would have died. I thought I was doing something honorable, but I also thought we’d hang out for a while before we had to go through with it.”

      “Hang out for a while?”

      She dragged a hand through her fiery hair. “Yeah, you know, get to know each other. Go through some sort of courtship. That sort of thing. No one said it would be a wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am arrangement. And no one mentioned having to get pregnant. I definitely wouldn’t have agreed to that.”

      “You do not wish to procreate?”

      She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Okay, now you’re making me sound like a romantic, and that’s hard to do. Who says procreate? And for your information, no, I don’t plan on having kids.”

      He looked at her. He didn’t sense any deception from her, although he did see that she was irritated. “I though all females wanted to reproduce.”

      She tapped one toe on the stone floor. “There’s a lot about women you don’t know, buddy.”

      Although he had not originally wanted to take a mate, he was starting to feel offended that she was so opposed to the idea. And that she clearly wanted no part of having his offspring. “Do you find me unattractive?”

      “What?”

      “You do not wish to be my mate,” he said, striding toward her and dropping the cloak from his shoulders. “There must be a reason. Do you find me unattractive?”

      “Me not wanting to get knocked up by a total stranger has nothing to do with how good-looking you are.” Her gaze traveled from his face to the form-fitting tunic he wore over loose pants, and she let out a small sigh.

      He watched as her pupils dilated, the green in her eyes overtaken by the darker center.

      “Is that a tattoo?” Her voice was soft, and he realized she could see the top of his dark markings peeking out from under the neckline of his tunic.

      He pulled the garment over his head and walked over so that he stood right in front of her. Her mouth dropped open.

      “Fuck,” she whispered. “Who knew you were hiding all this under all that black fabric?”

      T’Kar glanced down at his own chest. The dark markings covered most of his chest, like a semicircular breastplate that stretched over his shoulders. He knew it was common among the Dothveks to have markings on their arms or chest—he’d read about the importance of their tribal markings in forbidden texts—but it was uncommon for Cresteks to mark themselves. He didn’t know why he was showing this female, when even those who had known him all his life had no idea.

      She raised a hand as if to touch him, then hesitated.

      “It’s okay,” he told her. He wanted her to touch them. He wanted someone to see them, to know this part of him. To know there was more to him than duty.

      Her fingertips grazed his skin as she feathered them across his chest. “Your skin is hard, but still soft. Like velvet.”

      He tilted his head. “Velvet?”

      “A human fabric,” she said, tracing her fingers along the edge of his markings. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “And you are human? Like Max?”

      Holly took her hand back and stepped away, clearing her throat. “Yep. We’re both human, but I don’t know if Max was born on Earth or not. I wasn’t. Not many humans are, anymore. There’s not much left to the planet, so most people who can, leave.”

      T’Kar couldn’t imagine being able to leave his planet. He’d barely gone beyond the city walls and he’d never crossed the sands, as much as he was drawn to them.

      He picked up his tunic and slipped it over his head. “You live on a ship that flies through space, correct?”

      She took a breath. “That’s right. We never stay any place more than a few days.”

      “And you do not miss having a home?”

      “The ship is my home, and the crew is my family. It doesn’t matter where we happen to be.” She rubbed her arms as if she were suddenly chilled. “We’ve been through a lot together, and we always have each other’s backs. I know those women will never let me down, no matter what.”

      He felt a stab of guilt that he was the reason she was separated from the friends she considered family. He’d never felt a closeness like the one she described, not even with his own father. His friends in the separatist movement were more like colleagues who all had a similar goal, but he would not miss them. No, he’d never experienced a family like the one she had.

      “How do females from different planets come together like this?” he asked.

      She grinned. “Our captain, Danica, has a talent for finding people. She seems to know you can do something before you do, and she has so much faith in you that you don’t have any choice but to live up to what she thinks of you.”

      “Is that what happened with you?”

      Holly walked toward the window and looked out through the dusk. “I was already working with my father as an engineer. He’d trained me, but the outpost we lived on didn’t need two of us. When Danica arrived in her banged-up, old ship looking for an engineer, my father told her about me. I was her second hire, after Caro, our pilot. The rest is history.”

      “You left your father to join her crew?” T’Kar asked. He had a hard time imagining a Crestek or Dothvek father ever letting a daughter out of their sight, much less sending one away to be a bounty hunter.

      Holly shrugged. “It was a good opportunity, and he didn’t need me.”

      T’Kar noticed a flicker of something dark beneath her eyes and sensed something painful, but he did not pry. His own father caused him pain, so it was not surprising that someone else’s father would do the same.

      “You wish to return to your crew, even though you do not have a ship to work on?” he asked.

      “Fuck, yeah, I do. Just because we don’t have a ship now, doesn’t mean we aren’t going to get one.” She shook a finger at him. “Never underestimate the bounty hunter babes.”

      “And you believe these babes will come get you?”

      “Without a doubt,” Holly said. “We never leave a woman behind. It’s just a matter of time before they come for me.”

      “What would you say if I told you that I could help you join them sooner?” T’Kar asked, watching her face light up then her eyes narrow.

      “You mean help me escape? Why would you do that?”

      T’Kar rocked back on his heels. “Let us say I do not like to do my father’s bidding, or force anyone else to.”

      Holly nibbled the corner of her bottom lip. He knew it was a nervous habit, but staring at her plump lips made all the blood in his body rush south.

      “Okay,” she said, “so how do we get out?”

      T’Kar walked to the door, pulling a long, beige cloak from a hook. “There is a tunnel at the back of the city.”

      “That’s where you came out with Max and Kush?”

      He nodded, beckoning for her to join him at the door. “Once we are outside the walls, we should be able to disappear in the mountain range.”

      “Shouldn’t we wait until dark or something?”

      “There is no time to wait. At least now my father’s staff is distracted by our wedding preparations.”

      Holly let him drape the cloak over her shoulders. “I still don’t get why you’re doing this. Won’t you get in trouble?”

      He took a long breath. “I do not plan to return.”

      Her mouth fell open at his admission, but before she could say anything, the door swung open, and a cluster of Cresteks swept into the room, the largest one draped in purple robes and clapping his hands as a pair of females fluttered over to Holly.

      “Hey, what the fuck?” Holly swatted at the females as they linked arms with her and started to bustle her out of the room.

      T’Kar stepped forward. “Where are you taking her?”

      The rotund Crestek in purple placed a beefy hand on his chest. “She is being taken to be prepared for the bonding.” He gave T’Kar an oily smile. “Don’t worry. We will not damage your pretty little mate.”

      Holly gave him a desperate look over her shoulder as she was dragged away. He couldn’t stop her without causing a scene and alerting his father, but he hated seeing her being taken. Especially when they’d been so close to leaving.

      He cursed himself under his breath. Now they would have to wait, and unless he was very bold, now they would have to go through with the ceremony.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Holly heard the voices as if they were coming from a great distance. Or maybe she was in a cave. Or underwater, since they sounded so distorted.

      “She’s coming to,” one of the voices said.

      Holly blinked a few times, then opened her eyes wide to try to get a better look in the dimly lit room. She was lying in a bed of some kind, with a blanket folded neatly across her chest. There were no overhead lights, but pillars at the edges of the room that appeared to glow, giving the space a golden hue.

      A Crestek woman stood next to her, peering down and smiling. “She appears to be alert and undamaged.”

      The round man dressed up like a giant grape walked up to stand next to the woman. “That’s a relief. The chancellor would have been most displeased.”

      “What are you talking about?” Holly asked, startled that her words sounded slurred. “What did you do to me?”

      The purple man patted her hand with his cold one. “We merely sedated you to make the ceremony prep easier.”

      Holly’s head felt heavy, and her tongue thick. “What kind of crazy-ass wedding planner are you? No one gets sedated to get ready.”

      The man smiled tightly. “We had much to do, and you were less than agreeable.”

      Holly remembered fighting them when they’d told her they were going to remove every hair south of her eyebrows. She might have even kicked the tubby grape. That’s when she’d gotten a jab in her shoulder.

      She tried to sit up, but her head swam. She put a hand to her forehead. “My friends are so going to kick your asses.”

      The man chuckled. “Of course, dear.”

      “Where’s T’Kar?” Holly asked. The last thing she remembered about the big alien was him arguing with Mr. Purple about taking her. “Did you sedate him, too?”

      The woman giggled. “Why would we sedate him?”

      “I don’t know,” Holly muttered. “Because you’re fucking sadists?”

      The woman’s brow furrowed, her translator clearly not computing the word. Either that, or the Crestek language didn’t have a word for sadist.

      Holly took a steadying breath and forced herself to sit up and push the blanket off. “If you’re done with your maniacal hair removal, I’m going back to my room.”

      The Cresteks exchanged a glance, then the man cleared his throat. “I’m afraid there isn’t time to go back to the room before the ceremony.”

      Holly spotted a dress hanging on a hook on one wall. It wasn’t white, but it was made out of layers of shimmery, silver fabric and screamed ‘wedding dress.’ “So, you’re telling me I’m getting married right now?”

      The woman bobbed her head up and down. “T’Kar is waiting for you in the next room.”

      Holly’s stomach somersaulted, but she wasn’t sure if it was a side effect of being sedated, or the idea of being bonded to the huge alien she couldn’t quite get a read on.

      “This is crazy,” she said, under her breath. “Are you sure you didn’t give me a hallucinogen while I was out?”

      “Oh, no,” the woman said. “That would have interfered with the procedure— “

      The man elbowed her. “Enough jabbering. We need to get her in the dress. We don’t want to disappoint the chancellor ,and he’s already been waiting.”

      Holly glanced down and saw that she wore a kind of thin robe, reminiscent of the ones worn for surgery. “Well, I definitely can’t wear this. What did you do with my clothes, by the way?”

      The woman scrunched her nose. “They were filthy. We had to destroy them.”

      “You destroyed my clothes?” She would have stamped her foot if her head didn’t ache. “I loved that blouse.”

      “You will love this more.” The woman rushed over and pulled the dress off the wall, draping it across her arm as she walked back to Holly.

      Taking the fabric between her fingers, Holly rubbed it. “Silky. Not bad.” She stepped out of the robe, not surprised to find that they had also taken her underwear and bra and allowed the wedding dress to be dropped over her head.

      The silver straps hung from her shoulders, the gossamer fabric dipping low to reveal ample amounts of cleavage. Okay, that part she liked, and the color wasn’t bad. It felt a little odd to be going completely commando, not that she could have worn a bra with the dress.

      The woman bent over and slipped strappy shoes on her feet, giving her a couple of inches of elevation and making her grab the round man for support as she wobbled. She was still a little dizzy, and she wasn’t used to wearing heels. You didn’t wear anything but boots when you worked on a spaceship. Not unless you wanted to end up with broken toes.

      “You look perfect,” the woman said, smiling at her once she’d stepped back. “For an offworlder.”

      Holly hesitated. “Shouldn’t I do something to my hair? Or put on some makeup?”

      The Crestek woman giggled. “We did that while you were out. You look lovely.”

      Holly touched a hand to her hair and could tell that it had been brushed out into soft waves. It would be nice to check herself in a mirror, but she guessed she’d have to take their word for it.

      Mr. Purple pushed her forward, and before she could ask anything else, she was walking out into an enclosed courtyard. At the far end was a fountain burbling water, and in front of it stood T’Kar and the chancellor. The chancellor wore the silver robes she’d always seen him in, but T’Kar did not wear a robe. He wore dark pants and a midnight-blue tunic that seemed to glimmer in the light from the flickering wall sconces.

      Holly’s breath caught in her throat. The tunic buttoned up to his neck, and covered the tattoos she’d run her hands over earlier, but it was snug enough to show the width of his shoulders and the expense of his chest muscles. Even the pants were form-fitting, his thighs like tree trunks and a bulge down one side making her do a double-take. Shit, the alien was packing. Not that she was all that surprised. He was probably over seven feet tall, and everything about him was seriously huge.

      She swallowed hard. Holly had always enjoyed men, all kinds of men. There was no shame in that, or in enjoying sex. Lots of it. But she’d always been very careful not to get involved in anything more.

      She kept her encounters fun and casual. No strings attached, no emotional commitment. No talk of the future. Sure, she had some guys she’d hooked up with more than once, but they always knew the rules going in, and she’d never had any complaints. Were there some she’d liked more than others? Sure, but none she’d liked enough to make it exclusive.

      So, what the actual fuck was she doing, about to walk down the aisle and marry a huge alien she barely knew? Not to mention one who was about as thrilled about it as she was, which was to say, not much. She reminded herself that she shouldn’t be offended that the guy wasn’t falling all over himself to marry her. That was the last thing she wanted, right? I mean, she wouldn’t have objected to a little more interest from T’Kar, but it wasn’t like she wanted him all over her.

      She looked at him, his amber eyes locking with hers. Shit. Why did he make her so nervous? Maybe because he was built, gorgeous, and had a rebellious streak. Even the whiff of a bad boy was like catnip to her, and this guy with his secret tattoo and plans to escape made her pulse skitter like a water bug.

      It’s not like this is real, she reminded herself, as the purple-skinned alien jabbed a bundle of greenery in her hands. He’s not really going to be your husband, or mate, or whatever. He’s going along with this just like you are, so there’s no reason to be nervous.

      She took a shaky step forward, repeating the words ‘it’s not real’ in her head over and over until she reached T’Kar, and he took her hand and squeezed. She gazed up at him and felt her knees go weak. Then why did it feel so real?
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      T’Kar’s heart seemed to constrict as he watched Holly step out into the courtyard. The tiny human looked very different without smudges of dirt on her skin, and her red hair falling haphazardly around her face. She’d been scrubbed almost pink and her hair arranged in loose waves that spilled around her shoulders, bringing even more attention to her green eyes. He allowed his gaze to wander down to the gauzy dress that clung to her curves and showed ample bare skin. He was not used to females who were so soft and curvy, and looking at her made his cock strain against his pants.

      He stole a glance at his father, who stood rigidly next to him. His gaze also focused on Holly, but his eyes were cold and calculating. T’Kar wondered what his father had planned for her and for him. He only hoped they’d be long gone before either of them had a chance to find out.

      “She is appealing,” his father said, his voice raspy and low. “For an offworlder. I don’t suppose you will have any problems performing?”

      T’Kar shot him a look, but the old man did not look abashed.

      “If I am to have an heir, the girl will have to arouse you,” he said, with a shrug.

      T’Kar fought to urge to run from the place, taking Holly with him. He knew they would not get far, and when he ran, he needed to run for good.

      “You do not need to worry about what I do with my mate,” he said, hearing the deadly rumble of his own voice.

      The chancellor flicked his gaze at him with mild interest. “We will see how quickly you can get her with child.”

      T’Kar clenched one hand into a fist to control himself. “That is none of your concern.”

      “If it wasn’t my concern, we would not be here, and I would not have ensured her readiness for you.”

      T’Kar swung his head to look at his father, whose gaze remained on Holly. His father said so many things, it was often difficult to determine which were empty threats and which were warnings to heed. Of anyone, his father was the most enigmatic to read, and the one whose thoughts and feelings he’d worked hardest to decipher.

      The chancellor smiled, but his eyes stayed hard and intense. “Where do you think she’s been for the past few hours?” He let out a chuckle. “It does not take that long to fix a female’s hair.”

      A rush of protectiveness for the female made his face flush with heat. “What did you do to her?”

      His father fluttered a hand, as if brushing away his concern with an impatient flick. “Do not upset yourself. She is unharmed, and she has no idea we removed her device.”

      “Device?” T’Kar did not know much about the females who’d crashed on his planet, but he did know they had arrived in a spaceship, which meant they possessed more technology than his people.

      “A device to prevent her from procreating.” The old man curled his lip. “Common with offworlders who need to control their populations.”

      T’Kar tried to imagine a world in which offspring were so common that there were devices to prevent them. His planet had suffered from a lack of females for as long as he could remember, so such devices were unthinkable. Even though he was aghast that Holly had such a device, he also was shocked his father had had it removed without her knowledge. The idea of Crestek healers touching her stirred something primal within him.

      “You will not touch her again,” he said. “No one will.”

      Another chuckle from his father, but this time he looked over and cocked an eyebrow. “I am glad to see you acting like a jealous mate. It is long past time. But do not worry. We did not hurt her. She did not feel a thing.”

      T’Kar looked away from the chancellor as Holly began to walk toward him. The clutch of greenery in her hands shook, and her cheeks were tinged pink. She was clearly nervous, and most likely regretting her decision to volunteer to take her friend’s place. He did not blame her. She had not asked for any of this, and neither had he.

      When she reached him, he took her hand and squeezed it. She gazed up at him, smiling even though the corners of her mouth trembled.

      “Do not be scared,” he whispered.

      “I’m not,” she lied.

      “You’re trembling.”

      “I shake when I’m happy,” she said.

      He could not help a small grin. “I will keep that in mind.”

      His father stepped in front of them and cleared his throat. “It is unfortunate we could not have a public celebration of the first union between a Crestek and a…”

      “Human,” Holly said, winning a tight smile from his father.

      A low hum in the distance made Holly flinch beside him, and his father’s smile falter. Was the alien ship leaving or flying closer?

      “T’Kar, son of Vrokden,” the chancellor intoned, ”do you accept this female as your mate?”

      T’Kar’s throat was dry, but he managed to move his head up and down. “Yes, I take her.”

      Her hand twitched in his, as the sound of distant blaster fire pierced the air.

      “Very good,” his father said. “As there is no male to give this female, I will act as proxy. This bonding is official, and upon its consummation, it shall not be broken.”

      Holly looked from T’Kar to his father. “Don’t I have to say anything? Don’t you need to ask me if I agree?”

      “Ask the female?” His father laughed, one of his rare, genuine ones. “How quaint, my dear.”

      Holly scowled at him, but before she could say something, a pair of Crestek soldiers in long, gray cloaks burst into the courtyard, causing them all to turn quickly.

      “The ship is over the city,” one yelled. “We need to get everyone to safety, in case they open fire.”

      T’Kar glanced up. He could hear the growing roar of an engine, but could not yet see the ship of the bounty hunter who was after the offworld females.

      Holly’s expression darkened. “Mourad. I wish I could blast that asshole out of the sky.”

      “If he is leaving, that means the combined Crestek and Dothvek forces repelled him,” T’Kar said.

      Holly shook her head, her grip on his hand tightening. “If he’s leaving, it means he got what he came for.”

      He could sense sadness rush over her. “We should get to safety.”

      She nodded, but he could see that she was barely registering his words. One of the chancellor’s attachés—a Crestek who wore purple robes—rushed forward to take Holly’s other arm.

      T’Kar’s father caught him by the sleeve before he could leave. “If the threat is gone, the Dothveks will be coming for her. You might be bonded to her now, but it is not complete until you mate with her.”

      T’Kar shook him off, but his father held tight. “You cannot waste any time. Claim her now, and they cannot take her from you. Not even the barbarians would sever a mating bond.”

      T’Kar left his father to join Holly, but the words echoed in his head and stirred a primitive fear deep in his belly.
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      “So, how long do we have to stay locked in here?” Holly asked, as a parade of attendants arranged trays of food on a long table, and bottles of wine in ice buckets built into one wall.

      The sheer, ivory drape had been pulled back to reveal a dining area with a rectangular, stone-topped table and two low benches on each side. Holly wondered how many more rooms were hidden behind panels of drape and how far the suite extended. She peeked behind the wall of fabric on the other side of the table, dropping it quickly when she saw a large bed.

      “Until the threat is gone,” T’Kar said, choosing his words carefully in front of the Crestek attendants.

      Holly plucked one of the bottles out of the wall and held it up to the light, swirling the pale orange contents. “Is this wine, or some other kind of booze?”

      T’Kar hesitated, and she thought he must have been stuck on the word ‘booze’.

      “Will this get me drunk?” she asked.

      One of the attendants grinned and gave T’Kar a knowing look as he pulled the door shut behind him.

      “Most certainly,” her new husband told her.

      “Good.” Holly located a pair of goblets on the table and filled them both. “I think after taking part in a wedding ceremony where I didn’t actually get to say ‘I do,’ I could use a drink.”

      She handed him the other glass and clinked his. “Cheers.”

      He stared at her while she took a long gulp, but didn’t raise his glass.

      The drink was sweet, but it made Holly’s fingers buzz almost instantly. “That has a kick, doesn’t it?”

      “I would suggest not overindulging—“ T’Kar began.

      “I’m sure you would,” she cut him off. “But you’re not the one who got poked and primped and then married off without getting a word in edgewise. If we’re not breaking out of this place anytime soon—and from the look on your face I’m guessing we’re not—then I’m going to kick back and enjoy my wedding night. I’ll only ever have one.”

      She didn’t wait for his response, as she took her glass and the bottle down to the sunken square fireplace. The blue flames danced, giving off heat but not making the noise of real fire. Holly missed the crackling of wood, although it had been a long time since she’d laid eyes on an actual, wood-burning blaze.

      Leaning back on the stair-steps that also served as a bench around the fire, she patted the spot next to her. “Aren’t you going to join me?”

      His eyes were wary, the warmth from the wedding ceremony replaced with hesitation. “You are sure you are all right?”

      “Me? I’m great. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      He took the stone steps in a couple of long strides without spilling his still-full glass and joined her on the bench. “I thought you might be upset that the ceremony happened so quickly.”

      She took another gulp, draining the glass and letting the warmth spread through her body. “It’s not your fault. Anyway, now that Mourad is gone, it’s only a matter of time before my crew breaks me out of here.”

      T’Kar glanced up at the heavy door. “I do not think even the Dothveks can get past all the guards patrolling the city, now.”

      Holly leaned back to take all of him in. He was more upset than she was. She could see it on his face. But why?

      She put a hand to his chest and walked her fingers up to his neck. “You’re the one who isn’t all right. What’s up? Cold feet? Wedding night jitters?”

      He peered down at his feet, his brow furrowing in obvious confusion. “My feet are not cold. Are yours?”

      She laughed. “It’s an expression. It means you’re having second thoughts, regretting your decision.”

      “Oh. That is not it, although I do not think this was either of our decision.”

      “True.” Holly noticed a muscle tense in his jaw, and her gaze focused on his face. For an alien, he was pretty good looking—thick, brown hair, square jaw, amber eyes made even more dramatic by the dark slashes of brows over them. No reason they couldn’t have fun before she busted out of there. She slowly unfastened the top button of his tunic and feathered her fingers across the hollow of his throat.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      She shrugged, the wine making her fingers tingle as they dipped lower beneath his tunic. “I don’t see why we shouldn’t have fun. I mean, we’re two adults locked in a room with tons of booze.” She scanned the area. “And I don’t see any entertainment screens to distract us.”

      He swallowed, his Adam’s apple moving beneath her fingers. “I do not know if that is such a good idea. We should be ready to leave.”

      She unhooked another button. “You said it yourself. The guards won’t leave until they’re sure the danger has passed, and I’m guessing that won’t be tonight.”

      “Just because we are bonded does not mean you are obliged to— “

      “Obliged?” She raised an eyebrow at him. “Trust me. Fucking you won’t be any sort of hardship.”

      The golden skin on his neck flushed darker. “I thought you did not want to have offspring.”

      She let out a breath but kept unbuttoning. “You sure know how to sweet-talk a girl. Why are we talking about kids? I told you that isn’t my thing, but it’s also something we don’t need to worry about. I’ve got an implant that takes care of all that.” She pulled back. “You don’t have a weird alien STD, do you?”

      “STD?”

      “Sexually transmitted diseases. They’ve been pretty much wiped out everywhere, but from what I’ve seen, you don’t have much contact with other planets. Do Cresteks have STDs?”

      He shook his head, his expression horrified.

      She opened his tunic to reveal the top of his tattoo. “Good. One more thing not to worry about. See? We have no reason not to have a little fun while we’re stuck in here.”

      There was nothing quite as exciting as sex with a new guy, Holly thought. You never knew what you were going to get, and the uncertainly sent a thrill through her each time. Sure, sometimes she was disappointed, but the anticipation was enough to make up for the occasional dud.

      “About your implant—” T’Kar said.

      She let out a huff of breath. “You’ll never know it’s there. I promise. It’s tiny.” She dragged her hand down his chest, her gaze dropping even lower. “Unlike some things.”

      “That is not what I meant.” He bit his lower lip.

      He was really worked up about her implant, although she couldn’t get why. Most guys were thrilled to know there was no chance of an accident, although maybe his father wasn’t the only one who was hoping she’d get pregnant. “Wait. You aren’t one of those guys who thinks he’s not a real man until he gets someone knocked up, are you?”

      He looked truly offended. Okay, so that wasn’t it. She stifled a yawn as she studied him.

      “I just think we should wait until you— “

      “Until what?” She grabbed the bottle and refilled her glass, then tossed it back in a single gulp hoping to power through her urge to take a nap. “Until I rethink my impulsive decision? Don’t think that just because of some ceremony you know what’s good for me. You’re not really my husband, and you’re certainly not my father. I’m old enough to decide what I want and when I want it.”

      “According to Crestek law, you are my mate,” he said, his eyes snapping.

      She swung around so that she was straddling his lap. His eyes widened, but the hard bar of his cock pressed into her leg. “Oh yeah? Prove it.”
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      His breath was shallow, and his pulse raced, as her small body pressed against his. When she ground herself on his cock, his eyes nearly rolled into the back of his head. He’d never wanted a female as much in his life, but he also knew he couldn’t claim her. Not like this. Not when she didn’t know what had been done to her.

      He wanted to tell her, but he also knew how violated she’d feel once she knew. He couldn’t bear the look in her eyes if she discovered what his father had done, what his people had done. The thought made him sick. It would make her murderous. He needed her to be calm enough to sneak out of the city with him, not determined to get revenge on his father. Not that he would blame her.

      Her fingers worked deftly on the remaining buttons of his tunic until she pushed back both sides and smoothed her hands across his chest. Her touch was scorching, and he bit back a moan.

      “You like that?” she whispered, leaning her head down to kiss his bare flesh.

      Rolling his head back, he bit his lip until he tasted blood. Her kisses moved down his body, the heat of her mouth making his cock throb painfully.

      If she kept this up, he would not be able to control himself. Even now, he felt his resolve crumbling. Without thinking about it, his hands had moved to her back, and he’d slipped the silver straps of her gown off her shoulders.

      She made a purring noise, and the vibrations of her lips against his skin sent a hard shiver down his spine.

      T’Kar stood quickly, his hands cupping her ass so she would not fall and took the steps two at a time. He strode past the dining table and the trays of food, the savory scents wafting up, and pushed aside the wall of sheer fabric.

      She glanced over her shoulder and spotted the bed, her grip on his shoulders tightening. She clenched his waist with her legs and wiggled down so that her ass cheeks rubbed against his cock.

      Almost blinded with desire, he lowered her to the bed. She let out a breathy moan as she sank into the soft fabrics, her eyes half-lidded as she looked up at him.

      T’Kar unwound her arms from his neck and pinned them over her head.

      Her eyes flared for a moment, but then she blinked heavily. “You like it like that, do you? Well, that’s okay with me.”

      Holding her wrists together with one of his hands, he unwound her legs from his waist with the other until they flopped off the edge of the bed. Her dress had bunched at her waist, so he smoothed it down, trying not to focus too much on the soft skin of her bare thighs. Her breathing had deepened, and when he looked up, her eyes were closed.

      T’Kar released her wrists and leaned back, staring down at the small creature asleep on the bed. It had taken every ounce of his self-control not to claim her. Even though the female was rightfully his, he did not want her like this. He did not want to be just a bit of fun. He felt an urge to protect her, even from herself and even from him. And especially from his father.

      He stroked a hand down her cheek, marveling at the softness of her skin and the contrast of the creamy paleness against her brightly colored hair. The thought of her being his sent a thrill through him, even as he reminded himself that she didn’t consider him anything more than a temporary good time. She certainly didn’t think of herself as his.

      You don’t deserve her, he told himself. He could almost hear his father’s hard voice echoing inside his head, telling him he was weak and lacked ambition. Maybe the old man was right. He didn’t aspire to power. He’d never wanted it. It was a failing his father had sensed in him from the beginning. He was more like his mother. Wasn’t that what the old man had hissed at him every time he’d shown a flicker of kindness? His mother, who had died bringing him into the world. Showing the ultimate weakness, according to his father.

      Staggering back, T’Kar headed for the bathroom tucked away behind the bed—the only room with stone walls instead of curtains. The tub was sunken into the center of the room, much like the fireplace, with steam rising off the water within. He inhaled the scent of oils that perfumed the water, their sweetness relaxing the knots in his neck.

      Leaning against the long, stone counter, he forced himself to suck in deep breaths. Maybe his father was right, and he was weak, but he would not force himself on a female who’d been dragged to the altar. He did not care if it was weakness.

      T’Kar shed his clothes, leaving them in a pile on the floor, and plunged himself into the hot water. He was grateful for the sharp sting of the heat as he walked deeper into the square tub, then dipped his knees so that his shoulders were submerged. As soothing as the heat was, it did nothing to alleviate the hardness of his cock.

      Thinking of Holly sleeping on the bed made him take his cock in his fist and stroke up and down. He leaned one hand against the edge of the tub as he pumped, the heat and friction making his body quiver. Images of Holly filled his mind—her vivid hair, her soft curves, her flashing eyes as she’d rubbed against him.

      It had been easy to keep Crestek females at arm’s length. They were all so mercenary and loose with their affections, flitting from man to man, never needing to choose one. The thought of being left again and again had made it easy to rebuff their advances, because he knew how it would end, and he knew how he would feel. No release was worth that.

      His hand slipped easily over the length of his cock, his fingers bumping along his rings as he squeezed tighter and pumped harder. The human female was different. He might not have the empathic skills of the Dothveks, but he sensed no deception or clever schemes when he read her. But he also knew she had no intentions of staying. She wanted to get back to her crew, not another male. He knew she had no attachment to anyone special, aside from the females she worked with. That attachment was deep and real, and for a moment he envied it and envied them.

      Then he thought of her as she’d unbuttoned his tunic, her deft fingers brushing against his skin and her hot breath on his neck. It had been so long since anyone had touched him like that. He closed his eyes and straightened, his torso rising out of the water. Water sluiced off his cock, the sweet-smelling oils making it slick in his palm.

      He stroked himself as he thought about the female in the other room. The one lying on his bed. The one who’d been bonded to him. Would it be so bad to get close to her? Was it so wrong to want to claim his mate? He let his mind wander as his hand slid up and down. Holly was beneath him on the bed, but she was awake, and she was telling him how much she wanted him.

      Arching her back, she brought his attention to her soft, full breasts and her pink nipples. He wanted to taste them, to feel the points harden as he swirled his tongue around them.

      “I want you T’Kar. There’s only you.” Her fingers wandered down his chest until they clasped his cock and squeezed, provoking a growl from deep in his throat.

      Sons of the goddesses, her touch felt incredible. But he shouldn’t. He knew he shouldn’t. She was practically a stranger. An arrangement made for him by his father. Something else he hadn’t earned.

      She stroked his cock up and down until he thought he might explode. “I’m your mate. Aren’t you going to fuck your mate?”

      His resistance crumbled. Tangling a hand in her hair, he pulled her to him until their mouths met in a molten kiss, tongues fighting as she made soft keening sounds.

      When he spread her legs, notched his cock at her slick entrance, and drove deep inside her, her sweet sounds became primal. Holly groaned as he thrust himself hard, her tight heat like a vise he couldn’t get enough of.

      “I want it hard,” she gasped. “I want my mate to ride me hard.”

      Her fingernails dug into his shoulders, the pain mingling with his pleasure and making him grit his teeth to keep from screaming and exploding inside her. No, it was too soon. He needed to feel her pleasure first. He needed to feel her wet heat pulse around him.

      “Like this?” he managed to ask, as he thrust faster.

      She dropped her head back. “Just like that, T’Kar. Can’t you feel how wet you make me? Can’t you feel how much I want you? Only you.”

      He felt it, and he felt her body begin to tremble, gripping his cock like a vise. Only him. He lost all control, shooting inside her and hearing her scream his name.
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      T’Kar opened his eyes and heaved in deep breaths. Steam continued to rise up off the water around him, and he glanced down at his engorged cock as it still twitched. He felt spent, his breathing jagged and his legs shaky. He’d never had a release so hard or so good.

      The Crestek females who’d offered themselves to him had never been his, and he’d found the encounters hollow. Holly on the other hand… He shook his head. She was also not his. Not really. At least ,she didn’t think so. Imagining her as his and his alone was a delicious fantasy, but he knew that was all it was.

      After he’d steadied his breath, he sunk beneath the water again, letting it envelop his shoulders and melt away the last remnants of arousal coiling in his belly before standing and leaving the tub. He dried himself with a thick, flat-woven towel, wrapping it around his waist as he returned to the bedroom.

      “That will do us no good.” His father leaned against the wall with his arms folded and his eyes trained on the sleeping female. He shot a glance at his son. “Neither will what you were doing in there.”

      Although he was still warm from bathing, heat prickled the back of his neck. “What are you doing in my private chamber?”

      “Checking on you. Confirming my suspicions.”

      T’Kar strode past his father, reminding himself that he was a grown man, a man large enough to best his father in any battle. He pulled a pair of loose pants from a cabinet built into the wall, dropping his towel and pulling them on without turning away. His father’s expression flickered over the tattoo he despised, but he did not look away, either.

      T’Kar knew the Dothveks did not hide their bodies, and in the privacy of his own chambers, he’d trained himself to be comfortable with his skin. What he did not like was the way his father’s gaze slid over the prone female.

      “What do you want?” T’Kar asked.

      “After the sacrifice I made to get you a female, you do nothing,” his father said, waving a hand at the bed.

      “She is asleep.” T’Kar stepped between his father and Holly. “What did you expect me to do?”

      His father’s thin lips curled up. “What I, and any other breathing Crestek would have done. Claim her and seal your bonding.”

      T’Kar flinched but widened his stance, as if standing guard. “How do you know I have not?”

      His father gave a snort of derision. “You would have no need of spilling your seed in the bathing pool, if you had spilled it inside her.”

      T’Kar clenched his fists, sickened by the thought that his father had seen him. “When I claim my mate is no one’s business but my own.”

      The chancellor stepped closer, his robes rustling around his legs. “That is where you are wrong. It was I who got you the female, and be know that I can also take her away.” His gaze slid to Holly, his pupils widening. “Perhaps I can do the job you seem unwilling to do.”

      T’Kar squared his shoulders. “You will not touch my mate.”

      His father narrowed his eyes at him for a moment, then smiled. “I am glad you think of her as your mate, but be sure she is not yours, yet. What can be given, can also be taken away.” His gaze drifted down to his son’s bare chest. “Only the worthiest deserve such a prize, wouldn’t you agree?”

      The Crestek spun on his heel, leaving T’Kar heaving in his breath, his heart knocking against his ribs. Although he was twice the old man’s size, he still felt like a child in his father’s presence—a child who was never found worthy. He kept his eyes trained on the fabric wall his father had left through, bracing himself for the man’s return, even after he heard the heavy door click shut.

      When he was certain his father was gone, he walked over to the bed and sank down next to Holly. She’d slept peacefully through all of it, the wine dulling her senses and making her slumber deep. T’Kar brushed a strand of hair off her forehead, feeling her gentle exhalation of breath on his hand.

      There was no doubt she was beautiful and different from any female he’d ever known, and that her touch ignited something deep within him. It was harder to shield his heart from her, as much as he wanted to.

      He had taken her for a mate. Even if she considered the ceremony a sham, he could not deny that it held power over him. He had promised to take her as his, and he could not cast aside that promise. Even if she considered it nothing but a game.

      T’Kar’s father never played a game he couldn’t win. His stomach tightened as he watched Holly sleep. His only move to keep her safe was to get her out of the city, even if it meant losing her.
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      The heady scent of bread woke her before even the light streaming in through the tall, floor-to-ceiling window. Holly inhaled and moaned. She hadn’t had fresh bread in so long she could hardly remember what it tasted like. All the bread on the ship was unleavened and pre-packaged in sealed pouches to stay fresh.

      Stretching her arms over her head, she opened her eyes and instantly regretted it. The bread might smell heavenly, but the bright, morning light was torture. She draped an arm over her eyes and moaned, this time out of distress from the pounding in her head.

      “Fuck me,” she muttered, peeking out from under her bare arm and noticing the sheer fabric surrounding her. Where was she, and what had happened to make her feel so horrible?

      She swallowed, her mouth dry and her tongue thick. And when had she put tiny socks on her teeth? Pressing her fingers to her throbbing temples, she rolled away from the sunlight—how did people on this planet survive hangovers with two suns? —and pushed herself upright to sitting.

      “Never again,” she said to herself, knowing it was a lie before the words were cold on her lips. Okay, at least not for a while, she thought, amending her previous promise.

      She glanced down at the gauzy, low-cut dress from the day before. At least she was still dressed. That was something.

      No thanks to you, she scolded herself, as faint memories of her failed seduction attempt floated to the surface of her brain. She’d come on pretty hard, and T’Kar hadn’t gone for it. Either he was some sort of super alien, or he just wasn’t into her. Despite the fact that she hadn’t been thrilled to be forced into a marriage with the guy, she couldn’t help feeling a little hurt that he wouldn’t sleep with her. What kind of guy doesn’t bang his wife on their wedding night?  Not that she was his actual wife, or mate, or whatever, but still, if you asked her, it was rude.

      Standing up slowly, she padded to the curtain and pulled it back, revealing T’Kar sitting on one side of the long, stone-topped table eating breakfast. He wore nothing but what appeared to be drawstring pants, giving her a full view of his sharply ridged back and the hard curves of his muscles. She inhaled quickly, her pulse fluttering.

      He turned to her and smiled. “You are awake.” He waved at the seat beside him on the bench. “Come. Join me. You must be hungry.”

      Holly was hungry, but what she needed more than anything was a pain reliever. She tried to return his smile, but she knew it came out strained.

      T’Kar motioned to a clear goblet filled with a bright-orange liquid. “I prepared a curative for you. I thought you might need it after last night.”

      Even though the glass was next to him, she took a seat on the bench nearest her and across from him, sliding the drink over to her. “I’m assuming a curative means it will do something about the jackhammers in my head?”

      He watched her. “If jackhammers are something that make your head pound after too much wine, then yes, the curative will help.”

      She sniffed at the contents of the goblet before tossing it back in a single gulp. Aside from a slightly bitter aftertaste, the curative wasn’t bad. She’d definitely had worse.

      He passed a basket to her, the yeasty scent of bread wafting up from beneath the cloth covering. “This will also help.”

      Holly plucked a piece of bread from inside and took a bite. “Where was this last night?”

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “Here on the table. You did not seem interested in food at the time.”

      Touché. He was right. She’d had a one-track mind, and that single track hadn’t included dinner. Too bad, because the bread was delicious. She scanned the rest of the table, her stomach growling at the sight of fresh fruit, some sort of grilled meat, and even what appeared to be scrambled eggs.

      “Sorry about that. I guess wedding nights are different where I come from.”

      He flinched visibly, his eyes dropping.

      Nice going, Holly. You’ve known the guy all of a day and you’ve already thrown yourself at him and been a total dick.

      “Not that I don’t appreciate the gentleman routine,” she added, trying to smooth over her snarky response. “It just wasn’t what I was expecting.”

      He squared his shoulders. “You assumed I would force myself on you?”

      So much for making things better. “No. I mean, I didn’t know what to expect. I just met you, and then we were saying I do. Well, you were saying I do. And then we were back in this tricked-out seduction suite, with wine chilling and a fireplace going. Where I come from, all that means one thing.”

      “I am sorry to disappoint you.” His tone was so cool she almost rubbed her arms to warm herself.

      Holly swallowed another mouthful of bread and sighed. “Why are you taking this personally? I’m the one who got rejected.”

      His gaze flew to hers. “I did not reject you.”

      “Um, yeah you did.” She leaned her forearms on the edge of the table. “Trust me. I know rejection when I see it. Not that I’ve seen it often.”

      “You would have preferred to mate with someone you just met?”

      She spotted a carafe of a melon-colored liquid, and poured some into her now-empty goblet. “Not if you’re going to call it mating.” She took a sip of the surprisingly tart drink. “Some species just call it sex, and it doesn’t have to have anything to do with mating.”

      He held her gaze before letting out a breath of his own. “I apologize if you thought I was rejecting your kind offer of…sex.”

      Holly took another drink, part of her wishing the drink was boozy. She winked at him. “You’re forgiven.”

      He frowned, clearly not sure how to handle her, and splotches of pink appeared on his neck. If he had this much of a hang-up about sleeping with her, maybe it was a good idea it hadn’t happened. It obviously meant more to him that it did to her, and the last thing she needed was a hot alien getting attached.

      Whether he helped her get out of the city, or her crew mates broke her out, she had no plans to stay in the Crestek city for long. And she had no plans to pick up an alien boyfriend along the way, either.

      T’Kar stood quickly, standing at the table and giving her a curious look.

      Too bad he was so fucking hot, she thought, as she let her gaze wander from his face to the sexy tattoo emblazoned cross his gold chest. She wouldn’t have minded running her hands across his ridges, either. They made him look fiercer than he did when he was covered in his black cloak, and reminded her of the Dothveks, who barely wore any clothes at all. She definitely preferred him in fewer clothes.

      Even if she couldn’t touch, she liked looking at his bare skin and hard muscles and the flat bumps of his stomach. Her eyes caught on the vee of ridges disappearing below the waistband of his pants, and she reached for her goblet.

      If only she could see where those went, she thought, taking a sip of her drink.

      “I do not think that is a good idea,” he said, causing her eyes to snap to his, and her grip on the glass to loosen. “Not unless you wish me to take you right here on this table.”
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      T’Kar watched her eyes flare with surprise and desire. He regretted the words as soon as they’d left his lips. He did not want the female to know how much she affected him, how hard it was to resist her. He also should not let on that he could pick up on her emotions. This was a hallmark of the Dothvek, not of his people, and as proud as he was of his burgeoning abilities, he knew it would not be looked upon favorably by his people. Most importantly, it would not be appreciated by his father.

      “So, you can read my mind?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. “Like Danica’s guy can read hers?”

      He cursed to himself. So much for keeping his secret a secret. “No. Cresteks are not empaths like Dothveks. Not anymore.”

      She nodded, but looked wholly unconvinced. “I don’t actually know all that much about the differences between you two. How is it that you look almost identical, but they live on the desert and read minds, and you guys live behind stone walls and don’t?”

      T’Kar did not know where to even begin to explain the complicated history between the two clans—people of the same species who’d broken apart millennia ago and developed contrasting cultures. “It all happened a long time ago.”

      Holly nibbled on her piece of bread, her gaze never leaving his. “That’s not much of an explanation.”

      “I am sorry. I do not have a good answer for you except to say that our peoples have been enemies for generations, and the reasons have been lost in history.”

      “I get it. Earth history had a lot of that. Feuds that went on for so long that no one knew how or why they ever started. Pretty pointless, if you ask me.”

      “Earth is your home planet?”

      Another brief nod. “Not that I’ve been there in ages. Let’s just say it’s not what it used to be.”

      He sensed a flicker of something from her, but he couldn’t quite place it.

      She reached for her goblet, smiling at him over the rim as she took a sip. The curative seemed to have worked its magic. “You still haven’t explained how a Crestek who’s supposed to have no empathic powers can tell what I’m feeling.”

      He pushed the bench back and it scraped against the floor. “I am afraid you are mistaken. I cannot sense your emotions, although I am sure the loss is mine.”

      Holly studied him for a moment, then gave him an arch smile before imagining something so arousing, he had to grip the edge of the table to keep his knees from buckling.

      She stood and walked around the table until she stood in front of him, her body nearly touching his. “I smell pants on fire.”

      He sniffed the air, confused by her statement, then glanced at his own pants.

      She laughed. “It means that I know you just lied to me. Liar, liar, pants on fire.”

      Heat crawled up T’Kar’s face. He did not like being called a liar, but he disliked that he had lied even more.

      Holly reached for an empty goblet and poured some of the sweet juice in it, then handed it to him. “You look like you could use this. I mean, it would be more helpful if it was alcoholic, but it’s better than nothing.”

      He took the glass and drank, grateful for the cool liquid and for the moment to gather his thoughts.

      She watched patiently before taking the goblet from him. “Don’t get me wrong. I like a man with a little mystery, but do you care to explain what’s going on here? Are you even a real Crestek?”

      He bristled at the suggestion that he was not a real Crestek, and her grin widened. “Okay, I don’t need to be empathic to know that pissed you off. So, you’re really a Crestek and not a clever imposter. So, then what gives?”

      He wanted to tell her everything—about his lifelong fascination with the Dothveks, about the feeling he’d never really belonged among his people, about his father’s disappointment that he did not have a son as ruthless and power-hungry as himself, about how hard he’d worked to develop his empathic skills—but he barely knew her. As beautiful and captivating as she was, how could he trust her with his most dangerous secrets? Secrets that could destroy him.

      She shrugged and turned away from him. “That’s fine. I’m sure I can ask someone else. Maybe your father can explain how you can read my mind.”

      He caught her by the arm before she could make a move toward the rest of the suite. “Do not. Please.”

      She twisted back around to face him. “Okay. I won’t tell him. But only if you give me something in exchange for my silence.”

      His heartbeat steadied, and he narrowed his eyes at her. Maybe he’d been wrong. Maybe she was not so different from Crestek females, after all. “What do you want?”

      She put a hand on his chest, her gentle touch making his heart skip a beat. “A real kiss. I didn’t get one at our wedding ceremony.”

      His pulse raced, and his mouth went dry. Even the thought of a kiss drew his gaze to her lips, pale pink and plump. He cleared his throat before he could speak. “If I kiss you, you will not tell anyone of your suspicions?”

      Her tongue slowly wet her bottom lip. “A real kiss. Not some little peck. And, yes, I won’t tell anyone that you’re an empath.” She tilted her head at him. “So, Crestek who claims he can’t read my mind, am I telling the truth?”

      He sensed no deception from her, and he’d gotten very good at detecting deception. Living in the Crestek city and spending so much time with his father, he’d had plenty of practice. “You are.” He also sensed a hum of desire from her, and it ignited a flame in his core.

      “I have to tell you, this is the first time I’ve had to bargain for a kiss,” Holly said. “I’m usually talking my way out of these situations, not into them.”

      He raised a hand to her face, cupping her chin and dragging his thumb across her bottom lip. “I should not want you.”

      Holly hitched in a breath. “I thought it was customary to want to kiss your wife.”

      The word sent an arrow of possessive desire through him, which he fought to suppress. “Not if the wife plans on leaving you as soon as she can.”

      She moved the hand on his chest, her fingers brushing over his nipple. “I’m not gone yet. No reason we can’t have some fun in the meantime.”

      Her touch made his skin tingle and his cock throb. “I will kiss you, Holly, but if I claim you, it will be about more than fun. It will be about making you mine, and only mine. I do not think you are ready for that.”

      She twitched, pulling back a fraction, but he held her face, wrapping his other arm around her waist before she could slip from his grasp, and crushing his mouth to hers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      When his mouth took hers, it was nothing like what she’d expected. T’Kar was so controlled, so measured that she expected his kiss to be the same. It was not.

      She groaned as he took possession of her with a hard sweep of his tongue, opening her mouth to him. He tasted sweet, like the juice they’d drunk, each stroke of his tongue turning the low simmer in her belly to a fiery blaze.

      Holly buried her hands in his hair and pulled him deeper. She didn’t care about what he’d said. She just knew she wanted more of this side of him. More of this.

      His hands moved down her body, his fingers skimming the hard peaks of her breasts and slipping to her lower back. He cupped his hands over her ass and lifted her, his deep kisses never slowing.

      She let out a small squeal as he walked her out of the dining area, pushing through the gossamer fabric wall and lowering her onto the bed. Need flared hot, as his big, hard body pressed into hers. Holly lifted her legs until she felt the hard bar of his cock between them.

      He tore his mouth away from hers, panting as he held himself above her on his elbows. His eyes were molten, desire pulsing off him. And something else. Something deeper.

      She didn’t care if they were technically married or, if in his world, she was his wife or mate or whatever. She needed to keep this fun and easy and just sex. They could have lots of hot, alien sex, as long as he didn’t make it something more.

      The searching look in his eyes made panic flutter in her chest. He knew she was leaving, right? She couldn’t stay. She never stayed. It was how she preferred it and how this had to be.

      Something shuttered in his eyes, and the heat faded as if doused with water. He sat back, wrenching his gaze from her.

      She propped herself up and watched him step back from the bed. “What’s wrong?”

      “You wanted a kiss.” He did not look at her. “I have fulfilled my end of the bargain.”

      Ouch.

      “That was more than a kiss, and you know it,” she snapped.

      He turned back quickly, taking one long step and reaching the bed. He leaned over and she dropped back. “It was much more than just a kiss, but that is the problem. You do not want to feel more.”

      The hard growl of his voice made her flinch. Of course, he knew what she’d been feeling. Even though he wouldn’t tell her how or why, the guy was an empath just like the Dothveks, and that meant that as long as she was around him, her thoughts were not her own.

      T’Kar was so close to her their breath mingled, and the low buzz of his voice sent unwanted shivers down her spine.

      “I know what you want, my bride.”

      Her chest hitched. “Well, maybe you shouldn’t be sneaking into my mind.”

      He recoiled slightly. “I did not sneak anywhere. Your feelings are so loud they are impossible to ignore.”

      Did he just call her loud? Irritation flared, and she put a hand on his chest and pushed him back. “I don’t get it. I know you want me.” Her eyes dropped to his cock, still tenting his pants. “I might not be a mind reader like some people, but I’m not blind.”

      He crossed his arms in front of him. “But that is all you want from me.”

      “What’s wrong with wanting to fuck?” She shook her head. “Since when are big, hunky aliens like you such prudes? Are all Cresteks like you?”

      Something dangerous flashed behind his eyes. “No, they are not.”

      Holly wondered if she wanted to know what other Cresteks would do in his place, and decided she didn’t. It was clear this guy felt that he was protecting her, or protecting himself, but either way, she decided to back off.

      She stood. “You know, I’m not usually into guys who play hard to get, but I’m going to make an exception with you. Since we’re married and all. You need time? I’ll give you some time.”

      He cocked his head at her, then the corners of his mouth quirked up. “That is generous of you.”

      She flipped her hair back. “I’m nothing if not generous. Ask anyone.” She ran a finger lazily down his bare chest, slipping it under the waistband of his pants and stroking his ridges. “And I have a feeling you’ll be worth the wait.”

      He hissed out a breath, the muscles in his shoulders tightening. There was no doubt in Holly’s mind he wanted her. She just didn’t want to admit how much she wanted him, too.
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      T’Kar glanced down at her, glad the ivory cloak covered most of her skin. He did not need any more temptation, and the human seemed to relish in tempting him, even when she didn’t know it. It had been both exhilarating and shocking to sense her arousal for him, and disconcerting when he’d barely been able to tamp down his own desire.

      No, it was good that they were outside his suite and moving among other Cresteks. And it was good she was wearing a long, hooded cloak that covered up the revealing gown. He did not want other males to look at her the way he knew he looked at her. Even now, he could feel the gaze of the Cresteks in the city as they walked through a square.

      Of course, few had seen a human female. Only the ones who’d seen Max, but those had primarily been other high-borns. Now they were moving among the general population, and curious gazes followed them.

      Since it was the middle of the day, vendors had set up in the open air, their carts covered with faded awnings. Some sold food—items that could easily be eaten when walking—while others sold clothing or trinkets. Holly’s head swiveled as she took in the various offerings, her attention lighting on a jewelry stand.

      T’Kar followed her, staying so close to her the hems of their cloaks swirled together. The old female behind the display smiled, giving him a small bow with her head before turning her attention to Holly.

      Holly scanned the necklaces and rings made out of polished stone. Most of them glittered gold like much of the planet, but some were polished to an almost transparent shine. “I was surprised there were no rings yesterday.”

      “Rings?” T’Kar asked.

      Holly tipped her head back since he stood so close. “On Earth, people exchange rings when they get married. I know not every species does it, and I guess you guys are one of those.”

      T’Kar couldn’t explain why, but he instantly wished he’d known this before. “Would you like a ring?”

      She laughed and nudged him. “I didn’t say that to get you to buy me something. It was only an observation.”

      “I would not buy you a ring out of obligation. But if human weddings have rings, I want you to have one.”

      Her cheeks reddened. “I’m telling you it’s no biggie. It’s not like…”

      He pressed his lips together. He knew what she had been about to say. She was right. Theirs was not a real marriage. Not in the way he would have wanted it to be. Not in the way his father wanted it to be, either.

      She moved along to the next stand, and he followed, pausing as he saw a Crestek male gape, open-mouthed. T’Kar caught up to Holly and lifted her hood so it covered her head.

      “Are you kidding?” She flipped it back off her hair, which she now wore loose. “It’s a thousand degrees out here. I don’t even know why I have to wear this in the first place.”

      T’Kar cut his eyes to the suns shining overhead. “Your skin is not used to our suns. I do not want you to burn.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “You sure that’s the only reason?”

      He did not answer. She had an unnerving way of discerning what he was thinking about. “It is better if you keep a low profile.”

      Holly put a hand on her hip. “Sweetie, I’ve never been good at keeping a low profile. You can ask any of my crew mates.”

      He did not doubt her. Between her striking beauty and her sultry walk, he suspected she attracted attention wherever she went. “Was that an advantage as a bounty hunter?”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t get involved in nabbing the bounties too often. Since I was the ship’s engineer, I spent most of my time in the engine room trying to keep us flying.”

      He still found it hard to comprehend that a female who so loved attention would choose a job that kept her alone and with a machine most of the time. “You enjoyed being an engineer?”

      “I was good at it,” she said, not really answering his question. “I enjoy a good challenge, and keeping that bag of bolts flying was a challenge, let me tell you.”

      “Our females do not become scientists or engineers.” Even before the sickness, Crestek females had enjoyed lives of luxury. He was intrigued by these offworld women and their demanding jobs. He would have liked to have seen the bounty hunter crew in action, although the female with the wild hair gave him pause.

      “Their loss,” Holly said. “I’ve been working all my life. I’d be bored to death if I didn’t have something to keep me busy.”

      “That, I understand.”

      Holly eyed him. “I’m getting the strong impression that you’re not digging the job your father wants you to have.”

      T’Kar pressed his lips together, glancing around quickly. He did not want other Cresteks to know. Word got around fast in the city, and he suspected that his father had spies everywhere.

      “Don’t sweat it.” Holly leaned in close so only he could hear her. “You’re not the only one with a difficult dad. My dad barely paid attention to me. The only way he noticed me is when he was teaching me how to work on engines. Hence the engineer gig.”

      T’Kar sensed the pain beneath her light words, although he would not mind a bit more indifference from his father.

      Holly slipped inside a covered stall with racks of clothing, and he waited outside as she looked through the garments.

      “Is there any chance I’m going to get my clothes back?” she asked, her red hair popping over one of the racks in the back of the small space.

      “The dirty ones?” He suspected they’d been burned since they were stained red from the blood rains, and covered in at least a day’s worth of grime. “I do not think so.”

      She let out an impatient sigh and called out to him, “Then I’m going to need more than this dress and a sweltering cape.”

      “Select anything you desire.” His attention was pulled back to the jewelry merchant. He glanced once more at Holly’s distinctive red hair, visible above the racks of garments, before moving away.

      He would be able to see her the second she left, he told himself, backing away and keeping his eyes trained on the clothing stall.

      The old lady gave him a knowing grin as he scanned the contents of her display. She extended a finger at a ring of polished gold stones surrounding a larger oval one. “The lady seemed to look at this one longer than the rest.”

      He nodded, feeling a flush of pride at the thought of Holly wearing the glittering ring. He glanced back over at the garment vendor, but she had not yet emerged. “Thank you. I will take it.”

      The merchant quickly pulled it from the case and slipped it into a drawstring bag. “Best wishes on your marriage, sir.”

      T’Kar’s flush deepened and he took the bag from her, returning her small bow. He’d kept the clothing merchant in his peripheral vision the entire time, but Holly had not come out of the stall. He smiled, glad that he would be able to surprise her.

      As he walked back to stand outside and wait for her, he slipped the ring bag beneath his cloak. When he reached the open stall, he did not spot her hair. His heart skipped a beat as he peered deeper into the small space then bent low to look for her feet. She was no longer there. He swiveled his head around and grabbed the merchant minding the store by the front of his cloak.

      “Where did the female with the red hair go?”

      His eyes widened. “I am sorry, sir. I did not see.”

      T’Kar released him and stormed around the racks, as if she might be hiding within them. Nothing. He glanced at the fluttering flaps at the back of the stall. They were not tied closed. He ripped them apart, his gaze raking the dark alley that stretched behind the square.

      She had run, or she had been taken. Bile rose in his throat as he thought of the way his father had looked at Holly. The old man wouldn’t hesitate if he thought it would further solidify his power. A flash of rage made him growl and the garment vender shrink back. He knew he would not hesitate to rip the chancellor’s throat out if he’d touched his mate.
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      It had all happened so fast, Holly hadn’t even been able to scream as she’d been grabbed from behind and dragged out of the stall, a hood of some kind thrown over her head and a hand clamped across her mouth. She’d been dragged away as she’d thrashed and kicked, but only when her abductor slowed was she able to aim a kick behind her.

      She heard a series of alien curses as her heel made contact, but the grip that had her arms pinned to her side only tightened. Luckily, his grip on her mouth slipped, and she bit down hard. Her captor yelped and dropped his hand.

      “If you don’t let me go right this fucking second, my new husband is going to kick your ass,” Holly screamed, thrashing even more and wishing she wasn’t wearing an absurd dress and a ridiculously bulky cloak.

      “You husband is the reason we took you,” the voice behind her said.

      Holly stopped struggling. “We? What are you talking about? What does T’Kar have to do with this?”

      The voice behind her was hushed. “We are separatists. We took you so no one would suspect T’Kar of any involvement.”

      “You’re what?” Holly knew T’Kar had helped Max and Kush escape the Crestek city, but she didn’t know much about the alien’s politics.

      “A secret group that believes in rejoining with our Dothvek brethren. It is why T’Kar is willing to sneak you out of the city and return you to your friends who are with the Dothveks.”

      “You’re telling me T’Kar knows about you grabbing me and scaring me half to death?” Holly’s ire rose again. “This was his idea?”

      “Not exactly. We need it to be a surprise so he would appear unaware, and therefore would draw no suspicion on himself.”

      The arms relaxed and finally dropped. Holly took a few steps away before spinning around to face a Crestek in a beige cloak. He was almost as tall as T’Kar, but did not have the same broad shoulders.

      “So, what’s the plan now?” she asked.

      “One of our people is informing T’Kar and bringing him to join us.”

      As if on cue, T’Kar burst around the corner. He ran up to Holly, running his hands down her sides. “Are you unhurt? I thought you’d been taken. I thought you might have…” He turned and rounded on the other man, pushing him roughly against the wall. “What were you thinking?”

      The man’s hands went up in an expression of surrender. “We did not want her disappearance to be linked to you. We needed your shock to be genuine.”

      T’Kar’s breath was ragged and his eyes wild. Holly suspected his reaction had looked entirely convincing.

      “I’m really fine,” she said. “I think he got the worse end of things.”

      The Crestek she’d kicked nodded up at T’Kar in agreement. She would have felt bad for injuring him, but it served the guy right for scaring her half to death.

      T’Kar stepped back, lowering his palms from the man’s chest. “Good.”

      Holly glanced around the narrow passageway. “So, what now?”

      The injured man cleared his throat. “We need to get you out before more alarms are raised.”

      T’Kar nodded, stepping closer to her. He raised an arm as if to put it around her shoulders, then dropped it. “The tunnel?”

      “We will draw the guards' attention away from the wall so you can get clear.” The man waved for them to follow him farther down the alley, and T’Kar stepped back to let Holly go between them.

      “I did not prepare to leave,” T’Kar said, keeping his voice low as they hurried along the narrow passageway, the tall buildings faintly echoing his words back to him. “I brought nothing we would need.”

      “We have prepared for you,” the separatist said, twisting his neck to look back at T’Kar briefly. “But you cannot take much, since it will all need to be carried on your backs.”

      “You’re coming with me?” Holly asked. “I thought you were just going to get me outside the city.”

      “You think I would leave you to find your way back to the Dothveks on your own?” His voice sounded shocked and a little hurt.

      “I figured my friends would be waiting for me,” she said. Knowing Tori, she’d set up camp outside the Crestek city walls.

      The man in front shook his head. “After the battle, the Dothveks retreated. They lost some warriors and some females. Our scouts reported that they have returned to the sands.”

      Holly nearly stumbled and T’Kar caught her by the elbow. “What do you mean they lost some females? You mean my crew mates?”

      The Crestek glanced back, his face twisted as he realized what he’d said. “That is only what our scouts reported. Their accounts could be inaccurate.”

      Holly followed along without saying anything else. She’d never imagined any of her crew getting killed, although she would be the first to admit that some of them were running low on their nine lives, especially Tori. Her throat tightened at the thought of the Zevrian and her wild temper, then she gave her head a rough shake. No, she refused to believe any of them were dead. Until she knew it for sure, she refused to speculate or imagine the worst.

      She and her team had been in tough situations before, and they’d always prevailed. This would be the same way, even if it seemed a bit more dire. They’d never been marooned on a planet without a ship before, she reminded herself. Then again, they had the help of the Dothveks ,and now she had the help of some renegade Cresteks.

      After all the grumblings she’d heard from the Dothveks about their enemy, the Cresteks were not what she’d expected. Sure, some of them were scary, but that could be said of any species they’d encountered. At least the guy who’d been paired off with her seemed pretty decent. Maybe too decent, she thought, remembering how he wouldn’t touch her, even though she’d practically thrown herself at him.

      As she was wondering why the Crestek seemed so determined not to sleep with her, he spun her around, flattening her to the wall and pressing her back against it, then covering her body with his own, his cloak wrapped around both of them. Without a word, he lowered his mouth to hers, kissing her hesitantly.

      Now this is more like it, she thought, as she lifted her arms around his neck and pulled him down. She opened his mouth with her tongue, feeling him jerk in surprise. Tangling her tongue with his, she explored his mouth as his body went rigid against hers.

      After a moment, he pulled back, his eyes burning and his expression dazed.

      “Well done,” the other Crestek said. “They did not see her.”

      Holly vaguely remembered hearing people walking by them. “You kissed me…?”

      “To keep you from being seen,” T’Kar said, not tearing his gaze from hers.

      “Hurry,” the other said, already several steps ahead of them.

      T’Kar grasped her hand and pulled her along with him. Holly followed, not sure whether to be outraged or just confused. She knew kisses, and that kiss had not been about creating a distraction. At least, it hadn’t been by the end.

      After winding through more dank alleys, the man leading them ducked inside a dingy building. Holly hesitated. “Is this the same tunnel you used to get Max out?”

      T’Kar nodded. “She was just as uneasy about going inside.”

      Holly appraised the grimy door. “Yeah, no kidding.”

      Shouts somewhere deeper in the city made the other Crestek poke his head outside. “You should hurry. Someone has sounded an alarm at the marketplace.”

      Before Holly could move, T’Kar pushed her inside, closing the door behind him. A bundle was thrust at her by another man, and she squinted through the dim candlelight to see the outlines of several more Cresteks. The room smelled loamy, and she noticed that the paving stones on the floor were damp.

      “So, this is the resistance,” she said. She wondered if these few people made up the entire movement, or if there were more.

      “There are more,” T’Kar whispered, as if reading her mind. “But we must be careful about being caught together.”

      Holly had run into more than a few rebel groups in her time. Their pilot, Caro, had even been part of a rebel group, although she’d never revealed everything about that part of her past.

      Holly looked around at the concerned faces illuminated by the flickering light. “Thanks for helping me.”

      T’Kar hitched the pack he’d been given onto his back and pulled her toward a gaping hole in the wall. “We should go.”

      “We will see you soon, brother,” one of the others said to T’Kar.

      T’Kar did not respond, but he clapped the man on his shoulder and nodded. Holly looked at T’Kar as he stepped into the darkened tunnel and extended his hand to her.

      She took it, following him into the blackness and wondering why he hadn’t told his friends he had no intention of returning.
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      T’Kar paused once they reached a widening of the mountain pass, peering up at the two suns as they slipped farther down in the sky.

      “Are we finally stopping?” Holly asked, swiping the back of her hand across her brow. “We’ve been running for ages.”

      They hadn’t been running, of course. As soon as they’d cleared the walls and gotten far enough away from the city that they could be easily seen, they’d slowed to a walk. But she was correct that they had been trudging along for a good while. T’Kar wanted to get as much distance as possible between him and the city before his father dispatched guards to hunt them down.

      “Sit,” he said. “We can rest and eat.”

      Holly flopped down, leaning her back against the shimmery rock wall. “I’ve got to tell you. This is not my idea of a dream honeymoon.”

      He crouched down and opened his pack, pawing through it as he looked up at her. “Honeymoon?”

      “An Earth tradition. Something married couples do right after their wedding.”

      T’Kar pulled out a metal cylinder of water, grateful it was still cool to the touch. “I did not intend this to be a honeymoon.”

      “No kidding,” she muttered, sliding her cloak off her shoulders and fanning herself with one hand.

      He passed her the water, trying not to notice that the fabric of her dress was damp with sweat and clinging to her full breasts. “What is the purpose of a honeymoon?”

      Holly unscrewed the cap to the bottle and took a long gulp. “Wow. That tastes good.” She held it out to him, but he shook his head, and she took another long drink. “Mostly, it’s so couples can get it on.”

      T’Kar found another identical water cylinder and took a sip. “Get it on?”

      She grinned at him, cocking an eyebrow. “You know, the thing we haven’t done yet.”

      He was grateful for the cool water as he was sure his cheeks had reddened. “And why is it called a honeymoon?”

      She shrugged. “Something about couples drinking only honey mead for a month after they were married. An ancient Earth thing. Way before my time, but the term stuck. Basically, it’s supposed to be the time when everything is perfect and magical.”

      He glanced around them at the soaring rock walls, the sheer drop down to the ground below, and the blazing heat of the suns. They were both sweaty and their sandaled feet were covered with dirt from the tunnel. “So, much like this?”

      Holly burst out laughing. “Yeah. Exactly like this.”

      The sound of her laughter made him smile, and his heart beat faster as he watched her dab at her eyes. He pulled a linen-wrapped bundle from his pack and handed it to her.

      She sighed with pleasure when she saw it was bread like the kind she’d had at breakfast. “Now we’re talking. Your people do know how to bake some pretty delicious bread.” She eyed him as she swallowed a mouthful. “So, tell me again why you’re so hell-bent on leaving the only place you’ve ever lived?”

      “Would you rather I let you journey alone?”

      “No, but I don’t think I’m the only reason you’re here.”

      He accepted the piece of bread she tore off and handed to him. “You are correct that I am not sad to leave the city, but I do not know if I ever would have left if I did not have a good reason.”

      She smirked at him. “And I’m a good reason?”

      Even though he knew she was teasing him, T’Kar did not laugh along with her. “You are more of a reason than you know.”

      Her flirty smile flickered, and she lowered the bread. “I don’t get you. On the one hand, you laid a kiss on me in the city that practically curled my toes, but then you tucked me into bed on our wedding night without as much as a slap on the ass.”

      “I do not like to live my life according to someone else’s wishes.”

      “Okay,” She tore off a bite of bread and chased it down with a gulp of water. “I’m guessing the someone else you’re talking about is your father?”

      He grunted but did not answer. Even thinking about his father looking at Holly made anger flare in his belly.

      She leaned forward. “What about my wishes?”

      He looked up, his throat constricting when he saw that the neckline of her dress had slipped even lower, exposing the pink edge of her nipples. “Your wishes?”

      “I would think a good mate would take my wishes into consideration.”

      “I am doing what you wish,” he said, looking down and willing his cock to stop throbbing. “I am returning you to your crew.”

      “Yes, but you’re not doing everything I wish, are you?”

      He glanced up at her and saw that her expression was mocking. “You are teasing me.”

      “Maybe.” She touched her hand to his chest, slipping her fingers beneath his tunic. “I like watching a big guy like you squirm and blush.”

      “You think this is all a joke?”

      She walked her fingers lower on his chest. “Not a joke, but— “

      He caught her hand with his, holding it tight. “I promise you, my people do not believe our bonding is a joke. Whether it means anything to you or not, you are bonded to me for life. You are my mate, and my responsibility. You are also my property, my most valuable possession. Just because I have not claimed you yet does not mean I will not, or that I do not wish to.” He leaned closer to her, watching her eyes widen. “And when I do claim you as mine, I will most certainly do all the things you wish me to.”

      He dropped her hand and stood quickly. “Come. You have rested enough. We should not waste any more time. My people could be on our trail already.”

      T’Kar did not look behind to see if she was following him, but he could feel her shock, and most interestingly, he could also feel a flash of her arousal.
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      Holly wanted to be outraged by what he said, but the flash of heat she’d seen in his eyes had thrilled her. So, the big guy did like her, after all.

      She’d been so distracted by what he’d said that she’d barely noticed where they’d been walking as she’d followed behind him. She was careful to stay away from the ledge, but otherwise the rock pass looked pretty much the same as they wound through the mountains, walking up and then down.

      She hated wearing the cloak, but she knew she would burn without it, especially in the ridiculously flimsy dress she had on underneath. At least the suns were setting, and before long, they’d dipped low enough on the horizon that she could throw back the hood and lift her face to the sky.

      Holly took a deep breath, sucking in the air that had cooled off dramatically since the light had begun to fade. She knew that the desert got cold at night, despite the scorching temperatures in the daytime, and she guessed the mountains were the same way.

      She suspected they were close to the desert by now. Although they hadn’t been moving as quickly as she had when she’d been with the Dothveks, and they’d taken a more circuitous route—perhaps to throw off anyone following them—she knew the rolling dunes couldn’t be far away.

      Since there wasn’t much to look at, she’d kept most of her attention focused on T’Kar’s broad shoulders. Although he wore a black cloak, he didn’t seem nearly as hot as she was. And definitely not as bothered. Then again, she hadn’t announced that she intended to screw him in every way imaginable. She might be bold, but she wasn’t that bold.

      He twisted his neck to look at her, as he did every so often, meeting her eyes and then turning quickly back around.

      “We are going to stop for the night, right?” she asked.

      “We should not. The scouts are certainly looking for us by now. It would be best if we could make it to the desert.”

      Holly stopped and braced her hands on her knees. “You’re kidding, right?”

      He turned, tilting his head at her. “Why would I joke about this?”

      She studied his face. He wasn’t joking. “Listen, big guy. I don’t have your long legs, and I’m not used to walking around covered in thick fabric. If we keep going like this, I’ll drop.”

      T’Kar’s face contorted. He scooped her up in his arms so quickly, she let out a yelp of surprise.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Carrying you until I can find shelter for the night.” He did not look down at her as he took long steps, his speed obviously not hampered by her weight.

      Holly wasn’t considered big, but she also wasn’t used to guys carrying her like she weighed nothing. Or guys carrying her at all. She settled into his arms, the feeling of being cradled comforting, and the rocking motion making it hard for her to keep her eyes open. She let them close briefly, and when she opened them again, he was setting her down.

      Glancing around her, she saw that they were in a tunnel, of sorts. Rock curved overhead, creating an arch that was open on both ends, but it seemed that only one led to the path. The other dropped off, and Holly didn’t want to see just how far.

      Wind blew through the stone tunnel, whistling and making her pull her cloak tighter around her neck. So much for being boiling hot.

      T’Kar opened his pack and produced a handful of sticks, shook them, and arranged them as if they were a pile of kindling. Within moments, they were glowing and emitting heat. She scooted closer to the fire and held her hands to them.

      “Better?” T’Kar asked, settling back on his haunches and watching her.

      She smiled at him. “Better. Thank you.”

      He nodded, darting a look at the opening near the pathway. “We aren’t very well hidden, but it is better than nothing. If we are lucky, no scouts took this route.”

      He didn’t sound confident, and she glanced at the glowing fire. “Should we put this out?”

      “No. You need warmth. Your skin does not retain heat like ours. You could freeze to death if you do not stay warm.”

      She rubbed her hands together briskly. “I’ve got to tell you. I’m starting to miss your apartment.”

      “My apartment?” He cocked his head at the word.

      “What we call quarters on Earth. You had a pretty sweet place back in the city.” She let out a low whistle. “What I wouldn’t give to be curled up on that big bed right now.”

      He met her eyes, searching them briefly as if trying to discern her meaning. “It was a comfortable place to live.”

      “On Earth, it would have been considered a babe magnet.”

      His forehead crinkled. “I do not understand a ‘babe magnet’.”

      She laughed. “It means that women love it.”

      He frowned. “You are the first female who has stayed there with me.”

      “Really?” She didn’t know why that made her so pleased, but it did.

      “Your friend Max called our quarters a ‘cell’,” T’Kar said.

      “Well, you guys were holding her against her will. She was probably a little sensitive to captivity, since we’d taken her as a bounty and then your people dragged us across the desert at blasterpoint.”

      “I am sorry about that. I did not know she was taken by force.”

      “So was I,” Holly said, then added quickly, “Not by you. I mean I was taken by your guys along with Max. But the Dothveks managed to get me away when they attacked. Max wasn’t so lucky. Or maybe she was, since she ended up falling for the Dothvek who followed her into your city.”

      T’Kar was silent for a moment, staring into the fake fire. “Do you still feel that way?”

      “What way?”

      “That you are being held against your will?”

      She thought for a moment. “What would you do if I got up and ran right now?”

      He shifted from one foot to the other. “Follow you to make sure you did not run off the side of the rocks in the dark.”

      “And then what?”

      “That is all,” he said. “Make sure you stayed safe.”

      She circled her arms around her bent legs. “Then I don’t feel like I’m being held against my will. Now, if you’d said you would drag me back here kicking and screaming and tie me up so I couldn’t run away again, then I’d feel like I was your prisoner.” She winked at him. “Not that I wouldn’t like it if you did do that, but this way I feel like we’re in it together.”

      His eyes darkened. “That is how you feel? That we are in this together?”

      She twitched one shoulder. “We’re both escaping something.”

      He opened his mouth, then held up a hand, and she knew he was telling her to be quiet and listen. She held her breath, as he doused the fire sticks and moved over to sit next to the wall beside her.

      At first, Holly heard nothing. Then she could make out faint footsteps. More than one person walking quickly. T’Kar tucked her underneath his cloak, and lowered the black hood over his head, bowing it so that they were both covered entirely in the dark fabric.

      Holly couldn’t hear anything but the mingled sounds of their soft breathing, and the thumping of her heartbeat in her ears. They sat that way for what seemed like an eternity, her back aching from curling into a tight ball.

      Eventually, T’Kar raised his head. “They are gone.”

      She slumped against him. She hadn’t realized how scared she’d been of being discovered. As she felt his body trembling against hers, she realized he’d been just as scared.

      Holly looked up and stroked a hand down the side of his face. “It’s just us again.”

      He nodded, then captured her mouth in his, his passionate kiss taking her by surprise. She was even more shocked when he flipped her onto her back.
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      It had been exquisite torture to sit with her nestled in his lap, her small body pressed against him as he listened to the scouts walk by the open tunnel. He hadn’t dared breathe, even though he didn’t know if he’d be able to anyway. The feel of her warmth made him almost dizzy with desire.

      When the footsteps had disappeared and he was sure the scouts had moved along, he’d uncoiled his body and felt hers relax. Then she said it. The words that had been like arrows straight to his heart.

      “It’s just us again.”

      It was just them. For the first time, he was alone with the female he’d taken as a mate. The creature who’d been tempting him and teasing him and provoking him since he’d first laid eyes on her. The female he’d been imagining in his dreams and when he’d stroked himself to release.

      When she tipped her head back to meet his eyes, he’d finally given in to what he wanted. Her.

      She made a small noise of surprise as he lowered her down to the rock floor, his hand cradling her head. If she was as startled as she sounded, her kiss didn’t betray it. She opened her mouth to his, meeting his eager movements with ones of her own. Then their tongues were fighting, and his body was pressing against hers.

      It had been so long since he’d touched a female, and never one that was his. The thought that the small, soft creature beneath him was his mate made his body heat. He needed to claim her, to possess her, to make her his. The need boiling up inside him was primitive and almost overpowering.

      He growled as he parted her legs and settled himself between them, hearing her sharp inhalation.

      “You’re going to have to go slow with that,” she said when she tore his mouth from his.

      He moved one hand down her body, the curve of her breasts so soft and the points of her nipples arching into him. “Can’t go slow.”

      Holly wrapped her legs around his waist, and he gritted his teeth, his cock throbbing.

      “Not when you do that,” he managed to say.

      “Sorry.” Her voice was anything but. “You’re just so fucking big, and I want to feel you inside me.”

      He crushed his mouth to hers again, his tongue taking hers with raw hunger. Desire flared as his hands pulled the fabric of her dress roughly. Her hands joined him, tugging at both his tunic and his pants.

      “Too many clothes.” She gasped when he sat back and whipped his tunic over his head.

      He raised her arms and pulled her dress off, tossing it aside as he gazed down at the silhouette of her naked body in the moonlight. His mouth went dry as he took in her pink-tipped breasts quivering as she sucked in breath. He shifted his gaze lower to the completely bare slit between her legs.

      She did not flinch from his intense gaze, but instead she opened her legs slightly. “Apparently the full Crestek beauty work-up includes making every bit of me smooth. I’m just glad I was unconscious for the full Brazilian.”

      T’Kar heard the growl build deep in his throat, as he ripped his gaze from her pink folds and tried to slow himself. Even though she was different from any other female he’d ever seen, she was small and soft and perfect. And his.

      “You are beautiful,” he whispered, lowering his body over hers and teasing one pebbled nipple with his tongue.

      He circled the flesh, then captured it in his mouth, sucking and licking until she writhed under him. Moving his attentions to her other breast, he continued to flick it as her breaths became pants.

      “T’Kar,” she begged, her words trailing off as he moved down her body, parting her legs and settling between her thighs.

      He lowered his head, sliding his hands under her ass and angling her hips. He needed to taste her. Needed to claim her as deeply as anyone could.

      She sighed as he opened her and dragged his tongue through her slick folds, savoring the delicious taste of her and hot wet she was. How wet she was for him. Her body jerked as he found her swollen nub, her hands raking his hair.

      He sucked gently at first, then as her hips rocked back and forth, he flicked harder, feeling her shake and hearing her moans echo off the rocks. Her grip on his hair tightened, but he didn’t stop. He sank a finger inside her, lifting his head and watching a spasm of pleasure cross her face.

      “Please,” she whispered, meeting his eyes across the naked landscape of her body.

      “I need to be inside you,” he said, sitting back and tugging his pants down until his cock jutted up. The first time he felt her shatter, he had to feel it. Had to be inside her.

      She nodded desperately, her eyes widening as she saw his cock for the first time. “Yes.”

      He tugged her hips toward him and nudged her knees up and open. He dragged his crown through her wetness until he was notched at her opening, then he locked eyes with her. The burning fire in her eyes made him drive into her with a single hard thrust.

      His vision almost blurred as the exquisite tightness.

      She cried out, arching her back. “So fucking huge.”

      He wanted to go slow and savor every moment of possessing her, but he couldn’t. Not when she talked like that and clenched his cock so hard. He pounded into her, his gaze never leaving her face. “So wet for me.”

      Her response was a whimper, as he lifted her hips, tilting his body forward so his vee of ridges moved across her slick nub.

      Holly gasped, clawing at the arms that clutched her hips as she spasmed around his cock. The hard pulses made him hammer into her twice more before thrusting himself to the hilt. Blood roared in his ears as his release slammed into him and he emptied into her.

      Panting, he scooped her up off the floor and held her in his lap, her legs straddling him as he held himself deep inside her. Holly’s head sunk onto his shoulder, her body limp as he wrapped his arms around her.

      “Not bad, husband,” she whispered.

      His insides melted at the word, and he stroked a hand down her hair. “Not bad yourself, mate.”
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      Holly wriggled in his grasp. His cock was still hard inside her, and it was difficult to think straight.

      “More?” he asked, his breath hot against her neck as he kissed her lightly.

      She did want more, but she also wanted that feeling to go away. The warm feeling of contentment that had bloomed in her chest made her uneasy.

      Sex had always been easy and fun, but what she’d seen in his eyes when he’d been inside her hadn’t been what she was used to seeing from men she hooked up with. There’d been something deeper, something more intense. Something she didn’t know what to do with.

      “That was fun,” she said, trying to make her voice light.

      “Mmhmm.” His hum sent shivers down her spine, but his big arms were wrapped tightly around her back, holding her in place and keeping her from getting off him. He hadn’t gone soft, and she wondered if his species did that. After seeing the raised rings down the length of his huge cock, she wouldn’t be surprised if it had a few more tricks in store for her.

      “So, those rings?”

      He leaned back, meeting her gaze, his amber eyes still dark. “Yes?”

      She licked her lips. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

      He cocked one sloped eyebrow at her. “Do you approve?”

      She choked out a laugh. “Uh, yeah. I can’t imagine a woman who wouldn’t approve. It’s like a built-in sex toy.”

      “Sex toy?”

      Her cheeks warmed, mostly from his slight movements inside her as he shifted her in his lap. “Never mind. It isn’t important.”

      He nodded, locking eyes with her as he tilted her hips to take her deeper. She let out an involuntary moan and held on to his bare shoulders.

      “I need more of you,” he said.

      She bit her lower lip. “I can tell.”

      He hesitated. “Is this okay?”

      Okay? She almost laughed out loud. Feeling his thick cock move inside her was more than okay. It was electrifying.

      His eyes held hers as he began to move her up and down his shaft, the raised rings caressing her insides and sending hot sensations rocketing through her. She closed her eyes and let her head fall back.

      He grabbed the back of her head and jerked it forward. “Look at me, mate.”

      Her eyes flew open to see his hot gaze searing into her. She desperately wanted to look away, to close her eyes and disappear into the mindless feel of his cock inside her. But he held the back of her head as he drove her up and down his rigid length, making her watch his amber eyes flash with heat and desire and something else.

      Sex. It’s just sex, she reminded herself.

      Holly scraped a hand through his hair and tugged his mouth to hers. His lips were soft, but his tongue insistent as it parted her lips. Even in this, his possession of her felt darkly dominant, sending tingles of both pleasure and panic skittering over her skin.

      As his kiss deepened and his tongue stroked hers, she fought the feelings and the warmth welling up inside her and tried to focus on the very real distraction of his cock thrusting inside her. He matched the movement of his tongue and his cock until she was moaning in his mouth, tremors making her shiver.

      Dangerous, she thought. This man, and what he made her feel, was dangerous.

      She tore her mouth from his, panting as she pulled away. She pressed her feet into the floor and moved up and down faster. He pressed a hand hard into the small of her back and her clit rubbed against the ridges above his cock. She cried out, the sensations slamming into her and making her dig her fingers into his hard flesh.

      He moved faster, too, and as her body clamped around his cock, T’Kar drove her down hard and held her tight, pulsing hot into her. He threw his head back and roared, the noise echoing through her body as it ricocheted off the rock surrounding them.

      For the second time that night, she collapsed against him. Her body quivered, and her limbs felt boneless.

      “Holly,” he whispered, after a moment.

      “If you’re going to ask me if I’m ready to go again, I’m going to hurt you, big guy.”

      He chuckled, the low sound buzzing against her ear and making her twitch. “That was not what I was going to say.”

      She let out a breath, her fingers slipping on his slick skin as she sat back. His eyes searched hers, and he stroked a finger down her cheek.

      “Are you okay? I did not hurt you?”

      “I’m okay. Better than okay.” She smiled at him and kissed him softly. “You’re really good at that, you know.”

      “I am glad.” He took her face in his large hand. “I want to make you happy.”

      There it was again. He was taking all this way too seriously. She lifted herself off him and groped for her dress and cloak. Now that she wasn’t sweating, the night air was cool against her bare skin.

      He hadn’t moved, and when she looked back, he was watching her. “You are sure you are okay?”

      She found the dress and slipped it over her head. “Why wouldn’t I be okay? I just had really great sex.” She gave him a quick kiss as she located her cloak and reached around him for it. “I’m a little tired, though.”

      He stood and pulled his pants up, and Holly averted her eyes from his cock that was still partially hard. “You are right. We should sleep some before we continue.”

      T’Kar settled himself with his back to the stone wall and pulled her so she was tucked between his legs. She almost protested, but his warm body felt good and she was already drowsy. He wrapped his cloak around her so that she was pressed into his bare chest, nestling her head under her chin and stroking one hand down her back. For some reason, this felt more intimate and tender than screwing him.

      It’s just for warmth, she told herself. Holly draped her arm over his waist, and felt his breath hitch in his chest, then his heart was thumping against her cheek, the rhythmic sound lulling her to sleep.
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      “You are sure you do not wish me to carry you?” T’Kar asked, squeezing her hand.

      “I’m not that sore,” she said, but he noticed that she twisted her hips differently this morning.

      She wasn’t wearing her cloak, and the sight of her hips and the memory of clutching them as she rode him sent fresh heat to his cock, and he shifted it in his snug pants.

      “Maybe you’re the one who needs a break,” she teased.

      He fought the urge to grin. “I am fine, mate.”

      Her hand flinched in his, and he looked down at her, noticing the way she scrunched her lips to one side.

      “You do not like it when I call you that.”

      She moved her shoulders as if she was attempting to shake something off. “I’ve never had anyone call me anything like that.”

      He felt a flash of jealousy. “I would hope not.”

      “I mean anything like that,” she said. “Not fiancée or girlfriend or honey, or any of that. One guy called me babe once.” She held up a finger. “Once.”

      “But you are my mate,” he said. “We were bonded, and I have completed the bond by claiming you.”

      She pulled her hand out of his. “That’s just it. To me, the ceremony wasn’t real, and the claiming thing was just sex. Don’t get me wrong. It was good sex. Really good. But just because we fucked, does not mean anything.”

      He stepped closer to her. “Why do you not want to admit that it did?”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Because it didn’t.”

      He watched her eyes flashing and saw the fear beneath them. “That is fine. I will wait until you can admit it.”

      She left out an exasperated breath as he turned and continued walking, but she fell in step next to him. They walked in silence, but it did not bother him. She was being stubborn, but he knew what he’d felt when he’d been inside her. He knew what he’d seen in her eyes. He would just have to wait until she was willing to admit it.

      T’Kar listened ahead for scouts, but he suspected they had either turned around or gone back for reinforcements. He and Holly had almost reached the sands—he’d felt them walking a descending path for a while now—and he doubted his people would follow them there. The sands were the domain of the Dothveks, and they did not invite battles with their fierce enemy.

      They came around a curve in the rocky path and he stopped short, holding her back from almost stumbling over the two dead bodies.

      Holly slapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes wide as she backed away.

      T’Kar knelt down. These males were not Dothvek, nor were they Crestek, but they were clearly warriors. They wore leather garments, and weapons were still attached to their metal belts.

      “I know them,” Holly whispered from behind him.

      He turned to her. Her eyes didn’t leave the bodies, although her hand had now moved to cover her nose. He didn’t blame her. The corpses had been rotting in the sun for at least a day, and the stench was powerful enough to make his stomach lurch.

      “They’re part of Mourad’s crew,” she said.

      “Mourad,” he repeated, the name familiar.

      “The bounty bunter who’s been chasing us across the galaxy. The asshole who stuck us here and came back for Max.”

      He nodded, rising to stand next to her. “The Dothveks must have killed these two during the battle.”

      Holly nodded. “I’m glad they took out some of them.”

      T’Kar took her hand again. “We should leave them.”

      She stepped around them, giving a wide berth, even though the men were obviously dead. “I still don’t know if your friends were right and some of my friends were killed, as well.”

      T’Kar felt the gentle tremble in her fingers. “Your crew mates did not seem like the type to give up easily, and they were protected by the Dothveks. I doubt even warriors like those would get through a horde of Dothveks.”

      Holly gave him a weak smile. “You’re right.” She dropped her hand once they walked far enough away from the bodies that the scent didn’t follow. “How is it you don’t hate the Dothveks, like almost everyone else in your city?”

      “I had the advantage of sneaking forbidden texts out of the chancellor’s library. It was there I read about our shared lineage, and the myths that both our cultures were founded upon. It is harder to hate a people once you understand them.”

      “That’s true. A lot of people think that Zevrians can’t be trusted, but I would put my life in Tori’s hands any day of the week.”

      “Tori is the fierce female with lots of hair?”

      Holly smiled. “Yeah. Our captain took her on when no one else would have looked twice at her. She was a mess, and she was clearly on the run from something or someone, or a lot of someones. Danica didn’t care about any of that, or the fact that she was Zevrian. Tori has proved herself again and again. So, I get what you’re saying about the Dothveks.” She glanced up and met his eyes. “They’d probably be pretty surprised if they got to know you.”

      He straightened his shoulders. “I will take that as a compliment.”

      “You should. I mean, it’s not as good a compliment as the one I gave your cock, but that bad boy really deserved it.”

      Warmth crawled up his neck. “Do you always talk like this?”

      “Always,” she said. “People expect me to be one way because of the way I look, so I like to surprise them.”

      “I’m sure they are very surprised.”

      “Admit it,” she said. “I’m not what you expected.”

      That would be putting it mildly. He’d only met one other human female, but he’d never encountered any female who loved to provoke him as much as his mate. “You are not.”

      “Are you disappointed?” Her voice quivered just a touch, and he suspected she cared much more than she let on.

      He stopped walking and looked down at her. “I do not think anyone could be disappointed by you.”

      “You’d be surprised,” she muttered, then took him by the hand and pulled him forward. “Come on. I can feel the heat of the sand. We’re almost there.”

      He allowed himself to be pulled along behind her. She was right. The rocky path curved around a few more times then opened out onto the low ledge. Beyond that stretched the seemingly endless waves of golden sand dunes.

      He’d only seen the sands once before and then, only briefly. He took a deep breath, inhaling the last remnants of the day’s arid heat as the two suns—one glowing orange and the other a fainter yellow—sank low. His stomach clenched, as he realized night was almost upon them.

      “Come on.” She yanked at his arm. “The Dothvek village is over in that direction.”

      He pulled back, his gaze going to a cave opening nearby. “We should wait until morning.”

      “Wait? We’re almost there. We can’t wait now.” She pulled his arm again.

      “Have you ever been on the sands at night?”

      She thought for a moment. “No, but it has to be a lot cooler than walking during the day.”

      That was true, but she clearly did not know about the creatures that came out from beneath the sand when the suns set. He had never seen them himself, but he had heard tales. Tales that Crestek parents used to keep their children from wanting to journey to the sands. He had also read about them in the ancient texts, and those, he knew, were not fairy tales.

      “It can be dangerous,” he insisted. “We should wait.”

      Holly looked behind her. “If we wait, we give your people time to catch up to us and find us. You said it yourself. They’ve probably gone back for reinforcements. I, for one, don’t want to make it this far only to get dragged back to the city.”

      He did not want that, either. She was right. Venturing onto the sands would make it that much harder for his father’s scouts to find him. They would think twice before giving up their search of the rocks and crossing the sands.

      “Very well.” T’Kar eyed the glimmering sand warily as he followed her off the rock ledge, the powdery substance puffing up around their feet as they both jumped down. He hoped for both their sakes that the tales were wrong.
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      “I might have been wrong about it being better at night,” Holly said, pulling her cloak closer. “It’s colder than a witch’s tit out here.”

      The glow from the three moons bounced off the top of the dunes, making them appear to be cresting waves rolling in on an endless ocean. Only the water was sand, and it was way less pleasant to get a face full of sand than it was to get a face full of water. She should know, since she’d fallen more than a few times already.

      “What is a witch’s tit?” T’Kar caught her arm before she slid down another sand dune.

      Her feet were not as wide as his, and she continued to sink into the sand up to her ankles. She was grateful he’d caught her before she tumbled down another of the peaked dunes.

      “Something fucking freezing,” she said, rubbing her hands over her arms as fast as she could.

      “I suggested we make camp in the cave.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She peered over her shoulder. The mountains looked smaller in the distance, but she knew they were too far away now to turn back. “I said I was wrong.”

      “It is just nice to hear it again.”

      She shot him a look. “Now I’m starting to get a husband vibe off you, and I’m not a fan.”

      She ignored his choked laugh. At least someone was enjoying all this, she thought. She’d forgotten that the same hard skin that protected T’Kar from the suns, also kept him from freezing at night.

      “We can always stop and make camp,” he said as he helped her a smaller slope. “The tent will be warmer than being outside.”

      She shook her head, knowing she was being stubborn, but also wanting to get to the Dothvek village as quickly as possible. She had to know if her friends were okay, and every minute she was left to wonder felt like torture. “Just a little father.”

      T’Kar made a noise in the back of his throat that she knew meant he disapproved, but she continued on, cursing when she started slipping again.

      “Sons of the goddesses,” he muttered, hoisting her up into his arms and carrying her.

      Holly opened her mouth to protest, but his body was so warm that she couldn’t help snuggling up against his chest. Not only were her feet not suited to climbing up and down sand dunes, her legs burned from the exertion. She wouldn’t mind resting for a bit.

      “Thanks,” she said after a moment.

      He glanced down at her. “You are welcome.”

      She didn’t feel too guilty about being carried, since her extra weight seemed to be nothing to him. He actually increased his speed, a reminder that he’d been slowing his pace so she could keep up.

      Even though T’Kar hadn’t grown up on the desert, he adapted to the terrain easily, moving expertly up and down the sandy hills. There was little sound on the open desert, save that of his steady breaths. She couldn’t help thinking how peaceful it was, and what a sharp contrast from the city he’d grown up in. Before she could ask him what he thought of his first extended trip in the desert, his legs went out from under him and they both pitched forward.

      Holly yelped as she tumbled down a dune, landing at the bottom and pushing herself up. She expected T’Kar to be beside her, but he wasn’t. Scrambling up the slope, she saw him on the other side, but he wasn’t alone.

      Her gut tightened as she saw him slashing at a huge, snake-like creature whose head reared up out of the sand.

      Shit. What the hell was that thing? She glanced nervously around her feet, which were buried ankle-deep in the powder. Were there more of them?

      T’Kar caught her eye. “Run!”

      Part of her—okay, a big part of her—wanted to run, but she knew she couldn’t leave him to battle that thing on his own. She didn’t know how much help she could be, but she wasn’t going to leave him. She didn’t do that.

      She didn’t need to look around to know there was nothing she could use to fight off the creature. There was only sand as far as she could see. She swung her pack off her back, and opened it, keeping one eye on T’Kar as he slashed at the beast. Luckily, the Crestek was fast and had clearly been trained with a blade.

      Pawing through the contest of the bag, she found a bundle of metal stakes she recognized as ones used to secure a tent. She hurriedly unwrapped them, grabbing one for each hand, then dropped the remaining stakes in the bag.

      “Here goes nothing,” she whispered to herself, sliding down toward the back of the sand-dwelling snake and hoping it was too distracted by T’Kar to hear her.

      She noticed splatters on the sand that looked inky in the moonlight, and her stomach roiled. She hoped that was the snake’s blood and not T’Kar’s. From where she was, he didn’t look injured as he ducked and slashed. But she also did not see any obvious cuts on the serpent.

      Holly held the stakes tightly as she tried to get closer. She knew as soon as she struck, the animal would turn on her. She needed to strike as close to the head as possible. If only the fucking thing wasn’t swinging so wildly.

      Where was Tori when you needed her? The Zevrian was a master at using her hair pins as weapons, and Holly had no doubt the woman would have already lodged them expertly in the creature’s brain. But she wasn’t Tori. Suddenly, being an expert at fixing engines didn’t seem all that practical. Especially since the planet they were stuck on had a sum total of zero space vessels.

      Holly tried channel her crew’s security chief as she leapt forward and jammed one of the metal stakes into the snake’s back. Instantly, the creature flung itself backward, more of its massive body emerging from underneath the sand.

      Fuck! Holly scrambled back as the body crashed into the ground next to her, sending a shower of sand into the air. She squeezed her eyes shut so it wouldn’t blind her, then wiped her face quickly. The grit was in her mouth and coated her skin, but she was able to blink any fine particles out of her eyes.

      She rolled over as she felt the creature flailing next to her and saw T’Kar jump astride it and plunge his blade into it again and again. The animal let out a piercing, high-pitched sound as it writhed in obvious pain.

      Holly hesitated to stab it again until she saw it open its mouth, sharp fangs glinting as it lunged for T’Kar. With a scream, she lifted the stake over her head and drove it into the back of the diamond-shaped head that arched back toward her. It twisted fast, knocking her onto her back, and she could see that she’d missed her mark, the stake dangling from the side of its head. She scuttled back as it advanced on her, eyes flashing red.

      Then she saw T’Kar flying through the air behind it, lodging his blade between its eyes. With a final shriek, the animal collapsed, the sand shaking and shifting as its wide body made impact. Then the desert was quiet again, except for the ragged sound of both her and T’Kar sucking in breath.

      She gathered her skirt and cloak in her hands and rushed over to him, even though it felt like she was wading through the sand. He was bent over, his hands on his thighs. His black cloak was torn and hanging from one shoulder, and his face was covered with sand and smeared with something dark and sticky.

      She put an arm around his waist. “You saved me.”

      He shook his head and winced. “We saved each other.”

      “So, are these sand snakes one of the reasons you didn’t want to come out here at night?” she asked.

      “One of them.” His voice was tight, and he didn’t meet her eyes.

      Holly pushed back his cloak and ran her hands over his chest and stomach, her heart stopping when she pulled them back wet and sticky and covered with his blood.
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      T’Kar didn’t feel pain. Not at first. What he first felt was Holly’s fear.

      She attempted to keep her face from betraying her panic, but he could sense it as if the terror fluttered in his own stomach. Then he looked down at her hands, glistening dark and shiny in the moonlight.

      “Blood,” he said, his mind momentarily muddled. “Are you hurt?”

      The smell was metallic and made his nose twitch and his stomach turn.

      She gave a brief shake of her head, not meeting his eyes. “I’m fine, but we need to get you help.”

      T’Kar scanned the sands. “There is no help out here. It is why my people never venture onto the sands.”

      Then he felt it, the sharp sting in his side when he tried to take a deep breath. He dropped his hand to the pain, his fingers finding the gash. The blood was warm as it oozed out of him, coating his palm as he pressed it to the wound.

      The sand serpent had been fast, faster than he’d expected, with fangs like blades. At least the creature hadn’t bitten down, although even grazing the sharp fang had opened up his flesh. He looked down at Holly. At least it hadn’t bitten her.

      Time had stopped when he’d seen the snake turn on her. The terror of her being hurt had been greater than anything he’d ever experienced before, the fear in her eyes making a red haze come over him. He’d heard nothing but the fiery pounding of blood in his head as he’d attacked the snake and felt his blade sinking into the creature’s tough flesh. Even now, the adrenaline of the murderous rage pulsed through his body, making him shake.

      “I’ll have to fix you up, then,” Holly said, her voice artificially bright. “We must have some first aid supplies in these packs, right? I may not be the best medic on our crew, but I’ve had to patch up people before.”

      He didn’t answer, and Holly continued to babble on, filling the worried silence with her chatter.

      She moved around, gathering both packs and hunching over them. “These sand snakes don’t travel in packs, do they?”

      He dropped his gaze to the dead sand serpent, its lifeless body limp on the sand. “No. From what I have read, they are solitary.”

      Holly let out a breath. “That’s a fucking relief. I don’t think I could handle any more of them.” She hesitated and looked up. “You don’t happen to know if they’re poisonous, do you? On Earth, some snakes have venom in their fangs.”

      “I do not believe these do.”

      “Hallelujah,” she muttered, then glanced around them furtively. “Wait. There aren’t any other terrifying animals that live under the sand, are there?”

      He started to laugh, but pain shot through his side. He shook his head. “Nothing like sand serpents.”

      T’Kar’s legs were weak as he steadied his breath, the horizon shifting and the moons replicating before his eyes, multiple, glowing orbs dancing in sky above.

      “Whoa.” Holly grabbed him by the elbow. “You a little dizzy?”

      “I’m fine,” he said, even as his vision blurred.

      “Okay, tough guy. Why don’t we sit you down before you fall down?” She lowered him gingerly to the sand. “I found some cloth I can use as bandages, which should help staunch the blood flow. What I really need is some med tape or auto-sutures, but either you guys don’t have those, or we didn’t happen to bring any.”

      “I have never heard of auto-sutures.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of.” Holly glanced at his torso, frowning. “I guess we’ll just have to make do. Can you lean back while I wrap this around you?”

      He rested one arm behind him and angled his body, so his stomach was flat, then removed his other hand from the gash.

      Holly sucked in a breath. “That’s not so bad. Now hold still while I wrap this around you.”

      He flinched as she wound the cloth tightly but did not move. The more she wrapped, the less pain he felt. After a few moments, she sat back and appraised her work. “That should hold until we can—”

      “We will not be able to reach the Dothvek camp tonight.”

      She turned back to the packs and pawed through them. “No, and you shouldn’t try to move much for a while.”

      He jerked his head up and made a clicking sound in the back of his throat. “We can’t stay out here. It’s too dangerous.”

      She shot him a look. “What do you suggest? We limp across the desert with you bleeding to death the entire way? No. We’re going to make camp until you heal.”

      He glared at her. “It will take too long. You should go on without me.”

      Holly pulled a bundle from one of the packs. “Look. I found the tent. I’ll just pop this up and we’ll be good to go.”

      “I do not know your species well, but are all the females as stubborn as you?”

      She smiled at him as she unfurled the stiff fabric. “All the ones in my crew.”

      He tried to stand, but his wound ached when he moved.

      “Seriously? You’re going to mess up my perfect bandaging job?” Holly put a hand on his chest. “Stop moving around and making it worse. I’ve got this.”

      He did as he was told, leaning back and closing his eyes as she worked to set up the small tent. The night air was cool, but his body was still warm from the battle, especially where her hands had touched him. He put his fingers to his bandage, glad to find that the blood was not seeping through.

      “You do not have to do this,” he said after a while. “It is I that is supposed to be taking care of you.”

      Holly let out a huff of breath. “You saved my life. Not letting you die alone in the desert is kind of the least I can do.”

      He opened his eyes. A small ,peaked tent stood off the side—as far away from the dead snake as possible without tilting up the side of a dune—anchored into the sand with stakes she’d pulled out of the serpent. He could feel her pride as she stood looking at it with her hands on her hips.

      “You are sure your people are not descended from nomads?” he asked.

      “Not for millennia.” She brushed her hands off on the front of her dress, which he noticed was both ripped and stained. “Now, let’s get you inside.”

      T’Kar bent low to enter the tent, then lay flat on his back. The tent was long enough to cover his entire body, but not by much. Holly crawled in after him, tucking both packs by their feet, and tied the flaps closed so that only the smallest slivers of light crept in.

      There was enough space for her to lie beside him, but their bodies were flush. She shifted a bit, twisting and turning until he reached out and put a hand on her leg to still her. “I have no intention of taking you tonight.”

      Even in the dark, he could sense her amusement. “Considering you can barely move, I didn’t think you were going to try anything.”

      “Then why are you so nervous?”

      “It’s nothing. It’s silly.” She let out a sigh. “It’s just that I’m used to sleeping alone. I don’t know how to sleep next to someone else. Ridiculous, right?”

      “No. I have never wanted to sleep next to another before, either.” He pulled her close to him, grateful she was lying next to his uninjured side. Her body was warm and her fingers soft as she rested them on his stomach. “We will learn together.”

      Her body relaxed into him, and she let out a warm breath that tickled his chest. T’Kar closed his eyes, trying to concentrate on the feel of the female beside him and not think about the very real danger they were in.
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      Holly sat up suddenly, and her head grazed the side of the tent. It took her a few moments to remember where she was—in a tent in the middle of the desert with T’Kar. Light filled the small space, and she could feel the heat rising off the surrounding sands. It wouldn’t be long before the inside of the tent was sweltering, although she’d rather be hot than freeze to death.

      She looked over her shoulder and felt a small amount of relief that he was still sleeping peacefully, his chest rising and falling. Her gaze trailed down to his bare chest—the chiseled muscles, the gold skin, the elaborate tattoo—and then on to the swatch of fabric wrapped around his stomach. She was glad to see that it wasn’t completely soaked with blood. Only a small amount of red had seeped through all the layers.

      She released a relieved breath. The bleeding had stopped, and he’d made it through the night. That meant the sand snake hadn’t been poisonous, and no major organs or arteries had been damaged. She didn’t want to admit how happy that made her.

      It was her fault he’d been injured in the first place. If she hadn’t been so insistent they cross the desert at night, they never would have been attacked by a sand serpent, and he never would have been bitten. Of course, he might have mentioned why he was hesitant to cross the desert at night, although if he’d told her there were snakes slithering under the surface of the sand, she might never have stepped off the rock ledge at all.

      Holly shuddered as she remembered the large serpent and its flashing fangs. She could easily go the rest of her life without seeing one of those again.

      “You do not need to worry,” T’Kar said, his voice thick with sleep. “They do not emerge in the daytime.”

      She jerked her head around. “What? How did you…? Did I wake you?”

      He smiled slowly, raising a hand to his makeshift bandage. “I needed to wake up. We should not spend all day sleeping when we should be traveling.”

      Holly remembered Danica talking about her Dothvek hottie being able to sense what she was feeling and sometimes thinking. She’d assumed the empath thing was unique to his species, but maybe the Cresteks had it too, since they looked so similar. She’d have to be more careful with her thoughts, although she knew that was easier said than done. The moment she tried not to think about something, it was all she could think of.

      T’Kar tilted his head at her. “You slept well.” It was a statement more than a question.

      “Yeah, actually. I guess yesterday wore me out.” She eyed the flap of the tent and the bright sun peeking through the ties. “Are you sure you’re up to climbing sand dunes? We can always rest until you’re better.”

      “And risk being on the sands another night?”

      She swallowed hard. Another night meant another chance for them to encounter a sand serpent. “Maybe you’re right, but we can go slow.”

      He nodded, sitting up and bumping the inside of the tent’s peak. “We might not have a choice. I do not think I can carry you yet.”

      “Are you saying I need to be carried?” She tried to sound indignant, even though she knew he was right. They’d moved much faster when she’d stopped rolling down the dunes and he’d picked her up.

      T’Kar reached down and touched one of her bare feet. “You are not designed to cross the sands easily. That is all.”

      His touch made a jolt shoot from her foot up her spine, and she shivered.

      His brow wrinkled. “You are cold?”

      “No.” She moved her foot away from his hand. “Just ticklish.”

      Pulling roughly at the flap ties, she pushed both flaps open and crawled outside, grateful to get some space from the man whose slightest touch made her body react. So much for getting him out of her system. The big alien was still very much in there, and still very much driving her crazy.

      Holly angled a hand over her eyes. The suns had only begun to rise over the golden dunes, but the light was already bright, bouncing off the shimmering sand and making her squint. The cold of the night had burned off quickly, and the sand felt warm to the touch.

      She avoided looking directly at the corpse of the snake, although she could see that it had already sunk down into the powdery sand so that only the top third of its body remained out in the open. In the light of day, the creature that had looked black in the moonlight now appeared to be iridescent, the scales catching the light and shifting color from brown to gold.

      T’Kar emerged beside her, his lips a hard line as he stared at the creature. “We shouldn’t stay here much longer. Other creatures will come for the corpse.”

      Holly put a hand over her nose. She could already smell the decay. He was right. The hotter the temperature got, the faster the body would rot. She wouldn’t mind getting far away from the dead animal as soon as possible.

      T’Kar draped her cloak over her shoulders. “You’ll need this for the sun.”

      The fabric immediately felt hot as it covered her body, but she knew he was right. “I wouldn’t need to wear a cape in the desert if your people didn’t dress me up in the world’s most impractical dress.”

      “It is practical for some things.”

      Her cheeks warmed as she thought about of him easily pushing the gossamer fabric out of the way.  ”Well, desert travel isn’t one of them.”

      He expertly folded the tent and tucked it into one of the packs. Neither of them mentioned the dried green blood coating two of the metal stakes as he slid them inside, as well.

      T’Kar handed her a canister of water and pulled out one for himself. She was grateful to drink, but her belly fluttered when she felt how light the bottle was compared to the day before. If they didn’t find the Dothvek village today, they would be in serious trouble.

      She clinked her bottle with his. “Cheers.”

      He seemed perplexed, but he nodded and drank. After he tucked the bottles back into the packs, he passed her a round of bread. It wasn’t warm like it had been when they been in his apartment, and it had hardened slightly from the day before, but it would quell the rumble in her belly.

      Holly hiked her pack onto one shoulder, then twisted her neck to see the rocky mountains behind them, turning back around and pointing to an invisible spot in the distance. “It’s over there somewhere.”

      T’Kar nodded, hoisting the remaining pack on his back. His face twinged in pain for a moment before he took her hand in his. “Hopefully not more than a day’s journey.”

      “Not unless I got it really wrong,” Holly said under her breath, taking a bite of bread.

      T’Kar jerked his head around, his brow furrowing. He scanned the horizon, then shook his head. “That is strange.”

      Holly swiveled her head but saw nothing. “What? Something else under the sand?”

      He shook his head. “No. I thought I felt something. It was probably nothing.”

      Aside from them, the desert seemed pretty quiet and pretty desolate. No people. No animals. Not even birds overhead.

      Holly studied T’Kar’s worried expression. “You sure?”

      He grabbed her hand and urged her forward. “It was nothing, but we should move.”

      She was glad for his hand as her feet sank into the sand, and she trudged after him. Even injured, he would move faster than her. Especially since he was moving much quicker than he had been the day before.

      She didn’t need to be a mind reader to know he’d lied when he’d said it was nothing. The man clearly thought they were being followed.
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      T’Kar barely noticed the pain in his side as he took long steps along the ridge of a lengthy dune. He tried not to glance behind him, as this action seemed to concern Holly. He couldn’t see anything, anyway. There was not a soul anywhere in sight, which made the knot in his belly tighten further.

      He might not be able to see whomever was out there, but he had felt them. The pulse of emotions had been sudden and unfamiliar. It was not a Crestek mind, of that he was certain, but he was not sure if it was a Dothvek, either. He’d sensed curiosity about him and Holly, but also a flicker of fear and hostility.

      He squeezed Holly’s hand and moved faster. Someone had been watching them. He was certain. Since they’d started moving, he could no longer pick up on the other mind. Either his skills were not strong enough or they were no longer being followed.

      Glancing up at the colorless sky, he saw that the two suns were nearly straight overhead, their rays relentless as they beat down. His throat was bone dry, and he could taste the tang of blood, which he attempted to swallow down and ignore.

      He was not used to such punishing heat in the Crestek city. Their cool stone buildings and awnings protected them from the worst of it. For a moment, he longed for the comfort of his home, then he glanced over at Holly and pushed the feeling aside. Soon they would both be safe and free.

      “Can we take a break?” The small female asked, pulling back on his arm. She pushed her hood down and peered up at him, her face flushed.

      “Are you unwell?” He touched his fingers to her pink skin.

      “I’m hot as hell, but okay,” she said, putting a hand gingerly on the cloth wrapped around his middle. “It’s you who needs to take it easy.”

      T’Kar followed her gaze and saw that the bloody spot on the fabric had indeed grown larger. “I am fine. Once we get to the Dothvek village, I can rest.”

      She scowled at him. “If we make it. I’ve got news for you, big guy. If you collapse, no way can I drag you the rest of the way.”

      He closed his hand over hers. Now that he’d stopped moving, he was aware of the pain in his side.

      “You want to tell me the real reason we’re going so fast?” she asked, swiping a damp strand of red hair off her forehead. “And don’t even think of feeding me some bullshit story, because I’ll know if you’re lying.”

      His pulse quickened. Could she sense what he was feeling? He’d never heard of such a thing, especially since she was an offworlder, but there was little known about other species and their abilities. “Are your kind empathic?”

      “You mean like the Dothveks?” She shook her head. “No, I’ve just got a really attuned bullshit detector, especially with guys.”

      He was not sure what that meant, or what ‘bullshit’ was, but he got the general idea that it was not a good thing. He let out a breath. “I will not offer you bullshit to eat. I am moving quickly because I sensed someone watching us.”

      She swung her head to the right and then to the left. “Really? I don’t see anyone.”

      “Neither do I, and I have not since I first picked up on another being. I did not want to tell you and scare you because I could not be sure, and because I saw nothing.”

      Holly bit the corner of her lip. “When you say you feel them, are you saying that you’re empathic like the Dothveks?”

      “My kind lost our ability long ago, but those of us who wish to reconnect with the old ways have worked to rekindle and cultivate our abilities.”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “You taught yourself how to read minds?”

      “It is not mind reading.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Is that how you knew what I was worrying about this morning?”

      “Yes, although I did not do it on purpose.”

      She pulled her hand out from under his. “When Danica told me that her hottie barbarian could sense what she was thinking, I didn’t totally get it. Now, I’m not sure how I feel about you knowing what I’m thinking.”

      “I do not know what you are thinking,” he said, although it wasn’t hard to tell what she was thinking at the moment, since her expression was dark and her eyes were slitted in suspicion. “I only get general impressions of your emotions.”

      Holly folded her arms across her chest. “What am I feeling now?”

      Irritated. Upset. And something fainter. Curiosity again. But not from her. And not as distant as it had been.

      He grabbed her hand and yanked her forward, almost sending both of them tumbling down the side of the sand dune.

      “What the actual fuck?” She stumbled after him, swatting at his hand. “We weren’t done talking.”

      “We’re done for now.”

      Her irritation was not quite full-blown anger, but he couldn’t stop. Not even when he felt the wound in his side open and the sharp pain made him suck in a breath.

      “Wait a second,” she said. “Did you sense someone again?”

      He didn’t answer, but he looked down and locked eyes with her. She stopped struggling, nodding and running alongside him to keep up.

      “Do you think they’re dangerous?” she asked, after they’d gone across a few more dunes. Her breathing was labored, and the words were jerky.

      “I do not know,” he admitted. “But they want something.”

      He didn’t want to think that the thing they wanted—the thing they were so curious about—was actually her. He gripped her hand harder, determined to protect her and get her to safety, even as blood oozed down his side.

      Black spots danced in front of his eyes, and the ground shifted under his feet, then it was rushing up toward him. Holly screamed as they both pitched over the side and rolled down a slope of sand. He lost her hand as they tumbled, and when he landed, he scrambled up to find her.

      She was not far from him, and she was already pushing herself up on her hands and knees when he put an arm around her. She blew sand out of her mouth, wiping at the shimmering dust clinging to her face and hair.

      “I do not know what happened,” he said, as he helped her brush sand off her cloak.

      She looked at him, her eyes scanning his body and then her mouth gaping. “I think I know.” Her gaze returned to him, her eyes flashing. “How long has your side been like that?”

      He looked down, instinctively raising a hand to cover the blood dripping from underneath the blood-soaked fabric ringing his waist. “I do not know.”

      “Now who’s lying?” She put a hand under his elbow. “Come on, you need to sit.”

      He jerked his head up. “No. We need to keep moving.”

      “T’Kar.” Her voice with calm and low. “You can’t keep moving. You collapsed. That’s why we fell down the dune. You’re wound is bleeding again—probably because you’re exerting yourself too much—and you’ve lost a lot of blood. We need to rest.”

      “Not now,” he said, even as she guided him to sit down. “Not when there is someone after us.”

      She slipped her pack off her shoulder and found the bottle of water, handing it to him while she inspected his injury. “We don’t know for sure that someone is out there, or that they’re coming for us. For all we know, you’re sensing the Dothvek village. It can’t be far from here.”

      Maybe she was right. He closed his eyes as a wave of dizziness threatened to level him. Maybe he was picking up on Dothveks.

      T’Kar pressed his lips together as she unwound the cloth covering his gash and tried to ignore the low hiss of breath she emitted when his flesh was bare. He could hear her pawing through the pack again.

      “Next time your separatists buddies pack you a go bag, remind them to include a med kit, okay?”

      He clenched his teeth when he felt a sharp sting in his side, opening his eyes to see her pouring water onto his cut. “You should not. We need to save that for drinking.”

      She shook her head. “If this gets infected, no amount of drinking water will save you. Don’t worry. We’ll reach the Dothveks before water becomes an issue.”

      He was too weak to argue with her, dropping his head back and taking deep breaths. At least he no longer sensed the other mind. The pulse of interest was gone, but just as suddenly, his head was filled with a messy swirl he’d never experienced before.

      His eyes flew open, and he reached for his blade even as he saw the beady-eyed creatures surrounding them.
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      Holly had washed out his cut, but the gash still oozed blood. Whatever healing had taken place overnight had been undone when he’d practically dragged her up and down more sand dunes than she could count.

      She let out an impatient breath as she pressed the clean part of the fabric over the cut and rewrapped it. It wasn’t perfect, but it would hold at least until they reached the Dothveks and her crew. Danica had taken some medical supplies from their old ship before it had been blown up, and she hoped there was something that would help T’Kar heal, because for a gold-skinned alien, he was starting to look pretty pale.

      Before she could tell him that he was good to go, his eyes opened, and his hand moved quickly to the blade on his belt.

      “What’s wr—?” she started to ask, but the words died on her lips.

      Following his gaze, she saw the creatures coming over the dunes on all sides, and she moved closer to him. Holly knew she shouldn’t have been surprised there were more species on the planet she hadn’t seen, but she couldn’t help staring.

      The squat aliens were covered in brown cloaks, but she could see their nearly translucent skin beneath the hoods, along with beady eyes that almost glowed blue. They were not even half her height—and significantly smaller than T’Kar—and they rode strange animals that looked like giant centipedes. Holly hadn’t been a huge fan of the furry, camel-like creatures the Dothveks used to cross the desert, but she’d take the ornery animals any day over these slithery things.

      T’Kar stood and pulled her with him, squaring his shoulders and holding his blade in one hand. “What do you want?”

      One of the aliens replied, his language a strange series of clicks that her universal translator had a difficult time decoding. But even only understanding every third word, she knew they did want something. What, exactly, she didn’t know

      “We have nothing of value,” T’Kar said. “We are traveling to the Dothvek village.”

      A few of the aliens glanced back over their shoulders, letting Holly know that at least they were headed in the right direction.

      “I am returning her to her crew,” T’Kar added, indicating Holly with a tip of his head.

      More clicky chattering from the lead alien on his oversized centipede. T’Kar stiffened and adjusted the blade in his hand. “Why would I do that?”

      The alien flashed a blaster from under the long sleeve of his cloak.

      “Hey,” Holly said, pointing at the blaster. “That’s from our ship.”

      “They are sand scavengers,” T’Kar told her in a low voice. “They, no doubt, stole it from your ship.”

      “Sand scavengers?” Holly shook her head. “Boy, your planet is just full of fun surprises, isn’t it? Are they violent?”

      “From what little I know, not usually. But we must give them something to pass freely.” T’Kar tossed one of the packs at them. “Let’s hope we do not need the tent again.”

      Holly shot the aliens a look as one of them scurried forward to retrieve the bag, carrying it back to their leader, who opened it and inspected the contents. She wished she had a blaster herself, right about now.

      More clicking, and T’Kar put an arm around her waist. “That’s not going to happen.”

      She looked up at him, the hard set of his jaw making her stomach flutter. “What are they saying?”

      “They don’t want what I offered them. They want you.”

      She faced them, raising one hand and her middle finger. “No fucking way. You may not understand my language, but I hope you understand this.”

      The scavengers looked at each other, their chatter becoming louder. The giant centipedes they rode twisted back and forth restlessly in the sand, making Holly shiver at the snake-like movement. Everything about these scavengers was repulsive.

      T’Kar pushed her behind him slightly and bent into a fighting stance. “That leaves us with one option.”

      Holly gulped as she glanced around. They were outnumbered by a lot—she counted at least a dozen creepy scavengers on even creepier mega-centipedes—and T’Kar had one blade. He’d literally brought a knife to a gun fight.

      Fuck fuck fuck. She would have considered trying to outrun them if she didn’t suspect that the sand centipedes were fast as hell.

      The scavengers moved to flank them, and T’Kar swiveled around, keeping her tucked behind him. Fear and fury radiated off him, even as he flinched in pain with each move.

      The lead scavenger shouted something, and two of the others rushed forward—one from each side. T’Kar slashed at them, bending low and cutting the scuttling legs of one centipede, and then spinning to strike the other animal.

      The scavengers flew off the injured creatures and into the sand, their hoods flying off to reveal wrinkled skin that hung off them as if it was melting. Holly clutched T’Kar tighter as the aliens got to their feet, screaming and running toward the animals bleeding out on the sand.

      Holly braced herself for another attack, but instead, she saw a flash of red and felt T’Kar jolt. He sank limply to the ground next to her, before she could register that the leader of the alien scavengers had fired the blaster.

      “No!” She fell down next to him, putting her hand over the scorched flesh marring his tattoo. She couldn’t feel his heartbeat, but hers was racing. She slapped his cheeks as his head lolled to the side. “T’Kar, wake up. Come on.”

      Her heart constricted. She couldn’t feel him anymore. She hadn’t even known how much of his emotions she’d been sensing until they were gone. She’d never felt so empty and alone. Her skin went cold, and she pressed her body into his, trying to feel his warmth.

      Doughy hands pulled at her and she lashed out, hitting the creatures as they tried to grab her. T’Kar’s knife was still in his hand, and she snatched it up, slicing the arm of the next alien who reached for her. And then another.

      More screams tore through the air, and dark blood splattered the sand. Good, she thought. Let them feel some of the pain. Before she could take out any more of the vile creatures, something hard hit her head, and she slipped into darkness.
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      T’Kar woke with a start, the hot sand burning his chin. He tried to move his arms, but they seemed to be pinned to his side. Not pinned, just immobile, as if they were stuck in something thick.

      He cracked his eyes and panic gripped him. It would have brought him to his knees. That is, if he hadn’t been buried up to his neck in the sand.

      Swiveling his head as far as he could, he quickly scanned the horizon. Nothing. No Holly. No scavengers. Just endless sand, although the suns had dipped considerably lower. How long had he been out, and how the hell had he gotten neck-deep in the sand?  It wasn’t like the sand had blown up around him. No, he’d clearly been buried on purpose.

      The last thing he could remember was bringing down two of the scavengers. Then a flash of pain and Holly screaming. After that, nothing.

      What had happened, and where was he? Had the scavengers put him in the sand, the last step in an elaborate torture ritual meant to draw out his death? Panic twisted in his gut as he imagined dying of thirst under the hot glare of the suns. He had never heard of this as a punishment meted out on the sands, but there was much he did not know about sand dwellers, that much was clear.

      “You will not die. The sand helps you heal,” a gruff voice said from behind him.

      T’Kar craned his neck but could only catch the smallest sliver someone behind him. Someone large ,with lots of long, dark hair, and heavy black marks on their bare chest. His heart pounded. A Dothvek.

      “Who are you?” T’Kar asked. “Am I in the Dothvek village?”

      The male made a low, scornful noise that told T’Kar that they weren’t in the village, and whomever had buried him and attempted to heal him, wasn’t part of the Dothvek clan. He wasn’t sure if this was good or bad.

      “Where am I?”

      “You’re safe.” The creature walked in front of him and squatted down, appraising him and nodding. “And better.”

      Even though he knew he should be more outraged, curiosity got the better of him. “How?”

      The Dothvek held out a handful of yellow leaves. “They help heal. I put them over your wounds. The sand does the rest.”

      T’Kar had never heard of this kind of healing, or seen leaves like that, but he was beginning to realize there was much about his planet he did not know. “Thank you.”

      The male grunted. Brown, matted hair fell over his face, but that did not hide the fact that he was Dothvek. He wore the leather wraps around his wrists that were one of the hallmarks of the clan, not to mention his black chest markings. Unlike the Dothveks he’d encountered who wore low-slung pants, this one only wore a rough animal skin around his waist. He was clearly past the age of maturity, with broad shoulders, bulging arm muscles, and facial hair, but he was not old. What was he doing out on his own?

      T’Kar understood the Dothvek tongue. It had been easy to learn, since it shared a root and many common words with the Crestek language. He did not know how this Dothvek understood him, though.

      The Dothvek grunted and stood, walking behind him again. “We know more about your kind than you think, Crestek.”

      T’Kar could hear the disdain in his voice. Like most Dothveks, he did not think highly of his sworn enemy. Not that T’Kar blamed him. The two peoples had been locked in a tenuous stand-off marked by occasional incursions and battles for generations.

      “If you despise me so much, why did you save me?” he asked, before he could think better of it.

      “I despise the scavengers more.”

      Well, T’Kar supposed that was one thing he had going for him.

      “I am grateful to you, but I need to go.”

      “You need more time.”

      “I need to find her.” T’Kar said, hearing the urgency in his voice.

      He felt the same flash of curiosity he had earlier on the sands. So, he’d been right. Someone had been following them, and it wasn’t just the scavengers.

      “The female,” the Dothvek said, walking back in front of him. “The one who was with you. The one they took.”

      “You saw them take her?” Murderous rage toward the scavengers filled him, and he saw the Dothvek raise a sloped eyebrow.

      Then he jerked his head up and made a clicking noise. “I heard, but when I arrived, they were gone. Only you remained on the sand. I decided to save you.” He tilted his head. “I had never seen a Crestek up close, before.”

      For the first time, T’Kar wondered if he should be afraid of this Dothvek. He hadn’t picked up on any feelings of outright malice, but his skills were also not honed.

      “Why would I harm you after I saved you?” the creature asked, clearly sensing his trepidation.

      He disappeared behind him again, and T’Kar heard sounds of rustling fabric and crackling fire. “Thank you again for saving me, but you understand why I must leave. If the scavengers have my mate, I must go after her.”

      “The female is your mate?” The Dothvek’s interest flared. “But she looks so strange.”

      “She is an offworlder, but she is also my mate. We were bonded in a Crestek ceremony and I have claimed her.” He wasn’t sure how far this male’s interest extended, and he wanted to make sure he understood that Holly was his.

      The Dothvek chuckled. “Do not worry, Crestek. I have no intention of taking your mate. I have not forgotten that much about myself or my clan. I have never seen one like her before, that is all. Are there more offworld females?”

      “She is part of a crew that crashed here. All females.”

      “If she is an offworlder, how do you understand her? Does she speak Crestek?”

      T’Kar jerked his head up with a click in his throat. He twisted his head so the Dothvek could see in his ear. “This device translates her words for me.”

      The barbarian squinted at it, cocking his head to one side and wrinkling his nose. “Crestek technology.”

      T’Kar nodded, knowing the Dothveks despised technology. “The offworlders have devices permanently implanted that can understand all languages.”

      The warrior gaped at him. “Even Dothvek?”

      T’Kar gave a single nod.

      The Dothvek rocked back on his heels. “And where are all these offworld females who can understand every language?

      “From what I understand, they are all staying in the Dothvek village.”

      Another grunt of displeasure.

      “Why are you out here alone, Dothvek?” T’Kar asked. “And why such anger toward your clan?”

      For a few moments, there was nothing but the sound of a fire being stoked. “It does not matter. I cannot return, so I live alone on the sands. It is better this way.”

      T’Kar could not imagine how a life of solitude would be better than a life with a clan. Since he’d lived in a bustling city for his entire life, he found the idea of so much silence unthinkable.

      “I have seen your city,” the Dothvek outcast said. “From a distance.”

      T’Kar didn’t respond. He could sense that the creature was mulling over something, and he did not want to interrupt.

      “How do you intend to get her from the scavengers?” He finally asked.

      T’Kar opened his mouth and closed it again. “I do not know. I had not thought about how, only that I must.”

      A rough laugh from behind him. “Maybe you have some Dothvek in you, after all.”

      “Do you know which way they went? Where they may have taken her?” T’Kar asked.

      “Yes. They are sand scavengers. They only care about what they can get for her. They have no need to keep her, and would not want to feed another creature.”

      T’Kar’s gut clenched at the thought of Holly being held captive by creatures who might not even feed her.

      “They will want to trade her,” the Dothvek continued. “And they know who will pay well for a female like her.”

      T’Kar knew where Holly was headed, and relief washed over him. “The Dothvek village. They are taking her to the Dothveks for payment.”

      The outcast came around and crouched in front of him again. “Yes, but if she is your mate, do you really want to be in debt to those who despise you?”

      “They would not keep her from me. Not when I have claimed her.” T’Kar might not know everything about his people’s sworn enemy, but he knew they followed very strict claiming laws, as his kind had once done, as well.

      The Dothvek shrugged. “They have as few females as your kind. You had better hope your female supports your claim or you might find her warming another warrior’s bed.”
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      It was the strange, scuttling sound that woke her.

      Holly opened her eyes, realizing that the inky blue above her was the night sky, and the dim light came from the three moons hanging overhead like glowing orbs. The air was cold against her face, the chill making her shiver despite the cloak covering her. It took her another second of the world coming into focus to determine that she wasn’t lying on the sand. The powdery sand certainly moved when she’d slept on it, but not like this. This movement was jerky, and side-to-side. Where was she?

      The last thing she remembered was a battle with the scavengers who’d come upon her and T’Kar. And being hit on the head hard enough to pass out. She couldn’t move her arms to inspect her throbbing head, but she suspected she had a sizable bump. She sure as hell had the mother of all headaches.

      Lifting her head, and feeling it ache from the movement, she saw that she’d been strapped to one of the giant centipedes, and was part of the scavenger caravan moving across the desert. Now, the scuttling sound made sense—dozens of feet scurried underneath her as the animal slithered back and forth.

      Holly fought the bile that rose in her throat. She fucking hated insects. She didn’t like the small versions, and she sure as hell didn’t like the oversized kind she was riding on.

      Twisting her head, she saw that her centipede was tethered to another, squirming  beside her with a squat scavenger on its back, brown robes covering him and hiding his face. Anger pulsed hard and fast as she remembered what they’d done to T’Kar. She squeezed her eyes together to keep the tears from falling.

      Stop it, she told herself. There’s no use crying now. He’s gone.

      She didn’t want to remember the feel of his body as she’d held him, shaking her head to rid her mind of the image. Even worse was remembering how hard he’d fought to keep her safe.

      This is all my fault. He would be alive if it wasn’t for me and the stupid deal I made. If he’d just let me go alone, he’d be alive and well in the Crestek city.

      And you’d probably be dead, the little voice reminded her. No way would she have survived the sand serpent without him. Hell, she probably wouldn’t have made it through the mountains without getting caught.

      Fat lot of good that did. She’d still be taken by the scavengers, and now she was headed who knew where. She tugged at the restraints holding her to the animal. They were too tight for her to loosen, not that she wasn’t going to try.

      She pulled as hard as she could with both her hands and her feet, and the centipede jerked and made a strange clicking noise. The alien scavenger on the other animal glanced over, yelling something and slapping at her with a whip so quickly she barely registered the pain. Within seconds, though, her thigh burned from where she’d been struck.

      “Motherfucker!” She pulled her head up to look down. Luckily, she still wore her thick cloak, but the fabric had torn where she’d been hit. Without the heavy garment, she would no doubt have been bleeding.

      The lead scavenger paused, turning around and shouting something at the alien who’d hit her, who grumbled and shot her a look she could only assume was menacing, since she could barely see anything but a flash of glowing, blue eyes. He muttered something the lead avenger couldn’t hear.

      “Asshole,” Holly said, loud enough for him to hear her. “You might not be able to understand me, you little alien turd, but as soon as I can, I’m going to rip your fat little arms off and beat you to death with them.”

      She knew he couldn’t understand her, but at least she felt better. And at least anger had replaced her grief. She might not have been able to save T’Kar, but she could damn well exact revenge for him. Her body practically vibrated with rage, as she imagined all the horrific things she was going to do to the cowards who’d killed her husband and taken her hostage.

      Husband? Had she actually thought of T’Kar as her husband? She gave her head a rough shake. The pain and stress were obviously addling her brain. She’d never wanted a husband, or intended to have one, and she didn’t consider her sham marriage the real deal, did she?

      Her throat constricted, as she thought of the broad-shouldered alien with amber eyes who’d sacrificed himself to save her. Even if she didn’t think of him as hers, she knew he’d always considered their bond real. His mate, he’d called her.

      The memory of his deep voice uttering the word—and making it both possessive and incredibly sexy—caused fresh tears to well up in her eyes. She tried to blink them away, but since she couldn’t move her hands, the warm tears spilled down the side of her face and trickled into her ears.

      You don’t cry, Holly reminded herself. You never cry, and definitely not over a guy.

      But he wasn’t just another guy. Her heart knew it, even if her brain wasn’t cooperating. Not that it mattered. T’Kar was gone, and she needed to focus on the shit situation she was in, instead of crying over something that was gone.

      Her stomach tightened into a hard ball. This is why you never get involved. This is why it was stupid to risk your heart. It never ended up in anything but loss and heartbreak. She knew this, so why had she let herself feel something? Why had she been so fucking stupid?

      Holly sucked in a few deep breaths, the night air cold and bracing. The hot tears evaporated off her face, and she clenched her hands into fists, trying to bring back the rage that had felt so much better than grief. But every time she summoned anger, her eyes burned, frustrated tears threatening to fall again. Usually, she burnt off frustration with a healthy bout of sex, but that wasn’t an option anymore. She didn’t know if it ever would be, again.

      Son of a bitch, the alien had ruined her. If he was there right then, she would have pummeled him.

      The scavengers started to chatter, and their voices mixed with the faint tinkling of bells, and then louder voices. Deeper voices. Her heart leapt. Dothvek voices.

      She strained her head to look, and her body sagged with relief when she saw that they were approaching the familiar peaks and frond-topped trees of the Dothvek’s oasis village.

      “Danica!” She yelled, her voice cracking. “Caro! Tori! Bexli! Max! It’s me!”

      Human voices rose above the Dothvek ones, and then footsteps pounded toward her.

      “Oh, my God,” Caro screamed, when she reached her. “Holly, are you okay?”

      Then Danica was there, and Bexli and Max, and all four women ripped at the bindings as Holly burst into tears.
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      K’alvek paused outside the tent, his hand hesitating to open the flap. He disliked going into the clan leader's tent because Zatvar’s tent was also his mother’s. Although he knew she’d taken the brute as a mate in part to protect her son—the new leader would not threaten his mate’s offspring, even if he was the son of the preceding ruler—he hated seeing her with the Dothvek. It was why he’d spent so much time alone on the sands. That is, before he’d taken a human mate. Now he stayed in the village and tried to keep the peace, even when he really wanted to pound the warrior into the sand.

      “Do you require reinforcements?”

      He turned at his cousin Kush’s voice, allowing himself a relieved smile as the warrior approached. “Your presence would not be unwelcome. I fear I face a battle.”

      “When have you ever shied away from a fight?” Kush clapped a hand on his back, his other hand resting on the hilt of his curved blade.

      “This is not the type of battle I prefer, as you well know.”

      Not only could Kush easily sense his feelings, the two Dothveks were as close as brothers.

      “I assume you come to plead the females’ case,” Kush said.

      K’alvek nodded. The village had been in an uproar since the sand scavengers had arrived earlier with one of the female bounty hunters strapped to the back of one of their creatures. She’d been exhausted and injured, although not seriously. It had seemed to K’alvek that most of the damage to the human was not visible to the eye. She’d collapsed into tears as soon as she’d been freed, and the other females had rushed her off to tend to her.

      That had left the scavengers surrounded by Dothveks who were none too happy that a female had been bound and hurt. Sensing their mistake and precarious situation, the scavengers had left with nothing but a promise not to be slaughtered when they were next encountered by the warriors. K’alvek had even divested them of the weapon they’d stolen from his mate’s ship when he’d sensed they were hiding something. He’d also gotten information from them, and what he believed was a somewhat accurate account how they’d ended up with the female.

      “Is it true?” Kush asked.

      K’alvek raised an eyebrow, then felt his question. Kush wished to know if it was true that the scavengers had left a Crestek on the sands.

      “I sensed no deception on that front.” He had taken the scavenger leader aside and made many private yet effective threats to get the information and save the alien a certain amount of face with his kind. “The Crestek is out there. Whether or not he is dead, I do not know.”

      “It is the one who took Holly and led her into the city?”

      Holly had been too distraught to talk much when K’alvek tried to confirm with her, but he remembered the name she’d managed to get out through her tears. “T’Kar.”

      Kush’s face contorted. “The Crestek who helped Max and me escape.”

      K’alvek remembered the broad Crestek in black robes who’d emerged from the city walls with his cousin and his cousin’s new mate. He hadn’t heard his name then, but he remembered that the male had seemed honorable. For a Crestek.

      “If he is out there, I need to find him,” Kush said. “I made a promise to him.”

      K’alvek stared at his cousin. “You made a promise to a Crestek?” He knew Kush had been trapped inside the city with Max, but he hadn’t asked him for details of their ordeal. Since they had emerged as a couple, he had felt it was private, and most likely more than he needed to know, even about his closest kinsman.

      “He risked himself to get us out. He is not like the others, which is why he was in the middle of the sands with Holly.”

      “Perhaps she escaped, and he was chasing her?” K’alvek suggested, although he knew that was not the case. After a lifetime of hearing horror stories about his people’s enemy, he had a hard time reconciling the tales with his cousin’s personal encounter. If this chancellor’s son was an honorable male willing to cross the sands to bring Holly back to her friends, what else about his view of the Cresteks was wrong?

      Kush crossed his arms over his chest, the wide black curves of his tribal markings rippling from the movement. “You do not believe that.”

      K’alvek let out a huff of breath. “No, but if I am to believe you, that means I am asking Zatvar to take a hunting party onto the sands to rescue one of our sworn enemies.”

      Kush put a hand on his cousin’s arm. “No, that is what we are asking, brother.”

      K’alvek’s throat constricted, and Kush cocked his head at him.

      “You did not think I would send you in to the serpents’ nest alone, did you?”

      K’alvek closed a hand over his cousin’s and inclined his head slightly toward the tent. “Ready?”

      Kush dropped his hand and squared his shoulders before calling into the tent, ”Vaynik?”

      “Nahvik,” a voice barked from inside, commanding them to enter.

      Kush gave him a final, knowing look before pushing open one side, while K’alvek swept aside the other.

      Both Dothveks quickly scanned the large tent, locating the clan leader sprawled across a raised bed covered in tousled blankets and furs. His black hair hung loose, and his eyes were unfocused as he watched them.

      K’alvek noticed a jug of wine on a low table and a goblet in Zatvar’s hand. He attempted to hide his disdain that the leader was drunk so early in the night. His gaze drifted to the warrior’s softening middle, a reminder that he hadn’t ridden out in battle in over a full rotation around the suns. He quickly snapped his attention back to the male’s face, hoping his face did not betray his emotions. He knew he could prevent Zatvar from sensing them, although Kush shifted next to him, no doubt picking up his thoughts.

      K’alvek released an audible sigh of relief that his mother was nowhere in sight, his gaze flicking to the closed flap of the attached tent, where she kept her private chamber and her altars to the goddesses. It was a space Zatvar rarely entered, and K’alvek knew his mother used this to her advantage, spending much of her time praying.

      “You?” Zatvar’s lips curled and he cut his eyes to the attached tent. “Your mother is bowing down to the goddesses again when she should be attending to me.”

      Kush sent him a warning and stepped forward. “We come with a request.”

      Zatvar let out a snort. “Another request? From these females again? They are becoming more trouble than they are worth.” He laughed, gesturing toward his crotch. “Unless one of them would like to come in here and do the duty your mother neglects.”

      Now K’alvek sensed Kush’s anger rise. The idea of any of the females they’d saved being forced to service Zatvar was a slight on K’alvek’s mother—and Kush’s aunt. Even though they both detested the idea of her as his mate, they despised the idea of his disrespect even more.

      Zatvar waved a hand. “You are both too much like him. No sense of fun. Only honor and duty.”

      K’alvek knew he meant his father. The father who had died for his clan. The father who was many times the leader Zatvar would ever be. This time, Kush had to a place a hand on his arm to keep him from lashing out.

      “There is a warrior on the sands,” Kush said, before K’alvek could speak. “Wounded. Possibly dying. He got the human out of the Crestek city and was bringing her here when they were attacked. We need to find him.”

      Zatvar leaned forward, his goblet tipping and nearly spilling onto the bed. “Who is this warrior?”

      “Does it matter?” K’alvek asked. “He has acted honorably and deserves our help.”

      Zatvar narrowed his eyes, shifting his gaze from one Dothvek to the other, finally flopping back. “He is not one of ours, is he? Who is he? I hope you are not suggesting it was the outcast?”

      Kush jerked his head up and made a sharp noise in his throat. “No. This warrior is Crestek, but he is the one who helped me escape with my mate. Now, he has helped another leave the Crestek city.”

      Zatvar’s gaze slid to K’alvek. “You, of all Dothveks, come to me, begging to save a Crestek?”

      K’alvek felt the rebuke like a blow to the chest. He drew in a sharp breath. “I trust my cousin when he says the warrior is worthy.”

      Zatvar blew out a breath, righting his glass and taking a swig. “You might trust him, but you are not clan leader. Letting a Crestek in our village would be like releasing a serpent into our midst. We cannot trust them. Any of them.”

      Kush opened his mouth to argue, but Zatvar sat up, throwing his goblet across the tent where it hit the far side, splattering crimson wine across the beige fabric.

      “My word is final,” he bellowed. “No Dothvek will help a Crestek.” He sank back, glowering at them. “Now get out. I need to have my cock sucked.”

      K’alvek’s vision was clouded with red, as Kush pulled him out of the tent. He jerked away from his cousin’s grip, only to see that Kush’s face was flushed, and his eyes flashing with fury.

      “One day I will kill him,” K’alvek said, his words so low only his cousin could hear him.

      Kush met his eyes. “And I will help you.”
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      “You should really try to eat something,” Caro said, rubbing Holly’s back as she sat with her arms wrapped around her knees.

      Holly shook her head, even though she knew her friend was right. She’d drunk the water they’d given her, but even though her stomach felt hollow, she couldn’t manage eating quite yet.

      Her crew mates had brought her to the tent that Caro and Bexli were sharing, and the women all sat on the woven mats and furs that covered the soft sand. A few low, wooden tables were positioned around the edges and colorful cushions served as the backs of chairs. Even though it was night, the insides of the tent were illuminated by the warm glow of a lantern hanging between the two middle poles.

      The plate of food on a nearby table had grown cold, but not before filling the tent with the savory scent of crackling meat. Although she didn’t think she could hold it down, Holly breathed in the comforting smell of it.

      “You’re sure you’re okay?” Danica asked, eyeing her as she paced a small path near the tent’s entrance.

      Holly fingered the bottom hem of the oversized linen shirt they’d given her to change into. It hung down long enough that she could wear it as a short dress until they got her a pair of leather pants that weren’t so huge they dropped straight to the floor. The fabric wasn’t as soft as the sheer dress she’d been wearing, but it was much warmer. At least her arms were covered, and half her cleavage wasn’t hanging out.

      “I checked her head,” Caro said, from where she sat across from Holly. “There’s a bump, but the skin isn’t broken.”

      Danica didn’t look convinced as she stopped pacing and dragged a hand through her blonde hair. “We shouldn’t let her fall asleep until we know she doesn’t have a concussion.”

      “How long will that be?” Bexli asked, holding Pog in her lap and petting him absently. “She looks pretty worn out.”

      “I’m fine,” Holly said, speaking for the first time in a long while and making all the women snap their heads toward her. “And you know I can hear you, right?”

      Bexli stopped stroking Pog and he rolled onto his back—or his front, Holly could never tell which was which. “Sorry, Hols. We’re just worried about you. You’re usually not this…”

      “Hey,” Caro said. “Let’s give her a break. It looks like she’s been through a lot.”

      Holly hadn’t been able to talk about what had happened yet, but she knew she’s looked pretty terrifying when she’d arrived. She’d seen the looks on her friends’ faces when they’d pulled her off the scavengers’ centipede. Without even seeing herself, she knew her flimsy dress was torn to shreds, she had T’Kar’s blood on her—and possibly sand serpent blood, and her hair was matted over a sizable lump on her head.

      “This is all my fault,” Max murmured, almost too quietly for anyone to hear. “You and Tori.”

      “Tori?” Holly swiveled her head. It was a testament to how traumatized she was that she hadn’t noticed that Tori wasn’t with them. “Where is she? Is she…?”

      Max shook her head hard. “She’s not dead, at least we don’t think she is. When she thought Mourad’s guys had killed me, she and Vrax stole on board their ship, as they were taking off.”

      Holly rubbed her head as she tried to take it all in. “Tori is on Mourad’s ship, and that ship left?”

      Danica let out a long breath. “But you know our Tor. She’s probably raising hell and heading back to us right now.”

      “So, you see,” Max said in a small voice. “It really is all my fault. Tori missing and what happened to you.”

      Holly put a hand on the leg of the dark-haired woman sitting next to her. The last time she’d seen the scientist they’d captured as a bounty, Max had been wearing a similarly gauzy dress that had been plastered to her body because of the blood rains. She’d also been hand-in-hand with a tall, dark, and smoldering Dothvek. Holly had volunteered to switch places with her and be the Crestek’s bride so that Max could be with her guy. It was a decision she didn’t regret, even now. And she knew if Tori was here, she wouldn’t regret going after Mourad.

      “If it is, then I should be thanking you,” she said, squeezing her friend’s hand.

      “What are you talking about?” Max’s voice cracked. “You showed up here injured, and as a hostage of the sand scavengers. That never would have happened if you hadn’t taken my place with the Cresteks.”

      Holly sucked in a ragged breath. “But if we didn’t make the switch, I never would have gotten to know T’Kar.”

      Max tilted her head as she studied Holly’s face. “T’Kar? The chancellor’s son?”

      Holly tried to steel herself as she thought about him, but her eyes burned with fresh tears. What was wrong with her? She never cried, and certainly not over a guy.

      “Hols?” Danica narrowed her eyes at her. “What happened out there that you aren’t telling us?”

      The captain had known her as long as anyone, since she’d joined the crew right after Caro, and the woman knew when something was wrong. And Holly being broken up about a man was definitely wrong.

      Max threaded her fingers through hers, the warmth of her hand making Holly smile, but also making her think of T’Kar. She looked around at the concerned faces of her friends. She needed to tell them, even if it hurt.

      “He saved me,” she said, steadying her voice. “T’Kar. At first, I thought he was just an arrogant guy, like his dad.”

      “But he’s not,” Max said.

      “No.” Holly smiled at Max, happy that someone else had known him and understood. “He wasn’t anything like his dad. He hated his father’s power grab, and didn’t want to inherit the position of chancellor. I think he felt trapped living in the city.”

      “But he went along with taking you as a hostage,” Danica said, her arms folded across her chest.

      Holly shrugged. “I think he did that to keep me safe. He knew I’d be better off with him, than with another Crestek who would have had no issues with forcing themselves on a woman.”

      “So, you didn’t have to marry him?” Bexli let out a breath and resumed petting Pog. “That’s a relief. We were so worried you’d be dragged down the aisle.”

      “No, there was a wedding,” Holly said. “And I wasn’t dragged down the aisle. I was prodded, though.”

      Caro’s mouth fell open. “You’re married?”

      “Kind of,” Holly said, twitching her shoulder. “I guess.”

      “Marriage is like pregnancy,” Danica said, raising her fingers and making air quotes. “Either you are, or you aren’t. You can’t be ‘kind of’ married.”

      Holly’s mind flashed back to walking down to aisle toward T’Kar, and her throat tightened. “Okay, then. I got married.”

      Danica reached for a jug and poured herself a glass of something amber, then tossed it back. “Of all of us, you’re the last person I ever would have imagined being someone’s wife.”

      “It wasn’t like she had a choice,” Bexli said. “Right, Hols?”

      Holly thought back to how she’d practically thrown herself at T’Kar on their wedding night, and how he’d resisted her. “I wasn’t all that reluctant. T’Kar was pretty hot, and you know I have an appreciation for attractive men.”

      Bexli stifled a snort of laughter. “Girl, you’re a connoisseur if there ever was one.”

      Holly couldn’t help smiling, even as her heart ached. “At first, it was a game to me. Just a bit of fun. But then the big bastard grew on me. He was kinder than I’d expected, and he wanted to help me get back to you guys. He never intended to make me stay there and be his mate, or wife, or whatever.”

      “So, he helped you escape?” Danica asked, the skepticism clear in her tone.

      Holly nodded. “He’s part of a separatist group within the Crestek city. People who want to reconnect with Dothveks and live like they used to before the clans split and the Cresteks built their city. They helped smuggle us out.”

      “The tunnel?” Max asked. “It’s how T’Kar got me and Kush out, as well.”

      “This guy sounds like a regular hero,” Danica drawled.

      Holly glared at her. “He was. He got me out and left everything he’d ever known behind. He took me across the desert, even when he knew it was dangerous. He fought off a sand serpent and got seriously hurt protecting me, and then the scavengers…” She couldn’t finish. She couldn’t say what had happened to him, even though images of him falling crowded her mind.

      She pressed her eyes shut and felt Max’s arm wrap around her shoulders. She heard Caro and Bexli both whispering to Danica, and she could tell they were angry. Finally, she heard a long sigh from her captain.

      “I’m sorry, Hols,” Danica said. “My experience with the Cresteks was pretty bad, and I was judging T’Kar based on that.”

      Holly looked up at her and saw that Danica’s eyes were downcast. “It’s okay. I get it. He wasn’t like most of his people.”

      “You keep saying ‘was’,” Max said, her voice soft. “Is he…?”

      Holly swallowed hard. “The scavengers shot him as he was trying to fight them off. He died in my arms.”

      Bexli’s hand flew to her mouth.

      “Hols, I’m so sorry,” Caro said, her own voice breaking.

      “Watching someone die is rough,” Danica said. “Especially after he did so much for you.”

      Holly shook her head. They still didn’t understand. They thought she was upset because she’d had to watch a guy die. “He wasn’t just ‘someone’ to me. He was my… I loved him.”

      The tent went so quiet they could hear the sound of the wind rustling the nearby tree fronds and the distant snapping of the village fire. All of the women gaped at her.

      “You fell in love with him?” Caro broke the silence. “But you…”

      “Don’t do relationships,” Danica said.

      “You think love is stupid,” Bexli added. “That’s what you say all the time. That people who fall in love are idiots.”

      Holly swiped at her eyes. “Yeah, well, I guess I’m an idiot, because I loved him. I never told him, but I did.”

      Max pulled her closer. “I’m sure he knew.”

      “I should have told him,” Holly said. “And now he’s dead and it’s too late.”

      At that moment, the tent flaps opened, and K’alvek and Kush stepped inside.

      “It is not certain he is dead,” K’alvek said.

      All the air seemed to leave Holly in a rush. “What?”

      “When I questioned the scavenger, he said the Crestek was breathing when they left him. They just did not think we would deem him valuable, so they left him behind.”

      Holly leapt to her feet. “T’Kar is still out there in the desert? Alone?” She looked around the startled faces of her crew mates. “Then we have to go find him.”

      Kush jerked his head up. “We petitioned our clan leader to take a search party onto the sands. He has forbidden it.”

      Holly pushed up her sleeves. “Then your clan leader is about to have a very big, very loud problem.”
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      “You should not do that.”

      T’Kar brushed the sand off the raw skin on his stomach and glanced over at the outcast Dothvek. The male was hunched in front of his open-air tent as he poked at a low fire. A small pond sat behind him, ringed by tufts of high grass and tall trees covered in blue bark. It was the first oasis T’Kar had seen, and he was fascinated that it existed out on the wide stretch of seemingly endless sand. It reminded him that there was much he did not know about the sands, including its healing properties.

      “It has healed enough for me to move,” T’Kar said. “I can barely feel it anymore.”

      A grunt was his only response.

      “Thank you again for saving me. I owe you my life.”

      The warrior finally met his gaze and nodded almost imperceptibly.

      “Before I go, I must know who to thank,” T’Kar said.

      The Dothvek shrugged one shoulder. “Rukken, although you will not meet anyone who will acknowledge that name.”

      T’Kar had learned that the warrior would say little about why he was alone on the sands. Only that he could not return to his clan. But he was certain that this Rukken knew exactly where his people were.

      Joining him at the fire, he squatted down across from him. “You could come with me. I could tell your people how you saved me.”

      Rukken studied him for a moment, then threw his head back and let out a rumbling laugh. When he stopped, he was grinning. “I think you do not know my people well. Me saving a Crestek would be another strike against me. I might go from outcast to hunted.”

      T’Kar wondered what that meant for his own arrival in the Dothvek village. Not that it mattered. He did not care what the warriors did to him. He had to find Holly and make sure she was safe.

      “You are right to worry,” Rukken said. “Dothveks despise your kind. You have brought death to our people.”

      T’Kar felt a pulse of anger off the male. “The females.”

      Rukken looked down, jabbing roughly at the burning wood.

      “You lost someone,” T’Kar said, sensing the choking grief radiating off of the male who was probably not very far from boyhood.

      Rukken did not speak, but T’Kar could feel the sorrow as if it were his own. “Your mother?”

      The Dothvek’s head snapped up, his eyes blazing. He held himself back from lunging, but his shoulder muscles strained from the effort.

      “I am sorry,” T’Kar told him. “Your people did not deserve to suffer for our arrogant mistakes.”

      Rukken’s glare softened. “It is done.”

      He reached behind him and produced a long, skinned piece of raw meat, skewering it on a stick and holding it over the fire. “Serpent meat will give you strength for your journey.”

      T’Kar tried not to flinch. He’d seen just about as much of sand serpents as he ever wanted to, the memory of the battle with the beast making him touch a hand to his side.

      “This is the one you killed,” Rukken said, motioning with his head to the searing meat.

      When T’Kar’s mouth dropped open, Rukken allowed himself a small grin. “How do you think I was able to track you? The dead serpent was easy to find, and you left a trail of blood behind you.” He brought the stick up to his face, inspected the grilled serpent meat, and handed it to T’Kar.

      Taking it with what he hoped was a grateful smile, T’Kar thanked him and took a bite. Although it was chewy, the flavor was not offensive.

      “I am more grateful than you can ever know,” he said, “but I cannot impose on you any longer.”

      Rukken nodded, standing and picking up a nearby bowl of water and tossing it onto the fire. He watched the wood smolder and hiss for a moment, then he wiped his hands on his loincloth. He closed the flaps of his tent behind him and walked past T’Kar. After a few long steps, he looked over his shoulder. “Are you coming?”

      T’Kar swallowed the bite of serpent in his mouth and leapt to his feet. “To the Dothvek village?”

      Rukken lifted his chin quickly and made a sharp noise in his throat. “I cannot take you there, but I can guide you far enough.”

      T’Kar fell in step with the Dothvek. “Why would you do this? As you have said, I am Crestek. My people are the cause of your pain.”

      The warrior glanced over at him. “I do not want my healing to go to waste.” He looked forward. “And hate is a heavy burden to bear on your own.”

      The two walked in silence, moving up and down the rolling sand dunes. Rukken had been right. The serpent meat had given him energy. Not only did his gash not twinge as he walked, the spot on his chest where he’d taken the impact of the blaster was now unblemished, the black scorch mark gone. T’Kar did not know if it was the yellow leaves, or the healing power the Dothvek claimed the sand held, or the grilled serpent or the combination of them all, but the warrior’s methods had worked. And saved his life.

      “Tell me about your mate,” Rukken said, as they walked along a sandy ridge. “I have never seen a female so small or with hair like a flame.”

      T’Kar’s heart beat faster as he thought about Holly and burying his hands in her long hair. “She is a species called human. They have never been to our planet before.”

      “And are they all so small and pale?”

      “Not all, but I have only seen the ones in her crew. They appear to vary in coloring and slightly in size. One of the other females has dark hair cut short, and is even smaller than my mate.”

      Rukken made a noise that told T’Kar he found that hard to believe. “They look so frail. How do they survive on the sands?”

      “From what I understand, their planet is very different, with only one sun.”

      Rukken made a scoffing noise. “It must be very cold.”

      T’Kar shrugged. “I do not know. My mate did not live there. She has spent much of her life flying through space in a ship. A ship that, unfortunately for her but fortunately for me, crashed on our planet.”

      Rukken’s sloped brows popped up. “The fiery streak across the sky. I saw it.”

      T’Kar slid down behind the Dothvek as they descended from the ridge and started up another dune. “It was destroyed, so they have no way off.”

      Rukken looked up at the sky. It was clear that the idea of flying baffled him. “All the females must stay here now?”

      “Unless another ship arrives, but I do not think all of them would go. Two of them are now mated with Dothveks.”

      “And your mate?”

      “I would hope she would choose to stay with me, but I cannot say. She is determined to leave, and determined not to make any attachments.”

      “But you say you have a claim on her?” Rukken asked.

      “Yes, I have claimed her, but human females do not view things in the same way.”

      Rukken made a harsh noise in his throat. “If you have claimed the female, she is yours.”

      “Tell that to the humans,” T’Kar muttered.

      “I will,” Rukken said, then shook his head, as if remembering something. “Not that I will ever see one again.”

      T’Kar sensed the male’s regret like a sharp pang. “You are sure there is no way you could return to your clan? I thought Dothveks revered honor about all else. You are clearly an honorable warrior.”

      Rukken’s regret became a flash of anger. “Not as long as Zatvar is in the village.”

      T’Kar did not know who this Zatvar was, but Rukken’s scorn of him was palpable.

      The Dothvek stopped short and squared his shoulders. “This is as far as I take you, Crestek.”

      T’Kar gazed out over the rising and falling dunes. If Holly was out there, he would find her. He gave Rukken a small bow with his head. “You have my gratitude.”

      Rukken returned the bow. “I would ask for something in addition.” He pointed to the small device tucked into T’Kar’s ear.

      “My translator?” T’Kar stared at him. “What use will it be to you?”

      The Dothvek tossed his wild hair off hair shoulder. “I do not know, but I would like to have it.”

      T’Kar did not feel he could refuse the warrior. Not after all he’d done. He removed the small device and handed it over.

      Rukken turned it over in his hand, then pointed to a spot on the horizon. “Follow the suns to the point where they sink.” He unhooked a leather water skin from his belt and thrust it at him. “You will find the Dothvek village. I hope your mate is there, waiting for you.”

      T’Kar watched as the outcast turned on his heel and walked in the other direction, the lone figure disappearing as he went behind a dune. He was sad to watch him go, and even sadder that the male lived such a lonely existence. Looking down at his water supply, T’Kar squinted across the blazing dunes.

      He would see Holly again.
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      Holly rolled over in the dark, the powdery sand shifting underneath the furs as if it were water, and poked Caro. “You ready?”

      Caro groaned and sat up, pulling her dark hair up into a ponytail. “I thought we were going to wait until the village was asleep. As in, I thought we were going to get more sleep.”

      “I can’t sleep,” Holly said, kicking the blankets off her feet. “I’ve been lying awake listening for a while now, and I’m pretty sure all the Dothveks have turned in for the night.”

      “You mean aside from the guys on watch?” Bexli asked, giving Pog a sleepy pat on the head as she pushed herself up. “You do remember that warriors patrol the perimeter, right?”

      Holly dismissed Bexli’s concerns with a wave of her hand. “I’m sure we can slip by them, or you and your furry little friend can create a distraction.”

      “Why are Pog and I always the distraction?” Bexli let out a huff of breath.

      Caro yawned and stretched her arms over her head. “Because you’re so good at it.”

      “And because no one else can change into a Carpithian tarantula,” Holly added, straightening her tunic as she stood.

      Holly listened at the flaps of the tent, but aside from their whispering, the village was quiet. The breeze was slight, barely jingling the bells edging the tent flaps, and the animals seemed to be asleep in their pens. No braying or snuffling cut through the silence of the night.

      “Are you sure about this?” Caro asked her, for what seemed like the tenth time since Holly had announced she was going to search for T’Kar, with or without help.

      “Positive.” She’d actually never been as sure about anything before in her life.

      Caro sighed. “Even though we were strictly forbidden?”

      Holly thought back to the reception she’d gotten when she’d burst into the Dothvek leader’s tent. It was true, she should have cooled down a bit before barreling through the village and entering his tent without permission. And she definitely shouldn’t have yelled at him. On the other hand, the guy had seemed so blotto drunk, she doubted he’d remember she’d been there in the morning. Not that she was sticking around until morning to find out.

      Her outburst hadn’t gotten her anywhere. The clan leader had no intention of ever helping a Crestek. Even though his words were slurred, he’d made that much perfectly clear. She suspected a decent number of the Dothevks agreed with him, although it was only because they didn’t know T’Kar. She hated the blind prejudice was the reason they were okay with letting someone potentially die out on the desert.

      No, she was on her own with this. Well, she and her crew. It didn’t take a genius to know that Holly wasn’t going to take no for an answer, and even before she’d announced her plans, her crew mates had offered to come.

      “I can’t ask K’alvek to come because that would be going against his leader, and he’s already on the asshole’s shit list,” Danica had said. “But I’m not letting you go back out there on your own.”

      “That makes two of us,” Max said. “You’re in this mess because of me, but I don’t want Kush to get in trouble either.” She exchanged a knowing look with the captain. “We’ll have to keep the plan from our guys.”

      Danica shook her head. “How are we going to do that? They’re empaths.”

      “Distract them,” Max said, her cheeks flushing. “And make sure they’re sleeping hard.”

      Holly couldn’t resist nudging the captain. “That means you need to go wear your guy out, so he’s too spent to read your mind.”

      Danica had swatted at her arm. “Easier said than done. K’alvek doesn’t get tired easily.”

      “As if this is a hardship,” Bexli said. “We’ve all seen the way you and big, broad, and bumpy look at each other.”

      “And heard,” Caro said under her breath.

      Danica ignored this, but her cheeks became even more scarlet. “And after our guys are out?”

      Holly had lowered her voice even though they’d been the only ones in the tent. “We snag a few jebels, sneak out of the village, and find T’Kar.”

      “Why do our plans always sound so much easier than they are?” Caro asked.

      Holly craned her head around to where Caro now stood gathering her things. “I don’t hear anyone walking around. Do you think Danica and Max were able to sneak out of their tents yet?”

      “I haven’t heard any moaning for a while,” Bexli said, tucking Pog into a leather pouch she’d slung across her body.

      “Thank gods,” Caro whispered. “I’ve never missed the relative privacy of our quarters on the ship as much as when I arrived here and realized the only thing between us all is tent fabric. Of course, there was one time when I was on a mission with the resistance where we had to sleep—”

      Holly held up a hand to quiet their hushed voices as she picked up the rustle of fabric from outside, moving across the sand. Now was not the time for one of Caro’s long stories. She held her breath, hoping it wasn’t a patrol, and hoping they hadn’t heard them.

      “Holly?” Danica’s low voice came from the crack in the tent flaps.

      She opened them and saw the silhouettes of both Max and the captain standing outside. Her pulse quickened when she saw that they had bags over their shoulders, and weapons on their hips.

      “Where did you get a blaster?” Holly asked, when she spotted the familiar outline hooked to Danica’s belt.

      “K’alvek took it from the scavengers.”

      Holly flinched. That was the blaster that shot T’Kar. She wrenched her eyes away from it and reminded herself that he was not dead.

      “I’ve got water and some food,” Max whispered, patting her bag.

      Caro joined them at the entrance to the tent. “And I’ve got some med supplies.”

      “Let’s do this,” Bexli said, readjusting Pog in the bag.

      They crept around the tents, hearing the occasional rumble of snoring, until they’d reached the pen where the jebels were kept. The furry animals were sleeping with their knobby legs tucked up underneath them and their heads bowed. Holly almost felt bad waking them, and she hoped they wouldn’t be as loud and ornery being woken up, as they were at most other times.

      “Do we just get on them while they’re sleeping?” Caro asked.

      Bexli nudged Danica. “You’re the one who’s gotten private jebel-riding lessons. Isn’t mounting the jebel the first lesson?”

      Danica eyed the animals warily. “I’ve only gotten on them when they’re awake, and when K’alvek’s helping me.”

      “Well, that’s great.” Holly couldn’t help feeling a burst of impatience. “I thought you said getting the jebels would be no problem.”

      Danica waved a hand at them. “I didn’t know they’d be sleeping.”

      “Let’s go without them,” Bexli said.

      Holly shook her head. “It will take too long. He’s already been out there on the desert for too long by himself. Anything could happen out there, and now he’s injured. We have to find him before the sun comes up.”

      “Okay,” Caro said. “Riding a jebel can’t be harder than piloting a plane, right?”

      “Pretty different skills, I think,” Max said.

      “We just don’t want them to start braying and wake up the whole fucking place,” Danica said.

      “No, you do not.”

      The low rumble of a voice made them all spin around.

      K’alvek and Kush stood a few meters behind them, their arms crossed and their expressions stony.

      “Shit,” Bexli muttered, and Pog made a small squeak and burrowed further into his bag.

      “I woke up and you were gone,” K’alvek said, his gaze locked on Danica.

      Kush stared at Max. “I, as well.”

      “There’s a perfectly good explanation,” Danica said, glancing at her crew mates.

      They all nodded, but no one spoke.

      “Fine,” Holly said, shrugging. “You caught us. We’re commandeering some of your jebels to go and save my husband, because your leader is too blinded by his hatred of the Cresteks to do the right thing.”

      All the woman stared at her, as Holly crossed her arms and matched the stance of the Dothveks. “I’m not sorry, either. Your leader is a cocksucking coward.”

      K’alvek’s eyebrow twitched, his eyes never leaving Danica. “Is this true?”

      “Yep,” she said. “He’s definitely a cocksucking coward.”

      Kush cleared his throat, his lips quivering.

      “Very well.” K’alvek took purposeful strides toward them.

      Holly braced herself for Danica to get dragged away, but he walked past them and stepped into the jebel pen. Kush followed, and both Dothveks began to rouse the animals, rubbing their fluffy waddles. They led four of them out to the edge of the village as the woman watched.

      K’alvek glanced back at them. “Well, aren’t you coming?”

      Holly hurried forward. “You’re helping us? I thought you were strictly forbidden by Zatvar.”

      The Dothveks exchanged a glance. “As you said, he is a…”

      “Cocksucking coward,” Holly took Kush’s hand and let him hoist her onto one of the furry creature’s backs.

      “Won’t you get in trouble?” Danica asked, pausing in front of her mate and touching a hand to his face. “I don’t want you getting in trouble because of us.”

      K’alvek spun her around so she faced away from him and slapped her ass once before getting her onto a jebel. “You have been trouble since the first moment I met you, mate.”

      “Hey!” Danica rubbed her backside, but laughed.

      “K’alvek has been waiting for a good reason to defy Zatvar for a long time,” Kush said. “I could not think of a better one.”

      The two men helped the rest of the women onto the animals, then climbed on behind their respective mates, nudging their heels into the beasts’ sides.

      Holly urged her own jebel forward, and it ambled into line behind Kush and Max. She gave a final glance behind her at the darkened village. No one had come running to stop them, and she hoped no one would notice them missing until the morning. She suspected that once the missing jebels were noticed, all hell would break loose.

      “Good thing we’ll be far away by then,” she whispered, rubbing the matted fur of her jebel.

      She turned back to look across the sands, lit only by the moonlight bouncing off the glistening dunes. The desert was deceptively peaceful, the silence marred only by the sound of the jebels’ wide hooves kicking up sand behind them. Holly sucked in a lungful of the cool air.

      I’m coming, T’Kar, she thought. Hold on, baby.
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      T’Kar swiped the back of his hand across his slick brow. He knew without looking up that the suns were directly overhead in the cloudless sky. Their rays beat down on his back as he ran down another sand dune. He didn’t know how long he’d been running, but it felt like an eternity.

      He touched the deflated water skin at his waist and attempted to swallow, even though his throat was parched. There was a little liquid left in the leather pouch, but he did not want to deplete it, yet. Not when he had no way of knowing how far he was from the Dothvek village. Flicking his eyes up for a moment, he tracked the path of the suns. According to Rukken, he was traveling in the right direction. So why didn’t he see anything?

      The sands shimmered like water as he peered across the rippled dunes, flashing gold and making him see black spots dancing when he closed his eyes. He refused to look behind him. He knew he was too far away to see the rocky ridge edging one side of the sands, and he did not want a reminder of what he’d left behind.

      His future was ahead of him, no matter how difficult. Lifting his knees higher, he pushed through the pain pulsing through his legs. An image of Holly flashed in his mind and, for the briefest moment, he thought it might really be her. But he blinked hard, and there was nothing but endless sand.

      His throat constricted as he thought of his mate. She was the last thing he’d seen after being shot, and her cries were the last thing he’d heard. He could still recall her arms holding him as he’d drifted in and out of consciousness. He rubbed his bare arms where she’d touched him.

      He would find her. He had to. Even though he’d only known Holly for a matter of days, he couldn’t imagine his life without her. The fiery female had worked her way into his heart and made him feel desired for who he was. Not for who his father wanted him to be, or for who his people thought he was. Holly knew nothing about Crestek society. She wanted him for him.

      At least she had. His cheeks flamed as he thought about her being taken from him. He hadn’t been able to protect her. He’d failed. Would she still want a mate who could not keep her safe?

      You aren’t good enough.

      T’Kar shook his head, his feet stumbling in the sand, and forced his father’s voice out of his head. He would find her. He would always find her. No matter the cost.

      Holly was safe in the Dothvek village, he told himself. She had to be. Any other possibility was unthinkable. He trusted Rukken’s assessment of the scavengers, and where they would be taking her. Despite the Dothvek living apart from his clan, he clearly knew what happened out on the sands.

      He wondered again what had forced the young warrior to be on his own. Clearly something to do with the clan’s leader, and something severe. T’Kar sensed a twinge of anger and glanced around. Rukken wasn’t following him, was he? Seeing nothing, he resumed running, but the back of his neck prickled.

      He was not alone. Even exhausted, he could sense it. He was being watched or followed.

      Moving faster, he contemplated who could be tracking him. His own people might have come after him, but they traditionally avoided the sands. The scavengers could have circled back around for him, although according to Rukken, they would be attempting to trade Holly for the highest price possible. It could be Rukken, although why would the Dothvek stay hidden? It could also be a Dothvek hunting party. That thought made his gut clench. Although he was running toward the Dothveks, he did not relish the idea of encountering a hunting party unarmed.

      He crested a large hill and slid down the sharp slope, his foot catching on a buried rock and sending him somersaulting the rest of the way down. He landed, breathing hard and looking back over his shoulder. The sands had few rocks protruding like that, and as he focused on the slab, his mouth went even drier than it already was.

      Sand scarabs. He pushed himself up and took a few steps back.

      Iridescent, blue beetles were crawling out from underneath the rock, obviously disturbed when he’d kicked it. At first, there were only a handful scuttling across the sand, but then they poured out of their nest in a wave.

      T’Kar backed away slowly, hoping they did not see him. Sand scarabs were creatures they did not have in their city, since the insects preferred the heat of the sands, but he had heard of them in cautionary tales told about the dangers of the sands. Many a Crestek child shivered when told about the shiny beetles that feasted on flesh and could strip a carcass clean within moments.

      The scarab shells glinted in the light, making the deluge look like a river of shimmering blue as it flowed toward him. The clicking of their pincers grew louder, as more and more emerged from the ground.

      T’Kar gave up any attempt at stealth, turning and running as fast as he could in the other direction. Even though he didn’t look back, he heard the swarm following him. He dashed up and across the dunes, pushing himself harder than he ever had, the sound of his thumping heart as loud as the clicking of the chasing swarm.

      Skidding down a steep hill, he felt the sands shift. If this was another swarm of scarabs, he was as good as dead. With a cry, a giant centipede—even large than the ones the scavengers had been riding—reared up behind him, slamming down on the sands and scattering the insects.

      T’Kar turned and braced himself, squaring off for an attack, but the giant creature was more interested in devouring the bugs than in fighting him. It didn’t even seem to notice his presence, as it sucked up beetles, sweeping its neck from side to side. The scarabs fled back the way they’d come, desperately running away as the centipede gave chase, and both disappeared over a dune.

      T’Kar took a moment to suck in a breath before recentering himself in the right direction. His steps were plodding, and his side ached with each inhale. He reached his mind out to search for what he’d felt earlier. It was still there, but it was faint.

      It didn’t matter, he told himself. Only Holly mattered.

      He tried to swallow, but could not. There was a rumbling in the distance. He hoped it was not the beetles or the giant centipede, but if it was, he could not run. His legs were so heavy he could barely lift them. Racing away from the swarm had been too much. He attempted to lift the water skin to his mouth, but his vision was blurred, and he could not find it on his belt.

      If only he could drink. He groped for the leather pouch of water as he dropped to his knees. The roaring grew, shaking the ground.

      Only a short rest, he thought, as he fell to the trembling sands.
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      “Are Dothveks always this paranoid?” Holly asked, as she rode her jebel up alongside Caro and Bexli, who were riding together.

      Both K’alvek and Kush had been scanning the entire horizon, and back behind them since the suns had risen, their expressions tense.

      “Well, we did sneak out of the village with a bunch of jebels after the clan leader expressly told them not to,” Caro said, flipping her dark ponytail as she turned to face Holly.

      Bexli yelped as the hair hit her in the face. “Watch it with that.”

      “Sorry,” Caro said, then turned her attention back to Holly. “I don’t know what kind of trouble they can get into, but I’m guessing it’s serious. I wonder how many of their laws we’ve broken by doing this.”

      Holly peeked over her shoulder at the empty desert behind them, as Caro continued to wonder aloud about Dothvek law. When Caro was nervous, she talked more, and if her chatter was any indication, the pilot was very anxious. Holly tried not to let her friend’s nerves make her worry more than she already was, but that was easier said than done.

      She squinted behind her. The village was now so far away they couldn’t see it, and the suns were high in the sky. “You think the Dothveks will send guys after us?”

      Bexli nodded, but Caro shot her a look and shook her head. “Probably not. They know K’alvek and Kush wouldn’t steal the animals.”

      “But they’re also not idiots,” Bexli said. “If we’re all gone, they’ll know exactly where we went.”

      Holly pressed her lips together, glancing over her shoulder again. Even though she saw nothing, her stomach did an uncomfortable flip. She had to find T’Kar, and being intercepted by a bunch of angry Dothveks hell-bent on bringing them back to the village was not an option.

      She nudged her heels into her jebel’s side. “Do these things go any faster?”

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were—” Caro started to say, but the last part of her sentence was drowned out by Holly’s own shriek as the creature beneath her surged forward.

      She fisted her hands in the thick fur, but she still slipped to the side as it began running, its wide feet kicking up sand behind it. Caro and Bexli yelled and coughed, no doubt getting facefuls of sand as her jebel tore away from them. She shouted for it to slow down as it thundered down a sand dune, almost pitching her over the top.

      Holly saw both Danica’s and Max’s shocked faces as she plowed past them, her teeth rattling as she slammed up and down on the jebel’s back. “Can’t stop it,” she yelled.

      So, this was how it was going to end for her, she thought. Killed by a runaway jebel. This was definitely less romantic than how she’d previously imagined her death. And way less glamorous.

      A loud voice reverberated through the air, and the creature came to a sudden stop. Holly, however, wasn’t so lucky. The momentum sent her flying over the jebel’s head, and she landed facefirst in the sand.

      Lying still for a moment, she finally lifted her head as she heard the other jebels reach her.

      “I’m fine,” she said, sitting up and brushing sand off her face and spitting the fine grains from her mouth.

      Danica slid down onto the sand and rushed over to her, her face a mixture of concern and amusement. “Are you sure?”

      Holly’s cheeks burned, more from embarrassment than sand burn, although landing in the sand the way she had hadn’t been as soft as she’d expected. “Totally.” She cut her eyes to her jebel, who was being held still by K’alvek. The furry thing actually had the nerve to look bored.

      Max joined her and Danica, helping Holly up and giving her a quick once-over. “You look fine.”

      “No thanks to that thing,” she said, scowling at her unconcerned jebel.

      Danica grinned. “Yeah, they’re pretty ornery, even if you don’t kick them.”

      Caro and Bexli both ran up.

      “I told you not to do that,” Caro said, her almond-shaped eyes narrowed, as she shook her head.

      Bexli grinned widely. “Oh, I don’t know. It was pretty fun to watch. You really caught some serious air when you went over the top.”

      “Why did you kick him again?” Max asked.

      Holly shook her hair, and powdery gold sand cascaded down. “I don’t know. I panicked when I started thinking about T’Kar out here on his own, and the Dothveks coming after us and making us turn around.”

      Danica put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “It’s okay. I get it.”

      Max glanced over her shoulder at Kush who was walking up the next dune, his face solemn. “You’re not the only one who’s worried. I can feel how tense Kush is.”

      Danica nodded. “Same. K’alvek hasn’t been this anxious in a while.”

      “They did just defy their leader,” Caro whispered. “They’ve taken a bigger risk than any of us.”

      “I know,” Holly said, her gut twisting. “I didn’t want them to risk their positions in their clan. That’s why I wanted to sneak out without them.”

      “Yeah, they weren’t going to let that happen,” Danica said, looking fondly at her mate. “They’d rather risk their position in their clan than risk us.”

      “What if we don’t find him?” Holly asked, her voice cracking as she looked at her friends. “What if I’ve risked everyone, and I still lose him?”

      Max put an arm around Holly’s shoulders. “That’s not going to happen. We’ll find him. Kush is the best tracker in the clan. If your guy is out here, he’ll locate him.”

      K’alvek left the jebels and strode past them to join Kush. Both warriors disappeared down the dune, and Max and Danica exchanged looks.

      “What’s going on?” Bexli asked.

      Max grabbed Holly’s hand and tugged her forward, and all the women followed. They trudged through the sand, their feet sinking ankle-deep, until they crested the slope.

      Holly slapped a hand over her mouth. Below her, in the valley between the dunes, lay T’Kar. Kush and K’alvek were beside him, slapping his face and clearly trying to revive him.

      Holly ran forward, not caring when she slipped down the sand on her ass and skidded to a stop at the bottom. She heard the other women following behind her, but she wasn’t focused on anything but reaching T’Kar.

      “Is he…?” She couldn’t finish the question when she finally knelt beside him.

      “He’s alive,” K’alvek said, unhooking a water skin from the strap across his chest and lifting T’Kar’s head slightly so he could pour a stream of water into his mouth.

      Holly scanned his body, registering the fact that the gash in his side was significantly smaller, and the skin seemed to have somewhat knitted itself together. The blackened scorch mark on his chest—the one that had marred his tattoo—was gone. The skin was smooth and gold again, the intricate markings forming a breastplate over the top of his chest.

      Her pulse fluttered at the sight of him, and the knowledge that he was alive. She didn’t know how he’d survived the blaster, or how he looked better than he did when the scavengers had pulled her off of him, but she didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was that he was alive. They’d found him, and he was going to be okay.

      “I have never seen a Crestek with markings,” K’alvek said, once he’d gotten water down the man’s throat.

      “He is different,” Kush said, giving him a pointed look.

      K’alvek grunted in reply, but tipped his water skin into T’Kar’s mouth again.

      “Hey, big guy,” she said, pressing a hand to his chest. “It’s me.”

      His eyes opened sluggishly, finally focusing on her face. His pupils widened and he tried to sit up, before sagging back down. “Holly? Is it really you?”

      “It’s really me.” Her voice broke. “I didn’t know if I’d see you again.”

      K’alvek stood and handed the water skin to her, as he and Kush moved a few steps away.

      T’Kar smiled weakly. “I was on my way to find you, but you found me first.”

      “You didn’t think I was going to leave you out here, did you?”

      “The scavengers?”

      “Gone. They took me to the Dothveks, who scared them off.”

      His brow furrowed, and he tapped his ear. His translator earpiece was gone. It didn’t matter. She knew he could sense what she felt.

      He smiled and nodded. “That’s what Rukken said would happen.”

      “What?” K’alvek was at T’Kar’s side again. “Who said that would happen?”

      T’Kar’s expression grew confused, although she knew he understood Dothvek, even if he didn’t understand English. “Is this a Dothvek hunting party?” His hand drifted toward his blade, and he pushed himself up on his elbows.

      “No hunting party,” she told him. “K’alvek and Kush came with me to help find you.”

      T’Kar grinned weakly. “Kush. I know Kush.”

      “Who told you what we would do to the scavengers?” K’alvek asked again, the dark slashes of his brows forming a V as he frowned.

      Holly glanced over at the Dothvek, suppressing the urge to elbow him out of the way. “What’s wrong?”

      K’alvek twisted his head to lock eyes with his cousin, then he scanned the horizon. “Nothing.” He stood and joined Kush, the two Dothveks peering across the sands.

      Okay, that was weird. She watched Danica and Max join their mates, and the foursome huddled in hushed conversation.

      She turned back to T’Kar, helping him sit up and handing him the water again. Color had returned to his face, and his amber eyes were sharp.

      He lifted a hand to her face, cupping her chin and brushing a finger over her lips. “I could feel your touch even when you weren’t here, but the real thing is much better.”

      She lowered her lips to his, feeling heat pulse through her body as he kissed her softly, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her into his lap.

      The sound of throat-clearing made her pull away from him and look up.

      “We need to go,” Kush said, giving T’Kar an apologetic look.

      “You sense it, too?” T’Kar asked, standing quickly and pulling Holly up with him.

      Kush cocked his head at the Crestek, his confusion evident.

      “I’ve sensed it for a while,” T’Kar said, “but I was not sure it wasn’t just the heat.”

      “Someone is following us. Or you,” Kush said.

      T’Kar nodded, squaring his shoulders and looping a protective arm around Holly’s waist. “And watching.”
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      T’Kar tugged Holly closer to him, her ass bumping up against his cock as the jebel trotted over the sand.

      She twisted her head and gave him a look. “I thought you almost died from heat stroke.”

      He shrugged, enjoying the feel of her curves against his hardness. He couldn’t understand her words, but he knew what she meant. “Almost.”

      The caravan of animals was going up and down the powdery dunes at a rapid pace, and he kept his arms wrapped tightly around Holly as she gripped the thick fur in front of her. K’alvek and his mate were in front of them, and Kush and Max were bringing up the rear, with the other two women between them. Sand rained a fine mist behind the jebels’ hooves, but they left no trail behind them, the sand shifting swiftly to cover the animal tracks.

      There had been few words between him and the Dothveks as they all mounted their jebels and taken off for the village. There had been no need. He could sense their unease.

      Even though the emotions were faint, they were there. They’d been there the entire time he been running across the sands in search of the Dothveks and Holly. He did not think it was Rukken—why would the outcast track him after he’d left him to complete the journey alone?—but he could not be certain. He was hesitant to mention Rukken’s name again, after seeing K’alvek’s reaction. Rukken had been good to him. He had no desire to give him up to his old clan. Especially since he could not be sure it was him who was watching.

      Rukken had been curious. Whomever was watching and following wanted something. Both Dothveks could sense what he could. He could tell by the way they held their mates, their arms wrapped possessively around them. If someone wanted their females, they would have a hard time getting them.

      T’Kar did not know what was desired, although the thoughts felt male to him. Dominant and possessive and determined. The want had shifted into desire, and had intensified. T’Kar could almost feel the arousal thrumming through his own body.

      Of course, it did not help that Holly was pressed up against him, her curvy body tucked in his arms just where he liked it. He shifted, and she inhaled sharply.

      “You’d better stop doing that, unless you want me to come right here,” she said.

      Heat coursed through him. He definitely knew what she meant now. “I would not mind.”

      She wiggled her ass, and he groaned. “Don’t start what you can’t finish, big guy.”

      She no longer wore the filmy dress that had been easy to slip his hands underneath, but he liked the loose, leather pants she had on. She and her crew mates all wore the clothes of the Dothveks, and he preferred Holly dressed like a warrior.

      He slipped a hand under the waistband of her pants, keeping the other hand curved around her stomach. “You were saying?”

      She leaned back into him as his fingers slipped between her hot folds, saying something in a whisper he could sense. She had missed him.

      He found her swollen nub and circled it.

      She let out a sigh, gyrating her hips against the rigid bar of his cock. “I really, really…” Her breath hitched in her chest as he slipped a finger inside her and moved his thumb to stroke her slick nub.

      “Yes?” He murmured against her neck, dragging his finger in and out, knowing she was telling him how much she’d missed him, as she rocked back into him.

      T’Kar knew that, although no one in behind him could see what he was doing to Holly—his body blocked any view of her smaller one—both Dothveks would have no problem picking up what was going on. He could already pick up on their slight amusement, and he saw K’alvek shift in front of him.

      But he didn’t care who knew he had his fingers snug inside his mate. Holly was his, legally bonded to him, and then his through claiming. He crossed the sands to find her, and he wasn’t going to waste one precious moment with her.

      He sank a second finger in her as he shifted a hand up to cup her breast, her nipple a hard point under the linen shirt. Holly’s movements against him were urgent now, and her breaths shallow.

      “T’Kar,” she gasped.

      She arched back, her head on his shoulder as he leaned over her. Her eyes were closed and her lashes fluttering as she began to quiver around him. He held his fingers tight inside but kept stroking her slick little bundle of nerves as she jerked against him, her body clamping around him.

      Biting her lip, she sagged against him with a throaty moan. “Who knew jebels could feel that good?”

      Her thoughts confused him. “Jebels?” He swiveled his fingers, and she sucked in a breath.

      “Okay, maybe it wasn’t so much the jebels.”

      “Maybe not,” he said, kissing the curved top of her ear and pulling out of her.

      “Even so, this is by far the best jebel ride I’ve ever had.”

      He pulled her close, savoring the glow pulsing through her. “I am glad.”

      “Of course, I did get thrown off on the way to find you, so it wasn’t a hard bar to meet.” She ground her ass into him. “But speaking of hard bars. . .”

      Now it was his turn to groan. He was wondering if he could turn her around to straddle him when he felt Holly stiffen. Then he felt a wave of tension pass from K’alvek and Kush to him. Peering over the rolling sands and toward the sinking suns, he spotted a patch of green.

      Trees sprung up seemingly out of nowhere ,with a blue pond to one side, and high-peaked tents gathered underneath them. It was the Dothvek village, and it was even more entrancing than he’d imagined with the sounds of animals braying and bells jingling.

      His heart leapt in his throat—until he saw the warriors gathered on the edge of the sands, faces fierce and blades drawn. He knew now why K’alvek and Kush were so tense. It was clear they had violated some Dothvek code by bringing him there, and possibly for rescuing him in the first place.

      “Shit,” Holly said, her euphoria evaporating almost instantly.

      “Maybe this was a mistake,” he said in a low voice.

      She straightened her shoulders. “No fucking way. If they have a problem with us going after you, then they can deal with me.”

      He felt her defenses rise. This was the fierce female he loved.

      “No,” Max said, as she and Kush rode up beside them. “They can deal with all of us.”

      T’Kar was not sure what odds he would give three warriors and five females against the entire Dothvek clan, but he felt glad to have them on his side.

      One Dothvek stepped forward, his eyes blazing fury. His glare seemed focused on K’alvek before he spun around. “Bring the traitors.”
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      “What are you doing?” T’Kar put out a hand to stop her, as Holly moved to follow him.

      The Dothvek warriors had parted once Zatvar had strode back to his tent and commanded that they be brought to him, but they stood watching the Crestek with open curiosity. They seemed even more shocked that she held his hand.

      “I’m going with you,” Holly said.

      He shook his head, clearly understanding her intent. “I will take the blame.”

      Holly cocked an eyebrow at him. “He wants to talk to the traitors. That would be me. I’m the one who was told not to go after you and did. This isn’t on you.”

      Caro slipped something into Holly’s hand, and she looked down. It was one of the temporary auditory translators they’d rescued from their old ship before it had been destroyed. She nodded to Caro, glad the woman had grabbed one from their remaining stash. “You read my mind.”

      Caro laughed. “I wish I could read your mind, but so far I haven’t become empathic like you or Danica or Max, although I wouldn’t mind…” Her words trailed off as she looked between Holly and T’Kar. “Never mind. You’ve got places to be, hot aliens to save.”

      Holly squeezed her chatty friend’s hand before handing the device to T’Kar and motioning for him to put it in his ear.

      When he did, she cocked her head at him. “Like I was saying, this is not your fault. It’s mine.”

      He squeezed her hand. “Anything that is on you is now on me, too. You are my mate, or did you forget so quickly?”

      Holly’s pulse quickened and her cheeks heated. She wanted to bristle at the word mate, but instead, it thrilled her. She was his, and for the first time in her life, she wanted to belong to someone. She smiled up at him. “If that’s the rule, then let’s go.”

      He let out an exasperated breath, but he didn’t fight her as they followed K’alvek, Kush, and the other women into the Dothvek leader’s tent.

      It was much as Holly remembered it from when she’d stormed in the night before, although it smelled even more strongly of booze. Zatvar lay sprawled out on the bed once more, but this time, a woman sat next to him.

      Holly couldn’t hide her surprise, and she only hoped the clan leader didn’t pick up on it. The woman was regal, her dark hair piled on her head and her gown pristine—a sharp contrast to the crude warrior who stank of stale whiskey and sweat. She hadn’t spent much time in the Dothvek village, but she was startled she’d never seen the woman before. The only women she’d seen had been the priestesses in white robes, and the occasional female warrior who rode out with the men.

      “Explain yourselves,” Zatvar spat out.

      Holly stepped forward. “It’s my fault. I wanted to go out and find T’Kar. Everyone else only came with me because I asked them to. It wasn’t their idea.”

      The leader leaned forward. “But they went. You did not threaten them or hold them at the point of your blade?”

      She shifted from one foot to the other. “No, but— “

      “Then they are all guilty of defying my orders.” He waved a hand. “They are all traitors to their people.”

      Both K’alvek and Kush flinched visibly.

      “We couldn’t let him die,” Holly said, taking T’Kar’s hand in hers. “I couldn’t let him die. You see, we’re married.”

      Zatvar tilted his head at her. “Married? You mean you took this Crestek as a mate?”

      She nodded. “That’s right. He’s my mate. We had an official binding ceremony and everything.”

      Zatvar’s lip curled into a sneer and his gaze slid to T’Kar. “Tell me Crestek. Have you claimed the female?”

      His body jerked slightly but he stood up straighter. “Yes. I have claimed her.”

      “Too bad.” Zatvar looked back at her, making no effort to hide the look he ran up and down her body. “She would have made a good mate for one of my warriors.”

      The woman next to him put a hand on his leg. “If she is already mated, there is nothing to be done. And it is understandable that she would go after her mate. Would not any Dothvek do the same for their mate?”

      Zatvar grunted. “That does not excuse the rest.”

      “K’alvek and Kush only went because we insisted on going,” Danica said. “They were afraid we’d die out there on our own.”

      “They were also protecting their mates,” the woman said, her voice low and calm. “Dothvek warriors must always take care of their mates.”

      Zatvar leered at her. “Like I take care of you.”

      She nodded, giving him a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. Holly saw K’alvek start to move forward, but Danica pulled him back.

      The clan leader swiveled his head back around, his expression stormy. “That doesn’t solve the problem of the Crestek I now have in my village. No Crestek has ever set foot among us.”

      “I wish to join your clan,” T’Kar said, making every head snap toward him. “I no longer wish to be Crestek. I wish to be one of you—a Dothvek.”

      The silence that followed his statement was so thick, Holly didn’t dare breathe.

      “Dothveks are born,” Zatvar said, his voice loud as he slapped his hand against a nearby table. “They are not made.”

      “Why not?” Holly asked, even though her voice trembled. “At one time, you were the same tribe. You’re clearly the same species, even if you think you’re two different peoples. Why can’t someone join you?”

      Zatvar growled low, clearly not thrilled to be compared to the Cresteks.

      “He’s the reason Kush was able to escape from the city with me,” Max said. “If it wasn’t for him, we’d still be prisoners.”

      Kush inclined his head. “That is true. He risked himself to help us. He is unlike any Crestek I have known.”

      “And he’s been studying about you,” Holly continued. “He’s even empathic like you.”

      Zatvar narrowed his gaze at T’Kar, a menacing grin on his face. “What am I thinking, Crestek?”

      T’Kar hesitated for a moment, then a rumble escaped his throat. “You are thinking that you would like to see my mate’s lips around your—“

      “Very well,” Zatvar cut him off, his face flushing.

      “There is the tahadu,” the woman next to the clan leader said, her expression unreadable.

      Both K’alvek and Kush shifted and darted glances at T’Kar.

      Zatvar’s gaze swung to his mate and he opened his mouth, but she glanced over at him, her eyes hard. He shrugged, reaching for a goblet and taking a long swig. “Very well. If the Crestek survives the tahadu, he will be Dothvek.”

      “What’s the tahadu?” Holly asked, as she followed everyone out of the tent.

      “A gauntlet,” Kush said. “He must survive the attacks of the entire clan to reach the end.”

      Holly swallowed hard. She had seen the Dothveks in battle.
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      “You don’t have to do this,” Holly said, adjusting the leather strap across his chest then pressing her palms against his muscles and meeting his eyes.

      T’Kar no longer wore his Crestek clothes. These had been replaced by traditional Dothvek garments—low-slung pants that hugged his thick legs, and a strap to hold his blades. Even though he was used to being covered by tunics and cloaks, he felt more comfortable in this spare outfit. Here among the Dothveks, he didn’t need to hide his markings. Here, he felt free and oddly at home.

      T’Kar stroked a finger down the side of her face. “Actually, I do. If I want to stay here with you.”

      They stood inside a small tent as he readied for the Dothvek gauntlet, and T’Kar tried to block out the sounds outside. Instead of the usual sounds of the village—low voices, animals snuffling for food, the fire cackling—the air hummed with excitement. He suspected the entire clan was eager to see if he, a Crestek, would survive.

      “We could run,” Holly said, her green eyes shifting to the tent flaps.

      He tilted his head at her. “That did not go well the first time. No. I have always wanted to be more like my sand-dwelling brethren. Now I get my chance.”

      Holly bit her lower lip. “But we have no idea what this gauntlet will be like. What if all the warriors attack you at once? What if they don’t give you weapons? What if—?”

      He put a finger over her lips to quiet her and stop her from making him panic. “I do not doubt it will be hard, but I also know it will be fair.”

      Holly’s shoulders sagged slightly, and she nodded as she moved her hands across his chest to his arms. “You are bigger than other Cresteks, and you handled the sand serpent like a boss. It’s not that I don’t believe in you, it’s just that I don’t want to lose you again. I feel like I just found you, and…”

      He lifted her chin, tilting her face up to his. Not only was fear pulsing off of her, but also something deeper. Something that made his heart constrict. “I love you, too, and I have no intention of ever leaving you again.”

      A smile teased the corners of her mouth. “Oh, you love me, too?” He gave a half shrug and she swatted at him. “I’m still not sure how I feel about this empath thing, but I’m going to let it slide since you’re about to fight an entire village of Dothveks.”

      “I am most grateful.” T’Kar lowered his mouth and kissed her lightly, his lips feathering across hers. Her faint moan made him want to deepen the kiss, but he needed to keep his focus, and losing himself in a kiss would not help that at all.

      Movement at the tent flaps made them both pull away and look around as Danica’s blonde head poked inside. “Sorry to disturb, but they’re ready for you.”

      T’Kar inclined his head at her, then glanced down at Holly. “I will see you after.”

      She gave him a shaky smile. “Then we can celebrate properly.”

      Even though nervous energy made his heart beat faster, the thought of celebrating with his mate sent blood rushing south. Her smile widened. “Hey, big guy. Save those thoughts for after.”

      He was still adjusting to her growing ability to sense his feelings, and it thrilled him each time. “Now, who is the empath?”

      Her cheeks mottled pink as she took him by the hand and led him outside the tent. Danica and K’alvek were waiting, along with Kush.

      Danica hooked her arm through Holly’s. “We’re going to go get a good spot.” She smiled at T’Kar. “Good luck.”

      Holly reluctantly let go of his hand. He knew she wanted to throw her arms around him, but she held back because there were people watching.

      He held her eyes as she backed away. “I will see you soon.”

      When she disappeared around one of the tents, Kush put a hand on his arm. “Are you ready?”

      “He will be fine,” K’alvek said, giving him a quick once-over. “He even looks like one of us.”

      “It is not a battle to the death,” Kush told him, as they snaked their way through the village. “It is the test every Dothvek warrior must pass before becoming a man. You will pass through two rows of Dothveks. Each will try to land a blow, and you fend them off, or dodge it, and move forward.”

      “It will be fast.” K’alvek glanced back at T’Kar over his shoulder. “Keep moving and don’t let a hit stop you.”

      T’Kar nodded. It did not sound so bad, although he suspected it would feel much different once Dothvek after Dothvek attacked him.

      “They will not go easy on you,” Kush said. “And Zatvar has added himself to the group.”

      K’alvek growled low. “He may seem like a fool, but he is dangerous.”

      They came around the last tent, and T’Kar swallowed hard. The Dothvek warriors had formed two parallel lines that stretched away from the village and onto the sands. They stood in warrior stances, with blades drawn. The clan’s few priestesses were gathered at the beginning of the gantlet and, at the far end, he could see Zatvar with his arms folded, his mate near him but off to one side.

      Holly and her bounty hunter friends stood near the priestesses, and they cheered when they saw him. Several of the Dothveks looked at them in confusion, and he suspected they were not accustomed to a cheering section during their gauntlets.

      He took a deep breath, glad the air was cooling as the suns sank low onto the horizon, and shifted his feet in the warm sand. The warriors’ blades glinted off the fading light, and he pulled his curved blades off his belt, gripping the hilts loosely and reminding himself not to tense up.

      He might not have been raised Dothvek, but a Crestek highborn was given instruction in fighting from a young age. Even if the fighting was more about technique and less about killing, he still knew his way around a blade. His sword-master had made sure of that.

      As he took his place at the start of the gauntlet, the high priestess approached him. Her white robes pooled around her feet, and her hair was pulled up in a tight bun. She held a small bowl that shone gold, dipping her fingers in the liquid and stretching up to dab a drop on his forehead.

      She locked eyes with him. “The blessings and protection of the goddesses on you, warrior.”

      He bowed to her as the fragrant oil trickled down between his eyes. “And also on you.”

      Her lips quirked up, and he could see that he had surprised her by knowing the proper response. She moved away, and the energy shifted as the Dothveks readjusted their stances.

      “See you on the other side, friend,” Kush said, his voice low as he and K’alvek joined the rows of warriors.

      T’Kar steadied his breath for a moment before Zatvar whistled from the far end—the signal to begin. Without hesitation, he rushed forward, diving into a roll and coming up with his blades extended. He blocked two attacks before spinning around and dodging another two.

      Blood pounded in his ears, the only sound he could hear aside from the clang of blade against blade, as he surged forward. He had made it halfway through the gauntlet when the first blade nicked his shoulder. There were gasps and satisfied grunts. Even though he registered the sharp sting, he did not slow. Twisting quickly, with his blades slicing up, he fended off more attacks even though pain shot down his arm.

      The yells and grunts grew louder, and T’Kar could sense the growing frustration of the Dothveks. He leapt through the air over several swishing blades, coming down and rolling across the sand before jumping up. The next blow knocked one of his blades from his hand, but the warriors’ satisfaction was short-lived as he whipped his arm over his head and unsheathed a straight blade from the strap across his back.

      More gasps as he dodged and spun, barely avoiding the hiss of the blades cutting through the air. Another few warriors, and he would reach the end. There was no time to catch his breath even as his side ached, so T’Kar ducked a wild slash that passed so close to his ear he was sure he lost the pointed tip. With a final burst of energy, he blocked a series of blows, knocking one warrior off his feet.

      Turning quickly, he readied himself for Zatvar’s attack. When the clan leader pulled a blaster from behind his back, he had mere moments to react, dropping to the sands as the weapon fired over him. Then there was silence as he lay, panting, with blood trickling down his arm.

      Looking up, he saw K’alvek’s wide body blocking him from the clan leader, the blaster now in his hand. The warrior glared at Zatvar before throwing the blaster into the sands. “Who is more Crestek now?”
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      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Holly ran her hands over his chest, her eyes searching for invisible wounds.

      They were back in the tent he’d been given to change in--the tent that was now to be theirs to live in. She pulled his crossbody strap off one shoulder, and let it drop to the mats covering the floor. There was little in the single-pole tent aside from mats and furs covering the sand, and a pile of cushions denoting the bed. One low table held a jug of water and a pair of clay goblets alongside a lit lantern that sent a golden glow throughout the small space.

      Since T’Kar had completed the tahadu, dusk had overtaken the village. Most of the Dothveks were gathering at the village fire to celebrate, but Holly had insisted on bringing him to the tent first. She had to inspect every bit of him with her own eyes.

      “I told you I am unharmed.” He lifted her face, so she had to meet his eyes. “You are the one who seems unwell.”

      “I just can’t believe what that asshole did to you. Or tried to do, at least. If K’alvek hadn’t stepped in…”

      “But he did, and I am fine.”

      Holly pressed her lips together. “He tried to kill you.”

      “And failed.” T’Kar cocked his head at her. “You have not congratulated me yet for making it through the gauntlet.”

      Holly’s mouth twitched. “That’s because I knew you would. I never had any doubt in you.”

      That was true. She’d never doubted him, but she had been worried about how fierce the Dothveks would be. She’d been right to worry. None of the warriors had gone easy on him, and if he hadn’t been so quick, she knew he would be much bloodier than he was now. Her eyes went to the cut on his bicep.

      “It will heal,” he told her, following her gaze and easily sensing her thoughts.

      She nodded. He was right. She should be thrilled that he’d made it through the Dothvek’s rite of passage and was now considered one of them. Well, he would be. She didn’t expect them to accept the Crestek right away. There would, no doubt, be a period of testing and hazing, but it was nothing her big, strapping guy couldn’t handle.

      “You were amazing out there,” she finally admitted. “I think you surprised them.”

      One hand tangled in her hair, and the other captured the side of her face. “The only opinion I care about is yours.”

      “You impressed me, too, although I have seen you fight a giant sand serpent, so I had a bit of a preview.”

      He stroked her jawline with his thumb. “They are expecting us at the fire.”

      Holly leaned into him until she could feel the heat from his body warming her. “That’s true, but there are so many of them. Will they really miss us if we’re a little late?”

      “A little?”

      She shrugged, slipping her hands around his back and underneath the waistband of his pants. “Maybe more than a little.”

      He let out a contented growl, as her fingertips fluttered across his lower ridges. She was so relieved he’d survived the tahadu—and come out relatively unscathed—that she wanted to run her hands over every delicious bit of him. Her hands and other things.

      Pushing him back so that he sprawled out on the mound of blankets that made up the bed, she leaned over and tugged at the top of his pants. Leather did not have the give of modern fabrics, so she had to yank hard to get them down.

      “Now yours,” T’Kar said, once she’d divested him of his pants.

      She shook her head and eyed his cock, which stood out ramrod stiff from his body. “Not yet. I think you deserve a treat for making it though the tahadu.”

      “My treat is burying my cock inside you, mate.”

      His words thrilled her and sent a rush of heat between her legs, but she wagged a finger at him. “Patience, big guy.”

      His eyes widened as she settled herself between his bare legs and took his rigid length in her fist. When she swirled the tip of her tongue around his crown, his eyes rolled up into the back of his head.

      “Sons of the goddesses,” he murmured.

      Holly lowered her mouth, and took the entire crown into her mouth, sucking on it as she dragged her hand up and down the hard length of him. She loved the low rumbling noises he made as his hands fisted the blankets. He was entirely in her control, and the thought made her body hum with arousal.

      Moving her mouth down his shaft, she took as much as she could, her lips stretched wide. When his crown touched the back of her throat, she squeezed, and he let out a loud groan. Moving back up his length, she glanced across his corded stomach and rippled muscles. His eyes were on her, his gaze hot and possessive.

      She gave him a small smile. “You like watching?”

      T’Kar’s only response was his eyelids fluttering, as he tangled his hands in her hair. She didn’t have to read minds to know just how much he liked it.

      His grip on her head wasn’t hard, but as she started moving her mouth up and down his cock again, he guided her so that she moved faster. She matched the pace of her hand around the base of his cock, and soon he was thrusting his hips up and moaning.

      Holly love hearing his arousal, and feeling his body respond to her mouth. She didn’t have to touch herself to know she was wet and that her nipples were hard. She squeezed her legs together, feeling her clit quiver.

      “Need to…” T’Kar said, while sitting up and flipping her onto her hands and knees.

      She was so startled; she couldn’t even complain that she hadn’t finished when he had jerked her pants down and buried his cock inside her. She let out a cross between a moan and a gasp, and it was her turn to clutch the blankets as he drove into her. Dropping her head down, she thrust her ass into the air and his cock went even deeper.

      “Holly,” he said, his voice husky as he reached around and found her clit, slick with her own juices. He circled it as he hammered into her, and she could feel her release building.

      She craned her neck to look behind her and lock eyes with him. “Fuck me hard, warrior.”

      Her words seemed to shatter him, and he pistoned into her a few more times before he roared his release, holding himself deep and flicking her clit. Holly bucked against him, her muscles clenching, as she came on his still-quivering cock.

      With a heavy sigh, T’Kar sank down, covering her body with his, but not pulling out of her. He threaded his fingers with hers and kissed her neck. “I would go through the tahadu many times over if that was waiting for me each time.”

      “That’s waiting for you anytime, big guy,” Holly said. “No tahadu required.”

      “Holly!” Danica burst into the tent, then slapped a hand over her eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t know you were…Sorry!”

      T’Kar quickly rolled off Holly, who sat up and jerked a blanket over both of them. She rarely saw the captain flustered, but now Danica was breathing heavy, and her hand shook. She was more than flustered. She was in a panic.

      “What’s wrong?” Holly asked.

      “It’s Caro,” Danica said, the quiver in her voice making Holly freeze. “She’s been taken.”
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      “Who was the last person to see her?” Holly asked, as she and T’Kar hurried behind Danica through the darkened village.

      The moons were not high in the sky yet, but they provided enough light for them to weave their way around the tents. Almost all the tents were dark—not because the residents were sleeping, but because almost the entire village was at the communal fire at the far side of the village. From the sounds, it was clear the Dothveks were celebrating. T’Kar did not mind that he was missing the party that was supposedly for him. Not when one of his mate’s friends was missing.

      “That’s the thing,” Danica said. “We can’t remember. We were all so caught up with the tahadu that we can’t remember if she was even there.”

      T’Kar thought back to seeing the females standing near the priestesses when he approached the gauntlet course. He’d been focused on Holly, but he did remember seeing her friends with her—short-haired Max, whom he knew from her time in the Crestek city, K’alvek’s mate Danica, with the pale hair, the shapeshifter with light-purple hair and a furry, green pet tucked under her arm, and…

      “She wasn’t there,” he said, when they reached a tent, and Danica paused before opening the flaps.

      The captain frowned. “Are you sure?”

      He nodded. “I remember everyone who was standing near the start of the tahadu. She was not there.”

      Holly slipped her hand in his. “I was so worried about you, I didn’t even notice. What kind of friend am I?”

      “Or me?” Danica asked, pushing back the tent flaps. “What kind of captain am I?”

      They walked into the large, two-poled tent that was illuminated by a pair of hanging lanterns. K’alvek and Kush stood with their arms crossed over their chests, along with Max and Bexli and a handful of other Dothveks.

      Kush nodded in acknowledgment when he saw T’Kar. K’alvek looked up, his eyebrows quirking as his gaze took in their tousled hair, but he did not comment.

      “We are trying to determine how the female could have been taken,” Kush said.

      “You’re sure she’s been kidnapped?” Holly asked, rushing over to Bexli and pulling her into a hug.

      “Caro would never just leave,” Danica said. “She’s not like that.”

      “That’s right,” Holly said, swiping at her eyes. “She doesn’t have an irresponsible bone in her body.”

      “But I don’t understand,” Max said, flicking her fingers through her dark hair. “We’re in an oasis in the middle of a desert. Who could possibly kidnap her out here?”

      “We’re one-hundred-percent sure she didn’t get drunk and wander into the wrong tent?” Holly asked. “Maybe she’s hooking up with a hot Dothvek and wanted to keep it on the down-low.”

      Danica shook her head. “That’s not Caro.”

      “Yeah, Hols,” Bexli said, elbowing her in the ribs. “She’s not you.”

      “Ha ha,” Holly said, clearly not bothered by her friends’ teasing.

      Kush held up a crinkled bit of blue snakeskin. “We found this on her pillow.”

      “It wasn’t on there earlier,” Bexli said. “I’ve never seen it before tonight, and I know Caro wasn’t carrying it around. She’s not into weird stuff like that.”

      T’Kar’s gut tightened. “Is that from a sand serpent?”

      K’alvek nodded. “A giant one, and those are rare.”

      “Really?” Holly squinted at it. “Then I guess we got lucky, because T’Kar and I fought one with skin exactly like that on our way to find you guys.”

      All heads swiveled toward him, and a Dothvek with streaks of gray in his dark hair angled his head at him. “Is this true?”

      T’Kar nodded. “I think I may know who took Caro.”

      A pair of identical Dothveks stepped forward slightly and moved their hands to their blades. “Cresteks?” one of them asked, his voice menacing.

      T’Kar’s hand instinctively moved to his waist, but his blade was not there. He’d left it back in the tent when he and Holly had dressed quickly. “Actually, I believe it was a Dothvek.”

      All the warriors in the tent emitted low, threatening rumbles.

      “You are saying one of our clan took the female?” K’alvek said. “Impossible. No one would be so dishonorable. And no warrior is missing.”

      “He is no longer in your clan,” T’Kar said, watching the Dothvek faces carefully. “He is an outcast.”

      The warrior with silver shot through his hair narrowed his eyes at T’Kar. “How do you know there is a Dothvek outcast?”

      T’Kar inhaled deeply. “Because he found me on the desert and saved me.”

      Holly’s mouth fell open. “What? You didn’t tell me this.”

      “Things have been a little busy since we were reunited, but after the scavengers left me on the sands, I was as good as dead. Rukken found me, took me to his camp, treated my wounds, and buried me in the sand until I’d healed enough to travel.” He hesitated. “Then he led me across the sands in the direction of the village until he thought I was close enough and then he left me. But I do not know if he stopped following me.”

      Kush grunted. “The presence on the sands when we found you.”

      “It could have been him watching us,” K’alvek said.

      Holly drew in a sharp breath. “Are you saying he saw Caro when she came with us to rescue you?”

      “I do not know for sure, but it is a possibility,” T’Kar said. “He was curious when I told him I had to get back to my offworld mate. And even more curious that there were more of you.”

      “He might have followed us back to camp,” Kush said. “Keeping his distance until we were busy with the tahadu.”

      T’Kar’s stomach roiled as he remembered answering Rukken’s questions about the all-female crew. He had never suspected the outcast would want to take one of the women for himself, although he did know how lonely the former Dothvek was, living alone on the sands. He had not sensed the ulterior motives, if there had been any at the time, but he had felt the male’s isolation. Was that why he’d wanted his translator? So he could communicate with the female he planned to abduct?

      “If this guy saved you, he can’t be all bad, right?” Holly asked, coming over to T’Kar and taking his hand. “Maybe he didn’t mean to take Caro. Maybe he’ll bring her back.”

      T’Kar wanted to tell Holly that it was all a big misunderstanding, but he suspected that Rukken had known exactly what he was doing. The outcast had used the information T’Kar had unwittingly shared to hone in on Caro, stalk her, and kidnap her out from under the Dothveks. And Rukken had left the snakeskin so T’Kar would know it was him.

      He balled his free hand into a fist. “I do not know him well, but I do not think he has any intention of bringing her back.”

      The twin Dothveks exchanged glances, then one spoke. “We do know Rukken well, and we doubt he has any intention of returning the female. If he has taken her, it is to claim her as his mate.”

      Holly made a strangled sound in her throat, and Danica shook her head hard.

      Kush locked eyes with him. “You say this Rukken took you to his camp? Any chance you can take us there?”

      T’Kar gave a brief nod, his gaze dropping to his mate. “Let’s go find your friend.”
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      Caro rubbed her head. How long had she been asleep? Her brain felt foggy when she tried to sit up, and she sank back down on the rugs covering the sand floor.

      “Bex?” She called out. She and Bexli had been getting ready to go watch T’Kar go through the tahadu. Bexli had stepped outside to find Pog, who’d run off again, and then she’d smelled something funny and then…

      What had happened then? She couldn’t remember, but she knew she hadn’t gone to the tahadu. Had she missed it? Had she slept through it? Why wouldn’t her friends have woken her up?

      She finally pushed herself up to sitting. The tent was dark and felt smaller, even though she couldn’t see much more than faint outlines of the sloped sides. She’d definitely slept through the tahadu, since it was clearly the middle of the night. The entire village was silent, something that never happened until late at night when everyone had gone to sleep, and the fire had been doused and the animals had stopped making noises.

      But if it was the middle of the night, 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.

      Maybe 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. Of course, none of the warriors had made a move. Apparently, the Dothveks were all about lady’s choice, but she wouldn’t fault her shapeshifter friend if she’d decided to sample the local men.

      She groped around her bed but couldn’t feel the side table where she’d left a goblet of water. “Shit. Where is everything?”

      “What do you need, female?”

      The low voice nearly made her scream. Why the hell was there a man in her tent? She knew Bexli wouldn’t have brought a guy back to the tent they shared.

      “Who the fuck are you, and why are you in my tent?” she managed to say, even as her heart pounded 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. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know how this happened.”

      He sat across from her near the tent flaps, and she could tell he was sitting on his haunches. “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. And was he wearing a loincloth? Her mouth went dry as he quickly crossed to her, squatting down again so that she could feel the heat of his body.

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

      She scooted back, bumping into the fabric of the tent behind her. “I thought you were Dothvek?”

      He made a low noise in his throat that did not sound happy. “I am no longer part of the clan.”

      So, he definitely wasn’t from the village, but he sounded like a Dothvek. She couldn’t see him perfectly, but she could tell he wore barely anything and had heavy black tattoos across his chest. That looked Dothvek to her. She’d seen Cresteks, and he wasn’t one of them.

      “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. “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 bellowed in pain and fell back, she scampered for the exit, pushing through the flaps and stumbling out onto the sands.

      Her mouth gaped as she swiveled her head. She was no longer in the Dothvek village. The village was nowhere in sight. All she could see 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 sands 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 whispered darkly.
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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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