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      Bexli stomped down the metal ramp of the ship, her steps making it rattle. A few of the Dothvek barbarians gathered around the bonfire turned to look at her, their hands moving instinctively to the curved blades at their waists. When they saw it was only the petite Lycithian with her lavender bob swinging at her jawbone, they turned their attention back to the celebration.

      The burly barbarians circled the roaring fire—some sitting and some standing—talking loudly and occasionally singing what sounded more like war chants than songs. They swigged some sort of fermented wine from leather wineskins and passed skewers of grilled meat. They’d been doing this for hours, ever since the suns set, and there seemed to be no sign of them stopping.

      She didn’t blame them. They had a lot to celebrate. They’d revealed their clan leader to be a murderer and traitor, and he’d been killed in a battle. Many of the warriors had disliked the leader, but had not been able to defy him without cause. Discovering his dishonor and killing him meant a new beginning for the clan, and the raucous victory cheers that rose up every so often were proof that it had been a long time coming.

      Even though the flames rose high into the air, sending sparks spiraling up and smoke billowing, the desert air was still chilly. Bexli rubbed her arms through her shirt fabric and wondered—not for the first time—how the Dothveks kept warm while only wearing leather pants. None of the massive, gold-skinned aliens had goose bumps like she did. She knew it was something about their skin absorbing the heat of the sunlight and retaining it, but even though she and her fellow female bounty hunters had been marooned on the planet weeks ago, she’d avoided getting up close and personal enough with any of them to feel for herself. Well, except for one.

      She flashed back to pressing her hands against the hard flesh of Tommel’s corded stomach only minutes earlier and shook her head hard. The barbarian with sliver flecks in his long, dark hair was the last thing she wanted to think about. Glancing back over her shoulder and up the ramp into the hulking, metal spaceship, she was glad he hadn’t followed her off the ship. Not that she’d given him much of a chance.

      Bexli had practically run out of her room when the ship had shifted and knocked her into him. She’d claimed she needed to find out why the ship had moved, but the real reason had been that she needed to get away from him. She did not trust the way her body reacted around Tommel, and the last thing she needed was to get involved with one of the aliens.

      It wasn’t that Bexli had anything against the barbarians who inhabited the planet she and her crew mates had crash landed on. They’d actually proven themselves to be helpful allies, sacrificing themselves more than once to save her friends. But Bexli was focused on getting herself and her crew off the planet, even if her fellow bounty hunters weren’t. And hooking up with a gorgeous alien—even one that made her pulse flutter—was not part of that plan.

      Bexli paused at the end of the ramp and sighed. Was she still the only one thinking about their plan? From the looks of things, it sure seemed like it. Their captain, Danica, sat on her Dothvek mate’s lap, laughing as he talked animatedly to his cousin Kush, who had one thick arm wrapped around Max, the scientist who used to be their bounty.  Caro, the crew’s pilot, sat on the lap of the barbarian who’d, up until very recently, been exiled from the clan.  He smiled broadly as he listened to K’alvek and Kush. She didn’t spot Holly’s red hair anywhere, and figured that their engineer and her alien boyfriend were off somewhere getting busy.

      She was glad her friends didn’t notice her stomping down the ramp. She was in no mood to talk, and certainly wasn’t in a mood to celebrate. Her feet sank into the powdery sand as she left the ship. She may not want to party, but she wouldn’t mind getting closer to the fire for warmth. She passed the Dothvek’s furry jebels staked into the sand to one side of the fire. They munched on feed and brayed as she got closer, shifting from one knobby leg to the other and eying her as if they might want to take a nibble. She still wasn’t crazy about the smelly creatures that looked like furrier, humpless camels. She’d even shifted into one once, and the memory of that didn’t make her any fonder of the animals.

      Edging around the ring of barbarians who towered over her, Bexli slipped through a sliver of space. She was immediately met with a blast of heat from the fire and had to step back, bumping into the hard body of a Dothvek and mumbling an apology.

      “Do not apologize, pretty female,” the Dothvek said, his voice a low purr.

      Bexli peered up and saw two sets of eyes looking down at her. The twin warriors. She didn’t know many of the Dothveks by sight, but these she did. They were noticeable because they were identical—both wore thick braids down their backs and had the same tribal tattoos across their chests—and seemed to move almost in sync when they fought. And like all the Dothveks, they were ripped and gorgeous.

      “Are you alone?” the other twin asked, his eyes sparkling.

      “No.” Bexli raised her chin and met his eyes.

      His brother grinned, leaning down. “We can offer you our protection.”

      “Back off, double trouble.” Tori pushed the warriors aside as she joined Bexli, throwing her arm around her. “She’s with me.”

      One of the twins furrowed his brow and opened his mouth, but another Dothvek thumped him hard on the back.

      “You heard my mate,” Vrax said. “Move along, warriors.”

      Tori narrowed her gaze at the Dothvek with tattoos ringing his biceps. “I told you what I think about that ‘mate’ crap.”

      Vrax smiled widely at her. “You did, but I enjoy seeing your cheeks flush every time I call you by that name.” He leaned closer to the Zevrian, with her wild, dark curls piled on top of her head. “Fighting with you is almost as enjoyable as making up.”

      Tori growled low, and then rolled her eyes. “You are impossible. I should have left you on Kurril.”

      Vrax laughed, clearly pleased by her response, then shifted his attention to Bexli. “Are you enjoying the celebration? My Dothvek clansmen are not bothering you too much, are they?”

      “No,” Bexli said. “I think Tori scared them off pretty well.”

      “Trust me,” Tori shot her mate another look. “I understand barbarians who won’t take no for an answer.”

      Vrax lowered his head to Tori. “As if you ever said no to me.”

      She elbowed him hard, but the corners of her mouth twitched.

      As happy as Bexli was that her tough Zevrian crew mate had found her perfect match in Vrax, she did not really want to be caught in the middle of their strange foreplay. “Should I leave you two alone?”

      “No.” Tori tightened her arm around Bexli’s shoulders. “We had an entire journey from Kurril to be alone, or close to alone. I want to hang out with my girls.”

      Bexli smiled. Falling for Vrax had certainly softened the usually stoic Tori. The fermented wine probably hadn’t hurt, either. “I came out to warm up and because the ship was moving around too much for my taste.”

      Tori flicked her eyes to the massive metal hull. “She shifts on the sands. This stuff is way too powdery and uneven. We’re lucky she hasn’t disappeared under the dunes.”

      Bexli’s stomach lurched, as she remembered that her pet glurkin, Pog, was sleeping in her cabin on the ship. “Is that a possibility?”

      Tori shook her head. “No. There’s bedrock underneath. I ran a scan before I set her down, but I had to find a spot with the shallowest dunes, first. That’s why we’re so far from the Dothvek village or the Crestek city, and not as close to Rukken’s oasis as Caro would like.”

      Vrax bristled. “Not that we would have landed near the Cresteks.”

      Bexli was relieved that the ship wouldn’t sink under the sand, but also grateful that it had shifted when it did. She’d been dangerously close to doing more than touching Tommel’s washboard stomach, and rushing off to make sure everything was okay with the ship had been the perfect excuse.

      “You okay, Bex?” Tori asked. “You look flushed. Should we move away from the fire?”

      Bexli nodded. Between the flames licking the dark sky and thoughts of Tommel, she did feel overheated. She let Tori lead her out of the inner ring, and was grateful to suck in cool air when they stood behind everyone.

      “There you are!” Caro stood a bit away from the crowd, noticeably missing her new Dothvek boyfriend. “You taking a break from the inferno, too?”

      “How do they stand it?” Bexli asked, glancing at the aliens surrounding the fire.

      “You know their skin,” Caro said, as if that was explanation enough.

      “Unless I missed even more when I was away, Bexli doesn’t have firsthand experience touching a Dothvek.” Tori eyed her. “Or do you?”

      “Nope,” Bexli lied. “I’m the only one of us who hasn’t shacked up with one.”

      No way was she admitting that she’d recently experienced the feel of the hard, gold skin or that the bare skin she’d touched had belonged to the solemn Dothvek who rarely smiled and was so different from the wild, young barbarians Caro and Tori had both fallen for. She couldn’t explain her body’s bizarre response to him, so she wasn’t going to attempt to explain it to them.

      Tori looked indignant. “I do not ’shack up.’”

      Caro cocked an eyebrow at her. “I thought you and Vrax were sharing the captain’s quarters on the ship.”

      Two blotches of pink colored Tori’s brown cheeks. “Only for the journey here and only because it had the best shower.”

      “Mmhmm.” Caro tightened her sleek ponytail. “We totally believe you.”

      Tori folded her arms across her chest, and her well-muscled biceps bulged. “This from the woman who’s been sharing a glorified pup tent with her guy.”

      Caro’s mouth gaped open, then she clamped it shut. “Okay, I can’t argue with that. But, in my defense, I didn’t really have a choice since there was only one tent.”

      Bexli glanced over to one side of the desert, knowing that Rukken’s camp was only a few dunes away, and guessing he and Caro would sneak off to it pretty soon.

      “And you’re sure about Rukken?” Bexli asked. “This isn’t some kind of falling-in-love-with-your-captor syndrome?”

      Caro shifted from one foot to the other and tightened her ponytail again. “I know it seems nuts, but I really am crazy about him.”

      Bexli nibbled her bottom lip. “So, what’s going to happen?”

      “What do you mean?” Tori asked.

      Bexli threw her arms wide. “When we leave. I thought our mission was to find a way off the planet that Mourad marooned us on. Now, Tori got us a ship—an even better one than we had—so shouldn’t we be planning to leave? Or do you both plan to stay here and play barbarian house?”

      “I think you know my answer to that.” Tori reared back as if she’d been slapped. “I want to go back out and start hunting bounties again.”

      “And Vrax?” Caro asked.

      “He’s coming with us. After everything that happened to us on Kurril and after spending some time in a spaceship, I think he’s got a taste for adventure that won’t be satisfied staying here.”

      “What do you think the others will do?” Bexli asked, afraid to look over at Caro.

      “I can’t speak for anyone but myself.” Caro flicked her eyes at the ship. “but I’m a pilot, and pilots fly. Rukken hasn’t been a part of his clan for so long, I don’t think he’ll miss them.”

      Bexli’s heart leapt. “You sure?”

      “You can’t get far without a pilot.” Caro laughed. “I’ve seen both of you at my controls, and it isn’t pretty.”

      Bexli looped her arms through her friends’. “Now we just have to get the others on board.”

      “Literally,” Tori said

      Caro took a deep breath. “They’ll come. We are the bounty hunter babes, after all. The galaxy’s best all-female bounty-hunting crew.”

      “You mean the only all-female, bounty-hunting crew,” Tori corrected.

      Bexli shook her head. “Not anymore. If we bring the Dothveks, we won’t be the bounty hunter babes.”

      “The bounty hunter babes and barbarians sounds even better,” Caro said. “Let’s see them talk shit about us now.”

      Bexli laughed. It felt good to talk about the crew being back together. The sooner they could get off the planet and back to work, the better. She needed to put some serious space between her and the Dothvek who’d managed to get under her skin. The one who now stood on the ramp of the ship, staring at her.
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      Tommel scanned the scene outside the ship, his gaze pausing when he found her. The shape-shifting female stood with two of her crew mates off to one side, beyond the dancing, orange glow of the fire that illuminated so many of his Dothvek kinsmen. Even without the firelight, it was easy to see her lavender hair in the light of the moons.

      She was smaller than her friend with the dark, bushy hair, and even though she was the same height as the other female with hair pulled up high, she seemed more delicate, with her pale skin and almost iridescent hair. He knew this was not true, of course. She was an alien species called a Lycithian, and had the power to morph into other creatures at will. This meant she could change into a beast that could easily rip his arms off.

      She glanced up and saw him watching her. Even so, Tommel could not tear his gaze away from her.

      What was it about the female? Ever since K’alvek had asked him to ride with her on the rescue mission to find Caro, he’d been unable to stop thinking about her, and unable to ignore the pull he felt when he was near her. Being so close to her on the jebel—their bodies pressed against each other as they rode across the sands—had been enough to drive him to distraction. He’d thought when the mission was over his feelings would subside. They hadn’t.

      He also had not been able to quell his urge to look after her, which was foolish, since she was probably more deadly than anyone in the group, Dothvek or otherwise. Despite knowing her talents, when Tommel looked at her, he still saw a female who needed protecting. It was an urge he knew was going to get him in trouble.

      A low rumble escaped his throat, as she jerked her gaze from him. It had almost gotten him in trouble on board the ship.

      He didn’t know what had compelled him to follow her when she’d gone inside the ship. Only that she’d seemed unsteady on her feet, and he was afraid she might hurt herself. He did not trust the cold, hard surfaces of the spaceship, and being inside the metal beast made him uneasy. But he’d followed her inside, catching her before she fell, and telling himself he only wanted to ensure her safety.

      That had been before she had fallen into him, touching his bare skin with her small hands and sending shock waves of heat ricocheting through him. She had run away, and he had been left with ragged breath and a hard cock.

      He shook his head and stalked down the ramp. It was good Bexli did not like him. She clearly hated that he followed her and tried to protect her. Her vicious looks and sharp words were evidence of that. He ignored them because he knew she took too many risks and did not fully understand the dangers of his planet, but he was also grateful that she did not feel what he did. If she was as responsive to him as the other females were to their new mates he might not be able to resist. And the last thing Tommel needed was to care for another female.

      He pushed his way through the Dothveks so that he was standing at the fire. The heat was comforting, even though he was not cold. The air, which had plunged in temperature since the suns set, did not chill him like it chilled the offworld females. Nevertheless, he found the dancing flames to be mesmerizing and distracting, and he held his palms out to them.

      “You have missed much of the celebration.”

      He turned to see that K’alvek had sidled up next to him. “I have seen many celebrations. This will not be the last.”

      K’alvek nodded, turning to face the fire, as well. “I hope not, but this is one that holds special meaning for both of us.”

      Tommel thought about K’alvek’s father, the former ruler of their clan who had been murdered at the hand of the leader they’d recently fought and killed. K’alron had been one of his boyhood friends, so avenging his death held great importance. “You speak the truth.”

      “I have held so much anger for so long, it feels strange to let it go,” K’alvek said. “But it is also liberating. There is nothing else I must do. Only what I wish to do.”

      “And what do you wish, son of K’alron?”

      K’alvek’s gaze slid to the female sitting by the fire, with her pale hair spilling over her shoulders in waves. “I used to wish to follow in my father’s footsteps. A legacy was once my highest goal.”

      “And now?” Tommel asked.

      K’alvek shrugged. “I realize that my destiny is larger than that of my father’s. I do not need to be clan leader. I do not need to rule the sands. I do not even need to remain on our planet.”

      Tommel’s throat tightened. “You do not mean to take your father’s place now that Zatvar has been removed? Was that not always your goal?”

      “Removing Zatvar is enough. I do not need to lead.” K’alvek rocked back on his heels and tipped his head up to the sky. “I believe the goddesses have different plans for me.”

      This was impossible. K’alvek had been meant to rule since his birth. Now he wished to leave the planet and fly among the stars? Tommel knew he had fallen hard for the female, but he had never envisioned that the Dothvek would actually abandon his clan. It had never been done before. No Dothvek had ever left the planet, aside from Vrax, and he had returned. His stomach clenched at the thought.

      “You cannot leave.” His voice cracked. “Dothveks do not leave our planet.”

      K’alvek pivoted to face him. “Only because we have never been given the chance. Who is to say our kind is not meant to fly among the stars?”

      Tommel’s blood pounded in his ears. This was wrong. All wrong. He had watched K’alvek grow up. After his father’s death, he had treated the warrior as if he was his own, watching out for him and offering advice. It had almost made up for his own loss, and there were times he had made himself believe K’alvek was his, if only for a moment.

      He attempted to suck in a breath, but there was a weight pressing on his chest. “I am to say. It is not done. It is an insult to the goddesses.” He managed to heave in some air. “I forbid it.”

      K’alvek stilled. “You cannot forbid it. You are not clan leader, nor are you my father.”

      Tommel felt the words like blows. He fisted his hands, shaking his head. “Your action will tear our people apart.”

      “Our clan is stronger than that. It has survived much worse, as you well know.”

      Tommel pressed his eyelids together, trying not to remember what had been so much worse. Hazy images of his former mate swam in his mind, as he tried to push them away. Memories of their bonding ceremony. The feel of her body nestled next to his as they slept in their tent. The hard swell of her belly as his child grew in her. The sickly shade of her skin as the sickness overtook her. The rasp in her breath as she fought for air. The flames of the funeral pyre as he had lost them both.

      The weight of K’alvek’s hand on his back snatched the images from his mind and jerked him back to reality. He was bent over at the waist, his hands braced on his knees as he sucked in air. He reared up, causing K’alvek to drop his hand and step back. “You do not understand sacrifice. You never will.”

      He stormed away from the fire, feeling more gazes than K’alvek’s following him. He did not care. He needed to be alone and away from the laughter and singing.

      How could they be celebrating, when one of their own might leave—and perhaps more, if the other Dothevks who’d paired off with the off-world females chose to leave, as well?

      When the offworld ship had crashed on the planet, he had thought the female crew was the answer to their prayers to the goddesses. Their people had been in desperate need of females, and the offworlders had seemingly dropped from the sky. He had been more than pleased when K’alvek had given in to his feelings for the human captain, and had watched with interest as other clan members had paired off with the females. But now K’alvek was considering leaving with the offworlders?

      He trudged up a short dune and then down until he reached the valley and could no longer hear the buzz of voices as sharply. Sinking down on his knees, he drew in long breaths until his ears no longer rang.

      Tommel had not considered this possibility because, until Tori and Vrax had appeared, the females had not had a ship. They’d been stuck on the planet and content living in the Dothvek village. At least, that was what he’d thought.

      Bexli had obviously not been happy. He had sensed her urgency and impatience when he’d ridden with her. She had been eager to find Caro, and also impatient to find a way off the planet. He’d tried to ignore what he’d sensed, because he hadn’t wanted to admit that he could pick up on her feelings. He couldn’t admit to himself that he’d let another female’s thoughts into his. Tommel was all too aware what it meant to open himself up to another’s mind, and he had no intention of experiencing that again.

      Thinking of the shapeshifter made his heart race again. She would leave, as well. She’d never wanted to stay, and Tori’s arrival with the huge metal monstrosity of a ship meant that she would leave his planet forever.

      It was for the best, he reminded himself. The sooner she was away from him, the better. He did not like feeling surges of protectiveness and jealousy and fear. He had not felt them in more solar rotations than he could count, and it unnerved him that he still felt them as powerfully as he did when he was young.

      He hated the idea of losing K’alvek and the other clansmen, but he would not miss the chaos the females’ arrival had thrown them into. They had done little more than battle and hunt and rescue since K’alvek first brought Danica into their camp, and he would welcome a respite from it. He was no longer the untested warrior who relished challenges. He had seen enough to last him many lifetimes.

      Flopping back on the sand, Tommel hooked his hands behind his head and peered up at the stars twinkling in the inky sky. Looking at the night sky had always calmed him in the past. Now the sight made him think of his clansmen as a tiny dot in the endless night of space. What would life be like when they had gone? What would his life be like when she was gone? When he no longer felt the pulse of her emotions? When the flash of her hair no longer made his breath catch in his throat?

      It would be normal, he thought. Just like it was before. Dread settled into his stomach as he imagined endless days stretching out in front of him without her.

      “She is not yours,” he whispered sharply to himself. “She never will be. She does not want you, and she is the last thing you want or need.”

      This was all true, yet it made Tommel’s heart ache. He strained to hear the sounds of the celebration and imagined that he could hear the throaty sound of her laugh before reminding himself of all the reasons would never take a mate again.
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      Bexli looked around and realized how much the party had thinned out. The fire had dwindled until it was a pile of glowing embers that occasionally sent up sparks, and the sound of loud voices was now little more than hushed snatches of conversation. She sat with her legs crossed near the fire, now that it no longer burned so high, and she poked at the few remaining logs with a long stick while sipping slightly sour, fermented wine out of a wineskin.

      Most of the Dothveks had stretched out on the sand, preferring to sleep under the stars than to find a room inside the cavernous spaceship, and the soft rumble of snoring now replaced the earlier war chants. Burning torches had been driven into the sand, surrounding the area to keep away any sand creatures that emerged at night.

      Her crew mates, on the other hand, had taken their mates onto the ship to sleep. Sleeping on the sand was an acquired taste, and one that could not match up to the comfort of a bed and pillow, if you asked her. Which was probably why her friends had chosen cabins in the ship. All except for Caro and Rukken, who’d snuck off to his oasis a few dunes away.

      Tori and Vrax had been the last to wander off, trying to convince her to come inside with them. She’d begged off, saying she wanted a few more moments in front of the fire. The truth was, she didn’t want to run into Tommel again.

      She hadn’t seen him since he’d been standing on the ship’s ramp, and for all she knew, he was waiting outside her cabin door. She didn’t know why he would be. Not after she’d practically bolted away from him.

      Bexli had never given him any reason to like her, come to think of it, yet the Dothvek insisted on shadowing her like she was some frail creature or child. The way he watched her, he must think she was either mentally unstable, or incompetent.

      “I should shift into a Grendelian bear and bite his head off,” she mumbled to herself, laughing as she took another gulp of wine.

      Of course, she’d never do it, but the thought of him seeing her in a terrifying form made her smile. At least then, he would see that she wasn’t someone who needed protecting. Usually, it was the other way around. People needed protecting from her.

      She knew that K’alvek had assigned him to ride with her when they’d gone looking for Caro, but Tommel had taken it way too seriously. She didn’t know what his deal was, but she’d never had a guy hover over her like he did. Which wasn’t shocking, since she’d never known her father, and she avoided relationships like the plague.

      She’d had enough of males when she’d been forced to work in a pleasure house. It wasn’t that she didn’t find them attractive or desirable or sometimes crave the physical contact, but she’d managed to keep herself distracted by work ever since Danica had taken a chance on her and brought her on as part of the bounty-hunting team. She knew she owed Danica more than she could ever repay her, so she did everything to make herself an invaluable member of the crew. No risk was too big, and nothing was too dangerous.

      Bexli jabbed the fire, and a log snapped and sent up a stream of sparks. She didn’t mind the danger. She would do anything for her friends, and anything to be a crucial part of the team. If only they could get back to hunting bounties. She would be glad to never see Tommel’s disapproving gaze again.

      “You planning on sleeping out here?” The Dothvek voice made her look up.

      She’d expected to see Tommel towering over her, and had a snappy comeback all prepared, but it wasn’t him. It was the twin warriors.

      “We can stay with you and keep you company,” the other added with a smile. “Or keep you safe.”

      “Why do I have a feeling you two are the most dangerous things out here?” She appraised them and their broad physiques, taking another long drink of wine and feeling the lightness of the wineskin in her hand. Had she finished the entire thing already?

      They settled on either side of her, and the heat of their big bodies sent a small thrill through her. She had no intention of pursuing either Dothvek, but she wasn’t against a little flirting. Especially when her fingers were so buzzy, and her body hummed with contentment.

      “I am Dev,” one of the twins said. “And this is my younger brother, Trek.”

      “Younger by a handful of breaths.” Trek shot his brother a look.

      The warriors looked so similar she wondered if anyone could tell them apart. “I’m Bexli.”

      “We know.” Dev’s gaze moved from her face. “You are the one who changes.”

      “That’s me. Shapeshifter extraordinaire.” She saw their faces twitch with confusion and guessed that wasn’t a word easily translated by the temporary auditory devices she and her crew and given the Dothveks. “But I actually don’t need protection out here.”

      “Then we will sit with you and keep you company.” Trek leaned in so that his arm brushed hers. “We do not like to see females sitting alone.”

      Bexli didn’t need to be an empath like them to sense that both of them were coming on to her. Between their eyes drifting over her body and the heat pulsing off them, she knew what they wanted, and it was something she had no intention of giving them. Especially not both of them. She wasn’t averse to a little flirting, but that was all she could offer.

      She stood, even though the rapid movement gave her a head rush and made her sway on the spot. “I’d actually better turn in. Once this fire is out, it will be way too cold out here for me.”

      “There are other ways to stay warm.” Dev stood to join her, his voice husky.

      Trek also stood, putting a hand on her arm as she tried to regain her balance. “Perhaps you need to lie down.”

      “Perhaps you two need to walk away.”

      The voice was dark and deadly, and Bexli didn’t need to look over her shoulder to know it was Tommel.

      The twins started as they turned to face Tommel, and Bexli pivoted to take in the large form of the Dothvek, with his shoulders squared and his jaw tight.

      “We were helping her—“ Dev began.

      “You were leaving.” Tommel’s voice carried an unmistakable warning.

      Dev and Trek exchanged a nervous look and nodded. They mumbled something to her before walking away and leaving her facing Tommel.

      “What the fuck was that about?” she asked, her dizziness replaced by fury.

      Tommel did not move his wide-set legs, or change his stormy expression. “You are in no condition to make decisions.”

      She huffed out a breath and tried not to scream. “Who said I was making a decision? I was talking with two perfectly nice guys before I went to bed.”

      Tommel made a noise in the back of his throat that told her he either did not agree, or he did not believe her. “They are males.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Thanks for the news flash. I figured that part out for myself.”

      “Young males fresh off a battle,” he continued, his voice loud, as if bellowing would make his words sink in.

      Bexli narrowed her gaze at him. “Are you saying I was somehow in danger because they’re young and fought recently?”

      His eyebrow twitched. “Only in danger of making a decision you will later regret.”

      This guy was too much, Bexli thought, as her face heated and her heart hammered. Who was he to tell her what she should or shouldn’t do? She hadn’t had any intention of doing a thing with either of the guys, but now she was pissed. She balled her hands into fists. “Who says I would have regretted it?”

      A muscle tightened in his jaw. “Like I said. You are not thinking straight. I will escort you to your quarters, so you will be safe.”

      “As safe as I was last time?”

      Color tinged his cheeks, but he did not move. “I was tasked to ride with you and protect you—“

      “When we were looking for Caro.” She cut him off. “Not for the rest of my natural life. You did your duty. I’m safe. We found her. We won. That’s it.”

      Tommel pressed his lips together until the gold skin became white. “That is not it.”

      Bexli jabbed a finger into his chest. “Yes. It. Is.”

      She pulled her finger back as tingles began spreading up her arm, shaking it gently to rid herself of the warm feeling that pulsed from her fingertips to her heart.

      “I think you know that is a lie,” Tommel said, his voice now quiet and soft.

      She almost preferred it when he was raising his voice to her, with his dark eyes flashing. Her own gaze slipped from his serious face to his broad, inked chest, to the ripple of taut stomach muscles, and then the vee of ridges that disappeared below his waistband. He had a body to rival any of the younger warriors, and her mind flashed back to when her hand was pressed flush to his corded stomach.

      He cleared his throat, and her head jerked up to meet his eyes. That was where he was so different from the others. There was pain behind his eyes that few of the other Dothveks had. When she touched him, she sensed it beneath the heat. Regret and pain. Emotions with which she was keenly acquainted.

      She looked away, remembering why she was so angry with him. “You can’t treat me like a child. It’s ridiculous. I’m a grown woman who’s been taking care of herself for a long time.”

      “I do not think you are a child.”

      “You could have fooled me.” She folded her arms, feeling very much like the petulant child she was insisting she wasn’t. Shit, why did Tommel bring out the worst in her?

      “Everyone needs to be taken care of sometimes.”

      She snapped her head up. “Not me.” Before she could think better of it, she reached up and wrapped one hand around the back of his neck, pulling his face to hers and crushing their mouths together.

      He jerked for a moment, but she held him to her. She’d meant for the kiss to be fast and hard, a way to prove to him that she was no fragile flower who needed coddling. But within seconds, it deepened into something more. Her kiss turned into his, with him parting her lips with his tongue and delving deep as his arms wound around her waist and tugged her body to his.

      She opened to him and moaned, tipping her head back as their tongues tangled. He made a low rumbling noise in his throat that sent tremors down her spine and heat pulsing between her legs. Bexli had one hand braced on his naked chest, and she finally pushed away, her head swimming.

      Tommel still held her, his breath ragged and his eyes dark and molten. Neither of them spoke. When he finally dropped his arms from her waist, she felt the loss of his heat immediately. She opened her mouth to say something—although she didn’t know what she could possibly say after that kiss—but he spun on his heel without a word and walked away.

      So much for making your point, Bexli. Now you’ve fucked things up even more.
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      Tommel tried to steady his breath as he walked away, but he felt his chest heaving, and he wasn’t sure where he was going. He was just walking.

      He didn’t look back to where he’d left Bexli standing, with her lips swollen from his kiss and her cheeks flushed. If he looked back, he knew he wouldn’t be able to walk away. And he needed to walk away.

      The kiss had been unexpected—a shock. But the feelings that had flooded his body as he’d held her—his mouth exploring hers and his hands holding her tight to him—had been familiar. He’d been sensing her since the moment he’d settled her in front of him on that jebel, when her ass had bumped against him and made his cock twitch to life. Her muddle of emotions had been swirling with his, and crowding his head and confusing him.

      He stalked up one sand dune and slid down it with one leg bent and one straight in front. When he reached the flat valley between the rolling hills of sand, he paced back and forth.

      Even now, he could sense her mind. He cringed as he tried to push it away. She was confused and angry again. That seemed to be her constant emotion when it came to him, so why did he feel so compelled to be around her? Why did he have an almost unbearable urge to protect her?

      She clearly didn’t want his protection, although that kiss told him she might want something else. But why would a young, beautiful creature like her feel anything for a seasoned Dothvek like him? She could have any warrior she wanted, although he’d noticed that she had not paid much attention to the flashy young ones who had attempted to impress her.

      “Tommel!”

      He groaned as he turned to see the twins striding down the dune toward him. Their faces matched their fists—hard and angry.

      “I do not wish to fight you,” he said, feeling weary.

      “Only to send us away like untested warriors?” Trek asked, as he and his brother came to stand in front of Tommel.

      “We are fierce fighters, not boys to be scolded,” Dev added. “We have passed the tahadu and fought beside you.”

      Tommel sighed and met their burning gazes. “I did not send you away because you were not worthy warriors. I sent you away because the female was not in a position to do it herself.”

      Dev spat out a laugh. “You are her protector?”

      Tommel’s heart rate increased as he thought about Bexli. “If she needs me to be.”

      “Maybe she needs something you cannot give her.” Trek exchanged a slight grin with his brother.

      The thought of these two Dothveks giving Bexli anything made his blood heat. He clenched and unclenched his fists to calm himself. “You will not touch her.”

      Dev cocked an eyebrow. “You might be our elder, but you do not decide who can take a mate.”

      Tommel flinched at the word. He knew that neither of the impulsive, young warriors were suitable for Bexli. Neither of them were good enough. “Which one of you wishes to take her as a mate?”

      They exchanged another look. “Why do we need to choose one of us?”

      The heat that had been building in his body made his hands shake. The thought of her with both of them made him vibrate with fury. “That will never happen.”

      “It is not for you to say.” Trek’s fingers tapped the hilt of his blade.

      “I will kill you first.” Tommel was surprised by the deadly menace in his own voice, and both Dothveks’ eyes widened.

      “You can try.” Dev lunged back into a fighting stance, as he drew his blade, and his brother followed suit half a breath later, their movements a mirror of each other.

      Tommel assumed a fighting stance, as well, sweeping his own blade out and leveling it at one and then the other. He knew that as good a warrior as he was, it was foolish to take on two warriors at once, especially two who fought so perfectly in sync. If he’d been thinking clearly, he never would have brandished his weapon in challenge.

      “What is this?” Rukken’s voice cut through the night, and all three Dothveks gazed up at him standing at the top of the dune.

      “Nothing you need concern yourself with.” Dev shifted his attention back to Tommel.

      “Two Dothveks against one?” Rukken made a sharp noise in the back of his throat and jerked his head up. “No, this does not seem fair.”

      Trek’s blade sagged slightly. “This elder thinks he can decide the female shifter’s mate.”

      “A female.” Rukken slid down the hill. “That explains it.”

      “She is not his,” Dev said, his voice loud and shaky.

      Tommel did not lower his blade. “I did not say she was mine. But she will not be yours.”

      Rukken let out a breath that sounded like a stifled laugh. “From what I know of the offworld females, no one gets to choose for them. They are very willful creatures. There is no point fighting among yourselves, unless she has made her wishes known.”

      Tommel’s shoulders uncoiled. “Rukken is right. This is not for us to say.”

      Trek tilted his head. “I thought you said neither of us would ever have her.”

      “It is not for me to say,” Tommel admitted through gritted teeth. “The female should choose her own mate, if she wants one.”

      The twins lowered their blades and straightened. “Agreed.”

      Tommel’s pulse steadied as he hooked his blade onto his waistband, and the red haze faded from his brain. What had come over him?

      He trudged past Rukken, thumping him on the shoulder. “Thank you, brother.”

      “You are not returning to the camp?” Rukken asked, as he watched him take long strides up the dune and away from the spaceship.

      “Not yet.” Tommel needed to put some distance between not only himself and the twins, who were still breathing as if they’d run a race, but also between himself and Bexli. Her mind remained a dull hum that he could sense, like a roiling undercurrent ready to sweep him away. The last thing he needed was to be pulled under by her torrent of emotions.

      As his fast steps took him farther from the twins and the camp, he inhaled heavy gasps of cool, night air. The steady rhythm of his breathing and walking calmed him, and soon he felt nothing but his own mind. He stopped and leaned his head up to peer at the sky, amazed that despite all the tumult down below, the three slivered moons shone steadily, their light bouncing off the crests of the dunes and making the sand glitter enough to rival the stars.

      His planet had always been a comfort to him—the beauty of the sands, the faithfulness of the suns and the moons, the bounty of the oasis they lived in. It was as much a part of himself as anything, as he knew it was to all Dothveks. Yet K’alvek would give it all up.

      Shaking his head, he wondered how the warrior could be quick to make such a sacrifice. Then he thought back to his own impulsiveness. Would he do the same, if given the option? He wanted to think he would never make that choice, but could already feel the pull of her—distant but insistent.

      He squeezed his eyes shut. He had to fight his desire for Bexli, or it would be his undoing. He knew he could never survive another loss. Opening his eyes, he felt stronger, and determined to resist his feelings.

      Then he heard the screams.
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      Why in the world did she kiss him?

      Bexli touched a finger to her lips and wondered if they looked as puffy as they felt. Her pulse fluttered wildly in her chest, and her fingers were enflamed where they’d pressed against his firm flesh.

      That hadn’t been like any other kiss she’d ever had before. It had been raw and hungry and primal, and, if the look in his eyes when he pulled away was any indication, it had been as much of shock for him as it had been for her.

      “Well, that cannot happen again,” she muttered to herself.

      She looked around the smoldering fire and the inert figures of the sleeping Dothveks scattered around it. At least they’d all slept through it, even though she’d been sure that the ground had shifted and the roaring in her ears had been loud enough to wake the dead.

      Bexli leaned over with her hands on her hips, trying to catch her breath and make her heart stop hammering so wildly.

      Come on, Bexli, she told herself. It’s not like you haven’t been kissed before, although she’d been particular about those she’d allowed to kiss her. And it had been a really long time since she’d considered someone worthy of locking lips.

      And how was it that Tommel affected her more than the younger Dothveks, who were so eager to catch her eye? Maybe because he wasn’t so young and eager. Maybe she liked the idea of cracking the serious warrior’s reserve. Maybe she wanted to see what he was like when he wasn’t controlling his emotions so tightly. Whatever it was, she could not let it happen again. Not when she couldn’t be sure she could stop herself. Or that she wanted to.

      She glanced back over her shoulder at the spaceship. The ramp was still down, and warm light spilled out from the inside. She really should head inside and crash. It was well past her bedtime, and the Dothvek wine was sure to make her head pound in the morning. Besides, Pog was asleep in her quarters, and she didn’t want him to wake up by himself. That usually resulted in unfortunate puddles and less-than-fragrant pellets on the floor. Or worse, on her bed.

      “You’re still up?”

      Bexli turned at the sound of Caro’s voice. The pilot was walking from behind the ship, her footsteps straight and sure. She guessed her friend hadn’t overindulged like she had. “I thought you and Rukken were already back at your camp.”

      Caro shook her head and her ponytail swung behind her. “He went to check on something with some of the other Dothveks.” She jerked a thumb at the gunmetal-gray hull. “I was taking a peek at the engine.”

      “You think she’ll be easy to fly?”

      Caro grinned, her dark eyes sparkling. “Easier than our old girl. At least, this one is a dozen astro-years ahead, when it comes to tech.”

      Bexli laughed, glad to be talking about the ship, and not thinking about…other things. “Don’t let Danica hear you. You know she loved our old ship.”

      Caro made a funny crossing motion over her chest. “Rest in peace to that old bucket of bolts. I loved her almost as much as our captain did, but I won’t mind flying something that doesn’t stall randomly, or eat up fuel like a Jorjovian sucker slug eats bugs. You have no idea how many missions almost went south because our ship was on the verge of dying, or coming apart at the seams.”

      Bexli shook her head. She didn’t always understand Caro when she started chattering, but right now the sound of the pilot’s fast voice was comforting.

      “Do you remember that time on Praxos when you and Tori had finally corralled that slaver into the brig, and then the Planetary Defense Force came after us? If Holly hadn’t done some magic to give us an extra boost, we would have been toast, because the engine could not go any faster.”

      “You mean when it felt like we were standing still, even when you were going as fast as we could?” Bexli grinned, remembering all the screaming when she’d made it to the bridge.

      Caro snapped her fingers and pointed at her. “That’s the time.”

      “I guess I won’t miss that, either.”

      “I only hope that the Zevrians Tori stole this ship from don’t come after it.” Caro gnawed at her bottom lip. “After running from Mourad for so long, I’d hate to have to run from another group of pissed-off aliens.”

      Bexli shrugged. “We’re bounty hunters. I think running from—and running after—angry aliens is kind of our job.” She started to walk away from the sleeping barbarians and motioned for Caro to join her.

      “True.” Caro tapped one finger on her chin as she followed. “You don’t suppose we could convince the captain to go into a different line of work, do you?”

      “Like what?” Bexli’s gut tightened. Her talents weren’t the kind that transferred well into more traditional forms of employment.

      They trudged up a sand dune, their feet sinking into the powdery sand and making it hard to make progress.

      “No idea, actually,” Caro said, her breathing labored. “But maybe we can be more selective about the bounties we do chase.”

      Bexli knew Caro must mean Max, the scientist they’d captured before they’d realized that she only had a bounty on her head because someone wanted to steal her innovation for themselves. At the time, they’d thought it was unlucky that their rival bounty hunter had marooned them in an attempt to take Max from them, but it had worked out for Max in the end. She’d become one of their team and a friend, and they’d gotten rid of Mourad—hopefully for good.

      Caro put a hand on Bexli’s arm when they reached the top of the sand dune, squinting as she peered down at the trough below. “You don’t want to run around at night without watching where you step. Trust me, I ended up in a pool of this stuff called lightning sand. I don’t know if it only appears at night, or if it’s harder to see in the dark, but take my word for it, you do not want to be up to your boobs in the stuff.”

      “Point taken. I’ll trust you on that one. How did you get out?”

      “Rukken.” Caro’s cheeks colored. “I’d be dead if he hadn’t come after me and pulled me out.”

      “Was this before or after you—?”

      Caro smacked her arm, but her mouth quivered as she fought the urge to laugh. “Before, if you must know.”

      “You know I must.” Bexli grabbed her friend’s hand and tugged her forward with her.

      With a small yelp, Caro slid down the sandy slope, and both women landed at the bottom, squarely on their asses.

      “How do the Dothveks do it and look so graceful?” Caro asked, pushing herself to her knees.

      “Well, they did grow up on the desert. They’ve had a little more practice at it than we have.”

      Caro stood and held out a hand to Bexli. “As much as I’ve enjoyed parts of this adventure—” She made a point to ignore Bexli’s knowing grin. “—I’ll be glad to get back to work. It doesn’t feel right for me not to be flying.”

      Bexli nodded. She knew what her friend meant, even though she didn’t feel quite the same way. It wasn’t that she was dying to go back to shifting in order to capture bounties, but she did miss working with the crew. She missed the camaraderie and the sense of purpose. Plus, she needed to get off the planet and away from Tommel. The alien barbarian definitely provoked unwanted feelings, and the sooner she was rid of them, the better.

      “Now that we have the ship, we should be able to leave any—“ Her words were cut off by the sounds of shouts and screams coming from the other side of the high, sand peak.

      Caro gripped her hand, and Bexli locked her eyes on the mountain of sand between them and the erupting chaos on the other side. This was so not good.
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      Tommel flew up and down the sand until he reached the dune next to the enormous ship. He paused, looking down on the battle that raged below him. It took only moments to see that the Dothvek warriors who’d been woken from their sleep were fighting Cresteks.

      His clansmen were dodging blaster fire as they slashed out with their blades, catching dark cloaks that were swirling in the night. Some of the enemy’s hoods had fallen back to reveal the same peaked ears and burnished-gold skin. He jerked involuntarily at the similarities between their people, but forced that uncomfortable thought out of his head, as he raced down the steep slope to join the fight.

      Despite the Cresteks’ use of blasters, the enemy was not winning decisively. There were as many cloaked bodies for him to step over as there were Dothvek, although the Dothvek ones had only black burn marks on their flesh, while the Crestek dead were gushing blood from open wounds.

      He slashed at a Crestek who was aiming at Trek, causing his aim to falter and his fire to go wide. Trek grunted his thanks before spinning around and taking down an enemy fighter shooting at his brother.

      The air was filled with the sounds of blaster fire and the hiss of blades as they sliced through flesh. The tang of blood was sharp in his nose, but he swallowed the bile that churned in his throat from the sight of so many dead Dothveks, their eyes glassy and wide.

      Tommel roared as he swept his blade up to block a stream of blaster fire, dipping low and slashing at the Crestek’s calves and bringing him to his knees. He finished him quickly, standing and heaving in a breath. The enemy’s blood had splattered his chest and face, and he swiped it out of his eyes as he spun to look for incoming attacks.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a pair of Cresteks running onto the ship, and Trek and Dev, along with several other Dothveks, following closely on their heels. He carefully scanned the battle. None of the females, including Bexli, were outside. That meant they must be in the ship, which the Cresteks had boarded. As much as he’d wanted to fight Dev and Trek earlier, he knew the warriors would be able to handle the enemy on board the ship. That did not mean he did not want to find Bexli and make sure she was safe. If she’d gone back inside to sleep, he needed to get to her before the Cresteks did.

      He ran toward the ramp, but was knocked backward as the ship’s engines rumbled to life and sent blasts of hot air from the vents. Staggering to his feet, he watched as the ramp lifted at the same time as the hulking metal beast lurched out of the sand. It was too high to reach, but that did not stop Tommel from jumping for it, his fingers not even grazing the metal before it clamped shut and sealed the ship.

      Falling back to the ground, he knelt and watched helplessly as the enormous steel ship hovered for a moment before shooting off, clipping several high dunes along the way. His stomach sank as he realized where the ship was heading—straight for the Crestek city.

      Tommel pounded a palm into the sand. The enemy had pulled off an ambush, and stolen the ship, as well as all the females. How had they not seen this coming?

      He stood, turning when he realized there was no noise behind him. The shouts and grunts and panting had stopped, because he was the only warrior left standing. He gaped across the valley of dead bodies—some Dothvek and some Crestek—and the fire that had burned out and now sent a feeble wisp of black smoke into the air. Most of the burning torches ringing the space had been knocked over or extinguished, leaving the camp lit by little but moonlight. His stomach sank. He was all alone.

      Tommel forced himself to walk among the bodies, and look on the faces of his Dothvek brothers. He was grateful to find that there were more enemy bodies, their cloaks fanning out and making them look like dark angels sprawled on the golden sand, than there were of his clansmen.

      “What happened?” Bexli’s voice was high and clear as it pierced the silence.

      He looked up and saw her standing at the top of a sandy slope, her hair shining in the moonlight like a beacon, pulling him toward her. She stood next to another of the offworld females—Caro, the one they’d been searching for. Both females gaped openly at the destruction below.

      He ran swiftly up the dune, stopping short when he reached her. He wanted to pull her into his arms, but he was aware of Caro’s curious gaze on him, so he held his arms by his side. “You are not on the ship.”

      She shook her head, and her hair swung by her ears. “Caro and I were walking and talking when we heard the yelling.” She pointed to their bare feet which had sunk into the sand up to their ankles. “It took us a while to get back.” Her brow was furrowed as her gaze drifted from his face to his chest and then to the bodies behind him. “What happened? Are you hurt?”

      Tommel glanced down at the blood smeared across his muscles. “It is not mine.”

      “That’s good. I guess.”

      “Um, where’s the ship?” Caro pushed past him and slid down the dune as smoothly as any Dothvek. She turned to look up at them when she’d reached the bottom. “And where is Rukken?”

      Tommel did not remember seeing the formerly exiled Dothvek when he’d walked among the bodies, but he also had not seen Rukken board the ship. Had the warrior already been on board, or had he missed seeing him when he’d made a mental inventory of his dead clansmen?

      Caro raced around the bodies, her eyes desperately scanning the ground.

      “Caro!” Bexli called out, her arm extended and pointing to a figure that had emerged at the top of a dune on the other side.

      It was Rukken, and he stormed down the hill, sweeping Caro into his arms and holding her tight as his gaze took in the sight around them. When he pulled back, his voice was a croak. “I returned to our camp, but you were not there. I was searching for you, and I heard noises. I couldn’t find you. I was calling.”

      Caro motioned behind her. “Sorry. I was with Bex on the other side. I couldn’t hear you, although I could sense you faintly.”

      Rukken spotted Bexli and Tommel on the other peak of sand. His eyes went to the fallen warriors, then to Tommel. “What was this?”

      Tommel took Bexli’s hand to help her down the slope, and could feel her shaking. He did not let go when they reached the bottom, his large hand enveloping her smaller one, as the trembling slowly subsided.

      “It was an ambush,” he told Rukken, when they reached them.

      “Cresteks.” Rukken’s upper lip curled on the word.

      Tommel nodded. “They took the females and some of our clansmen in the ship.”

      Bexli’s hand went limp in his. “Pog,” she whispered. “They have Pog.”

      He tilted his head at her, but she pulled away from him and put her head in both hands.

      “Her pet glurkin,” Caro told him under her breath. “That little puff of green fluff that runs around everywhere.”

      Tommel knew what she meant, although he had forgotten its name.

      Bexli doubled over and spewed red all over the sand. Caro rushed over to her and rubbed her back. “It’s okay, Bex. We’re going to get them all back. No one’s going to hurt Pog.”

      Bexli swiped her mouth with the back of her hand as she straightened. “It’s not just Pog I’m worried about. The rest of our crew was in that ship. How did they find us?”

      “The ship wasn’t exactly inconspicuous,” Caro said. “It wouldn’t have been hard to see it enter the atmosphere and track it here.”

      “Do you think maybe T’Kar—?” Bexli started to ask.

      “No,” Rukken cut her off. “He is not dishonorable.”

      Tommel tended to agree with the Dothvek. Even though Holly’s new mate came from the Crestek city—and was the son of the chancellor—he had never felt deception in him. “I agree with Rukken. He was not involved with this, although he might be the reason they came.”

      Caro slapped a hand over her mouth in shock. “Do you think the Crestek think we kidnapped him? They may not know he gave up his Crestek identity to be a Dothvek.”

      “For his sake, I hope they do not know.” Rukken crossed him arms, his massive biceps bulging. “If he is on the ship they took, it will not go well for him to be considered a traitor.”

      “Okay, so they took our friends and a bunch of Dothveks,” Bexli said. “What are we going to do to get them back?”

      Tommel could not help smiling down at her. Despite her small stature, she was fierce and loyal.

      “Is it only the four of us?” Caro peered around at the dead bodies.

      Tommel clenched his jaw for a moment. “I believe so. All the other Dothveks are inside the ship, or…”

      Bexli lay her fingertips lightly on his arm.

      He cleared his throat. “They died a hero’s death in battle. There is no greater death for a Dothvek.”

      Rukken clapped a thick hand on his shoulder. “We will make a pyre to honor them that will burn so brightly even the stars will stop shining to pay homage.”

      Tommel gave the warrior a brusque nod. “Then we go rescue the females and kill some Cresteks.”

      Bexli’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Sounds perfect to me.”
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      Tori growled as she was pushed toward the bridge of the Zevrian ship, the nose of a Crestek blaster jamming into her ribs. “Watch it with that, asshole.”

      The Crestek clutching her arm tightened his grip and she inhaled sharply, cutting her eyes to him but barely seeing his face beneath the brown, hooded cloak. She knew the Cresteks actually looked a lot like the Dothveks and were descended from the same people, but the cloaked Cresteks seemed nothing like the sand barbarians who wore few clothes and brandished curved blades instead of blasters.

      A deadly noise rumbled low in Vrax’s throat behind her—the bare metal of the ship causing the sound to echo—and she turned to meet his eyes, shooting him a look of warning. They’d been forced—along with several other Dothveks and members of her crew—into the ship and frog-marched through the narrow corridors to the bridge. She could no longer hear the sounds of the battle outside, but she suspected it was not going well for the Dothveks, especially since some of their best fighters were being held in the ship.

      A bruise was blooming on Vrax’s cheek, the gold skin darkening where he’d been hit. Dark hair fell loosely around his face, and his expression was murderous. The Dothvek warrior’s hands were tied behind him, and a Crestek poked him from behind to make him move faster.

      “Don’t think of doing anything stupid, pretty boy,” she said to Vrax under her breath. “I don’t feel like scraping you off the floor of our new ship.”

      Vrax’s eyes flared, then the corners of his mouth quirked. “I will try not to give you additional maintenance work, mate.”

      She narrowed her eyes slightly at his use of the word ‘mate,’ but did not argue with him further. As long as she kept him from getting his head blasted off, he could call her anything he liked. “Good. I’d hate to lose such a good crew member.”

      He gave her a scorching look, reminding her that they were considerably more than crew mates. She looked away. She didn’t want the Cresteks to know her feelings for him, or his for her. It was something they could easily use against them.

      When they reached the bridge, she was pushed roughly inside. Stumbling slightly, Tori saw that her captain, Danica, and their engineer, Holly, were already standing at consoles, their faces grim. Several Cresteks stood in the back, with blasters trained on them.

      “You will fly the ship.” A Crestek motioned for her to go to the pilot’s console.

      Tori stared at him then looked from Danica to Holly. “You think I can fly this thing?” The truth was she knew enough about the ship to get into the air, set it on autopilot, and land it in a wide-open space, but they didn’t need to know that.

      The Cresteks exchanged glances. “You are not the pilot?”

      “Nope,” Tori said. “If you’re looking for the pilot, that’s Caro, and she’s not here. I actually don’t know where she is.”

      One of the Cresteks let out an impatient noise. “I have a hard time believing that a crew who managed to fly a ship onto this planet twice can’t fly it now.”

      “She’s telling the truth,” Danica said. “None of us are the pilot. So, unless you want us to crash this ship into the sand…”

      “Perhaps they need some added incentive.” One of the hooded aliens jerked Vrax forward and pushed him down to his knees. He pressed a blaster to his temple. “Maybe these females will be more willing to cooperate once they see a few of their beloved Dothveks fall. If the rumors are true, they’ve mated with these primitive brutes.”

      Tori flinched, but tried not to let her terror show on her face. “I wouldn’t do that, if I were you.”

      Holly stepped forward, holding up her palms as several blasters were swung toward her. “No one needs to get shot. We might not be pilots, but I’m sure we can figure something out, right, Tor?”

      Tori couldn’t tear her eyes away from Vrax, as her heart pounded in her chest. She finally looked at the redhead engineer and nodded. “Right. No one needs to get hurt.”

      “Where do you want us to take this ship?” Danica asked, her forehead wrinkling as her gaze dropped to the console in front of her.

      Tori had stolen the ship from a Zevrian mercenary crew, so she knew very well that her human crew mates couldn’t decipher the symbols on the controls. Even if Caro had been with them, she would have taken a while to figure it all out. Tori, however, was Zevrian, and she’d flown the ship back to the sand planet to rescue her crew.

      “You will fly us to the Crestek city,” a Crestek in a silver cloak announced, as he walked onto the bridge. It was clear by the way the other Cresteks shifted and lowered their heads that this guy was important, and to be feared.

      “We can’t land in the city,” Tori said. “This ship is way too big and it needs a wide space to set down.”

      “Right outside the city is an open plateau.” Silver Cloak smiled, but it contained no warmth. “You will take us there.”

      Tori’s mind raced with all the different ways she could sabotage the ship, or crash it, or fly it straight out into space, but all of those strategies ended up with Vrax getting shot. As much as she hated to admit it, she’d fallen hard for the Dothvek, and she couldn’t lose him. She would have to fly the Crestek assholes to their city and then figure out how to get away from them—with her ship.

      “Fine.” Tori motioned to the pilot’s console. “I’m not a pilot, but I can probably get you there without crashing.”

      The Crestek in charge waved her forward. “Go ahead.”

      Tori didn’t move. “Lower the blasters. I’m not taking this bird into the air with twitchy trigger fingers pointed at my friends’ heads.”

      The alien waved a bony hand for the Cresteks to lower their weapons. “If this is a trick, we will kill you all.”

      “Always a delight,” Tori muttered, as she made her way to the console, her chain belt jingling around her waist. She dearly wanted to pull the sharp hair sticks out of her curly bun and bury them in the Crestek’s eyeballs, but she knew that wouldn’t end well for any of them. Patience had never been one of her virtues, but she knew she needed to be patient now.

      She glanced down at the shiny, dark console, and the familiar glowing symbols. Reluctantly, she tapped a sequence that caused the engines to rumble to life. The steel floors vibrated under her feet, and a throaty hum filled the air. Another few taps and they lifted off the ground with a jerk, sending everyone listing to one side and clutching walls and consoles for balance.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I told you I wasn’t great at this.”

      Danica and Holly both gave her looks asking her if she knew what she was doing. She shrugged, as if to say what else could she do?

      “So where is this city exactly?” She twisted to face the Crestek in silver.

      “Northwest of our current location. Over the mountains.”

      Tori spun back around, gazing out the front view screen of the ship. It was still dark outside, but as she oriented the ship in the general direction of northwest, she got a glimpse of the battle raging below them, with the remains of the bonfire smoking in the middle of the fighting. Blaster fire sent streams of colored light crisscrossing the battlefield, while blades flashed and bodies dropped. She could feel Vrax’s fury from behind her. He hated not being able to fight with his clansmen. So did she.

      She pulled her gaze away and engaged the impulse engines, the thrust tugging her back as they accelerated across the desert. “Okay, I laid in the course.”

      The Crestek in charge flipped back his hood, squinting out the front of the ship as they flew over the darkened sand dunes. “I do not need to remind you that if you have lied, you and all your barbarian friends will pay for it.”

      Tori met his cold gaze with her own, forcing herself to keep her voice steady. “No, you don’t.”

      She’d set their speed as low as possible, hoping to buy her a little time to devise a plan, even though plans weren’t her area of expertise. That was the captain’s thing. Danica was good with plans.

      Tori cut her eyes to the captain and saw the wrinkle between the woman’s eyes, which meant she was thinking hard. If she knew Danica, she was already devising a way to get them out of their current mess.

      She was so focused on Danica that she didn’t notice Holly’s expression change until she heard the woman suck in air. Following the engineer’s wide-eyed gaze, she saw T’Kar being pushed roughly onto the bridge. Holly’s new boyfriend was a former Crestek who’d recently defected to the Dothvek village. He was dressed like a Dothvek with arched blades at his waist and a bare, tattooed chest, and he already looked worlds away from the cloaked Cresteks.

      The Crestek in silver raked his gaze over T’Kar, his gaze going even colder. “You have changed since I saw you last, son.”

      Only after he spoke did Tori remember that the alien in silver was the one who’d negotiated for Holly to be taken in exchange for Max and married off to his son. It had all happened so fast outside the walls of the Crestek city that Tori had barely registered the old alien, and she hadn’t recognized him until he’d called T’Kar his son. Tori swung her head over to Holly, whose entire body was trembling as she gaped at the two aliens.

      “Father.” T’Kar’s shoulders were thrust back as he faced the old man and towered over him.

      “We thought you were taken by force.” His father’s top lip curled up in obvious disgust. “But I see you are one of them now.” His gaze slid over to Holly. “Is this because of her? Did you give up everything for an alien female?”

      A muscle twitched in T’Kar’s jaw. “She is not just an alien female. She is my wife. Or don’t you remember attending our bonding ceremony?”

      His father took a step closer. “You were supposed to impregnate her. Not run off and become a barbarian with her.”

      “I did not leave because of Holly. It was my choice to become a Dothvek.”

      His father let out a snort of derision. “You are not one of them. You are a Crestek.” He stamped his foot on the metal floor and the sound reverberated. “You are the son of the chancellor, and are set to inherit the seat from me. You would give up all that to run around in the sand like a brute?”

      Tori saw Vrax flex his arms, and she knew he dearly wanted to lunge for the old Crestek.

      “I am one of them,” T’Kar said. “I completed the tahadu and have taken my place as a member of their clan. And, yes, I prefer living on the sands to being chancellor like you. For me, that would be a fate worse than death.”

      His father’s eyes hardened, glittering black and cold. “We will see about that.” He spun on his heel, his robe flapping behind him as he stormed off the bridge, calling over his shoulder. “Bring him with me.”

      The two Cresteks who had escorted T’Kar onto the bridge now grabbed him by the arms, which Tori could see were bound behind him like Vrax’s. As he was dragged away, he cast a desperate glance at Holly, who tried to reach him, but was pushed back.

      Once he’d been taken away, Holly sank onto the floor with her face in her hands and her shoulders heaving. Danica went to her, wrapping her arms around the woman and talking to her in a low voice.

      Tori stayed where she was, her fists clenched into hard balls as she met Vrax’s eyes. She felt his rage as clearly as she felt her own, and she knew he was thinking what she was.

      This meant war.
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      Bexli ducked her head into the small tent she and Caro had managed to erect. It was large enough to stand in, but only in the middle near the center pole. If she took more than a step or two in either direction, her head grazed the fabric top. She could only imagine how cramped it would be for any of the Dothveks.

      Not that she needed to worry about the sand barbarians. They did not mind sleeping under the stars, and she doubted Rukken and Tommel would be sleeping at all. The warriors had been like men possessed since the battle, energy crackling off them as they’d gathered the dead. She and Caro had left them to it, sensing that the Dothveks preferred to carry out the ritual on their own. Even now, she heard the grunting and loud exhalations of breath as they moved their fallen brethren.

      No, the tents she and Caro had scavenged from the packs remaining on the jebels were only for them, and only because they needed sleep before they went after their friends. It had been agreed that they would leave once it was light, and Bexli knew that hour was quickly approaching.

      She stifled a yawn and poked her head out of the tent flaps, peering across at Caro’s tent. “You all set in there, Caro?”

      Caro mumbled something unintelligible. The pilot had an amazing ability to fall asleep within seconds—something Bexli had always envied. She suspected the woman had picked it up when she was at the pilot training academy, where she slept on racks bolted into the walls with barely enough room to sit up before you’d bump your head on the rack above you. Caro had told them all so many stories about pilot training academy that Bexli sometimes felt like she’d actually been there.

      Shaking her head with a quiet laugh, she stepped back into her tent, her feet sinking into the sand. Without any lanterns, she had to feel her way in the dark, her toes bumping up against one of woven rugs that she’d layered over the sand to serve as a carpet. She had a lighter one that she could use as a blanket and she was eager to burrow under it. The physical exertion of putting up the tent had warmed her, but now goose bumps prickled her skin, as the cold, night air snuck in between the tent flaps.

      A beam of moonlight illuminated the inside of the tent for a moment as the tent flaps were opened and closed. Bexli didn’t need to turn to feel the heat of the body behind her. His presence crowded her, and even though he wasn’t touching her, his warm breath ruffled the top of her hair.

      She didn’t turn. “I guess this means you and Rukken are finished?”

      His only response was a guttural noise that came from low in his throat. Heat pulsed off Tommel in waves, and Bexli braced one hand on the center tent pole to keep her knees from buckling. She didn’t know why he was there, or what he wanted. The Dothvek had never done anything but scold her and watch her and make her feel like a misbehaving child.

      “If you came to check on me, I’m fine. I managed to set the tent up all by myself, thank you very much.“ Bexli didn’t say that Caro had helped her a few times or that putting up a tent was a two-person job.

      When he still didn’t respond, she turned, prepared to tell him exactly how self-sufficient she was. The argument died on her lips when she saw his face in the shadows—jaw tight, shoulders tense, eyes burning with intensity.

      “Are you okay?” Her question came out as a soft whisper, and she instinctively reached out a hand to touch his arm.

      “It has been a long time since so many of my brothers have fallen in battle.” He looked down at the hands that had carried them, flipping his palms up. “So much death.”

      Bexli was no stranger to death—she had seen soldiers fall before—but she had never lost a member of her crew. She knew that many of the warriors who’d been killed were Tommel’s friends, or Dothveks he’d known for years. She suspected he’d known some all of their young lives.

      Even though she didn’t know the warriors like he did, she’d still felt the shock of seeing so many dead. She’d pushed it away, but she knew the image of the bodies strewn across the sand was one she’d never banish from her memories.

      “Tommel, I’m really sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what I can do to—“

      He silenced her with a finger to her lips. The touch made her jump, but the warmth of his skin was startling, considering the cool of the night. He dragged his finger across her lips and cupped her jaw in his hand. “You are alive.”

      She didn’t say anything, the tremor in his voice making her throat constrict. She could feel the need storming through him as his rough hand caressed her face, moving down her neck and then tangling in her hair. He tilted her head back, so she was looking up at him, and he leaned his forehead to rest on hers. His breathing was uneven, and his body trembled as if he’d been shot through with electricity.

      “Tommel.” She didn’t know if she was begging him to stop or to keep going. She was both terrified by what he needed and exhilarated by the force of his desire.

      “So much loss,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. “So much death.”

      His other hand pressed against the small of her back, moving her forward until their bodies touched. Everything about him was rigid, and it seemed as if every muscle in his body was coiled to the point of breaking.

      “We’re both alive.” She knew that her words were what he needed, and she knew in that moment that she was what he needed.

      He groaned, tugging her closer, the hard bar of his cock bumping her stomach. At that moment, all she wanted was to pull him to her and prove to both of them that they were alive. She didn’t care about what she should do or about making smart decisions. She just wanted to live in the moment and let herself go.

      Didn’t she deserve some pleasure in the middle of all the chaos? Hadn’t that been what her friends had found? She may not want anything serious, but she could sure go for some mind-blowing sex. And it was pretty clear Tommel could, too. Maybe fucking him would finally get rid of all the tension between them and make him look at her as something more than a fragile female he needed to protect. She could show him that she was far from fragile.

      Bexli put her hands on his chest, lightly scoring his skin as she dragged her nails down his sculpted muscles to the chiseled bumps of his stomach. He sucked in a breath as she skimmed her fingers lower, dipping below the waistband on his pants and sweeping across the ridges leading even lower.

      “Bexli,” he ground out, his hand shifting from her back to close over her hand and stop her.

      “Tell me you don’t want this,” she murmured. “Tell me you don’t want to fuck me.”

      His grip tightened around her fingers. “We cannot. I cannot.”

      She arched her body into his, bumping his cock and feeling its insistence as it strained against his snug pants. “Oh, I’m pretty sure you can.”

      He shook his head even as he moved so that his lips tickled her ear. “You are too…”

      “Too what?” she asked,. “Too ready? Too wet for you?”

      He groaned, almost as if he was in pain.

      She tugged her hand out from under his and closed it around the outline of his cock, almost gasping at the size of it. “You may be huge all over, but I promise you it won’t break me.”

      Tommel jerked his head up, his gaze dark and molten. “You do not know—“

      “You think you know what I want?” She raked one hand through his hair. “I know I want you to fuck me, Tommel. I need to feel you inside me. I need to feel, and if you can’t do that, then—“

      She didn’t get to finish her sentence before his mouth was crashing against hers, taking desperate possession as he swept her lips open with his tongue. His hands went to her waist and then down to her ass, gripping it hard and lifting her until she was straddling him.

      Bexli wrapped her legs around him, feeling his cock bump up against her opening and moaning into his mouth. Her head swam and her heart skittered wildly, as he devoured her mouth with deep strokes of his tongue.

      He went down to his knees and then dropped her back onto the rugs covering the floor, never breaking their kiss. She pulled at his pants, trying to free his cock, as his hands fumbled with her pants, finally getting them down her hips. Bexli kicked them off the rest of the way, the cold air hitting her bare ass.

      Tommel sat back and yanked his own pants down, his long, thick cock springing up to jut ramro- straight away from his body. She stared at the ridges ringing its length, and thought about the whispered comments the other women had made about how good they felt. She wanted to feel them. She wanted to feel him—all of him.

      He spread her legs and gazed down, his expression like that of a starved animal as he notched himself at her entrance. He hesitated and met her eyes, his crown barely inside but already stretching her.

      “Do it,” she whispered.

      He did, plunging into her and making her arch back and gasp, the sharp pain shifting into an unbelievable sensation of being filled completely. A feeling she didn’t ever want to end.
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      Tommel swallowed a cry as he held himself inside her.  She was so tight and, as she’d told him, so wet for him. It was as if he was being grabbed by a vise and squeezed. He wanted to go slow and be gentle, but he couldn’t. Not when his blood was roaring in his ears, and Bexli was writhing beneath him.

      Even in the dark tent, he could see her hair fanned out around her head. He stroked a hand down her face as she let out a breath.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “More than okay.” She turned her head to take one of his fingers in her mouth and sucked it hard.

      That did nothing to help his self-control. Tommel pulled his finger from her lips and crushed his mouth to hers. He needed to taste her again, to savor her sweetness, and feel her slick tongue tentative against his.

      But Bexli kissed him back hard, her tongue fighting with his and her fingers scraping through his hair as she pulled his head closer to hers. There was nothing shy or hesitant about the way her mouth mated with his.

      As she kissed him back with a desperate need, Tommel’s hips moved seemingly of their own volition, stroking out and then in again. Her breathing stuttered as he held himself deep, savoring the delicious heat of her.

      “Move” she commanded, tearing her mouth from his. “I won’t break.”

      She was so small compared to him, but she’d taken all of him and was begging for more. Tommel knew he should stop, but he couldn’t. He’d imagined how she’d feel around his cock too many times. Her tight little body felt even more incredible than he could have guessed, and her breathy noises made it impossible for him not to respond.

      “I do not want to hurt you,” he said between gritted teeth as he slowly dragged himself out, missing the tightness of her instantly.

      “I swear to the gods or the goddesses or whoever the hell runs the show here that if you don’t fuck me hard, I’m going to find someone who will.”

      The thought of another male burying his cock inside her made him hammer himself back inside with a possessive roar. “No one else can have you.”

      “Then you’d better fuck me so hard I don’t want anyone else.” Her voice teased between gasps.

      He moved his hands to her hips, his fingers biting into her flesh as he thrust himself again. His body vibrated with a million sensations at once as he dragged himself back out of her, feeling every tremor as she ran her hands down his stomach and left a scorching trail.

      Tommel drove in again and again, unable to stop his savage rhythm as her gasps became screams. He reared back and scooped his hands under her ass without pausing, lifting her hips and hooking her legs over his shoulders. The angle let him drive even deeper, and he rolled her hips so that his ridges rubbed against her swollen nub.

      Her breathing became faster and her cries louder. There was no doubt that Rukken and Caro would hear every slap of flesh and grunt of pleasure. He didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was the female he was buried in up to his balls and feeling and hearing every moment of her pleasure.

      Holding himself inside her, he stared down at where their bodies met. The look of her pale skin being split by his dark-gold cock made him let out a possessive growl.

      “You like to watch me stretched around your cock?” she asked, and he looked up to see her eyes flashing at him through the dimness of the tent.

      Her words made heat flare in his belly, but he couldn’t speak. He lifted her hips higher and plunged deeper, moving one thumb to brush against her nub with each hard stroke.

      “Tommel,” she cried, her fingers gripping his shoulders as he braced himself over her with both hands.

      He was close enough to see her eyes fluttering as she arched back, her teeth biting at her lower lip. He rolled his hips to stroke her slick bundle of nerves with his ridges again, and her fingers dug mercilessly into his skin.

      He didn’t care. The pain barely registered as her body begin to ripple, and her husky moans became cries. He pumped harder as her muscles clamped around his cock so tightly he had to close his eyes as light exploded behind his eyelids. Feeling her clench around his cock made Tommel lose all control. He slammed into her, coming in a furious rush of heat as he bellowed his release and emptied inside her.

      Bexli held on to his slick shoulders, trembling and panting. He felt his heart pounding and her own pulse fluttering as he slipped her legs back down and kissed her forehead then rolled off her and onto the rug next to her.

      The tent was filled with the sounds of their heavy breathing and the scent of passion. He was sure steam would billow out if he opened the flaps.

      “Wow.” Bexli rolled over and put a hand on his bare chest. “I honestly didn’t think you had it in you.”

      Tommel twisted his head to look at her. He was sure that what he’d had in him was now sticky between her legs. “Had what in me?”

      She laughed and flopped back down. “I didn’t think you liked me.”

      His heart clenched as he thought about how he felt every time he looked at her or thought about her. “I like you.”

      “I’m glad.” She traced one finger lazily across his chest muscle. “I like you, too. More than I thought I did, I guess.”

      Even though his heart should be slowing down, Tommel felt it hammer in his chest. He knew how to protect her, and he knew how to fuck her, but panic rose in his throat when he thought about giving her more. It still felt too dangerous to open his heart to anyone, especially to an alien female who was planning to leave his planet as soon as she could.

      He put a hand over hers to stop its movement on his chest, patting it brusquely and standing. He tugged his pants up without meeting her eyes. “I should let you sleep.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      He paused at the tent flaps, but did not look back. “We have a long journey tomorrow. We should both be rested.”

      He strode out of the tent, the cool, evening air hitting him in the face as the tent flaps fluttered closed behind him, and he heard Bexli cursing.

      It was the best thing for both of them, he told himself as he balled his hands into fists and stalked away from her tent.
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      She should definitely shift into a giant Carpithian blood beetle and tear his head off, she thought, as she watched him walk out of the tent without looking back.

      “Motherfucker,” Bexli whispered.

      She may not have been known for being great at relationships, but even she didn’t walk out on someone right after screwing their brains out. It was plain rude.

      Falling back on the rug, she felt the sand sink under her and puff out around the edges. And what was with the gruff silver fox being so good in bed? That had been a surprise. She’d never expected him to have so much energy. However old he was, he definitely wasn’t too old to fuck like a god.

      She felt a throb between her legs, as she squeezed them together at the memory of his ridges rubbing her clit. She heard the other women whispering about the ridges, but she hadn’t known what exactly they’d meant until now. She would take more of that any day.

      She scowled at the tent flaps. That is, if Tommel hadn’t freaked out and walked out on her. Rolling over, Bexli tried to forget about him and fall asleep.

      It had just been sex, like she’d wanted, right? Isn’t that what she’d said? She’d wanted to screw someone’s brains out, and Tommel had wanted the same. She’d sensed his need to be close to her and to replace the hollow feeling of loss with something real.

      And that was what they’d done—in a big way. Her cheeks warmed at the realization that half the desert had probably heard them working out their issues on each other. At the very least, Caro and Rukken had gotten an earful. Not even Caro could sleep through all that screaming.

      She groaned. It would be so awkward in the morning when they all had to pretend nothing had happened. What was even worse was that Tommel was probably going to be back to his usual gruff, overprotective self. If he attempted to treat her like a child after he’d practically impaled her with his cock, Bexli was going to kill him.

      She’d proven that she wasn’t some fragile thing, but she knew he still didn’t see her that way. For some reason, the Dothvek was convinced she was his to protect, and she suspected that fucking her wasn’t going to make him feel less possessive. She didn’t know if she could handle him going full barbarian on her.

      Bexli tossed and turned for a while longer before she sat bolt upright. “Screw this.”

      She located her shirt then groped around for her pants. After a little more fumbling, she found her pack and shoved both inside. She didn’t need to wear anything at the moment, but she’d need them later. She checked to make sure she had a steel bottle of water and a ration pack—necessities she always kept in her go bag—before hooking both straps over her shoulders.

      Bexli felt a little guilty about leaving in the middle of the night, but not because of Tommel. She felt bad for leaving Caro without an explanation. She knew it wouldn’t take her crew mate long to figure out that she’d gone on ahead, since that was her usual role in the group. Since she and Pog could shift into other creatures—faster creatures—they usually ran ahead. This was no different. She was going ahead because she could make better time on the sands as either a jebel or a sand lizard. Probably a sand lizard, she thought, remembering that jebels had wattles that were unflattering and jiggled as she ran. She might not be the vainest girl in the world, but no one liked to feel their chins swinging.

      Although this time, she was also running from something. To be fair, he’d run away first. She was only increasing the distance.

      Tommel had run out so fast he’d probably be grateful to know she was gone, Bexli thought, giving herself a grim chuckle. If he could have shifted, he’d most likely have turned into a Telexian panther—the fastest animal ever clocked—and dashed out of the tent.

      Bexli didn’t blame him. Not really. She’d freaked him out by saying she liked him. If she’d kept things distant and hostile, their usual MO, he might not have run. But, she had said it and he had run away, proving to her that she wasn’t ready to get close to anyone again. Especially not someone who was so skittish.

      She gave the tent a quick scan—making sure she had everything in her pack—before peeking outside. She held her breath, almost afraid Tommel would be sleeping outside or standing guard. It might be tricky to explain why she was completely naked with a pack on her back. When she didn’t see his familiar large frame, she let out a breath of both relief and disappointment.

      She stepped out of the tent, being careful not to let the flaps slap behind her. Shivering, she rubbed her bare arms briskly, feeling the goosebumps prickling her skin. It was simpler to shift if she wasn’t wearing any clothes, but the less time she was standing completely naked out in the open, the better.

      As she peered around, she couldn’t see Tommel anywhere. When he’d run off, he’d really run off. He wasn’t around the burned-out bonfire, or even the remains of the funeral pyre that still smoldered and sent thick smoke into the air. She looked quickly away from that, her gaze searching the nearby sand dunes that were lit up by the moons. No sign of him.

      Maybe he’d gone ahead, too, she thought. It would be funny if they both had the same plan—to run off so it wasn’t so awkward in the morning—and then they bumped into each other mid-escape. Actually, that wouldn’t be funny, and she hoped he hadn’t had the same idea.

      Giving a final, regretful look at Caro’s tent, Bexli dropped onto all fours. She envisioned the sand lizard, holding the image in her mind and feeling her body warm and then vibrate, and then there was a slight burning sensation as her skin became scaly and her fingers grew claws in the place of nails. It seemed to take longer than usual, the color of her scales slowly becoming as gold as the sand, but it was probably her imagination and her impatience to leave.

      When the transformation was complete, Bexli stretched her short legs and hitched the pack so that it was secure on her back. She turned toward the direction she knew the ship had flown in and started running, her wide, webbed feet seeming to skate across the sand instead of sinking into it like her feet did. She crested one dune after another, the cool air skimming over her sleek form.

      Part of her wished Tommel could see her. If he hadn’t been so easily scared off, seeing her as a lizard probably would have done it. Not many guys could handle her being a shifter. Another reason it was good that things with Tommel had come to a screeching halt so soon, she reminded herself.  She’d always been better off on her own.

      The only exception to that was her crew, and now it was her mission to find them. She raised her head and ran faster.
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      Tommel woke up with Caro standing over him, her hands on her hips and her legs planted wide in the sand. He wiped at his face and felt grit on his lips. Had she kicked sand in his face?

      “It took us forever to find you.” Caro narrowed her eyes at him. “Why are you sleeping all the way over here?”

      Tommel glanced around them and noticed that the dune he’d walked behind last night wasn’t in view of the tents. He hadn’t been paying much attention when he’d stalked off. He’d only walked until his head had cleared and then he’d flopped down, looking up at the sky while he thought about what a mistake he’d made, until he finally fell asleep on the soft sand.

      Of course, the sand didn’t feel soft anymore. He resisted the urge to rub his back as he pushed himself up. Caro glared at him the entire time, and Rukken stood apart, not meeting his eyes. He did not see Bexli, and he wasn’t surprised she was steering clear of him.

      His stomach tightened as he thought about Bexli and what had happened in that tent the night before. Even worse, was how he’d left. From the stormy look on Caro’s face, she’d heard all of it.

      He brushed the sand off his pants. “I should speak with Bexli before we leave.”

      Caro barked out a laugh. “Good luck with that one. She’s gone.”

      He turned, looking from the female to the Dothvek. “What do you mean, she is gone?”

      Caro gave an exasperated sigh. “I thought you might be able to shed light on why she would have snuck off in the middle of the night. You know, because the two of you were—“

      Rukken put a hand on her arm. “It looks like he is as surprised as we are.”

      “I don’t know why.” Caro shot him another look. “If, after all that, he was sleeping out here and she was in…” Her voice broke. “Is it any mystery why she decided to go off on her own?”

      Tommel shook his head as he strode toward the two tents. She couldn’t be gone. It was impossible. He’d only been asleep for half the night.

      He reached the tent where he’d left her and threw open the flaps, stepping inside and seeing nothing but a pair of rugs strewn haphazardly on top of the sand and a blanket in a heap on top. He could still smell the scent of them, and he could swear the inside of the tent held their heat. Visions of Bexli spread out beneath him filled his mind, and he bit down hard on his lip to keep from bellowing his frustration.

      Stomping out of the tent again, his head swiveled to take in the remains of the battle, the roughly-assembled tents, and the cluster of jebels tied to stakes in the sand. “Where would she have gone?”

      Rukken was busy disassembling his and Caro’s tent, but he jerked his head behind him. “Caro thinks she went after the ship.”

      Caro stood with her arms folded over her chest. “I know Bex. If she left it was because she wanted to save our friends. Not that she didn’t have other excellent reasons for wanting to skip this morning’s awkwardness.”

      Tommel wished he was experiencing any amount of awkwardness with Bexli, instead of the murderous glares from her friend.

      He tried to avoid Caro’s gaze as he quickly took apart Bexli’s tent, wrapping the fabric and jamming it into one of the jebel’s saddlebags. “Then we should follow her.”

      “I thought you wanted to get reinforcements from the village?” Rukken asked, as he stuffed his tent in a saddlebag and rubbed the jebel’s furry mane.

      Tommel had mentioned his desire to gather warriors from the village last night when they were assembling the pyre.

      “That was before Bexli ran off by herself on the sands.” He peered across the dunes as the sun glimmered along the golden peaks. Although he was grateful it was no longer night, he knew that the sands were still not safe for a female alone. “We need to find her before she gets hurt.”

      Caro laughed as Rukken lifted her onto a jebel. “Bexli get hurt? It’s usually the other way around.”

      “She might have special abilities, but my planet is still deadly if you do not know it.” Tommel quickly mounted a jebel.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” Caro said. “I’ve fallen into lightning sand before, but Bexli can get out of almost any scrape. If she’d fallen into your crazy quicksand, she could have transformed into some sort of fish and swum out.”

      Tommel furrowed his brow. The thought of Bexli swimming in lightning sand was not comforting. “I need to find her.” His voice sounded rougher than he’d intended, but urgency was clawing at him. He could barely stand to wait as Rukken swung up onto his jebel.

      “You should go ahead,” the other Dothvek told him.

      “What?” Caro swiveled her head around to Rukken almost as sharply as Tommel did.

      “He will go faster as one. We will be leading extra jebels with us to have when we rescue your crew and the other Dothveks, and there is a chance we will not go as fast…”

      Caro’s mouth dropped open. “I thought we were sending the extra jebels back to the Dothvek village? Are you saying that I’m not a decent jebel rider?”

      “We will send some back, but we need a few for your friends to ride.” Rukken swung himself up onto the back of one of the beasts, and it let out a loud braying sound. “And it is a skill to ride jebels as fast as Tommel can.”

      Caro made an indignant nose and crossed her arms. “A skill I don’t have?”

      Tommel did not want to wait and see how the Dothvek got himself out of that one. He kicked the sides of his animal, and it jerked forward. “Thank you.” He called over his shoulder. “I will find her.”

      The sound of Caro’s irritated voice carried for a few moments, and then the sound died away. After racing up and down a few dunes, the couple weren’t even a speck on the horizon behind him.

      Tommel bent low over the neck of his jebel, his fingers digging into the matted fur for balance as the creature ran with a jerky gait. The scent of fire wafted from the thick, brown fur, but it was not altogether unpleasant. He sucked in a long breath, grateful to have the thumping footfall of the jebel to distract him from the guilt tearing at him.

      He was the reason Bexli had left. Caro had been right to want to rip him to bits. He never should have gone to her in her tent, and he definitely shouldn’t have claimed her like he did. He had no right. Not when he could promise her nothing. Not when he could never give her his heart.

      His pulse quickened as he thought of the pretty female with the iridescent hair, and his cock pulsed along with his heart. Tommel clenched his teeth. These were only urges. They meant nothing. He had to keep his focus.

      Find Bexli.

      Unfortunately, he had no idea what he would do after that, or what he could possibly say to her.
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      The warmth of the suns heated Bexli’s back before she could see the rays creeping over the dunes behind her. She didn’t need to crane her neck to know that the planet’s pair of suns—one which burned small and white, and one that glowed a fiery shade of orange—were rising. The air still held the chill of the night, but she knew it would be burned off soon by the scorching heat.

      A few short-winged birds with nearly colorless feathers flapped overhead, swooping down to inspect her and then rising again and cawing when they determined that she was too large to eat. Even though Bexli still ran in the form of a sand lizard, she was the same size as when she was in her natural state. She wondered if any of the birds on the planet had ever seen a lizard nearly two meters long. Considering the size of some of the sand creatures she’d heard about, she wouldn’t be shocked.

      She’d been running most of the night, but her legs were not weary. Scampering over the sand had been easy, and she’d run up and down the wavelike dunes with relative ease and speed, taking breaks as she needed them. It sure beat trying to walk and sinking up to her ankles, or riding one of the ornery jebels who liked to spit and bray loudly. Those creatures might be adept at crossing the desert with their wide, padded hooves, but that didn’t make them graceful. Riding one of them was like putting a saddle on a Randarian jumping beetle. She hadn’t even liked it when she’d had to transform into one of them and let Max ride on her back.

      Bexli paused at the top of a sharp peak of sand and peered into the distance. She was nearing the ridge of jagged rocks that rose steeply into the sky and edged the desert. The rocks were almost the same golden hue as the sand, and they also glittered as if jewels were imbedded in the stone itself. The long range created a natural boundary between the Dothveks of the sand and their enemy, the Cresteks who lived in a walled city beyond the mountain range.

      Bexli had been in that city when she’d gone in to search for Max. She knew how to go over the walls, but she also knew of a secret passageway that led from outside the high walls into a secret room that belonged to the Crestek resistance. If her friends had been taken inside, she knew exactly how to get in and find them.

      She liked to keep her mind focused on finding her friends. It kept her from thinking about Tommel and how easily he’d walked away from her the night before. If she was back at the camp, everyone would be waking, and she’d have to deal with Caro’s knowing looks and sly smiles—no way the pilot had missed all the screaming and moaning from the tent next door—and Tommel’s cool rejection.

      After being so enthusiastic and passionate while he was buried inside her, he’d sure switched it off in a hurry. The solemn reserve she’d grown so used to had snapped back into place almost as soon as he’d pulled out. She tried to ignore the twinge between her legs, as she thought back to how good his cock and those rings that ran down it had felt.

      Typical, she thought. As much as she’d thought a fling with one of the barbarians might be a good way to burn off some tension, she had not guessed that the energy that had crackled between her and Tommel would have been extinguished so fast.

      It was better this way, she reminded herself. The last thing she needed—or wanted—was an emotional connection to worry about when she should be focused on getting the hell off the planet as soon as possible.

      From her vantage point at the top of the dune, she couldn’t see over the mountains, but she hoped that her guess was right, and the spaceship had been parked on the other side—between the rocks and the Crestek city. There was a flat stretch of land where the trees and vegetation had been stripped, and nothing appeared to grow. She’d bet her ass that was where the ship was.

      Bexli slid down the dune and resumed her run, heartened by the fact that she was close. At this rate, she’d be able to get to the mountains and through them before sundown, which put her in the perfect position to infiltrate the ship at night. Once she determined if her friends and the Dothveks were on board, she could go from there.

      Part of her wished Caro was with her. She would dearly love to have the pilot’s knowledge of ships when she snuck on board, and stealing it back would be easier with someone who could fly the thing, but at least she wasn’t having to deal with Tommel and his annoying way of making her feel helpless. She’d led way too many rescue missions and captured way too many bounties to be seen as some kind of fragile female.

      She was distracted by thoughts of Tommel when she crested the next slope, so she didn’t see the creature until she was almost sliding into it. Although the giant scorpion blended in with the sand, its shiny shell did not glitter gold. It was still partially covered with sand as it rose onto six enormous, segmented legs, its pincers snapping in front and its tail arched up behind it like a whip.

      “Fuck me.” Bexli fought a wave of revulsion that rose up and made her stomach churn. She knew she had no time to dwell of how terrifying and huge the animal was, as it focused its wide-set black eyes on her. She needed to shift into something more equipped to battle a scorpion than a lizard. In her current form, she knew she looked exactly like breakfast to this sand creature.

      Holding the image of a huge sand serpent in her mind, Bexli tried to shift. Her body warmed and then vibrated, but instead of the slight burning sensation that came next, she jerked roughly and fell to the sand. She looked down and saw slender hands instead of the form of a snake. Her throat went dry. For the first time since she’d been a child, she’d failed to shift.

      Bexli heard scuttling behind her and spun around, dodging a snapping pincer moments before it clamped onto her. She tried to stand but her feet sank deep into the powdery sand.

      “Shit,” she whispered. “This is not the time for a malfunction.”

      She attempted to shift again, focusing all her energy on the shape of a snake. Again, her skin heated and there was a faint, buzzing sensation, then nothing. Her eyes flew open.

      Well, this was bad. Really, really bad. She was naked and alone in the desert, battling a massive sand animal that looked frighteningly like a scorpion.

      She rolled to one side as the scorpion lunged at her again. In her natural Lycithian state, there was no way she could outrun or outfight the creature. Her only hope was delaying the inevitable, or hoping someone came along to help her.

      Bexli scanned the desert. Fat chance of that. She’d ditched the only people she knew for sure were on the desert. The Dothvek village was at least two days travel in the other direction, and she was still a decent way away from the mountain range. She knew that the Cresteks rarely ventured onto the sand, so the chance any of them would be close enough to come to her rescue was slim.

      Still, she yelled as she threw herself out of the way of the scorpion’s tail that impaled the sand next to her. “Is anyone out there? I need help!”

      After spending so much of life relying on only herself and her shifter skills to get her out of scrapes, she felt powerless, and she hated it. Being solo had always been her default, because she could always shift. As much as she adored her crew, she hadn’t needed them like they had needed her, and she’d always been fine with that. Preferred it, actually. She liked being indispensable.

      She did not like the sinking feeling that she was going to die all alone. She didn’t want to think about why she’d lost her ability to shift. There were a very limited number of reasons why a Lycithian would lose their skill, especially once they’d reached maturity, and she couldn’t even bear to think about any of them.

      Bexli sucked in a hot breath as sweat trickled down the back of her neck. The scorpion flinched as the warm slats of light spilled across the dunes and hit his back. A flicker of hope stirred in her chest, even as the heat of the sun beat on her bare skin.

      Of course. He was nocturnal, like all the deadly sand creatures on the planet. She must have come upon him as he was burrowing back under the sand for the day. If she could stay alive long enough, maybe he’d tire under the sun or burn or whatever happened to nocturnal sand animals.

      She swiped the back of her hand across her damp brow, as the massive creature spun around and raced toward her, his sharp pincers tapping loudly. Her heart pounded nearly as loudly.

      Easier said than done.
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      Tommel heard the screams drifting high over the waves of sand. He knew that voice, and the sound of fear in it made his skin go cold despite the sun pounding on his back.

      Digging his heels in his jebel’s furry flank, he spurred it to run faster, and the animal let out a loud bray in complaint.

      “You can go faster, you lazy beast,” Tommel muttered, as he bent over the jebel’s neck. “I know you can.”

      He couldn’t tell how far away Bexli was, but her voice made him adjust his course slightly. He spotted the top of the rocks in the distance, and seeing them confirmed what he’d thought. Bexli was heading for the ship, and, like them, she thought the ship would be near the Crestek city.

      Her panicked cry disappeared, but that only made him urge his animal faster, his heels striking the jebel’s sides and the wide hooves kicking up showers of sand behind them. It no longer brayed as it ran, its long neck stretching out and pulling back with each stride.

      Tommel’s heart hammered in his chest, the sound so loud in his ears that it overpowered the slapping of the jebel’s hooves and the cawing of the birds drifting overhead. Seeing them reminded him that he was near the rocks, since the birds only nested high in the cliffs. It was rare to see them on the sands, and he suspected something disturbed their roosting. Something like a massive spaceship flying overhead and landing on the other side.

      He pushed all thoughts of the ship, his Dothvek brothers, and the offworld females onboard it out of his mind. First, he needed to find Bexli. Then they could worry about the ship.

      He topped a high sand peak, and his heart stopped. Below him, Bexli was rolling out of the way of a giant burjal, as the creature snapped at her and drove his curved tail into the sand. He didn’t have time wonder why the deadly creature was out during the day or to register the fact that he’d never even heard of one as big as the one going after Bexli. Or that the female was completely naked.

      As soon as his heart had lurched to a stop, it seemed to swell. She was alive. He hadn’t been too late.

      His jebel stuttered to a stop, rearing back when he saw the burjal. Tommel slid off its back and ran down the sand dune, throwing himself in front of the attacking animal with both blades drawn.

      Behind him, Bexli panted for breath, her face red from exertion and her usually sleek hair a tangled, sandy mess. “How did you—?”

      He didn’t wait for her to finish her question. “Get behind me.”

      She did as he asked, scampering onto all fours and then standing a few paces behind him. Tommel crouched into an attack position between her and the beast, his blades glinting in the bright sunlight.

      Now that he was looking more carefully at the burjal, he noticed that the animal seemed to be swaying on his legs. His pincers wobbled as they swung in front of him, and his arched tail listed to one side. The creature was weary. He was not used to being above ground in the heat. He was used to attacking at night, and Tommel knew his vision wasn’t great during the day. A fact of which he planned to take full advantage.

      “Back up and keep going,” he said to Bexli, his eyes fixed on the burjal. “Don’t look back.”

      “I’m not leaving you.” Her words escaped between jagged breaths.

      He growled. Even weak and clearly outmatched, she was still stubborn. “I will be fine. You need to get away. Head to the rocks.” He paused. “Please, Bexli.”

      After a moment, he heard the sound of her feet shifting in the sand away from him, and he returned his full focus to the creature he was facing off against. The tapping of the hard pincers had slowed to an intermittent clack, and the animal’s movements had grown even more jerky. He suspected if he waited him out under the suns, the burjal might fall over on his own.

      But he didn’t have time for that. He needed to make sure Bexli was okay and get her to shelter. A quick glance had told him that she was already exhausted, and he wasn’t sure why she hadn’t shifted into some sort of creature who could better defend herself. Perhaps she was too weary, he thought. He did not know how her powers worked.

      Tommel gauged the distance between him and the burjal before dashing to one side and running partway up the closest dune. He leapt into the air and twisted, coming down hard on top of the curved tail. He was jolted as his head slammed onto the shell, tasting the metallic tang of his own blood as he swallowed hard, then he felt a rush of satisfaction. He’d landed exactly where he needed to be—above the poisonous stinger, and out of the reach of the razor-sharp pincers.

      The creature shrieked as it swung his tail wildly, but Tommel held on. He could see Bexli as a blur in the sand as he was tossed back and forth. She had not gotten as far away as he had hoped, but luckily, the animal was far too busy trying to dislodge him to worry about going after Bexli again.

      After flailing desperately for what seemed like an eternity, the burjal slowed enough that Tommel could pivot his body and slash through the segmented shell below him. The end of the tail he’d been riding on was instantly severed and as it fell, Tommel extended another blade and drove it down into the back of the wailing creature. With the poisonous stinger lying bloody in the sand and a blade plunged into his back, the animal reared up and let out a high-pitched scream.

      Tommel slid off its back and landed in the sand, rolling as far away as he could to avoid being trampled as the wounded animal staggered and stumbled. The pincers were still deadly, and Tommel ducked under one as it swung over his head. He scrambled up, a blade still in his hand, and backed away, one eye on Bexli as she lay on the sand, and one eye on the dying burjal as it finally flopped down hard, sending up a cloud of sand around its motionless body.

      When he was sure the animal would not get up, Tommel wiped his brow and turned to Bexli. She lay hunched over, not far from where she’d started from.

      “I thought I told you to run.” He crouched down next to her naked body and brushed a sweaty strand of hair away to uncover her face.

      His gut hardened into a cold ball as her saw that her eyes were closed, and her skin was paler than usual. He put a hand on her shoulder, and she fell back onto the sand. He quickly scanned her body and saw a gash on one arm, blood seeping from the cut, as well as something greenish-yellow oozing from it—burjal venom.

      Bexli had been hit by the creature before he arrived. His heart plummeted. Although the cut was not large, he knew the venom was deadly in any amount.

      Tommel wanted to scream as agony tore through him. He could not lose her. He would not. Pressing his ear to her chest, he could hear her heart beating, and he exhaled in relief. It had not yet reached her heart. There still might be a chance to save her, he thought, his own heart knocking against his ribs.

      Sitting back, he steeled himself for what he knew he had to do, cupping her face in one hand.

      “If I fail, we both die,” he whispered, knowing full well that death was not worse than losing someone else, but wishing he could have one last chance to talk to her. If he failed, she would never know how sorry he was. He let out a shaky breath. “Then I can’t fail.”

      Tommel lowered his mouth to her arm and carefully began to suck out the poison.
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      Bexli’s head ached as she opened her eyes. She’d expected to see the punishing glare of the suns burning bright overhead. That had been the last thing she remembered before collapsing on the sand—the two orbs high in the sky that became four and then eight, and then disappeared in a haze of white light before everything had gone black.

      But she did not see sun or sand. The space she was in was dimly lit and held the scent of moisture. The ground was not powdery, and did not shift as she moved. It was hard and cold. Definitely not the afterlife—at least, she hoped not. The Lycithian afterlife was supposed to consist of wide open-fields and tall grass as soft as feathers. Not rock, or the faint aroma of sulphur.

      At least she didn’t hear the clicking of pincers. That had been the last sound she remembered—the tapping of hard shells as they’d snapped near her head. She couldn’t see or hear the terrifying scorpion she’d been fighting before.

      The last image in her mind was the sand scorpion over her as she rolled naked across the sand. She groped at her body, and realized she was dressed. Who had dressed her?

      Bexli sucked in a sharp breath. Tommel. Had she been imagining things, or had the Dothvek really arrived to save her? She peered through the shadows, her eyes able to make out the hulking shape against a stone wall. “Did you dress me?”

      “You were cold once we were away from the suns.” The low burr of his voice reverberated off the arched, stone walls of the cave.

      “You’re real?”

      “Yes.”

      “Always so chatty,” she muttered under her breath, pushing herself up to a sitting position using the arm that didn’t throb with pain. “Where are we?”

      “A cave.” Tommel unfolded himself and stood so that he towered over her, his head skimming the ceiling.

      She shook her head, but the motion made it throb, so she stopped. “A cave? Weren’t we in the middle of the desert? Are we underground?”

      He let out what she swore was almost a chuckle. “No. I brought you to the rocks as soon as I could move you. You needed shelter and a place to recuperate.”

      “Recuperate? From what?”

      He took a few long steps to close the distance between them and knelt down in front of her. “From the burjal venom.”

      Her gaze darted to her throbbing arm. Yellow leaves covered the area that hurt, and she touched them gingerly. “Burjal?”

      “The creature that almost killed you.”

      So, the scorpion-looking thing was called a burjal. Bexli hoped she never needed a reason to use the word again. “How did…?”

      “I sucked the poison out of your arm.”

      Bexli swung her head up to look at him, her mouth falling open. She desperately wanted to be cold to him for walking out on her the night before, but now he’d gone and saved her life, the big bastard. She let out a string of Lycithian curses mixed with human ones.

      Tommel cocked his head at her, his translator clearly working overtime to decipher the mix of profanity. “You are upset I removed the poison from you? You would have preferred for your heart to stop?”

      “No,” she huffed. “It’s not that. I appreciate you saving me, but you’re making it really hard to stay angry at you. And if you didn’t know already, I’m still angry at you.”

      He was silent for a moment. “Because I walked away from you last night.”

      “You mean screwed me and then ditched me?” Her voice rose as she glared at him. It wasn’t as hard as she’d thought it would be to be both grateful and furious.

      He stood. “I did not ditch you.”

      “You literally pulled out, got up, and walked out of the tent without looking back at me.” Her voice had gone from loud to shrill, and the sound bounced off the stone walls. “If that isn’t ditching, I don’t know what is.”

      Tommel dragged a hand through his hair as he paced a small path in front of her. “I regret my actions. As soon as I knew you were gone, I went after you.”

      “Speaking of coming after me, where are Caro and Rukken?”

      “I went ahead because I would be faster. They are behind me with extra jebels.”

      Bexli let out a snort of laughter. “I’ll bet Caro loved being left behind.”

      “She did not.”

      Bexli felt a pang of longing for her friend, mixed with regret that she’d left her. “Was she mad at me for leaving?”

      “Mad at you?” Tommel stopped pacing and glanced over at her. “No, she was only angry at me.”

      Bexli couldn’t stifle a grin. “That’s my girl.”

      Tommel made a choked noise in his throat. “My actions were dishonorable. She had every right to be angry with me, as do you. I never should have given in to my desires.”

      Were males universally clueless?

      “You do know the sex isn’t the part I’m mad about, right?” she asked. “The sex was great. Better than great, and way better than I expected.”

      He tilted his head at her. “I do not know if that is bad or good.”

      She flapped a hand at him. “It’s just that you’re so serious all the time, and you always seem to be scolding me. I never would have imagined you’d let go like you did.”

      “Yes, well.” He cleared his throat. “It was a mistake.”

      Tears pricked the backs of her eyes. So, he thought she’d been a mistake. He wasn’t sorry for walking away from her. He was sorry she was angry about it. “So, walking away was exactly what you meant to do. It’s what you’re doing again, right now.”

      “I’m not walking away from you. I came for you.”

      “But not to be with me, right?”

      He jerked his head up. “I cannot be with you the way I was last night. I can never be what you need.”

      “Yeah, I’m getting that loud and clear.” She hated that her voice was thick with emotion.

      She looked up at the ceiling and blinked hard. She would not cry in front of him. She didn’t even know why she was reacting like she was. It must have been the aftereffects of the venom making her so emotional. She’d never wanted more than a fling anyway, although she thought that Tommel might have felt more for her. It wasn’t the first time she’d been dead wrong about someone.

      When her eyes had stopped stinging and she was sure she wouldn’t cry, her mind returned to her friend. “So, Caro and Rukken don’t know where we are?”

      “No, but I told them where I was heading. We all suspected you would be following the ship.”

      “Well, we have to go find her. She’ll be worried about me.” Bexli tried to push herself up using the wall for balance but her arm buckled, and she fell back down on the rock floor with a thud.

      Tommel was at her side in a flash, wrapping one arm around her shoulder. “You are still weak. The venom drained your energy. Even though I was able to suck it out, some of it still traveled up your arm. You need rest.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but Tommel cut her off. “Caro was not worried about you being safe. She said your shapeshifting skills make you impossible to catch or kill.”

      Bexli swallowed hard, the stark truth rushing back to her. She had not been able to shift when she needed to. It was something that had never happened to her before.

      She sagged onto Tommel’s arm, the heat of his skin sending comforting pulses through her body, even as her mind raced to find answers.

      “Why did you not shift when you were fighting the burjal?” Tommel asked, his voice soft.

      She pressed her lips together, afraid to say it out loud. “I couldn’t,” she finally admitted. “I tried, but I couldn’t transform.”

      “Maybe the heat affected you,” he suggested. “I know you do not come from a planet with two suns.”

      She shook her head. “Heat can’t keep me from shifting. Actually, no external force can keep a Lycithian from transforming. It’s part of our DNA.”

      “Maybe the venom—?” Tommel wondered out loud.

      “No.” She cut him off and shrugged his arm off her shoulder. “That came after I tried to shift.”

      He backed away from her slightly. “You are afraid. What are you not telling me?”

      Sometimes she hated the fact that the Dothveks were empaths, and that this one in particular could sense her feelings so accurately. She looked away from him, training her gaze on a point on the floor. “There are only two times in a Lycithian’s life when they lose their power to shift. One is at the end of our life when we are too weak, and our life force is leaving us.”

      She heard him inhale sharply, but she shook her head. “Don’t worry. That’s not me. Lycithians have a very long lifespan. I’m a long way away from that day.”

      “What is the other?” He asked, his voice barely audible.

      Her voice shook as she hurried out her next words. “When a female Lycithian is pregnant.”

      The air seemed to be sucked out of the cave, as neither of them spoke. When Bexli dared to look up at Tommel, his expression was as hard and cold as stone.
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      There was no noise in the cave, save the rushing of blood in his ears. He almost didn’t hear the soft words that had spilled from her mouth and hung in the air between them.

      “Impossible,” he croaked, finally shattering the stillness. His voice sounded harsher than he’d intended, but he was reeling from the shock. It couldn’t be. She had to be mistaken.

      She choked on a laugh. “Hardly. You do remember—?”

      “That was only last night.” He shook his head as he tried to breathe normally. “Not even a single rising and falling of the suns.”

      “Lycithian pregnancies move faster than other species. It would have started to affect me only hours after we…”

      He turned and braced his arms on the stone wall, squeezing his eyes shut as emotions stormed through him. He tried to keep the memories at bay, but they rushed forward, crowding his mind with images of his mate dying with their unborn child inside her. The pain jabbed at him like a blade. He could not go through it again. He knew he could not survive it if he lost another mate. Or another child.

      “Tommel,” Bexli said. “I know you’re freaked out right now. So am I.”

      He forced the torturous memories from his mind and shifted his attention to her, sensing her own fear and frustration. She wanted this even less than he did, and she was furious that it was already changing who she was.

      He dropped his hands and turned to her. “This is my fault. If you want to be angry, you should be angry at me.”

      “It’s not all your fault. I knew exactly what I was doing, and I wanted every bit of it. I mean, I didn’t want to get knocked up, but I should have known that my contraceptive implant was at the tail end of its life. I was supposed to get a new one when we stopped at the next outpost with a med facility, but then we got marooned here. It didn’t even cross my mind.”

      Tommel did not know what most of what she’d said meant, but at least her voice was calm. She seemed calmer than he felt, although he could sense the nervous hum of her panic fluttering under the surface of her words.

      He squared his shoulders and blew out a long breath. “Are you completely sure?”

      She laughed. “Pretty sure. I can already smell more sharply than I could before. That’s another one of the signs. I don’t know what affect you being Dothvek will have on the gestation, though. There has never been a Lycithian-Dothvek baby before. I guess now we know it’s possible, so that’s something.”

      Tommel’s gaze drifted to her midriff. If she was right, his baby was already growing inside her. A baby that was half Dothvek and half Lycithian. A baby that would look like a mix of him and Bexli. He didn’t even know how that would work. Would the baby be a shifter?

      Bexli shrugged as if she could read his mind. “Who knows what it will take from you and what it will take from me? To be honest, if it’s a girl, I hope she has my hair. Oh, and you haven’t asked yet, so I’m guessing it’s a barbarian thing and you don’t have other options here, but I’ve already decided to keep it.”

      Tommel flinched, the idea of not keeping a baby something that had never entered his mind.  He crossed to her, his hand hovering over her stomach but not touching it. “Of course, you are keeping it, and you are both now mine to protect.”

      Bexli huffed out a breath. “Why do I have a feeling you and I are going to have some serious differences of opinions in the very near future? I’m going to let that slide because I know this is a lot to take in and because you did just save me from a huge scorpion or burjal.”

      He felt bile rose in his throat. The scorpion venom. Would that damage the child? His hand shook over her stomach, the words too thick in his throat to escape.

      “Whoa,” Bexli said. “You lost a few shades of color there, big guy. Are you stroking out on me?”

      He gave a brusque shake of his head, forcing himself to inhale slowly. “The scorpion poison.”

      A flicker of fear twitched across her face, then she also shook her head. “If it reached the baby, it would have probably killed me, too.” She took his hand and squeezed it. “You must have sucked it all out in time. Thanks again for that, by the way.”

      The warmth of her small hand on his felt comforting, but it also snapped him out of his momentary lapse. He should be comforting her, not the other way around. Tommel cleared his throat and closed his hand around hers. “You do not need to thank me.”

      She shrugged. “I know you Dothveks are brave and all, but no guy has ever risked his life for me before. You didn’t have to, you know.”

      He did not understand. Did she think he could have let her die if he had the power to save her? Bexli had been filling his mind and his dreams since the moment she sat in front of him on the jebel and had started complaining about having a babysitter. He’d been unable to shake the image of her lavender hair and enigmatic smile. Her thoughts had tickled his mind and left him desperate with need. Being inside her had been like nothing he’d ever experienced before. Tommel knew he would have done anything to save her. And now he would do anything to save her and the baby. “Of course, I had to save you. You are mine.”

      She bristled. “I don’t belong to anyone. I never have.”

      Tommel knew these females did not easily adapt to the Dothvek’s concept of claiming, but even she must see that carrying his child meant she was his. “You and the child are mine.”

      Pink bloomed on her cheeks but quickly morphed to angry, mottled red. “Just because you knocked me up, doesn’t mean you own me or my child. That’s not the way it works.”

      “That is the way it works here.”

      “Well, I don’t intend to stay here.” Her words were sharp, and her eyes blazed as she glared up at him.

      The bile that had been swirling in his gut roiled wildly, and he had to swallow to force it down along with the fear that clawed at him. She could not leave. Not now. Not when she was carrying the only child he would ever have. “You cannot leave.”

      Her expression darkened, and he felt her fury slam into him. And her terror. He absorbed her emotions and calmed his own, reminding himself that if he angered her, she would only leave him again.

      These females are not Dothvek, he reminded himself. They do not know our ways.

      Even though he still wanted to wrap his arms around her and physically keep her from walking away, he knew his desire would only scare her. He needed to give her space, as impossible as that felt.

      “You cannot leave yet.” He steadied his voice. “The venom will have weakened you when it entered your body. And the baby will take more energy from you. We will need to stay here so you can rest. At least for a while.”

      Her shoulders visibly slumped, and he felt some of the fight drain from her. “Oh. I guess you’re right about that. I do feel tired.”

      Looping an arm around her waist, he lowered her to the ground. “You need to build up your strength before you can resume your mission to rescue your friends.”

      “So, you aren’t going to forbid me from going after my crew?” She eyed him as she let him help her sit.

      Tommel was not a good liar. No Dothvek was. Since they could sense deception in each other, lying was not a skill anyone bothered with. He did not want to lie to Bexli, either. “Would there be any purpose to me forbidding you?”

      “No. I would do it anyway.”

      No surprise there. He sat behind her, his back against the stone wall. Her body was stiff as he settled her onto his lap.

      “What are you doing?” She asked.

      He glanced down at her, sensing the exhaustion over taking her. “You would rather sleep on the hard rock?”

      She nibbled her bottom lip. “I guess not, but don’t think just because we’re technically sleeping together that anything has changed.”

      He almost laughed at how stubborn she was, marveling that she wasn’t Dothvek. “You are carrying my child.”

      She stifled a yawn. “You know what I mean. I’m still finding my crew, and we’re still leaving the planet.”

      He nodded but didn’t reply, resting his head on the rock behind him and tucking her head under his chin. Closing his eyes, he listened to her let out another sigh before her body relaxed and her breathing deepened.

      When he knew she was asleep, he wrapped his arms around her, shifting her so she was cradled in his arms. Her tiny hands were splayed across his chest as she nuzzled her head against him, sending frissons of pleasure through his body.

      Tommel could not sense the baby yet—and of course, her narrow waist showed no evidence—but he knew it was there. Lowering his mouth to her forehead, he kissed her softly. Even after only knowing about the child for a short time, he already felt a powerful urge to protect it. And he could not imagine letting the child or its mother out of his sight ever again. They were now as much a part of him as his own limbs, and he would rather cut off an arm than let either go.

      But he also knew that Bexli had no intention of being controlled or guarded. And she had no desire to stay on the planet with him.

      The ache in Tommel’s heart grew. He did not have long to convince her that she and the baby belonged with him. But he knew he had to convince her before she ripped his world apart again.
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      Bexli woke with a start. One side of her face was warm and the other was cool. Sitting up, she realized that she’d been sleeping on top of Tommel with one side of her body curled into him.

      She knew she’d been exhausted when she’d fallen asleep like that, otherwise she never would have gone along with it, despite how comfortable it had been. It definitely beat sleeping on the rock floor, he’d been right about that.

      One hand instinctively fluttered to her belly, which was still flat. Lycithian pregnancies went fast, but not that fast, she reminded herself.

      Closing her eyes, Bexli held the image of Pog in her mind. If this worked, Tommel would wake up seriously confused to be holding a green ball of fluff in his arms. She concentrated with everything she had, even pressing her eyes together tighter—as if that would help—but she did not shift. She didn’t even feel the usual warm buzzing in her fingers.

      Bexli let out a long breath. She knew it wouldn’t work before she tried, but she had to give it one final attempt. She knew she was pregnant, but she’d hoped she’d been wrong, or the burjal venom had messed her up, or it had been a glitch.

      No luck, she thought, glancing up at the still sleeping barbarian. She was definitely pregnant, and the father was the only Dothvek who seemed to think she couldn’t take care of herself.

      “Just fucking perfect,” she whispered.

      Tommel didn’t stir, and she took the opportunity to study him. For once he wasn’t scolding her or looking at her with open disapproval. When he wasn’t scowling, he was pretty gorgeous.

      His dark hair was tucked behind his peaked ears and the streaks of silver glinted in the faint light, contrasting with his gold skin. She liked the silver in his hair, even though it reminded her how unfair it was that guys looked sexy with touches of gray. He even looked younger, now that his forehead wasn’t furrowed into worried creases.

      She fought the urge to run her hands over the scruff on his face and down his neck to the thick muscles of his shoulders. He looked like he’d been carved out of granite—a warm, gold granite that pulsed heat and made her fingertips hum when she touched it.

      Bexli felt so safe with him, but she knew it was an illusion. As strong and solid as he felt now, she couldn’t trust him not to run away again. She couldn’t forget the look on his face when she’d told him she was pregnant. If that wasn’t fear, she didn’t know what was, and fear made guys run. She knew that for damn sure.

      He might have locked it all down and decided to stick around for the baby, but she didn’t want that, either. What woman wanted a guy who was only there out of duty? She made a face. Not her. It wasn’t like she needed him, either. She was perfectly capable of raising a baby. She had her friends and her job, and she knew from her own childhood that a dad was entirely optional. A familiar pang made her flinch, but she pushed it away.

      He shifted underneath her, and she felt something hard bump against her leg. Heat rushed between her legs, and her nipples hardened into tight points.

      Shit. She knew Lycithian pregnancies were faster and more intense than most other alien gestations, but she’d hoped she wouldn’t experience all the symptoms. She’d heard that Lycithian females were almost insatiable during their pregnancies, but she hadn’t imagined that it would be quite so intense, or happen so quickly.

      Bexli’s skin felt like it was igniting, as white-hot desire made her arch into him. Need sent unwanted spasms down her spine, and she closed her eyes to try to tamp down the growl building in her throat. She drew in a deep breath, but it didn’t help. His distinctly male scent made her rock her hips into him, pressing her fingertips into his firm chest muscles in a vain attempt to ground herself. Being so close to him made it impossible for her to rein in the sensations as they assaulted her—his hard body, his warm breath, his rumbling groan.

      Her eyes flew open. He gazed down at her, his eyes hot and his thick shoulders bunched with the strain of not touching her. She didn’t need to read minds to know how hard he was trying to restrain himself or how confused he was.

      She didn’t say a word. She couldn’t explain, and she didn’t want to. She just needed him inside her before she detonated.

      Scraping a hand through his hair, she jerked his mouth to hers. His shock as his lips crushed hers gave way almost instantly to a frenzied possession. He quickly took over the kiss, as he had before, his tongue parting her lips with a single sweep and his hand clutching the back of her head and holding her to him.

      Bexli moved her hands hungrily down his neck to his shoulders, finally dragging her nails down the hard ridges of his back. She loved the rigid feel of him. He was hard all over, and she moved her ass to feel how hard his cock was.

      When he tore his mouth from hers, he was panting. “Bexli—“

      She shook her head, moving frantically to pull off her pants. “Don’t talk.”

      When she’d tugged her pants off entirely, she lifted herself and turned so that she was straddling him.

      His pupils flared. “But—“

      She put both hands on his face, locking eyes with him. “I need this. I need you. Please.” When he hesitated, she added,” It’s not like I can get any more pregnant than I already am.” She dropped her voice and licked her bottom lip. “Don’t you want to fuck me again?”

      He let out a tortured moan, and she took that as a yes, setting her mouth on his again. Without breaking her deep kiss, she tugged his pants down until his cock sprang free, fisting it in one hand and savoring his low rumbling that echoed in her own chest.

      She bumped her fingers along the ridged rings of his thick cock, loving the velvety hardness of it. Her fingertip swirled over the crown, the slick moisture beading from the tip already. Even holding it made her pussy clench in anticipation.

      Holding him, she lifted her hips so that she hovered over him. She dragged the crown of his cock through her slick folds, gasping as it stroked her hooded bundle of nerves. Sinking down on his cock slowly, she took every hard ridge and savored the stretch as he filled her. When she’d taken him completely, she gripped his shoulders and pulled her mouth from his, gasping from the sharp sting of pleasure.

      Tommel’s gaze was dark, and a muscle ticked in his clenched jaw. He clutched her hips, his gaze not leaving hers as he began to lift her up and down. The sensations were almost too much, and she dropped her head back and closed her eyes.

      “Look at me,” he growled.

      She obeyed, forcing her eyes open and locking them on his as he drove her down again and again. His fingers bit into her flesh hotly, as if his touch was branding her.

      She didn’t care. She only cared about the liquid heat pulsing through her veins and making her meet his thrusts urgently. “Harder, Tommel. I need you harder.”

      With a primal roar, he stood, lifting her and pressing her into the rock wall. He hitched her legs higher and plunged even deeper. She cried out, but he swallowed her cries with a dominant kiss that left her in no doubt of who was in charge.
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      As startled as he’d been when he’d woken to Bexli’s arousal slamming into him, Tommel could barely control himself now as he pressed her hard into the wall. Her sharp nails scored his flesh, and her gaze drilled into him. He’d wanted her eyes on him, had needed to watch her as he’d taken her, but now looking at her enflamed him so much he could hardly breathe.

      “Tommel,” her breathy voice begged him, her body quivering as he felt his own release building.

      He thrust hard and held himself deep. “Is that what you wanted?”

      She bobbed her head, her eyelids fluttering. “Your cock feels so good. I’ve never been filled like this before.”

      “No one but me will ever fill you again.” He pounded into her. “Say it.”

      She looked dazed as she nodded.

      He moved away from the wall and lifted her by the ass, moving her up and down. “Say it, Bexli. No one but me ever again.”

      “No one but you,” she gasped, her eyes wild. “I only want you, Tommel.”

      He groaned from the pleasure of her wet heat clenching him. “This is mine now.” He drove her down harder. “You are mine.”

      She met his gaze, her hot eyes drilling into him “Whatever you want. Just don’t stop fucking me.”

      He angled her hips slightly to drag his ridges across her slick nub, feeling her tip over the edge and her body ripple around him. With a final guttural sound as her body tightened around his cock, he knifed up and pulsed into her. She arched back and screamed, clawing at his shoulders and finally sagging into him, her arms shaking.

      Leaning against the wall again, he held her legs around his waist even as his own legs trembled. The roaring in his ears faded, as did the pounding of his heart. His breath evened out and the reality crashed around him. His fierce grip on her flesh relaxed, and he pulled her away from the wall, remembering that she was pregnant.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice a hoarse whisper.

      “Fine. You?” Her face contorted into a grimace as she stared at his shoulders. “I might have scratched you a little.”

      Tommel couldn’t feel it if she had, and he didn’t care. He didn’t matter. Only she did. And the baby. He lowered her to the floor, his hands moving from her ass to her hips to her belly. “You are sure I did not hurt—?”

      A grin spread across her face. “You’re big, but you’re not that big. I’m sure the little squirt is fine.”

      He was not convinced. “Squirt?”

      Bexli waved a hand. “Some Earth word Caro uses. Trust me, you didn’t hurt the baby. It’s probably the size of a pebble.”

      He pressed his lips together, still angry that he’d lost control and forgotten that he was no longer dealing with a regular female. “I should have been more gentle.”

      Bexli let out a sigh. “But I told you I wanted it hard. I don’t want it gentle, especially not now.”

      “Why did you want this?” He asked, now that he could think straight. “I thought I was the last thing you wanted.”

      The flush that had been fading from her face returned. “I was upset earlier, but that doesn’t mean I’m not still attracted to you. And when Lycithians are pregnant, we get really horny.”

      Now it was his turn to feel heat crawl up his neck. “The baby makes you want to mate?”

      She cringed at the word, but shrugged. “Pretty uncontrollably. I think it’s because the pregnancy is so fast, and all our hormones get accelerated.”

      He tried to make sense of this. Only hours ago, she’d been practically hostile to him, and now she was telling him she couldn’t keep from throwing herself at him. “So, you will want to do this more?”

      She bit the corner of her lip. “If we keep talking about it, I’m going to have to fuck you again right this second.”

      He blinked at her. He knew the females who’d been marooned on his planet were different from Dothvek females, but his clansmen who’d taken them as mates seemed happy. None had mentioned this type of sexual appetite, although none of the females had gotten pregnant.

      Her pupils flared as she looked at him. It was difficult enough to think that Bexli was pregnant with his child and wanted to leave his planet, but he knew he could not keep fucking her and keep a clear mind. It may be a physical symptom of pregnancy to her, but every time he was inside her his claim on her deepened, as did the impossibility that he would ever let her go.

      He stood and took a few steps back, yanking his pants back up around his waist even though his cock had not completely softened. “I think it is best if you continue to rest. The venom can have lingering effects.”

      Bexli cocked an eyebrow at him. “I think I proved pretty convincingly that I’m fully recovered.”

      She had a point, but it wasn’t her recovery he now worried about. So much had happened over the past day that it felt as if the planet was tilting out from under his feet. He needed to get his bearings, and from the glimmer in her eyes, he suspected she was not going to make it easy for him to think straight.

      “I need to find food.” He looked from her to the mouth of the cave that was partially covered by a boulder.

      “Now?” She sat on the floor, her ass bare and her knees spread slightly. Her pants still lay in a heap to one side, evidence of their hurried mating.

      Tommel saw wetness between her thighs, and knew his seed was mixed in with her slick arousal. The sight almost made his knees go weak. “Now. You need sustenance to regain your strength.” Before she could protest that she had plenty of strength, he added. “So does the child.”

      She fumbled for her pants. “I’ll come with you.”

      “No,” he said, more forcefully than he’d intended. “I need you to stay here. I need to know you’re safe.”

      She rolled her eyes as she stood and pulled on her pants, hopping on one leg as she yanked her other foot through. “I thought I’d convinced you I’m not some delicate flower.”

      Tommel closed the distance between them in a single, long stride. He cupped her face in his hand. “Please, Bexli. Do this for me.”

      She looked startled by his fast movements and the urgency in his words. She met his eyes, and something softened behind hers. “Fine. But just this once, and only because I’m still coming off an orgasm high.”

      He tried not to grin, although he was pleased he had given her pleasure. “If that is what it takes to make you obey, I would have fucked you much sooner.”

      She slapped at his arm. “First of all, I’m not obeying. I’m doing this as a favor. And second of all, I warned you that if you talked like that I’d have to jump you again.”

      His cock throbbed at the thought, even though he knew he could not give in to his desire. He was right. He needed some space from the female and the power she had over him. He cleared his throat and stepped away from her. “I will be back very soon. Do not leave the cave.”

      She gave him a withering look. “I told you I wouldn’t. Now, go before the sight of you in nothing but those leather pants gets me going again.”

      He glanced down at his pants, which was what he always wore, confused as to why they would excite her, but he did not want to stay longer and ask. He hurried out of the cave, glancing back at her and feeling a twinge of longing. When he stepped around the heavy boulder hiding the entrance, he breathed in greedy lungfuls of air, grateful for the scent of sand and the hint of warmth.

      Tommel peered over the sands that stretched away from the rock shelf in rolling golden waves. The suns rose far on the horizon, tentative rays reaching across the dunes and reminding him how far he’d run with her in his arms.

      He’d made it to the mountains, but only to the edge. They still had a long journey to cross through them and reach the other side and, hopefully, the spaceship. A journey he had to make with an apparently insatiable female carrying his baby, who had no intention of being his mate. He fisted his hands by his side. As much as he wanted to shield his heart, he did not know if it could withstand this.
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      Bexli watched Tommel leave the cave, then scraped a hand through her hair. What was wrong with her? Had she just told the Dothvek that she wanted to screw his brains out again?

      “Get a hold of yourself,” she whispered out loud, the soft sound magnified by the cave’s curved walls. The poor guy had looked terrified, and she knew he was probably confused as hell. One minute, she was telling him she wanted to get as far away from him as she could, and the next she was climbing him like a tree. She hadn’t even cared when he’d made her say she was his while he’d fucked her brains out. In that moment, she had been his.

      She knew it was her overactive hormones, but she’d never wanted a guy as much as she’d wanted him. And she’d never been fucked as thoroughly before. Her nipples hardened just thinking about his huge cock filling her. Could she really give that up so easily?

      It wasn’t like she didn’t have good reasons to want to leave. This wasn’t her planet, and she’d never intended to stay. Not only that, but the Dothvek had a way of getting underneath her skin. Pretty much the only time she didn’t want to kill him was when he was inside her. Her skin warmed at the thought of his hard, ridged cock. Damn, if he didn’t feel amazing inside her.

      Bexli stomped over to where her pack sat crumpled by the wall. At least Tommel had brought it with them when he’d carried her to the cave. She paused as she glanced down at herself. And he’d dressed her, then, too.

      She couldn’t help smiling at that. Despite him being an overprotective jerk, he definitely had a sweet side. And a hot as hell side, she reminded herself, then just as quickly reminded herself to stop thinking about how much he turned her on.

      Picking up the pack, she rummaged through it. Her rations were still shoved into the bottom, although she didn’t want to touch those unless she absolutely had to. Her fingers scraped against the cool metal of the water canister, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Sex had made her thirsty.

      She screwed off the top and tipped it back into her mouth, almost moaning as the crisp water hit her throat. She drank a few big gulps before stopping, even though she could have easily finished the entire thing. She should save some for Tommel, especially if he was out finding food for her. The big guy might irritate the hell out of her, but she didn’t want him to keel over. Plus, she needed him to keep his strength up if her sex cravings continued.

      What is wrong with you, Bex? she thought, then answered her own question. She was pregnant with an alien barbarian’s baby, that was what was wrong.

      She had never planned to be a mother, or even to have a long-term boyfriend. Now, she had a baby on the way and a very possessive baby daddy who was not going to be easy to shake. Especially if she couldn’t keep her hands off him.

      She dropped the water canister back in her pack and sank down on the floor, leaning her back against the wall. She clearly needed a new plan, because what she was doing wasn’t working. She couldn’t keep sending the guy mixed signals. She might not be an expert in relationships, but even she knew that wasn’t cool.

      “So, no more sex,” she told herself, in a forceful voice.

      Even as she said it, her skin prickled with desire. “Okay, stop it. You’re still sore from the last time.”

      If she couldn’t stop thinking about Tommel, they’d never make it to the spaceship and rescue her friends. That thought was like a bucket of water being poured over her head. She cared about her crew way more than she cared about getting off. She imagined her friends being held prisoner by the Cresteks, and her resolve hardened. She could easily restrain herself if it meant they found her friends faster.

      Now that she’d steeled herself, she was impatient to get moving. She didn’t know how long she’d been sleeping or if Caro and Rukken had been able to catch up to them yet.

      “And I won’t know if I stay in this cave,” she muttered to herself.  Bexli knew she’d promised Tommel she wouldn’t leave, but poking her head out wasn’t the same thing as leaving, right? She didn’t have any plans to run off, but she needed to see where they were, and what time of day it was.

      She stood and walked to the cave opening, peeking her head around the edge of the huge boulder that had been rolled almost entirely in front. She didn’t know what she’d expected, but she hadn’t thought she’d be looking out over the desert. Craning her head around, she saw that their cave was at the very beginning of the mountain ridge.

      That was good and bad. Good, because she could see if Caro and Rukken were approaching, and bad because that meant they still had a long way to go to reach the other side, where she was convinced the Cresteks had taken the ship. And where was Tommel? She couldn’t see him anywhere. Or hear him, although the Dothveks were known for being pretty stealthy.

      She squinted across the sand dunes, seeing no sign of Caro and her new boyfriend. Maybe they’d already made it to the mountain range and had gone right past them. Impatience stirred in the back of her mind. Bexli had never been great at waiting.

      She went back inside the cave and started to pace. How much longer would she have to stay by herself in the cave before Tommel returned? His hunting trip wasn’t an all-day affair, was it? She’d seen Dothveks leave to hunt on the sands and be gone for hours. No way could she wait that long without losing her mind.

      Maybe she could leave a note, she thought, although she didn’t have any paper. She eyed the cave walls. She could always write on those, although she didn’t write Dothvek, and he couldn’t read Lycithian. Just as she decided that she’d go out for a little bit and look for him, Bexli heard a noise.

      She ceased her pacing, both thrilled that Tommel had returned, and ready to give him a piece of her mind for leaving her when they should be making time through the mountains. Before she could open her mouth, she realized that the sounds were not being made by one person, and they certainly weren’t being made by the nearly silent footfall of a Dothvek.

      Her pulse quickened as she thought about who it could be. The sounds grew louder and more confusing—scuffling and grunting. Her heart hammered as she looked around the cave for something to use as a weapon, her gaze settling on her pack and remembering the hard, metal, water canister. She scooped it up and ran on tiptoes to the wall by the entrance, flattening herself against it and holding the pack over her head. If a Crestek came inside, she could take him out with a well-timed swing before he could even notice her.

      A low braying noise made her startle. Was that a jebel? As far as she knew, Cresteks didn’t use jebels. Only Dothveks. The fast-paced, muffled chattering that followed almost made her weep, and she dropped her pack to the floor with a thud. The voice stopped at the sound, but soon a huge figure crowded the narrow entrance to the cave.

      Bexli smiled up at him. She never thought she would be happy to see the exiled Dothvek who’d kidnapped her friend, Caro. “Hey, Rukken. Fancy meeting you here.”

      He cocked an eyebrow at her, but he was pushed aside as Caro barreled into the cave. Within moments, the pilot had thrown her arms around her.

      “We didn’t know what had happened to you,” Caro said. “I had a few guesses, but we didn’t know for sure, and then Tommel rode off to find you and we’ve been searching for you ever since.” She pulled back and sucked in a breath, as she held Bexli at arm’s length, looking her up and down. “Are you okay?”

      Bexli laughed, her voice cracking. “I’m fine. I’m glad it was you and not some Crestek.”

      Caro’s gazed scanned the inside of the dim cave. “Where’s Tommel? Did he not find you?”

      “He found me. We ran into a little trouble with a burjal.”

      “A what?” Caro asked as Rukken’s eyes widened.

      “Like a giant scorpion,” Bexli said.

      Caro slapped a hand over her mouth. “Is he…?”

      “He’s fine. He went to get food.”

      Rukken grunted from the doorway. “I should go look for him.”

      “No need.” Tommel’s voice was a rumble behind Rukken.

      Relief coursed through Bexli as he stepped inside next to Rukken. “I’m glad you’re back. We need to get moving. We still have a long way to go to get through these mountains.”

      “After you eat.” Tommel held out a long, pink-skinned fruit. He squatted on the floor and began to peel it.

      “I don’t need to eat,” Bexli said. “What I need to do is find my friends.”

      “You need food.” Tommel shot her a warning look.

      Bexli glared back, but felt the stirrings of desire as they argued. “I said I’m fine.”

      Caro’s gaze was ping-ponging between the two. “If Bex says she isn’t hungry, she’s probably not hungry. She can go for a while without food. It’s one of the cool things about Lycithians.”

      “Perhaps.” Tommel did not look up. “But she has never been pregnant before.”

      The cave went silent, and Caro’s head snapped to Bexli. “Say what?”

      Bexli’s desire to fuck Tommel was all but obliterated by her overwhelming need to kill him.
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      Tommel tried to ignore Bexli shooting daggers at him, but it was difficult since he could also feel the anger radiating off her. He suspected it wasn’t only their growing connection. Everyone in the cave could tell she was livid. He kept his eyes on the fruit he was peeling until he could no longer.

      When he finally looked up, Rukken was staring at him with a mixture of surprise and amusement. “And you are the father?”

      “Yes.” Tommel could not help bristling as the former exile’s eyebrows shot skyward. He knew he was not the youngest Dothvek around, but he was fully able to father a child.

      “I knew you two…” Caro started to say, her voice unnaturally high. “I didn’t know you’d done it so much that you’d gotten pregnant, Bex.”

      “It only takes one time.” Bexli’s tone was clipped.

      Tommel glanced up to meet her gaze and cocked an eyebrow at her. Her cheeks flushed at the obvious reminder that there had been more than one time and there would have been more if he had not left the cave for food.

      Bexli looked away from him with a huff. “My pregnancy is not what we need to be talking about.”

      “Really?” Caro crossed her arms over her chest. “Because it’s the most interesting bit of news I’ve heard in a long time. How can you even be sure you’re pregnant?” Caro’s mouth fell open. “Unless you two have been doing it for way longer than I thought.”

      Bexli put her hands on her hips. “We haven’t. Lycithians start showing signs very early on. Like hours after. That’s how I know I’m pregnant.”

      Caro relaxed her stance, but looked down at her friend’s flat stomach, as if a bump might pop out at any moment. “What kind of signs?”

      Bexli shrugged, not meeting Caro’s eyes.

      “She cannot shift.” Tommel looked up from peeling the fruit.

      Caro’s mouth dangled open, and she swung her head to face Bexli. “Is that true, Bex?”

      “Yes, but it’s not like it’s permanent. As soon as the baby is born, I’ll be able to shift like I used to.”

      “So, you’re keeping the baby then,” Caro said, her voice low then getting louder as she beamed at her crew mate. “I mean, of course you are. Holy shit, Bexli, you’re having a baby. I can’t believe it.”

      Bexli rolled her eyes as Caro threw her arms around her again, but she eventually smiled and returned the hug. “I guess I am.”

      Caro stepped back and looked her up and down. “Honestly, I did not think you would be the first one of us to get knocked up. Actually, I didn’t imagine you’d ever have a kid.”

      “That makes two of us,” Bexli muttered. “But I am, so I’m going to have to get used to the idea, and figure out how to work around it.”

      Tommel stood, handing the peeled fruit—its firm insides bright-orange and dotted with black—to Bexli. “What do you mean work around it?”

      She eyed the fruit but did not take it. “I still belong to a bounty-hunting crew, which means I still have a job to do. I’ll just need to figure out how to help bring in bounties without being able to shift for a while.”

      “Bounty hunters capture criminals, do they not?” Tommel asked, frowning at her.

      Bexli returned his scowl. “Yes.”

      “Except for Max,” Caro added. “She wasn’t a criminal, and she was probably the easiest bounty we’ve ever captured.”

      Tommel’s pulse quickened as he imagined the types of unsavory, violent aliens Bexli could encounter. “It is unsafe to capture criminals while you are carrying a child.” He did not add that he did not approve of the idea of her going after criminals even if she was not carrying his child.

      “I can’t stop working,” Bexli said. “I’m a part of a crew, and everyone pulls their weight.”

      “I mean, yes.” Caro bobbled her head. “But I’m sure Danica would make an exception since you’re—“

      Bexli held up a hand to cut her off, and Caro clamped her mouth shut as the Lycithian turned her gaze on him. “Being pregnant doesn’t make me an invalid. I thought I proved to you that I wasn’t some fragile creature you could break.”

      Tommel’s face heated at the memory of pressing her against the rock wall and pounding into her. “That was…I never should have…I cannot allow you to take chances with my child.”

      Caro drew in a sharp breath, and Bexli’s cheeks turned a violent shade of red.

      “Your child?” Bexli asked, her voice so low he could barely make out the words.

      Caro grabbed Rukken by the hand, and tugged him toward the cave’s entrance. “We’ll give you two some privacy.”

      “I meant our child.” Tommel’s heart still raced, but his mouth went dry at the sight of Bexli advancing on him. Even though she was a fraction of his size, she looked like she wanted to rip him in two.

      “Let’s get one thing straight.” Bexli jabbed a finger into Tommel’s bare chest. “You may have had an equal part in making this baby, and you may be a really great fuck, but that does not give you any right to tell me what I can and can’t do. Are we clear?”

      Tommel gazed down at her flashing eyes and her heaving chest, and couldn’t help thinking that she was gorgeous when she was mad. It was a good thing for him, since she seemed to spend a lot of time furious at him.

      He knew enough about her by now to know that he was not going to be able to change her mind. The female was the most stubborn and independent one he’d ever met. If she wasn’t going to keep herself and the child safe, he would have to do it himself. Guarding her every move from now until the baby was born was something he would gladly do, if it meant he could keep them both safe.

      “We are clear,” he told her. “As long as you understand that I am not going anywhere. You are mine, this baby is mine, and your perfect little body is mine, whether you want to admit it or not.”

      Her gaze heated and drifted from his eyes to his lips. Her pupils darkened, and she licked her own bottom lip before letting out a small moan, grabbing the fruit from his hand, and stalking out of the cave.
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      “Where do you think they’ve taken him?” Holly asked, wringing her hands as she sat across from Tori in one of the ship’s crew quarters.

      “I’m sure he’s safe, Hols.” Danica wrapped one arm around the redhead’s shoulders. Tori noticed that the captain hadn’t given her a real answer, not that she blamed her.

      After Tori had managed to set them down somewhat gently on the flat stretch of land outside the Crestek city, they’d been escorted off the bridge and locked in one of the crew quarters. Luckily, all the women had been put in one room, but they’d been separated from the Dothvek men. Vrax had been less than pleased when he’d been stopped from following Tori into the room, but a jab in the side with a blaster had quieted him.

      Tori only hoped the Dothveks weren’t all shoved into one of the small rooms like they were. The aliens were significantly bigger, and she imagined they’d be going out of their minds if they were crammed into one room. Knowing the barbarians, they were probably going out of their minds, regardless.

      Tori half sat, half leaned against the ebony desk built into the wall, while Danica and Holly sat on the bed, and Max stood, pacing a small circle in front of the bathroom door.

      “Why do you think they haven’t taken us off the ship?” Max asked, pausing her pacing long enough to look up. “I was sure they would have dragged us into the city by now.”

      Tori shrugged. “Maybe they don’t have enough places to put all of us in their city. You did say they didn’t put you in a jail, right?”

      Max gnawed on her bottom lip and dragged a hand through her short, dark hair. “Right. It was more like a sex suite.”

      Tori choked back a laugh. “I doubt they’re going to put a bunch of Dothveks in a sex suite.”

      “I don’t get it, either,” Danica said. “If they wanted the ship, wouldn’t they have dumped all of us back at the camp? Or at least released us now?”

      “Let a bunch of their enemy go right outside their city walls?” Tori shook her head. “They aren’t stupid.”

      “You don’t think this whole thing was to get T’Kar back, do you?” Holly asked.

      Tori thought that was a distinct possibility, especially since the head Crestek was his father, and seemed to think his son had been taken by the Dothveks. One thing was for sure, none of this was helping the shaky peace treaty between the two clans. It was hard to believe that not long ago, the Cresteks and Dothveks had bound together to fight off the bounty hunter, Mourad.

      “If it was, they know now that the Dothveks didn’t take him,” Max said.

      Holly nibbled on her thumbnail. “I don’t know if that matters to T’Kar’s father.”

      Tori crossed her legs at the ankles and folded her arms over her chest. “Yeah, your father-in-law is a real charmer, by the way.”

      Holly shuddered. “Thanks. I guess I never thought of him as my father-in-law. He was just the creepy old guy who always looked like he wanted to undress me. T’Kar is so different from him.”

      “You can say that again.” Danica shook her head. “It didn’t look like they even liked each other.”

      “What if they make him go back?” Holly’s voice shook. “What if they make him stay in the city?”

      None of the women spoke for a few moments until Tori cleared her throat. “We got Max and Kush out once; I guess we’d have to get T’Kar out, too.”

      “We don’t have Bex,” Danica said. “Most of our rescue plans involve her.”

      “She and Caro are okay, right?” Max looked from person to person.

      “Of course, they are,” Tori answered without thinking. “They’re probably looking for a way to rescue us.”

      “Once they find us,” Holly muttered.

      Tori stood and clapped her hands. “Okay, enough of this pity party. We’ve been in worse scrapes than this.”

      Danica nodded. “Tori’s right. If Bex and Caro are out there, then they’re going to be working on a way to save us. We need to be working from the inside, as well.”

      “What do you mean?” Max asked. “I haven’t been an official bounty hunter babe for very long, remember? The worst scrape I’ve gotten into was being kidnapped by you all, when you took me as a bounty.”

      “Meaning we should be thinking of ways to prepare for their attack or rescue attempt,” Tori said. “Sourcing weapons, creating distractions, that kind of thing.”

      Holly swept a hand through her curls. “Usually Bex is our go-to, since she can shift, but that doesn’t mean the rest of us don’t have talents.”

      Danica eyed their curvy engineer. “I’m assuming you’re putting yourself in the distraction category?”

      “If it means getting T’Kar out of here, then I’ll shake my ass at whomever I need to.”

      Tori cringed, knowing Holly was being quite literal. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. We still have other advantages.”

      Max put her hands on her hips. “Like…?”

      “Like me.” The whisper came from overhead, and all three women tipped their heads up to look at the air vent.

      Tori jumped onto the bed, squinting through the grate. “Rynn? Is that you? I was wondering if you’d gotten off the ship, or just hidden really well.”

      The grate slid to one side and a small head poked out, followed by a puff of green fur.

      Tori bit back a groan. Rynn was holding Pog, Bexli’s shape-shifting pet, who loved to leave pellets of poop on her bed. She wouldn’t have been heartbroken if Pog had been lost in the chaos, but she knew Bexli would be thrilled he was okay.

      The boy’s sandy-brown hair tumbled over his face, but it couldn’t cover his wide grin. “I hid once I heard those other aliens coming on board. Then I remembered you and Vrax telling me about how you hid in the air vents when you stowed away on a ship before coming to Kurril.”

      Tori’s cheeks warmed at the memories of being with Vrax in the vents on Mourad’s ship. Even though she’d been determined not to fall for the cocky Dothvek, she hadn’t been able to resist him. Even thinking about how annoyed she’d been by him at the time made her smile and made her heart ache for him.

      “I was crawling through them when I heard Pog yipping,” Rynn continued, “so I grabbed him on my way to find you.”

      She helped the boy down from the vent, brushing off his dusty clothes once he was standing next to her on the bed. He put Pog down, and the tiny glurkin scampered around in circles on the bed, sniffing everyone and purring loudly.

      “Who needs a shapeshifter when we have a pair who can travel through the vents?” Holly ruffled Pog’s fur. “I know technically Pog can shift, but I’ve never seen him do it without Bex.”

      Tori wasn’t sure if she wanted the animal shifting without Bexli there to control him. As far as she’d seen, Pog wasn’t a great listener, unless it was Bex giving the orders. “I don’t think that’s a great idea. What if he shifts into something crazy and we can’t get him back?”

      “Agreed.” Danica watched as Pog spun around in fast circles before settling on the dove-gray blanket and starting to snore.

      Max looked up at the gaping hole in the ceiling. “Holly is right. Rynn can move anywhere in the ship without being detected. He can tell us what the Crestek are up to, and where the Dothveks are being held.”

      “I can tell you that already.” Rynn puffed out his chest slightly. “Vrax and a few others are right next door to you. Another bunch, including the two that look identical, are in a room a few doors down.”

      “What about T’Kar?” Holly asked. “The guy with the shorter hair and the tattoos that look like a breastplate over his chest?”

      “You mean your boyfriend?” Rynn asked with a sly grin.

      Holly’s cheeks flushed. “Technically, he’s my husband, but yeah.”

      Rynn’s eyes widened slightly at that. “He’s in Tori and Vrax’s cabin with the old guy.”

      Tori flinched. So much for her and Vrax keeping their relationship under wraps, she thought, although none of the other women blinked twice at this.

      “Really?” Holly nibbled on her thumbnail.

      Rynn bobbed his head up and down. “He’s getting yelled at a lot. I’d rather have no dad, than have that guy as a dad.”

      “At least he’s safe, Hols,” Danica said. “I’m sure he can withstand a little yelling.”

      “What about the bad guys?” Tori asked. “How many are there, and where are they?”

      Rynn held up his hands and began counting off on his small fingers. “They have one outside this door, and two outside each of the rooms with the Dothveks.”

      “Only one at our door?” Tori grinned. “That was their first mistake.”

      “The old guy is in the big cabin with his son and two guards outside,” Rynn continued. “There’s one guy on the bridge, and another guarding the ramp. Some soldiers have been coming and going, but most left once we landed.”

      “So, a skeleton crew.” Danica locked eyes with Tori. “That’s good.”

      “Okay, we know where everyone is.” Max rubbed her hands together. “Now what do we do?”

      “First of all, we don’t let them know we have a spy in the vents,” Tori said.

      The boy peered up at the dark hole in the ceiling. “You want me to go back up there?”

      Tori rested a hand on his shoulder. “Yes, but not for long. I need you to tell Vrax and the other Dothveks our plan and then I need you to take Pog and sneak off the ship.”

      “But there’s a guard at the exit ramp.”

      “There’s another way off the ship,” Tori told him. “The ship’s exhaust vent. And you’re small enough to use it.”

      “Is that safe?” Holly dropped her voice as if Rynn wasn’t right next to her.

      Tori nodded. “Perfectly safe, as long as the ship isn’t flying.”

      Rynn smoothed a hand across the hair that flopped over his forehead. “Okay, so what do I do once I’ve made it out the exhaust vent of the ship?”

      “You need to find Caro and Bexli. I’m sure Caro will be with her new boyfriend, Rukken, and probably some other Dothveks. They’ll need to know our plan, and everything you’ve told us about the Cresteks inside the ship.”

      Rynn gave her a solemn nod, then looked down at Pog. “And you want me to take him?”

      “If you find Bexli, Pog will come in handy,” Danica said. “Even if somehow you don’t, I have a feeling Pog would protect you, if you need him to.”

      Tori narrowed her eyes at the glurkin. “He seems to like you more than he does me, so I think Danica’s right. He’ll be added insurance for you. Plus, I suspect he can track Bexli once he catches her scent.”

      Rynn scooped up Pog and tucked him under one arm. The ball of fur barely stirred from his sleep, as Tori hoisted the boy and the pet back up into the ventilation shaft. Part of her hated to send him away again so soon, but she knew it was crucial that he not be seen by the Cresteks, and that he get away and find their crew mates. Her throat felt thick as she watched his feet disappear into the ceiling. He pushed the grate so that it slid across the square opening, the scraping noise louder than she’d hoped.

      Before the grate slid completely back into place, Rynn popped his head through the narrow gap. “I forgot something.”

      Tori glanced around the room, wondering what the boy might have left behind.

      He let out a small chuckle as he shook his head, his thatch of hair hanging down. “You know the plan I’m supposed to tell everyone?”

      Tori glanced back at the door, hoping the guard didn’t decide to check out the noise. “Yeah?”

      “What is it?”
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      Tommel walked beside Rukken, but he continued to glance back at Bexli. She and Caro were walking together a few paces behind, their heads together in hushed conversation.

      Bexli had not spoken to him since she’d snatched the fruit from his hand and stomped out of the cave. That had been when the suns were climbing into the sky, and now the two bright orbs were sliding down toward the horizon. Not that Tommel could see the horizon as they trekked through the mountains, weaving around the narrow pass that hugged the sheer rocks.

      The high peaks shielded them from the direct rays of the sun, but the air still held the heat of the day. As they walked farther into the mountains, the scent of arid sand had faded, and he knew the world would smell very different on the other side. More birds swooped overhead, their cawing reminding him that they were closer to the Crestek city. He missed the soft sand shifting beneath his bare feet and even the creatures that dwelled under it. The rock beneath him was cold and unyielding and held no mysteries. His stomach tightened as the distance between them and the sands increased, and home grew farther away.

      He twisted his head around again as he sensed a burst of emotion from Bexli, but before he could determine what she was feeling, his foot slipped, and a torrent of pebbles skittered off the path.

      Rukken grabbed him by the arm and jerked him back. “If you do not stop looking behind us, you are either going to fall off the edge, or walk into the rock face.”

      Tommel heard the small rocks hitting the ground far below them and his heart stuttered. “Thank you. I will be more careful.”

      Rukken released his arm but cut his eyes to him. “You are supposed to be the wise one, is that not so?”

      Tommel let out a strangled laugh. “It seems I am not so wise, after all.”

      Rukken’s mouth twitched up. “Because you lost your heart to a female? I do not think that has anything to do with wisdom.”

      “Perhaps not, but I should know better.”

      Rukken shrugged. “We have all done things we should have known not to do.”

      Tommel looked at the formerly exiled Dothvek. He knew the warrior spoke from recent experience, and he glanced back quickly at the male’s new mate, Caro. “Your mistake turned out well.”

      “Yes, but it was impulsive and foolish, and driven by my passion. I knew I should not do it, but I could not stop myself because I was so drawn to her.”

      Tommel knew exactly what Rukken meant. It was how he felt around Bexli. Out of control and driven by his emotions. It was a feeling he never thought he would experience again, and one he did not welcome.

      “I fear that my mistake will not end well.” Tommel lowered his voice.

      “It has already brought you the blessing of a child. That cannot be a mistake.”

      Tommel flinched, resisting the urge to steal another look at Bexli. “The child is not born yet. There is much that can yet happen.”

      Rukken was silent for a while as they walked, their wide feet soundless on the rock, even as the females’ footsteps padded behind them. “I have not been gone so long, you know. I do remember what happened, even though I was very young.”

      Tommel knew that Rukken meant the illness that had swept through the females and taken his mate and the unborn child she carried. He did not answer, his throat tight.

      “That will not happen again,” Rukken added.

      Tommel gave a curt nod, but he did not say what he really thought. Rukken did not know that it could not happen again. Even if there was no illness, many things could happen to a female and her child. His planet was a dangerous place.

      “You can protect them,” Rukken said, clearly sensing Tommel’s doubt and fear.

      “Not if she leaves.”

      They rounded a curve in the path, and it widened so that Tommel did not need to walk at the edge. He moved closer to Rukken, and the Dothvek glanced at him.

      “You would not go with her?”

      Tommel nearly tripped, catching himself and feeling grateful he wasn’t close to the drop-off. “Leave the planet and live in space?”

      He had never considered such a thing, but Rukken bobbed one shoulder up and down as if it was of no consequence. “Why not? There is much to see beyond our world, and I would rather be anywhere with my mate, than here without her.”

      Tommel peeked at Bexli, her lavender hair swinging as she walked, and her face animated as she talked with Caro. His heart squeezed at the thought of never seeing her again or never seeing his child. “You would not make your mate stay with you?”

      Rukken laughed. “I have had very bad luck making her do anything. I have found that I like it better when she wants to do something, and I greatly prefer it when she is happy. I would do anything to make her happy, including living in a metal ship flying among the stars.”

      Tommel shivered at the thought, but he looked at the Dothvek with newfound admiration. The warrior was not the violent brute he had once thought him to be. Falling for one of the offworld females had revealed his good heart and honorable intentions.

      Shaking his head at the thought of never seeing the sands or suns again, Tommel bent low to go under a rock overhang. “Dothveks have ruled the sands since our planet was created by the goddesses. We are not meant to leave.”

      “How do we know the goddesses did not send these females to us?” Rukken asked. “How do we know this is not the goddesses’ way of telling us it is time to spread our wings and venture out into the universe?”

      Tommel had heard the whispers that the offworld females had been sent by the goddesses. He had even heard some say that they were some sort of tiny goddesses themselves, although he did not believe that. He did know that the priestesses in the village had accepted the females, and believed that they were fulfilling an ancient prophecy. Could that prophecy possibly include them leaving and taking Dothvek warriors with them? The idea made fear stir within him. Fear he did not want to admit he had.

      “I do not know,” he said, at last. “All I know for certain is that I must keep the female and my child safe, no matter the cost.”

      He felt Rukken’s eyes on him, but he kept his eyes trained on the path ahead as it snaked through the shimmering rock and sloped down toward the nearing valley he could smell but not yet see.

      “Even if that is not what she wants?” the other Dothvek asked. “Even if she wants more than that?”

      Tommel pressed his lips together. He could not give more than that. He could protect her and the child with his life, but he could not abandon his world, nor could he open his heart to more than their obvious physical connection. That part of him had died long ago. He stole another glance at Bexli, and his heart squeezed. It would have to be enough.
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      Even though Bexli could usually walk for ages without tiring, her legs grew weary as she and Caro followed Rukken and Tommel through the mountains. Probably because I ran like crazy across the desert and then did battle with a giant sand scorpion, she thought.

      “You’re sure you’re feeling okay, Bex?” Caro asked, glancing at her.

      “I’m pregnant, not injured.” Bexli refused to let her friend know that the pregnancy was already weakening her. She hated that she couldn’t shift, and that exhaustion was creeping up on her. She’d never needed a lot of sleep, but she suspected she could have curled up on the rock and been snoring within seconds.

      Keeping her eyes trained on the broad backs of the aliens in front of them, Bexli frowned. She’d heard about Lycithian pregnancies before, but she’d never paid much attention to the whispering because she’d never had any intention of having children. Now she wished she’d listened. Aside from losing the ability to shift, having heightened senses of smell and hearing, and apparently being overcome with the overwhelming desires to both screw and nap, she wasn’t sure exactly what other surprises she had to look forward to.

      She stifled a yawn at the same time she thought about how much she wanted to run her tongue down Tommel’s stomach ridges. He glanced back as if he’d sensed her thoughts, but she kept her expression placid. When he turned back around, she cursed inwardly.

      “So, what’s going on there?” Caro asked, her voice soft enough that the barbarians couldn’t hear, as she waved a hand toward Tommel.

      “What do you mean?”

      Caro choked back a laugh. “I’m not blind, Bex. You two obviously weren’t a one-time thing.”

      Bexli swung her head toward her friend. “Why do you say that?”

      “Flings don’t look at each other like that. If this planet had anything close to a garden hose, I’d need to turn it on you both.”

      Bexli furrowed her brow. She did not know what the pilot meant, but then again, she was frequently confused by the Earth things Caro rambled on about. “I don’t know what a garden hose is, but I promise you there is nothing serious between me and Tommel.”

      “Aside from the baby, you mean.”

      Bexli blew out a breath. “Aside from that.”

      Caro put a hand on her friend’s arm. “Listen, Bex. I know you’ve never been one for relationships. I get it. I know things were rough for you, and being forced to work in a pleasure house would have made me pretty uninterested in guys, too. But not all of them are like that.”

      Bexli tensed, but then glanced over at Caro. Of anyone on the ship, the pilot probably knew her the best. She’d been the one to welcome her onto the crew with open arms, and had never judged her for her questionable past. Bexli always suspected that Caro’s murky past with the Valox resistance had given her a lot of empathy. And neither of them had ever expressed interest in dating, or the random hook-ups that some of their crew mates enjoyed. They’d both been content with their jobs, and the crew had been all the family and friends they’d needed.

      But now Caro had fallen for one of the sand-dwelling barbarians. She’d clearly opened herself up to Rukken, and she seemed happier than Bexli had ever seen her. But Rukken wasn’t Tommel, and Rukken hadn’t walked away from Caro like Tommel had walked away from her.

      Bexli shook her head. “You don’t understand. Tommel doesn’t want me. The only reason he’s so obsessed with guarding me is because of the baby.”

      “I’m sure it’s more than that.”

      Tears pricked the back of Bexli’s eyes, remining her again that the pregnancy hormones were messing with her emotions. “Trust me. If I hadn’t gotten knocked up, he would have no problem walking away from me and never looking back.”

      Caro squeezed her arm. “Bex—“

      Bexli shook off her arm. “It’s fine. It’s not like I wanted anything more, either.” She glared at his broad, ridged back. “But I hate feeling like I have a permanent babysitter.”

      They walked in silence for a while, their shadows lengthening as the suns sank lower in the sky. Bexli didn’t need to be empathic to know that Caro was upset and worried about her. Her friend had never been great at hiding her emotions, and she hadn’t deserved being snapped at.

      Bexli put an arm around her shoulders. “I am sorry if I seem upset. It’s not you. I know you’re only trying to help.”

      “No, it’s my fault. You’re pregnant, and I shouldn’t be telling you how to feel or what to do.” Caro leaned her head on Bexli’s shoulder. “I don’t know what you’re going through, but you know you can always count on me, right? Whatever you need, I’m here for you. Even if that means trying to find pickles and ice cream for you.”

      Bexli wrinkled her nose. “Pickles and ice cream?”

      “Humans are known to get weird food cravings when they’re pregnant. Is that a Lycithian thing, too?”

      “No idea.” Bexli laughed. “I hope not. I have enough cravings to deal with right now. I would not want to add pickles and ice cream to the list of things I want but cannot have.”

      “What other cravings do you…?” Caro slapped a hand over her mouth and her eyes flicked to Tommel then to Bexli.

      Bexli shook her head, but her cheeks betrayed her by warming. “Like I said, it’s a craving I can’t give in to.”

      Caro’s eyebrows shot skyward. “Why not?” she whispered. “He’s gorgeous and built and has that sexy older-guy vibe going on. Talk about ‘who’s your daddy?’”

      Bexli gaped at her friend, who was now miming spanking, glancing quickly at the Dothveks and hoping they hadn’t heard. “Caro!”

      Caro’s cheeks mottled pink, and she stopped spanking the air. “Sorry. I think silver foxes are really hot. If I wasn’t so crazy about Rukken…”

      Bexli swatted her arm. “I think the thin atmosphere on this planet has gotten to you. You never used to talk like this.”

      Caro grinned at her. “I know. Rukken’s unleashed my inner bad girl.”

      “Oh, no.” Bexli wagged a finger at the pilot. “We already have Holly and Tori. The bounty-hunter babes do not need any more bad girls. Someone needs to be levelheaded.”

      Caro’s wicked smile dropped from her face. “You’re right. I’m trying to make you feel better, not talk about how hot your baby daddy is.” She squared her shoulders. “No more sex talk.”

      “Good, because sex is the last thing either of us need to be thinking about. We need to focus on getting our crew mates away from the Cresteks and stealing back our new ship.”

      Caro let out a long breath. “I still don’t know how the four of us are supposed to face off against a bunch of aliens with blasters.”

      Bexli didn’t respond. She’d had the same thoughts. They were going up against the enemy right outside their city. There would undoubtably be even more soldiers to take out, and they only had two Dothveks. She and Caro weren’t great at hand-to-hand combat, and she couldn’t even shift anymore.

      She unconsciously touched a hand to her flat stomach. As much as she was frustrated by all the ways the pregnancy was changing her, she didn’t want the baby to get hurt. She felt a strange compulsion to protect the unborn child, even though she couldn’t see it or feel it. But she also knew she couldn’t abandon her crew. They were her family.

      She was so lost in her thoughts that she barely noticed the two Dothvek warriors stop and assume fighting stances, as she almost walked into Tommel. He reached a long arm behind him without looking back, touching her as if to assure himself that she was still there.

      Once they’d all stilled, Bexli heard the sound of soft footsteps. She held her breath and kept her eyes locked on the bend in the mountain pass. Whoever it was, it sounded like only one set of feet, so that was good. Rukken and Tommel could easily take on one alien warrior.

      When she saw the small head appear, and her eyes dropped to the green puff of fur in the boy’s arms, she couldn’t help clapping her hands. “Pog!”
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      Tommel relaxed his stance when he saw the young boy with sandy hair flopping over his forehead, and Rukken did the same.

      “Whew.” The boy’s gaze moved past the Dothveks and rested on the women behind. “Am I glad I found you.” He set the tiny ball of green fur on the ground, and it scampered over to Bexli. “I feel like I’ve been walking forever.”

      Caro stepped forward, pushing between Tommel and Rukken. “Rynn, what are you doing out here? I thought you were on the ship.”

      Bexli scooped up Pog and buried her face in his fur for a moment before looking up. “I know Pog was in my room on the ship. How did you both get out?”

      Rynn smoothed his long bangs over to one side and puffed out his chest. “The exhaust vents. We’re both small enough to fit through.”

      Caro’s mouth fell open. “You crawled through the exhaust vents of the ship?”

      He nodded. “I was the only one who could fit. Well, me and Pog.” He waved a hand at the glurkin. “Your friends told me to find you, and Tori told me to take Pog.”

      “Figures,” Bexli muttered, then shook her head. “So, everyone’s okay?”

      Rynn nodded. “As far as I know.”

      Tommel studied the boy, noticing him lick his lips as he spoke. “Here. You need to drink. You are tired.” He pulled a waterskin off his waistband and handed it to the boy.

      “Thanks.” Rynn took it with a grateful smile and took a few urgent swallows.

      Tommel noticed Bexli watching him, but he didn’t meet her gaze. He’d sensed her confusion and frustration for most of the time they’d been walking, and he did not want to add to her inner turmoil. Keeping his distance was the best thing for both of them, so he kept his eyes locked on the boy. “Tell us what happened.”

      Rynn dragged the back of his hand across his damp mouth. “You don’t know? Those guys with the robes ran on the ship and took it.”

      Rukken let out a breath. “We know that. What happened after that?”

      “Was anyone hurt?” Tommel asked, working to keep his voice steady, even as he sensed Rukken’s impatience. “

      Rynn shook his head. “No one got shot. They rounded up everyone and took all the weapons then locked folks up in rooms.”

      “And the ship?” Tommel asked. “Is it far from here?”

      Another quick shake. “Not too far.”

      Rukken shifted from one foot to the other. “Is it outside the Crestek city gates?”

      “Are the Cresteks the bad guys?” Rynn took another swig of water. “Then, yeah, I think so. I saw some big stone walls behind me as I was running away from the ship.”

      “As we suspected,” Rukken said to Tommel in a furtive voice.

      Tommel felt the same rush he knew Rukken did. His fingers tingled in anticipation of closing in on the enemy, and it was hard not to break into a run.

      “We should not wait any longer.” Rukken’s hand hovered over his blade. “We are almost there.”

      “Whoa,” Caro said, before either Dothvek could speak. “Can’t you see how tired Rynn is? We need to let him rest a little before we do anything.”

      Tommel looked at the boy’s flushed face. “She is right. He has been running.”

      Rynn’s pink cheeks deepened in color. “I’m all right, but I haven’t told you the plan yet.”

      “Plan?” Bexli stepped forward. “There’s a plan?”

      Caro glanced at her, and both women’s faces broke into wide grins. “Of course, there’s a plan. When has Danica not had a plan?”

      Tommel motioned for the boy to sit against the rock wall and they all gathered around him. “Tell us this plan.”

      Rynn pursed his lips and twisted them over to one side as he thought. Finally, he snapped his fingers. “Right. They said that I should find Bexli and tell her to change into something small—I forget what exactly—and come back into the ship through the vents with me and Pog. Once we’re in, I’ll open the ramp to the ship so the rest of you can come on while Bexli and Pog take out as many of the bad guys as they can, and let the Dothveks and women out of their rooms.”

      When he’d stopped talking, he beamed at everyone. But no one was smiling back. They were all looking at Bexli.

      Caro cleared her throat. “It’s okay. I’m sure we can come up with another plan that doesn’t involve Bexli.”

      Tommel watched the Lycithian’s head drop as she stroked her fluffy pet. He desperately wanted to comfort her, but he sensed anger and frustration rolling off the female in waves.

      “Why?” Rynn asked, glancing over at Bexli. “Isn’t that her?”

      Caro cringed. “Yes, but she can’t shift right now, so we need to figure out a way to take the ship without using Bex.”

      Rynn looked confused, but shrugged. “I guess I can go back on with Pog and try to do all of it myself.”

      Bexli let out a loud huff of breath and looked up, her eyes glittering. “We can’t send a boy in to do all of that. He’ll get caught or…worse.”

      Caro rested a hand on her friend’s knee. “I know it’s not ideal, but what else can we do? It’s not like you can help what happened. It is what it is. We need to work around it.”

      Bexli jumped to her feet, letting Pog roll onto the ground with a yip. “Everything is falling apart, and it’s all my fault.” She stomped off.

      Caro stood to follow her, but Tommel put out an arm. “Let me go to her.”

      Caro eyed him as if she wasn’t so sure about that idea. Tommel wasn’t so sure, either, but he knew he needed to try. After all, it was his fault that Bexli felt that way she did. He was the reason she was pregnant and unable to help her friends. He couldn’t fix it, but he needed to talk to her.

      Rukken put an arm around Caro. “Let him try.”

      Caro twitched one shoulder. “You’re brave, I’ll give you that.”

      Tommel did not think that was encouraging, but he turned and followed where Bexli had disappeared down the path. After walking around a curve, he saw her slumped on the ground, her knees pulled into her chest and her arms wrapped around them.

      Crouching down in front of her, he touched a hand to her arm. “I am sorry.”

      “Why?” She raised her head to look at him, her eyes red. “You’re not the one who’s useless.”

      His stomach tightened as he felt her anguish. “You are far from useless.”

      She let out a strangled laugh. “Really? I can’t shift. I can’t help my friends. I can’t do my job.”

      “That is not all you are.”

      She glared at him. “You don’t even know me.”

      Her words stung, but he brushed them off. “I know that you are more than your ability to shift.”

      “You don’t understand. For so long, being Lycithian was a curse. It was the reason I was looked at in a certain way. It was the reason men licked their lips when they knew what I was. It was why I was taken into bondage on a pleasure planet. But then I joined Danica’s crew, and it became a good thing. It was the reason we could get so many bounties. For the first time, I could be proud of what I was. And now all that’s gone.”

      “It is not gone. You will get it back, and so much more.”

      Her face contorted in pain. “I don’t want more. I want things to go back to the way they were—before we crashed on your planet and met any of you.”

      “You do not want—?”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I’m going to have the baby.” She laughed, but there was no warmth in it. “But if I’m being totally honest, I wish none of it had ever happened. If you and I had never slept together then I wouldn’t be pregnant and powerless to help my crew. If there was no baby, I wouldn’t be different. I wouldn’t be powerless. I’d be me.” She took a shaky breath. “But all that is gone because I made one stupid mistake.”

      He pulled his hands away, recoiling from her words as his gut hardened into a cold ball. He was the stupid mistake.

      Tommel stood. She was right. He had been stupid. Stupid to think she could feel anything but regret and resentment about him.
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      Bexli watched as Tommel stiffened above her. Shit. That had come out all wrong. “I didn’t mean that—”

      “It is fine.” He cut her off. “You are right. It was wrong of me to come into your tent and act on my feelings.”

      She blew out a breath. This was going from bad to worse. She’d been upset and lashed out, and now she’d hurt his feelings. It wasn’t like he’d forced her to do anything. Before she could say that, he spoke again.

      “I can never change what happened, and I cannot change what will be. I will be the child’s father, but that is all.” His gaze shifted to hers, but the usual heat was gone. “We should not be anything else to each other.”

      It didn’t take Bexli long to figure out what he meant. No more sex. “Fine. If that’s what you want.”

      He looked away. “It is I who cannot give you what you want.”

      “What do you think I want?”

      His gaze flicked behind them to where Rukken and Caro’s voices drifted through the air. “What your friends have found with my Dothvek clansmen. I cannot be that for you.”

      Her throat tightened. If anyone had asked her, Bexli never would have said that she was looking for love or even a relationship, but suddenly knowing that Tommel would never be that—that he did not even want to try—made her swallow hard. “Then we’ll be strictly platonic.”

      He twitched, then nodded. “It is best.”

      Not for the horny mom-to-be, she thought, but didn’t say anything. Tommel had been trying to distance himself from her since he stumbled out of her tent. This was just another way, although it felt more final.

      He held out a hand. “We should join the others to discuss a new plan.”

      Bexli ignored his outstretched arm. “I’m going to stay here a little longer. Tell Caro I’ll be there soon.”

      He hesitated, looking back and then looking at her.

      “Go.” She waved a hand at him. “I’m fine. I just need to be alone.”

      He finally left, and Bexli leaned back against the rock face, letting her head bump the hard surface. Closing her eyes, she breathed in and out deeply. It wasn’t so bad. So, she’d never have a real relationship with the father of her child. That wasn’t so terrible, was it? There were plenty of parents who would be better off if they didn’t stay together. This way, she and Tommel were avoiding all that potential heartbreak upfront.

      Like cowards. Like my father who ran off as soon as things got hard.

      She shook her head hard. No, she would never let her child feel the way she had. Like it was somehow her fault that her father hadn’t stayed. It would be better if the child never knew him in the first place. That way there would be no one to miss, no face to ache for.

      She stood abruptly. That meant she needed to get the hell off this planet, before Tommel could decide that his protection of their child included following her when she left. And, make no mistake, she was leaving.

      “Were you looking for him?” The boy’s high voice drew her attention, and she saw that he held Pog in his arms.

      Bexli forced herself to smile. “Actually, I was.”

      He handed her the glurkin, who seemed to be asleep, and who snuggled against her and started purring. She stroked a hand down Pog’s soft fur. “So are the others busy making a new plan?”

      Rynn shrugged. “I guess. It’s not as exciting as the other one. They don’t even think I should sneak back in through the exhaust vents now.”

      “Really?”

      He made a face. “The serious one thinks it’s too dangerous for me.”

      Tommel was probably right. Climbing through exhaust vents was dangerous. It was also the best way to get on board without being seen. If the ship was parked outside the Crestek city, there was no doubt it was being guarded well. Even if she couldn’t shift, she was still probably small enough to crawl through the vents.

      “What would you think about hatching a rescue plan of our own?” Bexli asked, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper.

      Rynn’s pupils grew large. “Just you and me?”

      Bexli winked at him. “And Pog.”

      Rynn glanced over his shoulder, seeming to consider leaving the others behind for a moment. “Won’t they be mad at us for leaving without them?”

      “Probably,” Bexli said. That was underplaying it a lot. Tommel would be furious, and Caro would be hurt. “But this way, we can actually get into the ship.”

      Rynn grinned. “I did like sneaking through the ship through those vents. It was pretty cool to spy on everyone from above.”

      “See?” Bexli leaned down and nudged him. “That’s what I need. An expert to show me where to go. I can’t do this without you.”

      Rynn threw back his shoulders. “I did tell Tori I would bring you back.”

      “See? And neither one of us want to let down Tori, do we?”

      Rynn shook his head as he giggled. “No way. Have you seen what happens when she gets mad?”

      “More than a few times.” Bexli jerked her head away from where the others were talking, knowing that if they were going to go, it needed to be soon. The sunlight was already fading fast, and if they waited too long, it would be dark. “So, are you in?”

      “I’m in.”

      Bexli grinned and put a finger to her lips as she motioned for Rynn to follow her. “Then let’s do this, kid.”

      They hurried away from Tommel, Rukken, and Caro, running on their toes. Luckily, Pog didn’t wake, and his sleepy purring was the only sound they made as they walked quickly.

      Bexli concentrated on the narrowing path and tried not to think about what she’d done and who she’d left behind. She knew it was pretty shitty to leave Caro behind again, but she also knew that her friend would get it. In their group, Bexli and Pog always went ahead. It was their role in the group. Caro might be ticked off at first, but she’d get it.

      Tommel would not. She might not have known the Dothvek long, but she knew enough to know that he would be angry. He may not want to be with her, but she couldn’t fool herself into thinking he’d be fine with her running off with Rynn. When he discovered why she’d run off, he’d probably try to lock her up for good.

      “Too bad we’re not together and you don’t get a say in what I do,” she mumbled to herself.

      “What?” Rynn looked up at her.

      “Nothing.” She noticed that the stone path was giving way to sandy dirt. They came around a sharp bend and the path widened, scrubby bushes pushing out of the ground ahead.

      Rynn pointed a finger. “See? What’d I tell you?”

      Squinting, Bexli could see the top of the massive spaceship in the distance. Her pulse quickened, as she thought about her friends locked inside and pushed the Dothvek she’d left behind out of her mind.

      “Come on.” She grabbed Rynn’s hand and tugged him forward.

      Before they could take more than a few steps, they were surrounded by gold-skinned warriors that seemed to materialize out of thin air. Rynn’s hand tightened in hers.

      So much for their rescue plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Tommel rocked back on his heels as he crouched across from Rukken. He scraped a hand through his hair and darted another glance toward the bend in the path where Rynn had gone with Pog. He knew Bexli didn’t want to be around him, but he hoped she’d return soon.

      “There’s no other way?” Rukken’s question jerked him back to their conversation.

      “What? To get into the ship?” Tommel frowned. “Nothing that doesn’t put the boy in danger.”

      “He did it once,” Rukken said. “And he offered to go in again.”

      Tommel growled low. He couldn’t bear the thought of putting a child at risk. Rynn may not be his child, but he was still a child who needed to be protected by the adults around him. “The risk isn’t worth it.”

      Rukken folded his arms over his chest. “Battle is risk.”

      Tommel ground his teeth together. “We do it another way.”

      “I’m with Tommel.” Caro glanced at them from where she sat propped up against the wall, her legs stretched out in front of her and crossed at the ankles. “I don’t like using a kid. But if we also can’t use Bex, what are we left with? The three of us and Pog?”

      Tommel blew out a breath. “Dothveks have overcome bigger disadvantages.”

      Rukken was silent for a moment. “Is this because of you and the female? You are afraid—?”

      “Bexli and I are not together.”

      Caro and Rukken both gaped at him.

      “Since when?” Caro asked. “I saw the way you two were making eyes at each other in the cave.”

      Tommel tapped one foot on the ground. “Since I decided that we should not be involved.”

      “But she is—“ Rukken began to say, before Caro elbowed him.

      “I think that’s probably for the best.” Caro’s eyes pinched together. “It’s too bad it didn’t work out, but what can you do?”

      Tommel didn’t like talking about it, but he’d learned that Rukken’s mate talked a lot. He doubted there was much he could do to keep her from talking.

      “I mean, it’s too bad you weren’t the one for Bex,” Caro continued, “but you can’t force feelings that aren’t there.”

      He thought about correcting her. There were plenty of feelings between them. That was the problem. Controlling his feelings and keeping them from destroying him.

      “It wouldn’t be fair to be with Bex if you don’t love her, right?” Caro uncrossed her ankles and crisscrossed her legs. “She deserves someone who loves her, even if that someone won’t be you.”

      He stood, his spine stiffening with irritation. He did not like thinking of Bexli with someone else.

      “Don’t beat yourself up about it.” Caro leaned forward and her dark ponytail fell over one shoulder. “It probably wouldn’t have worked out even if you guys had given it a real shot.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Why do you say that?”

      Caro bobbed one shoulder up and down. “You’re obviously not looking to be a dad. I’m sure you guys had some fun, but Bex needs someone who will stick by her through thick and thin. Her dad left her when she was young, and then she had lots of reasons not to trust guys for a long time. It’s better she find someone who’s capable of being who she needs.”

      “You think I would not stick by her?”

      Caro tilted her head at him. “You seem to have a habit of freaking out and pulling away. It doesn’t seem to me like you’ve got it in you to love her, much less love the baby and be a father.”

      “Caro,” Rukken’s voice held a warning, but the female ignored him.

      “It’s nothing personal against you,” she said, with a flippant wave of one hand. “Love is hard. You barely know Bexli, and you don’t know the baby at all. She can’t expect you to care about a baby you’ve never met.”

      His blood pounded as he stared at her. Did this female think he would not love the child? That he did not already love the child? That he was not already sick with worry about something bad happening to it?

      “You are wrong,” he snapped.

      “Maybe, but I doubt it. Not all guys have it in them to be good fathers. You certainly wouldn’t be the first guy who didn’t care that much about their kid.” Her tone was so casual, it made him want to shake her. “Or who got a woman knocked up they didn’t care about.”

      He heaved in a breath. “You think I do not care about your friend? Or the baby?”

      She shrugged, smiling as if she hadn’t just accused him of being heartless. “Don’t get so upset. I’m sure you’ll forget about her once we’ve been gone for a while.”

      “Gone?” Panic swelled in his chest.

      “It will be better for everyone if you two make a clean break,” Caro says. “If you don’t love her enough to give up everything for her, then you should step aside for someone who will. And if you don’t love the baby so much that it terrifies you, then you aren’t the father it needs.”

      Even though her voice was light, the words almost knocked the wind out of him. Step aside? What was she talking about? He glanced at Rukken, but his face was blank. Didn’t he notice that his mate had lost her mind?

      How could she possibly think that he could step aside? And this human clearly knew nothing about him, because terror was pretty much the only thing he’d felt since the moment he learned she was carrying his child. Terror that something bad would happen to this baby, as well, and he would not be able to survive it.

      No, he was scared even before then. Tommel realized he’d been terrified of losing Bexli from the moment she’d first climbed on that jebel with him. It was why he’d shadowed her, making sure she was safe, and keeping any other male from coming too close. He’d been terrified of losing her, even before he’d claimed her and filled her belly with his child. Now, his own fear was going to make him lose her.

      “You are wrong about me. I already love this baby so much it terrifies me.” He sucked in a breath and waited for dark waves of grief to crash over him, for guilt to consume him, or for memories to fill him with gut-wrenching pain. But none of that happened. Instead, his chest filled with a warmth that spread throughout his entire body. “And Bexli. I love her.” His breath caught in his throat. “I think have for a while, but I could not admit it. It has been so long since I’ve let myself feel anything, but I cannot imagine living without her.”

      “Really? You love Bex?” Caro grinned, wrapping her arms around her knees.

      Tommel drew in a deep breath and looked down the path. “I do. I need to tell her. Now.”

      Caro leapt to her feet and gave him a shove. “It took you long enough to get there. Go on!”

      He cocked his head at her. Had this been her plan all along? He glanced at Rukken, who was smiling and shaking his head with his hands up.

      “I have never been able to control her,” he said. “Or stop her from talking so much.”

      Caro slapped her mate’s arm playfully.

      Tommel left both of them as he ran around the rock and down the path to where he’d left Bexli. He stopped when he saw that she was not there, nor were Rynn and Pog.

      He could not tell her that he loved her. She was gone.
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      Bexli held her hands up as the aliens surrounded her, but she lowered them the moment she realized they were Dothveks. “You escaped!”

      The bare-chested warriors who surrounded her furrowed their brows and looked seriously confused. Her gaze traveled over the group. She didn’t see K’alvek, or Kush, or any of the other warriors she recognized on sight. Not even the twin warriors Tommel had been so jealous of. And none of her friends were among them.

      Rynn elbowed her. “I don’t think these are the same ones.”

      “I’m getting that,” she said to him, under her breath.

      The crowd shifted and then parted, revealing a Dothvek female in robes that seemed to shimmer as gold as the sand. Her dark hair was arranged on top of her head with glittering ornaments in it, and her eyes were lined in black, sweeping out at the corners and making her appear cat-like.

      Bexli hadn’t seen her often, but she recognized the Dothvek as Zatvar’s mate and K’alvek’s mother. Another female—this one in ivory robes, but with the same intricately arranged hair and dramatically lined eyes—stood slightly behind her. Bexli recognized her as the priestess who had spoken to them before they left the village to go after Caro. She had warned them that their mission would change the clan’s path. She’d been right about that, Bexli thought grimly.

      “I am Kyrana,” K’alvek’s mother said, her voice regal and authoritative.

      Bexli didn’t know whether to bow or curtsy or what, so she inclined her head slightly. “Bexli.”

      “I know you. You are one of the offworlders. The shapeshifter.” The tone held no judgment. “You were with my son when he left on the rescue mission.”

      “I was.” Bexli thought how long ago the journey to find Caro seemed, even though it had been less than a week since they left the Dothvek village.

      Kyrana’s gaze darted around Bexli. “But you are alone.” Then her gaze drifted down. “Aside from the child.”

      Rynn bristled next to her. “Beg your pardon, but I’m not a child. Vrax lets me watch the ship sometimes.”

      The Dothvek females both smiled at him, and Kyrana’s eyes flickered with recognition when he said Vrax’s name. “My apologies.”

      “We were actually on our way to find the others.” Bexli nodded toward the Crestek city. “Most of your clansmen are in that ship.”

      The group pivoted as one, peering at the distant silhouette of the hulking gunmetal-gray spaceship. Low murmurs traveled through the warriors and they shifted uneasily.

      Kyrana turned back to Bexli, her placid face revealing little of what she thought. “My son is in there?” Before Bexli could reply, she added, “And Zatvar?”

      Bexli cringed. “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but Zatvar is dead.”

      Something flashed behind the Dothvek female’s eyes, but it was gone just as quickly. “When his hunting party did not return, we suspected something had happened. Can you tell me how?”

      Bexli blew out a breath. “It’s a bit of a long story.” After no one said anything, she shrugged. She guessed they weren’t in any hurry, although she hadn’t planned to stop and have such a long conversation. She didn’t know if she should be the one telling everything, but she didn’t seem to have a choice. “It turns out your husband or mate, Zatvar, was the reason Rukken was exiled. He was the murderer, and he framed Rukken for his crime.”

      Dark noises passed through the group like a ripple across a pond as the Dothveks exchanged glances. K’alvek had believed Rukken, but she wasn’t sure if everyone in the clan would be so willing, especially not the guy’s wife. Still, she needed to tell the entire story.

      “Turns out, he also killed your clan’s former leader and your former…” Bexli paused and swallowed, dropping her eyes from the female’s face, “…husband.”

      There was a gasp from behind K’alvek’s mother, and Bexli looked up to see the priestess’ dark eyes wide, and her mouth open in surprise.

      “How can it be? I did not see it?”

      Kyrana turned, taking the Dothvek’s hands in hers. “Do not blame yourself. Zatvar was skilled at hiding his mind.”

      Bexli nodded. “That’s what Rukken said.”

      Kyrana turned back to her. “Did Rukken kill him out of vengeance?”

      “Actually, your son did. He did it to defend himself and Rukken, but he’s the one who threw the knife that killed Zatvar.”

      For the first time since Bexli had started telling the story, K’alvek’s mother reacted physically, the corners of her mouth lifting almost imperceptibly. “And K’alvek is unhurt?”

      “Last I saw, he was fine. We were celebrating…” Bexli stopped herself, not sure if the women wanted to hear how much of a party they had because her husband was dead.

      Kyrana put a hand on her arm. “I am not bothered. You should know that there was no love between me and my second mate. I only agreed to the match to protect my son. At the time, Zatvar had allies. He gave me a choice—become his mate or lose my son. I am only sorry I did not get to kill the coward myself.”

      Bexli released a sigh. “Good, because it was quite a celebration. Everyone was pretty out of it when the Cresteks attacked.”

      Her hand tightened on Bexli’s arm. “Our enemies attacked? We have a treaty. A treaty many of us do not approve of, but it exists.”

      “It may have been about T’Kar. There’s a chance they thought that he was taken hostage by the Dothveks, since he ran off from their city and he’s the son of the chancellor. But I honestly don’t know. It happened so fast that by the time I arrived at the battle, your son and a lot of other Dothveks, as well as my crew mates, were taken off in the ship.”

      Kyrana swiveled her head to look at the ship again. “And they are still inside?”

      “As far as we know.” Bexli glanced down at Rynn. “He was the last person to see them.”

      “When I snuck out, they were still being held in the cabins on board,” Rynn said.

      “You snuck out?” Kyrana asked, bending down to his level. “That was very brave of you.”

      Rynn couldn’t hide his grin. “Tori asked me to find her friends who hadn’t been taken so they could help with the plan to take back the ship.”

      “There is a plan to rescue the prisoners and take the ship?” The Dothvek straightened, twisting around to lock eyes with the priestess. “Is this the battle you foretold?”

      “I believe it is.”

      “Wait,” Bexli said, causing both females to look at her. “You predicted a battle?”

      The priestess gave a single, curt nod. “One that would change not only the course of our clan, but could alter the history of our planet. One that has the power to heal a rift, or create an insurmountable chasm.”

      Well, that didn’t sound ominous at all.

      “What is your plan?” K’alvek’s mother asked.

      Bexli glanced down at Rynn and shifted the still sleeping Pog on her hip. “We intend to crawl back in the exhaust vents on the ship, release the Dothveks and bounty hunters being held captive, and eliminate the Cresteks.”

      One of the warriors next to Kyrana laughed. “The two of you?”

      Bexli shot him a look, irked that she couldn’t shift into a Parithian gator and show him exactly what she thought of his comment.

      “There were more of us, but Bexli got into a fight with the old guy about their baby,” Rynn said. “So, we left.”

      Bexli’s face heated as she shot daggers at the boy with her eyes.

      “Baby?” Kyrana’s slashed brows formed a V as she pressed them together. “With Tommel?”

      Bexli wanted to kill Rynn. The last thing she wanted was to discuss her personal life with a bunch of strangers. “It’s nothing.”

      The Dothvek’s lips became a white line. “A baby would not be nothing to Tommel. Not after losing one.”

      Bexli stared at her. “Did you say Tommel lost a baby?”

      Kyrana hesitated, as if deciding what to reveal or not. Finally, she exhaled. “Many years ago. When his mate died from the sickness that claimed so many of our females. The loss almost destroyed him.”

      Well, that explained why he’d been so paranoid about her getting hurt. Bexli closed her eyes. If she’d known, she wouldn’t have been so awful to him. She shook her head and opened her eyes. She couldn’t think about that now. “Regardless, I need to get my friends out.”

      K’alvek’s mother studied her for a moment before speaking. “I do not doubt either of your abilities. But will you not let us help you? They are holding my son and clansmen, as well.”

      Bexli looked at the group of huge Dothveks with their blades drawn. She wouldn’t mind a little barbarian backup, especially since she’d ditched Tommel and Rukken.

      Rynn nudged her. “When I get the ramp opened from the inside, these guys can be waiting to run on board.”

      Low rumbling of approval passed through the Dothveks. K’alvek’s mother smiled at Rynn. “I think my warriors approve of your plan.” She raised her eyes to Bexli. “And you?”

      Bexli nodded to the fierce Dothvek female, sensing her hunger for battle. “Let’s do it.”
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      Tommel pounded down the tight path, Rukken and Caro’s footsteps close behind him. Pebbles skittered down the sheer sides as he passed, and his heavy breathing echoed off the high rock face.

      He’d been so stupid. How had it taken him so long to realize what he felt for Bexli? Why had it taken Caro telling him that he shouldn’t be with her to make him see that he loved Bexli and couldn’t bear to lose her or the baby?

      Because he was an old fool, he thought. A fool who had been too busy building walls around his heart to realize that he was protecting nothing but emptiness. He growled and ran faster, his feet slapping against the hard rock that was becoming sandy beneath his toes.

      When they emerged from the mountains, Tommel did not slow. He spotted the gray outline of the massive ship against the Crestek city walls, and his stomach churned. If Bexli had been captured by the Cresteks, he would kill every single one of them to get her back.

      He scanned the open land dotted with scraggly bushes, the occasional spindly tree, and jagged rocks. His heart sank. No flash of her lavender hair, or of Pog’s vivid-green fur. He’d always thought the little animal to be strange, but he would have given anything for a glimpse of him now.

      “We should stop,” Rukken called out from behind.

      Tommel jerked his head up—the Dothvek gesture for no. “Not when we are so close.”

      “We cannot run up to the ship. It is guarded by Cresteks with blasters.”

      Those words made Tommel slow. Rukken was right. It would not do Bexli or his baby any good if he was killed by their enemy. He spun on his heel, stopping so quickly Rukken and Caro almost ran into him. “What do you suggest?”

      “Do you forget that I spent many solar rotations moving unnoticed on the sands?” Rukken clapped a hand to his shoulder.

      Tommel eyed him. The former exile was right. If anyone knew how to be stealthy, it would be him. “You suggest we sneak up?”

      “It will allow us to see what we are dealing with.” Rukken scratched his hand over his short beard. “And to look for Bexli.”

      “If I know Bex,” Caro said, “and I do, she’s going to try to sneak on board.”

      Tommel frowned. “But she cannot shift. Sneaking on board only worked when she could shift into something small.”

      Caro twitched one shoulder. “She’s still pretty small. If she’s with Rynn and Pog, I’ll bet my ass that’s what they’re doing.”

      Tommel dragged a hand across his forehead, closing his eyes. “She could get caught.”

      “Bex is used to dangerous situations,” Caro said. “She can take care of herself.”

      “She has never been pregnant before,” he snapped. “She is used to shifting to get out of danger. She can no longer do that.”

      Caro nibbled her bottom lip. “Yeah, I don’t know what to tell you. She’s also pretty pig-headed.”

      He exchanged a confused look with Rukken. Some of the female’s words made no sense, even though he wore a device in his ear to translate them. “She has the head of a fat animal?”

      Caro grinned. “Sometimes.”

      Tommel swiveled back around and took long strides toward the ship. “We are still far enough away that they cannot see us.”

      Rukken and Caro hurried to catch up to him, and the three walked briskly across the barren landscape that was so different from the warm, rolling sands, or even the imposing rocks. He saw where trees had been ripped from the ground by their roots, and knew the Cresteks had taken them for their use. What had once been a thick forest when he was a boy, was now dry, patchy land.

      Thinking about the Cresteks, and how they took everything, he clenched his fists. They would not take Bexli or his baby.

      As they rounded a series of large boulders, Tommel caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye. At first, his heart fluttered as he thought it might be Bexli. Then it raced when he realized it was more than one person, and he pivoted quickly with his blade drawn. Then it almost stopped when he saw the female’s robes billowing around her in a gust of wind.

      “Kyrana?”

      The female nodded at him, as if it was the most normal thing in the world that they would be meeting near the Crestek city. “Tommel.”

      “What are you…?” he spluttered, looking from her to the priestess by her side, and the small cluster of warriors gathered behind them.

      “When Zatvar did not return, we suspected something had happened.”

      Tommel looked down. “Zatvar. I am sorry to say—“

      “I know he is dead,” Kyrana said, “And, like me, you are not sorry.”

      He inclined his head at her. “You know?” His gaze slid to the priestess. “A vision?”

      “No.” The regal Dothvek smiled warmly, a smile he had not seen from her since her first husband—his childhood friend—had died. “The mother of your child told me.”

      “Bexli?” He glanced around desperately. “You spoke to her? Where is she?”

      “She is on board the ship. The rest of our warriors wait hidden outside the vessel to rush on as soon as the young one opens the ramp.”

      Tommel squeezed his eyes shut. He was too late to stop her.

      Kyrana’s hand on his arm made him open his eyes. Her intense gaze searched his face. “You did not tell her about your loss.”

      He stiffened. “It does not matter.”

      One slash of a brow lifted. “How could it not matter? The grief has defined you.”

      “I no longer grieve.” As he said the words, he felt a lightness fill his body. It was true. He did not grieve for what he had lost. He felt only love for the mate and child who had gone on before him, and a newer, urgent love for the baby he would have with Bexli.

      Warmth from Kyrana’s hand spread up his arm. “I see that is true. I am glad.” Her lips quivered. “Your new mate is quite unique and very determined.”

      “That’s Bex,” Caro said from where she and Rukken stood behind him. He had almost forgotten they were there.

      Kyrana shifted her attention to the human. “You are the female who was taken by the exile.” Her gaze cut to Rukken. “And you are the exile who took her.”

      Rukken bowed his head under the Dothvek female’s penetrating stare. “I was wrong, and I am still working on redeeming myself in my mate’s eyes.”

      Kyrana winked at Caro. “You are right to make him work.” She looked back at Rukken. “But I understand you did not deserve your exile.”

      “I did not commit murder.”

      “Zatvar did.” Kyrana betrayed no emotion with her voice. “Twice.”

      Rukken met her eyes. “He deserved his death.”

      “Yes, he did, warrior.” She cleared her throat and turned back to Tommel. “Your mate is about to set in motion a battle that will determine our planet’s fate.”

      “She is not my mate,” Tommel admitted.

      “Not yet,” Kyrana told him, motioning toward the ship with a jerk of her head. “I believe you should remedy that.”
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      Bexli stopped crawling long enough to snake one hand up and wipe at her sweaty brow. It hadn’t occurred to her how stifling it would be within the inner workings of the ship. She also hadn’t anticipated how narrow the exhaust shaft would be, her shoulders almost touching both sides. But she would not admit that her joining Rynn had been a bad idea, even as another wave of dizziness made her close her eyes. At least if she fainted, she wouldn’t fall far. Only mere centimeters.

      Rynn twisted his head around in the cramped space to peer at her through the dimness. “We’re almost there.”

      “Good.” She blew out a breath. “I’m afraid I’m going to get stuck if this gets any smaller.”

      The metal shaft had grown narrower since they’d snuck in at the back of the ship. It didn’t affect Rynn since he was so small and wiry—or Pog, who was scampering along between her and the boy—but she knew one more tapering of the shaft and she’d have to back her way out. Not an appealing thought.

      Another problem with the slow and arduous trek through the bowels of the spaceship had been that she and Rynn had been, for the most part, silent. They didn’t want to make noise in case the Cresteks heard them, and it took too much energy shimmying on her elbows to carry on a conversation. Unfortunately, that meant she’d had plenty of time to think.

      She could not get what K’alvek’s mother had told her about Tommel out of her brain. He’d already lost a mate and a baby. No wonder he’d gone all caveman daddy on her. He was probably petrified of the same thing happening again, and she hadn’t done anything to allay his fears.

      In fact, she’d stoked them by refusing to act like anything had changed, or that being pregnant meant being more careful. Of course, if she were being careful, she wouldn’t be inching her way through an exhaust shaft. Tommel would have a fit when he found out.

      He’d be right, she thought, huffing out another steamy breath. It was stupid for her to be doing this. She might be Lycithian, but that didn’t mean she was indestructible. She already felt different, and as much as she hated to admit it, she could not run around like nothing had changed.

      But Tommel couldn’t act like everything had changed, either. She was still a member of a bounty-hunter crew, and she still had every intention of keeping her job. And she had no plans to put her life on hold to be a mother. Plenty of moms worked, and she’d have to figure out how to do that, too.

      It was strange to think about being a mother. It wasn’t something she’d ever envisioned for herself, and she’d never thought of herself as particularly maternal. Her thoughts drifted to Tommel. It wasn’t hard to think of him as a father. He seemed to have the overprotective thing down pat already.

      She didn’t blame him for being overprotective anymore. Not now that she knew. That didn’t make it any easier to stomach, especially since he couldn’t give her anything but that. Well, he had given her some pretty incredible orgasms. She wouldn’t mind a few more of those.

      She shook her head. Nope. They’d agreed that was a bad idea. It did nothing but muddy the waters, and their waters were already pretty muddy. Too bad, because she suspected she wasn’t going to be getting less horny as her pregnancy progressed.

      If her pregnancy progressed, she thought, feeling a sharp twinge in her belly. Bexli tried to keep herself from panicking, but she knew she needed to get out of the cramped shaft soon. She was having a hard time taking a full breath, and she was so thirsty she could barely swallow.

      “You’re fine,” she whispered. “Everything is going to be fine.”

      She had gone on plenty of dangerous missions and risked her life more times than she could count, but this was the first time she felt a flicker of fear for herself. Well, not for herself. For the baby. Which was ridiculous, because it couldn’t be bigger than a pebble. It probably didn’t even look like a baby yet. The thought of what her baby looked like made tears burn the backs of her eyes.

      Get a grip, Bex. You don’t cry. And certainly not over a baby you’ve never laid eyes on.

      But the tears wouldn’t go away, and she blinked rapidly. It wasn’t only the baby. It was Tommel. If something happened, and she lost the baby because she’d insisted on pushing herself too hard, she didn’t know if she could handle how devastated he would be. She did not want to be responsible for causing him any more pain.

      “You okay?” Rynn asked.

      “Fine,” she lied, sniffling loudly and making him look back. Pog had also turned and licked her face with his rough tongue. “Ugh, Pog. Did you have to do that? Now my face is all sticky.”

      Rynn laughed. “Just a little farther, and we’ll be where they’re keeping Tori and the rest of the girls.”

      Bexli gave herself a mental shake when she heard Rynn say Tori’s name. She was doing this for her friends, and she’d come this far, so she might as well see it through. There wasn’t really an alternative, if she was being honest.

      The thought of seeing Tori and Danica and Holly—and even their former bounty, Max—made her wiggle faster behind Rynn. If everything went according to plan, they would be freeing her crew and their Dothvek mates and taking back the ship. After that, it was only a matter of time before they returned to space and hunting bounties.

      For a moment, she thought about living in a ship with her friends again and she smiled. Then she remembered that she’d be doing it while pregnant and without her baby’s father. She pushed that thought aside. She couldn’t think about any of that. Not until everyone was safe, and they’d kicked some serious Crestek ass.

      She heard Rynn sliding something metal across the shaft, and then he’d dropped out of sight. A moment later, Pog disappeared, as well. She scooted forward and saw a gaping hole that looked down into one of the ship’s cabins. Poking her head down, she saw all her friends staring up at her, along with Rynn. Pog ran in circles on the bed, sniffling all the women in turn.

      “Bex!” Holly beamed up at her.

      “Here.” Bexli held out her arms. “Help me out.”

      “Why didn’t you shift?” Tori asked, she and Danica standing on the bed and pulling her by the arms.

      When Bexli landed on the bed, she sat up and sighed. “I can’t.”

      A chorus of surprised and concerned gasps filled the cabin. Tori narrowed her eyes and peered at her suspiciously. “And why not?”

      “Um…I’m kind of pregnant.”
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      “I’m sorry.” Danica shook her head as if she was trying to dislodge something. “Did you say kind of pregnant?”

      “I hate to go all scientist on you,” Max said. “But pregnancy is an absolute. Either you are or you aren’t.”

      Bexli looked from one startled face to the other. “Okay. I am.”

      Tori waved her hands in front of her face. “Wait a second. I don’t understand. How did this happen?”

      Bexli tilted her head at the Zevrian.

      “Never mind.” Tori held out her palms as if bracing herself. “I do not need details about how it happened.”

      Holly winked at her. “Well, I do, girl. But first, who’s the lucky baby daddy? Don’t tell me it’s one of those two hot-as-fuck twins who were hitting on you.” Her mouth dropped open. “Don’t tell me it’s both of them.”

      Danica scowled at Holly. “It’s not two guys.” She looked at Bexli. “Is it, Bex?”

      “Of course not.” Bexli slipped off the bed. “It’s actually Tommel.”

      Danica let out a small whoop. “I knew it.”

      “The brooding silver fox?” Holly dropped her voice. “Yum.”

      Tori let out an impatient sigh. “Why are we talking about how she got knocked up? I want to know how she knows. It couldn’t have happened more than a day or two ago, right? Or were you banging Tommel this whole time and keeping it so quiet none of us figured it out?”

      “No,” Bexli said. “It’s only been a few days. The night the ship was taken actually.”

      Holly smiled broadly. “I’m glad someone got laid that night. As soon as the Cresteks came on board, they separated us from the Dothveks. I’m telling you, I cannot catch a break when it comes to honeymoons.”

      Max rolled her eyes. “I take it Lycithians can’t shift when they’re pregnant, and that’s how you knew?”

      “Pretty much,” Bexli said. “And I found out at a really bad time. If Tommel hadn’t come along when he did, a giant sand scorpion would have been the last creature to see me alive.”

      Danica put an arm around her shoulders. “I’m so sorry. It must have been terrifying not to be able to shift like normal.”

      “It’s been a lot to get used to,” Bexli admitted, feeling hot tears threaten the backs of her eyes again.

      “It’s going to be okay.” Danica pulled her into a hug. “We’re all here for you. Have you decided what you want to do?”

      “Aside from keeping it, no.”

      Holly put a hand over her mouth, blinking away her own tears. “I can’t believe you’re going to be a mom, Bex.”

      Tori groaned. “What’s with all the crying? What happened to the toughest bounty hunter bitches in the galaxy?”

      “We’re still tough,” Holly said through tears. “I don’t know why I’ve been really emotional lately.”

      “Maybe you’re pregnant, too,” Max suggested with a laugh.

      Holly froze and swung her gaze at the woman. “Oh, fuck. You might be right.”

      “Wait, what?” Max glanced around at the women. “I was joking.”

      Holly sank back onto the bed. “I told you that T’Kar’s dad had my implant removed, and it’s not like we’ve been careful.” She giggled briefly. “Actually, we’ve been fucking like it’s going out of style.”

      Tori nudged Holly, pointing at Rynn. “Try not to corrupt the kid, please.”

      “It’s okay,” Rynn said, even though his cheeks were red. “I’ve heard worse at the pleasure houses on Kurril.”

      Holly made a face at Tori. “See?”

      “Do you really think you might be pregnant, too?” Bexli asked.

      Holly shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. It’s not like I have a power like shapeshifting that’s stopped working, but my boobs have been tender. The other day, T’Kar said he thought they were bigger. He could barely fit one in his hand.”

      “And we’re back to the oversharing,” Tori mumbled.

      Danica held up her hands. “As amazing that it is that two of you might be pregnant, we need to focus on the real reason Bexli and Rynn are here.”

      “To get us the hell out of here.” Tori glanced at Bexli. “But how are we going to do that if Bex can’t change? Our plan centered around her taking out some of the Cresteks as a Jendervian viper or some other terrifying creature.”

      “We’ll adapt,” Danica said. “The bounty hunter babes are nothing, if not creative.”

      “And we still have Pog.” Bexli pointed to the sleeping puff of green fur on the bed. “He can shift.”

      “And don’t forget this.” Rynn pulled a blaster from the back of his pants.

      Tori took the weapon and turned it over in her hands, her eyes dancing. “Where did you get this?”

      “The nice lady in the gold robes gave it to me,” Rynn told her.

      “We ran into K’alvek’s mother on our way here.” Bexli looked at Danica. “Your mother-in-law is a pretty big badass, by the way.”

      “She’s technically not my mother-in-law.” Danica ran a hand through her wavy hair. “Did you tell her about Zatvar?”

      “She won’t be crying over him anytime soon,” Bexli said.

      Danica furrowed her brow, her mind obviously whirring. “K’alvek will be glad to know his mother is okay, but why is she here? I thought we were near the Crestek city.”

      “She brought a bunch of Dothvek warriors with her. They’re all outside, waiting for Rynn to open up the ship’s ramp so they can come on board and help us take out the Cresteks.” Bexli debated whether or not she should tell them the next part, but she decided not to hold back. “Apparently, their high priestess had some sort of vision or premonition that this battle would change the future of their planet.”

      “You’re shitting me,” Holly said.

      Bexli shook her head.

      Tori huffed out a loud breath. “So, the fate of an entire planet rests on the outcome of this fight? Well, that’s no pressure at all.”

      “I don’t think we can worry about that,” Danica said after a few moments of heavy silence. “We need to focus on doing what we do best, and let fate take care of itself.”

      Tori straightened her shoulders. “Agreed. All we can think about is kicking some serious alien ass.”

      Danica nodded, winking at Bexli and Holly. “Then we can think about the fact that our crew is about to grow.”

      Tori looked at the women. “Maybe you two should hang back.”

      Bexli put her hands on her hips. “Hang back while my friends risk their lives?”

      “No fucking way,” Holly said.

      “It was just a thought.” Tori grinned slightly and shifted her grip on the blaster.

      Rynn waved his hands to get their attention. “Before you all run out there, shouldn’t I go tell the Dothveks next door what we’re doing?”

      Bexli stifled a laugh. “The kid has a point.”

      “And this is why I made him an official member of our crew,” Tori said, as she hoisted the boy up through the gap in the ceiling.

      “The more, the merrier.” Danica flitted a glance at Holly and Bexli. “Which apparently should be our new team motto.”
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      Tommel dragged his hand down his stubbly cheek as he crouched next to Rukken behind a copse of bushes. His gaze had not left the closed ship ramp since they’d taken position with the other Dothveks. Several Crestek soldiers stood at attention outside the hulking ship, their dark cloaks covering them and hiding the blasters Tommel knew were at the ready.

      Even as his muscles flexed and tensed in anticipation, he knew they could not attack. Not until the ramp was lowered by Rynn, a sign that the Dothveks and females inside had been freed.

      Why was it taking so long?

      Rukken shifted on his haunches next to him, and Tommel sensed that the warrior was also impatient. They’d left Caro with Kyrana and the priestess farther back, so the Dothvek couldn’t be worried about her, but he also knew that the priestess’ words were bothering both of them.

      Why was this battle so important, and how could it possibly change the course of their planet’s history?

      Rukken nudged him and made a low noise in the back of his throat. There was movement near the ship.

      Tommel clenched the hilt of his blade as both warriors watched the Crestek soldiers turn in surprise when the ramp began to lower. The robed fighters backed away, pivoting to face the ship, their attention fully on the moving ramp.

      “That’s our cue.” Tommel sprang from behind their hiding place and ran on silent feet toward the unsuspecting Cresteks.

      Rukken was right beside him, his arms pumping and his expression fierce. From the corner of his eye, Tommel saw the rest of the Dothveks surging forward from behind boulders and more clumps of shrubbery. Even as the mass of warriors rushed forward, they were noiseless, and the Cresteks did not turn.

      With a few swift movements, Tommel and Rukken brought down the enemy outside the ship, the bodies crumpling without so much as a protest. They then rushed up the metal ramp, Tommel being careful to land softly on the hard flooring so it would not rattle. Unlike substances in his world—like sand and rock—the things used to create the spaceship were cold and hard and echoed unforgivingly.

      After they’d reached the top of the ramp, Tommel motioned with a single jerk of his head for them to split up. Rukken would go toward the front of the ship and the bridge, while he would make for the quarters where the females were being held.

      The sound of blaster fire came from somewhere deep inside the ship, causing Tommel to move faster as he ran down the tight steel corridors, bending as he went through arched doorways. He remembered little about the layout of the ship from his few times on board before it was taken. Only that it was a tangled web of passageways that was difficult to navigate.

      Using the sound of the blasters to guide him, he rounded a corner and found K’alvek and Kush battling two Cresteks. The enemy soldiers had blasters, but the Dothvek warriors were deflecting the fire with the wide curves of their blades.

      Tommel slashed at one of the Cresteks from behind, dropping the unsuspecting enemy.

      “Where are the females?” he asked his Dothvek clansmen.

      K’alvek cut his eyes behind them as Kush held off the remaining Crestek. “Some of them went for T’Kar in the captain’s quarters.” His expression softened for a moment. “I believe the shifter is with them. Go. We have this one well in hand.”

      Tommel didn’t have time to wonder how much K’alvek knew. He nodded and ran past him. Now that he was inside the metal beast, he reached his mind out for Bexli. It had been difficult to sense her when she’d been inside and he’d been out, but now he felt snippets of her emotions through the noise and chaos of the battle erupting throughout the ship.

      She was close, and she was not alone. He picked up on multiple females, and also…Cresteks. He clenched his blade tighter as he raced down another corridor, finally slowing when he heard sharp voices coming from inside an open doorway.

      He stopped, taking care to slow his breath so he would not be heard as he flattened himself against the cold wall and slid closer to the door.

      “It is over, father.”

      Tommel knew that voice. It was T’Kar, the Crestek who had sought refuge with his people and chosen to join their clan.

      “Nothing is over.” The Crestek voice was biting, although the slight shake betrayed the chancellor’s age.

      “The war with the Dothveks is over.” T’Kar’s voice was a calm contrast to his father’s. “There is no reason to fuel hostilities with our former kinsmen.”

      His father laughed. “The war is not over. Don’t you hear it now? They are coming to destroy us all.”

      “They are coming to take back what you stole. This is not your ship.”

      “I did not attack for the ship.” The Crestek raised his voice and slammed a hand on something hard. “I attacked to rescue you from the clutch of the barbarians.”

      “I did not need rescue,” T’Kar told him. “I am with the Dothveks of my own free will. I have chosen to be one of them.”

      “It’s the female isn’t it? She’s turned you against your own kind.”

      There was a small squeal in the room, and Tommel moved forward so that he could peer inside and see one side of the room. The old Crestek stood in silver robes, angled slightly away from the door, with T’Kar, Holly, and Bexli across from him and facing the end of his blaster. Another Crestek soldier flanked the chancellor, his own blaster aimed at the prisoners.

      Holly clutched T’Kar’s arm as the Crestek chancellor waved his blaster at them, but Bexli saw him. She didn’t change her expression or look fully at him, but he felt a pulse of happiness from her as the corner of her mouth twitched up for a moment so brief that Tommel wondered if he’d imagined it. But he had not imagined the swell of emotion that bubbled up in him and came from her. She was pleased to see him—happy even.

      He pulled his head back, considering his options. He could probably strike down one of the Cresteks if he ran in with his blade slashing, but he could not be certain he could eliminate both. The possibility that one of them might shoot Bexli in the scuffle made his heart pound. He had never been afraid to attack before, but he had never seen someone he loved being threatened with death, either.

      And he did love her. Seeing her had only solidified his feelings, and made his longing for her like a deafening roar in his ears. His paternal instincts wanted to protect the baby she carried, but it was his love for Bexli that pounded through him like a raging torrent. Love that had been growing slowly and steadily since he'd first known her.

      Tommel steadied his emotions. He would do her no good if he lost control and let his feelings take over. With a slow breath, he focused on her mind—the soft warmth of it as she thought of him. Then he sensed the gentlest flutter beneath it—an indistinct swirl of contentment that he knew instantly was the baby. His baby.

      Joy made his knees nearly buckle, but he steeled himself. The Crestek’s words and angry blur of emotions were spiraling into a dark haze of hate. He had no choice but to attack before old man did. He adjusted his grip on his blade and prepared to lunge.

      Then he heard the blaster go off.
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      Bexli’s heart had leapt when she saw Tommel peeking around the open door frame. Even seeing his solemn face for a moment made her feel like everything was going to be okay, despite the fact that the old Crestek was raising his voice and waving his blaster.

      She shifted her gaze and attention back to the old man as he glared at his son, his eyes glittering with malice. He’d flipped back the hood of his silver robe, and his brows were dark slashes that formed a V over his eyes as he scowled at the pair. Even though the Cresteks and Dothveks usually looked similar, the chancellor’s lined face and beady, bloodshot eyes were a stark contrast to his broad-shouldered son in Dothvek clothing.

      T’Kar’s body was tensed as he stood slightly in front of Holly, one arm braced across her and pushing her behind him. He looked every bit the barbarian as he stared down his father, putting his body between him and his mate.

      When she and Holly had located the captain’s quarters, T’Kar had looked weary—no doubt from his father berating him for so long. But as soon as he’d spotted Holly, he’d regained his strength. They’d almost gotten away with him, but the chancellor had returned before they could escape, surprising them with a blaster and a back-up guard.

      “If she is the reason you abandoned your people and your duty,” the chancellor said, spittle flying from his mouth, “perhaps we can do something about that.”

      Bexli desperately wished she could shift, and also wished that Pog hadn’t run off with Rynn. Her eyes darted to the door, wishing that Tommel would burst through before the Crestek chancellor hurt Holly.

      When the blaster went off, she jumped and swung her head toward her crew mate. T’Kar had forced Holly all the way behind him, and she’d dropped to the floor. Bexli bent to make sure she wasn’t hurt, then glanced up as Tommel entered the room with a roar.

      Her pulse quickened as she saw him rush in with his blade drawn. His muscles gleamed, and his hair was wild. His eyes immediately found her, scanning her body and relaxing visibly when he saw that she was unhurt. He then swung toward the others in the room, ready to attack. Then he stopped and stared.

      Only one Crestek remained standing, and he was not moving to attack or defend. T’Kar stood over his father, who lay in a crumpled heap on the floor. It took both Bexli and Tommel a moment to see that it was the Crestek guard who held a blaster pointed at the dead Crestek.

      T’Kar narrowed his eyes at the guard. “Vadon?”

      The Crestek guard pushed back his dark-brown hood. “It is good to see you again, T’Kar.”

      “You shot my father.” T’Kar gaped at him. “But you were his faithful guard for so long.”

      Vadon inclined his head. “And also a founding member of the resistance.”

      Holly pushed herself to her feet. “I didn’t see you with any of the resistance members when T’Kar and I escaped the city.”

      Vadon smiled at her. “The resistance has grown larger than anyone knows. We have members scattered everywhere throughout the city, including in positions of influence, and we have been waiting for a time to make ourselves known.”

      “This is a good time.” T’Kar’s gaze remained riveted on his father’s body. “Thank you for saving my mate.”

      Vadon inclined his head in a small bow.

      Bexli could barely focus on what the men were saying. She knew she should probably care about the Crestek resistance, but all she could think about was Tommel. He’d come for her—again. After everything she’d said, and all the times she’d put herself in danger and terrified him, he’d still come for her.

      Pushing past T’Kar and Holly, Bexli crossed the room to him, her heart hammering in her chest. She didn’t know what she was going to say to him, but she needed to tell him how she felt. She had to tell him that she did want him—and for more than just recreational sex, although she wouldn’t say no to more of that.

      When she reached him, his breath was labored, and his eyes blazed with heat. She didn’t blame him for being furious at her after all the stupid risks she’d taken. Pressing her hands to his chest, she tipped her head back to look at him.

      “Tommel, I’m so—“

      Before she could finish her apology, he scooped her in his arms and crushed his mouth to hers. She was startled by how forcefully he took her, parting her lips with his tongue, and also how quickly she melted into the kiss.

      Bexli wound her arms around his neck as he deepened the kiss, loving the feel of his tongue as it tangled with hers. There was nothing soft about the way Tommel kissed her, and there was no question that he was claiming her, as he threaded his fingers in her hair and held her to him.

      When he pulled away, she took his face in her hands and felt him shaking. “Tommel, it’s okay. I’m okay.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “The baby is okay.”

      “I thought I might lose you, and you would never know.”

      “No, I get it. I know I was stupid. I ran into danger again, and totally freaked you out.”

      He moved his head up quickly. “That is not what you need to know.”

      “So, you don’t think I was foolish to sneak onto the ship?”

      He cocked an eyebrow at her. “I did not say that. But what I needed to tell you is…” He paused and drew in a breath, “…how much I care for you. More than that. I love you, Bexli.”

      The world seemed to shift on its axis as she looked deep into his eyes. “You do? This isn’t just about the baby, because I don’t want—“

      “It’s about you.” He stopped her in mid-sentence. “I think I have been falling in love with you since the moment you sat in front of me on that jebel and argued with me all the way across the sands.”

      Her mouth fell open. “Really? I wasn’t all that nice to you back then.”

      “I know.” He grinned down at her. “It didn’t matter. I was drawn to you like I’ve been drawn to no other female before.”

      “I thought you were following me because you thought I was helpless. I thought it was some overprotective Dothvek thing.”

      “I was overprotective, but not because I thought you were helpless. Because I could not stand to be apart from you.” He gave a small shrug. “And I could not stand any other male being near you. You were mine. You are mine.”

      Normally, Bexli would have bristled at being referred to as anyone’s property, but she loved the way it sounded when Tommel called her his. And because she could sense his emotions, she did feel like his—like she was a part of him as much as his own body was. “You don’t ever have to worry about other guys. I am yours.” She put a hand on her stomach. “And so is this baby.”

      He closed his hand over hers, looking down at her flat belly. “I love you more than I thought was possible.” He looked up and kissed her softly. “Both of you.”

      “I love you too, you bossy barbarian.” Bexli glanced over her shoulder and saw that the others had left the room, and had even taken the chancellor’s body with them. “And you know what I also really love?”

      His pupils darkened, making his eyes more gold than green. His dropped his hands to her ass and lifted her so that her legs circled his waist, the rigid bar of his cock pressing into her. “I think I have a very good idea, my beautiful, insatiable mate.”
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      Tommel held Bexli’s hand tight as they walked off the ship, the steel ramp vibrating under their feet. He knew that the battle was long over, but even so, he clutched his blade in his other hand.

      Glancing down at Bexli, he couldn’t stifle a grin. Her usually smooth, iridescent hair was tousled around her head and her cheeks were suffused with color. The female definitely looked like she’d just been fucked, which she had. If she was going to be so insatiable for her entire pregnancy, he wasn’t sure if he’d be walking by the end of it.

      He quickly scanned the flat terrain around the ship, spotting K’alvek and his mother in what appeared to be serious talks with a small group of Cresteks, including the guard who had taken out T’Kar’s father, the Dothvek priestess, and Danica. T’Kar stood with Holly and another group of Cresteks that he assumed—from their shaggier hair and lack of robes—were more members of the Crestek resistance.

      “Bex!” Caro rushed up and pulled his mate into a hug. “I was so worried about you, especially when Rynn and Pog came out, and you didn’t.”

      The color in Bexli’s cheeks deepened. “I’m fine. Tommel and I were…”

      “Save your excuses,” Tori said, joining them. There was blood smeared across her shirt, and the tips of the metal sticks holding up her hair looked suspiciously wet. “We can all guess what you were doing.”

      Bexli ignored the comment and gestured to K’alvek and the Cresteks. “It looks like we won the fight. What’s going on over there?”

      “Now that the Chancellor is gone and Zatvar is dead, it seems like the Cresteks want more than a cease-fire.” Tori jerked her head behind her toward the high stone walls. “They’re even talking about free trade and movement between the clans.”

      Tommel eyed the Crestek city with suspicion, even though he noticed the city gates stood open, and residents were spilling out. His people had been at war with the Cresteks for so long, it felt impossible to think of them as anything but the enemy. Then again, maybe it was time for everyone to abandon old barriers and move forward.

      Vrax came up and wrapped his big arms around Tori from behind. “As long as I do not have to live in their city, I am fine with peace.”

      Tori flinched at first, then relaxed into his embrace. “You have an issue with a city, but not a spaceship?”

      The warrior peered up at the massive ship and pulled Tori into him. “I have a lot of happy memories of the ship. Especially the device called a ’shower.’”

      Tori elbowed him, and he made a dramatic show of doubling over. “When we are all living on board, you cannot confuse a shower with hydro-therapy, or we will run out of water.”

      “You intend to live on the ship?” Tommel asked, once Vrax had straightened.

      The Dothvek put his hands on his hips, the dark bands around his arms prominent. “I got a taste of a life in space, and I liked it.” He winked at Tori. “Besides, my mate needs someone to help her with security.”

      Tori sucked in air. “I did an outstanding job as security chief by myself.” She studied the brawny barbarian and flashed him a grin. “But I don’t mind someone else working under me.”

      Vrax chuckled low. “And you know I don’t mind being under you.”

      Tori swatted him, but grinned.

      “Rukken and I are ready to take off whenever.” Caro looked lustfully at the gunmetal-gray hull of the ship. “I’m dying to try my hand at flying this baby.”

      “Rukken will leave with you?” Tommel asked. He did not know the Dothvek well anymore, since the warrior had been exiled for so long, but he had enjoyed fighting beside him.

      Caro glanced over her shoulder at where Rukken stood talking to Kush. Even though he now wore leather pants instead of a loincloth, he still had a wild look about him. “I think he’s looking forward to a fresh start. A really fresh start.”

      Tommel watched as the meeting between the Dothveks and Cresteks dispersed with a series of bows on both sides. K’alvek and his mother walked toward him, their heads together in hushed conversation, Danica holding K’alvek’s hand and the priestess seeming to glide by Kyrana’s side.

      When they had joined them, Tommel met Kyrana’s eyes and saw her gaze rest on his hand holding Bexli’s.

      She smiled, her eyes telling him how pleased she was.

      “I hear there is a peace to celebrate.” Tommel’s gaze shifted to K’alvek. “What agreements have been made between you and the Cresteks?”

      “Not between me.” K’alvek nodded at his mother. “I think it is time our clan was led by a female.”

      “Now you’re talking.” Tori smiled at Kyrana. “It’s about time the Dothveks had a tough leader.”

      “Thank you.” The Dothvek female inclined her head at Tori. “My son insists he does not want the mantle of leadership.”

      K’alvek slipped an arm around Danica’s waist. “I have other plans, but for the first time in a very long time, I know my clan will flourish.”

      “The son of K’alron speaks more truth than he knows,” the priestess said. “The offworld females have restored the energy balance of our planet. The sickness is a thing of the past. Soon, both Cresteks and Dothveks will be blessed with many offspring.”

      Kyrana lifted a hand toward the walled city. “We were told that many Crestek females are already heavy with child.”

      The high priestess gave a small smile. “Not only Cresteks. Two of my Dothvek priestesses are also carrying.”

      Tommel couldn’t help stealing a glance at Bexli and her flat belly where their baby was growing. Normally, talk of babies would have him gritting his teeth and trying to forget, but now, all he felt was happiness. He would never forget what he had lost before, but he would honor their memory by finding joy when his thoughts wandered to the past.

      When he looked back up, his eyes caught on the gates. “Are we enemies no longer?”

      “It takes too much energy to hate,” Kyrana said. “The enmity has poisoned both clans for too long. Besides, there is much we can learn from each other. We have agreed to a joint council to draw up a formal resolution that can guide our peoples forward in peace.”

      Tommel cut his eyes to K’alvek, who had spent so long plotting revenge against the Crestek for a crime they had never committed. “And you? Can you abandon your feelings?”

      K’alvek gazed down at Danica when he spoke. “I have learned a great deal about opening my heart. There is now very little room for hate inside me.”

      Tommel knew exactly what he meant. His love for Bexli and their baby had crowded out his fear and anger until there had been nothing left of it.

      “You do not need to worry about us, Tommel,” Kyrana said. “The peace will hold. You can leave without worry.”

      “Leave?”

      “Our people will now spread among the stars.” The priestess held her arms open wide. “The goddesses did not intend for us to be tied to the planet forever.”

      “So, the prophecy about offworld females saving our world?” Tommel asked. “The one you assured me did not concern these females?”

      “Seems to have been true, after all,” Kyrana said with an enigmatic smile.

      “What other prophecies do you know?” Tommel asked.

      The priestess gave a small jerk of her head. “I cannot reveal all, although I do hope K’alvek will return soon so his mother can meet her grandchild.”

      Danica’s mouth dropped open as Caro shrieked. K’alvek looked down at her, his expression stunned, then he swept her up into a tight embrace.

      “Well, shit.” Tori propped her hands on her hips. “We’re going to need a ship’s doctor pretty fucking soon.”
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      Bexli stretched her arms over her head as she pushed open the tent flaps and walked outside. Only one of the suns had peeked over the dunes, but even so, the Dothvek village glowed with the amber light of morning.

      It was her favorite time of day—before the animals started begging to be fed, and before the fires were lit. The air had a snap to it, and she breathed it in gratefully. As eager as she was to get back to space, she also knew she would miss the fresh air of the planet. What she would not miss was all the sand that seemed to get everywhere. She wiggled her toes in the powdery substance, which still held the previous day’s warmth underneath the top layer, and smiled. Okay, maybe she would even miss the sand.

      Large arms wrapped around her from behind, and a big body pressed up against her. “Come back to bed.”

      Bexli leaned back into Tommel. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I wanted you to enjoy every second of our last night here.”

      “I did.” He nuzzled his scruffy cheek in her neck and kissed her throat. “Until you crept out of bed.”

      Tingles skittered down her spine from the warmth of his lips. “I didn’t creep.” It was hard to sound indignant when his touch made her voice tremble. “I didn’t want to miss our last sunrise.”

      Tommel’s hands spanned her waist, cupping the small baby bump that had popped out over the past few days. “It is not the last one we will ever see. We will be back.”

      She lifted a hand to shield her eyes as slats of light shone low across the horizon. “I know. Why do I feel like I’m more sad to leave than you are?”

      Tommel rubbed his hands over the curve of her belly. “I realize that it is not so much an ending as a new beginning, and I am eager to see what this new life has in store for us.”

      She laughed. “I like this adventurous, throw-caution-to-the-wind side of you.”

      “I have not abandoned caution, mate. Especially when it comes to you or our baby.” He turned her so that she was facing him. “So do not think you will be putting yourself in needless danger once we are on your ship.”

      Bexli held her palms up in a gesture of surrender. “I’ve learned my lesson. No taking crazy chances when I’m pregnant.”

      Tommel made a noise in his throat that told her he wasn’t so sure he believed her words. He bent low and kissed her belly lightly, whispering, “I hope you are not as stubborn as your mother, little one, or I will be run ragged trying to protect you both.”

      “Talking to her stomach?” Tori said as she strode up, already fully dressed, with her hair piled on top of her head. “That’s totally normal.”

      Tommel glanced up at her and grinned, but he did not stand before placing another kiss on Bexli’s belly.

      “You will not want me talking to your stomach when you are carrying my child?” Vrax asked, walking up behind Tori and draping an arm around her shoulders.

      Tori shot him a look and attempted to shrug off his arm. “Who says I’m interested in having kids?”

      Vrax pulled her into an embrace even as she tried to twist away. “I’ve seen how good you are with Rynn. You can pretend to be tough, but I know your soft side.” He chuckled low. “I know all your sides very well.”

      Faint splotches of pink appeared on her brown cheeks, and she rolled her eyes. “I should have let the slavers on Kurril keep you.”

      Vrax smiled wide, jerking her to him and kissing her hard. “You know you love me, female.”

      She pushed him away, but she was smiling. “Are we going to stand here yapping all day or are we going to get ready to leave?”

      “The ship is ready to go,” Holly said as she and T’Kar joined them.

      Even though the Dothveks all wore animal skins or occasionally a garment made of roughly woven fabric, Holly had managed to procure a brightly colored top adorned with beads. Bexli suspected she’d gotten it from the Cresteks during one of the many exchanges they’d had with the other clan since the peace. Her mate, T’Kar, was dressed like the rest of the Dothveks. Despite the new open borders and free exchanges, he still preferred the Dothvek customs, and said he would never wear a cloak again for as long as he lived.

      “I gave the engine a full diagnostic and tune-up.” Holly swept a hand through her loose, red curls. “She purrs like a kitten. Or like Pog.”

      As if he knew he was being talked about, Bexli’s pet glurkin poked his green head out of the tent. When he saw everyone gathered, he began running around their feet happily. After thoroughly sniffing them, he rubbed up against Tori’s leg and sat on one of her boots.

      Tori groaned. “Not this again.”

      “He likes you,” Bexli told her friend, stilling the urge to laugh.

      “He’s only doing this because he knows how much it annoys me,” Tori grumbled, jiggling her foot and making Pog quiver.

      “Would he do that?” Bexli asked, her voice dripping with innocence.

      Tori folded her bare arms across her chest. “You know he would. I’ll bet he’s just waiting until we’re onboard to leave a few pellets on my bed.”

      Vrax’s eyes widened. “Hey, that’s my bed, too, now.” He bent down and ruffled Pog’s fur. “No presents for me, okay? Keep those on her side.”

      Pog purred loudly, and Tori glared at Vrax. “Very funny.”

      “Yep.” Holly pointed at the round puff of green fur. “That’s exactly what the ship sounds like. No spluttering. No jerking. It’s a fucking dream.”

      “I can’t wait to fly it.” Caro rubbed her hands together briskly as she walked up with Rukken behind her. “It’s been so long since I’ve flown a ship that wasn’t on its last legs.”

      Tori squinted at the massive spaceship parked outside the Dothvek village, its gray hull dwarfing the sea of peaked tents, and even the sand dunes. “Then you’re going to love flying a Zevrian ship. It’s all about power and speed—and weapons.”

      “My kind of ship.” Vrax nudged Rukken.

      “If my mate is happy, I am happy.” Rukken rested a hand on Caro’s hip.

      “How could I not be happy?” Caro said. “We’re back in action with an even bigger and better ship, and a whole new crew. Let’s see them call us babes, now.”

      Tori flashed her pointy teeth. “Let’s see them call us bitches, now.”

      “Speaking of new crew.” Bexli saw Max stepping out of her tent and waved her over.

      Max ran her fingers through her short hair—which stood up in a few different directions—blinking rapidly as she walked up to the group. It was clear she hadn’t been awake long. “Is this a staff meeting I didn’t know about?”

      Holly looped her arm through the other woman’s. “No. We rarely have staff meetings. That’s another thing you’re going to love about being a part of our crew. Danica hates meetings. We do all of our strategizing over meals.”

      “And sometimes over drinks,” Tori added.

      “Which you cannot have,” T’Kar reminded Holly.

      “Shit.” She jutted out her lower lip in a mock pout. “If I can’t drink for the next nine months or so, you’d better be ready to keep me otherwise occupied.”

      T’Kar bowed his head to her with a wicked smile. “You know it would be my pleasure.”

      Tori cleared her throat, thumping the toe without Pog sitting on it rapidly on the sand and making the glurkin jiggle.

      “Don’t be surprised if you have to come get me in my lab,” Max said. “I’ve been known to work through meetings and meals.”

      Bexli winked at her. “We are bounty hunters, remember? We’re good at grabbing you from your lab.”

      Max gave a wry smile. “Oh, I remember.” She leveled a finger at Bexli. “As long as you promise not to shift into anything scary to get my attention.”

      Bexli put a hand on her belly. “I will not be changing into anything for a while, so you are safe—for now.”

      Holly glanced at Bexli’s belly. “Fuck, Bex. You’re definitely showing more than me. You aren’t going to give birth before we make it on board, are you?”

      Bexli felt Tommel tense behind her, and she looked up at him. “No. Lycithian pregnancies are fast, but not that fast. We still have time.”

      Tori rocked back on her heels. “Zevrian medicine is pretty good, and the med bay on the ship is fully outfitted, but we are definitely looking for a medical officer at the first decent outpost.”

      “Come on, Tor,” Danica said, making her way over to them. “I think you’d be great at delivering babies.”

      Tori grunted. “You do not wish to know how Zevrian babies are delivered.”

      Holly raised her hand. “I sure as hell don’t. I vote for the medical officer.”

      Danica’s gaze swept the group. “It looks like everyone’s ready to roll. K’alvek and Kush are already on the ship.”

      “I can’t believe we’re actually leaving,” Caro said. “It feels like both forever ago and just yesterday that we were crash-landing in the middle of the desert. So much has happened since then, it feels like we’re all different people.”

      Danica grinned at her crew. “We kind of are, but I think we all changed for the better.”

      Holly looked up at T’Kar and bit her lower lip. “And we’re all leaving with fun party favors.”

      Tori rolled her eyes. “And we’re back to this again. If you keep this up, I’m going to be forced to set off the onboard sprinkler system at regular intervals.”

      Danica laughed, as she started walking toward the ship and everyone followed her. “At least we’re also leaving the planet in better shape than when we got here. There’s peace between the Dothveks and Cresteks, the Dothveks have their first female ruler, and it seems like most of the females from both clans are pregnant.”

      “It’s not like all of that is due to us,” Caro said. “As much as I’d like to take credit for it, we aren’t magic.”

      “I do not know.” Rukken tugged her to him as they walked. “Your arrival changed my life and saved me. It feels very much like magic, or a gift from the goddesses.”

      “I agree.” Tommel’s voice was a low rumble. “There is no other explanation as to how a group of offworld females could be our mind mates. You were sent from the goddesses.”

      Even though Bexli wasn’t sure she bought their goddess stuff, she also felt like finding Tommel had been more than luck. He was exactly what she needed, and she couldn’t imagine anyone in the entire galaxy she’d rather be with—or have as the father of her child.

      When they reached the ramp of the ship, Bexli turned to look back at the village. They had loaded their small quantity of provisions and any personal belongings the Dothveks wanted to bring along the night before. Then, they’d also taken the time to say all their goodbyes the night before, but now, she spotted the new clan leader and the high priestess standing near the communal fire on the edge of the oasis. She wondered how long they had been standing there.

      Tommel turned and bowed low, and all the Dothveks did the same. When Bexli turned back around, she saw K’alvek and Kush standing at the top of the ramp, also bowing respectfully.

      “You ready?” Danica asked, linking her hand with K’alvek’s when she reached him.

      “I am ready, Captain.”

      She laughed. “I told you that you didn’t need to call me that.”

      He grinned. “I like it.”

      Max ran the last few steps and jumped into Kush’s arms. “This is going to be fun.”

      “Mmmm.” He carried her inside with her legs wrapped around his waist. “I finally get to watch you work.”

      She kissed him. “I can think of other things that will be more fun than that.”

      Tori pushed past them. “Okay, Dothvek security team. Let’s get ready to hunt some bounties.”

      K’alvek squared his shoulders. “I was listening to the transmissions like you showed me. It seems there is a very large bounty out for a Vandar raider warlord.”

      “Vandar raiders.” Caro’s voice was hushed. “Those guys are scary.”

      “You know them?” Danica asked, visibly switching into her captain mode as they made their way to the bridge.

      Caro gave a single nod. “From the Valox resistance. They were also battling the Zagrath Empire. They just did it in a different way.”

      “How so?” Danica asked as they entered the bridge, and she made her way to the captain’s chair.

      “The Vandar raiders are as tough and merciless as the enemy they’re fighting. They defend planets that can’t defend themselves from the Zagrath, but they also show no mercy. They’ll decimate a Zagrath outpost, even if it isn’t military.”

      Danica tapped her chin. “We’ve never had a reason to get close to Zagrath territory.”

      K’alvek came up behind her. “The bounty on this raider warlord is very high.”

      Bexli scooped Pog up in one hand as Caro slipped into her pilot’s chair and fired up the engines.

      “We’ve never gone after a warlord before,” Tori said.

      Vrax assumed a wide stance next to Tori. “You didn’t have us.”

      Danica looked at her crew mates, then locked eyes with K’alvek. “Set a course for Zagrath territory. It looks like we’re going after a warlord.”

      “Look out.” Caro engaged the engines with a few taps of her fingers, making them roar to life under their feet. “Here come the baddest bounty hunters and barbarians in the galaxy.”

      Bexli sensed Tommel tense next to her and slipped her hand into his, feeling him instantly calm. “Ready to have some fun?”

      Tommel pulled her to him, placing a large hand protectively over her belly. “With my two loves? Always.”

      Bexli’s stomach did a somersault in response to her mate’s touch, making her laugh. She never would have imagined she could be as happy as she was. Then again, she never would have guessed she’d fall in love with a silver fox Dothvek like Tommel.

      Glancing around the bridge at her crew mates and their barbarians, her heart swelled. Who would have guessed any of it when they’d first crash-landed on the planet? She’d never believed in fate before, but she’d also never thought she could fall head-over-heels in love, or be excited about being a mother. Apparently, she’d been wrong about a lot of things.

      Warmth from Tommel’s hand pulsed into her, and she gazed up at him. Maybe that prophecy from the goddesses hadn’t been so crazy after all. Maybe she and her crew had saved the Dothveks. She knew one of them had saved her.

      And then she’d saved him right back.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading CLAIM! I hope you enjoyed the last book of the Barbarians of the Sand Planet series. If you loved the gorgeous Dothveks, don’t worry. They’ll be returning for a fun holiday novella to check up on all those babies! And I might need to write a novel for the twin warriors, too. :-)

      Want to read more hot alien romance while you wait? Try the sexy Drexian Warriors.

      She’s been promised a dream wedding. The catch? She was abducted from Earth and her groom is a hot alien warrior with a bad attitude. He's a big shot commander used to being obeyed, but no way is she following HIS orders. Sparks will fly in TAMED!

      One-click TAMED Now>

      
        
        “This crazy hot tale of the alpha male alien and the spoiled little rich girl of Beverly Hills is a funny, steamy, and highly engaging introduction to Tana Stone's new series. I gotta have more of this!”-Amazon Reviewer
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        This book has been edited and proofed, but typos are like little gremlins that like to sneak in when we’re not looking. If you spot a typo, please report it to: tana@tanastone.com

        Thank you!!
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        This is the first chapter of another sci-fi alien warrior romance series by Tana Stone, this one set on a high-tech space station and featuring badass Drexian warriors in need of human brides. I hope you enjoy!

      

        

      
        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.”

      

      To keep reading TAMED, click HERE

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Tana Stone is a bestselling sci-fi romance author who loves sexy aliens and independent heroines. Her favorite superhero is Thor (with Aquaman a close second because, well, Jason Momoa), her favorite dessert is key lime pie (okay, fine, all pie), and she loves Star Wars and Star Trek equally. She still laments the loss of Firefly.

      She has one husband, two teenagers, and two neurotic cats. She sometimes wishes she could teleport to a holographic space station like the one in her tribute brides series (or maybe vacation at the oasis with the sand planet barbarians). :-)

      She loves hearing from readers! Email her any questions or comments at tana@tanastone.com.

      Want to hang out with Tana in her private Facebook group? Join on all the fun at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/tanastonestributes/

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2020 by Broadmoor Books

      Cover Design by Croco Designs

      Editing by Tanya Saari

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

    

  

images/cover.jpg
‘)"' o/

ROMANCE 7 L i/ ‘

BARBAE]{_\FS":GE"?NI_;A\[{D Pl'ANh\
(LAIM

TANA STONE





nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Title Page


    		Contents


    		Chapter 1


    		Chapter 2


    		Chapter 3


    		Chapter 4


    		Chapter 5


    		Chapter 6


    		Chapter 7


    		Chapter 8


    		Chapter 9


    		Chapter 10


    		Chapter 11


    		Chapter 12


    		Chapter 13


    		Chapter 14


    		Chapter 15


    		Chapter 16


    		Chapter 17


    		Chapter 18


    		Chapter 19


    		Chapter 20


    		Chapter 21


    		Chapter 22


    		Chapter 23


    		Chapter 24


    		Chapter 25


    		Chapter 26


    		Chapter 27


    		Chapter 28


    		Chapter 29


    		Chapter 30


    		Chapter 31


    		Chapter 32


    		Epilogue


    		Also by Tana Stone


    		Preview of TAMED—Tribute Brides of the Drexian Warriors #1


    		About the Author


    		Copyright


  






