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      The chancellor swept through the dungeons, his long, silver robes whipping around his heels as his shoes rapped on the stone floor. A short, pudgy alien in purple robes followed close behind, holding fistfuls of fabric so it wouldn’t graze the damp patches and occasional puddles he scurried around as they passed rows of empty cells.

      “Up ahead, excellency. The last cell on the end.”

      The chancellor grunted his acknowledgement and took longer strides, spinning on his heel when he reached the end of the dank corridor. He braced his hands on his hips and cleared his throat, peering from beneath his hood. “Are you the separatists who kidnapped the human female?”

      A figure emerged from the shadows of the cell. “You know we are. You put us in here.”

      “I didn’t.” The chancellor eyed the Crestek’s dirty clothing and limp hair. “But not all within the new government are in agreement with those of us who believe that things should return to how they were.”

      The prisoner’s head tilted as he approached the bars of his cell. “Us? You don’t think we should kiss and make up with the barbarians from the sands?”

      “The creatures who live in tents and are barely clothed?” The chancellor wrinkled his nose in obvious distaste. “They might be related to us, but it has been too long since we were one people. And there are many of us who wish to keep it that way.”

      Another captive stepped from the darkness in the back of his cell. “Then why were we punished for trying to keep a female from being taken by the Dothveks? Aren’t you the one in charge?”

      The chancellor fingered the edge of his silver robes that indicated his status then flipped back his head to expose his young face. “I am, but I do not have unchecked authority. After my predecessor’s missteps, I cannot afford to appear to oppose the peace that much of the Crested city desired.”

      One of the prisoners snorted out a derisive laugh. “So, we waste away in here while you are out there, but we both believe the same thing?”

      The squat alien dressed in purple stepped forward, his doughy face twisted in disapproval. “You should not speak to the chancellor like that.”

      The chancellor raised a hand to calm his aide. “It’s fine. I understand their frustration. It’s why I’ve come to free them.”

      “Free us?” The captive with stringy hair ran a hand through it to reveal the points of his ears.

      “Yes.” The chancellor’s voice was silky smooth. “All I require in exchange for your freedom is your assistance in a delicate matter.”

      “What kind of delicate matter?” Both jailed Cresteks gripped the bars of their cells as they eyed him warily.

      The chancellor clasped his hands behind him. “There is another human female in our city. I need you to acquire her for me.”

      “You mean kidnap her?” One of the Cresteks waved a hand at his spartan cell. “That’s what landed us here in the first place.”

      The chancellor inclined his head with a slight smile. “You could hardly become more imprisoned than you are right now. I’m offering you freedom and immunity.”

      “Why would we have immunity for committing the same crime that put us in here in the first place?”

      “Because you would be performing a service for the chancellor of the Crestek city.”

      One of the prisoners let out a rough snort of laughter. “Getting you a new plaything?”

      The chancellor fought the urge to sneer at them. He needed these zealots to be on his side. He needed them to be willing to break the law for him. He needed eager fall guys who would never be believed if they turned on him.

      “I have no intention of making the human female my plaything.” Not that he would not enjoy playing with her. “I plan to make her my bride.”

      One of the prisoners nearly choked. “You want to take a human for a wife?”

      The chancellor bit back a snarl. If he had any chance of making his reign into a dynasty that would stretch over generations, he needed an heir. Many of the Crestek females still suffered from the infertility that had swept through their planet, and none of the pretty, willing creatures he’d bedded had come close to being with child. He feared that there was no Crestek female who could make him a father, and he was quickly losing patience.

      “What the chancellor wants to do with the female is none of your concern,” his aide snapped. “You should be more concerned about your own necks.”

      One of the prisoners lifted a hand to his throat. “And you’ll free us?”

      “And drop all charges?” The other added.

      The chancellor nodded, the smile teasing his lips. “You bring me the female, and you will be free.”

      One of the prisoners extended his grimy hand through the bars. “You got yourself a deal.”

      The chancellor shook it quickly, stifling a grimace.

      The other prisoner crossed his arms over his chest and grinned darkly. “Now, tell us how to find your future bride.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Maya touched a hand to her curls, which were already starting to frizz in the planet’s stifling heat. “Is it always this hot?”

      The Crestek who was leading her through the alien city to their communications hub smiled down at her. “This is a desert planet. Our city is one of the few places not completely surrounded by sand.”

      “I noticed.” She followed Karv as they wound through corridors with colored fabric draped overhead, the beige stone buildings rising high. As her ship had approached the planet in search of her friend Cat, she’d seen lots of golden, shimmering sand and not much else. The city she was being led through was the only major concentration of civilization on the alien world, and she still couldn’t figure out how Cat had managed to end up here—and then end up leaving after sending her a transmission. “You mentioned that Cat had an adventure, but she’s safe.”

      Karv nodded, the blue hood of his cloak pushed back so she could see his face, unlike most of the enigmatic aliens passing her, who kept their hoods up and darted suspicious glances at her. “That’s correct. I did not spend much time with her, or hear her entire story, but my understanding is that she crashed in the desert where two Dothveks rescued her.”

      “Dothveks?”

      “One of the species that lives on our planet.” He lowered his voice. “They are considered by many to be barbarians because they do not live in buildings behind a wall and they wear little clothing, but they are not the brutes many Cresteks would like to think they are. We were once one people, but we separated a millennia ago. The Cresteks built a city in the rocks, while the Dothveks remained on the sands and preserved our ancestors’ nomadic ways.”

      “The aliens who found Cat live in the desert?” She pushed a curl from her face, and a bead of sweat trickled down her hairline. The city was hot enough. She couldn’t imagine willingly living in the middle of an arid desert.

      “They did. Now all three of them have joined that bounty hunter crew and gone to space.”

      Maya stopped. “She joined another ship?”

      Karv’s brow furrowed. “That is my understanding. She wished to be with her two mates.”

      Maya’s jaw dropped. “Did you say two mates?” How had Cat gotten two boyfriends so quickly? And what was with the mate talk? Her friend had never struck her as the type to get serious, and she’d never mentioned being eager to get married. What the hell was going on?

      Karv cocked his head at her. “Multiple mates are not common where you are from?”

      She smothered a laugh. “Not exactly. I’m from Earth.”

      “I do not know Earth, although I have met other humans from your planet. Cat was not the first human to crash on our world.”

      “You’re not missing much.” Maya sighed, as she thought about the ravaged planet that was dominated by volatile weather and overpopulation. She’d seen images of what it had been like before the oceans had become barren, and the land had been wrecked by violent storms. “It was beautiful, but now it’s the type of place that anyone with resources escapes. Just like Cat and I did when we got jobs as stewards on a pleasure cruiser through space.”

      “A pleasure cruiser?”

      She almost laughed at the stunned look on his face. A face which was rather handsome, even if he did have gold skin, and pointed ears poking through his short, dark hair.

      “Rich humans can pay a lot of credits to tour space on a fancy ship. Cat and I got jobs taking care of the richest bitches on board. That’s what we were doing when the ship was hit by a rogue meteor, and we had to abandon ship in escape pods.” Maya did not mention the other reason she was working on the pleasure cruiser or how her brother had used all of his favors in getting her the job so she could escape Earth and those pursuing her. The less she thought about her past, the better.

      Karv’s mouth gaped. “That does not sound enjoyable.”

      Maya pushed aside thoughts of her escape from Earth and remembered that the alien was talking about her having to abandon ship. “That part wasn’t, but everyone made it to a nearby Class-M planet, where the ship is being repaired. Everyone except Cat, who apparently was knocked off course and landed here. I’ve been frantically searching for her, so it was a huge relief when we picked up her transmission. Honestly, I was worried she hadn’t survived.”

      Maya’s throat tightened as she remembered realizing that Cat wasn’t with the rest of the crew. Despite doing her best to keep a low profile on the cruiser, she’d become fast friends with her coworker, who was also a grunge kid from Earth. Since she’d left the only family she had back on Earth, Cat had become important to her. Maya had been forced to make a huge stink so that the captain would look for her friend, and they’d gotten fortunate when the transmission had arrived. She knew she had been pushing her luck when she’d begged to take a shuttle to bring back Cat, but she couldn’t abandon her friend. Which was why she’d lied about getting permission for the trip, and commandeered a ship and an unsuspecting pilot so she could find Cat.

      They might not have known each other for long, but the two women had bonded over their difficult clients. Even though Maya had told herself she shouldn’t get attached to people on the cruiser since she planned to disembark and disappear once they reached their destination, she and Cat had more similar pasts than even Cat knew. Besides, they’d shared their hopes for a future that didn’t include making towel swans for whiny, rich girls—a future that sounded like it had taken a wild turn for Cat.

      “Speaking of Cat’s transmission.” The alien paused in front of a tall, tower-like structure with a round, peaked roof. “This is the hub from where she sent it.”

      Maya released a huff of hot air as she tipped her head back to take in the tall building. “Do you think we can send another one that she and her new bounty hunter friends will receive?”

      “Yes. The bounty hunter ship is equipped with the latest technology. They are the ones who gave us the equipment to communicate with them. Half of their crew is Dothvek, with one converted Crestek, so they return to our planet with some regularity.”

      That sounded reassuring to Maya, even though she found the various species a little confusing. She also wasn’t sure if she could believe that her friend had really shacked up with two of the other aliens who lived in the desert. Cat had been a poor kid from an Earth city just like her. It was hard to imagine her happy with primitive aliens. Then again, if they were as attractive as Karv, she didn’t blame Cat for falling for them.

      Maya cleared her throat and glanced away from the Crestek, who was looking pointedly at her. “Then let’s do it.”

      He pushed open the heavy doors to the tall building, and they were hit with a blast of cool and slightly stale air. Once inside, she saw that a ramp spiraled up the interior of the building with doors on every landing. Karv led the way, his strides long and his cloak swirling behind him.

      Maya was glad she was in her boots, even if they did thunk loudly as she followed the alien up higher and higher. Holy hell. She put a hand to her side as she tried to keep up. She really hadn’t worked out much since she’d been on the cruiser.

      Karv glanced behind him and frowned. “I am going too quickly.”

      She flapped a hand at him. “It’s fine. I’m still acclimating to the thinner air on your planet, that’s all.”

      His expression became stricken, and he swiftly scooped her into his arms, turning and continuing to walk up the ramp.

      Maya was so startled she didn’t even resist. Besides, it felt great to be able to catch her breath, although she felt like an even bigger weakling as the alien carried her without even breathing hard. “You’re tougher than you look. I thought the Dothveks were the brutes on this planet.”

      Karv smiled down at her then shifted her in his arms so he could hold up one forearm. The fabric of the cloak slid down to reveal dark ink etched from his wrist to his elbow in intricate patterns. “I am not so different from the Dothveks. In fact, I’m a member of the resistance that honors the Dothvek customs.”

      Maya’s pulse quickened. Now, she was starting to understand why Cat had so easily abandoned her place on the cruiser. If her two guys were half as hot as this one, Maya didn’t blame her one bit.
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      Karv readjusted his hold on the human and tried not to think about the softness of her skin, which was a warm shade of brown. He knew from his brief interaction with the bounty hunter women that females on other worlds did not have golden skin like those on his planet, and he found himself fascinated by the varied shades. If he was being honest with himself, everything about Maya captivated him from the way she spoke, to the dark, glossy curls that seemed to grow in volume by the moment, to her devotion to her friend.

      “You are the only one who came to search for Cat?” He strode the last few steps as he reached the top of the spiraling walkway and the wide doors leading to the comms room. “No one else on your cruiser came with you?”

      Maya’s nose crinkled. “The pleasure cruiser is focused on the guest experience, which doesn’t include the menial employees. Even though Cat was one of the stewards on the premier deck like me, none of us are indispensable. The captain is already dealing with irate, wealthy cruisers who aren’t happy they had to take emergency shuttles. As soon as the cruiser is repaired, he’s obligated to resume the cruise, with or without Cat.”

      “That doesn’t seem very loyal.”

      Maya laughed, but there was no mirth in it. “The corporation that owns the cruise liner isn’t known for loyalty or for treating employees well. It’s known for profits and indulging the rich.”

      Karv set her down outside the broad doors. “You are not rich?”

      She laughed again, but this one was genuine. “Not even a little bit. Cat and I were both grunge kids, which is probably one of the reasons we bonded so quickly.”

      “Grunge kids?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “An Earth term for kids who grew up in the worst part of the devastated cities. We were both lucky to have escaped. Most people would kill to get a job off-planet, even if it does mean pandering to rich bitches.” Her expression darkened. “The only reason I got the job was because of my brother, and Cat fudged her resume to get onto the ship, so you’d think we’d both be more eager to stay in line and keep our positions.”

      He lifted an eyebrow at this admission as he opened the wide doors and led her into the communication center. “You do not like your job on this space cruiser?”

      Her eyes flared as she took in the circular room at the top of the tower that was ringed with consoles and windows overlooking the city. “I like it more than Cat liked it. She had a hard time putting up with all the clients’ demands, so maybe it’s for the best that she hooked up with two Dothveks and joined another crew.” Her gaze dropped. “Although I’ll miss her a lot. It won’t be the same without her.”

      Karv felt a pang for the female. He understood loss. He’d lost his mother when he was so young he didn’t remember her, so he knew all too well what it was like to miss someone.

      He decided to change the subject. “Space travel sounds exciting, even if you have to work while you do it.”

      She nodded as she followed him to one of the dull metal consoles, pausing to eye the base of the antennae that extended from the center of the room through the ceiling and high into the air overhead. “It is, once you get used to the idea of flying through space at speeds that shouldn’t be possible.”

      Karv’s pulse quickened with excitement that was only slightly related to watching Maya admiring where he worked. He’d rarely allowed himself to imagine what it would be like to leave his home world, even though now he knew that was a possibility. For so long, his people had embraced a policy of isolation, preferring to hide behind the high stone walls of the city. But he’d never felt the same fear that so many of his fellow Cresteks did when talking about aliens from other worlds or leaving their planet.

      He hadn’t known it was possible to fly a ship into space and go from planet to planet until the bounty hunter females had crashed onto his world and set into motion a series of events that had brought a shocking awareness that they weren’t alone in the universe. Without meaning to, the marooned females had triggered a deeply held desire that had been burning within him since he was a child—to leave his home world and travel among the stars.

      Even though his people now knew of space travel, that didn’t mean they had embraced it or sanctioned any Cresteks to leave. The only one of his kind to venture into space was the one Crestek who had taken a bounty hunter mate and became initiated as a Dothvek. He now traveled with them in their bounty hunting ship. Even the thought of T’Kar’s escape made longing stir in Karv’s soul.

      “I would like to travel among the stars,” he said, his voice startling him with its tightness.

      Maya met his gaze, her eyes crinkling as she smiled. “You should. Don’t listen to my complaints. It’s amazing.” She waved a hand at the equipment surrounding them. “I’m sure you’d be valuable to any ship, considering your expertise with all this.”

      Karv did not want to allow himself to get his hopes up, but he could not help but return her smile. “Maybe I could take Cat’s place?”

      A bark of laughter burst from Maya. “I would love to see the looks on the faces of the rich bitches on the premier deck when you came to do turndown service.”

      Karv had only been partially joking, but he joined her in laughing. “You do not think I could do the job?”

      “I don’t think you’d want to.” She nudged him playfully with her elbow. “You’re way too smart to be cleaning up after cruise passengers.”

      “Then aren’t you also too smart?”

      Her grin faltered for a moment. “Yes, but I have a master plan. I’m going to settle on one of the fancy new colonies and have people wait on me for a change.”

      Karv nodded at this, although he hadn’t heard about colonies like that. It was another reminder that there was so much about the universe that he didn’t know, and he’d never know if he spent his life in the Crestek city. His stomach twisted as he was overwhelmed by the sensation that he had been born in the wrong place or maybe the wrong time.

      He considered himself a member of the Crestek resistance, even though there was technically nothing to resist any more, since the Cresteks and Dothveks had made peace. Still, he longed to know more about his ancient Dothvek heritage, and the fact that the Dothveks were the ones who’d taken to the skies with the female bounty hunters had done nothing to dampen his feeling that he’d been born into the wrong tribe. If only he’d been Dothvek and living on the sands, he might have been one of the creatures now traversing the skies instead of stuck in the soulless city, monitoring transmissions that rarely came.

      “So, how does this work?” Maya interrupted his thoughts as she peered down at the buttons and knobs on a console. “Do I type it out old-school or send a voice message, or do you have vid capability?”

      Karv cleared his throat and focused on the task at hand. “We do not have vid technology, but we can send your transmission through an encrypted channel specially established for communication between us and the Dothveks on the bounty hunter ship.”

      Maya bobbed her head up and down. “That works. I just want Cat to know that I came looking for her and that the space cruiser will be resuming its route soon.” Her voice cracked. “And I want to tell her that I’ll miss her, but I’m happy for her.”

      Karv typed her message onto the screen, then turned to her before he put the words through the encryption process. “Anything else?”

      Maya nibbled on the corner of her lower lip. “I guess there’s no way to keep in touch or find each other if we’re both going to be on different ships, and she has no idea where she’ll be at any given time, right?”

      Karv hesitated to answer, since he didn’t know much about life on a spaceship, but he suspected she was correct. From what he’d heard of the bounty hunters, they went where they were needed, which could be anywhere at any time.

      “It’s fine.” Maya huffed out a breath before he could answer. “That’s the life of space travel, I guess. I just wish I could have seen her one last time, so I could tell her that Cassidy Bowen did get an alien rash.”

      Karv’s hands hovered over the console. “Should I add that?”

      Maya gave him a wicked grin. “Why not? It’s always nice to be the bearer of happy news.”

      Karv didn’t know why some female getting an alien rash would make Cat happy, but he dutifully added it to the message before encrypting it and transmitting it on the channel reserved for communications with the Dothveks in space.

      “Do you mind if I make a request of you?” Karv asked as he pretended not to notice Maya dabbing at her eyes.

      She straightened. “Of course. I owe you one.”

      He hesitated, hoping his request was not too strange. “I would like to escort you back to your ship and sit inside it before you depart.”

      Even though her brows popped up, she smiled. “If that’s all you want, consider it done.”

      Karv released a breath, his happiness tinged with regret that the interesting female was leaving so soon. But not until he sat in an actual spaceship.
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      When Maya emerged from the tower building with Karv, the suns were lower in the sky although the air was still hot and dry and doing nothing good to her hair.  Retracing their path through the city, she tucked an errant curl behind her ear as she fell in step with him in .

      “I hope you won’t be disappointed by the ship. It’s only a transport, probably the smallest ship you can get aside from a fighter.”

      Karv shook his head. “I will not be disappointed. Space travel is not something we have explored on this world, so seeing any ship up close will be welcome.”

      Maya nodded, wondering what it must be like to come from an isolated sand planet. From above, the planet looked like a ball of gold, and even when she’d flown closer, the monochromatic sheen of the shimmering sand and the range of rocky peaks had surprised her. There were no bodies of water or forests. It was just endless sand, broken up by one city built from stone that was as pale as the desert.

      “So even though you’ve now made contact with species from other worlds, your people don’t desire to travel off planet?”

      Karv’s lips curved down. “Many of us do, but we are not the ones in power. The Dothveks might be the ones who took to the skies, but the majority of their clan is content to remain in their oasis village on the sands.”

      “Have you seen it?” Maya asked. “The oasis?”

      The idea of an oasis in the middle of a desert seemed as romantic and exotic as it did slightly terrifying. She was still impressed that Cat had crashed in a desert and survived, and Maya wondered if she’d gotten a glimpse of the Dothvek’s oasis.

      He frowned. “I have never left the city beyond the reach of the rocky range.”

      Maya could sense his unwillingness to discuss it any further, just as she could sense his desire to go beyond what he’d always known. “Going someplace new is always scary. I was terrified at the thought of actually leaving my planet and living on a ship.”

      He stole a glance at her. “You were?”

      If Maya was being honest, most of the fear that had consumed her when she had boarded the cruiser was anxiety that she would be tracked down by the men who’d been after her on Earth. She’d counted down the moments until launch, not because she feared the unknown, but because going into space was the only way she would survive. Even now, her heart raced as she recalled the palpable anxiety that she’d be dragged off the cruiser by the thugs hunting her and made to pay for the crime of defending herself. It didn’t matter that it had been self-defense. Not when she’d accidentally killed one of the most despicable crime bosses on the planet.

      Maya forced herself to take a steady breath, reminding herself that the boss’s henchmen hadn’t found her, and now she was far from their reach. And once she reached the deep space colony of Darinthian Prime, she would be able to vanish for good.

      She smiled at Karv. “I think everyone is nervous the first time they go to space, but once you go one step farther than you’ve been before, each step after that gets easier.”

      He eyed her. “You are sure you aren’t a priestess?”

      Maya laughed, the sound drawing more curious looks as Cresteks passed them with lowered hoods. “No one has ever mistaken me for a priestess.” She winked at him. “Not pure enough.”

      Karv moved closer to her as they passed through a narrow corridor strung with colorful, but faded pennants. “The priestesses on this planet are the keepers of the planet’s magic and wisdom, neither of which are connected to purity. My people abandoned the priestesses and worship of the planet’s goddesses long ago, but the Dothveks did not.”

      Maya thought the Dothveks sounded fascinating, and she was starting to understand more and more how her friend Cat ended up falling for two of them. “How did you learn so much about them if your peoples were enemies for so long? I know you were part of a resistance that favored reuniting the clans, but don’t they live far away from the city?”

      Karv dropped his voice as he flipped up his hood to shield his face. “It’s easier to learn about them now, but there have always been pockets of Cresteks desirous of a reunification. They passed down lore and knowledge.”

      He led the way through an open courtyard crowded with vendor stalls and Cresteks milling around. Maya breathed in the savory aroma of freshly baked bread, and the sound of sizzling fat made her glance toward a vertical spit of meat rotating slowly as a brown-cloaked alien used a sharp blade to slice off strips. Heads swiveled toward them, eyes dark and glittering beneath lowered hoods.

      Maya didn’t flinch when Karv curled a hand around her elbow and steered her through the massive open gates to the city. She tipped her head to clock the robed guards striding along the tops of the city’s stone walls, and a shiver went through her. Although the aliens had been welcoming to her, she was very aware that she was currently the only human on a planet that was historically xenophobic. Only a handful of humans had ever set foot on the sand planet, and one of them was currently waiting for her in the cockpit of the transport ship.

      “Hopefully,” she muttered to herself. The captain of the cruiser had made it abundantly clear to her that he was leaving when the ship was fully repaired, whether his missing crew member was on it or not.

      If the ship was still waiting for her, the pilot was probably sleeping, Maya thought with a half grin. The pilot who’d flown her to the planet wasn’t the cream of the crop, and he’d been bored with his assignment, choosing to stay in the ship and nap while she’d ventured into the city.

      Karv bent down once they’d passed beneath the gate. “What?”

      “Nothing.” She was surprised his hearing was so good. “I hope the ship is still there for you to see. If he got a transmission from the captain to return, you’ll be stuck with me.”

      Karv’s warm smile made Maya think he wouldn’t mind that so much. She jerked her gaze from him, scolding herself for thinking about the alien like that. He’s been nice enough to help her, and all she could do was wonder what was under his flowing robes?

      Get it together, Maya.

      They walked in silence as he led her through a narrow pass in the range of rocks, looking back and giving her a half smile. “I might not have ventured far from home, but I do know all the shortcuts and hidden passages.”

      Soon, they emerged onto the edge of the desert, and Maya spotted the transport still huddled on the golden sand. Her boots sunk into the powdery substance, preventing her from picking up her pace, even though she had an urge to run toward the ship.

      “Do you wish me to carry you again?” Karv asked.

      Maya was sure they’d go faster if he carried her, but she was still too much of an independent woman to admit she wouldn’t mind an assist. Stubborn pain in the ass, had been how her older brother had phrased it. “No thanks. We’re almost there, and I don’t want the pilot seeing you carry me. The cruiser is small, and everyone gossips. Before I knew it, everyone would be asking me if I needed to be carried.”

      Karv nodded his understanding, but his lips twitched. “I did offer to take Cat’s place on the cruiser. I would not mind carrying you if I joined the crew.”

      Her cheeks warmed at the thought of being held against the alien’s hard body again. “You are not helping.”

      Still, she couldn’t suppress her grin, and her mood was light as they approached the ship. She would be sad to say goodbye to Karv, but she’d sent her transmission and made it back to her ship without being left behind. All in all, a successful mission, even if she didn’t retrieve Cat.

      The ramp to the transport was open, so she strode up it and waved for Karv to follow. “This is the ship.” She headed to the cockpit to wake the pilot and introduce him, but then stopped short when she saw his body flopped over to one side and crimson dripping from the gaping wound in his neck. Maya’s blood went cold as her mind tried to process the undeniable fact that he was dead, and she wasn’t going anywhere.
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      Karv froze, his nose twitching at the scent of blood before he even spotted the human male flopped over, his head hanging near the floor as red trailed down his pale flesh and dripped onto the gray floor of the cockpit. He’d never been inside a ship that flew in space, but his wonder at the machine was pushed aside as Maya sucked in a breath and stiffened.

      “You did not leave him this way?”

      “Of course, I didn’t…” Maya spluttered, then put a hand to her mouth. “He was fine when I left. He was sleeping.”

      Karv didn’t say that it looked like the pilot had been killed while he was sleeping, since there were no signs of a struggle, and no defensive marks on his arms, which also hung limp and lifeless. He doubted that would be much of a comfort. The man had clearly been murdered.

      Karv stepped closer to Maya even as she took a step back and bumped into him. She flinched, but he grasped her by the shoulders, feeling her body trembling. “Do not be afraid.”

      She hitched in an uneven breath. “Why not? My pilot—and the only other person I know on this planet—has had his throat cut while he was sleeping. Shouldn’t I be scared?”

      He was impressed that she’d quickly surmised that the man had been sleeping when he’d died, another reminder that Maya wasn’t afraid to reveal her intelligence, unlike most Crestek females. But she was also right that his death gave her reason to be frightened. “There was no one else on this ship?”

      She was too stunned to speak, as he quickly scanned the compact interior. He knew nothing of space vessels, but this one looked like it had flown many voyages. The dark gray surfaces were scuffed, and the chrome throughout the cockpit was dulled. It was also small, like Maya had said, so he didn’t see many places for anyone to hide.

      Maya seemed to snap from her panic, pivoting on her heel and pushing past him. She quickly opened an inset cabinet in the wall, and retrieved a pair of blasters, handing one to him. “I’ve never had to use these, but there’s always a first time.”

      She then moved through the rest of the ship, kicking open the only other doors in the vessel, even though the spaces they revealed were too small to contain a Crestek. And Karv knew that it had to be a Crestek who’d killed the pilot. They were the only ones who knew the ship had landed outside the city.

      He scraped a hand through his short hair. But why would they kill Maya’s pilot? Even the most ardent isolationists wouldn’t resort to murder, would they? His stomach roiled as he thought about the suspicion some of his people had eyed Maya with when they’d been inside the walls. Maybe he’d been naïve when he’d thought the city’s xenophobic past was behind them. The dead body in the cockpit certainly told him that someone wasn’t happy with the planet’s visitor.

      Maya stomped back to face him. “Who could have done this?”

      “I don’t know.” That was the truth. He couldn’t imagine who could have committed such a cold-blooded crime.

      Her cheeks paled. “Could another ship have arrived without you knowing? Is it possible some ship followed me?”

      Karv gave his head a firm shake before nodding it toward the pilot’s lifeless body and the puddle of blood beneath him. “No. That blood has been pooling for a while, which means he wasn’t just killed. And if a ship had arrived long enough ago for an intruder to do this, the communications hub would have known about it. We have all the sensors that pick up incoming vessels.”

      Maya threw her hands into the air, her blaster waving. “I thought this planet was at peace. I never would have come if I’d thought it would get someone killed.” Her voice cracked as she stole a glance at the dead pilot. “This is all my fault.”

      “This is not your fault.” Karv’s voice was harder than he’d intended, but it made her snap her head up. “The only one to blame is the one who did this, and we will find who committed this crime and bring them to justice.”

      Maya pressed her lips together and nodded mutely, but all the fight seemed to have drained from her.

      Karv adjusted the blaster she’d given him, the cool metal unfamiliar in his hand. “Do you know how to fly this ship?”

      She let out a watery laugh. “Not even a little bit.”

      He bit back a frustrated sigh. He’d hoped that at least she could fly herself to safety, but now, she would have to remain on his world. This was not the way he’d hoped to get to spend more time with her, especially if she was in danger, which he couldn’t pretend wasn’t the case. There was no way to know if the killer had found his target or if Maya was also an intended victim.

      “Then there is no reason to remain here.” He headed for the exit. “We should return to the city so I can report this crime.”

      Maya hadn’t moved. “If there were no other humans on this planet and the Dothveks live way out on the desert, then the only possibility for who did this is one of you.”

      Karv flinched at her words, although she was not wrong. He stopped at the top of the ramp and turned. “I agree, but I assure you that there are many types of Cresteks. Please do not blame me for the sins of another.”

      The anger faded from Maya’s face and her shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry. You’re right. You didn’t do this. Actually, you’re the only person I can be sure is completely innocent.”

      “I am not offended. I am as outraged as you are that visitors to my world have been treated like this.” Especially since he’d hoped to one day leave his home planet and be welcomed onto a spaceship’s crew.

      “What if they’re not done?” Maya’s voice was small as she met his gaze.

      The rest of her question was unspoken, but he knew what she was asking. What if her life was in danger, too?

      “I will keep you safe.” He held out his hand, determination to protect Maya surging through him like an electric current.

      She took his hand, and they walked down the ramp together. Karv sucked in a lungful of hot air, grateful that it wasn’t heavy with the metallic tang of blood. He even welcomed the soft sand as his boot sank into it, the shimmery granules sifting around his feet as he trudged back toward the city.

      Karv’s mind was a torrent of emotion, and his head was down when a familiar sound made him jerk to a stop. He almost shook his head to clear what he was sure was a mirage, when he saw one of his friends from the resistance running toward him, his beige hood flapping behind his head.

      “Volk.” He glanced behind the Crestek, but there was no one else with his friend. “Why are you here? How did you find me?”

      Volk skidded to a stop and kicked up a shower of sand. “Not easily.” He gave Maya a brief glance and nod. “I had to question everyone to discover that you’d been seen leaving the city with the human.”

      “How did you know about Maya?” Karv cocked his head.

      Volk narrowed his gaze at him. “A human female walking in the city?”

      Karv grunted. News traveled fast within the walls, and a human female was always news. “Everyone knows?”

      Volk shrugged, which meant yes, which meant the process of finding the killer just became harder.

      “I didn’t run to find you because you are with the human. Well, not entirely.” He drew in a ragged breath. “I came to tell you not to return with her.”

      “Why?” Maya asked before Karv could speak.

      Volk turned his attention to her. “It isn’t safe for you.” He put a hand to his chest and gave her a small bow. “I work within the Crestek command center, which is helpful, because I often hear whispers of trouble before it happens.”

      “Then you know what happened to my pilot?”

      Volk’s brow furrowed as he stared at Maya. “Your pilot? No, but I know what I heard about you.”

      Maya’s hand twitched in Karv’s, and he’d almost forgotten he’d been holding it. The Crestek clasped her small fingers snugly within his, giving her what he hoped was a comforting squeeze.

      “Why would the Crestek command be whispering about Maya?” Karv asked. “She just arrived, and her trip was unplanned.”

      He looked to her for confirmation, and she bobbed her head up and down. “We only requested access to land when we were in orbit.”

      “I do not know, Karv.” Volk had pivoted back to his friend. “All I know is that there have been whisperings about the human female and the new chancellor.”

      Karv’s roiling gut became a tight ball of rage. “If the new chancellor is interested in Maya, it is not to kill her.” His friend’s eyes widened but Karv continued. “The new chancellor is young, power-hungry, and arrogant. He secretly despises the peace and desires to create his own dynasty of power. If he has any interest in Maya, it is because he believes she can help him achieve that.”

      Karv did not want to think how the human female could help the power-hungry leader, but he knew the Crestek well enough to have his suspicions, all of which made his possessive and protective instincts roar to life.

      “How do you know all this?” Maya asked.

      Karv pressed his lips together, but Volk answered for him. “The chancellor is his older brother.”
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      Maya gaped at Karv. “Your brother is the leader of your people?”

      The Crestek didn’t meet her gaze, the silent movement of his head up and down the only indication that he’d heard her. “We are not close.”

      She studied his clenched jaw, and wondered how much of an understatement that was. She and her brother hadn’t been very similar, but they’d always had each other’s backs. If she hadn’t had her brother, she would never have escaped from Earth, and his sacrifice was a debt she could never repay. Maya pushed thoughts of her brother aside and focused on her current predicament, which was now making leaving Earth seem like a breeze. “I’m not sure what your brother wants with me, but I don’t want to end up like my pilot.”

      “What happened to her pilot?” Volk asked.

      Karv met his gaze with a solemn one. “Murdered while he slept on the ship.”

      Volk’s gold skin paled a few shades, and his mouth fell open. “Why would anyone want a human pilot dead?”

      A shiver passed through Maya, and she rubbed her arms to rid herself of the chill even as the sunlight beat down on her. At least there had been no ship following her, which had been her initial fear. As irrational as it seemed now, her first thought was that the thugs on Earth had followed her. Now she wasn’t sure if that fate was better or worse than the new alternative. “One way to keep me from being able to leave is to eliminate my pilot.”

      Volk shook his head. “This makes no sense.”

      “It makes sense if you know Riz.” Karv started walking and tugging Maya behind him. “We need to get her hidden within the resistance network.”

      “I need to get back to my space cruiser.” Panic burbled up in Maya’s throat. If she didn’t return soon, they would continue the journey without her, and she couldn’t let that happen. She needed to reach Darinthian Prime. If she didn’t…

      Maya didn’t want to think of what might happen if she didn’t make it to the colony or if people started asking questions about the missing women. She’d been able to skate under the radar so far, since the wealthy passengers of the cruiser weren’t the type to know anyone from the grunge or any of the underworld crime bosses, but if she went missing, that might cause talk that could reach Earth. She wouldn’t put it past the crime boss’s family to come after her, even on a sand planet.

      “You will get back to the space cruiser,” Karv said. “But your safety is more important right now.”

      How could Maya tell him that her safety was dependent on her resuming her journey on the cruiser? Revealing the secret she’d managed to keep under wraps since she’d left Earth wasn’t an option, so she fell in step with the alien.

      Volk jogged to catch up. “They know she’s with you. They’ll be looking for you together.”

      Karv stopped and dropped her hand. Maya immediately missed the warmth of his flesh.

      “You are right. She should go with you.” He whipped off his blue cloak and wrapped it around her shoulders.

      Maya tried not to gawk at him, but it was the first glimpse she’d gotten of the hard body she’d already felt when he’d carried her. He wore snug-fitting pants that appeared to be made from animal skin and a pale tunic that stretched tight over his broad chest. Even though fabric covered most of him, she could see the hint of a raised ridge extending across the back of his shoulders. Her mouth went dry, and she gave her shoulders a shake to rid herself of the questions swirling in her brain about where else he might have ridges.

      Karv shoved up the loose sleeves of his tunic to reveal the dark markings he’d shown her earlier, and Volk’s eyes gaped. “You can’t walk in there in Dothvek pants with Dothvek tattoos.”

      Karv pushed his sleeves back down. “No one will notice my pants.”

      Volt snorted, a sound that said he clearly didn’t agree. “You always did like to provoke controversy.”

      “Good. Then people will be too busy judging me to notice you sneaking in Maya.”

      Volk nodded thoughtfully. “Good point. If you cause enough of a scandal, no one will look twice at us.”

      Maya flipped up the hood of the borrowed cloak, glancing down at her feet where the long fabric pooled on the sand. “You’re sure this plan will work?”

      “It’s the best way to keep you safe right now.” Karv gave her a quick once over before nodding. “Volk will keep you safe, and I’ll meet up with you later at one of our secret meeting points.”

      Maya looked from one Crestek to the other. “You guys really do have a resistance movement?”

      Volk exhaled. “We didn’t think we’d need it any longer, but the infrastructure still exists.”

      Karv strode forward, turning and walking backward. “I’d better go make a scene.”

      Maya fought with the feeling that she should say something. Should she thank him for helping her? Thank him for his cloak? Thank him for not turning her over to his brother? It all seemed too bizarre and awkward, so she merely lifted a hand in a wave.

      Lame, Maya, she thought, after he turned around and hurried toward the city. Volk was silent as they followed at a slower pace, taking the same shortcut through the rocks and emerging in front of the looming walls and enormous gates. Karv was nowhere to be seen, which meant he had already entered the city.

      Volk shifted closer to her as they passed through the gates, but not in the same way Karv had. “Head down.”

      Maya complied, dropping her gaze to the hard packed ground that was marred with scuff marks from many feet. Her boots peeking from underneath the long, blue cloak were noticeably chunky, compared to the thin-strapped sandals worn by the female Cresteks. She suspected her uniform pants and top were also quite different from what the alien females had hidden under their cloaks, especially if the flashes of diaphanous, colorful fabrics from beneath the heavier garments were any indication.

      A murmur of voices ahead of them made Volk chuckle low. “Karv’s attire is having the intended effect.”

      Without grabbing her, the Crestek steered her away from the milling crowds and down a nearby alley. Their footfalls were soon the only ones echoing off the high, stone buildings pinning them on both sides.

      “It’s up ahead and around the corner,” Volk whispered, as he moved in front of her so they could walk single file as a pair of female Cresteks passed in a flurry of giggles and floral scent.

      Maya tried to suppress a cough as she kept her head down and followed the flapping hem of his beige cloak. He took a hard right at the next corner, and she kept pace with him, her heart pounding as she thought about how she was being secreted to a hidden location in an alien city and wondering how her life had taken such a crazy turn.

      Just a few days ago, she’d been happily turning down beds and listening to passengers whine about their delayed trip. Sure, she’d also been running from a dark past; however, she’d all but convinced herself that she was home free. Now she was possibly being pursued by a Crestek chancellor for a reason she couldn’t fathom and in more danger than ever.

      “If I ever see you again, Cat, I’m going to strangle you,” she muttered under her breath, then felt a pang of guilt for her harsh thought. Actually, this situation wasn’t Cat’s fault, so she added, “After I hug you.”

      Volk ducked down another tight passageway, this one darker and narrower than any of the others. Moss grew at the base of the stone walls, and the air was dank. Maya slowed as she stepped to avoid wet patches on the ground, and the distance between her and the Crestek lengthened. Before she could jog to catch up, thick hands reached from a doorway and jerked him inside.

      Maya gasped and backed up, stiffening as she bumped something solid.

      “Not so fast. We’ve been looking for you.”

      Maya wanted to ask them how they even knew who she was, but she suspected the gravelly voice didn’t belong to anyone in a position of real power. She was jabbed from behind, and she stumbled forward, glancing over her shoulder to see the outline of a tall figure in a black cloak which fell far enough over his face that she could see nothing but a pointed chin.

      He loomed over her as he took long strides, forcing her to walk forward until she was yanked through the same doorway where Volk had vanished. Maya squinted as her eyes fought to adjust in the lower lighting of the low-ceilinged room, but if Volk was still there, she couldn’t see him. She couldn’t even make out whomever had grabbed him and pulled him inside, and she was sure she’d seen long arms grab him.

      Before she could spin around to face the alien behind her, a hood dropped over her head and encased her in blackness. Then her arms were pulled behind her and bound with something tight that bit into the flesh of her wrists. So much for escaping capture, she thought, as panic clawed at her throat and a scream escaped her lips.
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      A hand clamped over Maya’s mouth to stifle her scream. Rough hands propelled her forward, and she stumbled blindly as she tried to remember the many turns. Right then straight then left then up an incline then left, wait, was it right then left or two lefts? She was being moved so swiftly that it was hard to keep track of the route, and she suspected with a heavy heart that it would be nearly impossible for her to retrace her steps.

      Just as she was lamenting her lack of memory, she was shoved into a chair, and the hood was snatched from her head. Maya blinked at the bright light, which was such a stark contrast with the shadowy alleyways and dark passages between the buildings.

      She was in a room with tall windows that let light stream in behind a Crestek in silver robes. The light was so bright, it almost put his face in shadow as he stared at her from behind a wide stone desk that was polished until it shone.

      Then he shifted slightly, and his face came into focus. His hair was dark and short, and his brows were black slashes above piercing eyes. He was handsome, almost strikingly so, but his gaze was cold, and his lips twitched in an unattractive sneer. Maya hadn’t known Karv long, but she knew instantly that this was his brother.

      “I hope you weren’t treated roughly on your journey here,” the chancellor said, his tone conveying clearly that he didn’t care one bit if she’d actually been treated badly. “I’m Chancellor Riz, the leader of the Cresteks.”

      Maya didn’t respond. She merely glared at him defiantly.

      He cocked his head at her. “I hope you aren’t mute.” Then he shrugged one shoulder. “Actually, I don’t care. You don’t need to speak to spread your legs for me, although I do enjoy hearing females scream while I fuck them.” He gave her a silky smile. “Do you at least scream?”

      Revulsion coursed through her, along with a decent amount of fear as she scanned the room quickly and saw that there was one heavy door to the side that appeared to be bolted shut. “The only screams you’ll hear will be yours when I kill you.”

      His angled brows rose in surprise, and then he burst out laughing. “You have spirit. Good. I like a female to have spirit—at the start, at least.”

      Fear tickled the base of her spine. Maya suspected he did not exaggerate his predilections. “I am a member of the crew of a star cruiser. You cannot just take me no matter who you are.”

      His smile dropped instantly, making him look decidedly less handsome, then it returned just as quickly as did his sultry tone of voice. “You are a visitor to my world. One with no way to leave or get a message to your star cruiser. I’m afraid I can do what I want with you.”

      She tried to swallow, but her mouth was dry. “They will come looking for me. I sent a transmission from your comms center, so people know I was here.”

      He drummed his fingers on his desk. “My brother Karv helped you with that, did he?” His laugh was cruel and full-throated. “He’s always been a fool for other worlds and even other species.” His sneer morphed into a growl. “But even he won’t question your disappearance once you reappear carrying my heir.”

      “What?” She stammered, shaking her head.

      He moved from behind the desk to stand in front of her. “I need an heir to establish my dynasty, and you humans are apparently quite fertile, unlike the females on this planet.” He eyed her up and down. “I think this is going to be the most I’ve ever enjoyed implementing a political strategy.”

      Maya wished her hands weren’t bound so she could claw out his eyes, but before she could even lunge for him, the Crestek took long steps and pounded his hand on the door. Two disheveled aliens entered, their gazes darting to her and then the chancellor.

      “Good work.” Riz flicked a hand to Maya. “Take her to my underground room.” Then his grin widened as he locked eyes on her. “The one where no one can hear your screams.”

      Maya’s stomach dropped as the hood was thrown over her head again, although she struggled as she was jerked to her feet. “You can’t do this! I’ll never—”

      But her words were cut off by a hard thump to the back of her head as she was dragged from the room. Sounds became muffled as the two Cresteks half carried her down a series of long corridors and twisting stairs that she could tell were going deeper as the temperature dropped.

      Maya tried not to panic, but her head swam as she was propelled forward against her will. Then they stopped, and voices were raised. The hands holding her up released her as she was surrounded by muffled sounds of scuffling and loud grunts and thuds. She stilled, wondering if these attackers were friends or even more dangerous foes.

      Her own hands were tied behind her back, so she couldn’t remove her hood or even see where she was. Her fingers twitched with the urge to find something to use as a weapon, but she couldn’t do much when she was bound. Her mind raced as she tracked the sounds of the fight. Could she make her way out while the fight was distracting those who’d grabbed her? But where was out? Maya’s heart pounded as she edged away from the noise, her feet sliding across the floor so she wouldn’t trip. She hated the dark, and she hated being tied up and unable to see anything even more.

      What the hell was happening? She hadn’t heard anyone trailing them, although she hadn’t been at her most alert. Maya wished she could rip off the hood covering her head, but even when she bent over to shake it off, it didn’t fall. So much for seeing what was going on, she thought, or where she was going, as she continued to edge herself away from the fight. The combatants were sending bodies into walls with loud grunts and mumbled alien curses that her universal translator easily converted.

      Then, as soon as the fight had started, there was silence. Maya held her breath, unsure who’d won and if she was now free or if she’d be dragged away. A heavy hand clamped over her arm was her only answer as she was pulled forward.

      She stumbled over lumps on the floor she assumed were bodies, saying an old prayer she remembered from childhood that no one had been killed trying to help her. She was too frightened to scream, and she didn’t think it would help if she did. Who would come to her rescue? She didn’t know anyone in the Crestek city but Karv, and how would he know where she was?

      A strange lump formed in her throat at the thought of the gold-skinned alien who’d been so nice to her. Would he know what had happened to her and his friend, or would she disappear forever within the labyrinth of the alien city’s walls?

      As Maya was propelled forward through seemingly endless hallways, she steeled herself for whatever was to come, gritting her teeth and building up a healthy dose of outrage. If she was still being taken to some underground room where the chancellor could hide her, he was in for a surprise.

      Maya hadn’t grown up in the slums of Earth without learning how to take care of herself when it came to men. She’d proven that when that slimy crime boss had pinned her down and tried to force himself on her. She’d taken him out, and she wouldn’t hesitate to do the same to an alien. True, she hadn’t thought she’d need to defend herself once she’d taken the job on the cushy space cruiser, but if she had to fight, she could fight.

      “The chancellor has no idea what he’s in for,” she muttered under her breath as she was ushered from the dank cool air into what she was sure was an outdoor corridor. The air was warm, and there were sounds of voices in the distance.

      As quickly as her hands had been bound together, they were cut free. Without waiting to find out why, Maya jabbed a sharp elbow in her captor’s ribs and ran, as she snatched the hood from her head.

      It took her only a moment to realize that she’d been right. She was outside, but it wasn’t a passageway or alley. She was in a courtyard of some kind with high windowless walls all around her and a stone fountain taking up the center of the square space. The water lay limpid in the basin of the fountain with debris floating on top.

      It took her another moment to realize that the alien she’d elbowed was calling her name, and she knew his voice.

      Maya whirled around to see Karv doubled over and clutching his groin. What she’d thought had been his gut clearly hadn’t been.

      She turned fully to face him. “It was you? You attacked us?”

      He shook his head as he straightened. “I saved you.” His expression darkened. “The chancellor’s goons attacked Volk, but he told me who’d taken you. My brother isn’t the only one who knows the secret passageways of the city.”

      “So that was you fighting them?”

      He nodded. “I didn’t tell you or unmask you because there wasn’t time. I had to get you as far from there as possible.”

      Maya took in her surroundings, noticing the general state of neglect. “Where are we?”

      “An old safe house.” Karv frowned. “But we can’t stay here. As soon as the bodies are found, my brother will institute a full-on search of the city. We’re only stopping here for supplies before we leave.”

      “If the resistance safe houses aren’t safe, where can we go that is?”

      Karv drew in a deep breath. “The only place my people will not be able to follow us with any success.”

      Maya’s gut clenched as if she knew the next words he would say.

      “I’m taking you to the sands to seek refuge with the Dothveks.”
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      Karv tried to sound more confident than he felt, but worry niggled the back of his brain—worry that flooded his thoughts and made him doubt his ability to protect the human.

      Now that there was peace between the peoples, why couldn’t he go to the Dothvek village? Of course, going there would mean he would have to find it first, and the sands were known for being vast and for devouring wandering travelers. It had been a wonder that Cat had survived when she’d crashed there.

      “We’re going to cross the desert?” Maya gaped at him, making no attempt to hide her disbelief. “I’ve seen your desert from above. It’s enormous.”

      “Our people evolved with natural defenses to the desert climate.” Defenses the Cresteks had mostly lost over generations of living behind tall walls and beneath sheltering cloaks. The only things that remained that would give him some measures of protection were the hard ridges on his back and his naturally reflective gold skin.

      “I’m human,” Maya reminded him. “I wasn’t born with natural defenses to sweltering heat and no water.”

      “A cloak will protect you, and we will take water and provisions.”

      Karv did not blame her for having doubts. He was wracked with them, despite the certainty that he was doing the right thing. He’d promised to keep the human safe, and now he’d attacked the separatists sent after Maya, which he was sure were working under the direction of his brother. Nothing happened in the city without his older brother’s knowledge, which meant that he was taking sides against his own family, and that had never worked out well for him. His brother had no problem meting out punishment, even to his own flesh and blood. In fact, Karv thought he enjoyed tormenting his siblings even more. It was why he rarely spoke to Riz and what made him choose to help Maya.

      He swallowed hard as he thought about defying his brother. He knew better than to incite Riz’s wrath, and he had the scars to prove it. He also knew all too well just how dangerous his brother could be when he decided he wanted something. But Karv could not stand idly by and watch Maya become one of his brother’s pawns. He thought about the Cresteks he’d taken out and how livid his brother would be once he discovered them. If Karv wasn’t committed before, he was now.

      Even with his decision set, Karv knew he must be careful. He would keep her safe and stash her with the Dothveks until he could arrange for a rescue by her people, but that would be all. Despite the unusual pull he felt toward the female, he could not allow himself to form an attachment. It would only put her in graver danger. If his brother discovered that he had any kind of feelings for the human, he would become even more determined to take Maya.

      Bile churned in Karv’s gut as he thought of all the times his older brother had taken things he wanted or destroyed them so Karv could not enjoy them. Riz had always been cruel and controlling, but with a natural ability to appear charming. He and his sister had both learned the extent of their brother’s vitriol, which was why they kept their distance and let few know of their connection to the new chancellor.

      “Not this time, brother,” Karv said darkly to himself as he glanced up and noticed Maya rubbing her wrists. “Did the ropes cut you?”

      She shrugged off his question. “I’m fine.” Her gaze dropped for a moment. “Did I elbow you too hard?”

      Luckily, the point of her elbow had impacted the ridges right above his cock. It had been painful, but it could have been worse. “I am also fine.”

      Maya grinned at him. “I guess we’re a pair of tough badasses.”

      We will have to be if we’re to survive in the desert, Karv thought, but did not say out loud.

      The door behind him swung open, and a Crestek in long, silvery robes burst into the courtyard, breathing heavily.

      Karv spun on his heel, prepared to attack, and Maya backed away, putting up her own fists, but the Crestek held up two hands in a gesture of surrender.

      “It’s me.” A hood was flipped back to reveal a face all too familiar to Karv.

      He expelled a loud breath. “Linnea. What are you doing here?”

      His sister smiled brightly at him, drawing a satchel from within her robes. “I brought you what you’ll need to make it to the Dothveks.”
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      Karv embraced the Dothvek female with dark hair intricately arranged in curls on her head. “How did you know to find me here?”

      She smiled at him when she pulled away. “I am still part of the resistance, brother. Besides, I know your mind as well as my own. When I heard you brought an off-worlder to the comms center, then saw Volk in the square and you causing a stir without your cloak, I suspected the two of you were up to something.” She flicked a glance at Maya. “I didn’t know exactly what until now. Another human female?”

      Karv nodded. “This one doesn’t have the protection of two Dothveks.”

      “Are you talking about my friend Cat?” Maya eyed the female. “Did you know her?”

      Linnea hesitated. “I only met her briefly when I took her and her two barbarian protectors to my brother.” Then she grinned. “But she looked well-attended.”

      Maya thought she knew what that meant and couldn’t wait to actually see Cat again and find out if all these rumors were true. If she ever got off the planet, which was seeming to be less and less likely. Not only was she shaken by her encounter with the chancellor, but she didn’t know what would happen if she didn’t get back to the pleasure cruiser and make it to the deep space colony. Her escape plan relied on her being an unnoticed steward who could disappear once the cruiser reached its destination. Going missing would make news—even on Earth—and that was the last thing she needed. She tried not to panic too much about the implications of the space cruiser leaving without her, but her rescue plan was going from bad to worse to awful.

      Karv took the bag from his sister. “How did you know I would need supplies?”

      She shrugged. “Like I said, I know you.” Her crooked smile slipped. “I also know our brother, and he always gets what he wants.”

      Karv scowled. “But why would our brother want this human he doesn’t know?”

      Linnea’s gaze lowered. “I do not see him much, but more than you do. Riz is obsessed with producing an heir and creating some sort of dynasty for himself. He sounds a bit mad if you ask me.”

      “You think that has something to do with Maya?” Karv asked.

      His sister twitched one shoulder. “Humans aren’t cursed with the same fertility issues as our females. Perhaps he thinks she could produce an heir while the Crestek females he’s been with have failed.” She glanced up and gave her brother a pointed look. “And I’ve heard he’s tried many Crestek females.”

      That tracked with what the chancellor had said to her, Maya thought, not pleased that a mad alien was obsessed with impregnating her. “He did say that I was the key to him creating a dynasty.”

      Karv gaped at her. “You saw him?”

      Maya nodded, her pulse jangling at the memory of the alien’s cold eyes and crude words she didn’t want to repeat. “I was taken to his office, I think. Then he told his goons to take me to the room with thick walls so no one could hear me scream.”

      A dark rumble came from Karv’s chest as his expression became grim.

      Linnea pressed her lips together and shook her head. “Power has made him lose his mind.”

      “He was always cruel and unhinged,” Karv said. “We both know that all too well.” Karv started to pace a small circle in the courtyard. “If he’s convinced she’s the only solution, he won’t give up.”

      Maya wasn’t crazy about the two aliens talking about her like she wasn’t standing right there. “I know your planet hasn’t been much for interplanetary diplomacy, but your leader can’t just take someone from another world. I’m an Earthling and a crew member of a space cruiser. I will be missed.”

      She wasn’t sure how true that was, but no way was she going to let on that the captain of the ship would leave her ass in a heartbeat if it meant happier clients. She was still a citizen of Earth, and she was protected by its treaties with other planets.

      “Riz doesn’t care about interplanetary diplomacy.” Karv fisted his hands by his sides. “He preferred our world before contact with the outside, and he is used to getting his way.”

      Linnea crossed her arms and drummed her fingers. “He will find her if she stays in the city. It’s only a matter of time. Which is why you need to take her away.”

      “You have always been incredibly astute, sister.” Karv smiled at the female. “You would have made a better chancellor than our brother.”

      “Of course, I would have.” Linnea flipped a curl off her shoulder. “If only our planet was ready for my brilliance.”

      “The Dothveks still honor females like our ancestors,” Karv said.

      “You are the one who wishes to be a Dothvek,” she put a hand on his arm, “not me. Aside from my desire to be recognized for my genius, I do prefer the finer things in life, and I dislike sand.”

      Karv took a deep breath. “Let us hope the Dothveks see me as an ally and offer asylum.”

      Linnea held his gaze with a serious one. “They will recognize a kindred spirit in you, brother. Remember, they can sense your thoughts.”

      “They can what?” Maya asked. Were these desert barbarians mind readers?

      Karv turned to Maya with a pointed look. “Do you trust me?”

      Maya held his gaze. Did she? She barely knew the alien. He’d been friendly enough when he’d offered to help her send her transmission, and he’d seemed open to tell her where Cat was and about his people and planet, but did she really know him?  He’d told her that he was related to the leader of his people who might or might not have something to do with her pilot being murdered and could be after her. Maya didn’t know whom to trust, but it seemed like she didn’t have a choice. The alternative to trusting Karv was going back into the city where everyone looked sideways at her.

      She huffed out a breath. She would trust Karv, but only because her gut told her he was her best chance of getting off the planet and back to the cruiser. As hot as he was, Maya had learned one thing for sure in her time on the sand planet. This was not the place for her.

      She missed the cool air of the ship and the bright interiors. Hell, she even missed the incessant chatter of the premier-level passengers. She didn’t care that with Cat gone, she’d have to take on twice the number of cabins and clients. She’d take all of that if only she could snap her fingers and be off the arid planet filled with resistance groups and intrigue that somehow now included her.

      “I trust you,” she finally told Karv. “But if we end up wandering in the desert for the rest of our days, I will not be a pleasant travel companion.”

      “Noted.” Karv pivoted to Linnea. “Can you spread information to convince command that she’s still in the city?”

      “Of course.” His sister’s expression was pained. “You understand there is no coming back from this decision if Riz discovers what you’ve done. Are you ready to abandon your life and your people?”

      Karv’s lips thinned as he gave her a brusque nod. “I understand. This has always been my fate.”

      Linnea gave him a sad smile, as if she also knew the truth of his words. “Then I hope you succeed.” She threw her slender arms around him. “And I hope I see you again one day.”

      Maya gulped as she watched the siblings embrace, thoughts of her own brother and their tearful goodbye making her throat tighten. This alien was risking so much for her. A part of her knew she shouldn’t allow him to sacrifice his life for her without knowing his price. But another part knew she had no choice. Just as she’d had no choice when she’d left Earth.
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      “Keep your head down,” Karv whispered as they stepped into a darkened alley. Night had fallen, and shadows enveloped the narrow streets of the city, which meant that it would be quieter. It also meant there would be fewer residents in the streets, which would make their presence more difficult to mask.

      Maya’s hood fell over her face as she huddled beside him and nodded. Even though she’d agreed to the journey, Karv wondered if she understood what it meant. From what little she’d told him, she’d grown up in a city herself, although not in any sort of luxury. He sensed that despite her employment on a space cruiser that sounded more fantastical than anything he could imagine, she was used to hard work and struggle.

      He clasped her hand to keep her close as they moved silently down one tight passageway and then another, the cool air of the desert night creeping through the thick fabric of his cloak. Overhead, the sky shone from the light of three small moons and the sparkling dots of light against the inky fabric of night. The occasional night hawk soared low and let out a hunting cry.

      “Will the gates be open?” Maya asked in a hushed voice.

      Karv shook his head. “We won’t be using the gates.” He didn’t explain further, as he pulled her with him to skirt around a pool of dank water on the ground and dodge a male in dirty robes staggering unevenly and muttering to himself.

      After another few turns, Karv rapped his knuckles softly on a door and held his breath as he waited for it to open. Linnea had told him that the passageway from the city was still open, although it hadn’t been used since the bounty hunters and Dothevks were secreted out before the reunification. Though the resistance hadn’t been disbanded, they had gone dormant since there was no longer anything to resist. Or so they’d thought.

      Karv had known in his gut that such a dramatic change in his people’s government would not be as easy as it had seemed. Power was never relinquished quickly. The defeat of the past chancellor had merely opened a vacuum that his brother had been more than happy to fill, all the while pretending to be a believer in reunification. Karv knew all too well that his brother only craved power and control, and Riz would rather die than admit that the Dothveks were their equals.

      So, while the resistance had gone quiet, a different resistance had developed. A separatist movement that desired to return the Cresteks to the way things were before there had been peace with the Dothveks. It had been the separatists who had abducted Cat, and it was their operatives who’d tried to take Maya. The only advantage Karv’s resistance had was that they still retained the infrastructure they’d created during years of hiding their movement. And that network and system included secret passageways within the city and hidden ways to get beyond the walls without being seen.

      The door swung open, and Karv tensed. If their group had been compromised, he could be leading the human into a trap. He wouldn’t put it past his brother to have spies everywhere.

      But the Crestek in the doorway stepped back so that the faint light from the interior hit his face.

      Karv’s shoulders sagged with relief. “Brycen, I’m glad to see you.”

      The broad-shouldered Crestek pulled him inside. “Then come in. We don’t want you lingering out there any longer than you need to. Not with the guards prowling the streets.”

      Karv jerked around after closing the door behind Maya. “We did not see any guards.”

      “They haven’t made it to this part of the city.” Brycen lifted one sharply angled brow. “Not even the guards like to come here.”

      Karv grunted. That was true. The resistance movement had appropriated buildings in the most run-down part of the city, where the upper-class residents—and holders of power—wouldn’t dare venture.

      “That doesn’t mean we don’t need to move quickly,” his fellow resistance fighter said, as he strode to the wall and shoved aside a heavy piece of wooden furniture that contained as many scuffs and dents as the walls of the dingy room.

      Karv squinted at the gaping hole in the wall, knowing that it led to the sands, but also very aware that it meant crawling along in complete darkness.

      “What is that?” Maya asked, wrinkling her nose.

      The scent of damp earth was pervasive, now that the tunnel through the ground had been revealed, and he didn’t blame her for eyeing the escape route with suspicion.

      Brycen stepped back and put his hands on his hips. “That is the way out.”

      Maya looked between the two Cresteks. “Is it the only way?”

      “The only way not watched or guarded.” Karv stepped closer to the yawning, black hole. “I will go first, and you can follow.”

      Maya’s eyes were wide, and she backed away. “Go in there? In the dark?” She swung her head back and forth so hard her hood slipped down, and her curls flew around her face. “Nope. No way.”

      Brycen exchanged a confused look with Karv, but Karv closed the distance between him and Maya. “If you do not leave the city, you will be found and taken to my brother, the chancellor. Then no one will be able to save you.”

      She swallowed, her gaze darting nervously between him and the dark mouth of the tunnel. “I don’t like the dark. I can’t even sleep in the dark.”

      Karv didn’t know what had happened to Maya that had given her such a terror of the dark, but he recognized genuine fear in her dark eyes. He reached for her hands and clasped them, feeling the tremor in them. “Do you trust me?”

      She tore her gaze from the tunnel and looked at him, holding his gaze for a long moment. Karv sensed a pulse of warmth from her and could almost sense her assessing him. He knew her answer before she moved her head up and down.

      His own mouth opened, but he couldn’t speak. He’d sensed her emotions as if they were his own, but he’d known without a doubt they were hers. Was this what the Dothveks experienced all the time? Was this what it was like to feel connected to another’s mind? As much as he’d revered the Dothveks and marveled at the empathic abilities, he’d never experienced anything close to it—until now.

      Without thinking, he lowered his face so that his lips brushed her ear. “I promise to keep you safe, Maya. I will not let anything in the dark or the light harm you.”

      She shivered but released a breathy sigh that sent heat straight to his cock. Karv gritted his teeth, pushed aside the pulse of desire, and straightened. He could not let his raw emotions get the best of him when both of their lives were on the line.

      “Karv.” His friend’s voice brought him back to reality and the dimly lit, grungy room.

      “Would you rather go first?” Karv asked Maya as he led her to the tunnel’s entrance. “I will be right behind you.”

      She nodded. “As long as there aren’t any drop-offs or turns in the tunnel I should know about.”

      “Nothing like that. It is cut straight through the ground and emerges on the other side of the city walls.”

      “In a spot that is lightly guarded,” Brycen added. “Since most of the guards are deployed searching the city, you should have an easy escape once you reach the sands. No one would expect a human female to try to run there.”

      For good reason, Karv thought.

      Maya drew herself up to her full height, which still meant she was considerably shorter than him. “Let’s do this.”

      She hiked up her beige cloak and stepped into the tunnel, casting a final look over her shoulder. Karv clasped his friend by the arm in thanks before he climbed in behind her, hunched over, and shuffled forward. Behind him came the scraping sound of the entrance being hidden again, and then the blackness was absolute.

      Ahead of him, Maya hummed to herself as she moved forward, and the lilting sound filled the tunnel and made it easy for him to know how close she was. When she stopped, he bumped into her, his arms wrapping around her to stop himself from falling.

      “How much farther?” Her voice cracked as her body shook beneath his.

      “We are very close,” he lied. He didn’t know how much farther until the tunnel ended, but he could sense her fear clawing at his throat as if it was his own.

      Instinct took over as Maya’s emotions swirled in his head, and Karv bent over her and turned her head to him. Then without thinking, he crushed his lips to hers in the dark, waiting for her shock and anger to push back at him. But instead, she curled her hands around his neck and pulled him closer to her.

      She didn’t want him to stop. She wanted more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Maya didn’t even realize she was kissing Karv back until her hands were coiled around his neck and his soft lips were sending tingles across her skin. His arms circled her, tugging her closer to him and making the darkness evaporate. Even the cold air in the tunnel wasn’t noticeable as her body heated in response to his lips moving urgently against hers.

      Then, as quickly as she’d sunk into the kiss, Maya pulled back. The sounds of their mingled panting filled the tunnel as she tried to regain her breath and her sanity. What had just happened?

      Karv stilled although he didn’t pull away from her. “I am sorry. I don’t know—”

      “No, it’s fine.” Maya cut him off because she had welcomed his kiss. She’d actually wanted it, and now she missed the warmth of his lips.

      “You were frightened,” Karv said. “I thought that…actually, I didn’t think…”

      “You’re right. I was scared.” Maya laughed lightly, the strangeness of the situation somehow lightening her mood and banishing the terror that had gripped her.

      “The dark.” His words were not a question.

      She nodded, even though he couldn’t see her. “I’m fine now.” Oddly, she was. She dropped her hands and patted his firm chest. “We should probably keep going. I still don’t enjoy the dark.”

      He released her so Maya could turn, but he was so close to her she could feel his warm breath on the back of her neck. Instead of being creepy, it was comforting and reminded her of hiding with her big brother under the bed. The memory made her stomach clench, but she forced herself to move forward.

      Maya tried not to think about her past or why the dark sent chills through her; she couldn’t sleep without lights on, and she avoided doing anything in the dark. It was almost comical she’d ended up on a space cruiser flying through the total blackness of space, but the vessel was so enormous and so brightly illuminated inside that she could easily forget about the endless darkness beyond the hull.

      It didn’t do any good to dwell on her past, Maya thought, as she tried to purge her brain of memories of huddling in the dark. If she focused hard enough, she could block out the sounds of heavy footsteps and gunfire and her own small heart thundering in her chest. She’d bitten her lip until it had bled so she wouldn’t cry and give away their hiding spot as the abandoned building they lived in was searched. Even now, she could remember the coppery taste of the blood that was a companion to her fear.

      Before the memories could engulf her again and send cold waves of terror to wrack her body, Maya glimpsed a sliver of light ahead. Not even light, more of a softening of the dark that grew until she could see the outline of her feet and finally a glow of moonlight as she emerged from the tunnel and fell into a copse of bushes that broke her fall. Maya rolled from the bush onto the ground, the loose dirt cushioning her hands.

      Karv came out behind her, jumping free of the bushes and landing on the ground next to her.

      “Show off,” she muttered as she stood and wiped her hands on her pants.

      The moons were shockingly bright, illuminating the stretch of ground that led away from the city walls. Maya peered up at the looming stone that encased the city and shuddered.

      “We need to move.” Karv grabbed her elbow and hurried her across the unsheltered land until they were slipping into a thin crevice in the rock face.

      The narrow wedge in the boulders was so well hidden that Maya wouldn’t have known the path existed if Karv hadn’t gone first. She even had to turn sideways and walk behind him as they made their way between the two slabs of rock. Lifting her face, she could see the night sky, so she wasn’t overcome by claustrophobia, even though the space was incredibly snug. She wondered how the larger alien was handling the tight path.

      As if he could read her thoughts, Karv laughed. “The Dothveks never use this way.  They dislike being penned in by the stone, since they are used to moving across the sands. It will also put us on the sands faster than the winding route through the rocks, which is why Cresteks avoid it.”

      “So, if the Cresteks don’t use it, and the Dothevks don’t use it…” Maya let her words trail off.

      “As far as I know, only the resistance has used it. We are the only ones who have any interest in a route to the sands.”

      Maya hoped he was right, and there wouldn’t be a squadron of alien soldiers waiting for them at the end of the snug stone passageway. Her pulse quickened when she spotted an opening in the rock, and soon they were stepping onto the sand.

      Maya’s feet sunk into the powdery substance, and she remembered how hard it had been to trudge through it when she’d first arrived, and her ship had landed outside the city. She knew the ship with her dead pilot was on the other side, which made her emit a grateful sigh. She didn’t want to see the ship and be reminded of what had happened to the man who’d flown her to the sand planet.

      Karv stopped and stared across the desert as he adjusted the pack on his shoulder.

      Maya turned her attention to the desert, and gulped as she took in the size of it. The rolling dunes glimmered in the light from the skies, the gold sand glittering like it was inset with diamonds. Some of the waves of sand were so high they couldn’t see over them, while others were low and long. Even with the sparkling sand and shining moons, the desert seemed vast and silent. There was no movement, and the only sounds came from the sporadic caw of a bird. It was hard to imagine that an entire tribe of people lived out there and even had an oasis village.

      Maya sensed a brief pulse of uncertainty from Karv. “Is this your first time out here?”

      He pivoted and met her gaze. “I have come this far, but no farther.”

      Despite his fascination for the Dothveks who dwelled in the desert, he was not one of them. He might hold some of their beliefs, but he did not have the experience of surviving in a brutal desert, and she didn’t know how, but Maya could sense doubt creeping into his thoughts. Maybe it was because she also doubted their ability to stay alive before they found the oasis, although she would never admit that to Karv. Not when he was risking his own life to keep her from being abducted.

      “There’s a first time for everything, right?” She summoned her courage and held out her hand. She’d always been one to take big swings in life, and they’d usually paid off for her. She had to believe this one would, too. “Together?”

      Karv smiled at her and closed his large hand around hers. Then they both started walking forward onto the endless desert and into the night, leaving the planet’s only city and civilization behind them for good.
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      Karv reached the top of a high dune and took a deep breath. He’d never known that the sands had a distinct scent, but they did. Instead of the cacophony of smells that buffeted him in the Crestek city—roasting meat, unwashed bodies, cloying perfume—the sands smelled fresh and clean, as if the punishing rays of the two suns had burned off any other scents.

      He glanced down, his eyes detecting faint trails through the sand and his stomach doing an uneasy flip. A quick look behind him told him that the fine texture of the sand swallowed up any trace of their footsteps as they’d traversed the dunes, and that also told him that whatever had left marks must be huge or heavy or both.

      Maya sucked in a breath as they stood at the crest of the dune. “How do we know we’re going the right way?”

      Karv didn’t know whether they were going the right way. One of the Dothvek twins had told him enough about the oasis village that he hoped he was navigating correctly, but he hadn’t spent nearly as much time as he should studying the skies. His only hope was that they’d be as lucky as T’Kar had been. The Crestek, who had been the son of the former chancellor and had escaped from the city with one of the bounty hunter females, had eventually ended up in the Dothvek village, although he’d done so by way of the sand scavengers, a fate Karv would like to avoid.

      Instead of answering, Karv swiveled to the human and studied her face. “You are tired.”

      She shrugged. “Walking in this sand is like trying to walk through water. I feel like you could go faster if I wasn’t with you.”

      He made a guttural sound of disagreement but scooped her into his arms at the same time. “You rest while I do the walking.”

      Her mumbled protests were weak and abandoned quickly, as he slid down the tall dune with one leg extended. When he’d almost reached the bottom, his heel caught on something hard and sent them both sprawling forward. Maya landed in front of him, and Karv caught himself with his hands, which sank into the sand to his elbows.

      He swung his head quickly to see what had tripped him, and to  face off with any number of scary sand creatures he’d heard about. But no monster emerged from the sands. There was only a hard curve of steel poking up from the ground.

      Maya crawled over and used her hands to scoop away sand from the object. “I recognize this.” She sat back when she’d cleared enough to expose more of the metal. “It’s the top of an escape pod from my space cruiser. This must be Cat’s pod that crashed here.”

      Karv felt a surge of hope. If this was where the other human had landed, then it was close enough to be spotted by the Dothveks, which he hoped meant they weren’t far from the village. That didn’t mean they were safe from the creatures who dwelled beneath the sand and had left the marks in the area surrounding the remains of the pod. With a shudder, Karv wondered if some kind of creature had taken the abandoned and submerged pod as a new home.

      He jumped to his feet. “We should continue before it’s first light. Once the sun is up, the journey will be less pleasant.”

      Maya accepted his hand up but froze as her gaze shifted behind him. “I don’t think we need to worry about finding the Dothveks anymore.”

      Karv spun on his heel and found himself staring at a row of barbarians with bare chests and curved blades in their hands. Dark marks etched their golden skin, and their animal-skin pants pulled snugly over muscular thighs.

      Maya moved closer to him. “They found us.”

      Karv moved slowly to raise his hands, fully aware that sudden movements might make the Dothveks attack. Despite the peace between their people, the alliance was new and tenuous. Besides, part of the alliance was the understanding that the clans would keep to their spaces—the Cresteks to their city and the Dothveks to the sands. Neither side had agreed to integrate or even send representatives to live among the others, although Karv would have welcomed such an exchange.

      “We were looking for you,” he said, projecting his voice so it boomed.

      The Dothveks didn’t change their stance or their expressions, and Karv wondered if maybe they’d removed the universal translator implants that the bounty hunters had gifted to them.

      “We did not,” one of the Dothevks said, startling him, and reminding him that they could sense his thoughts, even if he had no idea what they were thinking.

      “You know that I speak the truth.” Karv’s words sounded bolder than he felt, but he reminded himself that he had nothing to fear. The Dothveks were allies, and he came in peace.

      “You come in peace?” The Dothvek who’d spoken earlier said, telling Karv that he must be the leader of the group, if not of the clan. “Why do you come at all?” The male with long, dark hair flicked a gaze to Maya. “And why with a human?”

      Karv’s heart raced. This was not the welcome he’d anticipated. “She needs asylum. Your kinsmen Dev and Trek told me that if I ever needed assistance, your people would come to my aid.”

      Murmurs passed among the cluster of Dothveks, and even in the light from the stars he could see that they were curious. He had no doubt from the looks passing between them that they were communicating with each other about him and Maya.

      “You know our twin warriors?”

      Karv was glad he didn’t need to lie. “I helped them rescue their mate and leave the planet with the bounty hunters and more of your kinsmen.”

      Eyes widened and feet shifted in the sand.

      “They found a mate to share?”

      He nodded. “A human who crashed on the sands. She was abducted by Crestek separatists. I assisted them in saving her and taking her to safety with the bounty hunters.”

      “We are glad to know their fate.” The speaker for the Dothveks let his gaze rest on Maya again. “What about this one?”

      Maya bristled noticeably by his side. “This one was friends with the woman your twins found, and I came here to find her. Unfortunately, abduction seems to be a popular pastime among the Cresteks. They tried to take me, too.”

      The Dothvek pinned Karv with a sharp look. “I thought the reunification put an end to this.”

      “The new chancellor secretly wishes to return to the old ways, and he needs an heir to solidify his dynasty.” He glanced at Maya. “He thinks a human mate is the answer, so I brought her here to hide from him.”

      The Dothvek scowled but finally grunted. “We will keep her safe in our village.”

      Before Karv could thank him, two warriors stepped forward to take Maya’s arms.

      She jerked away. “We don’t need to be escorted by force. We can follow you.”

      “There is no we.” The Dothvek lifted a dark slash of a brow at her. “You will be given sanctuary, not the Crestek.”

      His stomach fell. They were taking her, but refusing him?

      Maya threaded her fingers through his. “Well, that’s going to be a problem, because he’s with me, if you know what I mean.”

      Then she jerked Karv to her and planted a hard kiss on him.
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      Maya wasn’t sure why she felt so compelled to kiss Karv, but she’d been unnerved by the way the barbarians stared at her, their dark eyes glittering in the night as they loomed over her. She’d thought the Cresteks were impressively tall, but seeing the Dothveks with their chests bared and curved blades attached to their hips had terrified her. She believed Karv that Cat had gone off with a pair of them, but that didn’t mean she wanted to be dragged off by half a dozen.

      Maya might have learned to be tough growing up in the decimated slums of Earth, but that didn’t mean she wanted to go it alone with sand barbarians. She had to leave her brother behind, which had been hard enough. For some strange reason, she felt safe with Karv, and she didn’t want to be forced to leave him too. Besides, would he have anything to go back to? If his brother had any idea he’d taken part in her escape, she had a feeling Riz wouldn’t be forgiving. Karv had taken an enormous risk by helping her escape and bringing her across the desert to find refuge with the Dothveks. She couldn’t let them send him back alone. Not when she knew that he would be blamed for her escape if they caught him returning to the city.

      Maya had every intention of leaving the sand planet and returning to the cruiser and her eventual new life on the deep space outpost, which meant she would eventually leave Karv behind, but she didn’t want to leave him now. Not if it meant condemning him for helping her. She’d already had to do that with her brother when he’d risked himself to get her onto the cruiser and away from Earth, and the guilt gnawed at her still. She couldn’t bear to put anyone else in danger for her.

      So, she’d done the only thing that had occurred to her in a moment of panic. She’d kissed Karv in order to prove to the aliens that they were together and couldn’t be separated. She hadn’t counted on feeling the same heat sizzle over her skin and pool in her core as she had when they’d kissed in the tunnel, but all those feelings had rushed back again, and soon her forceful kiss was softening, and she was sinking into him with a soft sigh.

      Maya.

      She heard her name sharply in her own mind and pulled away from Karv, startled that the voice hadn’t been her own.

      Karv looked at her, his breath ragged and his gaze hot, but his angled brows knitted together. Had he been the one to break her from the spell of desire that had overpowered her? She remembered that the barbarians who lived on the desert were said to read minds, but if Karv had the ability, he’d never mentioned it.

      Maya managed to gather her wits and turn back to the Dothevks, who were now peering at her with fascination. “Like I said, we’re together, so if I go, he comes with me.”

      The confusion she’d sensed from Karv faded away like smoke melting into the wind as he laced his fingers through hers and squeezed.

      The Dothvek who’d spoken for the group eyed them both with a measure of curiosity, finally grunting and nodding. “If you wish the Crestek to come with you, that is your choice.” His gaze slid to Karv for a beat. “We are allies, are we not?”

      “We are,” Karv said.

      Maya didn’t need to be an empath to sense the tension that bristled the air between the males facing off across the sand. For two peoples who’d supposedly formed an alliance, there was little trust between them. Even Karv, who admired the Dothveks, wasn’t sure of the warriors who stood with their hands on the hilts of their blades.

      Karv moved slowly, releasing her hand, and reaching up with his hands visible to unhook the cloak from around his shoulders. He let it fall to the sand at his feet to reveal the leather pants he wore. Then he pulled the pale tunic over his head to fully expose his own well-muscled chest and the dark marks ringing his forearms.

      The Dothveks drew in a collective breath. Even Maya’s jaw fell open. If Karv’s dark hair had spilled across his shoulders like the Dothveks, and if he’d worn a curved blade at his waist, there would be nothing to differentiate him from them.

      “I am called Karv, son of K’mar. The female…” he paused and took Maya’s hand again, “my mate is called Maya.”

      Hearing him call her his mate sent an unexpected thrum of pleasure through her. If any guy on the space cruiser or back on Earth had ever tried to call her his mate, he would have earned himself a knee to the balls, but somehow she didn’t mind Karv saying it. Especially since she knew he was saying it to reinforce her story so he could remain with her.

      The Dothvek who’d spoken for the band of warriors gave a small bow with his head. “I am Zexx.” He eyed Karv. “You remind me of another Crestek who came to us from across the sands.”

      “T’Kar?”

      The Dothveks shuffled their feet again, darting knowing looks at each other without uttering a sound.

      “He was a friend of mine.” Karv retrieved his cloak from the ground and shook it out before draping it over one arm. “We were both part of the resistance and believers in the reunification of our peoples.”

      “I see.” Zexx’s gaze lingered on Karv’s tattoos before he turned on his heel and made a jerking motion with his head. “We should return to the village before the suns rise,” he waved a hand at the marks in the sand, “or the sand scorpion returns to hunt.”

      Maya leaned closer to him as they fell in step behind Zexx, half the warriors walking behind them and the other half flanking their sides. “Did he say scorpion?”

      Karv only curled his hand around hers, the warmth reassuring her, even though she suspected sand scorpions weren’t the tiny ones they had on Earth.

      Maya had to take two quick steps for every one of the Dothveks’ longer strides, and if her legs hadn’t been burning before, they were by the time she spotted something on the horizon. At first, she didn’t believe her eyes. After going up and down seemingly endless dunes, the sight of tall trees topped with tufts of fronds surrounding a shimmering body of water couldn’t be real.

      For the first time, Maya truly understood the concept of a mirage. The image appeared to fade in and out of her vision until they were close enough that she could make out the peaks of tents and hear the faint tinkling of bells and the soft braying of livestock.

      She almost wept with relief that they’d actually made it. They were safe at the Dothvek village. They hadn’t died of thirst, been burned alive by the blazing suns, or been attacked by a sand scorpion. Her relief wasn’t the only one she felt. She didn’t know how she could sense it, but Karv’s own relief was palpable.

      “Welcome to the Dothvek tribe,” Zexx said as he led them past the still lake and a communal fire that was reduced to a pile of smoldering ashes with wisps of smoke curling into the cool night air. “Now you will tell your story to our leader, Kyrana.”

      Maya’s heart stuttered in her chest as Karv’s grip on her hand tightened.

      Zexx glanced over his shoulder at them, pinning them with a pointed look. “I would not lie to her.”

      Maya swallowed the hard lump that had formed in her throat, suddenly terrified that she’d left the frying pan of the Crestek city only to be thrown into the fire of a suspicious and violent barbarian clan.
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      Maya’s hand trembled in Karv’s as they walked behind Zexx through a labyrinth of tents, some with flaps pulled open but many closed tight as the residents slumbered. The village might boast tall trees with blue fronds fluttering in the breeze and a sizable body of water, but the ground beneath his feet was still soft sand.

      Karv inhaled the scents of livestock and charred meat that permeated the air, not that he needed his nose to tell him that he was in a village filled with Dothveks. For the first time in his life, he could sense the faintest hum of thoughts dancing in the back of his brain, like static from a distant transmission.

      Zexx reached a large tent with two standing torches burning outside the entrance. Before he even pulled back the flaps, Karv knew that they had reached the leader’s tent, and his stomach clenched.

      He stepped inside, instantly transported from the quiet of the darkened village, to a brightly lit space with colorful carpets covering the sand and a high-backed chair at the far end. Candles hung from the peaks of the large tent, the flames flickering as they swayed gently.

      The female Dothvek sitting on the chair was dressed in gold robes, and her dark hair was arranged as intricately as any Crestek female’s. She was flanked by younger females in white robes, who stared at him and Maya with open surprise.

      Kyrana showed no surprise, as she beckoned them forward with the subtlest of motions with one hand. “Come.”

      Karv obeyed, pulling Maya with him. Her hand no longer trembled, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t still apprehensive. He could sense her unease dancing beneath the surface of her bravado as she squared her shoulders to face the Dothvek leader.

      “You have come for sanctuary,” Kyrana stated.

      Karv gave a single nod. “The chancellor of my people is hunting for Maya.”

      The Dothvek’s gaze shifted to the human. “She does not look like a criminal.”

      “A criminal?” Maya’s tone was indignant, although she softened it when Karv gave her a stern look. “I am not a criminal, your grace. I came to this planet searching for my friend, Cat. Instead, I discovered that she had been rescued by two of your warriors—twins—and left with them to join the bounty hunter crew.”

      Kyrana’s brows lifted. “You do not need to call me your grace. I am no queen or goddess. You may call me Kyrana.” Then her gaze went to Zexx behind us. “Dev and Trek have left our home world?”

      Zexx moved his head down once, but whatever else he communicated to her was not done out loud.

      Kyrana’s lips twitched. “They always did do everything together. I suppose it’s only fitting they should share a mate.” Then she returned her gaze to Maya. “That does not tell me why you are being sought out by the Crestek leader.”

      Karv released Maya’s hand and stepped forward. “I can answer that. The new chancellor is not a believer in the peace and reunification. He wishes to return the Cresteks to the old ways.”

      Kyrana’s hands curled around the armrests of her chair. “That did not take long. Perhaps your people should have followed our lead and taken female leaders. We are more skilled at keeping peace.”

      “No kidding,” Maya muttered, drawing curious glances. She waved a hand and smiled nervously. “Don’t mind me. I’m just agreeing. Earth wouldn’t have become such a disaster if more women had been in charge. The places with female leaders were the last to fall.”

      Kyrana smiled at her. “I would like to hear more about this Earth, but first, I need to know why the Crestek leader who wishes to break our alliance also wishes to capture you.”

      “He wants to establish a dynasty of his own.” Karv frowned, as he thought of his brother’s insatiable hunger for power. “He has always admired the old Crestek dynasties where power was passed down from father to son. He needs a son to create a dynasty.”

      Kyrana’s gaze rested on Maya again. “He believes she can give him one?”

      “He has failed to produce one with all the Crestek females he has tried.”

      Maya wrinkled her nose. “I don’t suppose he’s considered that he might be the problem?”

      Kyrana’s smile widened, and she leaned forward as if she was speaking only to Maya. “They never do.”

      Karv had never considered this. Because of the virus that had swept through the females of the planet, killing many and making most of the rest infertile, it was always assumed that the females were the ones who could not produce babies. Part of him hoped that it never occurred to his brother that he might not be able to have offspring. Riz’s rage would be brutal.

      Kyrana swiveled her gaze back to Karv. “So, this chancellor is your brother.” She tilted her head. “And he is hunting your mate?”

      Karv hesitated, but Maya’s hand squeezed his. In that moment, the idea of Riz finding Maya and claiming her for himself sent waves of fury through him. Maya would never belong to his brother if he had a breath remaining in his body. She was his, and he would kill anyone who tried to take her from him, including his brother. The power of his own rage startled even Karv as he released a tortured breath and tried to quiet the blood pounding in his ears.

      Kyrana’s dark eyes flared for a beat and then she pursed her lips and twisted them to one side. “I understand.” She locked eyes with Karv. “You must understand that we have never had a Crestek living among us. The only one who did so joined us as a Dothvek after going through the ritual of tahadu.”

      “I will also become one of you.” Karv said quickly, then dropped his gaze. “If you will allow it.”

      Kyrana drummed her fingers on her armrests. “The brother of the most powerful Crestek wishes to abandon all that to become one of us? You know that means you will dwell on the sands? There are no machines or communication devices in our village.”

      Karv should have been startled that she could delve into his mind and pick out one of his few weaknesses, but he wasn’t.

      “You would also be leaving your sister behind,” Kyrana added, bringing up the only other thing he was loath to leave.

      Karv clenched his jaw as he forced thoughts of his job and Linnea from his mind. He’d felt so different from his fellow Cresteks for most of his life that the decision to leave that life behind seemed almost natural. In his heart, he’d always felt he was meant to be Dothvek. Linnea knew this about him. She’d known it when she’d hugged him goodbye. She would understand.

      “Wishing to join us does not mean you will make it through the initiation ritual,” the Dothvek leader reminded him, “but if you do, you will discard all remnants of your Crestek life.”

      Maya glanced at him, her worry buzzing in his head. She didn’t want him to give up his life for her. For the first time, her hesitation bubbled to the surface of her thoughts. She did not want to be responsible for his sacrifice.

      “I’m afraid it’s too late for that, human.” Kyrana sat back and appraised them both. “He has made his choice to bring you here. That has already sealed his fate with his brother. Tomorrow, we will see if his fate will be here with my tribe.”

      Karv attempted not to think about what would happen if he didn’t make it through the Dothvek initiation. He would be without a tribe; a horrifying thought that sent a chill down his spine.

      Kyrana’s voice snapped him back to the tent he stood in beside Maya.

      “For now, you should think about getting rest.” She locked eyes with Zexx. “Since you are mates, you will share a tent, as is our custom.”

      Then the Dothvek leader smiled at Karv, suspicion and amusement as clear on her face as in her thoughts. She knew they were not mates. This was a test.

      He cleared his throat. “We honor your customs.”

      Then he turned and walked with Maya from the tent, feeling the Dothvek’s gaze on them and knowing that there was much she wasn’t telling them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Maya’s head ached by the time they reached a tent. Between the scent of the burning candles in the Dothvek leader’s tent and the long trek across the desert, she wanted nothing more than to crawl into a bed and sleep.

      Zexx pulled open a heavy tent flap, tiny bells on the edge of the thick fabric jingling, and he held it open as he remained outside. “Your tent.”

      Maya wasn’t surprised there was only one spot for both her and Karv. She’d heard Kyrana’s proclamation and sensed Karv’s hesitation before he accepted on their behalf. She had no one to blame, though. Maya was the one who’d claimed they were mates in the desert, so she had no choice but to go along with the ruse now.

      She stepped inside when Karv stood back to let her pass, her feet going from the soft sand to a thick carpet. The inside of the round tent was layered haphazardly with carpets of various sizes and colors, only interrupted by a single tall pole in the center that extended high in the air. The poles around the perimeter of the tent held crude candle sconces, the flickering flames sending shadows dancing across the ceiling. Instead of beds, there was a large area that was raised slightly above the ground by layers of furs and blankets, and a wooden tray at the foot of this with an earthenware jug and a basket draped in fabric. Even from across the room, Maya could smell the aroma of bread.

      She ignored her initial nervousness that there wasn’t even one bed, and that the raised sleeping area was only large enough for them to lie side by side, considering Karv’s broad shoulders. She was too hungry to care. They’d only had rationed sips of water during their desert walk, and they hadn’t eaten a bite. Karv had been too determined to make as much progress as possible before sunrise for them to break for food. She’d agreed with him, but it meant that she was now ravenous.

      Maya made a beeline for the basket, sinking to her knees and unwrapping the cloth to reveal what she knew would be within—warm bread. It wasn’t the soft, downy white bread that was served on the space cruiser. This bread was coarse and brown, but she didn’t care. It was fresh and warm.

      She snatched one of the round discs of bread and tore a bite off with her teeth. Moaning, she sat down fully, only looking up when she felt eyes on her.

      Both Karv and Zexx were staring at her from the tent opening. Karv looked amused. Zexx looked like he wanted to say something but didn’t have the words.

      “We didn’t eat on our journey,” Karv said. “Thank you for the food.”

      “Yes, thanks,” Maya mumbled through her mouthful as she waved at the Dothvek with her bread.

      Karv stepped inside and turned, pulling the flap from Zexx’s grip and allowing the fabric to fall to the ground with a jingle and soft swish. The Dothvek seemed annoyed to have the equivalent of a door closed on him, but Maya didn’t care. She was too weary and hungry to care about the fact that she and Karv were trying to convince an empathic species that they were mates while staying hidden from a power-hungry Crestek who wished to claim Maya for her potential baby-making skills. Not to mention the underlying panic she felt every time she allowed her thoughts to dwell on the Earth thugs who would come for her if they realized she’d escaped on a pleasure cruiser. Her freedom depended on her getting back to the cruiser and reaching the outpost. If she thought too hard about any of that, she’d freak out.

      “Try this.” Maya extended a hand with a disc of bread. “It’s not the best I’ve ever had, but right now it tastes amazing.”

      Karv swung his head to take in the tent’s interior, which didn’t take long since it was so compact. Then he made a low noise in the back of his throat and joined her on the raised pile of furs. “They will know.”

      “Know what?” Maya asked after swallowing a mouthful.

      Karv took the bread she held out as he lowered his voice. “Even if they could not sense our emotions and thoughts, they can hear us in here.”

      Maya glanced around at the fabric walls. “I get the feeling that when you live in a tent village you’re used to hearing everyone, although it seems pretty quiet to me.”

      He gave her a pointed look, and she instantly remembered why it was so hushed in the oasis village. The Dothevks could communicate without speaking.

      “It is not as quiet as you think.” Karv took a rough bite of the bread and poured wine from the earthenware pitcher into a pair of squat, matching cups.

      “Can you hear them?” Maya whispered, even though she knew that was a silly thing to do if they could hear her thoughts.

      Karv shrugged one shoulder. “Not specific thoughts as much as a low buzz in the back of my brain.”

      Maya nodded. She didn’t tell him that she had gotten definite senses of his thoughts while they were in the desert. It was probably the influence of the Dothveks, or maybe even the suggestion of empathic abilities that made her think she was sensing Karv. After all, humans didn’t have special abilities like that. “Can you tell what they think about us?”

      Karv lifted a cup to his lips and drank before answering. “They are skeptical of our claim.”

      “That your brother is after me?”

      He cut his head curtly from one side to the other. “That we are mates.”

      Maya’s cheeks warmed. “That might not have been my smartest move, but I didn’t want them to send you back by yourself. What if something happened to you in the desert, or what if you got in trouble for helping me escape when you returned?” She shook her head vehemently. “I wouldn’t have been able to forgive myself. Besides, the Dothveks are big and scary.”

      Karv’s lips curled up on one side. “I am not big and scary?”

      She smiled. “You’re definitely big.” Then his smile widened, and one eyebrow lifted. Maya’s mouth dropped. “Not that I know that; I mean, you’re tall and wide and…”

      “I know what you mean.” He handed her a cup. “But even though I’m as large as the Dothveks, I don’t scare you?”

      Maya frowned as she took a sip of the sweet wine, grateful as the cool liquid slipped down her throat. “You can’t read my thoughts.”

      She didn’t want Karv to know about her past, even though there were few who would blame her for defending herself. Even so, she was a murderer with scary men after her, and the fewer who knew this the better. Also, she didn’t want Karv to think less of her or to feel sorry for her. She needed no one’s pity. As quickly as these thoughts darted through her brain, she banished them and forced her lips into a smile.

      Karv watched her, his gaze intense before he shifted his attention to the cup curled in his hand. He downed the rest of his wine in one gulp. “But the Dothveks can sense what both of us are thinking, which means they will be able to detect our ruse.”

      What he didn’t say was that they would send him away and leave her alone with the clan in the desert. That thought made Maya’s pulse flutter with unease. “Then we convince them it’s not a lie.”

      Karv eyed her as he tilted his head, and it didn’t take empathic abilities to know he was both confused and intrigued.

      Maya gave him a mischievous grin. “You did say they can hear everything, right?”
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      Karv stilled as Maya took the cup from him and returned it to the tray. Even though his heart was pounding, he barely breathed as she leaned into him.

      “Maybe if we make enough noise, they won’t bother with our thoughts,” she said in a hush, her lips buzzing his ear.

      Karv wondered if he was lightheaded from a lack of food, or if the cup of sweet wine was affecting him more than he’d expected. Was Maya suggesting what he thought? Then he gave himself a mental shake. She hadn’t struck him as the kind of female to fall so easily into bed, although she had been insistent the Dothveks think they were mates.

      “Noise?” The word cracked as he spoke, betraying the torrent of confusion and nerves swirling in his head.

      She sat back and gave him a bright smile as she nodded. Then she emitted a breathy moan that sent heat rocketing to his cock.

      Karv knew he was staring at her with his jaw dangling, but he couldn’t help it, especially when she tipped her head back and released a passionate sigh that made his already twitching cock thicken. Sons of the goddesses, what was she doing?

      Maya glanced at him and gave him a nudge with her elbow, as if prodding him to follow her lead. Was this what she meant about making enough noise to distract the Dothevks? Well, it was absolutely distracting him.

      Living in the Crestek city meant he’d heard plenty of tales of sexual proclivities. Since procreation was so difficult, and females in shorter supply than males, the Crestek females often had multiple partners, and males needed to be creative to keep a female’s interest. Even though he’d heard stories of females who liked to be tied up, ones who preferred two males at once, and some who liked to be bedded in costume, he’d never heard of anyone pretending to be in the throes of passion.

      “Karv!” Maya gasped, jerking him back to reality, however odd it had become.

      Even though her sounds were laced with heat, she was eyeing him expectantly. It did sound like a very one-sided love affair since he’d been struck dumb by her manufactured passion. He closed his eyes, unable to fake anything while looking her straight in the face.

      Then his eyes flew open. She was climbing on top of him.

      Maya wrapped her legs around his waist as she sat facing him. She tucked her head next to his so her furtive words were only audible to him. “Does this help?

      Karv bit his bottom lip. Only if by helping she meant making his cock so hard he could probably hammer nails with it. Was she truly only pretending? Did she have no idea the effect she was having on him?

      Karv wrapped his arms around her back to anchor himself as he released his own deep throated moan. The sound did nothing to quench the heat burning his skin and making his heart gallop, but it was a form of release that he welcomed.

      “That’s good,” Maya whispered in his ear, adding another keening sound to his moan.

      “You like that?” He husked, fighting the urge to grind his cock into her as she straddled him.

      She hummed. “Mmhmm. That’s perfect.”

      Karv’s eyes rolled up in the back of his head. “You want more?”

      “Yes,” she gasped. “I want more!”

      Either she was a tremendous actress, or she was as aroused as he was, but he’d long since passed the point of being able to separate his storming desire from hers. Whatever emotions of hers he was feeling were so enmeshed with his overwhelming hunger and need that his head pounded in response.

      Karv growled, running a hand up her back and tangling his fingers in her dark curls. He pulled her head back so that her neck was exposed. “Do you want this?”

      Her breath hitched in her throat, and he sensed a faint pulse of hesitation. Then Maya gripped her hands on his bare shoulders, her nails biting into his flesh. “Yes, Karv.”

      He hovered his mouth over the soft skin of her neck. “Beg me.”

      Her chest rose and fell as his breath feathered across her flesh and bumps sprang up in response. She shuddered in his arms. “Please, Karv.”

      Her desperate words sounded so real that he had to press his lips together to keep from latching onto her neck with his teeth. His cock strained against his pants, begging to be released, as black dots danced in front of his eyes. Any Dothvek who searched his mind would find nothing but genuine desire and lust so hot and primal it might make their knees buckle.

      He’d been drawn to Maya since he encountered her, and every moment with her had only built his attraction to her. Even so, this was not how he’d envisioned claiming her. He didn’t want to take her as part of a trick. He didn’t want her to only pretend to want him, and as carnal hunger thrummed through him like a relentless drumbeat, he didn’t know what was real and what was fake.

      He relaxed his grip on her hair, exhaling and forcing himself to steady his breath.

      “Don’t stop,” she said under her breath. “That was so good.”

      Karv huffed out a breath. The woman was going to drive him to the brink of madness and then he wouldn’t need to worry about convincing the Dothveks. He’d be too deranged to care about anything.

      He used his hand fisted in her hair to tilt her face down until their foreheads touched. Their lips were so close their breath mingled as Karv tried to remember how to breathe. “Maya.”

      He said her name as if it was a plea for mercy, and she opened her eyes to meet his gaze. Her own dark pupils flared. Then, a soft rustle outside the tent made them both go still. Someone was listening to them, their sounds, and probably their thoughts.

      Panic twisted Karv’s gut, but Maya locked her gaze on him before crushing her mouth to his. All thoughts of the Dothveks or being monitored flew from his mind, and hopefully quickly enough that it hadn’t been detected. He could think of nothing but the feel of her soft lips moving eagerly, and the sweet, tangy taste of her wine-stained tongue as he delved into her mouth. Her moans were swallowed by his kiss as he fell back on the pile of blankets and furs and took her with him.

      Karv was intoxicated by her kiss and the weight of her body on top of him as she slid her legs, so they were on either side of his waist. He slipped his hands down to grip her hips, wanting to do nothing more than move her down just a little bit further so she could ride his—

      Maya broke the kiss abruptly and pushed herself up, letting out a gasp and a small scream that caught in her throat before she exhaled loudly and cocked her head as if listening. “I think he’s gone.”

      Karv had forgotten entirely about the presence of the Dothvek outside their tent. He’d forgotten they were on the sands or in a tent.

      “That was really good.” Maya said quietly, grinning at him as if she hadn’t just been tonguing him like her life depended on it, then she rolled off and onto the furs beside him. She sat up and reached for the pitcher. “More wine?”

      Oh, Karv was going to need a lot more than wine.
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      Karv pushed his way from the tent, letting the heavy flap fall behind him. He needed to leave the confines of the dwelling, the warm glow of the candlelight, and the presence of the female who was driving him to the brink of madness. Maya had been happy to curl up on the furs, but he couldn’t sleep. Not after she’d practically dry humped him.

      Karv raked a hand through his short hair. Goddesses of the sands, what had just happened to him?

      He was no inexperienced youth, but even he’d never experienced something so hot, yet maddening. Maybe humans had a higher tolerance for restraint, but he’d never needed to deny himself when it came to females. They’d always submitted easily to his seduction, and sometimes it had only required a suggestion. One thing was certain, Maya was not like the Crestek females he’d known.

      He blew out a breath of frustration. Until only moments earlier, he would have considered that a good thing. That was before she’d pretended to be in the heat of passion with him and then calmly resumed drinking and eating.

      She wasn’t immune to his charms. Karv had sensed her desire. Or had that only been his overwhelming need? It had all been too much for him to say now, but hearing Maya fabricate her release had almost made him spill his seed. Even now, his cock ached against the snug leather of his pants.

      Karv stomped his way around the maze of tents, kicking up a cloud of sand behind his feet. He’d taken off his boots, so it was actually easier to walk on the sand, the bottoms of his feet gripping the powdery substance and giving him purchase. Being barefoot like the Dothveks even felt more natural, another reminder that their peoples had more in common than they liked to think.

      Soon, he found himself standing by the bank of the pond. A gentle breeze rippled the surface of the dark water and rustled the fronds of the nearby trees that perched on the edge. There was nothing like this in the Crestek city. There were water sources that ran beneath the rocks, and natural springs that fed the pools in the most elite dwellings, but there was no natural body of water. He scowled when he thought that there was very little of the natural world in the city anymore.

      “I am surprised to find you here.”

      Karv turned as Zexx approached, the Dothvek’s feet silent in the sand. He let out a scoffing laugh. “I doubt that. Isn’t there little that surprises an empath?”

      Zexx joined him in standing on the water’s edge. “We do not delve into minds that are unable to shield us.”

      Karv folded his arms across his chest. “Then how do you know so much about me and her?”

      The Dothvek grunted. “I am tasked with the defense of the sands. I only gathered what was needed to assess the danger to our village.”

      Karv nodded. He could not blame the barbarian for that, even if he wished his thoughts were not laid bare. His irritation had more to do with his desire to possess the skills of a Dothvek. “Then you know we are no danger to you.”

      Zexx did not respond immediately. “You are not, but you cannot say the same about your brother.”

      “I told you about him.”

      “Or your father.”

      Karv’s gut clenched. He hadn’t thought about his own father for so long, he’d hoped the Crestek’s grip on him had vanished. But memories flooded his brain and sent cold chills across his exposed flesh. “He is long gone.”

      “But not before he led attacks against our clan.” Zexx’s voice was tight.

      Karv wondered how long it had taken the Dothvek to search his brain for that dark corner, and what he intended to do now that he knew. Maybe it had been a mistake to bring Maya. Maybe he should have asked another member of the resistance to take on the task, one who didn’t have the lineage he did.

      “I might have been my father’s son, but I was never what he wished me to be.” The words spilled from Karv. “For as much as he despised your people, I never could. I was born with a desire to know more about the clan on the sands, and nothing he could say or do could cure me of my curiosity.” He reached over and pointed to the scar that stretched across the hard ridges running down his back. “Nothing.”

      Zexx’s gaze shifted to his back and then he faced forward again. “You earned that because you were curious about us?”

      Karv barely moved his head in acknowledgment. “My father did not tolerate dissent. If he’d ever discovered that I was part of the resistance, I have no doubt he would have done worse.”

      Silence stretched between them, although Karv was sure Zexx was either searching his mind for deception or deciding his next move.

      “No other Dothvek knows of your lineage,” Zexx finally said. “I would recommend keeping it that way until you have endured the tahadu ritual. Once you have proven yourself and been accepted into the clan, your family will be irrelevant because it will no longer exist. Your past as a Crestek will be purged, and you will move forward as a Dothvek.”

      His heart seized at this thought. It was all he’d ever wanted.

      “If you survive it,” the Dothvek warrior added.

      All he knew of the initiation ritual was that every Dothvek male did it when coming of age and that his former kinsman T’Kar had endured it and prevailed.

      “I will,” Karv said, with as much certainty as he’d ever felt. There was no other option.

      Zexx inclined his head. “You have endured more arduous things. I would take the tahadu a hundred times over rather than…”

      His words drifted off and Karv suspected he knew very well why he’d fled the tent and was standing by the water in the middle of the night.

      “Females are complicated,” he said, with his jaw tight.

      “Especially human ones.” Zexx let out a long breath. “I have seen many of my Dothvek brothers fall for humans, and it has never been easy. They are quite willful.”

      A growl slipped from Karv’s lips, startling even him.

      Zexx let out a low laugh. “Maybe that is the point. You must hunger for a challenge as much as the other Dothveks with human mates.” He backed away. “Maybe you are not so different after all.”

      Karv didn’t turn as the warrior walked away and left him by the water that lapped gently at his feet. He was thrilled at being compared to the Dothveks and found similar, even as his stomach churned at the realization that he would soon have to prove himself to the clan. The tahadu would determine if he was worthy enough to be one of them, and if he could remain with Maya.

      He fisted his hands by his side and drank in the cool night air, tipping back his head to take in the blanket of stars above. He had no choice but to triumph. Failing would mean losing the only female who’d ever driven him to the brink of madness with unquenched desire, and that was one thing he could not endure.
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      Bright light assaulted Maya’s eyes as she blinked groggily. The atmospheric lights in her quarters were never this bright. Had she bungled the settings the night before?

      Then she allowed her eyes to open. She wasn’t in her quarters on the space cruiser, and the lights were not soft pink and glowing from behind recessed panels in the glossy, white ceiling. There was no ceiling here, only ecru tent fabric sweeping from the central wooden pole, with vents in the top that allowed bright sunlight to stream inside.

      The tent. The Dothvek oasis village in the desert. Now she remembered where she was and why.

      The quiet that had permeated the sleeping village the night before was no longer. In addition to the jingling of bells from opening tent flaps, there was a cacophony of feet hurrying past and animals braying for food. There were still few voices, but there were occasional grunts and growls.

      The distinctly male sounds made her sit up. Karv. He’d left the tent the night before, and she’d drifted off before she was aware of his return. Maya almost yelped when she realized that he was lying right beside her, his thick arms folded over his stomach.

      She put a hand to her heart. How did such a large guy sleep so silently, and without moving? Every male she’d known snored or rolled over or hogged the bed, and that included her brother when they’d had to share one narrow cot.

      Then Maya exhaled. There was barely enough room for the two of them on the raised pile of furs and blankets, but the alien had managed to take up the least amount of space possible, and he hadn’t so much as touched her during the night.

      Now that it was light and she could look at him without him watching, Maya let her gaze linger on his body. He’d ditched his cloak and tunic to show the Dothveks that he was like them, so that meant he’d slept in leather pants and nothing else. It also meant that she had an up-close view of his firm chest muscles and the hard bumps of his corded stomach.

      She leaned closer. She knew he had ridges that ran down his spine, but did he also have some below his stomach? The ridges on his abdomen disappeared beneath the low-slung waistband of his pants, making her wonder just how far down they went. Her mouth went dry as she mentally scolded herself for ogling the guy while he was sleeping, although it was almost impossible not to look at him with his gorgeous, golden skin and arms etched with black tribal markings. She didn’t know what they meant, but from the Dothveks’ reactions the night before, she guessed they were related to the desert clan.

      “Good morning.”

      His deep, velvety voice made her jump and emit a small shriek. “Don’t do that!”

      He raised himself onto his elbows and eyed her with obvious amusement. “Do not wish you a good morning?”

      Maya couldn’t meet his gaze. “I didn’t know you were awake.”

      “I know.” Now he sat up fully, bringing himself so close to her she could feel the heat emanating from his body.

      Why did she feel so jittery now when she’d had no problem kissing him last night, or even faking an orgasm in front of him? Okay, it hadn’t been one of her best, but if she hadn’t been embarrassed by that, why was she getting flustered because he’d caught her staring at his bare stomach?

      Because last night you were trying to sell the story that you and Karv are mates, and now you’re just staring at him like a creeper.

      She was so glad he couldn’t hear her thoughts that she audibly released a breath of relief. Then her face warmed as she tried to manage a smile that didn’t make her look psychotic.

      “Have you been awake for long?” Karv asked, seemingly clueless about her unease.

      She managed a smile. “Just woke up. Literally. Seconds ago.” So much for not sounding creepy and awkward.

      Karv nodded and reached for the pitcher, but it was empty, and the same could be said for the breadbasket. That was probably her fault. She’d been starving when they’d gotten to the tent, and the warm bread had been the best thing she’d ever tasted. She’d tossed back the wine like it was water, which might have been why she’d had such an easy time simulating pleasure in front of him. Okay, on top of him.

      Memories of moaning while straddling Karv made her heart thump and her palms go damp. At least they’d been convincing enough that no one had come in to drag Karv out and accuse them both of lying. Still, she should probably say something before he thought that faking sex was something she did on the regular.

      “About last night—” she started to say, right before the tent flaps were thrown open and a pair of Dothvek females in white robes bustled inside, carrying stacks of fabric.

      Maya jumped to her feet ready to defend their story, but the females merely twittered around her and ignored Karv. She glanced at him, but he looked just as confused.

      When Zexx entered, Karv stood, and Maya sensed a crackle of energy between the two.

      “It is time to prepare you for the tahadu.”

      Maya vaguely remembered the word, but her brain was still foggy from sleep and too much wine.

      “The initiation ritual,” Karv said to her, twisting his head to lock his gaze onto hers for a beat.  Maya had the strangest sensation that it hadn’t been instinct that had led him to say that, but Karv was not a Dothvek. He couldn’t read minds. Could he?

      Before she could worry about what he could or couldn’t do, Zexx waved Karv forward.

      Maya had the urge to rush to Karv and throw her arms around him or at the very least, wish him good luck, but before she could move or speak, he was being escorted from the tent. A lump formed in her throat that she swallowed down as she gave herself a mental shake.

      She’d said goodbye to more people than she cared to remember. Losing people when you were a grunge kid on earth was something that came with the territory. Not everyone could survive in the harsh conditions, so Maya was used to loss. Parents were killed by gang leaders, children starved, neighbors perished in fires or floods or any number of natural disasters that ravaged poor communities with little protection. So why did she care so much that she might not see Karv again?

      “Tell me about the tahadu,” she said as the female Dothveks unfurled clean clothes on the furs. “If my friend doesn’t pass the Dothvek initiation, will I get to see him before he has to leave the village?”

      “Leave the village?” One of the females smiled as she eyed Maya up and down and then motioned for her to remove her dirty clothes. “He won’t leave the village.”

      Maya let out a long breath as she pulled her shirt over her head. She’d thought that Karv staying in the village was contingent on him making it through the ritual, but she must have heard wrong. She stepped out of her pants and kicked them to one side. “That’s good.”

      Another of the females furrowed her brow, giving Maya a pitying look. “If he doesn’t pass the tahadu, he’ll be dead.”
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      Karv followed Zexx through the village crowded with tents and curious onlookers as they walked away from the rustling trees and the animals stamping hooves near the communal fire. He could smell the aroma of cooking meat, but he knew better than to ask for food before the ritual. He didn’t want to do whatever he needed to do on a full stomach. His gut was already roiling with nerves.

      Tent flaps were tied open so that Dothveks—mostly females with darkly lined eyes—could peer at him as he tramped to the rear of the village. The tents were much like the one he’d shared with Maya—piles of furs for beds and colorful woven rugs crisscrossing the ground. Some of the tents boasted two poles in the center and some only one, but all were ornamented with candle sconces and tiny bells along the edge of the fabric.

      When the oasis shifted back into wide-open sands and the smell of tallow and grilled meat faded, Karv’s breath hitched in his throat. Now he understood why so few males were in the tents. They’d all assembled here in two rows, facing each other, their expressions grave as they held curved blades tight in their hands.

      He cursed himself for not knowing more about the tahadu, but apparently it was a gauntlet he would have to pass through. As the Dothvek blades glinted in the light from the two suns, Karv suspected that he faced a brutal battle.

      For the first time since he’d met Maya as she’d entered the city and then ventured onto the sands to find sanctuary for her, Karv wondered how his seemingly peaceful life had taken such a turn. He might have always revered the Dothveks and their adherence to the ancient ways, but was he truly ready to become one of them? He’d always lived in the relative comfort of the Crestek city, and after the bounty hunters shared their technology to facilitate communications, he’d held a plum position in the comms center.

      But you hide your true self, he thought, remembering how much of his time he spent with friends from the resistance. Other Cresteks who secretly wished to live like Dothveks were the only kinsmen he spent time with, and now that his own brother was out to break the peace, he had no one but his sister left.

      Linnea would understand, he told himself. He almost smiled as he thought of his sister. If she got a look at some of the Dothveks, she might want to move to the oasis herself. She’d always had more spirit than most Cresteks could handle.

      Then he thought of Maya. He’d only known the human for a short time, but it felt like he’d known her all his life. There was something about the female that made him feel like he could be completely himself, but at the same time want to be better. He was not doing the tahadu for himself alone. He was doing it to stay with Maya, and he would run through endless bloody gauntlets to keep her safe.

      Zexx stopped at the mouth of the Dothvek gauntlet, pivoting on one heel and holding out a pair of bowed blades. Karv recognized them as the trademark weapon of the barbarians, and he curled his fingers eagerly around their handles.

      Instead of feeling foreign in his hands, Karv knew the weight and heft of the blades very well. He’d secretly practiced with them with his resistance friends, grappling and sparring for long afternoons when most Cresteks were sleeping off the hottest part of the day or indulging in their sexual proclivity of choice.

      “Unless you have a blade you’d rather use.” Zexx lifted an eyebrow in surprise when Karv flipped the blade handle easily in his palm.

      Karv eyed the blade. “This is sufficient.” Then he squared his shoulders and appraised the Dothveks. “What are the rules of the ritual?”

      “The only rules are that you must stay within the gauntlet and if you make it past the last Dothvek alive, you have completed the tahadu.”

      Karv tried not to show surprise and did not ask how many Dothveks did not make it to the end alive. He held onto the knowledge that the only other Crestek he knew who’d attempted the feat had survived and become a member of the Dothvek clan. If only he’d been able to speak with T’Kar after the Crestek had joined the Dothveks and bounty hunter crew.

      “Too late now,” he whispered to himself.

      “It is not too late to wish you luck.”

      Karv turned at the female voice, his eyes widening when he saw Kyrana approaching, flanked by several females in white robes.

      “My hopes are with you just as they were with T’Kar.” She graced him with a broad smile as she continued past him in a flurry of shimmery gold robes. “I will be waiting for you at the end.”

      The females in white stopped while their leader continued, pausing in front of him.

      “We are the priestesses of the village,” one of the females said as another handed her a small, gilded bowl. She dipped her fingers in the liquid in the bowl and reached up to dab it on his forehead. “The blessings and protection of the goddesses on you, warrior.”

      Karv’s throat tightened, but he remembered the proper response to the Dothvek incantation. “And also, on you.”

      She nodded, her pupils flaring slightly in pleasant surprise that a Crestek had known the response. Then she and the other priestesses moved away, leaving him with Zexx.

      Karv tipped his head to the gauntlet of warriors crouched in attack formation. “You should join the others.”

      Zexx hesitated as if he wished to speak, but he gave a subtle shake of his head. “I will wait until you have reached the other side.”

      Karv almost laughed. “I appreciate the confidence.”

      “Dothveks are so successful in battle because we know we are destined to be victorious. There is power in knowing something deep within your bones. No one can snatch your destiny from you but yourself.”

      Karv let the Dothvek’s words seep into him as Zexx walked away and took his place at the end of the gauntlet. Then he turned to face the barbarian warriors with the absolute certainty that they—and Maya—had always been his fate.
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      Maya gaped at the women as she stood in her underwear. “You can die during this tahadu thing?”

      “Of course,” one Dothvek giggled, “it wouldn’t be much of an initiation if everyone made it through.”

      Shit shit shit. Maya grabbed the garments one of the females held. “I need to find him.”

      “Find who?” Another female’s eyes popped wide as Maya scrambled to dress, turning the garments over in her hands to figure out how to wear them. “The Crestek?”

      “Yes, the Crestek.” Maya released an impatient breath. “Karv. He saved me. I can’t let him do this without knowing that he could die.”

      One of the females jerked her head up and made a clicking sound in the back of her throat when Maya poked her head through an opening in the fabric. “That is for your arm.”

      Maya nearly screamed in frustration as she snatched it off her head. “Either you can help me put on this thing, or I can run out half naked.”

      The Dothveks snapped into action, muttering to themselves as they helped her step into a short, leather skirt that slanted asymmetrically and then put a draped top on her that hooked around her neck, showed her midriff, and scooped low to reveal a healthy amount of cleavage. Maya looked nothing like a steward on a star cruiser, but she looked every bit the barbarian woman.

      “Not much more than my underwear,” she said under her breath as she pushed through the females and gave them a wave over her shoulder, “but thanks.”

      She ducked under the heavy tent flap and hurried one way, then stopped and listened. She’d become accustomed to the quiet of the village, but now the sounds of the barbarians weren’t coming from the same place as the braying animals or crackling fire. The Dothveks were on the other side of all the tents.

      Maya blew out another breath as she started to jog through the maze of tents and toward the sound of shuffling feet and low grunts. At least there were no screams.

      After what seemed like forever, she burst onto the wide expanse of the desert and stopped. It looked like the entire clan was there, aside from the females she’d left behind in her tent. The males were bare chested, their golden skin glistening in the sun as they stood in what she could only assume were battle stances, with shiny blades flashing as they faced each other. At the start of the Dothvek warrior tunnel stood Karv, his own chest bare and two blades clenched in his hands.

      “Stop!” Maya shrieked as she ran toward him.

      Karv whirled around, blinking when he saw her. “Maya.” He quickly took in her Dothvek warrior attire, his brows lifting. “What is wrong?”

      “You’re about to be killed, that’s what’s wrong.” She put a hand to the ache in her side and sucked in a breath, thinking that she needed to put in some more time in the staff gym when she got back to the cruiser.

      Rumblings passed through the Dothveks, and they shifted their stances.

      Karv cocked his head at her. “What?”

      She dropped her voice as if everyone couldn’t simply read her thoughts. “They’re battling to the death. This isn’t some kind of game.”

      “I never thought it was a game,” Karv stepped closer to her, “but I have chosen to accept the results of this ritual and my ultimate fate.”

      Her mouth dropped. He knew he could die? She glanced at the two rows of enormous, armed barbarians. He was willing to fight all of them?

      “It’s the only way,” he reminded her.

      She almost stamped her foot at his stubbornness. If he was risking his life because of her, she couldn’t live with it. “You don’t have to become one of them. You could return to your city.”

      “It’s too late for that. I must do this.”

      She opened her mouth to argue more, but he stepped away. Anger and frustration pulsed through her. This ritual was insane. What kind of aliens still used trial by combat and fought to the death? Barbarians who lived in a punishing desert, she guessed.

      She hated the idea that he was risking his life for her, just like her brother had done when he’d pulled strings to get her aboard the star cruiser. She’d accepted her brother’s help because he hadn’t asked her before acting, and she’d had no choice if she wanted to live. But the thought that he might be in danger because of what he’d done to save her ate away at Maya when she allowed her mind to dwell on her past. She didn’t feel bad about her crime—that asshole had deserved what he’d gotten and if she hadn’t fought back, she knew exactly what he would have done to her—but she did feel guilty that fighting him off had set off a cascade of events that had landed her brother in danger and her here. Now, someone else was risking his life for her, and she hated feeling powerless to save him.

      She also knew that as much as she felt drawn to Karv, she couldn’t stay here with him. She still needed to return to the cruiser and her own future, which did not include living in a tent on an alien planet. But Karv wasn’t risking his life because he believed their ruse to be real, was he? He understood that she would leave, even if he survived the tahadu and became a Dothvek, didn’t he? He knew that everything they’d done—everything they’d pretended to do—had all been fake.

      She swallowed hard as she felt doubt creep into her own insistent thoughts, and her heart ached as she thought about losing Karv. The pain in her chest felt real enough, even if she didn’t want to admit it to herself.

      A female in white robes pulled her to the side as Karv stood at the base of the gauntlet. Then the female leader they’d met the night before raised her arm from her position at the end of the two rows of Dothveks, bringing it down as she whistled.

      Maya didn’t have a moment to catch her breath before Karv was diving forward and over the first onslaught of slashing blades. He hit the sand and rolled, jumping to his feet and slicing his own blades through the air. He ducked to avoid attacks from both sides, swinging out his leg to bring down a pair of Dothveks and then racing forward as more of his opponents stumbled over the downed warriors.

      Maya slapped a hand over her mouth to keep from screaming when one of the Dothvek blades drew blood from Karv’s side, but he didn’t slow his pace or his attacks. She was shocked by how deftly he moved and how expertly he wielded the enemies’ weapon, and from the angry growls and exasperated huffs, the Dothveks felt the same way.

      Maya would never claim any empathic ability, but she could have sworn she could sense the hunger for blood pounding through the Dothveks as her own pulse quickened, and her heart hammered. Her hands were tight fists at her sides as she watched Karv leap over more lunging blades and spin from their reach. Sand flew into the air around him, but he didn’t seem to notice even as Dothveks swiped at their eyes.

      She was holding her breath, unable to exhale as he neared the end of the violent gauntlet. Sweat was pouring down his skin, as well as that of his attackers as their blades hissed through the air. Now she could almost taste their desperation as the sounds of frustration grew louder and more bodies were left behind Karv in a golden cloud of sand.

      Finally, he dodged the final two attacks, one of the enemy blades slicing a second cut, this one across the dark markings on his forearm. But Karv landed his own hit, spilling Dothvek blood from a warrior’s shoulder. When the Dothvek fell to the sand, his blood making dark pools in the shimmering sand, Karv stumbled forward and landed at Kyrana’s feet.

      The Dothveks stilled, panting and mumbling darkly as she extended a hand to Karv. “Welcome to the clan, Dothvek.”

      Karv took her hand and stood, blood trailing down his side and one arm as he faced the warriors who’d tried valiantly to kill him. Zexx lifted his blade into the air and cheered, his deep voice echoing across the sands. Then all the other Dothevks joined in, their cheers swelling and rising into the air.

      He’d done it. He’d survived. Maya’s knees wobbled, but she forced herself to stay standing as she tightened her fists. There was something she needed to do.
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      Karv dragged in ragged breaths as he stood next to Kyrana, his hand in hers as she lifted it high. The deep Dothvek roars vibrated in his chest, startling him with their ferocity. Only moments ago, they’d been determined to kill him and now they were cheering for him as one of their own.

      He allowed himself to bask in the moment, even as his side ached. He’d done it. He’d proven himself to the toughest warriors on the planet. He’d made it through the gauntlet, and now he was part of the Dothvek clan.

      He didn’t feel any different—aside from exhausted and wounded—but he knew this marked a shift in his life. He could no longer return to the Crestek city because he was no longer one of them. In surviving the initiation ritual, he’d discarded his connection to his people, and accepted a life with the barbarians of the sand. It was something he’d dreamt about for so long that a part of him couldn’t believe it was real.

      Kyrana released his hand as Zexx strode through the warriors to him, slapping his shoulder hard. He was grateful it wasn’t the arm that was bleeding, but the congratulatory gesture still made him wince.

      “You are one of us now.” Zexx almost smiled as the rest of the Dothveks swarmed him, not speaking but curiously eyeing him and nodding with acceptance.

      Then the warriors parted as Maya pushed through. Her eyes were blazing, but she didn’t congratulate him like he expected. Instead, she looked him up and down, her lips becoming a tight line when she spotted his bleeding gashes. Then she grabbed his hand and jerked him with her as she stomped back through the Dothveks and the village.

      He was too weary to fight her, but he hoped she was taking him back to the tent to tend to his wounds. Or maybe she was taking him to the communal fire to get something to eat and drink. Now that he’d survived the tahadu, his stomach rumbled impatiently.

      She led him through the mass of tents, stopping briefly to get her bearings before spotting a few Dothvek females leaving a tent. Their eyes widened as she nodded to them and ducked inside the tent they’d just vacated. When they were inside, Karv saw that it was the tent they’d occupied, but he was disappointed that the tray of wine and bread hadn’t been replenished.

      He opened his mouth to ask if they could eat when she spun around and slapped him on the chest.

      Karv recoiled, touching a hand to the bare skin she’d hit. The blow hadn’t been hard, but it had stung. “Why did you strike me?”

      Maya released a sound of frustration, her eyes burning as she flapped a hand at the entrance to the tent. “You almost died out there.”

      “I did not die.” He was indignant. Had she not watched him fend off the Dothveks? He’d emerged with only two wounds after facing off against dozens of armed warriors. “I did not even come close to dying.”

      This response didn’t seem to satisfy her. “But you could have. If you hadn’t been so fucking fast, one of those assholes could have lopped off your head, and then what would happen?”

      He stared at her. “Then I would not be a Dothvek.”

      She jabbed a finger at his chest. “No, then you’d be gone, and I’d be alone.” Her voice broke. “I refuse to be alone again.”

      Karv watched the female as her anger dissolved and her shoulders sagged.

      “That is why I endured the tahadu. So you would not be alone. So I would not have to leave you.”

      She nodded without meeting his gaze. “I didn’t know it would be so dangerous. When I saw them attacking you, I was sure I’d lose you. I can’t…”

      Karv pulled her into him, not caring that he was getting blood on her new Dothvek clothing. “You will not.”

      Maya relaxed into him, her body going slack as she pressed her cheek to his bare chest. Her breath evened out and she pressed a palm to his stomach muscles. “I hated watching that, but you were really good. I didn’t have any idea you could fight like that.” She let out a throaty laugh. “I don’t think the Dothveks did either.”

      “That was my tactical advantage. They did not know how often I’d sparred with one of their tribal blades.”

      “We should get your cuts looked at.” Maya glanced at the blood drying on his arm. “Does the village have a healer?”

      “The cuts are nothing.” Now that he was holding her, he barely felt his wounds or the bruises that would most likely bloom on his skin.

      She tipped her head back to meet his gaze. “Thank you. I hate that you had to take such a huge risk to stay with me, but I’m glad you did. I’m even more glad you had secret fighting skills.”

      “I am, as well.”

      She reached one hand up and curled it around the back of his neck, pulling him down until her their lips met. Then she feathered a kiss over his mouth that sent tingles across his skin and a shiver of desire down his spine. When Maya pulled away, her eyes were half-lidded.

      “We do not need to maintain the ruse,” he forced himself to say. “Now that I am a member of their clan, they cannot send me away, even if we are not mated.”

      “I know.” She didn’t drop her hand from behind his head. Instead, she swirled her fingers at the nape of his neck. “This is not about convincing anyone.”

      Karv wasn’t sure if he was hearing her correctly, even though he sensed the buzz from her own desire teasing the back of his brain. “You are not trying to trick the Dothveks with another performance?”

      She husked out a laugh. “No more games. This is what I really want.”

      Karv’s body quivered with hunger, but he didn’t allow himself to move. “What do you want, Maya?”

      She tightened her grip around his neck, her nails scraping his skin. “I want you.” She pulled his head down again and her lips brushed the shell of his ear. “And this time I want more than just your moans. I want you inside me, Dothvek.”

      Something inside Karv snapped, and he wrapped an arm around her waist, backing her so quickly into the tent pole that she gasped.

      He growled as he pressed his body into hers, all thoughts of the ritual banished from his mind along with any doubts or hesitation.
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      Maya wasn’t sure what had gotten into her. Maybe it was watching Karv fight off his attackers or maybe it was her relief that he’d survived, but all her hesitation and good judgment was gone, and she was so aroused she thought her skin might actually spark as he touched her. She’d never wanted anyone as much as she wanted him, and she knew she shouldn’t.

      She shouldn’t want to fall into bed with an alien she barely knew, since she would have to leave when she rejoined the cruiser, but apparently her body didn’t care about any of that. All it cared about was quenching the fiery need that was making her almost vibrate with the intensity of it. Her body hummed from his touch and the excitement of his hands moving over her skin while she was pressed against the hard tent pole.

      She didn’t know when she’d become the kind of woman who liked to be dominated, but right then, she didn’t care. All she knew was that it felt so good to submit to him, to let his body overpower hers, and to give in to what they both wanted.

      Karv crushed his mouth to hers, the scruff on his cheeks scraping her skin and sending tremors down her spine. She sank into the kiss and her tongue tangled with his while her heart raced. There were so many reasons why fucking Karv was a bad idea, but Maya couldn’t remember a single one of them as she moaned into his mouth. Watching him fight off the Dothvek warriors had stoked something deep and carnal within her, and she didn’t want to push aside her desire this time.

      He lifted her hands over her head, holding her wrists to the wooden pole with one of his hands, while the other skimmed down the length of her body. Then he moved his kisses from her mouth down her neck, where he nipped the sensitive skin.

      “Karv,” Maya sighed, as her knees wobbled.

      He lifted his head to pin her with a fierce gaze as he slid his other hand down her arms until he closed it around her neck. “Do not move your hands. Keep them up.”

      His order was so sharp she didn’t dare disobey him, twisting her hands and gripping the pole tightly to keep herself upright as Karv continued to lower himself. When he was on his knees, he pressed his face to the front of her short leather skirt, inhaling deeply. The hand around her neck slipped lower, dragging his calloused fingers down the soft skin of her throat until he was cupping one of her breasts.

      Maya’s breath hitched as he circled the pad of his thumb over her hard nipple, and her hands slid lower on the pole.

      Karv peered up at her. “Arms up, Maya.”

      His commanding tone made her slide her hands back in place even as he dipped his head beneath her skirt. Maya opened her mouth in surprise, but Karv was already pushing aside her panties and parting her legs. She tightened her grip on the pole, more to keep her legs from buckling when his hot tongue parted her.

      Fuck me. Maya dropped her head back as all the heat in her body rushed south. Karv’s tongue had made quick work of finding her clit, and her breathing became heavy as he sucked and swirled.

      She didn’t know much about the aliens on the planet, but this one clearly knew what he was doing when it came to females. He reacted almost instinctively to her body, and she could sense his pleasure the more sounds she made.

      It didn’t take long for Maya to be moving her hips and digging her nails into the wood of the pole as her body jerked in response to his mouth on her. Karv hooked one of her legs over his shoulder and continued to lap at her as she screamed and arched her back, rocking into him as she came.

      When he tore his mouth from her, Maya was nearly limp. Karv moved so swiftly she didn’t have time to make a sound, flipping her to face the pole and angling her ass up. He stood, his body cocooning hers as he whispered in her ear. “Do you want me to stop?”

      She shook her head desperately. She wanted him inside her so badly. She twisted her head to lock eyes with him, the primal look in his gaze sending a forbidden thrill through her. “I need you inside me, Karv.”

      He growled, shoving down his pants. Maya twisted her head to see his cock spring up, thick and hard. She registered raised rings running the length of it, but she was too lust-fueled to care. Fisting it with one hand, Karv stroked it before sliding between her slickness.

      He dragged his broad crown through her before notching it at her entrance. “This is what you want?”

      Even though her hands were still over her head, Maya ground her ass into him, wiggling it so that his cock started to push inside. “Do you want me to beg?”

      “Only for mercy,” he husked before driving into her.

      Her gasp filled the small tent. Even though she was hardly a virgin, his girth stretched her so hard that the pain startled her. The burning sensation from the raised rings down his rigid length soon gave way to the pleasure of being filled completely.

      Karv wrapped a hand around her waist as he held himself deep, his own eyelids fluttering. “Sons of the goddesses, you are so tight and perfect.”

      Maya bit her lower lip, a swell of pleasure suffusing her that she had taken all of the huge alien.

      He lowered his head and kissed her neck, drawing himself out so slowly she wanted to scream before plunging himself back in. “You are my goddess.”

      She moved her hips restlessly, needing more of him.

      His velvet laugh sent a buzz through her. “We are not pretending anymore, are we?”

      She moaned as he stroked out and in, angling her hips up higher so that he could slide deeper. There was nothing she could say to explain how desperately she desired him, even as she knew there were so many reasons why she shouldn’t.

      “You might be a human, but you were made to take my cock.” His voice dropped to a merciless whisper. “You want this, don’t you? ”

      She nodded, her eyes fluttering closed as every nerve in her body screamed for release again. Heat arrowed through her, and his hands scorched her skin as they moved across her hips to her belly and down to her clit. When he swirled his fingertip over it, she tipped her head back and let out a husky sound.

      “This is what you’ve always wanted.” He impaled her on his length again, grinding his hips into her. His finger moved slowly over her clit as he drove himself in her, holding himself deep each time. Karv looked down as he held her hips and stroked hard. “You’ve always wanted to be mine, haven’t you?”

      The low boil in Maya’s belly exploded, her body contracting around him as she jerked and screamed, her second orgasm even more powerful than the first. Her body shivered, as the sensations slammed through her and left her sagging on the pole, gasping for breath.

      His steady pace faltered. Maya glanced behind her and saw that his jaw was tense and the veins in his neck pulsed. Her body twitched around his cock as he pounded into with her a punishing rhythm, then he knifed up and buried himself, bellowing as he emptied into her.
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      Karv folded over Maya, closing his own hands over hers, which were still over her head and gripping the tent pole. He curled her smaller hands into his and brought them down, then he walked them both over until they could collapse on the pile of furs and blankets. His bulk wrapped easily around her from behind, and he squeezed her softly as he kissed her neck.

      “That was crazy.” Her voice hitched as she nuzzled into him. “Do you think we might have made a mistake?”

      “How could that have been a mistake?” He nestled his head in the crook of her neck, too euphoric to let her words break the magic.

      She sighed. “I can’t stay here even if you can stay in the Dothvek clan.”

      “Why not?”

      She laughed, and her body trembled. “I don’t belong on your planet. I’m human, and I’m a crew member on a star cruiser that might be searching for me.”

      “Were you happy on the cruiser or on the human planet?”

      Maya’s laughter died. “Not really. I didn’t mind working on the cruiser. It had its drawbacks, but it was better than Earth.” She shuddered. “I can’t go back there.”

      “You do not miss your home world?” As much as he complained about the Crestek city, a part of him couldn’t imagine never seeing his planet again.

      She shook her head hard. “I was lucky to escape. The only way to survive there is to be rich, and even then you’re surrounded by people who have nothing. People like me were struggling to stay alive.”

      He wound one arm around her so that he could cup her breast. “So, stay here with me.”

      She exhaled even as her nipple pebbled beneath his touch. “I can’t. I have to return to my job.”

      Karv tugged her closer. “It sounds like this star cruiser is more work than pleasure. Maybe it is time for you to have something that feels good.”

      She twisted to meet his gaze. “And that something is you?”

      He grinned. “Unless you were pretending to experience rapture.”

      Maya’s mouth gaped. “I thought the Dothveks were the cocky ones.”

      He lifted one dark eyebrow. “I am Dothvek now.”

      “There’ll be no living with you,” she muttered.

      “No? I think living with you here could be nice.” He tucked his head into her neck and breathed in deep. “I have not wanted to be with anyone for a long time, but I would make an exception for you.”

      She stilled. “Why haven’t you wanted to be with anyone?”

      Karv hesitated. She already knew that his brother was the chancellor who despised the new ways and she’d met his sister, but did he want to tell her about his cold upbringing? Part of him wanted to hide away his past and pretend it hadn’t existed. But another part wanted to tell her everything.

      “Cresteks are different from Dothveks.”

      “Right.” She drew out the word as if prodding him to explain.

      “The Dothveks have a strong sense of clan. Cresteks are more interested in personal achievement. My own parents were very focused on their glory, and what honor their children could bring them. There was little love in my home. My parents fought constantly, took other lovers, and ignored us children unless they needed to trot us out as an achievement.”

      “That doesn’t sound great.”

      “It wasn’t. It made my elder brother cold and hard. He’s always been so desperate to prove himself that he’ll do anything. When we were children, he had to be the best at everything. He lied. He cheated. He did anything to gain favor with our parents and make my sister and me look bad. She was the first to leave, running straight into the arms of an unworthy husband, who luckily died young.”

      Maya twisted to look at him, her eyes wide.

      “She didn’t kill him,” he said with a short laugh. “But once she escaped his clutches, she never took another mate. We both preferred to be on our own and stay far away from our power-hungry parents.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “They tried to take power from the last chancellor, and both ended up dead. Poisoned. My brother was so afraid that their failure would cling to him that he had them buried without ceremony.”

      “You’re starting to make me glad I grew up as a grunge kid on earth, and that’s hard to do.”

      Karv released a breath. He’d never told anyone about his childhood. Not his friends in the resistance. Not the Cresteks he’d worked with every day. He didn’t even discuss it with Linnea anymore.

      “Is that why you were so willing to leave your people and become a Dothvek?”

      He hadn’t thought about it, but maybe that was why he’d always been fascinated by the sand barbarians. Their devotion to their clan and their belief in fated mates had always seemed like something exotic and out of reach. He couldn’t imagine any of the Dothveks turning on a brother or choosing glory over the clan. “It might be, although you were a bigger reason.”

      She put her hand over his, threading her small fingers between his large ones. “If I could stay with anyone, Karv, it would be you.”

      His gut tightened. “I do not understand why you cannot.”

      Her body tensed beneath his. “If I stay, then I’ll get even more attached to you than I already am. Maybe I’ll fall in love with you. Maybe I’ll think I can’t live without you. That will make it a thousand times worse when I lose you.”

      “Why would you lose me?”

      “People don’t stay. Not around me. I’ve lost everyone I’ve ever cared about. Or I’ve had to leave them.” Her voice was husky, but she didn’t look at him. Her gaze was fixed ahead. “If I don’t get attached, it doesn’t hurt so much.” She choked out a laugh. “Look at me. I got attached to Cat and came running to find her when she went missing. Now a pilot is dead, and I’m on the run from your deranged brother. See? That’s why it’s bad to care too much.”

      Karv could hear the pain in her voice. “You don’t have family left?”

      She released a shaky breath. “It’s hard not to die of something when you live in the grunge parts of Earth. My parents died during a pandemic, but I barely remember them anymore. After that, it was just me and my big brother. He took care of me for a long time. He kept me alive when militia would come in the night and search the buildings. He made me feel safe even when we were huddling in the pitch dark for hours.”

      Karv didn’t move as Maya swallowed hard.

      “I ended up losing him too, even though he isn’t dead.” She winced. “At least, I hope he isn’t. Still, I won’t see him again. Not if I want to stay alive.”

      Karv didn’t know what that meant, but he knew he couldn’t convince her that he would never leave her. Thoughts swirled in his head like a swirling sand storm. Maybe it was for the best. She didn’t belong in his world, and she would never be safe as long as his brother was hunting for her. It would be safer for her if he could get her off the planet, even if it broke him to let her go. Then he shook his head firmly, desperate to rid himself of such insidious doubts.

      Karv felt her pulse of regret and sorrow as he held her, and he hugged her tighter.  For now, he could forget about both of their pasts and the fact that they would have no future. “You can stay with me for now.”

      She relaxed into him again. “For now.”

      Maybe he could follow the advice he’d given Maya and enjoy something because it felt good. He could forget about Riz and the star cruiser and all the things that would keep them apart. None of that mattered in that moment. All that mattered was the softness of her skin and the sweet scent of her hair.

      He nibbled her neck. “As long as you’re here…”
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      Maya woke up slowly, the sunlight warming her cheek as she lay sprawled on her stomach. This time, she didn’t have to remind herself where she was. The memories from the night before came rushing back to her, and she opened her eyes lazily, moaning softly when she spotted the thick center pole. Had that really happened?

      She rolled over and reached out an arm, but Karv’s big body wasn’t there. She frowned. She remembered falling asleep with him. She’d been pressed to the side of him with one arm draped across his chest, enjoying the rhythmic rise and fall of his breathing. She hadn’t even minded his soft snoring. It had actually lulled her to sleep.

      Now she sat up, pulling a fur around her chest as she took in the empty tent. The flaps were down, but she could hear movement outside. If the light streaming in from overhead hadn’t told her that it was morning, the sand-cushioned footfalls and smell of cooking food would have.

      Maya’s stomach growled. When had she last eaten a decent meal? Time since they’d arrived in the village had flown by in a blur. Actually, everything since she’d landed on the desert planet had been a bit of a muddle, and not all of it in a bad way.

      Part of her missed the routine of the space cruiser. As a steward, she was responsible for cleaning cabins in the mornings after the guests went to breakfast. Then she took care of any laundry they’d left out, which usually involved steaming a dress or two. Then after a quick break for lunch, she’d be back to checking on her passengers, giving them the next day’s schedule and booking activities and spa treatments for them, and finally turning down their rooms after they left for dinner. Only after they were asleep did she get to collapse into her bunk. Even with the rigid schedule of a steward’s life, there had been a certain amount of security in knowing what you were expected to do. If she did her job, she got paid, and after growing up with nothing, Maya appreciated money.

      On the other hand, every day had been pretty much like the others for her and all the other stewards. They didn’t get to enjoy the luxurious space cruiser because they were too busy attending to demanding clients. Maya rarely even got a glimpse of the amazing view as they flew through space because so much of her job was spent below decks in the laundry room or storeroom, so she could replenish the passenger minibars or bathroom amenities. At least on the sand planet, things were never dull.

      She almost laughed at this thought. Her time on the sand planet had been anything but dull. Her pilot had been killed and she’d been stranded, an alien had abducted her and was probably still looking for her, she’d escaped across a desert with the alien’s hot brother, and now she was living in an oasis with a bunch of primitive aliens who could read minds. Oh, and she’d pretended to be Karv’s mate and ended up in bed with him. So much for a quick trip to the planet to find her friend Cat.

      Maya still needed to get back to the space cruiser. As routine as her job could be, it was still a great job and one that paid her well—if she finished the cruise. If she didn’t make it to Darinthian Prime, she wouldn’t get paid for any of the work she’d already done, and that was unacceptable. She hadn’t held Bitzi Carmichael’s hair back while she heaved up the results of too much Carillian gin for nothing. And if she didn’t make it to the cruiser’s final destination, she wouldn’t be able to disappear and start a new life far from the reach of the Earth thugs after her.

      Besides, she’d told Karv the truth--partially. She couldn’t fall for anyone. The only thing she hadn’t told him was why. It wouldn’t be fair to drag anyone else into her mess, even though it was hard to deny that Karv was already pretty involved.

      Maya dropped the fur around her chest and searched for her clothes, remembering that the Dothvek females had taken her uniform and left her with only the native garments. With a sigh, she put on the short, leather skirt and draped halter top, cringing at just how much of her skin was showing. But she was no longer in the Crestek city. Everyone who lived in the desert showed skin.

      Maya didn’t bother with shoes, ducking under the tent flaps and stepping from the layered carpets onto the sand. Her feet instantly sank, the warm powder engulfing them. Somehow the Dothveks walked on the sand without sinking, but her slender feet sank with each new step.

      She made her way through the maze of tents, following the scent of food until the tents gave way to an opening with the communal fire, pens with animals, and the large pond flanked by tall trees. Dothveks gathered around the fire as some kind of animal was roasted over a spit, fat dribbling down and sizzling on the coals. To one side of the fire, a flat circle of steel was cooking rounds of bread that were being slapped on by a tall male and poked with a stick and flipped by another.

      Maya’s mouth watered as she remembered the taste of the bread that had been in her tent. It was nothing like the pillowy, white bread served on the star cruiser or even the crusty loaves sold in the bakery on the street where she’d lived on Earth, but at that moment it smelled like the most delicious thing she could imagine.

      Heads swiveled in her direction as she stepped from the cluster of tents, but no one greeted her. Did Dothveks greet each other if they didn’t need to speak? She was still new to the whole mind reading thing and it unnerved her that the aliens could sense what she was thinking.

      Suddenly, the reminder that they could sense her thoughts made her self-conscious. Do not think of anything embarrassing, Maya.

      Of course, that was a recipe for disaster. It was like trying not to think of elephants once you’re told not to think about elephants. She forced herself to walk forward, thoughts of elephants crowding her mind and probably confusing the hell out of the Dothveks.

      A female Dothvek walked up to her, and Maya recognized her as one of the ones who helped her change the day before.

      “Come.” She took Maya’s arm. “You should eat. We would have brought you food yesterday, but …” She let her words drift off as she gave Maya a knowing look.

      So, everyone had heard them. Not that Maya would have expected much privacy in a tent village or that they’d made much of an effort to be quiet. Still, it was hard to keep her head high knowing that everyone had heard her and Karv.

      The female handed Maya a cup and another female walked up with an earthenware pitcher and poured a clear liquid into it. Maya thanked her and gratefully gulped the fresh water. A male with dark marks slashed across his biceps approached her with a plate filled with sliced meat and bread, grunting as he handed it to her.

      “Thank you.” Maya allowed herself to be led to a log bench in front of the fire, and barely waited until she was seated to tear into the food. She hadn’t realized how famished she was until food was right in front of her.

      She moaned as she bit into the crackling meat and a bit of warm grease dripped down her chin. She swiped at the grease with the back of her hand and then took a bite of bread, savoring the warmth of it. This was possibly the most basic food she’d ever eaten, and it might have been the best. At least, she knew none of it had been genetically engineered, pumped full of chemicals, or flooded with pesticides like everything she’d eaten when she was growing up on Earth.

      Once her stomach had stopped rumbling, and she’d drained her cup, Maya glanced up. She’d been so distracted by the food that she hadn’t even noticed Karv standing at one of the animal pens. He was talking with Zexx, and their heads were together and their expressions solemn.

      What could they be discussing so earnestly now? Karv had passed the initiation test. He was one of them.

      Maya put aside her plate and left the fire as she walked over to join them. The aliens were so deep in conversation they didn’t hear her or look up at her approach. Zexx leaned on the wooden fencing comprising the pen while Karv stroked the neck of a tall creature that reminded her of camels that had once lived on Earth, except these had thicker fur, no humps, and a dangling pouch of loose skin beneath their chins.

      “The ceremony will be soon?” Zexx asked.

      Karv pressed his lips together. “There is a rush?”

      “If you wish to keep her safe.”

      Maya stopped in her tracks. They were talking about her.

      Karv squared his shoulders as the animal in the pen shook its head and made a sound that was a cross between a moan and a bray. It kicked up its wide feet, sending sand flying behind it and making the other animals jostle each other. “You know I do.”

      “Then we must have the bonding ceremony to make your union official. It is the only way to keep the human from being claimed by another.”
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      Karv patted the jebel’s furry neck as he listened to Zexx’s claims about the ancient bonding ceremony. The animal bobbled his head and his wattle quivered beneath his chin as he let out a mournful braying sound. He’d heard much about the creatures that crossed the sands easily, but he’d never encountered one, and he stepped aside quickly as the animal spit at the ground near his feet. They were as ornery as they sounded, and Karv dropped his hand before the jebel nipped at him. Zexx thumped the beast on the neck, and it ambled away.

      The Dothvek was wrong about one thing. No ceremony or ritual would stop his brother. If Riz wanted something, he would break any law or violate anything to take it.

      Despite the heat from the rising suns, a chill went through Karv as he thought of all that his brother had taken from him throughout his life, then a rigid determination suffused him and made him straighten. Riz would not take this female from him. He would not have Maya.

      “It sounds like you’re planning a party without me.”

      Both Karv and Zexx pivoted to face Maya. Her arms were folded across her chest, and her expression was fierce.

      “What’s this about a bonding ceremony?”

      Zexx spoke first. He seemed unperturbed by Maya’s flashing eyes and the hard set of her jaw. “We were speaking of ways to keep you safe. A bonding is the best one.”

      “Marrying me off is going to keep me safe?” She shot Karv a look. “I thought you understood that I can’t stay here.”

      Zexx frowned, a rare change in his facial expression. “How do you plan to leave?”

      “The same way I arrived.” She waved one hand in the vague direction of the heavens. “By spaceship.”

      Zexx peered up at the cloudless sky that blazed white from the two suns. “The bounty hunters?”

      “We sent them a transmission.” Maya glanced back at Karv. “Right?”

      “We did, but it was only a message to your friend to tell her that you came searching for her and that you were returning to your space cruiser. You wished her well and said farewell.”

      Maya’s face fell. “Shit. That’s right. That was before we found that my pilot had been murdered, and your brother had sent criminals to abduct me. She has no idea that I’m still on the planet and need help.”

      Karv felt his own sense of deep regret. If only he could have returned to the comms center and gotten a new message to the bounty hunters. He was certain that the twin warriors Dev and Trek would have come to their aid. He’d been instrumental in them finding their mate when she’d been taken, and if that wasn’t enough, their mate Cat would insist they help her friend. But the message he’d transmitted on the encrypted channel had contained no pleas for help, or requests for them to return to the Dothvek planet. They were on their own.

      Then Karv’s pulse quickened. “What about your space cruiser? Won’t they come looking for you?”

      Maya’s gaze dropped. “I might not have told you the entire truth about my rescue mission.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Maya drew in a long breath and met his gaze. “I didn’t exactly get permission to come on a rescue mission to find Cat.”

      “Then how…?”

      Maya interrupted Karv’s question with a tumble of words. “I knew the captain of the space cruiser wouldn’t authorize an official rescue for one steward. He’s all about profits and staying on schedule. Not that I didn’t ask. I did. I begged him to send an away team after Cat.” She scowled. “But he refused and said we were too close to resuming our voyage. Since we’d gotten a transmission from Cat that indicated she was safe, he thought that was good enough.”

      Karv eyed her as she took a breath. “You did not.”

      “Of course not!” Maya shook her head so hard her curls flew around her head. “Cat was the closest friend I had on the cruiser. I couldn’t leave her behind like that.” Her eyes darkened. “I know what it’s like to be left. I couldn’t let that happen to her.”

      “But you can’t fly a ship,” he reminded her.

      “Sadly, no, or I would have commandeered a ship and gone by myself. I had to sweet-talk a pilot and convince him that I got the mission approved. Luckily, he was a bit of a horn dog, and I promised that I’d make it worth his while once we returned to the cruiser.”

      Karv frowned, but Maya shrugged. “I don’t regret it. It’s not like I did anything anyway. The guy got himself killed before he could cash in.”

      Zexx grunted his approval. “Your determination to save your friend is honorable.”

      Maya gave Zexx a smile and Karv a smug look. “Thanks, but it ended up being a bust. Cat was already gone, she didn’t need my help, and my pilot ended up being murdered. Even if the space cruiser did know where I was, I don’t know if I’d want them to find me. I might not have killed him, but I’m culpable for my pilot’s death. I tricked him into flying me here and put him in danger, even if I had no idea we were flying into a deadly situation.”

      “His death isn’t your fault,” Karv said. “None of this situation is your fault.”

      Maya bobbled her head from side to side. “It kind of is. If I hadn’t defied orders, none of this would have happened. I’d be safe on my cruiser, the pilot would be alive, and you wouldn’t have had to flee your city and your job.”

      Karv didn’t care about any of that. If Maya hadn’t been impulsive and heroic, he never would have met her. As much as his life had been thrown into chaos, he’d never felt as alive as when he was with her. He would give up all the creature comforts of the Crestek city and his job in the communications center if it meant he could be with her. But he also knew that she didn’t feel the same way. Maya didn’t want to stay or become attached to anyone—including him.

      “There is nothing to be gained by wishing away the past.” Zexx looked between Maya and Karv. “What remains now is the future. If you wish to escape the grasp of the Cresteks, you need to be bonded to your mate.”

      Karv shot Maya a look, hoping she would remember the lie that they’d told Zexx and all the Dothveks in order to remain together. He might be one of the Dothvek clan now, and he suspected Zexx and Kyrana knew better, but he did not wish it to be common knowledge that they had lied.

      Maya caught his eye and gave him a nearly imperceptible nod. “Why do we need a ceremony if we’re already together?”

      “A Dothvek bonding ceremony draws on the ancient magic of the planet and bestows the blessings of the goddesses on your union. Once you are bonded, you cannot be torn apart by any living creature.” Zexx leveled a solemn gaze at them. “It will protect you from evil and bind your fates together forever.”

      Karv swallowed down a lump of regret. They would need to find another way to keep her safe. Maya would never agree to such a thing. She didn’t believe that unions could be unbreakable. After everything she’d told him the night before, he knew that being bonded to him was something she didn’t want. And he suspected she didn’t intend for her fate to ever be tied to anyone else’s.

      “Fine.” Maya huffed out an impatient sigh.

      Karv’s jaw dropped. “Fine?”

      She lifted her hands as if in surrender. “If you think it’s the only way to keep your brother away, then let’s do it.” She looked down at herself. “But I’m definitely going to need something else to wear. I might not be the most girlish girl, but I’m not getting hitched in a leather miniskirt.”

      Then she turned on her heel and swished back to the fire, leaving Karv gaping after her.

      “I am not sure if I should be congratulating you or not,” Zexx finally said.

      Karv slid his gaze to the Dothvek’s amused grin. Maya had just agreed to be bonded to him for life, but he did not know if he needed well wishes or luck.
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      Maya took long strides back to her tent as a cluster of females fell in step behind her. Doubts swirled in her mind, but they were nothing compared to her real worry.

      “Is it true?” One of the females asked, jogging to catch up with her. “Are you and the new Dothvek going to have a bonding ceremony?”

      Maya’s stomach did a somersault, but she forced herself to smile. “It’s true.”

      The Dothveks became visibly excited. They didn’t need to know that Karv was only doing it to keep her safe from his brother, or that it hadn’t been either of their ideas. Had he even asked her officially? She frowned. Probably not, but what did it matter? She didn’t have any right to be miffed by her lack of romantic proposal, since it was more than she ever expected she’d have anyway.

      “I don’t know if Dothvek females wear special outfits for the bonding ceremony, but I’ll need something else to wear aside from this.” She gestured to her shirt skirt and halter top. It might not be the most romantic wedding, and she and Karv might not be a love match, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want to look nice. “Can you find me a dress?”

      The females exchanged eager glances before assuring her they could and rushing off. Maya sighed as she continued to the tent unaccompanied. Just what she’d wanted—some time alone.

      She wound through the maze of tents, finally recognizing the one she and Karv shared because it was one of the few that didn’t have the flaps pulled back to reveal the interior. Pushing her way inside, she sank onto the pile of furs and flopped onto her back.

      “What are you doing?”

      Even whispering the question aloud felt dangerous, but she hoped she was far enough away from Karv and the rest of the Dothveks that they couldn’t sense her. She’d been trying so hard to mask her true thoughts, but the effort was taking a toll.

      She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes as she fought off tears. Everything was happening so fast that her head was spinning. How had she gone from being desperate to return to the space cruiser, to agreeing to basically marry one of the natives of the planet?

      Then she allowed a dark thought to enter her mind. She’d only been eager to return to the space cruiser because for so long she’d seen it as the only way to escape from the dark secrets of her past. As soon as the cruiser reached Darnithian Prime, she would disembark and vanish. That had always been her plan. The luxurious outpost was far enough away that the criminals on Earth hunting her would never think to look for her there. Besides, the only people to visit Darnithian Prime were wealthy tourists, not a former grunge kid on the run. She doubted that the captain would worry too much about another missing steward, which made her plan even more likely to succeed.

      Only now, she’d been presented with an even better plan. Staying on the Dothvek planet with Karv and the barbarians as her protectors might be an even more surefire way to disappear. The chances of being found on Darnithian Prime were small. On the Dothvek planet, they were nonexistent. She could marry Karv and live her life here without ever fearing being tracked down and dragged back to Earth. There was a risk that her disappearance from the cruiser would alert those chasing her, but what were the odds they’d track her down to the barren alien world? Even if they did, Karv and the Dothveks would protect her from being punished for her crime.

      Maya choked back a sob as she fought to push away thoughts of why she’d had to run. There was no use dwelling on the past or what she’d done, what she’d been forced to do, especially not around an empathic species. She needed to keep her mind focused on the problems that Karv and the Dothveks knew about. If they found out the truth, she might not be as welcome by the village, and Karv might not want to be bonded to her.

      She pressed her lips together hard. Could she go through with it without telling him the truth? Didn’t he deserve to know? If she didn’t tell him why she suddenly was so willing to get hitched, wasn’t she lying?

      Then a choked laugh burst from her lips. As if she hadn’t been lying to everyone she’d met since she’d left Earth.

      Then she took a deep breath and gave herself a firm, mental shake. “Don’t flatter yourself, girl.”

      Karv wasn’t doing this because he was in love with her. Aside from some great sex, it was clear that he was agreeing to it to keep her safe. It hadn’t been his idea, and he’d looked like a trapped animal when Zexx had suggested it. But, like the Dothveks, Karv was hardwired to protect females, and he probably felt extra responsible, since it was his brother who was after her. She suspected there was plenty about him that he hadn’t revealed. They barely knew each other, after all.

      “I’ll bet his secrets aren’t like yours,” she said under her breath.

      “You’re keeping secrets from me, mate?”

      Maya jerked to sitting as Karv entered the tent. She’d been so consumed by her own mental turmoil that she hadn’t heard him or sensed him. She opened her mouth, but the words wouldn’t come. This was the time to confess everything.

      But Maya pushed all thoughts of her past as far into the recesses of her brain as possible, shaking her head. “It’s nothing. I was just thinking of a surprise for you for after the ceremony.”

      Karv stood with his legs wide and his arms folded as he stared at her. His expression was unreadable, but Maya could feel the suspicion pulsing through him. He knew she was lying, but how much did he know? Enough to call off the bonding? Enough to cast her from the village? Enough to arrange for her to be returned to Earth to face punishment?
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      Karv eyed Maya as she lay on the pile of blankets and furs. He’d come to the tent to talk to her about the bonding ritual that was being prepared by the village. Since she’d agreed, Zexx had started preparations for the ceremony and celebration to take place that evening. The sooner she was shielded by the protection of the ancient ceremony, the better, he’d said, although Karv still had his doubts about how much it would truly protect Maya.

      As the villagers prepared food and worked with the priestesses on the arrangements, he’d come in search of his future mate. It had been one thing to pretend to be mated and even to claim her body, but Karv didn’t know why she’d had such a quick change of heart. She’d gone from insisting that she had to leave the planet and couldn’t do more than fuck him, to agreeing to be his mate for life. Maybe she didn’t understand the importance of the ceremony and the promises made. Karv himself felt nervous to be making such vows when he was unsure of her heart and his own emotions were roiling.

      But even before he’d entered the tent, he’d sensed that she was upset. But she wasn’t in a state of turmoil because of the impending ceremony. It was guilt he felt as he stepped inside the tent. Guilt for deceiving him and the Dothveks. But guilt over what? What could the female have possibly done that made her thoughts such a stormy tangle of darkness and regret.

      “I’ll bet his secrets aren’t like yours.”

      Her hushed words sent ice through his veins. What secrets did she have? “You’re keeping secrets from me, mate?”

      Maya bolted up, her brown eyes flaring with fear. “It’s nothing. I was just thinking of a surprise for you after the ceremony.”

      Lies. She wasn’t thinking about the ceremony. He couldn’t parse her thoughts, but he was certain they were not of being bonded to him. They were too entwined with his own now, and his mind was spinning with treacherous possibilities.

      How many times had his brother spun pretty lies and convinced him that he was worthy of being trusted? And how many times had Karv fallen for his cleverly constructed tales only to discover later that he’d been deceived?

      Karv had spent most of his childhood wanting desperately to believe that his older brother was not constantly using him for his own gain. He’d believed the lies over and over, thinking this time would be the time that Riz had truly confided in him or told him the truth. But each time he’d been burned, and each time the wounds had been deeper, until he didn’t even trust himself.

      Had he fallen prey to another liar? Karv’s heart pounded as he studied Maya. He’d never detected deception from her before, but he was new to sensing emotions, and it was only hers he could feel so strongly. Maybe his untested skill had betrayed him, and she’d been fooling him all along.

      He curled his hands into fists. Impossible. He refused to believe that he’d been taken in by the beautiful female. If he’d been tricked after becoming so adept at seeing his own brother’s duplicity, what did that say about him? Was he unable to see past the woman’s charms? Was it because she was human that he’d been convinced she was telling him the truth?

      Anger sent heat skittering across his bare skin. “Why are you hiding things from me?”

      She bristled at his question as she stood. “Have you been reading my thoughts? Maybe that’s normal for Dothveks, but for the rest of the universe, it’s an invasion of privacy.”

      Karv knew she was right. He should never have delved into her thoughts. Not even the Dothveks dipped into others’ deepest thoughts. But he didn’t have the ability to control his fledgling skill, and he could not see past the fact that she was being deceptive about something.

      “Just because I agreed to this ceremony, doesn’t mean you have the right to everything I think.” Her brow wrinkled. “Does it?”

      “I never claimed to have the right to your thoughts.” But he had used what he’d sensed against her, which made his own face warm with shame.

      “Then you can’t just waltz in here and tell me that I can’t have secrets.” Her eyes flashed dangerously. “Everyone has things they keep to themself, especially if they barely know each other.”

      “You are correct.” Karv released a heavy breath. “We do not know each other.” He’d felt completely connected to her when he’d been inside her, but this female standing across from him with her eyes narrowed now felt like a stranger. “Maybe we have been hasty.”

      She let out a strangled laugh. “You think? It’s a little late to put on the brakes and reverse everything.”

      He frowned, not knowing exactly what she meant by brakes, but he understood her meaning. They had gone too fast, and what was done was done. But was it?

      “If you do not wish to complete our bond, the preparations can be undone,” he said, each word painful. “We have not made promises that cannot be taken back, or uttered vows that will bind us together for life. We are not true mates.”

      Maya’s face contorted for a beat before she nodded. “You want out.”

      Karv didn’t want out, but it was as if he were strapped to a runaway jebel with no reins as it careened across the sands toward a treacherous cliff. “Would you prefer to remain unattached?”

      “If it means I can keep my thoughts to myself,” she snapped, her chest heaving. “If your bonding ceremony means you can judge me for not revealing everything about myself on demand, then maybe it’s better if we stop rushing into huge mistakes.”

      Karv felt the rebuke as if she’d slapped him across the face. She thought he was a mistake, which meant she probably regretted the night they’d spent together. His heart twisted, and he almost clutched a hand to his chest at the visceral ache.

      “Understood.” He straightened without meeting her gaze. “I will leave you to your thoughts of regret.”

      Karv stalked from the tent, too wracked with pain and his own sorrow to hear her words as she called after him.
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      Maya’s stomach dropped as she felt a throb of pain that had not been hers. She reached for Karv as he turned and bolted from the tent. “Karv! Wait! I didn’t…” But he was gone, and her words hung in empty air as she stood alone in the tent.

      She stamped one foot on the carpet, feeling the give of the sand below. How had that gone so wrong so fast? He’d been genuinely hurt when he left, and there was no doubt that it was her fault. She’d deliberately lashed out at him to push him away, and it had worked beautifully. He had no desire to go through with the bonding ceremony even if it would protect her. After the things she’d said, he probably didn’t want to see her again.

      Maya’s face warmed as she heard her own words echo in her ears. She’d told him that they should stop rushing into huge mistakes, but she hadn’t meant it. She didn’t think Karv had been a mistake. Despite her claims, she didn’t regret anything she’d done with him. Not that he would believe her now.

      She huffed out an exasperated breath. “It’s for the best, Maya. If he found out, he would have called it all off. At least now he doesn’t think you’re a monster.”

      She remembered the look on his face before he’d turned and stormed from the tent. He might not think she was a monster, but she definitely wasn’t his favorite person. She shouldn’t have been surprised he left. Like she’d known deep in her heart, everyone left. Not that she blamed them.

      Maya’s eyes prickled with tears, but she tipped her head back to the sky, which she could catch glimpses of through the vents in the top of the tent. The suns were dipping low on the horizon, and the bright daylight was fading. At least, she didn’t have to rush to get ready for the ceremony, even though a part of her was looking forward to seeing what the alien bonding entailed—and what kind of dress the Dothveks had found.

      She imagined that Karv was telling the barbarians that the bonding was canceled. Her stomach did an uncomfortable flip as she thought of him carrying that burden. It wasn’t his fault. It was hers. She wasn’t meant for happiness, and she’d tempted fate by even thinking about getting a happy ending.

      “People like you don’t deserve second chances,” she said, as she pivoted on her heel and paced a small circle at the foot of the furs.

      When she made the next turn, she almost stumbled backward and fell onto her ass. Kyrana stood inside the tent, with her hands steepled in front of her. How had she entered without making a sound? Maya glanced around, as if searching for a secret entrance to the tent, but, of course, there wasn’t one because it was a tent.

      “I’m sure that isn’t correct,” the Dothvek leader said in her soft, silky voice.

      Maya blinked at the statuesque female as her heart attempted to regain its normal beat. “What isn’t correct?”

      “That you do not deserve a second chance.”

      Maya gave a deep sigh. “Oh, well, you don’t know the whole story. Some people shouldn’t get a happily ever after.”

      The dark-haired female lifted a dramatically arched brow. “And you believe you are one of these unforgivable people?”

      Maya flinched at that wording but shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “I can sense your inner turmoil. It isn’t unusual for one to have strong emotions before being bonded, but yours are different.”

      “I’m not getting bonded.” Maya dropped her gaze. “Not anymore.”

      Kyrana didn’t speak.

      “Karv and I decided it was for the best.”

      “And is it?” The Dothvek finally said, her voice betraying no surprise. “Do you wish to be free from Karv?”

      Maya’s entire mind rebelled at the thought of losing Karv, but she also knew deep down that she didn’t deserve him. “It will probably be better for him if I leave. Then he can forget about me and find someone worthy.”

      Kyrana gave her a slight smile. “I do not think that will happen. Regardless of what you feel, the new Dothvek will not forget about you. He cannot.”

      Maya gave a quick, dark laugh. “I’m sure he can.”

      Kyrana jerked her head up and made a clicking sound in the back of her throat. “You do not understand. You are his mind mate. A Dothvek only has one of those in a lifetime. For better or worse, you are his.”

      Maya gaped at the female. “His what?”

      “Do you intend to tell me that you haven’t been sensing his feelings?”

      How did she know? Maya realized that it was pointless to hide things from the leader, and a big part of her didn’t want to. She was tired of hiding and running. “Sometimes his emotions are so strong it’s like I’m feeling them.”

      Kyrana nodded as if this admission was not a surprise. “He experiences yours in the same way because you are mind mates. True mates whose minds are inextricably linked.”

      “But I’m human.” Maya’s mind raced with questions.

      Kyrana lifted one shoulder, almost as if it was an afterthought. “It is unusual, but not impossible.”

      Maya digested what the female had told her, but she didn’t want to believe it. “It doesn’t matter. He needs to find another mate, even if it can’t be a mind mate. He deserves better than me.”

      “Tell me why, and I will leave you in peace.” Kyrana held her gaze. “I will even tell Karv that he should give up, if I believe you to be correct.”

      The empathic Dothvek could probably read her mind if she wanted to, but she was asking Maya to tell her.

      “He deserves better than a killer on the run.” Maya doubled over as she spoke, as if the words spilling from her were poison. She didn’t look up as she waited for Kyrana to gasp or recoil.

      “You are not a killer.”

      Maya glanced at her. Kyrana had not moved, nor did she appear at all concerned that she was in a tent with a confessed killer.

      “I killed a man back on Earth. I had to find a way to escape before I was punished without trial. That’s why I’m working on a space cruiser. I’m trying to get as far from my past as possible.” Maya sucked in a lungful of air. “But I can’t drag Karv into my mess, and I don’t want to become his mate just to escape my fate. It isn’t fair to him.”

      Kyrana tilted her head at Maya. “I do not sense violence from you. You are not a killer.”

      “It was self-defense.” Maya squeezed her eyelids together, as memories of fighting off the man’s groping hands threatened to consume her. “He attacked me, and I fought back. I ended up fighting him off, and he ended up dead.”

      “If you were a Dothvek, we would champion you as a victor.”

      Maya opened her eyes and met Kyrana’s gaze. “On Earth, a grunge woman killing a powerful crime boss is not a victor. The only way I didn’t end up dead was my brother.” Her voice cracked. “He helped me find a way off the planet, and gave me every last credit he’d saved, even though it meant I would never see him again, and he would probably never be able to leave for a better life himself. Since the boss’s thugs were searching for me, they would also never stop hunting him for information on me. His life, if he still has one, is probably miserable.”

      “You both made sacrifices as those who love each other do.”

      Maya’s eyes swam with hot tears. “I can’t let anyone else make sacrifices for me. I don’t deserve them.”

      “Unfortunately, that is not a decision you get to make for others.” Kyrana stepped closer and put a hand on her arm. “I have seen your heart, and I believe you are worth the sacrifice. You are no more a killer than any of the Dothvek warriors who battle and spill blood for freedom. I am sure if you let Karv see you—all of you—he would make any sacrifice for you.”

      Kyrana squeezed her arm, turned, and left the tent as quietly as she’d entered. Maya felt drained, but also as if her heart was fuller than it had ever been. The Dothvek leader was right. Karv deserved to know all of her. Then he could decide.

      She exited the tent, startled that the village still bustled with the sounds of party preparation. Evening was fast approaching, and the sky was no longer white hot. The pale shadows of the moons were emerging through blue sky overhead, and cool air was already overtaking the heat of the day. Maybe Karv hadn’t been as rash as she’d been, if the village hummed with the excitement of an upcoming celebration.

      Maya wasn’t sure where Karv would be, but she needed to find him. Then, a large hand closed over her mouth and stifled her scream.
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      Karv scowled as he watched the Dothveks scurrying around preparing for his bonding ceremony. A large hunk of meat was roasting slowly on a spit being turned by hand while more rounds of bread were being tossed onto the large steel griddle, sizzling as they hit the surface. Wine was being poured into pitchers, and he even detected the unmistakable scent of sugar wafting from an open-mouthed clay oven. Priestesses in long, white robes assembled by the bank of the water with bowls and colorful glass vials. Even without the attuned empathic ability of the sand barbarians, he could sense the hum of excitement and the buzz of thoughts. All this for a ceremony that probably wouldn’t happen—shouldn’t happen.

      “You do not look like a male about to undertake his bonding ceremony,” Zexx said as he joined him on the edge of the tent line. Then he inclined his head. “Or maybe you do.”

      “You are not mated?” Karv asked, hoping to change the subject away from him.

      Zexx jerked his head up and made a clicking sound in the back of his throat, the Dothvek version of no. “I thought one of the bounty hunter females might be right for me, but I was wrong. They found the Dothveks intended for them.”

      Karv had limited experience with the all-female crew of bounty hunters that had crashed onto the planet and been rescued by the Dothveks, but the ones he’d encountered when Dev and Trek had called them had appeared content. Several seemed to be expecting babies, which was a good sign. Still, he knew that the Dothveks, like the Cresteks, had few females, so it was not assumed that any male would end up with a mate.

      Zexx didn’t glance at him as they stood shoulder to shoulder. “You are lucky.”

      Karv grunted. He didn’t feel lucky. He felt like he was rushing headlong into a horrible mistake.

      Zexx cut his gaze to him. “You do not think so?”

      Had the Dothvek sensed his thoughts or was his frown giving him away?

      “The female has doubts.” True, but it wasn’t the whole truth.

      “She seemed eager when it was mentioned earlier.”

      That had been before Karv had burst in on her and demanded answers. Memories of his brash behavior made him shift uncomfortably from one foot to the other. Did he expect her reaction to be anything else after he’d basically accused her of lying? Shame sent heat sliding through him as he thought about how quickly he’d believed her guilty of his brother’s kind of duplicity. He had no one to blame for the wedge between him and Maya but himself.

      “We know little about each other,” he told Zexx. “She only landed on the planet a few solar cycles ago.”

      Zexx twisted to face him. “Yet you sacrificed yourself for her. You cannot be so unknown to each other after that.”

      Maya had not felt like a stranger to him. Not until he’d sensed her keeping secrets. Then the mirage that she could be his one true mate had collapsed around him as he’d been starkly reminded that he didn’t know her, but he did know what it was like to be deceived.

      Karv stared at the bustling preparations, his legs like lead and his throat tight. He should stop them before they’d all put in too much work for a celebration that would not happen.

      He spied the Dothvek leader gliding toward her priestesses at the water, her gold robes shimmering in the fading light. With a quick nod to Zexx, he walked briskly to catch up to her.

      When he cleared his throat, she turned to him, although Karv suspected she’d sensed him approaching. She smiled and waited for him to speak.

      “I think the preparations might be premature.”

      She folded her hands in front of her, lacing her long, golden fingers. “Because you and your mate argued?” Before he could ask how she’d known that, since he hadn’t been thinking about the fight, she added. “I was just with her in your tent.”

      Her words simplified the exchange between him and Maya. It hadn’t been merely a spat. “We do not know each other the way a bonded couple should.”

      Kyrana’s smile widened. “Because you do not know everything about her life?”

      Why did the Dothvek make it sound like he was being unreasonable? “Shouldn’t I?”

      She lifted one shoulder so languidly it was almost like an afterthought. “Even Dothveks with our empathic abilities cannot claim to know everything about each other, nor should we. We send our thoughts to each other and can sense emotions, but we never delve into another’s innermost thoughts or memories.”

      Her words were not unkind, but they were pointed. Karv’s throat went bone dry as he tried to swallow. Had he violated Maya’s trust by sensing her lying to him?

      “You are new to the Dothvek ways.” Her darkly lined eyes drifted to the tribal markings on his forearms. “You clearly revere the old ways, but that does not mean you understand what it is to possess our abilities. I do not know if you were always meant to be empathic, or if it was triggered by her, but you must learn that sensing others does not mean you know all about them.”

      Karv nodded. He wanted to learn how to be Dothvek and how not to be overwhelmed by the bombardment of others’ emotions, but that did not mean he was ready to be bonded for life to a virtual stranger.

      He opened his mouth to explain, but Kyrana rested a quelling hand on his arm. “You do not need to know Maya’s secrets to know her heart. Have her actions ever given you reason to doubt her before?”

      He thought for a moment before shaking his head.

      “Then you should trust the instinct that prompted you to help her in the first place and give her the space to trust you again.”

      “I don’t know how. I said some things—”

      Kyrana waved his words away with a flip of her hand. “You will apologize.” Then she held up a finger. “First lesson on how to be bonded to a female for life.”

      Karv released a shuddering breath. Even if he apologized, that didn’t erase the fact that she had secrets she couldn’t or wouldn’t entrust to him. How could he trust her if she didn’t believe him to be worthy of her trust?

      As if Kyrana knew he still doubted, she sighed. “Trust is like stepping into the abyss. You cannot know that the path is sure until you have taken the leap. Maya deserves your trust and your leap of faith.” She pinned him with her gaze. “You can trust me on that.”

      As if a weight had been snatched from his chest, Karv took in the Dothvek’s words and let out a cleansing breath. She was right. He’d judged Maya by his brother’s sins and his own fear of betrayal. If he wanted her to trust him enough to share all of her heart with him, he needed to abandon his long-held fears and resentments.

      Suddenly, he felt an overpowering need to see Maya and tell her just how wrong he’d been. He backed away from Kyrana, glancing up at the darkening sky. “Thank you.”

      She tipped her head at him, the dark curls piled like a crown quivering. “I will see you at the ceremony.”

      Karv hurried away from the female and the din of preparations. He passed Zexx with a brief nod, dodging a pair of Dothvek warriors he vaguely recalled from the tahadu, exchanging grunts with them as he practically ran for the tents. He wound his way around the fabric structures, the sand kicking up behind him, until he reached the tent he recognized as theirs. Even thinking about it as something they shared made his heart trip.

      Pushing his way through the closed flap, he started his apology before he was inside. “Maya—”

      But when he was inside the small space, he could see instantly that she wasn’t there. Hadn’t Kyrana told him she’d just spoken to Maya here?

      He spun in a circle, as if she could be hiding somewhere under the pile of furs that comprised the tent’s furnishings. If she wasn’t here and she wasn’t out in the common area he’d just left, where was she?

      The nervous flutter in Karv’s gut morphed into a hard ball of fear. He couldn’t sense her. His abilities weren’t that refined yet, but even so, he had a feeling that something was wrong. Maya was not wandering around the village. His instincts told him that she was gone.

      No. Another certainty settled over him like a heavy shroud. Maya wasn’t only gone. She’d been taken.
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      Maya’s head was heavy as she came to, and her mouth felt as if she’d chewed on cotton. She was bouncing, and her arms hung over her head and flopped loosely, which added to her overall sense of disorientation.

      She raised a hand to her forehead, then stopped when the movement felt odd. She twisted her head, now aware of the rush of blood. She was hanging upside down. She blinked a few times in the dark, until she could see that she was being carried down someone’s back as they crossed the desert.

      She immediately started beating her hands on their back. “Let me down!”

      The walking figure didn’t stop, so Maya began to buck her body and kick her legs until she was unceremoniously thrown to the ground on her back. Even though the soft sand cushioned her landing, she still gasped.

      “I knew I should have tied your hands,” the hooded figure said as he loomed over her.

      Maya scuttled back as his broad body blocked the light from the three moons that was bouncing off the glittering sand dunes and kept him in shadow. “Who the hell are you?”

      He let out a grim laugh. “I’m the one who saved you from those barbarians.”

      “Who says I needed saving?” It was clear from the cloak that he was a Crestek, and she could guess that he was one of the chancellor’s henchmen sent to bring her back to the city. Now that she wasn’t pressed to him, Maya could feel the chill of the desert air on her mostly bare skin, and she rubbed her hands briskly over her arms and legs, wishing she wasn’t in a Dothvek miniskirt.

      “I do.”

      Maya tried to surreptitiously glance at the desert surrounding her without revealing that she was assessing her escape options. “I guess it’s too much to ask who you are.”

      “Apologies for my lack of manners.” Her abductor flipped back his hood to reveal short, dark hair, and the golden skin that was the hallmark of the Cresteks and Dothveks. “But I assumed you would remember me.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Riz?” How had she not recognized his voice? She didn’t hide her swiveling head as she looked for lackeys or staff nearby. “I thought you had other Cresteks do your dirty work.”

      He stepped to one side so that the moonlight illuminated his face, which again reminded her so much of Karv’s that she sucked in a breath. The strong jaw, full lips, and dark, piercing eyes were unmistakable.

      He released another laugh, this one just as mirthless as the first. “The Cresteks I tasked with taking you to my hideaway failed me. If you want something done right, you must do it yourself.”

      Maya couldn’t help but be impressed by the alien’s work ethic, even if it did involve taking her against her will. “How did you make it across the desert to the Dothvek village alone?”

      His top lip curled. “My brother isn’t the only one who studied our enemy. While he worshiped their barbaric ways, I saw them for what they were, primitives who needed to be destroyed if the planet was ever to achieve its true glory.”

      Okay, so he had a good work ethic, and he was a bit deranged.

      “Not only did I know about the oasis village, I possessed a map given to our people during the peace. Since our tribes unified, they gave us a way to find them, and we allowed their barbarians access to our city. Not that the sand dwellers ever visit civilization, except for the two who found the human.”

      Maya knew he meant her friend Cat and her two new alien boyfriends, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to tell him of her connection. The less he knew about her the better, especially if he had the ability to communicate off-world. “So, you used a map exchanged during a peace treaty in order to hunt me down?”

      Riz bent down on his haunches and smiled at her. He was frighteningly attractive, but his eyes held none of the warmth that Karv’s did, which meant that his looks left her cold. “Hunt is such an ugly word. I told you before that I saved you.”

      Maya probably shouldn’t antagonize the crazy Crestek, but she couldn’t help snapping back at him again. “You keep saying that, but I didn’t ask to be saved. I was fine.”

      He shook his head. “You were not fine. You were with them.” His face twisted into a mask of rage. “No mate of mine will live among those creatures.”

      Icy fear slid down her spine, making the cold night air seem like nothing. “I’m not your mate.”

      “But you will be my mate.” He leaned forward, his gaze locked on hers. “It has been foretold.”

      Maya decided to try a different angle. “I appreciate the rescue, but I can’t stay on your planet. I’m a crew member on board a luxury space cruiser. My captain is expecting me to return. If I don’t go back soon, he’ll send out a search party.”

      The Crestek leader studied her expression then pursed his lips. “I don’t think so.”

      Now, she laughed. “I’m telling the truth. I’m a steward on a space cruiser. So was Cat, the woman who crashed here and was rescued by the twin Dothveks and sent a message from your city’s communications hub.”

      Riz growled as he abruptly stood. “Yes, the messages. My fool brother loves nothing more than his devices and machines up in that tower. I would say that I’m surprised he left them, but after I first saw you, I understood why.” His gaze flashed with heat. “You are beautiful enough to risk exile and death.”

      A lump lodged in Maya’s throat. Was he threatening his own brother?

      “I believe that you work on this space cruiser, as you say.” Riz crossed his arms snugly over his chest and peered down at her. “I do not believe that anyone is coming for you. If they were, they would have arrived by now. But no one has come for you.” He spread his arms wide. “And since your pilot is dead and your ship destroyed, that means you are the newest resident of our planet and the key to me restoring Crestek glory.”

      She didn’t miss the detail he’d dropped about her ship being destroyed. If that was true, then she truly had no way off the alien world unless she was rescued.

      Riz reached down and heaved her to her feet. “Do not look so sad. Life in the Crestek city is nothing like living in that horrid clump of tents on the sand. As the wife of the chancellor, you will enjoy the finest luxuries.”

      Defiance surged within Maya. She hadn’t overcome this much to be told what her life would be. “I’m not your wife.”

      The alien gripped her hands tightly in his. “Not yet. First you will need to prove that you can provide me with an heir.” He moved one hand to her belly. “Once you are carrying my child, you will be bonded to me for life.”

      Maya tried to pull away from him, but he jerked her back so that she was flush against his body, sliding the hand on her stomach to the small of her back. It was impossible to miss the hard bulge pressing into her abdomen or to deny what it was.

      “I will not lie to you. I need an heir to solidify a dynasty, and you will provide me with what none of the Crestek females seem to be able to do.” He released her hand and gripped her jaw, wrenching her head so that she was forced to meet his gaze. “You can either do so willingly or not. Either way, I will get what I want. I always do.” He smiled at her, but the smile didn’t reach the coldness of his eyes. “I would say you could ask my brother, but you won’t be seeing him again.”

      Maya fought the tears that burned behind her eyelids. She believed him. Riz was as cold and ruthless as Karv had said, and he needed her to consolidate what he clearly desired most—power. He’d snuck across the desert alone to grab her. He was both dangerous and unstable, and she didn’t put much past him.

      Once they returned to the Crestek city, she had no doubt he would lock her away until she gave him what he wanted. Like he said, willingly or not.

      “Enough talk of our exciting future.” Riz released her and took a breath. “First, we must cross the infernal sands and return to the city.”

      Maya didn’t allow herself to think too hard. If she did, she’d lose her nerve. Instead, she acted on instinct, pretending to stumble and fall. When her hands hit the sand, she curved them quickly into scoops so she could stand up and throw the sand in his face when he bent over to help her.

      His roars shattered the quiet of the desert, as he clutched his face and fell to his knees.

      Maya turned and ran, not caring if she was running in the right direction. She just had to get away from him as fast as possible. Maybe if she made it up and down enough dunes, he’d lose her in the sea of sand. Blood pounded in her ears as she pumped her legs, cresting a hill and sliding down the other side. Her lungs burned, but she didn’t look back to see if the Crestek was still down.

      Then another roar sent terror through her, moments before she was knocked to the ground and pinned beneath Riz’s heaving body. He pressed her face into the sand as his body cocooned hers. His breath was hot and ragged in her ear. “You will pay for that.”
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      Karv paced wildly as he stood with Zexx near the communal fire. All preparations for the ceremony and celebration had come to a grinding halt once Karv had burst from his tent and raced through the village calling for Maya. His screams had cut through sounds of the jebels braying for more food and the meat sizzling over the crackling fire.

      It had taken little time for every Dothvek to understand what was wrong. Work had stopped in an instant as everyone had fanned out to search the tents. Once that was completed and she wasn’t found, Zexx had pulled Karv aside.

      “You are sure she did not leave on her own?”

      Karv’s irritation flared, but it was not at the Dothvek’s question. He’d wondered the same thing for a beat before he’d known that Maya would never have made anyone panic. Not when she knew what he had done to keep her safe. “I am sure.”

      “She was taken.” Kyrana swept up to them with a pair of priestesses flanking her. “I went to the tent and could sense her residual fear.”

      Karv had sensed this as well, although he hadn’t been able to put it into words. He had just known. Maya was in danger, and it was his fault.

      “The only being on this planet who has any reason to take her is my brother, the chancellor of the Cresteks.” Karv fought to rein in the rage that was bubbling within him. “He must have sent his separatist underlings.”

      Zexx scowled until his dark brows knitted together into a single line. “How did we not sense them?”

      “There was much activity in the village.” Kyrana glanced at the piles of bread and rows of filled wine jugs. “The excitement could have masked the ill intentions of a single Crestek. I do not believe there was more than one.”

      Her assessment made sense. Riz had always preferred targeted and precise attacks whether it was against his political adversaries or his younger siblings. He’d preferred cruel torment over brute force.

      Bile churned in Karv’s stomach that he had not foreseen that his brother would attempt such a thing, but he hadn’t imagined that Riz could find the Dothvek village. He despised the sands, and as far as Karv knew, had never set one pristine foot on them.

      “It doesn’t matter if it was one Crestek or an entire army.” Karv stiffened as he glanced at the dark sands stretching around him in all directions. “I am going after her.”

      “Not alone.” Zexx grunted and cut his gaze to a cluster of Dothveks around them. “You are Dothvek. We fight as one.”

      Karv’s throat was too tight to speak, so instead he pressed his lips into a tight line and nodded. Zexx handed him a pair of curved blades, and he recognized from the carved handles that they were the ones he’d used in the tahadu.

      “These served you well once,” Zexx said “they will do so again.”

      Karv took them and hooked them onto the pant loops at his waist on either side, grateful that Dothvek pants were constructed to hold their trademark blades.

      As the priestesses blessed their battle, and Zexx divided the warriors into smaller groups to scatter across the sands, Karv’s mind reeled. How could he have been so foolish? He’d allowed himself to get caught up in his own past trauma, and he’d alienated Maya when he should have been closer to her than ever.

      He should have been in the tent with her, not sulking about secrets that he hadn’t earned the right to know. If he hadn’t been so consumed with his own petty grievances against a wound that hadn’t even been of her making, she wouldn’t now be in danger.

      “That will not serve you.”

      Karv flinched at Zexx’s words, glancing at the Dothvek’s severe expression.

      Without Karv speaking, Zexx huffed out a rough breath. “I do not need to search your thoughts to know you blame yourself.”

      “I should have been with her, instead I was…”

      “Regrets of the past rarely make us strong in the present.” Zexx slapped a hand on his shoulder. “There is only now, and now we ride to find your mate.”

      A pair of Dothveks approached, with the reins in their hands and jebels shuffling behind them, wide hooves slapping on the sand. Karv nervously eyed the tall beasts. He’d never been on the back of one, and now he would need to ride fast across the sands.

      Zexx grasped a handful of the nearest jebel’s thick fur around his neck, and then he swung himself gracefully onto the creature’s back. Karv took a breath, buried his hand in the matted brown fur of one of the jebels, and then stopped before he attempted to swing himself onto its back.

      The sand had started to whirl up from the ground as the wind whipped around them. The Dothveks tensed as they quickly scanned the horizon and held the restless jebels who stamped their feet and tossed their heads.

      Karv knew of sandstorms that raced across the planet, consuming everything in the path of the darkly churning wave of wind, but he’d never experienced one. The fine particles of sand stung his skin and burned his eyes, but he didn’t run. If Maya was out in this storm, he had to find her.

      Then a roar from above made him tip his head back as a massive, gray-hulled spaceship appeared over them. It wasn’t a sandstorm. It was an invasion.

      Before Karv could assemble in formation with the other Dothveks, the ship set down on the sand outside the village, with a thud that shook the ground. It didn’t fire weapons, and no other ships joined it. Maybe this was the space cruiser, although from the way Maya had described it, he’d imagined it to be larger and more modern. This ship looked like it had been through many battles.

      Zexx slid from his jebel’s back and landed next to Karv, drawing his blades from his waist. Karv did the same, although he suspected if a space vessel wished to attack it would have already done so.

      A ramp extended from the ship, landing on the sand and sending a cloud of gold granules into the air. Then a single silhouette appeared at the top, the light from the interior almost blinding in the darkness. From where Karv stood, the alien appeared to be wearing a skirt, boots, and little else. A long tail swung behind him, as he strode down the ramp with a long-handled axe in one hand.

      When he stopped at the bottom, he scanned the assembled warriors. “Are you the Dothveks who are kin to K’alvek?”

      Zexx stepped forward. “We are. K’alvek is my cousin, removed more than a few times. How do you know him?”

      “I fought with him against a Kronock invasion and swore an oath to always come to his aid or to the aid of his people. I am Corvak of the Vandar, and I am here in response to your hail.”
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      Karv gaped at the alien, whose bare chest was etched with swirling black marks that curled up his neck and down his shoulder. A leather strap crossed his chest, no doubt to hold his axe. Finally, he cleared his throat. “You came because of a transmission?”

      Corvak slid his gaze over them, locking onto Karv. “There was a request for rescue on the encrypted channel that K’alvek gave us. A human required assistance to leave?”

      “Maya’s friend,” Karv said to himself then returned his gaze to the alien. “The Dothveks and bounty hunters have already returned to the planet to help the human female, but there is another.”

      “Another human female?” Corvak’s dark brows lifted. “Are they falling from the sky here?”

      It was starting to feel that way.

      He didn’t wait for an answer. “I am not one to judge. My mate is a human, so I understand their infuriating allure.”

      “But you are Vandar?” Zexx asked, speaking for the first time since the alien had emerged from his ship.

      Corvak squared his shoulders. “I am, but my kind has fallen victim to more than one human female recently.” Then he tilted his head. “Have you heard of my kind? Did K’alvek tell you of our battle together?”

      Zexx hooked his blades back on his waist. “He did. He and the other Dothveks who now reside on the bounty hunter ship returned for the birth of his child. He told us of the alien warriors fighting for freedom and vengeance.”

      “That is us.” He swiveled his head to take in the wide expanse of sands that stretched in all directions in the dark. “The Zagrath empire has never come to this planet?”

      “From what K’alvek told us, we are on the outskirts of where the empire reaches,” Zexx said. “Our planet also shows little signs of life from most initial scans.”

      Corvak nodded slowly. “I believed I was being called to a deserted planet until I passed through the outer atmosphere.”

      Zexx mirrored his head movement. “Our planet is protected.”

      Corvak didn’t comment on this assertion, but he also didn’t seem startled. “You are clearly fierce warriors, but I do not see an impending battle.”

      “The human female stranded here was taken from our village,” Zexx glanced at Karv. “We were preparing for her bonding ceremony with our newest clan member when she was taken by the enemy.”

      Corvak scowled. “Tell me of this enemy. How large is the army? How many ships?”

      “No ships. No army.” Karv told him. “One Crestek.”

      “One?”

      Karv did not have time to explain why his brother was so dangerous or how one Crestek could wreck such havoc. “My brother. He is the new chancellor. He has taken the female, my intended mate, because he needs her to give him an heir. Our planet has few females, and he cannot create a powerful dynasty without an heir.”

      Corvak growled, the deep sound rumbling in his belly. “He has taken the female you have claimed?” His scowl became even more menacing as he fisted his hands by his side. “Then he is without honor.”

      Karv let out a breath of relief. His brother was without honor, but he’d spent most of his life with his brother being lauded for his achievements, while he stifled his knowledge of the darkness that lay within the Crestek.

      “I will join you in the hunt for your mate and this dishonorable brother.” Corvak turned on his heel and waved an arm for them to follow.

      Zexx exchanged a glance with Karv, but neither made a move to leave the sands.

      Corvak stopped halfway up the ramp when he realized they were not behind him. He turned around and tapped one boot impatiently on the metal ramp. “I promise you that my raiding ship will cover the desert faster than those mangy beasts. A warbird would not be so agile, but this is one of the ships we used when we would board enemy vessels. It is fast and maneuverable.”

      Zexx cut his gaze to the jebels. “They are the fastest way to cross the sands.”

      Corvak slapped a hand to the hull of his vessel. “This way is faster, and once I reinitiate the invisibility shielding, we will be hidden from sight. Do you not wish to see the inside of a Vandar raiding ship? Few who are not Vandar raiders have been inside one, unless they were being taken for torture in the oblek on our warbird.” He sighed. “It has been too long since the oblek has been put to use. Maybe your brother will break the dry spell.”

      That possibility made Karv’s pulse quicken, and he stepped onto the ramp. He’d never imagined being inside a space vessel. Seeing the small one Maya had arrived in had been a thrill, but one quickly eclipsed by the presence of the dead pilot. He did not want to lose the chance to see an even larger ship, although his nerves jangled at the thought of this oblek.

      Behind him, Zexx and the remaining Dothveks followed, the metal ramp rattling from so many feet at once. Karv paused at the top and waited for the group to catch up, noting the wide eyes as they entered the dark interior of the Vandar ship.

      The air was cool, and it held a pungent smell Karv had never experienced before, and the floor was cold on his bare feet.  Despite his eagerness to see the ship, Karv missed the warmth of the sand and the freshness of the outside air. Then he reminded himself why he was on the Vandar ship. Thoughts of Maya filled his head as the ramp lifted and clanged shut with a heavy rattle before the engine rumbled to life beneath his feet.

      It was time to find her and make Riz pay for stealing his mate.
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      Maya gasped for air as Riz’s heavy body pressed her into the sand. It had been a desperate attempt to flee across the desert, since he was bigger and faster than her, but she’d had to try. She couldn’t go quietly with the Crestek who’d just told her his plan was to keep her locked up and force himself on her until she gave him a baby.

      The thought of being with him made panic arrow through her, and she bucked against his punishing weight. “Get off me!”

      “I don’t think so, you wicked human.” He jammed a knee in the small of her back, pushing Maya deeper into the sand as he coughed and spat out curse words.

      She clamped her mouth shut so she wouldn’t swallow sand, but it was impossible not to inhale the iridescent powder. She attempted to twist from his grasp as she breathed in more sand and fought the urge to gag.

      “Running was a mistake.” He fisted a hand in her hair and yanked up her head. “One you will pay for once we return to the city.”

      Maya struggled against him. “You’re already going to lock me up and force yourself on me. What’s worse than that?” As soon as the words left her mouth, she realized there was plenty that was worse.

      His dark, menacing laugh made fear ice her skin. “There are many ways to put my baby in your belly. How you behave determines how pleasant it will be for you.”

      “How will you know it’s yours?”

      He stiffened, and she instantly regretted her words.

      “Don’t tell me you spread your legs for those barbarians so soon?”

      Rage coursed through her veins like fire. Karv wasn’t a barbarian, even if he was a new member of their clan, and she despised Riz for making it sound so cheap. “It wasn’t a Dothvek.”

      He went quiet, his grip on her hair slackening before he fisted his hand and pulled her head back harder, pressing his own cheek to hers. “My brother? The traitor who thinks I don’t know about his involvement with the pathetic resistance? You chose him?” His breathing was labored and uneven, but he swung his head brusquely from side to side. “It doesn’t matter. That was before you knew that you were my property.”

      “I’m no one’s property, but I am your brother’s lover, and his baby might already be inside me.”

      Maya knew she was playing with fire, but she didn’t care. She had to keep him distracted long enough for Karv to realize she was missing and come after her. Then her heart sank. If he came after her.

      He would know she wouldn’t leave, wouldn’t he? Sure, they’d argued, and she’d suspected that their bonding ceremony might not take place, but he would never believe that she’d actually walk away from him without a word. Her pulse jumped as she thought of Karv and the last time they’d spoken. She refused to let those be the last words they’d say to each other.

      No matter what Riz did to her, she would not make it easy for him to hide her away from his brother. She was going to make a huge, fucking scene right here in the desert, and then she was going to make another one when he tried to take her through the Crestek city. Let’s see how the aliens liked the look of their leader dragging a screaming female through the streets.

      Riz growled angrily as he yanked Maya from the sand and to her feet. “You think anything you say to me is going to matter?” He barked out a cruel laugh. “You can insult me all you want, but that changes nothing.”

      “Me carrying your brother’s baby changes nothing? How can you have a dynasty if your heir isn’t yours?” She didn’t know if she was pregnant by Karv so soon, but the chance wasn’t zero. She didn’t have a birth control implant because she’d had zero intention of hooking up during her job on the space cruiser. So much for that clever plan.

      “Who will believe the baby isn’t mine if I say it is?” Riz jerked her forward as he started to walk her across the desert again. “You? You won’t leave your luxurious quarters unless it’s with one of my staff, and they’ll be fully aware of your tendency toward madness and lies. Karv? He won’t make it two steps back into the city before I have him arrested for treason. If you want him to be executed, by all means continue to claim that my heir is his.”

      Maya swallowed, tasting the grit of the sand as it scratched her throat. She hadn’t thought of what he would do to Karv if he felt threatened. It was one thing to risk herself, but the idea of Karv being hurt or killed sobered her.

      “That’s better.” Riz dragged her along beside him as they trudged up another sand dune, the light of the moons bouncing off the shimmering sand and making the desert appear to be scattered with tiny gemstones. “You must have been taken in by my brother if the thought of me having him killed quieted you so quickly. Maybe you won’t mind being shared between brothers as much as you think.”

      She refused to look at him, as a wave of nausea swept over her. Riz was everything his brother wasn’t—cold, cruel, selfish, and vindictive. Maya knew she’d never give herself to him willingly, but she had little choice now that he was dangling Karv’s safety over her head. And if there really was a baby? Then he’d have even more leverage over her. The idea of being tethered to him made her almost double over and retch on the sand. She’d thought running for her life from Earth had been bad, but this fate was worse.

      “Like I said, it doesn’t matter if you’re already carrying Karv’s seed,” Riz said, talking as much to himself as to her. “Once we’re back in the city, I’ll fill you with so much of my seed that there will be no way of knowing if the baby is mine or his. We will be married, and the baby will be my heir, regardless. Then you will provide me with as many more heirs as I need to secure my power.” He gripped her arm so hard she flinched. “Just think, you’ll be the mother of a political dynasty.”

      Over my dead body, she thought. But then she remembered that it was Karv’s dead body that she needed to worry about. She held value to the alien chancellor. His brother did not.

      Even so, Maya was not in the Crestek city yet, and Karv was not in danger. If she had any chance to escape, it was now. She listened to their feet sinking into the sand, straining to detect any noises that might tell her that there was a search party approaching. Her gut told her that Karv would come for her.

      As they slid down a tall dune, leaving a deep trail in the sand behind them, she hesitated. She’d sensed something, heard something, but it had been faint. Then the ground opened in front of them, and a huge, gaping mouth reared up from beneath the sand with sharp teeth flashing. Suddenly, being taken captive by Riz was not her biggest problem.
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      Karv stood with Corvak in the cockpit of the Vandar raiding ship as they flew low across the sands. He eyed the alien with long, black hair and muscles obviously honed through battle as he leaned forward and peered through the front glass of the vessel.

      “We are lucky the moons are bright tonight,” Zexx said from the other side of Corvak. “Otherwise, the sand would be like an endless black ocean.”

      Corvak cut a curious glance at him. “You have seen an ocean?”

      Zexx jerked his head up and made a sharp click in his throat. “My Dothvek brothers told me of hunting a bounty on a planet that was all oceans.”

      Corvak returned his gaze to the rapidly passing terrain. “They are learning of many new worlds as they hunt bounties with the warrior females. I am glad to see the home world they share with you though. They spoke of the sands like seas glittering with diamonds.”

      Karv’s chest swelled with pride, as he watched the dunes pass beneath them, the rolling waves of sand shimmering in the white glow of the moons.

      The pilot made a noise as he glanced at his console. “Sensors detecting movement ahead, battle chief.”

      Corvak leaned closer. “Can our sensors pick up something so small as a human?”

      The Vandar pilot grunted, which Karv took to mean no. He’d been shocked by the amount of sophisticated technology on the alien ship, even though Corvak had insisted that this was only one of the vessels his kind used to raid ships. He’d assured them that the warbirds that housed the hundreds of raider warriors could hold a thousand raider ships within its belly. Karv could barely stretch his mind to imagine such a massive ship staying afloat in space, and when Corvak had told him that a warbird was only one of a fleet of these vessels that made up the Vandar horde, his head had actually started to throb.

      The bounty hunting females had been generous enough to share their technology so that the planet could remain connected with other worlds, but mostly it was so that the Dothveks aboard the bounty hunting ship could send word home, if needed. His planet remained wary about full diplomatic relations with other planets, especially the hardline traditionalists like his brother, who wished to return their world back to the days when they were completely isolated.

      As part of the resistance, he’d always believed that there was more to the universe than their small planet of sand and rock, and he’d welcomed the technology that powered the communications center. But the equipment within the Vandar raiding ship was far beyond the simple machines he’d used.

      Karv watched with longing as the Vandar pilot tapped his fingers across the smooth console to adjust the velocity and scan for life signs. What would it be like to live on an even larger ship that was part of a horde of vessels crossing the skies?

      “There are creatures on the sands that might trigger sensors,” Zexx said, “and many beneath them.”

      Karv stiffened, trying not to think about the sand monsters he’d heard tales of when he was young. “Those are not myths?”

      Zexx leaned over Corvak with a solemn expression that told him everything. They were not.

      “Approaching the movement.” The pilot slowed the raiding ship as they drew near, and everyone leaned forward and squinted. They were still high above the sands so as not to kick it up into a whirlwind with the engines.

      At first, Karv saw nothing. Then he spotted it. One of the glimmering dunes was marred by a wavy line like a path cutting through it. Had they found Maya’s trail? Then he focused harder and realized that the wavy line wasn’t a path. It was the dark body of a long, enormous sand serpent. One with a broad head that was rising up over small figures he didn’t need to recognize to know who they were. Who else could they be?

      “Set us down!” Karv’s own commanding voice startled himself.

      The pilot nodded. “I will find a flat place to land.”

      Karv’s gut twisted as the sand serpent reared back and opened its mouth, sharp fangs catching the moonlight and shining. “No time. Open the ramp and I will jump.”

      The pilot swung his head to Corvak, who didn’t hesitate. “Do it.”

      Karv’s heart hammered wildly, as he strode toward the center of the ship that had slowed and was now hovering as the steel ramp lowered. Zexx and Corvak both flanked him, and the other Dothveks clustered around the opening as the cold night air rushed inside.

      Even with the moonlight, it looked like the ramp was opening to a black chasm. Karv didn’t know how far down the dunes were, and he didn’t want to know. Maya didn’t have time for him to worry about his own ease. Not when a massive sand monster was bearing down on her.

      As soon as the ramp was down far enough that he wouldn’t have to climb up it to get out, Karv cut a quick glance to the Dothvek and Vandar on either side of him. He snatched the blades from his waist, turning the cool handles in his hands.

      “I would usually give the battle cry of the Vandar,” Corvak said over the sound of the roaring engines.

      “Do the Dothvek have a war cry?” Karv asked Zexx.

      He met his gaze and held it. “You go, we go.”

      Karv nodded, turning and running from the ship. Behind him, Corvak cried “For Vandar!” as his thundering footsteps followed, and they leapt into the darkness.

      For Maya, Karv thought, as he fell through the air and the sand dunes raced toward him.
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      Maya’s breath caught in her throat as the moonlight illuminated the giant head of the snake as it bared its long fangs. Where had a creature that large come from, and how had they not seen it?

      She screamed and rolled away as the snake attacked, snapping at the place where she’d been only moments earlier. Riz cursed viciously as he narrowly escaped being bitten, landing a hard kick on the side of the snake’s head. A part of her wished that he wouldn’t have such quick reflexes. If the snake got him, she would no longer be his captive. Then another, scarier thought hit her. If he died, then she’d be all alone in the desert, facing off against the monster. Not a great option.

      “Run!” She screamed as the snake dove into the sand head-first, his long body slithering behind him and vanishing beneath the sand as well. So, that was how he’d snuck up on them. He lived under the surface. Not a comforting thought. How many other insanely terrifying creatures were dwelling underground, waiting to attack them?

      The blood rushed fast and hot in her ears, as she pumped her legs in an attempt to move through the powdery sand without sinking. Every time her feet sank to her ankles, fresh panic surged within her, making her movements jerky. She stumbled, picked herself up with sand coating her hands, and tried to run again.

      Riz was panting as he caught up with her and snatched her by the arm. “What did I say about running from me?”

      “I’m not running from you, you idiot, I’m running from that thing!” She flapped a hand in the general direction of where the snake had vanished, and a shower of sand flew from her hand onto his face.

      “It’s gone.” He swiped the back of his forearm across his face and glanced over his shoulder as he clearly tried to slow his ragged breathing. “I scared it off.”

      With a single kick? Maya forced herself not to laugh out loud. She was pretty sure it would take more than one kick to scare off something that massive. Chances were the thing was regrouping and hunting them from beneath the sand.

      A chill went through her. “It’s not gone. We need to run.” Maya didn’t think they could outrun it, but at least they could try. She refused to walk calmly and wait to be eaten.

      The Crestek adjusted his rumpled robes and frowned at her. “We do not—"

      Whatever admonition he was going to give her was preempted by him being knocked off his feet as the snake burst from the sand under him. Maya’s arms flailed as she was thrown backward and landed on her ass. She couldn’t see Riz anymore, and she didn’t know if the creature had devoured him or if he’d just fallen from her sight. Either way, she didn’t care.

      Maya turned on her hands and knees and tried to scuttle away and ignore the sounds behind her. There was a loud roaring, which she was certain was coming from her own head and the sound of deep bellows. If that was the sound of Riz dying, she didn’t want to hear it.

      Her heart slammed into her ribs as the sand shifted under her, making it almost impossible for her to make progress. Was the snake coming up beneath her as well? Was she about to be devoured by its gaping mouth?

      Maya stole a glance behind her, her chest lurching to a cold stop as she saw the dark silhouette of the snake above her. She opened her mouth, but no scream would emerge as fear overtook her. Even her limbs went numb as the creature snapped its jaws open.

      She closed her eyes, unable to watch the last few moments of her life. Then, a blood-curdling shriek tore through the air and jerked her from the grip of terror.

      Looking up, she saw that the snake was being attacked by multiple males with long hair and golden skin. They hacked at it with curved blades as it writhed and attempted to dislodge them. One warrior rode the beast’s head, plunging his knife into the skull again and again. His hair was not long.

      Karv.

      Maya almost cried out when she realized that it was him. The thrashing of the snake slowed as it was overwhelmed by the Dothveks, and within seconds, it collapsed onto the sand, dark blood oozing from the gashes on its length. The Dothveks slid from its body, landing gracefully on the sand, their chests heaving. She couldn’t help noticing that one fighter wore a skirt and had a tail, but her mind was too focused on Karv jumping from the snake for her to wonder too much about the unusual warrior.

      Karv rushed to her as she stood on wobbly legs, hooking his dripping blades on his waist, and catching her before she sank down again. “Are you hurt?”

      It took Maya a moment to process his words. She was too startled by his sudden appearance to respond. She touched a hand to his face. “You came.”

      His face crinkled into a smile. “Of course, I came. You are my mate. Did you think I would give up on you—on us—so easily?”

      All her past doubts melted away as if they were nothing. “I’m so sorry. I should have told you everything.”

      He jerked up his head and made a click in the back of his throat “You do not need to tell me anything. Only that you will still be mine.”

      She nodded as tears prickled the backs of her eyelids. “I never stopped being yours.” She held his face in her hands, her gaze pinned to him. “Never.”

      “I love you, Maya,” he husked. “I have loved you since the moment I first saw you, I think.”

      “I think I first fell in love with you when you agreed to send a transmission to my friend about one of our rich passengers getting an alien rash.” She gave him a mischievous grin. “Or it might have been the first time you undressed in front of me.”

      His dark eyebrows rose. “I will take all this as an indication that you are unhurt.”

      The other alien warriors had moved a respectful distance away to wipe off their bloody blades, but a low-moving shadow behind Karv caught Maya’s attention. She didn’t have time to alert Karv to turn before the figure was lunging, so she instinctively snatched a blade from his waist. She extended her arm and thrust the curved blade up and into the Crestek’s gut.

      He let out a strangled cry, while Karv spun around in surprise as his brother staggered forward, his raised arm sagging as he dropped his weapon to the sand and blood dribbled from his mouth.

      The other fighters rushed forward, but Karv held up a hand to stop them. Riz was no longer a threat with the blade protruding from him. A dark stain spread over the fabric of his robes as his eyes widened, searching desperately for comfort or a savior that would not come. He closed his hand over the handle of the blade lodged in him, yanking it out with a weary gasp as he sank to his knees and finally slumped in a heap to the ground.

      Karv pivoted back to Maya, his voice choked. “You saved me.”

      She lifted her chin and made a click in the back of her throat, copying the Dothvek gesture for no. “You saved me first.”
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      Karv spared a glance for his brother lying dead on the ground, his blood soaking into the sand. He felt a pang of regret—not because his brother was dead, or that Maya had killed him. He regretted not protecting her from him in the first place. Riz had been corrupted and twisted for so long that there had been little, if any, good remaining in him. When given the option of choosing good over evil, his brother had always chosen the path that benefited him no matter how many others he hurt.

      No, the planet and the Cresteks were better off without him. His leadership would not have led the Cresteks toward greater peace and prosperity. It would have only dragged them into more war in his attempt to consolidate his power.

      Karv did not mourn his brother’s death, and he doubted his sister would either. They had both suffered too much from him as children. But that was firmly in the past as was his brother’s ability to harm him or Maya.

      “Are you ready to return to the ship?” Corvak’s deep voice jerked him from his mental wanderings about his brother. “We do not know what other creatures lurk under this desert.”

      “Ship?” Maya tipped her head to him.

      He’d forgotten that there were things she’d missed. “Corvak is Vandar. He arrived in response to the hail sent by your friend.”

      “Vandar?” Maya’s pupils flared. “Here?”

      “I am with Raas Vassim’s horde.” The Vandar gave Maya a respectful nod of his head. “We dwell on the outskirts of Vandar space, which is how I intercepted the hail. I fought with the Dothveks from the bounty hunting ship.”

      Maya swiveled her head to take in the surrounding sands. “You have one of your warbirds here?”

      Corvak cut his gaze to the sky. “Our warbirds are too large to set down on a planet like this one without great disruption. I came on a raiding ship. My horde is in high orbit.”

      Karv’s chest seized, but he grasped her hands in his. “If you wish to leave in the Vandar ship, I am sure Corvak will give you a ride.”

      Maya pursed her lips and twisted them to the side for a beat. “The reason I joined the crew of the space cruiser was to get as far away from Earth as possible.” She took a shuddering breath. “I was running because I killed a man in self-defense. He was trying to force himself on me, and I fought him off, but he fell and struck his head. Even though I didn’t mean to hurt him, he was a powerful crime boss, and I was a grunge kid. Running was the only way to keep from dying.” She held Karv’s gaze. “That’s why I was so eager to return to the ship. I figured that once I reached our destination—a busy outpost far from the grasp of the crime boss’s thugs—I could vanish and start a new life.” She squeezed Karv’s hands. “But I’d rather stay here and start over with you.”

      Karv swallowed down the anger he felt for those who’d tried to hurt her and for the fear she must have felt having to leave her life behind. “There is no better place to vanish than here.”

      “I can vouch for that.” Corvak hooked his battle axe on the strap across his back. “Even following a hail, this planet is hard to find.”

      “Besides, if we stay in the Dothvek village, I’ll get to see Cat again.” Maya twisted her head to Zexx. “Didn’t you say that the bounty hunter ship comes back here sometimes?”

      “They do. The last time, we celebrated a human holiday called Chrisbus.”

      “Christmas?” Maya grinned at him. “I wouldn’t mind experiencing the holidays Dothvek style.” Then she returned her gaze to Karv. “If you still want to stay with me after…everything.”

      Karv laughed lightly. “If you think you’re going to scare me away with something as small as—”

      “Murder? Being on the run?” Now she laughed. “Those are small things?”

      Karv leaned down so that his forehead touched hers. “Compared to my devotion to you? Yes. You would have to commit much more heinous crimes to give me pause.”

      She winked at him. “We’ve only known each other for a short while. Give it time, babe.”

      Zexx choked back a laugh as he turned and beckoned for the other warriors to follow him to the raiding ship.

      “Then I guess it’s settled.” Maya curled a hand around his neck.

      “Ready to head back to our new home?”

      “Almost,” she whispered, running her fingers through the back of his hair. “Just one more thing.”

      Before he could ask what else she needed to do before they could leave the sands, she yanked his mouth to hers in a crushing kiss—a kiss Karv happily allowed himself to savor as he wrapped his arms around her back and lifted her feet from the sand.
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      Maya stumbled into their tent, grateful to be back in the Dothvek village. Even though it was night, the oasis buzzed with activity and energy. Even though she was exhausted from her ordeal, she was too keyed up to sleep. Not that she suspected Karv would let her.

      As soon as the tent flap fell behind them, blocking them from view of the other Dothveks, he spun her toward him and tipped her head back. He wrapped an arm around the small of her back as he stroked her jawline with his thumb. “Do you want to join the others at the fire? It is too late to have our ceremony but there is plenty of wine and warriors eager to retell the story of battling the sand snake.”

      Maya leaned into him until she could feel the heat from his body warming her. “I lived it. I don’t need to hear it retold.”

      His expression faltered for a beat as he searched her face. “You are sure you weren’t hurt?” Then a muscle ticked in his jaw. “My brother did not harm you?”

      She lifted one hand to scrape across the scruff of his cheeks. “I am sure.” Then she cocked one brow. “But if you’d like to make a full inspection…”

      He released a low growl at the invitation. “Maybe I should, if only to be sure you are unscathed.”

      She stifled a wicked grin and ran the tip of her tongue across her lower lip. “A thorough assessment is probably in order.”

      With a primal sound, he backed her quickly to the edge of the furs and dropped her onto her back. “Your wish is my command, mate.”

      A thrill coursed through Maya at the sound of him calling her his mate. It wasn’t something she’d ever thought she’d wanted, but with Karv she wanted everything.

      With a sudden movement, she rolled him over and onto his back. “My wish is to give you the reward you deserve.”

      His dark eyes flared as he stared up at her. “Reward?”

      Maya nodded as she straddled him, moving down so she could tug his leather pants down past his hips. “You rescued me from the thugs in the city, you brought me across the desert to the Dothveks, you survived their initiation ritual to become one of them so you could stay with me, and then you saved me from the sand snake.” She greedily eyed his thick, ridged cock, as it sprung free from the constraints of his pants. “That deserves a reward.”

      Karv bit his lip, obviously trying to retrain himself as his cock jutted out rigid from his body. “You are all the reward I will ever need.”

      His sweet words of devotion made her heart squeeze but she winked at him. “But what about my reward? What if I want to suck this until you burst?”

      Karv bit back a groan as she fisted his hard cock. When she swirled her tongue around his broad crown, his eyes rolled into the back of his head. “Sons of the goddesses.”

      Maya lowered her mouth, and took the entire thick tip into her mouth, sucking on it as she dragged her hand up and down the ridged length of him. She savored the rumbling growls that filled the tent as he gripped the furs in his hands. Karv was fully under her control, and the thought made her pulse spike and heat throb between her legs.

      Moving her mouth down his shaft, Maya took as much as she could, her lips bumping over the raised rings. When the tip touched the back of her throat, she contracted her throat, and he moaned so deeply the sound reverberated in her bones. Sliding back up his length, she glanced across his taut stomach and the hard muscles of his bare chest. His eyes were on her, his gaze hot and carnal.

      She gave him a small smile as she lifted her head. “Do you like you reward?”

      Karv’s only response was a flash of molten heat in his eyes, as he tangled his fingers in her hair, but she could feel the pulse of his pleasure as if it was her own. He liked watching her as much as she liked being watched, a realization that made her pussy clench.

      “Show me how you like it,” she whispered as her lips hovered over his cock.

      With a rough grunt, Karv tightened his grip on her hair and jerked her mouth back to his cock, moving her up and down. She matched the pace of her hand around the base, and soon he was thrusting his hips up and moaning.

      Maya loved hearing his primal sounds, and she loved the way he was using her mouth. There was something about surrendering control to him that made hungry moans escape her own throat. Her nipples were so hard they ached against the fabric of her top, and she knew she was wet. She squeezed her legs together, feeling her clit quiver as Karv guided her mouth up and down his shaft.

      Just as she sensed that he was losing control, Karv knifed up and flipped her over, pulling her onto her hands and knees. Maya was so surprised by his sudden movement that she barely got out a yelp of surprise before he’d yanked her skirt over her ass and buried his cock inside her. She’d been dripping wet but even so, her body had to stretch to take him to the hilt.

      She gasped, and it was her turn to clutch desperately at the furs as he thrust into her. Dropping her head between her shoulders, she tipped her ass into the air and his cock plunged even deeper.

      “Forgive me for taking more of my reward.” His voice was husky as he reached around and found her slick clit. He circled it as he drew himself out and thrust in again, and she could feel her release building. “I needed to reward you as well.”

      She craned her neck to look behind her and lock eyes with him. “For what?”

      His gaze was ferocious as he stared at her like a ravenous beast. “For taking my cock so well, little mate.” His gaze drifted to where he was filling her, and he parted her ass cheeks as his pupils darkened. “I did not think anything could feel as good as your sweet mouth on my cock, but you are so tight and perfect it’s like you were made for me.”

      Maya flushed, and her heart raced in her chest as she angled her ass up even higher. “Maybe it’s your cock that was made to fuck me.”

      Karv’s top lip curled as he gave one of her ass cheeks a slap. “Such a greedy mate.”

      Maya gave him a wicked grin. “What are you going to do about it?”

      With a roar, he reached forward and grabbed a handful of her hair and tugged her head back before driving into her a few more times and bellowing his release. Maya gasped, her muscles clenching, as she came on his still-quivering cock.

      With a heavy sigh, Karv released her hair and sank down, covering her body with his, but not pulling out of her. He threaded his fingers with hers and brushed kisses across the back of her neck. “That is the best reward I could imagine. I would fight a sand snake a thousand times over.”

      Maya laughed as she fought to catch her breath. “You don’t need to battle a sand snake. I’m all yours anytime and any place.”

      Karv laughed, the sound rumbling across Maya’s skin as his cock twitched inside her. “I will hold you to that promise, mate.”

      Maya’s heart seized, and her throat tightened as she thought about her future with Karv. For the first time ever, she could envision a future that was filled with love instead of fear. “I’m counting on it.”
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      Linnea swung her gaze around the Dothvek village spread in front of her before pivoting back to nod at Corvak as he stood at the top of the raiding ship’s ramp. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

      The Vandar grunted, his lips curling up into a near smile. “Your brother asked nicely.”

      Linnea didn’t flinch, reminding herself that he meant Karv and not Riz. Her elder brother would never torment her again. She let out a deep breath and granted him her brightest smile. “You have earned the gratitude of the Crestek chancellor.”

      Corvak’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Does Karv know of your new position?”

      “Not yet.” Linnea wondered how her brother would react to yet another sibling ascending to the highest position of power within the Crestek city, but he knew that she was nothing like Riz. She had actually never wished to succeed her brother, but something Maya had said had stuck with her. Women made better rulers than men.

      The Crestek had never had a female in charge, but when she’d made her case that the latest string of male chancellors had failed miserably, she’d convinced her people to give her a chance. Now she was the head of the Cresteks, and she was determined to do what no one had done before—bring peace and harmony to the planet.

      As she surveyed the tall trees framing the edge of the still water and listened to the gentle sounds of the animals braying and bells jingling as the wind passed through, Linnea understood why her brother had chosen to stay in the oasis. There was a certain beauty to the tent village, even though she doubted many in her city would see it as she did.

      “You must be Karv’s sister.”

      The female’s voice made her snap her head back to attention as she scolded herself for getting distracted. She might be here to see Karv, but she was also there as chancellor, and she knew all too well what could happen to Crestek leaders who let down their guard.

      She focused on the female in golden robes who seemed to glide toward her. With her regal bearing and commanding aura, she was clearly the head of the Dothveks. The armed warrior to her side was further confirmation, although Linnea found her gaze lingering on the dark marks adorning his chest instead of locking on the leader’s gaze.

      She finally slid her gaze away from the guard, bowing her head in a show of respect to the Dothvek female. “I am Linnea, Karv’s sister and the new chancellor of the Crestek people.”

      The Dothvek female didn’t so much as flicker an eyelash at this knowledge. “I am glad to see that the Cresteks have finally chosen a female to lead them. I am Kyrana, leader of the Dothvek clan, and you are very welcome among us.”

      Linnea’s shoulders relaxed at the sincerity of the woman’s words. She sensed no threat or challenge in her counterpart, and only warmth sparked from Kyrana’s brown eyes. “Thank you.”

      “Come.” Kyrana motioned for her to follow as she spun, and her shimmering robes caught air. “Your brother is preparing for the bonding ceremony, but he will be glad to see you. He feared you might not make it.”

      Linnea wondered if her brother had feared that she would not come because he had chosen to become a Dothvek. It was true she’d been startled to hear the news from Corvak when he’d arrived at the city with a message and a request.

      She had always known that Karv felt a kinship with the sand dwellers, but she had never imagined he would become one of them. Still, he was her brother and the only one who had always stood by her and defended her from both their parents and their brother. She would not abandon him or miss his bonding ceremony to Maya.

      Linnea’s pulse fluttered as she thought about the impending wedding. Not only was Karv now a Dothvek, but he was taking a human mate. She supposed she should be grateful he was not taking to the skies with Maya like some of the other Dothveks had done, although she wondered if she would see him just as infrequently now that he would be living in the oasis village on the sands.

      Kyrana chatted amiably as she led them through the maze of tents, pausing briefly when a female in a white robe hurried up to the Dothvek leader and whispered furtively in her ear.

      Kyrana frowned before turning to her and smiling. “I’m afraid I must attend to a detail about the ceremony, but my head of clan security, Zexx, will escort you the rest of the way.”

      Then she was gone in a flurry of swirling robes. The Dothvek warrior with long, black hair that spilled over his bare shoulders cleared his throat and met her gaze with a curious one of his own.

      Linnea grinned at him. “You look like you’ve never seen a Crestek female before.”

      “I haven’t.”

      “Oh.” His eyes held hers for a beat longer than necessary before drifting to her the cloak that covered her. Suddenly, Linnea realized that she was in the village of the sand barbarians and didn’t need to cover herself as Crestek custom dictated.

      Although the hot sun still beat down, Zexx’s bare golden skin seemed unaffected by it, no doubt a result of generations of dwelling beneath the unrepentant rays. Even though Linnea was not used to the sun as the Dothveks were, she unhooked the cloak at her throat and shrugged it off to reveal the colorful, diaphanous layers of fabric that comprised her dress.

      Zexx’s steady gaze widened for a moment as he took in her attire, then he squared his shoulders and continued to lead her through the village. “Your brother is this way.”

      If Linnea had thought that shedding her trademark Crestek cloak would make her draw less attention, she’d have been naïve. Every Dothvek head swiveled at her approach, the dark eyes following her. She could have kicked herself for not listening to Karv when he’d gone on and on about the Dothveks. Maybe if she had she would have known that her dress was markedly different from the animal skin attire favored by the barbarians who lived on the sands. Even the females were in skin-baring garments made from roughly woven fabric or tanned animal hide.

      When they reached the edge of the tents, the sands opened to a large circle of stones with an arch of bent branches at the far end of it. Blue tree fronds were woven into the arch, giving it both color and the appearance of sprouting from the ground.

      The Dothvek standing beneath the arch jerked when he saw her. “Linnea!”

      She almost didn’t recognize her brother in his Dothvek attire as he ran to her and pulled her into a fierce hug, but as soon as he was embracing her, all her worries fell away. Karv might dress a bit differently, but it was still him.

      Linnea laughed as he hugged her. “Don’t crush me, brother. You’d think you hadn’t seen me in an age.” She glanced at the bundle in her hands. “And don’t crush the dress I brought for your bride.”

      “You brought a dress for Maya?” He pulled back and searched her face as if worried it wasn’t really her.

      Linnea winked at him. “I couldn’t let the poor girl get married in animals pelts.”

      Karv gave her a mock frown, but released a breath. “I’m sure she’ll be happy to have a fancy gown.” Then he ran a hand through his hair. “So much has happened, Linnea.”

      She laughed again. “You were always one for understatement.”

      Then he laughed, the sound tinged with emotion and relief. “I’m just grateful you came…after everything.”

      She held him by the shoulders and peered up into his face. “You will always be my brother, even if you are now Dothvek.” She tilted her head as she assessed him. “And I couldn’t miss your wedding.”

      He lifted one sharply angled brow. “I’m surprised they let you leave the city after what happened to Riz. Did you have to beg the new chancellor?”

      She shifted from one foot to the other, hesitating about telling him of her ascension to power.

      “You did not know your sister is the Crestek leader?”

      Linnea stiffened and craned her head to see Zexx standing behind her. She’d forgotten he was there.

      Karv’s gaze went from the Dothvek to her, his mouth falling open.

      She shot the security chief a look even though the way he looked at her made her pulse flutter. “I thought Dothveks rarely spoke.”

      “A myth.” He folded his arms over his chest. “Do not believe all the rumors you hear about us.”

      Linnea had indeed heard many rumors about the Dothveks over her lifetime, but they were being shattered one by one. Still, she couldn’t resist returning the Dothvek’s look of challenge. “So, you are not terrifying brutes who take what you want?”

      “Linnea!” Karv said with some amount of shock, although Zexx didn’t flinch.

      A low rumble rose from his chest as he held her gaze. “I did not say they were all lies, Crestek princess.”

      Before she could remind him that she wasn’t a princess, she was a chancellor, he’d spun on his heel.

      “Don’t mind Zexx,” her brother said when she’d ripped her gaze from the retreating, ridged back of the Dothvek. “His bark is worse than his bite.”

      Linnea nodded, although a thrill went through her as she wondered if the Dothvek did bite. She gave her head a brief shake as she focused on Karv’s eager questions and attempted to push thoughts of Zexx from her mind.

      You’re the Crestek chancellor, Linnea. You have no business fantasizing about a Dothvek barbarian. You’re here for your brother’s wedding and nothing else.

      But she snuck a final glance over her shoulder as her heart raced. Why did she always want what she couldn’t have?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading SECRET! Want more of Karv and Maya? Want to see their Dothvek bonding ceremony? Get the exclusive bonus wedding scene by clicking below:

      
        
        THE “SECRET” WEDDING bonus epilogue!

      

      

      

      If you’re ready for more sexy sand planet barbarians (and a shapeshifting pet named Pog), grab the next book in the series, RESCUE, which will appear in the Pets in Space anthology on October 3, 2023!

      Order Pets in Space 8>
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