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      She’s sick of waiting.

      Manda knows she has a mate out there. Somewhere. But Deke took off four years ago, afraid to face the potential connection between them. What was supposed to be a short trip has turned into a multi-year voyage. She’s done waiting. Her mate is out there somewhere and she’s ready to find him.

      He found his mate, but he can’t have her.

      Four years ago the denya bond ignited and Dekon found his mate. But Manda was too young, too traumatized, and nowhere near ready for the kind of bond a Detyen male could offer. Something has been keeping him from returning to Earth. What will his denya say when she sees the man he’s become?
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      “Did they tell you anything?” Manda paced in Amy’s office while Amy sat behind her desk and Doryan sat in one of the guest chairs. She didn’t know what to think. And she was so freaking angry she could scream. “They just took off? Without saying goodbye?”

      She had to squeeze her eyes shut to keep from crying. She wanted to hit something. Emotions churned until it took everything just to keep from lashing out.

      “Vita, Brax, and Deke had to move fast.” Doryan’s comforting tone was more jarring than anything else. Everything was changing on her, even Doryan. “Your parents have moved around a lot in the last year. If they didn’t leave when they did, they might have missed them.”

      Manda plunked down in the chair beside Doryan. She’d been abducted by aliens five years ago. Ish. Keeping time got a bit confusing in space. But five years had passed on Earth. Her parents had gone to look for her. And now she had friends going after them, her own parents, since she was safe back home.

      As safe as a girl could be anymore.

      “Dekon didn’t want to see me—that’s it, isn’t it?” It made her sick to even ask.

      “Manda…” Amy sounded pained. She was the newest member of their growing human/Detyen family, having just mated with Doryan. But Manda thought she could like the woman. As long as Amy understood that Doryan would always be her friend first.

      “What’s going on with him?” Manda had an idea. No one wanted to say it out loud. She was only sixteen. He was eight years older than her.

      But they all thought she was his mate.

      She wasn’t sure what to think about that. Did she want a mate? Did she want to be Deke’s mate? She couldn’t even wrap her brain around it.

      “We all need a little time to figure this out,” said Doryan.

      “I don’t.” She wasn’t sure what she felt for Deke, but she didn’t need to run to another freaking planet to deal with her emotions.

      “He’ll be back before you know it,” Doryan assured her. “Then we can handle this.”

      Deep in her gut Manda knew it was worse than that. She’d grown to know Deke pretty well over the last few years. He was impulsive. Fun, but impulsive. And she couldn’t help but think she wasn’t ever going to see him again.
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      Deke sat alone in his quarters as Vita piloted her ship into Honora Station. Brax was up in the cockpit with her, and Manda’s parents were in the small cabin they were sharing on the long journey back to Earth.

      It had taken two months to get to this point. Two long, grueling months where at certain points he, Braxtyn, and Vita had feared that they would be too late, that they would fail their mission to find Manda’s parents, Lilah and Jake Tracer, and bring them home.

      Dekon wished they were still searching.

      A better man would have spoken with them. Would have eased their fears and told them that their daughter was safe. She was recovering. She would be okay. But he didn’t know how to talk to them. What was he supposed to say? Hi, I’m Dekon and I think your sixteen-year-old daughter is my mate.

      No, that would get him a punch in the face.

      Or worse.

      And he would deserve it. He’d bought time. Time to figure out what he was supposed to do. But not enough.

      Soon he would get home and he would still be too old and Manda would still be too young. Neither of them was ready for what fate said they could be. He was thankful that the bond hadn’t fully bloomed, not yet.

      But he knew deep in his gut that one day soon it would. One day soon he would ache. His heart already ached. But at least his body understood what was going on.

      He hated this. Not Manda. Never Manda. But he hated the situation. He had just started to form bonds back on Earth, to make friends, to have a community. And now he feared going back to his newly claimed home.

      The ship docked so smoothly that he didn’t realize they were no longer moving. Brax came and slid his door open without bothering to knock. His brother looked happy, healthy, and so unlike him at that moment it was almost impossible to believe they were twins.

      Brax was just as tall as him, his skin just as blue, and their clan markings were nearly the same. But he was all smiles and satisfaction since he’d found his mate. Deke couldn’t imagine the feeling.

      His brother didn’t seem to sense Deke’s turmoil. “We’re going to do a tune-up before the last leg of the trip. Just to be safe.” He leaned against the door jamb and crossed his arms.

      Deke was an asshole for being happy about the delay; everyone else on the ship was eager to get home. “How long?”

      Brax shrugged. “Just overnight. We’ll be back before you know it.” He sounded excited. Why wouldn’t he?

      Vita came up behind Brax and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. Her bright red hair glinted in the artificial light of the ship and Deke could make out the hilt of her blaster peeking out from her hip holster. “You ready to go? I booked the honeymoon suite,” she asked her mate after giving Deke a nod in greeting.

      The grin that stole over Brax’s face was something that Dekon never wanted to see again. That was his brother.

      “Just about. Have to tell them before we head out.” Brax tilted his head toward the other room.

      Vita kissed his cheek. “You know where I’ll be,” she said and took off.

      “You can sleep on the ship,” Brax told him once he could tear his eyes away from his mate’s retreating form. “You just need to get lost while they’re doing any necessary repairs. Shouldn’t be until early tomorrow morning.”

      Deke nodded. Braxtyn seemed to be waiting for him to say something, but what was there to say? They’d been in close quarters for two months. All the needed words had been said.

      That was a lie. They had barely talked about Manda and what she meant—would someday mean—to Deke. He wanted to talk about it. He needed to talk about it. But the moment passed and Brax continued down the short hallway to Manda’s parents’ room.

      Deke needed to get lost before they saw him. The less time he spent with those humans, the better.

      He’d sneak back on to sleep later, but for now he wanted to stretch his legs. The hallways of Honora Station were familiar. He and his brothers had lived here for years. But not anymore. Not since they had made a home on Earth. Not since Shayn had found his mate in Naomi, a human psychic who’d escaped the Oscavian Empire at Shayn’s side.

      Deke liked Earth. There was a growing Detyen population there and he preferred living on a planet to living in the cramped confines of a space station. Back when he and his brothers had lived on Honora, they’d been shoved into a single cramped room. Their house on Earth was gargantuan in comparison.

      He couldn’t go back.

      The thought punched him in the chest, and he wanted to reject it out of hand. But the words tumbled around in his brain, and every time they repeated it made more sense.

      He couldn’t go home.

      He had found his mate too early. She had growing to do and if he was there he would stunt it. Not on purpose. But there was so much pressure, how could he wait there like destiny breathing over her shoulder and expect everything to be okay?

      He shuddered. He couldn’t do that to her. And he couldn’t do it to himself either. It would kill him to keep his distance. Not actually kill him, of course. Ironically, she was the one who would save him… eventually. If she wanted to accept him.

      But he couldn’t make her do it. If he tried, then he was no better than the aliens who had snatched her from Earth and held her as prisoner for years. She was only starting to heal, to discover herself once more. He couldn’t be there to stop it from happening.

      He had only felt inklings of the denya bond. But those inklings were enough to convince him that it would bloom into something true, something real. And what would happen when it was time? When would it be time?

      He didn’t know. He couldn’t know. Perhaps fate would be kind and wait for her to be old enough, mature enough, for it to happen.

      But he didn’t think fate was ever kind.

      He wasn’t going to risk it.

      He could stay on Honora. It wasn’t ideal, but he was familiar with the station. He could get a room and talk to his old boss and see if he could work here. But even as he thought it, he knew it wouldn’t work.

      If his brothers knew that he was on Honora Station, they would come and drag him back home sooner or later. Would they even let him stay away for six months?

      He didn’t want to be separated from them for so long. But he feared he had no other choice. He couldn’t stay on the station. He couldn’t go back to Earth.

      But there were always ships looking for crew at all hours of the day and night. He could climb aboard one and be gone before anyone knew what he was thinking.

      Deke spun around on his heel and marched back to the ship. He didn’t have many belongings with him, but he didn’t want to abandon his stuff and take off with nothing but the clothes on his back.

      It didn’t take long to pack his bag, and he thought he was free and clear—the exit of Vita’s ship was in sight—when Manda’s mother crossed his path.

      Lilah Tracer didn’t look much like her daughter; her skin was darker and her hair thicker and a darker brown. But she had the same defiant light in her eyes, the same determination to survive, that he had seen in Manda. Her gaze flicked to his bag and then back to him. “You’re going?” she asked.

      They hadn’t had anything approaching a conversation in the last week since she and her husband had been retrieved. After Manda had been abducted, the Tracer’s had left Earth to find her. She’d made it back to Earth on her own and now Deke, Brax, and Vita were delivering her parents home safe.  It still felt wrong to talk to her when he knew something she didn’t, when he was keeping his big, soul-saving secret from her. “Yeah.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You’re not coming back.” It wasn’t a question.

      “How do you—”

      She cut him off. “I know the look of a person running away.”

      What was he supposed to say? He couldn’t lie to his denya’s mother. But he couldn’t tell her the truth either. He had one excuse that was something like the truth, if not the whole truth. “I’ve never been on my own before. I need to…”

      “Loneliness won’t fix whatever your problem is either,” she said, like she knew from experience. Maybe she did. Maybe Deke could learn fascinating truths if he bothered to talk to her.

      He wouldn’t.

      “Time will.” It sounded so simple and yet it was true. At least he hoped it was true. He would give Manda time to grow. Time to figure out if one day she might be able to accept him. He would ask nothing of her. Not until she was ready.

      “Broken heart?” she asked.

      A broken heart would be simple. He could deal with that back home. “Just the opposite.” He was so full of hope that he feared his heart would crack. But it was a hope for a future he couldn’t even imagine. He didn’t know when or how. But he knew who. Eventually. He hoped.

      “Now I’m confused,” she said, and her face showed it with a scrunched forehead and squinting eyes.

      “I don’t have time to explain.” He couldn’t risk being caught. The longer he stood there with a bag slung over his shoulder the more likely it was that he would lose his nerve.

      Manda’s mom must have sensed his hesitation. “You don’t need to leave,” she insisted.

      “I really think I do. And I’m going to be gone before you take off. Brax and Vita would never let me leave otherwise.” He wouldn’t put anything past them. Vita probably had some kind of manacles around and she would keep him detained.

      “That seems drastic.”

      Deke shrugged. “Family.” They had fought so hard to stay together and now Deke was ruining it. But his family would be together again. Eventually. He would make sure of it.

      Manda’s mom finally nodded at him as if she was giving him permission. “I won’t say anything.”

      Relief washed over him. “I…”

      “What?”

      He wanted to say something about Manda, wanted to give Manda a message. He couldn’t freak her mom out. But he couldn’t say nothing. “Tell Manda that I’ll see her when we get back.” It wasn’t good enough. It wasn’t nearly enough. Then he added, “I’ll see everyone.”

      Her eyebrows scrunched together. “Why do you need time?” She sounded suspicious.

      “I need to go.” Deke didn’t stick around or let the interrogation go on any longer. He had a feeling she could get the whole story out of him if he waited much longer.

      And the conversation had gone on too long already. Brax was jogging up the ramp to the back entrance of the ship and his blue face lost a bit of color when he saw Deke’s bag.

      “Where are you going?” There was a hint of accusation in the question.

      Deke didn’t want to lie. He never lied to his twin. But he had to if he wanted to get off of Honora Station before he could be stopped.

      He almost said something about finding a bed partner for the night, but the words were ashes in his throat. He had found his mate. It didn’t matter that it would be some time before he could even think of her as anything more than a possibility for the future. “I wanted to get a good wash in on my clothes before we left. They’re grimy.”

      Brax looked relieved. “Good idea! Vita’s waiting, and you do not want to see her angry.” He seemed more excited than apprehensive about this, and Dekon did not want to think about it. “I just have to get something I forgot.” Deke didn’t ask for details. If Braxtyn wasn’t offering specifics, it was probably something sex-related.

      “Best hurry up then.” He had to get his brother away from him.

      Brax clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Deke leaned in and turned it into a hug. “Yeah.” He hung on for as long as he could manage without it being weird.

      As they pulled apart, Brax seemed to sense that something was wrong. “We’ll figure the Manda thing out.”

      Deke mustered a smile, though he knew it was strained. “I know. Now go, your mate is waiting.”

      Brax hesitated for a second before he went.

      Deke took off toward the wing of Honora Station most likely to have people looking for workers. It didn’t take long to find a ship, especially since he didn’t care where it was going. They needed a mechanic and he was good with his hands. He climbed aboard and was happy to know they would be taking off in less than an hour.

      His new quarters were nothing to be excited about and he was sharing them with a particularly slimy alien who belonged to a race he didn’t recognize. It was perfect.

      Deke waited until the ship took off to pull out his communicator and send a message to his brother. His heart broke as he typed it out.

      I’m sorry. I can’t go back yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      One month after leaving Honora Station

      Deke stretched his arms wide as he stepped off the small ship he’d called home for the last month. Engine grease was embedded under his fingernails and he hadn’t had a proper shower since the last time they’d docked in a large space port.

      His pay rate was terrible and the work was back-breaking. Even worse, he hadn’t snatched a full night’s sleep since he’d left Brax and the others at Honora Station.

      Did he regret it?

      Yes.

      No.

      His mind was all mixed up with emotions and he couldn’t tell. Why was he doing this to himself? A picture of Manda flashed in his mind. She didn’t smile much, and her eyes were haunted, always haunted. Years as a prisoner of vicious aliens would do that to anyone, especially a kid.

      He’d made the right choice. Being here meant he wasn’t screwing up anything for her. He was giving her the space she needed to grow up and recover from the travesties she’d experienced. He’d turned off his communicator and stuffed it deep in the bottom of his bag. He didn’t want to think of the messages that his family was leaving for him. They had to be freaking out.

      “NaZade!” Captain Yonees called. He was standing on the ramp, a short alien with two antennae coming out of his head and skin as white as paper.

      A sense of dread crept over Deke. The captain didn’t look too happy, and he’d always been jovial enough. The ship had a small crew, they were just a freighter.

      Deke jogged back up the ramp. “What’s up, captain?” He tried to sound optimistic, but optimism didn’t come easy these days.

      “I hate to do this…” Captain Yonees was shaking his head.

      Deke’s stomach sunk. “Do what?”

      “You’ve been a good mech, kid, but our old mech wants her job back. She knows this ship better than anyone and I’d be a fool to say no. I’ll put an extra hundred credits in your pay pack and give you the names of a few captains who usually hire out of this base. But I need you off the ship in an hour.” Yonees did look regretful.

      Deke’s breath whooshed out. “Surely there’s another job I could do.”

      Yonees just shook his head.

      Deke wanted to argue, but what was the point? He headed back on board and packed up his things. His communicator notified him of a deposit in his account and he saw that the captain was good to his word about the extra credits. There was also a list of names that had been messaged to him.

      Deke didn’t say goodbye to anyone. The old him was great at making friends. The guy who’d run away from Honora Station? Not so much.

      He considered finding a ride back to Earth. He really thought about it. But all his problems still existed. Going back now would only make things worse.

      A quick consultation of the station directory showed Deke that only one of the names on the list Yonees had given to him was at this station. He headed towards the ship; he didn’t want to miss out on a desperately needed job. This station was much smaller than Honora and there wouldn’t be as many opportunities to join a crew.

      The new captain was the same kind of alien as Yonees, with antennae and snow white skin. His name was Yargon.

      “Don’t need a mech,” he told Deke.

      “Do you have any other jobs? I pick things up fast.”

      Yargon studied him for several moments. “Can you fire a blaster?”
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      Two months after leaving Honora Station

      The blaster was heavy in Deke’s hands, but the other members of the security team had been teaching Deke well over the past month. Unlike his first job, Yargon’s ship was more than just a freighter. They took on all kinds of work.

      Mercenary work.

      Deke wouldn’t call himself a merc, but he was holding a blaster and had been hired to protect this tiny outpost from bandits. What did that make him?

      “Look chipper, sunshine,” Shaohn told him. He was an Oscavian who always seemed to have a smile on his face and a knife in his hand. His partner, Oktavia, was the silent type.

      Deke gripped his blaster tighter. “This job feels different than the others.”

      Oktavia scoffed.

      “What?” he asked.

      Shaohn grimaced. “Captain’s gone easy on you, wanted to get you trained up. You could call this your graduation.”

      Deke wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that. At least this job paid better than the last.

      “Incoming,” said Oktavia, sitting up taller.

      Deke put on his goggles to get a good look at the distance. The attackers came on them fast, half a dozen well-armed thieves.

      Shaohn and Oktavia shot them with cool precision. Deke could barely raise his blaster. Could he really shoot to kill? Their blasters were modified for fatality.

      Oktavia took care of one attacker, then another, and Shaohn took out three. Deke thought they were all gone until one popped up right behind Oktavia, ready to kill.

      He shot first.

      The attacker dropped, chest sizzling from the deadly shot.

      “That all of them?” Shaohn asked.

      Deke looked around. It looked like it. He nodded.

      “Good job,” said Oktavia.

      Deke vomited.
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      Six months after leaving Honora Station

      He was on another new ship. Yargon seemed happy to guard slave ships, and Deke couldn’t stand for that. Of course, having principles made it difficult to find work.

      But he made do.

      This crew was decent, though he wouldn’t call them friends. Right now he and a team of six other mercs were guarding a payment that was due to be delivered in a matter of hours. It was also a huge target.

      Gems always were.

      So when he heard the engines he was ready. And when he saw the attackers on the horizon he raised his blaster and started firing.

      The fight was over before it begun. He walked among the bodies and noted that they were all dead.

      Job well done.
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      Eight months after leaving Honora Station

      He hadn’t called home since he’d left. The guilt was starting to eat at him. His family couldn’t even know if he was dead or alive.

      Maybe Naomi was keeping psychic tabs on him. He wanted them to know for sure that he was safe.

      He pulled out his communicator and paused. Real time messages were spotty this far away and, honestly, he wasn’t sure he wanted to face their censure. But he wouldn’t be a total coward. A total coward would just write out the message. They, at least, deserved a video.

      Deke let it record and spoke from his heart.

      “Hey. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to get in contact. I’ve…” He didn’t want them to know all the things he’d done. That would make it even worse. “Things have been busy. I’ve been working for the same outfit for a few months now. Work is safe. Steady. I’m not sure when I’ll be home. But I promise I’m coming back someday.”

      The communicator beeped, warning him of an upcoming meeting with the captain.

      “I need to sign off now. I’ll call again.” He sent the message before he could think better of it. Then his finger paused over Manda’s contact information. He’d sent the message to his brothers and their mates, but not to his own… to Manda. Should he say something to her?

      No.

      Not yet.

      That would only make things worse.

      He put his communicator away before he could do anything even more stupid.
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      One Year after leaving Honora Station

      “What are you doing, Butch?” Deke had his blaster out. This job was easy enough. Keep a warlord’s money safe so he could spend it on evil things. Deke didn’t like it, but he’d earn his credits fairly.

      Butch grinned at him, flashing sharp teeth in his purple face. “Credits are credits, D. Now step aside.”

      Deke couldn’t do that. He fired and Butch went down with a grunt.

      At least the credits were safe.
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      Eighteen months after leaving Honora Station

      “Get down!” Deke yelled at the woman he was guarding.

      She dropped to the floor as he leveled an uncompromising burst of las fire at the target. Shots stopped for a second, but he knew he hadn’t hit when they started up again.

      “Where’s our support?” he yelled to one of the mercs he was working with. He was new to this crew and still wasn’t sure of their names, especially when they were in armor.

      “En route,” said the merc.

      “They’re not going to make it in time.” He passed a blaster to the woman beside him. “If they get close, shoot until you run out of charge. Don’t let them take you.”

      “Deke, you’re crazy!” the merc yelled at him as he shifted his position.

      Crazy, but determined. He crawled out from his cover just enough to level the area in front of them with las fire. He could hear the scream of his target going up in flames from a dozen meters away.

      But the firing stopped.

      Eventually he made his way over to check that the man was really dead. His heart stuttered. He recognized that face.

      Shaohn.

      Dead.

      But he’d done his job. He’d kept his charge safe.
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      Two years after leaving Honora Station

      Manda looked a little older than she had the last time he’d seen her. Deke knew he was dreaming. He was on the other side of a galaxy, holed up in his bunk on another merc ship.

      But in the dream he stood under the bright sunlight.

      She hadn’t noticed him yet. He drank the sight of her in. She looked happy. The shadows he’d seen in her the last time they spoke were gone.

      Was she healing? Or was that the dream?

      He hated to think of what he must look like now. The years of merc work had hardened him, and he had a darkness of his own dwelling in his heart.

      He wanted to talk to her. Wanted to beg her to let him come back. But he was staying away for her. How could he even think it?

      Manda spotted him and a smile bloomed on her face. “Deke?”

      He should say something. He needed to make this right.

      Instead he turned away and forced himself awake with a gasp.
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      Three years after leaving Honora Station

      His chest hurt and the beeping was enough to drive him mad. Deke groaned as he tried to turn over, and a steady hand stopped him.

      “Don’t you dare undo my hard work,” said Doc. At one time the alien might have had another name, but the entire crew just called him Doc.

      “What happened?” Deke couldn’t remember. One job blurred into the next, one crew just the same as any other.

      Doc grunted. “You almost died. Had to sew you up the old-fashioned way. If Dart hadn’t thought fast, you’d be a goner.”

      “What was it that hit me?” he asked.

      “A knife.”

      “Huh.” Deke didn’t remember a knife, didn’t remember getting that close to anyone. He’d have to be more careful next time.

      “You got a death wish, kid?” Doc demanded.

      “No.” He had something to live for. When the time was right.

      “Then stop acting like it. Attitude like yours gets a guy killed quick.”
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      Three years and 10 months after leaving Honora Station

      “I told you I didn’t want to see you like this again,” Doc said as Deke rose from unconsciousness.

      His leg hurt and his chest burned like it was on fire. “What was it this time?” He’d been with this crew longer than any in his nearly four years of being a merc. And he’d been under Doc’s care more times that he could count.

      “Modified blaster. Should have killed you.” Doc jabbed something into his arm, and it must have been medicine rather than a pain killer since none of his injuries stopped hurting.

      Deke let his head sink into his pillow. “Maybe it should have.” He didn’t realize he’d said anything out loud until Doc smacked him on the forehead.

      “You’re going to die, kid.”

      “What? Now?” That at least concerned him a bit.

      “That death wish of yours. You saw what happened to Dart.” Doc eased back into his chair and scowled at Deke.

      Dart had saved Deke’s life months before. But two missions later he’d ended up blowing himself up in a stupid move that had nearly tanked their mission.

      “I’m not like Dart.”

      “He spiraled faster than you are,” Doc admitted. “But you ain’t special. Tell me honest, do you want to die out here for some cause you don’t believe in? Paid in a rich man’s money to play his little games? Mercs all got the same end, kid. Get out while you still got all your parts. You’ve got the scars.” He pushed himself up and ambled to the door, but before he left he turned back to Deke. “Think on it.”

      Deke didn’t have much other choice. He knew his family missed him. He’d sent the occasional message, but it was never enough. And then there was Manda.

      His mate.

      Dying might solve a problem for her, but would she really want that? He didn’t want to be her burden.

      But he also didn’t want to die in battle.

      A few hours later, Doc came back into the room to check on him. “You think about what I said?” Doc asked.

      Deke nodded, even though it hurt. “I need to talk to the captain.”

      It was time to retire his blaster and think about going home.
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      The leather cracked under Manda as she shifted in the seat. It was dark out and she was parked as far away from the nearest streetlamp as she could manage. She didn’t want anyone to notice her. Especially not the Detyen she was stalking.

      She’d been tailing him for two days now, and so far he hadn’t done anything interesting. That was good for him, but it was driving her out of her mind with boredom.

      For the past year and a half she’d been taking on simple surveillance jobs for Amy and Kyla. Their private detective agency was responsible for keeping track of the remaining soulless Detyen warriors. They couldn’t watch the emotionless former soldiers twenty-four/seven. They were only three women, after all. But a mix of spot checks and interviews had done the job for the past few years.

      Some soulless had died. One had gone up to the edge of crazy before he was knocked back. But most of them were living the shadows of lives that they could manage. They were even living longer than they had before the Legion had come to Earth.

      It would probably make her a better person if she had taken this job out of some care for them. Instead she took it because she knew Amy. Amy was like a big sister to her at this point, and it got her out of the house in a way that her parents could not complain about. She was twenty freaking years old. What gave them the right to complain in the first place?

      She really didn’t want to think about her parents right now.

      The soulless she was tracking walked down the street. He had the same wariness she had seen in a lot of soldiers, and he looked around as if expecting an enemy to appear somewhere.

      She didn’t know what he was doing here. The soulless didn’t usually go to restaurants. They had all their needs provided for by the Legion. They couldn’t have any wants.

      But he entered the bar down the street, which made her even more curious.

      Manda got out of the car and followed him. As far as she knew, the soulless didn’t usually drink. They didn’t feel emotion. What use was alcohol?

      She had his file memorized. There was nothing wrong with him. But an aberrant trip like this would definitely go in his file. She made it to the door when a bouncer stopped her.

      “ID?” he asked.

      Manda almost rolled her eyes. She was twenty. This place was a twenty-one and up establishment. But if someone piled up all her life experience, she had to have lived for a couple of centuries by now. She pulled out a fake ID and showed it to the bouncer. He scanned it and let her in. It seemed a waste if she wasn’t even going to drink, but she was on the clock.

      Besides, she didn’t like the floaty and loose feeling that alcohol gave her. She had worked so hard to gain her control back. She would never give it up again. Black thoughts threatened at the edge of her consciousness, wisps of memories she’d been fighting for years. She pushed them away. They didn’t control her. Not anymore.

      The soulless was sitting alone in a booth in the corner. A server droid came up to him and set a drink down in front of him. She couldn’t tell if it was alcoholic or not.

      Manda took a seat of her own where she could keep the soulless in sight and ordered a soda.

      It was just as boring as sitting in the car, but at least she wasn’t breathing the same stuffy air and getting overheated.

      Manda glanced away for a moment, and when she looked back the soulless was no longer at the table. Fuck. She couldn’t fail. She didn’t want to see the look of disappointment on Amy and Kyla’s faces.

      But when she looked again, he was settling his bill and leaving out the back.

      Manda did the same.

      But before she could catch up to the soulless, a human man crossed her path. He was older than her, probably in his thirties or forties, with greasy dark hair and the kind of grin that made her know he was up to no good. In the bad way.

      “Leaving so soon, baby?” he asked with a sickly smile.

      Manda wasn’t supposed to fight. She knew that. It would only draw attention to herself, and technically the guy hadn’t done anything wrong yet. But she was well-versed in predators and this guy practically had the label stamped on his forehead.

      “Yes, I’m leaving.” She kept her voice as flat as she could. She didn’t want him taking any encouragement from it. For a second, she thought it had worked. The guy didn’t seem to know how to react to her tone. All he had to do was step out of her path and this would be fine.

      He didn’t move.

      And then he did. Stepping closer. He laid a hand on her arm and she almost snapped. Dark thoughts swarmed the back of her mind, the kind that dripped blood and tasted like ash.

      She had worked very hard over the past five years to come to terms with the things that had been done to her when she’d been kidnapped by aliens, and to come to terms with the things she’d had to do to survive. She knew she would never be completely free of the memories. But things were better now.

      She wasn’t fifteen anymore. She wasn’t some captured human on a far-off planet hoping to survive another day.

      With deceptive calm she pried the scumbag’s hand off of her arm, twisting his wrist just enough to make it hurt.

      He didn’t try and follow after her as she left the bar, and he didn’t seem to have any friends.

      Still, her hands were shaking as she walked back to her vehicle.

      It’s okay, she told herself. You’re going to be fine. Nothing happened. They can’t get you here.

      She repeated the affirmations to herself as she walked from the brightly lit sidewalk to the shadows where her vehicle was waiting. She was so distracted that she didn’t even notice that someone was sitting in the passenger seat until she was already in the car.

      “Should I be worried?” Kyla asked her. Kyla was Amy’s business partner, and she and Manda had grown close over the past few years. Unlike Amy, Kyla didn’t try and be an older sister to Manda. She was happy to be her friend.

      It was refreshing.

      For a second, Manda was confused by the question. Then she realized where she was and what building she had just walked out of. “I’m not drinking on the job.”

      “It’s boring enough,” Kyla conceded with an indulgent smile.

      That was true. But if she started drinking on the job, drinking in general, she had a feeling she wouldn’t stop. Some temptations, some escapes, were better to avoid altogether. She hated the loss of control alcohol offered; she didn’t want to grow to depend on it.

      “I know. My soulless was in there.” And where had he gone? And why had he gone out the back? That was a bit weird. But Manda would think on it more in the morning.

      “That’s strange,” said Kyla.

      “I know. He had a drink, then he took off. Some idiot gave me trouble and I lost it. I don’t think the soulless will get up to anything tonight. I’ll catch up with him later.” She had done this several times. And she knew she would do it again. Kyla and Amy were usually happy to let her do whatever she needed as long as she kept in contact.

      But Kyla didn’t seem too concerned about the soulless. “What guy gave you trouble?” she demanded.

      “Not you too.” Manda didn’t need Kyla to suddenly become protective. She had Amy and Doryan and Braxtyn and Vita and Shayn and Naomi, not to mention her parents. Kyla was sometimes the only person who didn’t drive her crazy with overprotectiveness. “I handled the situation fine. I’m an adult.” She wasn’t sure what magic words she needed to speak to get everyone else in her life to believe that, but she needed Kyla to understand.

      “I know that. But it doesn’t mean I want you to get hurt.” Kyla seemed like she was about to add something else, but she let the subject drop. “It’s getting late. You can probably call it a night.”

      “That’s the plan.” Manda’s eyes were scratchy, and she was ready for bed. She hadn’t slept well the night before, and if she was lucky she’d pass out right when her head hit the pillow.

      “Drop me off at home?” Kyla asked.

      Manda didn’t know how Kyla had gotten to the car. Maybe she had just spotted her while she was on her own night out. But she lived just down the street from Manda, so it wasn’t a big deal.

      They didn’t talk much on the short drive. And once Manda was alone again, she was tempted to get on the road and keep driving. Who knew what kind of mood her parents were going to be in when they saw her? To call their relationship stressed was an understatement.

      Still, she pulled up to her own house and parked in her usual spot. The front light was on and she considered sneaking in through the back, but she was just as likely to be caught there as going through the front door. She reminded herself that she hadn’t done anything wrong. She was twenty years old. She had a job. She didn’t have a curfew.

      But her parents had failed to keep her safe in one major way half a lifetime ago. And they had never forgiven themselves. And they could never forgive her for being taken away.

      Her mother was waiting when she came in through the door. She had been sitting on the couch, and from the way the curtain was pulled back, she must have been looking out every few minutes. “You’re late,” she said.

      “I was working.” Manda tried to keep her voice neutral. She didn’t need to be defensive. She knew why her parents were worried. She had talked with her therapist about this a dozen times. Probably a hundred times by now. But she still felt suffocated at moments like this.

      “I don’t like you working so late. And you could have sent a comm message.” The insistence in her mom’s voice made Manda’s jaw ache.

      “Is Manda home?” her dad called from the kitchen.

      Yeah, coming through the back door would not have done anything. They had both their bases covered.

      “I’m home,” she called back.

      Tension was thick in the air. Four years ago, her parents had arrived back on Earth, and she had seen them for the first time since she had been abducted as an eleven-year-old.

      But the time after her abduction and before her rescue had changed her. And then the time after her rescue but before her parents got back had changed her even further. She couldn’t be that little kid again.

      Intellectually, her parents knew that. But they didn’t seem to really understand it.

      Some fundamental trust had been broken between them. Manda knew it wasn’t their fault that she had been taken. It wasn’t their fault that they hadn’t been able to rescue her. But there was still a shattered little girl inside of her who wished they had.

      “There’s food waiting for you in the kitchen.” Her mother said it quietly, as if she was afraid something might break if she spoke too loudly.

      Manda almost said that she already ate. It would be so easy to let this explode into another fight. To let the words ring out and declare that she was moving out for good. She could feel the anger fizzing on her tongue.

      Instead she nodded and went into the kitchen to give her father a quick greeting before grabbing the plate of food and heading up to her room.

      Once she was up there, she sat by her window and munched on the cold snack. She looked up at the sky and surrendered to the thoughts that she had been keeping at bay all day.

      She wasn’t allowed to think about Deke during the day. If she did, she would go crazy.

      Well, crazier than she already had.

      If her relationship with her parents was complicated, it had nothing on the tangled mess that was Dekon NaZade.

      She couldn’t call it a relationship.

      She hadn’t heard from the guy in four years. But she could still feel him in her heart. She was supposed to be his mate. She could understand why he had left. At first it had made sense. But no letters? No messages? Nothing? It was hard to keep her hopes alive.

      Was he even alive?

      Yes. She knew that was true because he sent his brothers messages. She wondered if he’d found someone else. Maybe he didn’t want a broken girl for a mate.

      Giving up on him was the smartest thing she could do. Her heart hurt every time she thought about him and what they were supposed to be. She was a fool for ever thinking… anything.

      But giving up on hopes and dreams was something to be done in the morning hours, not while looking up at the sky at midnight.

      She finished her food and dragged herself away from the window. As she lay down in bed she knew it would be a long time before she would actually sleep, despite her bone deep exhaustion.

      When she dreamed it would be of Dekon.
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      The darkness wasn’t Deke’s friend, but after all of these years it was as familiar as one. Sometimes it felt like it was all he knew. Blood. Violence.

      The un-relenting question of whether he would live to see another day.

      It hadn’t always been like this. He could almost remember being a different man once. A man who made different choices. A man who had a future to look forward to.

      But this wasn’t the everyday darkness. This was something deeper. Something crueler.

      He realized he was dreaming, but there was no way out of it. The hazy awareness of the dream had him tight in its grasp. He’d lived in the shadows for so long that they were starting to take over.

      Who was Dekon NaZade? He didn’t know. Not anymore.

      Once upon a time he had thought he was an adult. Thought he was doing what he had to do. Back then he’d been nothing more than a boy in a man’s clothing, pretending at things he couldn’t understand.

      The dream wasn’t violent. It wasn’t bloody or scary. Just unrelenting darkness. Was this death? Had it finally caught up to him?

      As a Detyen, he was already living on borrowed time. Probably. He didn’t think the blood from his Oscavian half would save him. Detyens died at thirty without their mates, and the Detyen in him ran strong.

      He couldn’t go back and ask for salvation.

      He tipped his head back and breathed deep. It didn’t smell of anything. There were no stars in the sky, no planets dotting his vision. The dream was causing his mind to wander—what else could he do but think when all there was was darkness?

      It was nothingness. And that was the only thing he had to look forward to. It was better than he deserved.

      Then the edge of his vision started to lighten. It was like a sunrise, and yet not. He wanted to look away, wanted to shield his eyes and turn and run.

      He couldn’t trust the light anymore.

      He knew what the light could do to him.

      The light had been a lie before. He refused to trust it this time. He couldn’t trust himself either. But he couldn’t look away.

      A figure appeared on the horizon, haloed in that golden light and getting closer.

      She was taller than he remembered, her hair shorter, her face more defined. She was not the child he once knew.

      Manda.

      Denya.

      It wasn’t the lightning bolt of recognition he had heard of. It had happened so gradually that now it was just a fact of his existence. He had seen her in dreams before. And every time she looked different. Almost as if he was not imagining her.

      But if he wasn’t imagining her, what did that mean?

      She was close enough that he could see the flecks of brown in her blue eyes. He wanted to touch her. Wanted to see if her skin was as soft as it looked, and wanted to run his fingers through the delicate strands of her brown hair.

      But his hands had been used to bruise, his claws used to tear into enemy flesh. He couldn’t touch her with those hands. He wasn’t worthy. He had to back away. Had to turn and run and get away from her before he contaminated her with the monster he had become. It was the only way to keep her safe.

      But for every step he took back, Manda advanced on him. The darkness spread out for an eternity behind him, but as she got closer she brought the light with her.

      If he moved too far would she be engulfed by the darkness, would it overcome the light?

      Or would her light be strong enough to pull him free?

      Before he could do anything else, Manda reached out and grabbed his hand, yanking him forward. His feet seemed to lose contact with the ground, as if the friction there no longer existed. She tugged on him and started moving backwards, pulling him into the light.
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      Deke looked terrible.

      As Manda pulled him closer into the light, she finally got a good look at him. His cheeks were all hollowed out. His blue skin was taking on a sickly green tone. Was he ill? She knew this was a dream. It couldn’t be real. This Deke was not the carefree, laughing man she had once known.

      Blood and violence danced in his eyes, along with horror. She knew that look. She had once seen it looking back in a mirror. But she couldn’t imagine a Deke that had earned that expression.

      This wasn’t the first dream that she had shared with Deke. Over the past four years she had lost count. But they had become more frequent lately.

      He had never looked this bad before, but it had been close.

      She didn’t like the way the darkness was clinging to him. She didn’t know what it meant, and she wasn’t eager to find out. She just wanted him to be safe. She wanted him ensconced in the light. She couldn’t help but wonder if it was her own darkness that clung to him.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked him. Maybe if he could tell her she could figure it out. Maybe she had to say something right to get the wisps of darkness to stop from wrapping around him and tugging away from her.

      But Deke was shaking his head. “I can’t,” he said. His whole body jerked with the motion, as if he needed to push her off of him and break free.

      Can’t what? She didn’t ask it, but it was a close thing. She was sick of not being told things. She didn’t know where he was in the waking world. She didn’t know why he was still away. And this was her only connection to him, even if it was fake, a specter created by her own imagination and longing.

      “Tell me,” she demanded. She wanted to scream it, but the darkness around them was swallowing the sound.

      Deke tried to tug himself away from her, but she kept her hand tight and she wasn’t letting go. She might even be strong enough to bruise, but at the moment she didn’t care. “I’m not who I used to be,” he warned, eyes still haunted and tone menacing.

      “That sounds like crap. I’m sick of your excuses.” It came out more impassioned than she meant. More angry. But in the dream she could be as angry as she wanted. There were no parents to disappoint. No friends to think she was still a kid. Deke was hundreds, maybe thousands of light years away, but in the dream he was hers.

      And he deserved a piece of her mind.

      But Deke had things to say.

      “You may be sick of my excuses, but it doesn’t make them any less true.” The words burst out of him, almost strong enough to make Manda loosen her grip. “I keep saying them for a reason.”

      Saying them to who? It certainly wasn’t to her. She hadn’t heard from him in years. And the dreams she usually had weren’t like this. “Where are you? Where have you been?” If she just knew, it would settle something in her. If he would just be honest with her. If she could just find him.

      It was her secret, dark desire. To go hunt down Deke and drag him back home and make him answer for being gone for so long. He didn’t have much time left. And judging by the weight of the darkness, he might have had even less time than she thought.

      Of course, this was just a dream, no matter how much her heart wanted to see Deke. His answer would mean nothing.

      “I don’t know where I am. I’m in the dark.” His voice was getting faint, and the darkness around him was overpowering her light.

      “Why does it want you?” Was she like Naomi, becoming psychic? Was this a portent of what was to come or what had been? Or was this just the dreamscape symbolism of a girl missing the man who was supposed to be hers?

      “That’s all I have left.” There was desperation in his voice. He wanted out of it as much as she wanted to drag him out. She could hear that. She could see it in those dark eyes of his that looked like they had lost all hope.

      In the dreams before, she had been cautious, afraid that if she took too much he would reject her. Even if they were her imaginings. This was her one link left to him. No word in four years. Not even a postcard.

      If the dream was all she had she didn’t want to let go of it.

      But she was done with that. What had being afraid ever gotten her? Fear hadn’t freed her from the aliens who’d held her captive when she was a kid. Fear hadn’t gotten her a job with Amy and Kyla. Fear had done nothing but hold her back and keep her prisoner.

      The darkness had almost completely swallowed Deke and she wouldn’t let it have him. She had a prior claim.

      Manda stepped close, keeping that iron grip on his arm and wrapping her other arm around him until she was flush up against him.

      She kissed him. She put all of her heart, all of her soul into it. It was all she had to give, it wasn’t like she had any experience to call upon.

      She tried to absorb his taste, but it was faint, not even a memory, because she had never kissed him before. She had never kissed anyone before. But it was a good kiss. Something that she might have hoped for as a first kiss. His tongue swiped against hers, the texture a bit surprising, but she wanted more. She wanted to feel all of Deke so much that it scared her.

      Was it possible to lose her heart in a single kiss?

      She hoped the real thing would feel just as good. She hoped that Deke would respond just as he did now, his lips moving against her, his tongue tangling with hers, his free arm going around her waist to hold her close. His tight grip was strong enough to make her feel safe, but not restrained. Deke might have bruised her heart, but she was already positive that he’d lay down his life before he hurt her body.

      She could believe this was real if she let herself. That it wasn’t some dream full of cheap visions of light and dark. That it wasn’t some desperate hope for a girl who had pretended that this man was hers since she was too young to know what she wanted.

      But it couldn’t last. Dreams always ended. And sometimes they ended even before she woke.

      Deke tore himself away and pushed her back. Somehow his eyes were even more haunted than they had been before. He was breathing deeply, and for a moment his eyes flashed the bright blue that they went when he felt strong emotion. He shook his head twice, and then he turned around and ran into the darkness.

      Manda squeezed her eyes shut and held back the shout that wanted to claw out from the back of her throat. She wasn’t going to cry. She wasn’t going to let this rejection define her.

      But as the dream faded around her, she couldn’t help but feel like this was the answer to a question she hadn’t asked. She had to let this go of Deke and the almost-bond between them, this non-relationship with a man who didn’t want her.

      Otherwise it was going to tear her apart, and she would find a darkness of her own.
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      Manda had everything she needed for a night out. Her coat, her communicator, her knife. She was just going down the street and didn’t expect any problems.

      She did this every week. Had been doing it for years. And it would be good to get out of the house. Her parents had been walking on eggshells all day after their almost fight the night before. They were scared one harsh word would send her running away. As if she couldn’t handle a simple situation. Manda didn’t want to deal with this. She just wanted to enjoy one night of normalcy.

      She didn’t get normal at home. That’s what the NaZades were for.

      Every weekend she headed over there for family dinner. Her parents had tried to be involved a couple of years ago. But it had been awkward and eventually they decided it was best to just let Manda go on her own.

      “You could stay with us tonight,” her mother said from where she was sitting on the couch as Manda had her hand on the doorknob.

      Manda clenched her hand so hard that she feared she would dent the metal and squeezed her eyes shut. “It’s our weekly dinner, I always go. I’m not going to change my plans now.” It came out harsher than she intended. But her mom knew this.

      “They’re just—”

      Manda left before she could say something she couldn’t take back. Her parents couldn’t quite forgive the NaZades for rescuing Manda. It was a strange situation. They were thankful she was free. Thankful that she wasn’t lost in space somewhere.

      But the fact that it had been random chance that saved Manda galled them. They had spent almost all the credits they had to hire mercenaries and bounty hunters and investigators to find her. And none of them had.

      Not until Braxtyn and Vita came across her on a completely accidental trip.

      Manda passed by her car and kept walking. Her mother would have wanted her to drive, but the NaZade house was close. There was no use. She knew how to use her knife very well. And she was in screaming distance of plenty of help if anything went wrong. To make things even easier for her parents, she stuck to the sidewalk, rather than taking the path through the woods that would get her there a few minutes faster.

      She was ready for a nice, normal dinner. But when she got to the NaZades’, everyone was acting strangely. She had just taken her jacket off when she noticed that Braxtyn was looking at her like she had dirt on her face or something. Manda wiped at it, but there wasn’t anything there.

      It was strange how it didn’t hurt to look at Braxtyn, despite the fact that he was Deke’s identical twin. She felt nothing for him except friendship, and—at the moment—a bit of apprehension.

      Naomi was sitting on the couch, and she wouldn’t look at Manda at all. She was human, just like Manda, and her dark brown skin was warmed by the overhead lights.

      Naomi was psychic. Had she experienced a vision about Manda?

      It was a little strange to think that a woman as normal as Naomi had psychic visions, but she did. Sometimes she told the others about them. But no one asked. It would be very easy to get into the habit of having her divine the future. But she was a person before she was a psychic. And she deserved to have as much of a normal life as anyone else.

      So Manda didn’t ask if Naomi had had a vision about her. Naomi would share if she wanted to.

      “Okay, what’s going on?” Naomi and Braxtyn were acting like someone had died.

      “Food is ready,” Shayn called from the kitchen. He had found a love of cooking over the past several years and was training to be a chef.

      Manda stared at Braxtyn, one eyebrow raised, just waiting to see what he would say.

      “It’s, um, it’s…” he stuttered.

      Wonderful. Manda turned to Vita. “Care to translate?” she asked. Out of everyone at the dinner, Vita was most likely to give Manda a straight answer. Vita had once been a bounty hunter, and Manda imagined that the bloodred of her hair had been used as some kind of warning for the baddies of the galaxy so they knew that vengeance was coming. She didn’t pull her punches. Doryan, another Detyen, and Amy, his mate and her boss, weren’t there, but they would also be allies if they were.

      Still, Vita seemed to hesitate. Then she finally said, “Deke sent a message.”

      “And?” That wasn’t anything new. Deke had sent his family messages before. Never to her. And she was getting tired of hoping. She might have succumbed to girlish dreams in the comforting darkness of her own room, but she wasn’t going to admit to those at the NaZade house. Here, she had to put on a strong front. If they started to pity her, she wouldn’t be able to stay. She couldn’t live with that. She had survived so much. Come so far. She wasn’t going to let Deke ruin this thing too.

      “He left a note for you as well,” Vita said. She picked up a tablet from the table and handed it over to Manda.

      Manda stared down at the blank screen. All she would have to do was wake up the tablet and she could read the words that Deke had sent her. The first words she had gotten directly from him in years. She didn’t want to do it, but she couldn’t resist.

      She pressed the button to wake up the tablet.

      Dear Manda,

      How are you doing? It’s hard to believe that four years have gone by so fast, and I’m sorry that I have not communicated better. I’m trying to change that. I want to change that.

      For the next month or so I will be sticking in one place. I have attached the coordinates to the message, so if you would like to send me communications I can guarantee that I’ll read them. If you would like to do some sort of video chat or something like that, I could be convinced. I’ve never stopped thinking of you. I hope to hear from you soon.

      Yours,

      Deke

      Manda read it. Then she read it again. And then she got pissed. It was a whole lot of nothing. It was something that a stranger could have sent her. How is she doing? He hoped she would chat with him? He was supposed to be her mate, not some stranger pretending at being a penpal!

      She would have thrown the tablet if it was her own property, but it was Vita’s and Vita was scary, so she wasn’t going to do that.

      Shayn called from the kitchen again, threatening to throw out all the food if they didn’t get to the table in the next thirty seconds. He’d done it before, so they all scrambled to the table. Manda was thankful for the temporary distraction. How was she supposed to process what she had just read?

      The others were looking at her. They had all clearly read that message. Manda was trying to figure out what to do next.

      Did she want to send Deke a message?

      Possibly. It would just be a picture of her middle finger.

      It would be satisfying for a moment, but it would be childish. And the last thing she wanted was for Deke to think of her like a child. He’d run away because she was young. She didn’t believe for a second that he would come back, but she didn’t want him to think she was still a kid.

      But a message felt like nothing after all these years. Just a few bytes of data sent across light years, words that could mean anything and nothing. She was owed more than that after all this time. She had waited and waited and waited.

      She was sick of waiting.

      She barely tasted any of the food that Shayn put in front of her. Thankfully, no one tried to talk to her. She didn’t know what she would say if they did.

      But as she ate, the first trickle of a plan was starting to form. She knew where Deke was for the first time in four years.

      She could go to him.

      That thought had her sitting up straighter. She hadn’t left the planet since she’d been rescued. The thought of getting on some kind of shuttle and willingly leaving the solar system was terrifying.

      At the age of eleven she’d been abducted by aliens and sold to the highest bidder. Things had been done to her during her abduction that she still couldn’t think about. Things she hadn’t been able to tell her therapist, or Doryan, or anyone else. She didn’t want to relive those memories. And as safe as the technical aspect of space flight was, there were still pirates and slavers and other evildoers out there lurking, waiting to nab unsuspecting victims.

      But that was a rare occurrence. It had already happened to her once. She didn’t have any reason to think it would happen a second time. After all, what were the chances of encountering evil aliens twice in a lifetime?

      And she knew where Deke was. The thought kept echoing around her head.

      They finished dinner and dispersed. Vita had gone to the backyard to enjoy the sunset. She was alone, which made it the perfect time to approach her. If anyone in the NaZade family was going to help her, it would be Vita.

      “So what do you think?” Vita asked. She was sitting on a stool that had been carved out of a tree stump. Braxtyn had greatly improved in his woodworking skills over the years and his pieces were all around the property.

      It was clear what she was talking about. Deke. “He’s probably lucky that I can’t murder him with my thoughts from halfway across the galaxy,” Manda admitted. Even as her plan was forming, she was still steaming angry.

      Vita smiled. “I’m not going to make any excuses for him. I’m mated to his boneheaded twin brother. They can both be difficult at times.” She didn’t sound too upset about that.

      Manda didn’t know if she could ever look as contented as Vita did in that moment. “I know where he is now. I want to go there.” The words came out in a rush. But now that they were said they couldn’t be unsaid. “I’m tired of dancing around this thing. He needs to talk to me for real. And he’s only going to do that face-to-face.”

      Vita seemed to consider it. Manda took it as a good sign that she didn’t dismiss it out of hand. “It’ll take some planning. Braxtyn and I can be ready by the end of the week.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” said Manda. This was the hardest part. But she knew it was the right path. “I don’t want you and Braxtyn to come with me. Or any of you. I need to do this on my own. If I show up with his family, he’s going to ignore me. I can’t give him that chance.”

      “I think you’re underestimating yourself,” Vita countered. She was perched on the edge of saying no, Manda could sense it.

      But she had to do this. She had to make Vita see reason. If Vita was on her side, the others would come around. “Dekon is afraid of me for some reason. He’ll find any reason to avoid me.” It was probably a terrible thing to say about her destined mate, but she could feel it in her bones that it was true.

      “Manda…”

      “Please, Vita.” She would get on her knees and beg if she had to. Vita had contacts from her time as a mercenary. If there was anyone in the NaZade family who could help her, it was Vita.

      Vita sighed. “I have a favor I can call in. It’ll get you passage on a ship. A safe trip. But you’re the one who has to tell everybody else. Amy, Doryan, Braxtyn and Shayn and Naomi and your parents. All of them. No sneaking away in the night.”

      It was kind of scary how well Vita knew her. But even if the temptation was there, Manda would sneak away. Not after all the trauma that would cause. “It’s a deal.”

      It was time to go find her mate.
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      Four years ago, Deke would have scoffed at the idea of staying at the Temple of Peace. It was a space station in the middle of nowhere, far from any planet and outside the reach of any Empire. It was dedicated to peace, tranquility, and healing.

      Four years ago, he hadn’t needed it. Now he wasn’t sure he would survive without it.

      He had arrived the day before and settled into a small room. He didn’t sleep peacefully. He never did. Not anymore, not when dreams of the things he’d done and the things that had been done to him hounded him like rabid animals. But no one had bothered him when he woke with a scream.

      He would need to sign up for meditation sessions to help center himself, but he was still getting used to the station. He decided to walk around and enjoyed the greenery that seemed to grow everywhere. It was possible to forget for a second that he was inside of a space station. But there were plenty of windows that looked out into the endless black of space and reminded him that he was far from home.

      He wondered if he would still be allowed in the Temple if they knew what he had done. If they knew how he had spent the last four years.

      His hands were covered in blood. When he closed his eyes, he could imagine the viscera.

      He flexed his fingers and could feel his claws shifting under his skin. He had used those for violence. If he unsheathed them, they would drip with blood. Of course, he was the only one who could see it. His last mission had been months ago. He was putting that life behind him. He had never chosen it in the first place. But one accidental mission led to another, until he found himself with a specific set of skills that were in high demand in far-off spaceports.

      Deke breathed deep of the green air all around him. He had to find a way to get past these thoughts.

      He sat on a bench under a drooping tree and pulled out his communicator. He hoped that Manda would call him back. For the first time in years, he’d reached out to her, even if he wasn’t sure what to say. It had seemed smartest to just lead with an innocuous message. But more than a week had gone by and she hadn’t called him back. He tried not to feel disappointed. After that dream of her trying to pull him from the darkness, he had been moved to talk to her. She deserved the message. Even if he didn’t deserve her.

      It wasn’t fair how he’d kept her waiting. Even if she could never accept him, she deserved to at least talk to him.

      But if she didn’t message him back, there was no hope. Had he waited too long? Had he missed his shot?

      There was a message from Braxtyn. That was a relief. He missed his brother almost more than anything. They hadn’t been able to communicate as much as he would have liked. There were long stretches of time where Deke would be unable to send anyone a message. At those times, the only thing that kept him sane were the saved messages he had memorized from his brother and the dreams of Manda.

      Deke read the message. It didn’t say much. He told Dekon about family dinner and the case that Vita was considering taking on. It was a whole load of nothing. And something seemed to be missing from the report. Yes. There was no mention of Manda.

      Maybe that was for the best. It was probably unfair to ask his brother to give him reports about his denya.

      Dekon slumped in his seat. Maybe it had been a mistake to give them his coordinates. He couldn’t remember the last time he had dared to tell his family where he was. At first he had been concerned that Shayn and Braxtyn would chase him down and drag him home. He had figured they would give him a little time to sulk, but not as much as he needed.

      Then one thing led to another, one blood-soaked night led to the next. And now he couldn’t go home. Sure, he could hop on a shuttle the next day and no one would stop him. But if he headed back to Earth, a place that had been his home for only a matter of months before he left, he knew he wouldn’t find it the same. And he couldn’t risk drawing any of the enemies he had made in the past few years down on his family.

      Maybe it would be better to just leave the station. Sure, he just got there and it was one of the nicest places he had been in a long time. Sure, he hoped that the meditation sessions would help him deal with all of the darkness in his mind. Sure, this was the break that he needed. But how long would his brothers give him before they came chasing him down?

      He didn’t know.

      Did he want to be caught?

      If that was the case, it was some want that was buried very deep.

      And whatever he was going to do, he wasn’t going to do it today. He decided to find the schedule of meditation sessions. He was on the station for a reason. It was time to take advantage. And if he was going to leave, he could decide that tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The Temple of Peace was too nice to abandon out of fear and doubt. That was the decision Deke had come to after sleeping on it for a couple of days. He could already feel the meditation sessions and therapy helping. His sleep wasn’t much easier, but his mind felt… quieter. Maybe the therapists and practitioners knew what they were doing.

      He didn’t know if he would ever be better. He didn’t know if there was any coming back from all of the things that he had done. But he had managed to banish a nightmare or two. That might have had something to do with the calming tea they had given him. But he would gladly take anything that could help.

      But just because he was starting to feel a little better, it didn’t mean that everything was all right. He still had no messages from Manda, and nothing from his family either. It had been more than a week since he’d sent his letter. He didn’t want to insist. He didn’t want to be too eager and push her away.

      But he couldn’t ignore her anymore. How long could he wait? Another day? Two? He would wait and then he would try again. There had to be some combination of words that would make her speak to him. She was his denya. Or she was supposed to be. If he hadn’t waited too long. If he hadn’t lost her already.

      He couldn’t undo the last four years. He couldn’t undo the things that he had done, the violence he had witnessed and committed, and he couldn’t undo abandoning his mate rather than dealing with a complicated situation.

      But he could do better now. He had to do better now.

      The station had several predefined walking paths that were designed to offer tranquility to visitors. At first Deke had been skeptical, but now he was enjoying one of them, breathing deep of the green air and trying to center himself. It was easy to forget all of the violence and gore of the outside world when surrounded by greenery and animal sounds. There were even actual birds flying around, but they were shy of visitors and kept to the high ceilings and treetops.

      Maybe he could stay at the Temple of Peace for the rest of his life. If Manda wouldn’t talk to him, that wouldn’t be very long. Two more years, assuming his Detyen ancestry held true.

      He’d wasted so much time.

      That thought soured the walk and he headed back to his room.

      It wasn’t much to look at: a bed, a viewscreen he could program to look out on any vista, a small bathroom, and a little machine that let him order small meals. Not much, but more than he’d had in years. Mercenary ships didn’t exactly have the best accommodations. But he knew that luxury space stations and resorts would look down on this room as some sort of pauper’s quarters.

      He didn’t need luxury.

      He needed peace.

      He sat in the chair in front of the viewscreen and was contemplating whether he wanted to look out over a silver ocean or a far-off galaxy when someone knocked at the door.

      Deke stiffened. He wasn’t scheduled for any more appointments for the day and there was no reason for someone to bother him.

      His hand automatically reached for a weapon. He’d hid several throughout the room, despite the fact he wasn’t supposed to be armed. But he curled his fingers into a fist before he got a blaster in his hand. This was the Temple of Peace. It was supposed to be safe. It was most likely something mundane. A counselor or someone he’d met in group meditation.

      He didn’t have enemies here. He didn’t need a weapon.

      The stranger knocked again.

      He could ignore it. He didn’t have to answer the door. But ignoring his problems, and his visitors, had caused him enough strife already. He had to face these things if he wanted to heal.

      He crossed the room and put thoughts of weapons out of his mind. He was a Detyen. He always had access to his claws, even if he didn’t have a blaster. And no one was here to hurt him.

      Besides, he had a blaster hidden away on a shelf right next to the door. He could reach for it if he needed.

      He placed his hand on the sensor to open the door and took a deep breath before fully engaging it. The door slid open and Deke forgot how to breathe.

      Denya.

      The bond blazed through him, white hot and surer than anything he had ever known. It was like a hook yanked deep within his chest, right under his heart and connected to a scorching silver cord between him and his mate.

      Manda.

      Her eyes were wide and her mouth set in an angry line. She was human. He didn’t know if she could feel the bond as fully as he did. She looked ready to kill. It was a look he recognized well.

      She was all grown up. She had to be twenty now, not the girl he had left behind.

      Her curves had filled out, breasts swelling to fill out the shapeless outfit she was wearing, her dark hair held back and her face pale with cheekbones sharp enough to cut. There was no mistaking her for a child any longer; she’d left that behind and stepped fully into womanhood.

      His body ached in ways he had forgotten. It had been four years since he’d laid down with anyone, four years since he’d even thought about it. But now all those wants and lusts flared back to life. His cock twitched in his pants and Deke had to clench his jaw to keep from letting a ragged noise escape his throat.

      He wanted to touch her. He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to carry her to his bed and have his way with her. Every muscle strained to step forward and sweep her up into his arms. It hurt to not be touching her.

      But he was pretty sure she would stab him if he got any closer. The last time someone had looked at him that way, he had gotten stabbed. And he had deserved it a lot less then than he did now.

      He should probably hand Manda a knife and have it done with.

      “Manda.” The word came out on a breath, almost a prayer.

      Her eyes flicked up and down, taking him in with a practiced air of indifference. “Are you going to invite me in?” she asked.
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      Oh.

      Damn.

      Dekon was hot. Manda knew that. She had known it for years. She looked at his twin brother every week. She knew what the guy looked like. But she hadn’t realized that seeing Dekon would be different than looking at Braxtyn. She had to swallow back the noise that tried to escape her throat, and her body was doing things she didn’t quite recognize.

      How could this be so different?

      Why did she suddenly feel like she was on fire?

      She had tried to push those thoughts and sensations to the back of her mind. Four years was a long time. And all her feelings were mixed up with the miasma of anger and longing and abandonment.

      Any attraction she might have felt had been shoved deep down and needed to be ignored for as long as she could.

      How could she think about that after what Deke had done?

      Some nights it was all she could think about. But she didn’t want to get caught up in the way her stomach flipped over while she was looking at him.

      She could kiss him right now. Her lips tingled at the thought, and she had to clench her hands to keep her fingers from touching them. From the way his eyes were wide and his mouth was hanging open, he would be too surprised to do anything. But if anything physical were to happen, it would be verging on hate sex.

      And Manda didn’t want her first time to be hate sex.

      But from what she had heard, that could be really hot. She wasn’t completely ruling it out.

      She stared at him and tried to think of what to say. She’d put together her plan to find Dekon and rode a wave of righteous fury to get halfway across the galaxy. She figured she could wing it after she found him. How hard could it be?

      But now she was standing in front of him for the first time in four years and she didn’t know what she was supposed to do or say.

      For some reason, the plan had not magically manifested. And now she felt like an unprepared idiot, full of lust and anger and rooted on the spot.

      Dekon recovered first. He managed to close his mouth and offered a polite smile. “How are you?”

      “I’m well, thank you.” Was that it? Banal pleasantries when she had alternatively thought of kissing him and stabbing him for the past few weeks? Or the past few years. But the stabby thoughts had only intensified since that message.

      Deke was wedged in the doorway as if to keep her from barging in. “I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said. His other hand was hidden behind the door and Manda wondered why.

      “I got your message.” She was stating the obvious. Why was she doing that? She should have written down what she planned to say. This was a disaster. How did people talk to their mates and spouses? Everyone back home made it look easy.

      Dekon wasn’t going to give her any slack. “That doesn’t explain anything.”

      “I was sick of waiting.” If nothing else, at least she had honesty. She was so sick of waiting she’d been physically ill with it at times. There were nights she woke up, heart pounding, stomach roiling, sure that something had happened to Deke or to the bond between them. All she’d wanted to do was reach out and know he was okay. But that had never been an option.

      Dekon swallowed hard and dropped his gaze, hurt. Manda refused to feel sorry for him. He was the one who’d left. He was the one who hadn’t contacted her for years. He was the one who got scared.

      It wasn’t her fault that he hadn’t come home.

      He opened the door a bit more and the overhead light shined on him. His cheeks were hollow and his blue skin had a sallow undertone. Was he sick? And were his claws out on the hand he’d had behind the door? He looked haunted. This wasn’t the gregarious man she had known four years ago.

      What had happened to him?

      It was on the tip of her tongue to ask, but she managed to scrape the words back. It wasn’t her place to ask. Not yet. Not when they were just meeting again for the first time in so many years.

      This whole encounter was a disaster, and Manda needed to step away for now. They could try this thing again later. Or never. “I need to go book a room.” The second she’d gotten off the shuttle to the Temple she had hunted down Dekon’s room. She hadn’t taken time to see if there would be a place for her to stay. The place was huge, so she was sure she could manage, and it would be a welcome reprieve from this awkward conversation.

      “You can stay with me.” Deke’s eyes got wide and he looked like he regretted the offer as soon as he said it, but several seconds passed and he didn’t take it back.

      Manda didn’t think she should agree. She was as liable to slap him as to kiss him at this point. And things felt awkward between them.

      Really awkward.

      But it had been four long, lonely years. She wanted to be near him. She wanted to know what it felt like to be his mate. She wanted to see if there was actually any possibility of a relationship or if the denya bond was too tattered to link them together. And the only way that was going to happen was if she stayed close to him. If she got to know him.

      “Okay,” she agreed.

      Deke’s eyes flicked up and down, taking her in. But she didn’t think he was looking at her sexually. There’d been a moment of that when he first opened the door, but his expression had since closed off.

      If she had to guess, he was assessing her threat level. Her? Sure, Doryan and Vita had spent a bit of time teaching her self-defense moves, but she wasn’t exactly a warrior. Why would Dekon think she was a threat?

      He opened the door and stepped back. He resheathed his claws so his hand looked normal and non-threatening. She set her bag down beside the door and looked around. Then she noticed something.

      One big thing.

      There was only one bed.

      That was going to be a problem.
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      The bed thing was less of a problem than Manda expected. By the time she was ready to fall asleep, Dekon wordlessly grabbed a blanket and laid on the floor. She didn’t argue, even if some very deeply buried part of her had been excited at the thought of laying down next to him.

      In its own way, it felt like he was taking a small step to pay her back for the pain and suffering he had caused by staying away for so long. It probably wasn’t that. She was overthinking it.

      But she was so tired that she didn’t care. She barely got her shoes off and the covers pulled over herself before she was falling fast asleep.

      The dream came fast. Dreams like this always came fast.

      She had a strange hyper-awareness of her surroundings. She could touch anything and memorize the texture. The smells in the air were sharper than she’d ever smelled when her eyes were open. And it was so bright. The light should have hurt. But there was no pain in a dream like this.

      Dreams like this used to be rare. Once every three or four months. Maybe longer. But over the last year they had happened more and more frequently.

      At first she had been scared. Would her therapist think she was regressing?

      Manda kept them to herself.

      Well, mostly to herself.

      She wasn’t the only one in the dream.

      She should have expected a dream like this as soon as she’d found Dekon. After all, he was the one who shared her dreams.

      She walked down a densely wooded forest path and came to a clearing which had a four poster bed right in the center. The mattress and sheets and comforter were all covered in brown and green material that somehow blended in with the woods all around her. The whole thing smelled woodsy and fresh, like she was in the middle of an ancient forest that had once been visited by long dead beings.

      Deke didn’t blend. All that blue skin was as alien as it came.

      He wasn’t wearing a shirt. It was the first thing she saw. With all those rippling muscles on display how could she notice anything else?

      Between one blink and the next, she was across the clearing and right next to the bed. That was another thing that happened in these dreams. It was like she gained the ability to teleport, though she didn’t control the teleporting by conscious thought. Maybe it was unconscious. Some part of her wanted to be on that bed, wanted to be next to Deke.

      Deke smiled when she got close. It was a good smile, bright and open, but a little rusty. It was like he had forgotten what it felt like. She wanted to see more smiles on his face, even if she was upset with him. He used to smile all the time.

      That was what she’d liked about him.

      That and so much else.

      She hadn’t realized how much she liked him until he went away. And it hurt to think about it now. What would have happened if he’d never left?

      It was useless to think about that. She couldn’t change the past.

      “I should have known you would be here,” he said. He patted the bed beside him as he sat down. There was plenty of space for both of them. There was plenty of place for an entire platoon of soldiers. But Manda didn’t need a platoon. She just wanted Dekon.

      And so she sat. She memorized the look of his face, the high cheekbones, the darker blue of his lips, his dark eyes that she knew would flash blue if he was feeling strong emotion. He didn’t look so haunted in this dream, not like he’d looked while she was awake.

      She knew a lot about Detyens now. She had spent four years and more learning. But Deke wasn’t just a Detyen. His mother had been Oscavian. It made him and his brothers unique among a race that was already unique in its rarity.

      But she didn’t care about his brothers or the Oscavian Empire. This dream and the hyperreality all around them belonged just to her. And to her imagined version of him. This Deke couldn’t hurt her. He wouldn’t reject her. He was the perfect mate that she’d never been allowed to have. The one she’d journeyed halfway across the galaxy to find.

      Manda’s fingers twitched, and she couldn’t stop herself from touching him. His naked chest was right there, blue and rippling with muscles. Muscles and scars.

      The scars were new.

      New to her, at least. Some of them already were fading, a history written in his flesh that she hoped one day he would tell her all about. Though whether the scars actually existed or her own subconscious was creating them, Manda didn’t know. She hoped they weren’t real. She didn’t want to think of him in pain.

      She meant to touch his muscles, but she found a scar that ran up his side and traced her fingers over it.

      Deke shivered under her touch and hissed out a breath.

      “Does that hurt?” She stopped moving her finger but couldn’t bring herself to pull away. His skin was so warm and real, and she’d never touched another person like this before.

      “No,” he said. “Keep going.” His chest rose and fell with deep breaths as her fingers rested on him, and his heartbeat kicked up.

      She didn’t like to be commanded, but there was a dark promise in Dekon’s eyes, the kind of promise she had only read about in stories and imagined coming from him. It was a promise she wanted, needed, him to keep. And so she kept touching him, tracing one scar and then the next and biting her tongue to keep from asking him where he got them.

      After several minutes, she moved on to his muscles, her fingers tracing a map over his body. She had somehow ended up right next to him, one leg slung over his so she was right on top of him.

      It was intimate, more intimate that she’d ever imagined being with anyone else. Her whole body felt heavy with want. She wanted to press down onto Deke’s thigh to relieve the pressure that was building up. She understood arousal, she knew what this was. But was she ready to take it another step further?

      To Deke it was probably nothing. He’d had a whole life before her. He knew what this felt like.

      She was jealous of every person he’d ever been with before. She wanted to demand names and hunt them down. It was feral and a bit crazy.

      There was a dark part of herself that she had accessed at a young age, that she had needed to rely on to survive. And that animalistic girl inside her would never fully go away. But she took a dark satisfaction in knowing that Deke belonged to her now.

      Maybe they still had a lot to figure out. Maybe it wasn’t a done deal yet. But she was sitting on his lap. No one else got to do that.

      She could almost forget that this was just a dream. She could almost pretend this Deke was real.

      Her fingers dipped lower, teasing the button of his pants. Apparently she wasn’t ready for more, not even in a dream.

      He sucked in a harsh breath and she looked down, noticing the growing bulge right there.

      Could she touch it? Should she? She glanced up and Deke’s eyes blazed blue.

      Her body burned and she wanted to see what it would feel like to touch him there. She wanted this little bit of him, well, not so little, but still she hesitated.

      Deke reached out and placed his hand on top of hers. He didn’t force her to move, but the weight of his hand was enough to have her inching down. She felt the hard length of him through his pants and heard the animalistic noise that Deke made.

      She wanted this.

      She wanted more.

      She curled her fingers just as a slamming door woke her up.
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      Another dream like that would kill him.

      Or drive him insane.

      Deke winced as the door of the room slammed behind him. He headed towards one of the meditation chambers, and hoped he hadn’t disturbed Manda’s sleep. But he didn’t want to think about what it felt like to be with her in the dream. His cock was already uncomfortably hard and it wouldn’t take much to finish him off.

      He didn’t know if they were sharing the dreams. He’d heard stories that some mates could share them. He hoped not. He was vulnerable in a way he couldn’t hide while sleeping. He had no defenses against Manda.

      He needed defenses. If he gave into the desires that were burning within him, he could ruin her life. He had enemies in most corners of this quadrant and nightmares that would never go away. He wasn’t worthy of a mate.

      There was no coming back from the things he had done.

      And she was still too young. Sure, she was twenty now. But the eight years between them had never seemed longer.

      He needed to clear his mind. The meditation chambers were free to use to anyone staying on the Temple of Peace, and he needed some centering right now. Centering or a slap upside the head. Anything to get him thinking straight.

      Manda showing up like that had surprised him. He didn’t like surprises. Surprises usually led to bloodshed. But this should have been a good surprise. If he was being honest, she was displaying a kind of initiative that he was too much of a coward to show. He wished he could be as brave as she was.

      If he was going to let her go, if he was going to ignore the mate bond and eventually pay the denya price, then she deserved to hear that from him. It was wrong to just ignore her.

      But he couldn’t say it yet.

      He closed himself into the chamber, a room painted a soft beige with a padded floor and neutral scent. He could program the computer on the wall to play any kind of music he wanted or to display a variety of soothing scenes. He ignored it. He didn’t need any cheap tricks.

      Deke sat down, legs crossed, and closed his eyes, breathing deep. This was what he knew of meditation. He just had to sit there and let his mind empty as his muscles relaxed. It was so easy a child could do it.

      It didn’t work.

      He gave it time. One minute, and then another, and another. A full quarter of an hour had to have passed with him sitting there, body relaxed, eyes closed, mind racing. His thoughts wouldn’t leave him be. Visions of Manda, of the dream, and of violence flashed behind his eyes, a war for dominance where there was no clear winner.

      He didn’t know how he could keep a clear head in the midst of battle, but sitting in a peaceful room made his thoughts chaotic.

      But maybe that was the trick. Maybe stillness wasn’t what he needed. Maybe he needed movement.

      It was worth a shot.

      Deke got up and started moving, taking his body through one of the first sequences he had learned on a merc ship from a fellow merc from a planet far, far away who had died only a few months after Deke met him.

      The movements were swift, jerking and cutting and training him to kill.

      It wasn’t artistry. It was mastery. He’d win no beauty contests with this form, no matter how efficient it was.

      But with each movement he could feel his thoughts slipping away as he focused only on his breathing and body placement.

      He didn’t worry about what he was feeling for his denya. He didn’t worry about the death that was coming to claim him. He didn’t even worry about his family who were so far away. While he moved he was an instrument, a weapon.

      Weapons did not think.

      He lost his sense of time. There was no time in the battle. He ignored the aches of his muscles and the sweat dripping down his brow. Any attention paid to discomfort could get him killed, and he had plenty of scars to prove that.

      When he came to the end of the sequence he started again. He went again and again and again until his muscles shook with the effort. He only stopped when he was a breath away from falling over.

      He didn’t know what the meditation leaders at the Temple of Peace would think about his method, but it had worked for now.

      But as soon as he stopped moving, the thoughts rushed back.

      Manda.

      Denya.

      Here.

      He couldn’t ignore her for long. It wasn’t fair to her. And he had already wronged her enough.

      Deke wiped his brow with his shirt. He could have used a towel, but there wasn’t one available.

      A pleasant sound chimed, telling him that the hour he had reserved in the meditation chamber was over. He could add more time to the schedule, but he knew he would just be ignoring his problems.

      Manda had traveled light years to see him. He owed her something.

      He might not have had much to give, but he would try his best to at least talk to her.

      His body was primed from the fighting and his senses all on high alert when he walked into the hallway, which was why he noticed the alien walking the other direction. Though perhaps it was wrong to think of the being as an alien. No one was native to the Temple of Peace, everyone equally alien.

      He was an entire head taller than Deke and twice as broad. He looked over his shoulder as if he could sense Deke, and Deke spotted a scar running down the alien’s cheek. His skin was dark purple, the scar almost white. He could have been Oscavian, but Deke wasn’t sure. He’d never seen an Oscavian that big before.

      What made him look even bigger was the body armor he was wearing. Deke didn’t see a weapon, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one. People visiting the Temple of Peace weren’t supposed to carry weapons, but that didn’t mean that they were unarmed. Deke certainly wasn’t.

      Broken people didn’t give up their safety that easily.

      But most of the people in the Temple wore loose fitting clothing conducive to meditation and other calming exercises. There was no way to remain calm in body armor. He hung back several meters but started following the alien. He didn’t know if the guy was up to trouble. The Temple had plenty of security to monitor the safety of the guests. But that didn’t mean that they couldn’t miss something.

      He followed the maybe-Oscavian to a dining area and watched as he took a seat and started eating a meal. The maybe-Oscavian didn’t greet any of the other diners, but he seemed relatively relaxed. He did nothing suspicious.

      Nothing interesting.

      Nothing threatening.

      Deke was being paranoid, but he didn’t leave immediately. He was sure something was still wrong. Then he realized that he hoped something was wrong. If something was wrong he could fight the alien. If something was wrong he could avoid going back to his room.

      He could avoid facing Manda.

      Could he send her away?

      Should he?

      Or should he give in to the dark feelings inside of him and claim her as his own?

      He hated indecision. If he was indecisive out in the field it would kill him. But he wasn’t in the field anymore. That was the entire point of coming to the Temple of Peace.

      He had to head back to his room.

      He had to talk to Manda.

      But it could wait. Another round in the meditation chamber would clear his thoughts. Then he could deal with his feelings.
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      Another hour of meditation didn’t do much to clear Deke’s mind. He was still torn on what to do about Manda, and still fixated on the alien in body armor. He knew he should go back to the room, but he found himself going back to that cafeteria and looking out for the alien. Should he alert security? Should he hunt the man down and demand to know what he was doing at the Temple of Peace?

      What right did Deke have? He’d worn body armor himself. He’d wrought plenty of violence. And it wasn’t like he didn’t have weapons of his own stashed in his room. He was a hypocrite for targeting the alien.

      If anyone didn’t deserve to be at the Temple, it was Deke.

      But with his thoughts on edge he was looking out for threats. He had a bad feeling. The kind of feeling he got before a job went wrong. When he was younger he might have ignored it, but he’d seen enough of the world to know when to trust his instincts.

      Something was coming.

      Something bad.

      He tried to push the thoughts out of his mind. It was paranoia, not premonition. He knew an actual psychic, and he was no Naomi. Naomi had actual visions. She’d seen the future and changed it. Dekon had no such power. He just had his gut.

      A reassurance from Naomi that everything would turn out alright would go a long way right about now.

      He could call her. He didn’t know that she would tell him anything, but maybe it was worth a shot. Then again, asking her to use her powers was not something they did in their family. She wasn’t a weapon, or a tool. She was a person.

      He’d gotten by in the last four years without the power of premonition. He would do so now.

      But maybe he would check in with security. It couldn’t hurt. At the very least it would put his mind at ease.

      He was about to do that when Manda rounded the corner. She was wearing the same clothes as yesterday, a loose-fitting black jumpsuit cinched with a red belt. Her curves filled out the outfit and his mind went to a sultry place and he envisioned the dream. What would they have gotten up to if he hadn’t forced himself to wake?

      He was definitely seeing her as a woman now. But was he seeing her as a mate? Could she really be his?

      “Oh,” she said, surprised. “Hello. I didn’t… what are you doing?”

      There was some comfort knowing that she was just as nervous around him as he was apprehensive around her. He didn’t want to tell her about the alien. He didn’t want her scared. It was probably nothing. His imagination was playing tricks on him. That’s what he hoped. That’s what he needed it to be.

      “Walking.” He could have cursed himself for the sour tone. Whether he accepted their bond or not, he needed to at least be polite. He used to be good at this. Flirting had come as naturally as breathing. So why did he feel like he was trying to speak around rocks in his mouth whenever Manda appeared?

      He saw the tic in her jaw, and her eyes narrowed a bit. She squared her shoulders as if going into battle and he was bracing for the argument. But that wasn’t what she said. She forced a smile on her face, and it looked painful. “Will you show me around?”

      If Deke had been walking, he would have stumbled. “I don’t know the place.” It was half true. He’d spent part of his first day here studying the schematics and available maps so that he would have an idea of the layout if something went wrong. He didn’t like going into places blind. But he’d only been there a week and the Temple of Peace was big. He hadn’t taken much chance to explore.

      Manda didn’t let that get her down. “So let’s explore together,” she said. She raised an eyebrow, setting the challenge down.

      He could tell her no. He could turn away and reject her once more. But he found himself intrigued by the idea of an adventure, especially a harmless one. No need for blasters or body armor, no worry about blood and gore. Just fun. Just them. Just what he needed. “Lead the way.” He owed her this day, he owed her a lot more than this. But it was a good start.

      She grinned and he felt it deep in his gut. His mate had a taste for adventure. He should have known that, since she had already traveled halfway across the galaxy to find him. She wasn’t someone who let a small setback get her down. Or a large one. He knew part of the trauma of her past. That she could smile and laugh and go on adventures was a testament to her strength.

      So he followed eagerly as she led him down a hall.

      It wasn’t really an adventure. It was barely a walk. They stopped in one of the meditation gardens and looked at all the plants that were growing in greens and blues and purples. They weren’t plants from any one planet, and most of them were genetically engineered to be able to thrive on a space station. But it was beautiful and tranquil and Deke plucked a flower and handed it to Manda.

      She smiled and tucked it behind her ear.

      “So what brought you here?” she asked quietly as they left the garden and continued on down the hall.

      “I needed some peace.” He didn’t want to subject her to all the darkness he had lived through. She didn’t need to know that. She couldn’t see the blood on his hands, even if he could never wash it away.

      She looked ready to press, but then she stared at him for a moment and shrugged. “I guess I can understand that.”

      They didn’t talk that much. There were four years of unsaid words between them. It was awkward and stilted. And it was the best walk of Dekon’s life.

      At one point their hands brushed together and Deke’s body vibrated from the shock of it. He wanted to grip her hand and push her up against the wall and capture her mouth with his.

      He resisted.

      Barely.

      They ended up in an elevator and Manda told him to press a button at random. He wanted to humor her. He wanted to do a lot of things. So he closed his eyes and pressed a button. The elevator began to rise, but a moment later it stopped.

      “You have to be kidding me,” Manda sputtered, half caught between laughter and outrage. She reached around them and jammed her finger against the button he had pressed, but the elevator stayed stubbornly still.

      Deke pressed a different button, hoping it would have some sort of result, but it didn’t.

      “Are we stuck?” he asked, stating the obvious.

      “Looks like.”

      He studied her, looking for signs of worry or panic, but there was nothing there except a bit of impatience.

      A moment later, an automated voice came through a recessed speaker. “We’re sorry for the inconvenience. A technician is looking into the issue. Please remain calm. Your elevator will continue its journey shortly. You are in no danger.”

      “That last sentence wasn’t as calming as they might have expected,” said Manda with a glare towards the speaker.

      Deke was inclined to agree, but he didn’t say anything. She wasn’t worried now and he didn’t want that to change.

      He leaned back against the wall and stared at the panel of buttons as if it would do something to make the elevator start moving. Manda was standing still, but her breath seemed to be coming in short bursts.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I will be,” Manda said. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly.

      “That voice was right,” Deke pointed out. “We’ll be safe.”

      “I know that,” Manda said, jaw tight and eyes narrowed. “Doesn’t actually make me feel better.”

      “Are you claustrophobic?” How had he not known that?

      “Not exactly,” she said with a bit of defensiveness. “I just have a thing against being held in a small space against my will. For reasons.”

      Of course. She had been held in captivity for years after being abducted from Earth as a child. Anyone would feel the same way.

      “Come here,” Deke commanded. It was the same tone of voice, if a little gentler, that he would use to get one of his teammates moving in the field.

      Manda must have been freaked because she moved almost immediately. He put an arm around her and held her close. She was stiff at first, but he could feel her muscles beginning to relax.

      “I’m not weak,” she insisted.

      “You’re one of the strongest people I know.”

      “You don’t know me very well,” she shot back, her tone grumpy.

      “Yes I do.” Their faces were close together, so close that he could feel her breath against his cheek. It wouldn’t take any effort to lean down and kiss her. Just one handspan away, and if he moved he could know what she tasted like.

      His body was strung so tight he feared he would snap. She felt like the one thing tethering him to sanity. But would tasting her make things better or worse? He didn’t know.

      He didn’t know how to answer the question.

      But she was right there. Her scent surrounded him, heady and more alluring than any perfume. From the way she was looking at him, those dark eyes of hers dared him to make a move.

      He had never been a coward. Deke leaned in an inch, but jolted as the elevator started to move.

      He stepped back, not quite pushing Manda away, but clinging to a thread of sanity and putting a little distance between them.

      If he kissed her that was it. He knew there was no going back from that. Not with her.

      If he kissed her he had to be sure.

      And he still wasn’t. He knew he wanted her. He was pretty sure she wanted him. But he couldn’t mess this up. He had almost ruined her life once. He wouldn’t let his impulsiveness do it again.
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      As the elevator moved, Manda began to hope. There was no mistaking what Deke had almost done. Her lips tingled even if they hadn’t actually kissed.

      He wanted her. For some reason he was fighting it, but he did want her. She wasn’t wrong to come all this way. She just had to keep near him, to keep trying. She knew things could be good between them if he gave it a chance. She had to keep hoping.

      Eventually the elevator dumped them back on the residential floor. She wasn’t quite ready to go back to their room, and Deke didn’t seem eager either. So they meandered slowly down the hall, keeping a decent amount of distance between them, but some of the tension was gone.

      It had been replaced by an entirely different kind of tension.

      “So what have you been up to?” She had seen the messages that he’d sent the family over the past few years, but they had been light on the details. And they became more and more sparse as the years went on. She wasn’t the only one frustrated with Deke. It had been comforting to know that.

      Deke breathed deep and stopped walking. He shook his head and started back up after a second. “This and that.”

      If she shook him, would more detailed answers fall out? It seemed worth a shot. “Care to be more specific?” She wanted to know something about him. Anything, really. Four years was a long time.

      She’d grown so much as a person since he went away, had learned so many things, finished school, started dealing with her trauma, had really begun to heal. He said he knew her, but he couldn’t. Not really. And she couldn’t know him. Not until she knew how he’d changed.

      “I really don’t,” he said. “Nothing too exciting.” He kept looking forward, as if keeping his eyes off her would stop her from asking.

      That was obviously false. They came to a little alcove and Manda stopped and leaned against the wall. Deke leaned back opposite her.

      “People who do boring stuff don’t actually say it’s boring,” she had to point out. She’d learned that the hard way while working for Amy and Kyla. Interviewing clients and tailing marks sometimes led to the most boring conversations possible.

      “I said it wasn’t interesting, not that it was boring,” he countered.

      “Isn’t that the same thing?” She grinned, teasing him. The urge snuck up on her and she gave into it. This was Deke, after all. He’d loved teasing.

      Before.

      But his expression darkened. “I said I didn’t want to talk about it.”

      Anger flitted at the edge of Manda’s mind and it took a lot of control to hold it inside. The hot and cold, the up and down, was starting to get really annoying, and she had only been here for a day.

      But then she took a deep breath and really thought about what Deke was doing.

      He was acting like her.

      Not like she acted today. Not like she acted after years of therapy and introspection. But how she’d been when she had first arrived back on Earth with Vita and Braxtyn and Doryan. When she had been half feral and hurt in every way from years of abuse and neglect.

      Well, almost every way. She had, luckily, been spared some tortures.

      But she’d been ready to lash out at anyone. Anyone except Doryan. He had been the one person in all the universe that she trusted. Eventually she’d let more people in. But that took time.

      And her emotions had been just as volatile as Deke’s seemed to be now.

      Something bad had happened to him in the past four years. Something she couldn’t fix with the power of the mate bond or the emotions growing between them.

      She wanted to press. She wanted to know his hurts and help him fix them.

      But he was on the Temple of Peace for a reason. At least he had recognized that he needed help, or at least a break. He didn’t need to tell her everything now.

      If he trusted her, maybe one day he would.

      She wanted to change the subject, but she couldn’t figure out the right words to say. She didn’t want to downplay whatever he was feeling. And yet, she wouldn’t press him anymore.

      After a few minutes of silence they headed back to the room. Once they were through the door she saw Deke’s pile of blankets laying on the floor.

      “You can sleep in the bed with me,” she told him with a smile. “I won’t pull any funny business.”

      “You seem like the exact kind of person to play dirty,” Deke told her with a strained smile. He used to be all smiles, but now the expression he shot her looked so rusty she wondered if it hurt.

      She didn’t think he would join her in the bed, but it was only her second night here. She had time to work on him.
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      Deke didn’t sleep easy, and it had nothing to do with laying on the floor. He’d slept in much worse places, but that night he tossed and turned and couldn’t force his mind to calm down. He lay in the shadow of the bed and could barely make out the lumps of Manda’s body under the covers.

      She seemed to be sleeping easily.

      He could be up there with her. Soft mattress. Soft body. His mate. He couldn’t think of that too hard or hardness would become a problem.

      The floor was good. It was safe down there, if not completely comfortable. But he had a pillow and a blanket. What more could he want?

      His mate in his arms.

      The thought slithered into his mind and wrapped around his brain. Thinking like that was dangerous. But after their almost kiss in the elevator he couldn’t stop thinking that way. His mind conjured the image of her lips, red and rounded and ready to be kissed. Only a breath had separated them. He’d been a fool to pull away.

      Sleep came for him eventually, and he didn’t even notice the shift from tossing and turning to dreaming.

      It was a strange dream. He felt like he was waking right into his room in the Temple of Peace but there was a hazy quality to it, something completely surreal, as if he was walking through the clouds.

      He felt safe. He never felt safe these days. And yet right now he was absolutely certain that nothing could harm him.

      He sat up and found Manda facing him where she lay propped on one side of the bed. The bed was twice as big as it was while he was awake and she patted the open spot enticingly.

      Dream Deke could not resist.

      All those inhibitions of his, all of his fears and doubts were distant right now. He could almost feel them, but it was like they were held behind the barrier in his mind. He was safe from them here too.

      “Lay down,” Manda tempted, her voice taking a sultry tone.

      He did. The bed was so big that he would have to strain to reach her, but she didn’t seem to mind. It was nice up here with her. He could pretend that this was where he belonged.

      “Why don’t you want me to get near you?” Manda asked. She ran her fingers up and down in the valley of the sheets between them, tracing an invisible pattern into the soft material.

      If he were awake he would have done anything to avoid answering the question, but here he could answer Manda. He could barely remember why he’d hesitated to say anything while he was awake. Nothing could go wrong in this dream. “I’ve done a lot of things.”

      She stopped tracing and leveled a steely gaze at him. “What kind of things?” She leaned in a little closer.

      “Violent things.” He held up his hands, expecting to see the blood he was sure should be coating them, but they were just his normal blue, one clan marking sitting between his thumb and his forefinger. The same hands he’d had his entire life.

      Manda placed her hand over his and pressed it down onto the soft mattress.

      “You’re not a violent person.” She spoke like she knew it to be true, the kind of conviction that only came from a true believer.

      Or from someone very young.

      Deke swallowed back bile at his memories. “I had to become one.” Those first months had been the worst. The first missions where he’d barely known how to shoot a blaster and had spent his nights vomiting while he remembered the violence he’d helped inflict. And then it was like a switch had been tripped in his mind. If he wanted to survive life as a merc he had to get used to it. And so he had.

      And eventually he slept like a baby the whole night through.

      “It’s not who you are,” Manda insisted.

      “You don’t know me.” The peace of the dream was fading and he wanted to wake up, he wanted this to be over. He didn’t want to relive his misdeeds over and over again until there was nothing left of him but memories.

      “I think I do.” She echoed what he’d said to her in the elevator.

      Was it possible? Could they really know each other after so many years apart? After they had both changed so much? Was there something fundamental? Something that came from the denya bond?

      He was afraid of the answer either way. He didn’t want to tarnish Manda with the darkness inside of him, and he didn’t know what it would mean if his own darkness echoed hers.

      “Tell me a story,” she said. Her finger was tracing the creases of his knuckles and it was distracting him.

      “What kind of story?” His voice went deep, guttural, and his body was responding to her touch.

      She paused her tracing and gripped his hand for a moment. “Tell me about some of your violence.”

      He wanted to wake up. He wanted this to be over. But he couldn’t stop himself from talking. “We were transporting someone out of the Oscavian Empire.” The memory came easily. “She was carrying precious gems to a small planet that hadn’t yet been subsumed by the Oscavians. We knew it would be dangerous.” He could remember the way tension sat heavy on the ship. “We were attacked. Pirates. They tried to get the woman we were transporting and my blaster misfired. Stopped working. I had to protect her with my claws. I killed four pirates that day.” He left out what it felt like when the blood dripped down his hands, the taste of violence in the air. Manda didn’t need that.

      “Did you protect the woman?” his mate asked in a tone he couldn’t quite recognize.

      “We delivered her alive to her destination.” It seemed irrelevant given the way the bodies had piled up.

      “You protected someone,” she insisted.

      “Not every time.” Not even most times. Maybe Deke wouldn’t have so many nightmares if he’d spent most of his time protecting people rather than wealth and land.

      “Being capable of violence doesn’t make you a monster.” On this point Manda was adamant. She gripped his hand tightly, as if she could raise him from his own personal hell.

      “Doesn’t it?” Transporting a woman across the galaxy was a simple job. He could tell her about the wars he’d become embroiled in, the combatants he’d slaughtered. There were a hundred stories, maybe more. But he could see from the look in Manda’s eyes that she was not ready to condemn him and call him a vicious monster.

      She pulled his hand close, and he had to roll to prevent himself from straining his arm. She kissed his palm. “I think you’re brave.”

      Deke didn’t know how to handle that. He could see the want in her eyes and he knew that he could take this dream in another direction.

      It would take barely any effort. One touch. One kiss and they’d be rolling around on the bed like fate had intended. He could have her. If he was brave enough to take that step.

      But he wasn’t brave, not by Manda’s judgement or his own. He wasn’t some valiant soldier protecting the innocent from the evil. That disconnect was enough to make the dream dissolve around him.

      Deke woke up on the uncomfortable floor, his back aching from the hard surface. He rolled up to his feet silently and looked at Manda still curled up on the bed. Had he really told her those things?

      Had the dream been real?

      He hoped not. He hoped it was just his subconscious throwing stories at him. But he feared it was more than that.

      And if she woke he would know for sure.

      He dressed silently and left the room, the door whispering shut behind him.

      He needed to meditate.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Deke was gone when she woke up. Of course he was. Manda curled into a ball and groaned. She wanted to pretend that he wasn’t there because he’d gone for a walk, or to breakfast, or for some other reason than the fact that he was hiding from her.

      But he was definitely hiding from her.

      She didn’t think she was being full of herself. Hell, she was surprised he hadn’t kicked her out of his room after that almost kiss in the elevator.

      And then there was the dream.

      Was it real? Considering she’d lived the last several years right alongside a handful of Detyens, she should have known a lot more about them, and about the denya bond. But she’d been afraid to ask. All of her friends got this look on their faces when it came to the thought of her and Deke. Pity. Manda didn’t want to be pitied. And she didn’t want them to think she was thinking about Dekon.

      So she didn’t know enough.

      With Deke gone, it had been easy to pretend that it didn’t matter to her. And she didn’t want to know what she was missing out on.

      Now she could use a bit of knowledge.

      “Dammit,” she grumbled, rising from the bed and stumbling to her bag to find an appropriate set of clothes. She hadn’t brought much with her. She hadn’t expected this trip to go on for so long.

      So long? She’d been there two days, even if the shuttle journey from Earth had taken longer than expected. She’d find a way to wash her clothes.

      After the walk through the station the day before, she had a better idea of the layout, and she wasn’t going to wait around for Deke to come back. She didn’t depend on him. And if he wasn’t going to wait around for her, she would find ways to keep herself entertained until he was willing to acknowledge the thing going on between them.

      Or until he told her to go home. Manda scowled at the thought, but it was a definite possibility. But she wasn’t leaving until he made her. She wasn’t giving up.

      Manda headed out. She didn’t head for the elevator immediately. She really didn’t want to be stuck in it again, especially since this time she’d be alone.

      It was kind of strange. The Temple of Peace seemed to run so smoothly. It didn’t seem like the kind of place where elevators broke down. But, she supposed every place had its malfunctions.

      Where would Deke go?

      She wanted to curse herself for the thought. She didn’t need him. She wasn’t chasing after him.

      Well, she sort of was. But she wasn’t chasing after him at this exact moment.

      Her stomach grumbled and that was enough of a prompt to have her heading off towards one of the cafeterias. The station was big enough that they had them all over the place, and she could remember passing this one the day before.

      But getting food only took a few minutes, and she scarfed it down like she’d never eaten before.

      It was a bad habit that she hadn’t quite been able to break. Back when she’d been held in captivity food sometimes didn’t come all that often, and sometimes she’d been held with other prisoners. Fighting for food and gorging on scraps was the only way to ensure survival.

      But she could work on food decorum later. Besides, she could see plenty of people eating with the same kind of desperate fury she knew she sometimes had. It was a grim reminder of why so many people had come to the Temple.

      She didn’t want to hang around the cafeteria, so she kept walking.

      The place had a strange vibe, something she hadn’t noticed the day before. There was something tense in the air. Was something wrong?

      Manda looked around, but she only saw a few residents of the station walking the halls.

      They were kind of big. And alien. Oscavian, maybe? Of course, aliens were normal in outer space. And she was as much an alien as anyone on this space station.

      But her nerves were telling her to get back to Deke’s room. She had the feeling something was about to happen. Something bad.

      It could just be the paranoia talking. She’d bouts of it every now and then. Who wouldn’t if they had her past?

      And she wasn’t always wrong.

      She took deep breaths, trying to calm herself the way that her therapist had trained her to do. But her heart was still racing. She was on the freaking Temple of Peace, what kind of threat would there be here?

      She turned a corner and smacked right into one of those giant aliens. He was nearly eight feet tall and as broad as two muscular men. He was humanoid, with two arms and two legs and a single head, but his mouth was full of razor-sharp teeth and his eyes were slitted and silver. Definitely not an Oscavian. He had bright green skin and just looking at him made her want to scream. But that was kind of speciesist.

      Manda tried to get over the immediate reaction, but then the alien grinned and she saw more and more and more of those scary teeth. Laughter rumbled in his gut and he reached out and clamped a hand on her shoulder.

      “You’re coming with me, little girl,” he thundered.

      Manda struggled. Whoever this was, he was here to cause trouble, not find peace. And she wasn’t going to be anyone’s prisoner ever again. She would rather die. She kicked at his shins and tried to dig her elbow into his gut.

      But the man was big and super strong and he easily dragged her down the hallway. Manda kept fighting. She would do anything it took to get away.

      She jerked at just the right moment and he lost his grip.

      She started sprinting away from him and that’s when she ran headfirst into the second alien, this one just as big and terrifying as the first.

      Then the Temple alarms started to blare.
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      The sirens blared and Deke took off running. He reached for his blaster only to realize he didn’t have it with him. It didn’t matter. His claws would be good enough for whatever threat faced the station.

      His mind immediately went to a threat, not some sort of mechanical malfunction or other reason the Temple of Peace might be in trouble.

      There weren’t that many people out and about, so Deke was running alone. It didn’t take him long to figure out why. The same giant alien who had been wearing body armor the day before stalked down the hall carrying a giant blaster and wearing the same body armor. Now there was no reason to think it was just an outfit. He meant business.

      The alien rounded on him, ready to shoot the blaster, and Deke dropped to the floor, sliding on one knee and twisting around to sweep the legs of the alien. The brute wasn’t expecting it and he went crashing to the floor.

      But he was trained well enough to keep a grip on his blaster. Deke didn’t let that bother him. He unsheathed his claws and struck at the alien with cold-blooded efficiency, striking for the weak points in his armor and taking a grim sort of satisfaction when the alien groaned in pain.

      The alien’s grip on his blaster slackened, and Deke grabbed it before springing to his feet. He shot the alien once and then a second time to be sure. Like most blasters, it was designed to be nonlethal, but at close range accidents happened.

      Whether the alien was dead or unconscious, Deke wasn’t sure. He didn’t stick around to find out. Manda was somewhere on the station and he had to find her. He hoped she was back in their room, but he feared she wasn’t. She didn’t seem like the kind of woman to just sit around and wait, especially when there was trouble afoot.

      It was only a question of whether she’d left the room before or after the sirens started blaring.

      The sound was loud enough and high-pitched enough to make him want to stab his ears, but Deke tried to ignore it.

      Even though his gut said Manda wasn’t in the room, he headed that way. He had to check before he started stomping through the Temple at random.

      He took the blaster with him. It was heavier than his own, but after a few minutes he didn’t even notice the weight. One of the priests of the Temple screamed when he saw Deke, but Deke held up a hand, trying to calm the man and indicate he was no threat. “I took this off one of the attackers,” he said. “Find security. Get somewhere safe.”

      “This shouldn’t be happening! This is a place of peace!” the priest sputtered but seemed happy that Deke wasn’t trying to kill him.

      “We’re under attack.” Deke didn’t have time to calm the man down or explain what had happened. He still didn’t know what was happening, anyway. “Go!” That command sent the priest running. Good. Deke didn’t have time to dawdle.

      Keeping the blaster might end up being more trouble than it was worth, but Deke would worry about that later. Those aliens were big and he did not want to deal with each of them hand-to-hand.

      But why were they attacking the Temple of Peace? It wasn’t a rich outpost. It wasn’t aligned with any of the major powers. It had no strategic importance whatsoever. The priest had a point when he questioned the attack.

      It was another thing to worry about once he knew that Manda was safe.

      He heard a woman scream and he recognized the voice.

      Deke sprinted.

      And there was Manda, caught between two of the aliens and fighting for her life. She was using every technique she could, knees and elbows and teeth, striking out wherever she could hit.

      But the aliens were twice her size and there were two of them. There wasn’t much she could do against that. Deke’s heart seized at the way they were abusing her. He gripped the blaster tight even as his claws threatened to sprint out of his knuckles.

      These aliens would pay for what they were doing to his mate.

      And one advantage of the aliens being so big was that Deke could use the blaster and not fear hitting his denya.

      The first shot took one of the aliens in the back. He seemed to shake it off, but he turned his attention from Manda to Deke.

      Deke shot again and again and again and finally the alien went down. That just left Manda and the other alien.

      “Manda, drop.” Deke barked out the order and he saw Manda try and follow it, but the alien caught on and grabbed Manda, keeping her in place and using her body as a shield.

      He was going to pay for that.

      Deke waded in. He had to throw the blaster aside to fight hand-to-hand. And he did his best to throw it so that the alien he’d already downed couldn’t get to it and the alien he was fighting couldn’t either.

      It was difficult in the small hallway, but it was barely a conscious thought. This was what he’d done for the past few years. These were the things that he did automatically.

      He sank into the fight, his focus on getting the alien to let go of Manda and then taking him down with cruel efficiency. The blows were fast, but they had to hurt.

      He barely registered heavy fists beating against him. The pain was nothing. He could deal with pain. As long as nothing vital was broken and his mate was safe he would keep moving.

      Distantly he could hear Manda say something, but he didn’t pay attention. His choice was to listen to her or to keep her safe, and he would always choose to keep her safe.

      It was over fast. Whatever training these aliens had, they weren’t expecting someone like Deke. A stupid miscalculation. Plenty of fighters came to the Temple to find peace of their own.

      His claws dug into the alien and he didn’t give up until blood flowed over them. It smelled sour and metallic and unhealthy.

      But eventually the alien fell to the floor.

      A hand brushed his arm and he spun around, ready to fight again. But at the last minute he stopped as he realized it was Manda.

      Deke braced, ready for the look of condemnation he would face for the ruthlessness of his technique. He could defend himself, could explain that he’d only done it to save her, but he doubted she would listen.

      But Manda wasn’t looking at him like she was afraid, or like she hated him. Somehow in the fight she’d scooped up the blaster and was holding it. She clearly didn’t have much experience holding weapons, but at least she was keeping it safe for him.

      She handed it to him. “Thanks for the save. I don’t—”

      “Always.” It came out rough. But as long as she was there, he would protect her. She was his mate. “Come on. We need to move.”

      There was a lot left to say, but they had to find cover. No doubt there were more of those aliens hanging around. The hallways were too dangerous to linger.
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      Manda didn’t have time to process what had just happened as she and Deke ran down the hall. She didn’t know where they were going, but she was pretty sure his room was back this way.

      Who were the aliens attacking them? What was going on? Why? She wanted to ask the questions, but if they paused to talk they might get spotted. She didn’t want to fight those guys again. She already knew she was going to have nightmares just from the feeling of helplessness that came from being caught between those two soldiers.

      It wasn’t supposed to be dangerous here. Why had trouble found her again?

      It was a good thing Deke was leading the way. She ran blindly beside him and would have burst into the next hallway if he hadn’t thrust an arm in front of her to stop her. He clamped a hand over her mouth.

      That should have set her off again, but this was Deke. And this was the first time he’d willingly touched her since she’d arrived on the station.

      A strange thing to get caught up on. Surely he must have touched her before. Maybe. But her mind was too jumbled up to worry about memories at this point.

      She heard heavy footsteps, barely, over the beating of her heart, and she and Deke shrunk back about a meter and managed to hide in a shadow as two more of those heavily armored soldier guys passed down the hall.

      Deke stiffened. He probably would have cursed if either of them had dared to speak. Now that they were paused for a second she realized they were right down the hall from his quarters. It was only a handful of meters to a place that would feel safe. But they couldn’t risk it if those soldier guys were right there.

      Deke backed up on silent feet and Manda’s footsteps sounded like the banging of drums in comparison. Or maybe that was still her heartbeat. She didn’t ask where they were going this time either. Deke had an idea, and given the way he’d fought, he could probably keep her safe.

      They turned down one hall and then another and luckily there were no more soldiers. She didn’t know how many there were total; even one was too many. She realized that the siren had stopped blaring at some point. Was that a good thing? Probably not. Not if station security wasn’t taking care of the threat.

      The next hallway they came to looked just like any of the others, but Deke’s shoulders seemed to relax. He opened one of the doors and gestured for her to go inside.

      He followed immediately after and shut it. There wasn’t anything special about the room. It was just a square, painted in neutral colors, with a somewhat padded floor. The lights were dim, and in another context it might have been relaxing.

      “It’s a meditation chamber,” Deke told her quietly. “It’s supposed to be soundproof, so they shouldn’t hear us. But eventually they’ll think to check. This gives us a few minutes to regroup.”

      Manda threw herself back against one of the walls and then slid down to the floor as if her legs suddenly couldn’t hold her weight. Deke rushed over and loomed; she could feel his eyes raking over her, and for the first time she was pretty sure she felt panic coming off of him, as if he wasn’t sure what to do.

      “Are you alright?”

      She shouldn’t laugh. It was the completely wrong reaction. But it burst out of her anyway. “I’m not hurt,” she managed. She reached out and grabbed his wrist, tugging him to sit down beside her.

      He hesitated for a minute, but then he crouched down and finally gave up and sat.

      Manda pulled her hand away and it came back green with blood. Her eyes widened. “Are you okay?”

      “It’s not mine.”

      Under other circumstances she might have believed that, but right now Deke seemed to be in some kind of soldier mode. He was determined to keep her safe and she was pretty sure he would hide an injury from her if he thought she would worry. She scrambled up to her knees and ran her hands lightly over his arms and down his chest. She straddled his legs to get closer and to make sure that he was alright.

      He froze under her and let her do it. A moment later she paused as she realized what this looked like. Their eyes met and his were the bright blue that came with strong emotion. He was staring at her, daring her to do something. Manda breathed heavily, the adrenaline starting to crash and her limbs starting to shake. But staring at Deke centered her, gave her the grounding that she needed. Her eyes flicked down to his lips and his tongue darted out, moistening them.

      No elevator was going to stop her this time. She leaned down slowly. She’d never done this before, but she wanted to do it right. Deke’s hands settled on her hips, neither pushing her away nor pulling her toward him.

      And then her lips were on his, tasting him for the first time.

      She was only in charge of the kiss for a second until something seemed to unleash within him and he opened his mouth and devoured her. She felt his fingers digging into her skin and it was almost painful, but she wanted more. Her body burned for him. She felt things she didn’t quite understand, but she knew she wanted more. She knew she wanted everything from him.

      She could spend the rest of her life kissing him.

      She wanted to.

      He tasted like violence and protection and a promise of a tomorrow that might never come. It was nothing like she had imagined, but this memory would live on in her heartbeat until the day she died.

      That was enough of a thought to remind her of where they were and what was going on. And who might be right outside the door.

      They managed to tear apart from one another but she didn’t get off his lap.

      “I’m not done with you,” she told him. Her body burned and she wanted to pull him to the floor and get him naked.

      He grinned, and it was like the old Deke was staring back at her for the first time since she’d arrived on the station. “I hope not.”
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      They were supposed to be hiding so that Deke could formulate a plan, not kissing. Deke wanted to forget about the enemies outside and tear Manda’s clothes off and show her what he could do. He needed to get away from her, but from the way he was sitting, that wasn’t possible.

      But she seemed to read his hesitation in his face. She touched her lips and grinned as Deke’s cock twitched.

      Another time. When they were safe.

      “We need to find other survivors,” he said as she slid off and sat beside him. It wasn’t less distracting. Anytime he was around her, she was all he could think about. But he had to get his thoughts under control. The need to keep her safe overrode everything else.

      “They seemed to be trying to take hostages,” Manda observed with a surreal sense of calm. “They could have killed me. They didn’t.”

      He hated that she had to experience this again. But he was proud of the way she was handling it. Would she panic and scream later? Maybe. But he would be there for her when that happened. Not yet, though. Not till they were safe.

      “They could have thought this place was easy pickings,” he reasoned. “Maybe they’re trying to get a quick load of slaves for the markets.” That explanation didn’t exactly sit right with him. There were a lot of other easier targets than the Temple of Peace, and many more much closer to slavers’ hubs. But they didn’t need to know the why, not yet. “If they’re not killing everybody, there’s probably other people hiding. We should try and find them.”

      “Do you have any ideas? Because this room seems like a nice little place to set up our home and live forever.” She patted the floor enticingly.

      Despite the situation he found himself smiling at her joke. Smiling. That was a new and strange behavior. He almost remembered it. “You say that now, but what about when mealtime comes. And I don’t exactly see a bathroom in here.”

      She scowled and then shuddered. “Good point. So what’s the plan?”

      There was no plan. He was making this up as he went along, but if a plan would make her feel better, he could pretend. “We move quietly and we find survivors. Then we go from there.”

      “That’s not much of a plan.” Manda wasn’t inspired by his very sound idea.

      Deke couldn’t blame her. “It’s what I’ve got right now.”

      That satisfied her.

      Getting out of the room was the most dangerous part. Opening the door, they would have no idea who was right outside. But luck was on their side and they managed to sneak down the hall. If Deke were one of the attackers on the station, he would have hit the guard stations first and then gone for the areas most likely to be populated: the cafeteria, some of the entertainment centers, and the larger classrooms. But that meant that the areas near there were also the places most likely to have groups of survivors hiding out.

      They headed for the nearest guard station and his instincts proved right when they were almost caught by one of the attackers. They ducked out of the way just in time.

      It was another stroke of luck that had them ending up in a hall just as one of the station guards and two people from the Temple of Peace crossed their path.

      The guard aimed his blaster right at Deke and Manda, but lowered it as soon as he realized that they weren’t the enemy.

      “Follow me,” he commanded, and started moving before they could have an argument about it.

      He and Manda followed, and they ended up in a small classroom down a tiny hallway. It was barely secure with a flimsy lock on the door, and there was no way out except the one door, but Deke wasn’t going to argue about it yet.

      The classroom had two station security guards and three people wearing uniforms of the Temple staff. He didn’t see any Temple visitors. “What are your names?” he asked.

      The guard took a helmet off and revealed long red hair, a sharp nose, and sharper cheekbones. “My name is Amri,” she said. “My partner is Ryff and these three are Lari, Xys, and Ponta.”

      “I’m Deke, this is Manda.” And that was introductions out of the way.

      “They have most of the visitors corralled in the cafeteria,” Amri told him, all business. “They managed to split up our security teams. These guys are good.”

      Deke scoffed; he knew exactly how this went, and he didn’t have an ounce of respect for the assholes trying to take the place over. “They’re hired muscle who are using overwhelming force. There’s a lot of them, but that doesn’t make them good.”

      “How would you know?” Amri crossed her arms.

      Deke knew it would come to this. He could feel the darkness wrapping all around him as he sank back into the man he used to be. And then Manda entwined her fingers with his and he almost felt normal. “I was a merc,” he said. “And I was a good one. Not some second-rate hack like these guys. So do you have a plan to get them off your base?” he asked.

      Amri narrowed her eyes. “We’re still working on that.”

      Of course they were. But Deke was ready for this thing to be over. He wanted his mate safe. “Then it’s time to work harder. Let’s get rid of these assholes.”
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      Manda didn’t feel safe, but she felt like maybe she could breathe for a minute. Deke was talking to Amri and Ryff and it was like they were speaking a language she couldn’t understand, something about fortifying positions and a lot about weapons.

      She would do what Deke told her to do. She was pretty sure no one would expect her to shoot a blaster with any accuracy. She just had to stay out of the way. And that was good, because her mind was racing.

      Deke was a merc? Maybe she should have realized it as soon as he fought off those soldier guys like it was nothing, but she’d been too focused on staying alive to really think about it.

      And that made her wonder about the dreams. Deke had told her he was a mercenary while she’d slept. He’d told her stories about the jobs he’d done, determined to make her hate him. Had that been her mind making up a backstory for him? Or had they really been sharing dreams?

      She should have known what it meant to be the mate of a Detyen. She should have asked any of her friends, but she hadn’t wanted to find out. Now she was regretting that. Now she wished she knew.

      The dream thing seemed possible. After all, Naomi was a psychic, and if psychics existed couldn’t psychic dreams? She knew that mates were connected on a deeper level, so if there was some sort of destiny crap tying them together, why couldn’t they share dreams?

      Was every dream she’d had of Deke for the past four years something they’d shared? She racked her brain, trying to remember everything, but there were a lot of them. She didn’t know if they were all shared. She probably needed to think of something else for a moment. They could talk about dreams and their mating when they were safe.

      If that ever happened.

      She could still remember the feeling of Deke’s lips against hers. Who cared about dreams when she could think about the kiss?

      But she couldn’t think about that either.

      While Deke, Amri, and Ryff were talking, Manda wandered over to where Lari, Xys, and Ponta were sitting. Lari seemed to be about her age, a woman with long white hair and purple skin. Xys looked to be an older man with gray skin, gray eyes, and gray hair. She didn’t know if he was actually old or if his alien species just looked that way. Ponta was a human in his forties or fifties; he was a bit pudgy with thinning hair and a nice smile.

      None of the three looked like they could put up much of a fight. But they weren’t prisoners of the invaders yet, so maybe they had hidden depths. Besides, Manda didn’t look like she could put up much of a fight either.

      “How are you faring?” Lari asked. She had the kind of calming voice that must have been appreciated by parishioners at the Temple.

      “Not very good,” Manda admitted. “This wasn’t exactly how I expected my time to go.”

      “Have faith,” said Lari.

      Manda didn’t need platitudes. She needed Deke and whatever plan he had to get them out of this. She didn’t spend much time chatting with Lari, Xys, and Ponta, though they sat there for quite some time. It felt wrong to chat while Deke, Amri, and Ryff figured out what to do to get them out of this mess.

      She didn’t know how long they waited. Deke threw her reassuring glances every few minutes and she appreciated that. But she wanted more than a reassuring glance. She wanted this to be over.

      “Is there some sort of reinforcement we can call?” she called over to them after a while. “Someone off the base who could come and kick ass?”

      Amri grimaced. “That’s what we’re discussing. They have some sort of dampener on our communications. We do have a monitoring service that should send in reinforcements if something goes wrong, but we don’t know if they’re coming. It’s possible that everything appears normal on their end. We need to get to the communications room to see what we can do.”

      “We need to rally security forces,” Ryff argued. He gripped his blaster tight and glared. “There’s not much we can do if they’ve taken out our communication.”

      “Can’t we do both?” Manda asked. If there was any possibility of reinforcements, she wanted them at the Temple, but she didn’t want to sacrifice any opportunity to fight back against the soldiers.

      Ryff glared, but Amri looked intrigued. “Go on.”

      Manda didn’t have much to say. But it seemed obvious to her. “We split up? Some of us go to the communications place? Some of us find security?” Wasn’t that clear? It felt wrong to suggest it. Clearly one of them would have already figured it out.

      Deke, Amri, and Ryff started talking as if she hadn’t made the suggestion. Manda slouched back in her chair. She’d tried. What more could she do?

      Several minutes later, Deke walked over to her and put a hand on her shoulder. “It was a good idea. You want to head to the comm station with me?”

      “I’ll go anywhere with you.” She wanted to call the words back as soon as she said them. It felt like laying her soul bare. But Deke smiled, so maybe she’d said the right thing.

      They had their plan, though Amri and Ryff didn’t seem too happy about giving Deke the access codes he would need to contact off-station security. And then they split up once more.

      This time she knew where they were going. Both she and Deke had studied the map and she’d been given the access codes as well, just in case something happened to either one of them. She didn’t want to think about that. She’d just found Deke again; she wasn’t willing to lose him.

      And then they were back in the halls, creeping along and hoping to avoid the soldiers.

      They came to a crossroads, where four of the invaders were just waiting. They had to go straight to get where they were headed, but there was no way around.

      Deke turned to her and whispered. “Stay hidden. I’m going to cause a distraction.”

      She wanted to tell him to stop, wanted to insist there was a better way, but he was moving before she could say anything.

      Manda held as still as she could, hoping it would somehow make her invisible. She didn’t know what kind of distraction Deke was going for, but when a loud blast rocked the hall, she knew that was what he meant.

      He hadn’t told her to move, so she kept still. It was the wrong choice. The soldiers scattered, and one chose her hallway.

      He turned the corner and spotted her. Her heart sank as a cruel smile bloomed on his face.

      Shit.
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      Deke saw red when he rushed back and spotted Manda in danger. His claws were already out and he was ready to tear the attacker limb from limb.

      Slowly.

      He wanted it to hurt.

      No one hurt his mate. And they certainly didn’t get to live if they tried.

      He was ready to jump in when Manda lashed out, using her elbows and knees and moving quicker than he’d ever seen. She managed to get out of the attacker’s grip and Deke used the opportunity to finish him off once she’d extricated herself.

      He wouldn’t call it a haze of bloodlust, but there was definitely exhilaration in his veins as the attacker dropped to the ground. And followed closely by that feeling was a twinge of shame. He could kill without a thought. Without remorse. And the only thing that made him pause was the idea that Manda would think less of him.

      He looked over to her, and her gaze was darting between the still attacker on the floor, and Deke where he stood, claws bared, ready to fight again if he had to. Was someone else coming? He didn’t know. Maybe once they were in the comm station he would have a better idea.

      “Do you have to kill them?” Manda asked.

      “Killing is easier than maiming. It’s hard to leave someone alive and make sure they don’t get back up.” Maybe that was too honest, but it was the truth and he’d learned it the hard way.

      Manda shuddered. “Try not to kill.” She said it softly, almost too hard to hear over the workings of the station.

      Deke couldn’t promise that. He wanted to promise her everything, but they were in the midst of battle. And that darkness that lived within him knew it would be false. He was a killer now. It came almost as naturally as breathing.

      And Manda seemed to realize that he wasn’t going to make that promise. “We should keep moving,” she said.

      The rest of the way to the comm station was uneventful. Deke didn’t know if the attacking forces were spread thin or concentrated somewhere else, but he was thankful for this break.

      He used the codes that Amri had given him to get them into the station and to call up the comm screen.

      “Is it busted?” Manda asked.

      He nodded for her to come closer. “I’m not sure. Do you have any idea how this stuff works?” He had a basic idea of how to fix broken things on a space station and how to shoot a blaster, but he’d never been someone who needed to boost a comm signal.

      Manda studied the screen for several seconds. Something loud blasted somewhere deep in the station and she flinched. He placed a hand on her back to give her some kind of comfort and she leaned into him.

      Then she leaned forward and punched several buttons on the control panel. “Hope this works.”

      They waited, neither quite daring to breathe. The comm screen went blank and Manda cursed. And then she cursed again. He didn’t know she could curse that much.

      Then it lit back up. “Yes! I am good,” she said in triumph.

      He wanted to kiss her. It wasn’t the same throbbing need that came from their earlier kiss; he wanted to kiss her in celebration. But he held himself back. Now was not the time.

      An alien appeared on the screen, and Deke didn’t think it was one of the ones attacking them. The video was fuzzy and the sound garbled, but they were able to talk.

      “This is the Temple of Peace,” said Manda, bouncing from foot to foot. “We’re under attack.”

      “Affirmative,” said the alien with professional detachment. “Security forces en route. Standby for support.”

      “I don’t know how long this line will stay open,” Manda said. She glanced up at Deke as if he had some way to know.

      “Irrelevant,” said the alien. Then the screen went black, as if the alien had cut it off.

      Manda sagged against the console. “You did good,” he told her.

      “Is that it? One sentence and they cut off communication?” She didn’t look happy about it.

      “No doubt they don’t want to get intercepted by the attacking forces. We know help’s coming.” Deke looked around the room. It was the most secure location yet. He didn’t know how long it would take for backup to arrive, and he hated to think of what those attackers could do in the meantime. He knew what he had to do. And he knew his mate wasn’t going to like it. “I need to go help,” he said.

      Manda straightened. “Already? Okay, let’s go.” She squared her shoulders and looked ready to take on an army.

      Deke was proud. And terrified. And a bit turned on. But he couldn’t let her get hurt. “Just me. You stay here where it’s safe. If any other residents of the Temple try to get in, let them. Try and keep as many people safe from attackers as possible. You need to stay here.”

      “I don’t want you going out there,” she said. She reached out and grabbed his arm. “I know I’m not a fighter. I know that’s not my background, but help is coming. We can just wait here and be safe.”

      “We won’t be safe until all of those attackers are taken care of.” He didn’t say dead. But if he had his way, they would be.

      He was ready for more of a fight. He and Manda had just found each other—she’d found him, really—and now he was trying to leave again. This story didn’t end well for either of them the last time. “I promise I’ll come back. A few hours at the most and then we’ll be back together.”

      “You better mean it. I’m not waiting this time. If you disappear I’m going to find you.”

      And that made him smile again. So many smiles in one day despite the situation. “I promise.”
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      Manda watched Deke, looking for some sign that she could convince him not to go. They were safe in this comm station. Safe enough, anyway. She could see the darkness in his eyes, could see the fight calling to him. She wanted to be at his side, to keep him anchored.

      But it wasn’t some craving for violence that had him running towards the fight. She understood that. It was what made her grab onto his shirt and pull him close. She kissed him with all of the emotion in her heart and forced herself to pull back before it got out of hand. “I’m not done with you yet.” It was half promise, half threat.

      Deke took a deep breath, and she was pretty sure he was pulling in her scent, memorizing every bit of her.

      If he came back, he wouldn’t need the memory. She would be at his side. But she didn’t call him out on it. It had been a long four years for both of them.

      He yanked himself away and went. Manda locked the door behind him and had to take ten deep breaths to keep from screaming in fear.

      Now she was alone again, and in danger. She didn’t know how long she would be stuck here or if something might happen that would make her need to leave. She pulled up the comm screen again and played with the buttons until she could tap into the security videos.

      It was bad. She spotted at least a dozen soldier guys and they seemed hell-bent on getting into a room deep in the station.

      She didn’t know what was in there, but she didn’t want them to get access, whatever it was. She watched for several minutes and found a switch that let her listen in to what they were saying.

      “We’re almost in!” One of the soldier guys yelled in triumph.

      “Be careful. The gold in there will melt under high heat.”

      The first soldier guy scoffed. “Never would have thought a place like this would be storing a king’s ransom in gold.”

      “Yeah,” the other guy agreed. “But who would come looking for it?”

      So that was what this whole attack was about? Stealing some gold? Manda wanted to hurt them even more. They were killing people for something as insignificant as that? She switched the station. Watching them drill through a safe wouldn’t solve anything.

      She found another dozen holding a large group of residents captive in the cafeteria. The sound stopped working and she couldn’t remember what buttons she’d used to get it to play for the guys near the safe.

      And then there were a few handfuls of soldier guys stalking the hallways.

      Where had they come from? How were there so many of them? What did they want with the Temple of Peace?

      She wanted to know. She turned back to the video of where the soldiers were clustered just as they took out some kind of torch and started applying it to the door.

      What was that room? Was it life support? She couldn’t find a map that would tell her.

      Manda watched with a sick sense of dread as they burned through the metal and got the door off its hinges. She didn’t know how long it took, but it must have taken a while. Finally they got in.

      It wasn’t life support. At least, she didn’t think it was. Two of the soldiers went in the room and a moment later, they came out carrying medium-sized crates.

      Then another two went in and got identical crates. They kept coming in and out and stacked the crates onto a pallet that was just barely in the frame of the video.

      A robbery? Was that what this was about? She didn’t know if the Temple of Peace contained any riches, but it looked like it might.

      Well, that was a reason. After all of the trauma of the day it felt almost anticlimactic. But maybe if they were just robbing the place they would go away without hurting anyone else.

      Manda flipped through the cameras once more, looking for Deke. She found him with Amri and Ryff, all of them holding blasters and stalking the hallways.

      That was her mate right there. Her body tingled when she looked at him. He was all hers. Or he would be as soon as she could get him alone. She’d never realized the want could go so deep, but it did. Deeper and deeper every minute.

      She didn’t care that he’d changed. She didn’t care that there was a new darkness within him. He was all hers and that was what mattered.

      “Oh no…” The words burst out of her. Three soldiers came around the corner and started shooting at Ryff, Amri, and Deke. Ryff went down at first blaster shot but Amri and Deke returned fire.

      The fight didn’t take long. Amri and Deke were plenty of a match for the attackers. But Manda’s heart still hurt to watch it.

      Once the soldiers went down, Amri and Deke turned to Ryff, who was already starting to stir. At least they hadn’t managed to kill him.

      Then the big screen went blank again.

      “No, no, no.” She needed to watch, needed to know what was going on.

      But then the fuzzy video came back, and the alien she’d spoken to some time ago appeared on the screen.

      “Support forces imminent. Prepare.”

      “What? Prepare how?” Manda didn’t hear the alien’s response. The station shook as if something huge had impacted with it. Then all the lights went out.

      Then her body seized up and she fell, and consciousness was ripped away from her.
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      “Wake up.”

      Deke’s head ached and the words echoed around strangely. He managed to get his eyes open, even if it felt like he was lifting a huge weight. Amri stood over him and offered a hand up. He ignored it and rolled to his feet.

      “What happened?” His voice was groggy, nothing like the alert soldier he was supposed to be. Every motion felt like he was moving through some thick substance. He was in no state to fight.

      She backed up, giving him room to get to his feet. “Knockout ray. Outside security has it programmed to render everyone but station security unconscious in the event they’re needed. Perfectly safe.”

      His pounding head didn’t believe that. “The attackers?”

      “Detained.”

      Good. That was good. “Manda?” He’d regretted leaving her almost as soon as he walked away, but he knew it was the right choice.

      “Don’t know where your girl is,” Amri admitted.

      “My mate.”

      “What?”

      “She’s my mate,” Deke corrected. And that got him moving. He had to find her.

      “Non-staff are being cleared out,” she said before he could walk away. “Internal investigation and cleaning procedures. They’re going to be providing transport.”

      Deke didn’t care. He had to find Manda. He left Amri to her work. His job helping her was over.

      His first destination was the comm station where he’d left Manda, but it was empty. He ran through the halls for several minutes before realizing she had only one other place to go. Their room.

      She had to be confused. She might be in pain. He needed to be with her.

      He was right. She was sitting on the bed when he found her, and Deke’s whole body relaxed at once when he saw her. “You’re okay.” He sank back against the door and drank her in with his eyes.

      “I’m okay.” She gave him a reassuring smile. “Ponta found me, explained the knockout ray. That’s handy.”

      She was taking it better than anyone could be expected to. He wished he could give her more time to recover. “They’re evacuating the Temple. Pack your bag.”

      “Can they just kick us off like that?” she asked, though she stood up to gather her things. She didn’t have much of a bag to pack.

      Though Deke had been traveling for a lot longer, he didn’t have much stuff either. It took him less than ten minutes to get everything into his bag. “Why not?”

      “You paid to be here,” she pointed out.

      “They’re refunding the money. And I don’t really care about that.” This place was going to fill with bad memories soon and he didn’t want Manda there when it happened. She’d been through enough in her life. She needed to be someplace that was safe. She needed to go back to Earth.

      But he didn’t know how to convince her that it was time to go.

      “They have a shuttle taking us to a transportation hub in a few hours,” he said. The alert had appeared on his communicator while he was running around looking for Manda. “You can get back to Earth from there.”

      “We,” she corrected.

      “What?” Deke didn’t follow.

      She sat back down on the bed and leaned forward, bracing her hands on the mattress as if prepared for a fight. “We can go back to Earth. It’s time to go home.”

      Home. That was a joke.

      He’d lived on Earth for a matter of months before leaving. If there was any place in the galaxy that he might be able to call home, it was Honora Station, and he was happy to not go back there.

      “What’s that look?” she asked.

      “No look.” Deke didn’t want to fight about this.

      “Braxtyn and Shayn and all of them miss you,” she said. “I’m not saying you have to stay there forever. But right now is the perfect opportunity to go back.” She sounded ready to fight. She wanted him back on Earth and she wasn’t taking no for an answer.

      How could he? They would see how much he’d changed. Maybe Manda could accept him like this, but she, too, had only known him for a few months before he left. She hadn’t grown up with him. She hadn’t really known the man he used to be. Shayn and Braxtyn knew everything about him. They would spot the differences the second he showed up. “You should go back,” he said. “It’s safe for you there.”

      Manda narrowed her eyes. “I don’t think you get it. I’m going where you’re going. You’re going where I’m going. And I think it’s time for you to face your family.”

      He wanted to argue. There were a thousand arguments he could make, he was sure. So why couldn’t he come up with one of them now? He plopped down onto the other side of the bed, not to be near to her, but because his legs couldn’t quite hold him anymore. “It’s—I—” he needed an explanation, something that made him seem logical. Something that didn’t make him seem weak. But what came out was, “I’m not ready.”

      Manda reached out and took his hand. “I know what it’s like to go back to a place after you’re sure that it won’t ever be right again. It’s the hardest thing you can do. But I’ve got experience with this. You just protected me from the bad guys here. Let me help you with this. Let me take you home to your family.”

      Earth might have not been home, but his family was. And Manda had a life back there.

      He might have made some sounds about separating now that they had to leave, but he hadn’t ever truly believed it. She’d crossed the galaxy to find him. He could feel deep in his soul that she was his denya.

      He couldn’t walk away again.

      But what would his family think when he got back? Would they see his scars? Would they see the invisible blood that stained his hands?

      How long could he last there? He didn’t know. He was scared to find out.

      But he had Manda now. He had to hope that with her at his side he could handle stepping back into his own life.

      They headed to the transport about an hour later. Deke recognized some of the passengers, but he hadn’t been on the station long enough to make friends, not that he made many friends these days. He passed by a purple alien with a scar running down his cheek who was almost as big as the attackers at the station.

      Was that the same alien he’d seen wearing body armor the other day? He looked like he could be one of the attackers.

      But station security had identified them all.

      Deke was ready to fight, his blood pumping and adrenaline driving him. But there was no way one of the attackers had been let go.

      The alien looked at him for a moment, but there was no recognition in his gaze. He didn’t seem to care about Deke or Manda at all.

      Probably for the best.

      He gripped Manda’s hand tight. He was going home.

      This could be the worst decision of his life.
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      It took a few hours to get to the transport hub and then Manda and Deke were on a ship bound for Earth. It would take over a week to get there. Luckily they had private quarters.

      Manda was determined to fuck.

      Okay, maybe she should have used more flowery language. She wanted to make love. She wanted to seal the bond between them. She wanted to feel Deke’s body pressed tight against hers and sleep in bed with him all through the night.

      She wanted him. That was it. But she wasn’t sure that he was ready.

      Physically? Yeah, she was pretty sure he would be into it. But she feared that he was just about ready to take off running without looking back.

      Again.

      She’d already almost lost him twice. And now all she could think about was the fact that he would die in two years if they didn’t seal the bond between them. She couldn’t let that happen.

      She knew things were going to change as soon as they got home. Maybe that made her sound bad. Theoretically they had a lifetime ahead of them. Well, a lifetime if Deke would give in to her.

      The idea of him dying because of that was unacceptable. She couldn’t lose him again.

      And things needed to be more solid between them before they got back home.

      Would he pull away back on Earth?

      She didn’t like thinking about that. But she had to face the possibility. Deke hadn’t been home in four years. He’d changed a lot.

      But he could possibly slip back into his old life as if nothing had happened and leave her behind.

      She didn’t know where the thoughts were coming from. That kind of negativity, that kind of self-doubt was something that her therapist would no doubt call her out on. But she was a long way from home right now, and there was no one to talk to.

      So she stewed. Stewed and planned.

      She had time, since Deke was washing in the communal shower down the hall. None of the private quarters on this level had their own showers, but that was fine. They had a small toilet and sink behind a privacy barrier which was more than many people got.

      Manda looked down at herself. If she was going to seduce Deke, her utilitarian gray clothing wasn’t going to do much. But what else did she have? She dug through her bag and cursed herself for not planning for this.

      Hadn’t she come all this way with one thought in mind?

      Well, apparently not this thought.

      She was still trying to find the perfect outfit that would have Deke lose his mind with lust when the door opened and he came in. He was wearing loose-fitting soft pants and had a towel draped around his shoulders. His hair was a little bit wet and her mouth went dry looking at him.

      Now that was a sexy look. She couldn’t stop looking at him.

      Their eyes locked and Deke slowly pulled the towel off his shoulders and rubbed it over his hair, getting the last of the dripping moisture out of it before hanging it on the back of a nearby chair.

      “What’s that look?” he asked.

      If Manda were a more sensible person, this was the point at which she would have a conversation with him. But looking at his naked chest had robbed her of the ability to speak.

      Had she been talking about fucking him because of some strategic importance of the act? She’d been lying to herself. She just wanted him.

      To hell with it. She pulled off her shirt and threw it to the ground.

      Now it was Deke’s turn to freeze, and his eyes were pulled down to look at her chest before he valiantly struggled to look back up at her face.

      “Are you going to shower?” he asked, voice husky.

      “You know I already did.” It had been more than an hour ago. That was when the doubts started creeping in.

      “Manda…”

      She didn’t want to hear him speaking in a warning tone. She wanted something more. “We just got each other back. We almost lost each other. I want you, Deke.” Sometimes brutal honesty was the only thing she could manage.

      Deke pulled in a shuddering breath. “You don’t have to—”

      She took two steps forward and placed her hand against his lips. “I know what I want. You. Me. That bed. Now.”

      She didn’t know where this confidence, this unbridled seductress, was coming from. But she was determined to ride the wave as far as it would take her.

      She thought Deke might back away. She feared he would reject her again. Then his eyes flashed that bright blue of strong emotion and his hand darted out and cradled the back of her head before pulling her in close for a searing kiss.

      Yes.
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      His cock throbbed and the taste of Manda was enough to undo him. Deke couldn’t resist. He didn’t know why he ever had. He opened his mouth and let his tongue swipe against hers, memorizing the taste of her.

      This was his mate, his denya. His destiny.

      All his. Right now and forever.

      There was something tentative to the way she moved against him, shy but not scared. Deke wanted to take her right then and there, but he realized what was wrong.

      She was new to this. The few kisses they’d shared before had rewritten his understanding of the act, but he had to be gentle now, to pull back and let her become accustomed to what they were doing.

      He wanted to thrust against her, to show her how hard his cock was and how ready he was to be deep inside of her tight heat. But not yet. Not now. Not until she was dripping with want.

      He kissed her gently, leading her backwards until they bumped against the bed. She was ready to sink down, and if he hadn’t tightened his grip, she would have pulled him down with her.

      “There’s no rush,” he murmured between kisses.

      The sound she made was almost feral. “Been waiting all my life for this.”

      That stopped him in his tracks. All her life? Did that mean…? “Are you—”

      “A virgin? Yes. What did you expect?” She pulled back enough so she could look him in the face, eyes defiant. “You were gone. It’s not like I had any options.”

      Dark male satisfaction burned within him at the thought that he was the only one to touch her, even as he felt the smallest tinge of guilt. He should have been there for her. She shouldn’t have needed to run after him.

      But they were together now. He had his mate in his arms, and no part of him wanted to let her go ever again. He needed to save his guilt for another day, it had no place in their bed. She deserved more than that.

      Deke gently guided Manda back to sit on the bed and knelt on the floor, peeling her pants off with restrained urgency. His cock throbbed again. He wanted to pound into her, to claim her as his own. But this needed to be perfect for her. If she’d never done this before, if he was going to be the one to teach her what pleasure was, he was going to do it right, to make it perfect.

      “Deke,” she breathed out as his hands trailed up her legs, spreading them apart and baring her sex to him.

      He looked up at her and grinned. He knew what he was doing here, and he wanted to put all of his skills to the test. He wanted her writhing and begging for more. He wanted her to forget her own name from the pleasure he brought her.

      He used his fingers and his tongue, gentle at first with delicate swipes and tastes. She was ambrosia, a paradise he’d never before dreamed of. And she may have been a virgin, but there was nothing shy about her.

      She let her legs splay open, gave him full access to her sex, and ran her fingers through his hair, guiding him and telling him exactly what she wanted with both her body and her voice.

      She trembled under him, and he could feel the goosebumps on her skin as he brought her closer and closer to the edge. He wanted her to live there on that precipice of pleasure, all of her body taut with want.

      He teased her until she shook and pulled back before the wave of pleasure crested. Then he did it again. Her fingers tightened in his hair and she moaned, the sound music to his ears.

      It was sensual and private, something that belonged to just the two of them. His mate was wanton and he loved it, his tongue laving against her and drinking down her growing wetness.

      “More,” she demanded with a gasp, thrusting her hips against him.

      Deke was a slave to her pleasure. He’d do anything to make her feel. This was what he’d been made to do. Bringing her pleasure was so satisfying that he feared he wouldn’t have the discipline to hold his own needs in check. When he came, he wanted it to be inside of his mate, not now.

      But it would be a close thing.

      He inserted a finger deep and pressed against the right spot while his tongue circled her nub, and that had her shuddering and crying out as the orgasm ripped through her. She panted and fell back against the bed as if she could no longer hold herself up.

      Male pride made him grin and look over her like some kind of conquered goddess. She was splayed out before him as he rose to his feet, completely unselfconscious in her nudity.

      How had he held back until now?

      If he knew a few days ago what it would feel like to have her, he would have taken her the moment she showed up at his door. No need for hesitation between the two of them.

      He never should have run.

      It would have been complicated. It would have been torture. But if he’d been just a little braver, they could have worked through it.

      “Don’t hold back on me now,” Manda said, breaking through his moment of doubt. “I want all of you.” She crooked a finger at him with a sultry grin, rolling to one shoulder to half sit up.

      “We don’t have to do more.” He was dying to fuck her. He might literally die, his cock was so eager. But some last gasp of chivalry made him say it. Or maybe a remnant of that guilt. It had no place in bed with them, but it was trying to mess with Deke’s mind. Some other time it might have worked. Now, though? He had a naked Manda splayed out before him like the answer to every dream he could think of.

      “The only way we’re stopping is if you want to,” she said.

      “Not for all the stars and planets in the universe.” It was vehement. Final. And Manda’s carnal grin told him it was exactly what she wanted to hear.

      “Then come over here, mate.”

      He could feel his eyes flash blue when that word came out of her mouth. Mate. His. Bound. This would seal the bond between them for good, would confirm everything fate had laid out. She would be his mate in truth, not just some theoretical person he could one day claim.

      He’d never wanted anything more.

      Deke stripped off his pants and stood naked before Manda. Her eyes raked over him, and it was like a physical caress. Her tongue darted out to lick her lips, and her blue eyes darkened with pleasure.

      She liked what she saw.

      The satisfaction he’d been feeling before deepened at the thought of pleasing his mate. It was what he’d been created to do.

      He stroked his cock a few times, letting Manda enjoy the show.

      “Are you going to make me come and get it?” she asked after what must have seemed like too long.

      That was all the encouragement he needed. If she had any sort of hesitation at joining with him, it was long gone.

      His fingers found her entrance and he toyed with her, teasing and stretching to make sure she could accommodate his girth.

      “Fuck me, Deke,” she begged.

      How could he resist? If he toyed with her any longer he might go mad himself.

      He guided himself to her entrance and nudged her open, the head of his cock slipping inside her tight heat. He had to grit his teeth to keep from coming right then and there. She was so tight, so wet, so perfect, that she almost made him lose himself.

      Her scent surrounded him, along with her soft, silken skin. This was a paradise he’d never known before. And even as he took her now, he already wanted her again. He’d never grow tired of her, would want her forever. That was what it meant to be mated.

      To love.

      Of course he loved her. It wasn’t some huge revelation, some unknown truth that he’d finally uncovered. No, it was something foundational. Take away his love for her and he wouldn’t be him anymore. It was simply impossible.

      He slid in deep with a groan, joined with her completely. Something deep inside of him, buried right under his heart, burst out and anchored in Manda.

      The denya bond.

      He could feel the truth of it tying them together. This was what it meant to be mated, to be together forever.

      Manda gasped as the bond took root and laced her fingers with his, holding him tightly.

      It was so true, so real that he could almost see it, a silver cord that reached from his heart to hers. If there had ever been a question if the bond was real, he knew the truth now.

      They were bound.

      From there, the joining became frantic as Deke thrust and Manda arched against him. She begged him for more, and he was helpless to do anything but what she wanted.

      And just as her body began to surrender to the pleasure, her walls rippling around him, Deke came, emptying his seed deep inside of her and fully sealing the bond between them.

      It was perfect. Revelatory.

      For the first time in years, his mind was actually at ease as he wrapped his arms tight around Manda and began to drift to sleep.

      So, of course, it couldn’t last.

      Just before he surrendered to unconsciousness, his mind flashed back to the alien with the scar on his face that he’d seen when they left the Temple of Peace.

      There was something familiar about him.

      Something threatening.

      Deke tried to hold onto the thought, but he couldn’t as he drifted off, caught between impossible pleasure and the inkling that there was a threat waiting for them just outside the door.
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      Manda felt good. Really good.

      Her body ached pleasantly and she could smell Deke’s scent all around her. The only thing that would make it better was if he was actually there. But Manda knew Deke, and she couldn’t get her hopes up.

      She rolled over, expecting to find the bed empty.

      It wasn’t that she thought he would abandon her, but by this point she was used to disappointment.

      But he was there. Maybe he wasn’t wrapped all around her and holding her tight, but he was lying on the edge of the bed and appeared to be sleeping pretty soundly.

      She’d slept with a man.

      She’d slept with her mate.

      The thought rocked through her. Manda could feel the bond between them. She rubbed the spot right under her heart and almost expected to feel a physical change. But there was nothing there. Other than that, she felt… good. Not different. Not magically transformed by Deke’s magical penis.

      Not that she’d been expecting that.

      Not really.

      She could examine her emotions about losing her virginity later. It seemed useless to waste time when she had a handsome man lying next to her and she could do anything she wanted to him.

      Anything at all.

      Her mouth watered at the thought.

      She didn’t like that he was all the way on the other side of the bed. That was way too far away. In the media shows, couples always woke up holding tightly to one another. But this was the real world. She wasn’t going to be disappointed.

      Not when she could just roll over herself and close the distance between them.

      There was something special about having Deke all to herself like this. And with him asleep, she got to fully take advantage of the situation and really look at him. The recessed lighting in the floor of their small room gave the whole place a dreamy atmosphere and his blue skin seemed to shimmer.

      She traced her eyes along the dark clan markings that moved from his neck all the way around his back, little squares and triangles of dark skin that looked a bit thicker than the rest. She wanted to touch, wanted to taste, but she suspected that Deke would wake up if she even breathed on him too hard.

      And she wanted to savor this moment, just for now.

      She could already feel her body becoming heavy with want. That spot between her legs ached and she wanted him deep inside of her. She hadn’t realized she could feel so full. She’d seen plenty of porn in her life. Sexual Frustration had been her middle name for at least the past two years, but she hadn’t known just how different it could be with Deke.

      To hell with it, she needed to taste him.

      She leaned in gently and laid her lips against his shoulder, pressing kisses up his neck and down his back. He shivered, but his eyes stayed closed. Was he really asleep? Or was he playing games?

      She wanted to find out.

      She splayed her fingers out over his hip. His skin was surprisingly warm, and she knew she was going to enjoy that on chilly winter nights.

      When her lips got to the base of his spine, Deke lost all pretense of sleeping. His body came alive and he rolled over, pinning her to the bed and catching her gaze with his blue, blue eyes.

      “Good morning,” she said.

      “Is it?” His voice was rumbly with sleep, and she could feel the hard press of his cock against her leg.

      Should she be embarrassed? Manda had been through too much to get caught up in the small stuff, though there was nothing small about Deke. But she’d gone from never touching a naked man before to having Deke’s entire body pressed against her, and she didn’t even feel like blushing.

      Did that make her an exhibitionist?

      Probably not.

      “I’d say it is,” she replied with a smile. Deke was all intensity and heat, but the sorrow that had dogged him since she’d first showed up seemed to be gone. She could grow to like this side of him. She wanted Deke however she could have him, however he would give himself to her.

      “I meant is it morning,” he clarified, but he didn’t let her go.

      “Do you really care?” They were on a space shuttle, time was relative.

      “No.” He kissed her, finally, and Manda surrendered to it. Deke kissed with his whole soul, plundering her mouth like he was some kind of conquering hero.

      She gladly gave in. She’d give him everything.

      His kisses were almost too much to handle, and he pressed his advantage, easing a leg between her thighs and pressing her back against the mattress. Manda was all sensation as her thoughts gave way to feelings.

      Was this what she’d been missing out on?

      She should have come for Deke sooner.

      And if he kept kissing her like that, she was going to come again.

      Soon.

      She wanted to let it happen. She never wanted to pull back. But she wanted more.

      She pushed at him until he rolled over and she broke the kiss, even as her body cried out for more. Deke watched her, his eyes gone dark, a curious tilt to his brows. Clearly he wanted to see what she would do next.

      Manda had ideas. She wouldn’t go so far as to say she had a checklist, but there were definitely things she wanted to do. And she was going to get to work.

      Deke had blown her mind with his lips and his tongue. It was time for her to return the favor.

      She knew what a human dick was supposed to look like, and Detyen cocks were different. Not scarily so. She wasn’t worried about anatomical compatibility, especially since last night had proved just how well they fit together.

      But Detyen cocks had ridges on them and were a bit narrower at the tip, all for easier insertion and increased sensation. At least, that’s what it seemed like to her.

      It was a little strange at first, putting her tongue on him like that, but when Deke groaned, she felt like she had all the power in the universe. And the sounds he made gave her the confidence to do more, to wrap her lips around him and wantonly suck.

      She thought Deke was going to rocket off the bed from the way his body reacted to that. No wonder there were so many videos about it.

      She couldn’t get him all in her mouth. She wasn’t far past the head when she choked a bit and had to pull back. She wanted to go further, but she’d have to work up to that.

      Later, she promised herself.

      She was going to learn every trick in the book and share them all with her mate.

      Tension coiled through Deke, and she was sure he was ready to burst. She didn’t know if she was ready for that, but there was a first time for everything.

      He pulled back suddenly and Manda rolled her eyes upward to get a good look at him. She was trapped in his lightning blue gaze and was frozen in place. How could one look have so much power?

      “Turn over,” he rasped out.

      She almost protested. She wanted to face him. She wanted to look at him forever. But his tone was strong enough to have her moving without another word.

      And when she felt his fingers against her entrance, and then his cock, she almost gasped from the intensity of it.

      How was she supposed to live when she knew she could be feeling this all the time?

      He entered her and her mind melted. It was too much, too full, too everything.

      Then he started to move, and it wasn’t even close to enough. Manda didn’t recognize the sounds coming out of her throat. They sounded desperate, inhuman. And she couldn’t stop them if she tried.

      They couldn’t keep track of time while Deke was doing those deliciously sinful things to her body. Why would she even try? She lived in the moment, surrendering completely to the decadent sensations he was giving her.

      It went on forever, but forever wasn’t long enough, not even when her body finally surrendered to the pleasure and her vision went white while she shuddered from the overwhelming sensation.

      She didn’t think she’d ever come down from it, but eventually her breathing evened out and Deke had to pull out of her.

      She ended up nestled against him, right where she belonged.

      “So what should we do today?” he asked after a bit of time had passed.

      Manda snorted. “If you think we’re getting out of this bed, you’re kidding yourself.”
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      The carnival was Manda’s idea.

      As far as Deke was concerned, they could stay in their room for the entire journey with only short breaks to get food and to hydrate. Now that he knew what it was like to make love to his mate, he never wanted to stop.

      But he wanted to please her in every way, and after an entire day spent in bed she was ready to explore the ship. It wasn’t anything fancy. There was a residential floor, an entertainment floor, and a dining floor. And the entertainment was entirely up to the guests. Small rooms fitted out with holographic entertainment systems lined one wing of the entertainment floor that was where Manda and Deke were now.

      Deke let Manda choose the program, and that was why the air smelled of dirt and sugar and it was too loud as holographic people walked all around them in the open-air carnival.

      Manda’s hand was in his, and she was practically tugging him behind her. Deke had never seen a carnival like this before. The program had said that it was specific to the 1980s on Earth, centuries ago and light years away.

      Manda’s eyes were bright as she took in all the rusty metal and dilapidated buildings around them.

      This was what people did for fun on Earth in the 20th century? Wasn’t that the century where they had learned about spaceflight? It was a strange, strange planet.

      “Come on,” Manda urged, pulling him toward a contraption filled with large red half domes that spun around in circles. “I want to ride the tilt-a-whirl.”

      He wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that, but he followed on. “Whatever you say.” With anyone else, he might have complained. And he knew if he’d been taken to this place back before he walked away from his life, he would have been fascinated by it. He tried to cling to what he knew he used to feel. It was hard, but not as hard as it used to be. Manda was awakening something in him that he thought was dead. He would never be the same Dekon who’d left his brother on Honora Station years before, but maybe he could find aspects of that man.

      He wouldn’t find him on the tilt-a-whirl.

      He and Manda strapped in with a rusty metal bar that looked prone to breaking, but she didn’t look worried. Deke tried to remind himself that this was all a projection. They were completely safe. But as the ride started up, swinging them in tight, fast circles, his stomach thought otherwise.

      He was going to vomit.

      Some tough mercenary he was. Give him blood, give him violence, just don’t give him centrifugal force.

      Manda threw her head back and laughed and Deke almost felt better. At least his denya enjoyed this. That almost made it worth it.

      Thankfully the ride on the tilt-a-whirl didn’t take too long, and then she was running to the next thing, some sort of large inflated contraption where they strapped in and jumped and flipped, mimicking these old humans’ thoughts of antigravity.

      Deke couldn’t keep quiet once they finished that ride. “You know we could go play in actual antigravity,” he had to say.

      Manda scowled at him and then kissed his cheek. “Sometimes it’s fun to pretend. Sometimes it’s better that way.”

      He could see there was something deeper, something she wasn’t saying, but before he could do anything to follow up on that train of thought, she tugged him toward one of the games. “These things were always rigged,” she said. “I read a piece of trivia somewhere that said that. I wonder if they’re rigged here. Win me something.”

      The game involved tossing small metal rings at plastic bottles. Should be easy. That was Deke’s thought. But something was off. No matter how carefully he tossed the rings, the bottles wouldn’t hold them.

      “This is rigged,” he said.

      “You’re just not trying hard enough,” she responded.

      Deke narrowed his eyes and called over the attendant to get more rings. He finally got one after five tries and then another and then another. “The rigging is no match for me,” he said.

      “Yeah, three out of fifteen, you’re doing great, babe.” Manda was laughing at him.

      He liked that. He wanted her to laugh more. And even more importantly, those three hard earned rings got him a small stuffed animal that he handed to his mate. “I have slayed the beast for you, my lady,” he said as he presented it to her.

      She gave an exaggerated curtsy as she accepted it. “Kind sir, thank you.” She kissed the head of the stuffed animal and then kissed him.

      They walked down the paths of the carnival for what felt like hours. Time wasn’t something that passed normally in these holographic games. It could have been hours, it could have been thirty minutes. But it was time spent with Manda, and that was what mattered.

      Deke tried his hand at another game, this one using an incredibly old-fashioned gun to shoot out a star on a small piece of paper. He was better at that, and the toy that he won for his mate was a stuffed animal that was almost as tall as she was.

      Then she tried her hand at the same game and barely hit the star.

      Deke tried not to feel superior. He did have the weapons training. And it was best not to gloat.

      “These things are rigged,” Manda protested.

      He pulled her close and kissed her. How could he do anything else?

      Slowly around them the lights began to fade as their time came to a close. And it wasn’t long before they were standing in an empty room, even the toys they had won dissolved with the rest of the illusion.

      “Do you want to go again?” he asked.

      “I think that’s enough for today,” Manda admitted. “I’m getting hungry.”

      “Then by all means, let’s feed you.”

      They exited the holo room and Deke saw the large alien with the scar on his face walking toward the end of the hall where some media players were set up to show movies. Deke stared after him for several seconds. Now that he was in a good mood, with his mate by his side and a brighter outlook on his future, the man didn’t seem so threatening. Maybe Deke was just being paranoid.

      He tried to put the man out of his mind as he and Manda went to go get food.
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      None of the restaurants on the dining floor had quite appealed to either Manda or Deke, so now they had a feast laid out on a tray on their bed. Manda had her legs crossed and was currently deciding between something that looked like a dumpling and a tiny sandwich. In the end she chose the dumpling. She popped it into her mouth and enjoyed the burst of flavor over her tongue, but then it was time to talk.

      “So, Dekon NaZade, mercenary. That still doesn’t sound right.” She wasn’t going to walk on her tiptoes around the subject. They both knew what Dekon had been, even if she didn’t have all the details. She was by no means qualified to offer him therapy or anything approaching it, but she wasn’t going to pretend that his life hadn’t happened before he got any sort of help. If he was willing to get any sort of help.

      That was a discussion for later.

      Dekon was still chewing two of the many sandwiches and made a noise before he held up a hand so he could swallow. “Mercenary work,” he said with a shrug. “Happens to the best of us.”

      “Does it?” She was pretty sure she didn’t have it in her to be a mercenary. “How?”

      This time Deke stalled his answer by taking a drink, but she had all night, and she wasn’t going to back down from this conversation. He seemed to realize that. “I didn’t mean to,” he said. “I was not in a good state when we left to find your parents.”

      That hurt to hear, even if she knew it was true. Dekon had left Earth with Vita and Braxtyn as if she’d poisoned the air and made it unlivable. She’d been heartbroken in the way that only a teenage girl could be heartbroken, and she was pretty sure a very small part of her would always hold a bit of resentment deep, deep in the well of her emotions. Maybe Deke wasn’t the only one who needed some therapy. She kept quiet and let him keep talking.

      “I don’t even remember what Brax said to me, but I knew I had to get off of our ship. We were stopped at Honora Station for some routine maintenance. Once it was done, we were going to head home. So I snuck off the ship and I found another one that was taking on crew. I didn’t listen too closely to what they were going to do. For the first month I was supposed to be the mechanic, but that didn’t last for too long. They fired me and left me stranded on another space station. Turns out mechanic jobs are pretty highly coveted. No one was hiring. But mercs? They’re always looking for bodies. I thought I would do it for a stint, work my way back to where I could get mechanic work. That was three and a half years ago.”

      He kept his tone light, but Manda could hear the rough undercurrents of what he wasn’t saying. She didn’t want to apologize. She didn’t quite know how to respond. It was Deke’s own decision to head down this dark path, and start clawing his way towards the light again. “I’m glad you survived.” That was the understatement of the century.

      “There were times I thought I wouldn’t.”

      “You can tell me, you know.” She could handle hearing just about anything. She knew how to deal with it, even if it hurt. Even if it would give her nightmares to imagine the things that Deke might have gone through.

      “No,” he said. “And it’s not because you’re not strong enough. You don’t need to hear it. Not the details. It would just hurt.”

      “I don’t want you to hurt alone,” she said.

      “I don’t hurt when I’m around you.”

      She wanted to believe that. She wanted to believe that now that they were together that everything would be okay, that they would arrive home and be celebrated as the bonded pair that they were. She wanted all of Deke’s trauma to be in the past, for him to be able to live the life he deserved to live with smiles, and love, and family.

      But stepping out of darkness wasn’t quick and it wasn’t easy. And she was kidding herself if she thought they would return home and everything would be okay.

      “What about the dreams?” If he wouldn’t talk about the details of his job, maybe he could answer that question.

      “Dreams?”

      “I dreamed about you when you were gone. And not like in a romantic schoolgirl way. I mean we talked. We had conversations. Even when I got to the Temple of Peace. You told me you were a mercenary in one of the dreams.” She couldn’t remember all of them in detail. There were a lot of them. But they had been the closest thing to comfort she’d had when they were separated.

      Deke was nodding. “I’ve heard about mated pairs sharing dreams before the bond is sealed,” he said. “And I know I dreamed of you. Sometimes it was all that kept me sane. I tried not to. I wanted to keep you safe from all of it.”

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      Manda was frustrated. “Don’t shut me out like that. Not anymore. I would have given just about anything to have been at your side. So don’t tell me how you didn’t want me there. Got it?”

      Deke was quiet for several moments but finally he nodded. “I promise.”

      “So who do you think is going to freak out the most? I mean, Naomi probably knows we’re coming, but do you think she told them? Or did she want to see their reactions too?” That was a thing about having a psychic in the family, surprises were almost impossible. But Naomi had her own rules for when and when not to share her visions. And sometimes she kept them secret for her own amusement.

      But Deke wasn’t smiling. “Brax is going to punch me in the face.”

      “Yeah,” Manda agreed. “Definitely. They even might shoot you with a blaster. Probably not somewhere too important.” Manda’s eyes dipped down to Deke’s crotch, and she could feel herself blush. “Hopefully not.”

      That startled a laugh out of her mate. “I can handle a blaster shot,” he promised.

      They moved on from the heavier topics. Manda tried to remind herself that they had time. A whole lifetime now.

      But there was an anxiety in her that told her time was running out. She tried to ignore it, but she couldn’t help but feel that everything was about to go wrong.
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      It was surprising to see how many people got off the transport shuttle at Earth. A few years ago Earth had been a backwater, a place with few aliens and almost no influence in interstellar politics. Ever since the Detyen Legion had arrived, it had become a bit of a tourist destination. After all, Detyens were almost a legend, a people nearly gone extinct after their planet was destroyed more than a century before.

      Deke looked around to see if the alien with the scar on his face had got off the shuttle, but it was too crowded, and before he could do more than glance around, Manda had a cab ready for them and they were speeding off toward home.

      Home. That was a strange thing to think about. No place had felt like home in the past four years, and now he was going back to the one that had been waiting for him.

      Manda squeezed his hand tight as the city rolled by beside them. “Are you nervous?”

      “I’m ready.” At least he thought he was. He hoped he was. He hoped he could put thoughts of his past, of his violence, of the threats against him behind him. He was ready to start a new life with his mate and his family. He was ready to live again.

      It took about an hour for the cab to get to the house, which was bigger than he remembered. Four years ago it had seemed ready to burst at the seams with him and Brax and Shayn all living there. Now it was palatial, but that probably came from four years of living in small berths on different spaceships. There was no such thing as roomy space.

      He had to brace himself for a moment, to get prepared to get out of the vehicle. This was a big step. What would his brothers think when they saw him?

      He didn’t have to wait long to find out.

      The cab hadn’t even managed to drive away when the front door opened and Shayn and Braxtyn came barreling out, Naomi and Vita not far behind them.

      Brax overtook Shayn in the sprint to get to him and wrapped him up tight in a hug that only a twin brother could give. A moment later Shayn was there, his arms joining Brax as the three of them embraced for the first time in four years.

      They didn’t say anything. They didn’t need to. Words would come later. Deke let himself enjoy the hug, let himself pretend that everything was all right, that there was no way his brothers were mad at him.

      But eventually Shayn and then Brax let go, and he knew it was time to talk.

      Or it would have been, if Brax hadn’t shoved him hard enough to send him stumbling back a couple steps.

      “Braxtyn,” Vita yelled.

      “Hey!” That was from Shayn.

      “Boys,” warned Naomi.

      But something about that violence, about the anger and hurt and pure childishness of it, cracked something in Deke and he started laughing. He held up his hands and gestured for Brax to come closer. “Come on,” he taunted. “I deserve it.”

      Braxtyn’s hands curled into fists, and Deke thought he was really going to hit him. Brax had never been a fighter, but with this much rage flowing inside him, he could do some real damage.

      Deke would let them. He deserved it.

      But after a moment the anger seemed to drain out of Brax, and he uncurled his hands and nodded towards the house. “Come on.”

      They headed inside. Deke glanced back to see Manda slipping both of their bags over her shoulder. He took a step towards her to help, but she shook her head. “Go with your brothers. I’ve got this,” she assured him.

      Deke didn’t need much convincing. He followed after Naomi, Vita, Shayn, and Brax.

      The couch was new. Or at least new since he’d been away. It could easily sit ten people, an L-shape snaking around one side of the room. Shayn and Brax sat on either side of him, as if they were afraid he would disappear or turn into a puff of smoke if they didn’t keep him close.

      Deke didn’t feel chained down, and that was a good thing. He didn’t want to lash out at his brothers.

      A moment later, Naomi brought a tray laden with snacks into the room. There was no way she’d put it together in the short amount of time that he’d been back.

      “Did you have a vision?” Shayn asked as she set the snacks down on the table. “You could have told me.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “I didn’t want to get your hopes up again.”

      Shayn nodded.

      Deke felt bad. Even worse than normal. How long had his brothers been waiting for him to walk through that door? He knew the answer. They’d been waiting since the moment he disappeared. Since the moment he took off.

      “Tell us everything,” Shayn demanded.

      Everything? That was a lot to tell. And Deke didn’t even know where to start. He leaned in and picked up a snack at random, jamming it into his mouth as if that would be defense enough to keep him from needing to spill his guts.

      But everyone in the room was patient. They had waited this long. They weren’t letting him get away without giving them something.

      And taking the time to snack gave him a moment to think, to put his thoughts in order and decide what he was ready to tell his siblings and what he needed to keep to himself for now.

      Once he started talking, the words didn’t stop. Shayn and Brax never left his side, even though Vita and Naomi came in and out of the room several times.

      More than an hour had gone by when he realized that Manda wasn’t in the room. He wanted to get up and go find her, but he doubted that Shayn or Brax would let him move for at least another hour.

      He would find her soon. Maybe she’d just gone back to say hi to her parents. And so he put the worry out of his mind. And he kept talking to his brothers, and soon, it was like no time had passed at all.
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      Manda lasted about five minutes watching Deke explain the last four years to his brothers.

      She wanted to know everything, but she couldn’t sit in that room with all of those people.

      She felt ignored.

      And then she felt like an absolute child for even thinking that. She placed Deke’s bag in his room, a room that hadn’t changed in four years, and then snuck out the back door with her own bag slung over her shoulders.

      She didn’t want to go home, but she didn’t want to stay in that room and have the rest of them sneaking periodic looks at her, wondering what she was doing there, thinking she didn’t belong.

      She was supposed to be Deke’s mate. Shouldn’t that make everything easier?

      The grand plan had been so simple when she went away a little less than a month ago. She would find Deke, she would become his mate in truth, and she would bring him home. She’d done all of those things. And if she ignored why they had to leave the Temple of Peace, it had all gone pretty smoothly.

      So why didn’t she feel any different?

      She could feel the denya bond holding them together. But that was the only change. Her body felt just the same, her emotions weren’t magically changed. She was still the exact same woman who she’d been when she left Earth to bring Dekon home.

      She had to face the facts. She’d been putting a lot of hope on who she would become when Deke came home. She’d let herself believe that she would transform into some kind of new and perfect person if only she had him.

      But she was still herself. Still the same broken girl who had been rescued all those years ago. Still the same girl who Deke had run away from.

      He’d barely looked at her when he sat beside his brothers. And it was absolutely childish to feel abandoned by that. They were his brothers. They’d known him all his life. He hadn’t seen them in years. He deserved this moment.

      But he hadn’t told them anything about her.

      Of course, they all knew about her. But didn’t she deserve something?

      The NaZade property was big, and she kept walking until she got to a small gazebo with four chairs set up inside of it. She sat down and placed her bag on the floor beside her. It was peaceful, with tall trees and the sound of birds squawking and flying all around her. Space didn’t have this kind of stuff. And she didn’t know what other planets really looked like. She’d been to a few, but she tried not to think about her time in captivity all that often. And she definitely didn’t try and think about the less terrible aspects of it.

      All aspects had been terrible, even if the scenery had sometimes been kind of pretty.

      She needed to figure herself out. She couldn’t just be some extension of Dekon. She couldn’t let herself believe that his presence would magically make her into a different person. If she got caught up in that, she would lose herself. And she kind of liked herself, at least most of the time. These days.

      Would she still be the same person the longer she and Deke were together?

      How could she be afraid of the fact that she hadn’t changed and of the fact that she could?

      It was a lot to think about. And it had been an eventful few weeks. Maybe she just needed a rest. Maybe she just needed some time to herself to figure out what would go on between her and Dekon. Things were still new. Way, way new. She wasn’t sure where Dekon wanted things to go between them. Sure, he’d sealed the bond, but not every mated pair stayed together forever. Maybe he’d just been happy that she was willing to save his life that way.

      She picked her bag up and headed out of the gazebo. She couldn’t stay here any longer. Her parents would probably be happy to see her, even if there was likely to be a fight the second she walked through the door. But that was better than dealing with what was going on in her own mind.

      She headed off towards the path that would take her home when she heard Deke call out, “Manda, wait!”
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      “Manda, wait!”

      She stopped walking. The tone in Deke’s voice was desperate and it made Manda’s heart crack. She was screwing everything up. She knew that. She could feel it, but it was like some outside force was controlling her, making her do and say everything wrong.

      “Shouldn’t you be inside with your family?” she asked, and there was a biting edge to her tone.

      “I wanted to see you,” he said. He looked confused and a little hurt.

      Still, Manda couldn’t make herself feel any better. “Okay. You can see me.”

      Manda could see that Deke was struggling with the way she was acting. She hated herself for acting like this, but she couldn’t stop it. He seemed so desperate to talk to her, and she felt ready to cry.

      Why? She wasn’t weak. But it was like all of her emotions were piling up on top of her and demanding a response.

      “You could have left your stuff in my room.”

      His room. Why was that the thing that irked her the most? It was his room. She’d thought of it as his room. They’d been mates for less than a week, mates in truth, at least. Of course it was just his room. “I thought I would go say hi to my parents.” It wasn’t even a lie.

      “Oh. I could go with you,” he offered.

      And what would her parents say to that? They didn’t know about Deke. They couldn’t. If they had known back when she was sixteen, they would have locked her up in a room and put a guard on the door to keep her safe, even though she was certain Deke would have never done anything untoward. And as the years had gone on, it had seemed better to just keep quiet about who Deke could be to her.

      “I think it’s best if I go alone. Besides, I’m sure your family wants to talk to you.”

      “They’ve been talking to me for hours.”

      Had it really been hours? Had she really been sitting outside alone for that long? Had he really let her?

      “It’s okay,” she insisted. It didn’t sound okay. Even she could hear the slight shake in her voice.

      “Manda, please…” Deke didn’t seem to know what he was asking.

      That was good. She didn’t know what he was asking either. She didn’t know what she wanted him to ask.

      “It’s one night. We managed to stay apart for four years. What’s one night?” She could see that the barb stung, and she was grimly satisfied by that. Deke had hurt her a lot by leaving. “I’ll see you later,” she said and turned back down the path.

      He called after her once, but she didn’t turn around this time. He’d said his bit, she’d let him, she’d listened. But now they both needed a minute apart.

      But she didn’t speed home. She wasn’t exactly eager to see her parents again.

      She would never admit that to them. It felt heartless to even think it.

      But after fifteen minutes or so of walking and feeling an itch between her shoulder blades like she was being watched, probably by Deke, she arrived at the back door of her house.

      She looked back into the woods and almost expected to see her mate, but there was no one there. Had he followed her home? Was that what she’d felt?

      She focused on the bond and could feel it stretching out towards the NaZade property, but she didn’t have any idea of how far away Deke was. It would be just like him to make sure she got home safe.

      But this was home. It was safe. She didn’t need a chaperone. She wasn’t a kid anymore.

      She walked in the door and both her parents were standing in the kitchen. Her mom was holding a plate as she put away newly clean dishes and she dropped it when she saw Manda.

      Manda flinched. “Hey. I’m home.”

      Her parents came close and hugged her tight, and for a minute Manda believed everything was going to be alright. Then they let her go and their happy faces shifted to something more disappointed.

      “Why didn’t you call?” her mother asked.

      “I was busy.” She wasn’t about to explain that she’d nearly died in a space station attack. There was no way that would go over well.

      “We were worried,” said her father.

      “I’m fine,” she insisted. And as she made the protest, she felt more and more like a kid. Staying with her parents like this was like being slowly choked. They didn’t know when to stop applying pressure.

      And maybe she deserved it. After all, she’d been kidnapped before. She’d disappeared out of their life for years. And then she’d gone willingly.

      “I need to unpack,” she said, backing up and heading towards the stairs.

      “Oh, okay,” said her mother, as if she was afraid to overstep.

      “Manda—”her father started.

      “We’ll talk over breakfast.” Manda fled up the stairs.

      Nothing had changed about her room in the weeks that she’d been away. Not that she’d expected it to. It was the perfect room for a teenage girl. But she wasn’t a teenager anymore. And she hadn’t been a girl for a very long time.

      She didn’t belong here anymore. The relationship between her and her parents was so stunted by the things that had happened to her that they couldn’t accept that she was growing up, that she was an adult now. And she didn’t think she could stay here.

      It was time to get a place of her own.

      Maybe then something would start to heal between her and her parents. Maybe then they would realize that they could trust her, that she wasn’t going to disappear on them again.

      It was safe to stay with them. Even with all the crushing disappointment that came from sleeping in that tiny bed and feeling like her parents couldn’t quite let her grow up, she knew they loved her.

      But that didn’t mean the situation was working out for them. Maybe a little distance would do them good.

      But not yet. Not tonight. She was tired, and it wasn’t like she would be able to move into an apartment immediately. But she was ready to start looking. Maybe Amy and Kyla would be willing to give her a raise, to look at making her an official employee rather than an intern. It was time for her to grow up.
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      Deke hated the way he’d left things with Manda. After she walked away he’d almost followed her home. And then he thought about how she would react if she caught him.

      Not well. And so he let her go.

      He let her stay away for hours.

      “You’re being a jackass,” Brax told him as they each enjoyed a beer after dinner.

      Deke was so lost in his thoughts and his worries about his mate, but he wasn’t sure what his brother was talking about. “What?”

      “That girl crossed half the galaxy to bring you home and now you’re just letting her go? Any Detyen, anyone in the galaxy, would be lucky to have a mate like her. Are you really going to reject her?”

      Deke growled; the guttural sound surprised him and his claws itched underneath his skin, ready to go out at the challenge to his mate. “She’s mine,” he said.

      Brax took a sip of his beer. “Is she?”

      “I’m not giving you the details.” It was still too new, too fresh. And nowhere near enough.

      “So she’s your mate in truth? Your bonded denya? And you let her walk away?” Brax sounded like he couldn’t believe it.

      And Deke was on the defensive. “I didn’t let her do anything. She’s her own person. And she’s going to her parents’ house. What would you have me do?”

      “Talk to her?” Vita suggested, sitting beside Brax with a beer of her own.

      “I can give her till tomorrow,” he said.

      “You’re a fool,” said Brax. “You can’t just run away from her again.”

      “I’m not the one running away.”

      “Likely story.”

      Deke slammed his bottle down on the table. He thought he was doing the right thing, but maybe his brother and Vita had a point. “Fine. I’ll go talk to her.”

      It was what he wanted to do more than anything anyway. And from the smiles on Brax and Vita’s faces, it was clear they knew that.

      Deke ran the whole distance to Manda’s house. It was dark outside, but the moon was bright enough to light the way.

      The lights were off inside and he didn’t want to wake her parents. He had a feeling that wouldn’t go over very well.

      But there was a tree with sturdy branches right next to Manda’s room, and so Deke put his skills to good use and began to climb.

      The window was actually open when he got there. He almost turned back; the light was off and he didn’t want to wake his mate if she was sleeping peacefully.

      But he promised himself he would only stay for a moment if she was. He would just check that she was doing all right and maybe kiss her forehead.

      That wasn’t creepy, was it?

      No. It sounded fine.

      He swung himself up the branches and then balanced carefully on a little outcropping of the roof to get close to her window. He winced at the sound his feet made against the shingles, but he was as quiet as possible.

      He slid through the open window and landed gracefully.

      But when he stood up, he was whacked in the back by something thick and hollow that made him sprawl forward.

      “You can’t take me, you—Deke?” Manda’s tone went from fierce to confused between one breath and the next.

      Deke rolled over and held both his hands up, trying to prove he was no threat. At least he knew his mate could take care of herself if something happened. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to see you.”

      “And you couldn’t knock on the door?” Now she was whispering, as if she didn’t want to wake her parents.

      Deke made a face, and she seemed to realize why he hadn’t knocked. She put the tube down—he wasn’t quite sure what it was—and offered a hand to help him to his feet.

      He didn’t need it, but he gladly accepted it.

      “You wanted to talk? In the middle of the night? Okay. Talk.”

      Did he really want to talk? His mate was in her pajamas and they were right next to a bed. His body definitely wanted to do something else.

      But she was spitting mad and he had to make the situation between them right. “I just needed to see you. You’re my mate. If I made you feel like I didn’t appreciate you, like I didn’t care about you, I’m sorry.”

      Some of the tension leaked out of Manda’s shoulders and she slumped down to her bed. Then she patted the space next to her, gesturing for him to sit. He did. “I was an asshole,” she said. “I want you to talk to your family. Everything went perfectly today. I don’t know why I freaked out.”

      “It’s new,” he said.

      “It’s four years old. It shouldn’t be.”

      “Everything just changed between us. But you’re my constant. So whatever happens, I want it to be both of us together.”

      She smiled. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      There was more to say. They had four years to talk about. And their lifetime ahead of them. But Manda seemed to realize exactly where they were and the opportunity they had. Her smile turned carnal. “Then show me.”
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      Deke's eyes blazed blue. This was what Manda needed to see. He had come to her, had shown her just how important she was to him and what they could be together. She didn't need to hide or run away. They were a team.

      And right now they were proving it in the most natural of ways.

      Deke pulled off his shirt, revealing the rippling muscles of his chest. She couldn't quite make out his scars in the dim light, but she knew they were there. She planned to memorize every inch of him until she could draw a map from memory and fill out every detail even when her eyes were closed.

      She didn't waste time with a striptease. Her pajamas weren't anything special and they came off with ease. Those first nights with him she'd been a little nervous, afraid he wouldn't like what he saw. Now she was in love with the way his nostrils flared and his eyes got somehow even bluer when he looked her over.

      Yeah, that was good.

      Clothes taken care of, he stepped close and swooped her up into his arms. Manda made a noise of shock and then clamped her mouth shut.

      "What is it?" he asked, laying kisses along her neck that made her body tremble with desire.

      "My parents might hear," she whispered. This was not how she wanted them to find out about her mate. Though the thought had her on the verge of laughter. Oh no, that would be very bad.

      "They didn't hear us talking," Deke assured her, but his voice was pitched low too. "Do you want to stop?"

      "Hell, no." She was done holding back. The soundproofing in the house was supposed to be decent. And she could keep quiet.

      Well, she could try.

      Deke set her down on the bed and crawled over her, kissing her like he meant to conquer her. Manda surrendered to it, letting the sensation run over her. This was what it meant to be with her mate. She didn't worry about anything from the outside interrupting them. She gave herself over to him completely.

      It was perfect.

      One kiss turned to another and their tongues tangled. Manda let out a sound she barely recognized and Deke's guttural groan matched. Her legs circled around his waist, his cock brushing up against her, a hard temptation trapped between them.

      She wanted him in her. Now. No waiting.

      But Deke was a sadist determined to take his time.

      And when he slid down and let her legs wrap around his head, she couldn't complain. After a minute of his tongue mercilessly torturing her, she couldn't do anything but enjoy the pleasure.

      She gasped out his name, forgetting she was supposed to be quiet. Her fingers tangled in the cold sheets beneath her, creasing the fabric with the evidence of her pleasure. He knew exactly what to do, exactly how to stroke, to have her begging for release.

      Then he stopped and she could have cried. Was he trying to drive her insane?

      Insane with lust, probably.

      The denya bond pulsed in her chest, a reminder that this man, this Detyen was hers and only hers. Her mate.

      Deke rose until his cock was seated at her entrance, ready to take her as she wanted him to forever. And then he was pushing in slowly, almost too gently for her taste.

      That didn't last long.

      And perched as she already was on the edge of orgasm, it didn't take much to have her core rippling around him as she called out his name and begged him for more.

      He wasn't done. Far from it.

      He kept going, plunging into her as his hand reached down to play with her sex. Manda babbled something, a promise of forever, a declaration of love, a vow to conquer the universe, she wasn't sure what, and she couldn't be held accountable for it from the way Deke was touching her.

      She came again, her mind blanking out from the bliss he gave her. How did people survive this much pleasure? She was on the verge of oblivion and she would lovingly fall into it if it meant that Deke was with her for eternity.

      She had never imagined it could be like this. Even in her wildest dreams, the ones she had told no one about and would never admit to, even under threat of death, had she thought that she and Deke could make such beautiful love.

      If she had the ability of conscious thought, she might have regretted time wasted to hurt feelings.

      But that ability washed away on the wave of another orgasm as Deke pumped into her with another grunt and his hot seed spilled.

      Her mind was pleasantly mellow, and while she hated the way alcohol made her lose control, she would gladly drug herself on the things Deke could do to her body forever.

      She cuddled in close to him after he pulled out of her, already missing the feel of his thick cock binding them together. She was coming to understand the importance of a honeymoon.

      Not that she and Deke were married.

      Did she want them to be?

      Manda let that thought float away and focused on the feel of Deke's body beside her. There were much better things to think of. She wasn't going to worry about the future right now, not when she had this man beside her.

      Her bed was somehow even smaller than the one they'd shared on the transport. There would be no escaping each other in sleep.

      She loved the idea of sleeping in her mate's arms.

      She never wanted to sleep alone again.

      I love you.

      The words almost slipped out, but Manda kept her mouth shut. She could feel Deke's chest starting to rise and fall and she figured he was already asleep.

      And he hadn't said it to her.

      They'd already shared enough tonight. He could have a confession in the morning. Or in a week.

      For now she was going to enjoy the cuddle and save her worries for tomorrow.
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      Curled up beside Deke, anything felt possible. Manda traced her fingers over one of the clan markings on his naked chest.

      “So what do you think happens next?” She didn’t feel like she was being ignored anymore, and she hated that she ever had felt that in the first place. But she had to remind herself that everything was still new between her and Deke, no matter how far back it actually went. They had to talk things out, they had to communicate. The denya bond was something great, something to appreciate, but it couldn’t answer all of their problems.

      “I was thinking breakfast,” Deke said.

      She gave his chest a playful slap. “You know that’s not what I meant.”

      He grabbed her hand and laced their fingers together. “Are your parents going to have an issue with me being here?”

      Manda hadn’t thought of that. Maybe it made her a bad daughter, but she was an adult and she lived her own life. “I don’t ask for their permission.” But that didn’t mean they didn’t share their opinions. And she could only imagine how they would react when she and Deke walked downstairs in the morning. It startled a laugh out of her.

      “What’s that for?” Deke sounded concerned.

      “You’ll find out,” she teased.

      “Now I’m scared.”

      “You should be.” But he had a point about her parents. She’d been chafing at what it felt like to live with them for the past year or so. “I think it’s time for me to move out.” She hadn’t dared think it before. Saying it out loud made it real. But it was the truth. And not just because of Dekon. She couldn’t let her family be stuck in the horror that had happened to her all those years ago. They were clinging tight, hoping she never disappeared again. And she wasn’t going to. Or, if she did, she would always come back. But living together like they had been wasn’t healthy for any of them anymore.

      “I didn’t even last the night with my brothers,” Deke admitted.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I came in search of you. I love my family with all my heart, but I’m not sure I can stick around anymore. Not after everything that’s happened in the last few years.”

      Worry zinged through Manda at that revelation. Was he planning to leave again? Would he ask her to go with him? Would she let him leave without her? She could feel her heart beginning to race. She didn’t want Deke to leave again. Maybe one day she would be happy to journey throughout the galaxy, but it wasn’t today. Sure, she was ready to move out of her parents’ house, but that didn’t mean she was ready to leave the freaking planet.

      But there was no reason to panic. She’d just decided communication was the most important thing between them. So now was the time to communicate. “How much of your brothers’ property have you seen?” she asked.

      “I know what it looks like.”

      “It’s changed a lot in the past few years.” It was a big plot of land and the NaZades were using it to the fullest. “They built Doryan and Amy a house not too long ago,” she said. “It’s nestled back near the woods. Doryan finds that peaceful. And I think if you asked, if you wanted, they could do the same for you.”

      “Is that what you want?” he asked.

      Manda wasn’t sure what she had to do with it. It was Deke’s house they were talking about. “That’s not what I asked.”

      Deke brought their joined hands up to his mouth and kissed the back of her hand. “I’m done running. Where you go, I go. That’s what we do now. What you think?”

      “Are you asking me to move in with you?” Her heart almost hurt to hope for that future.

      “Do you want me to be?”

      Manda wasn’t sure how to respond. But that would definitely solve the problem of finding a place after leaving her parents, and they would still be just down the road. Plus it meant she got to keep Deke all the time and have him to herself.

      “We don’t have to rush,” he said.

      “It’s not rushing.” But she wasn’t ready to dive completely in, not yet. She needed at least a few more minutes to process. And then her stomach growled. “Breakfast did sound like a good idea.”

      Deke laughed. “Then let’s go.”
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      Deke was relieved when Manda suggested having breakfast back at his brother’s house. The invitation had come through on both of their communicators, and by unspoken agreement they left her house quietly. Her parents weren’t around, possibly out at work, but he got the idea that Manda didn’t want to talk to them about him yet.

      They’d deal with that later. They had all the time in the world.

      The walk back to his brother’s house was pleasant, and he did not let go of Manda’s hand the entire time. When they got there, Naomi, Shayn, and Braxtyn were seated around the table.

      “Where’s Vita?” Manda asked. She took a seat and started reaching for food to fix a plate for herself. Dekon sat right next to her.

      “She had to run into town,” said Braxtyn. “She should be back soon.”

      No one else seemed to be worried about it, so Deke felt it was a pretty normal occurrence.

      “You look well-rested,” said Shayn with a grin.

      Deke’s cheeks heated and Manda froze with her fork halfway to her mouth.

      “Don’t tease,” said Naomi.

      “It’s okay,” Manda said after a moment. “I think he deserves some teasing. But don’t tease me. I don’t deserve that shit.”

      That broke the tension at the table and they all laughed.

      And for the first time, it was like he was stepping back into his old life. Things had changed, but only for the better. He had Manda now, and he was certain she was his and that he was hers.

      He had his brothers, along with their mates, and their family was growing.

      It was the kind of existence he’d never imagined could be possible.

      And soon Vita would arrive and complete their number.

      Deke enjoyed the food but when he looked up, he noticed that Naomi had a concerning look on her face.

      “Is everything alright?” he asked.

      She took a sip of water and her hand shook. “I’m not sure,” she admitted.

      “A vision?” Shayn asked.

      “More like a feeling. It’ll pass.”

      But after that, the mood at the table soured. If Naomi wasn’t feeling good, that meant something bad might be heading their way. And Deke had the sinking sensation that it was all his fault.

      Who was the man with the scar? He racked his brain, trying to remember something.

      And then with a flash of recognition he did. A mission two years ago. He’d been working with a small crew doing security for some pissant warlord with a stick up his ass. He didn’t know the crew. Those kind of jobs had a way of going bad. But Deke had needed the money. And one of the aliens was that guy. The one with the scar on his face. The job went bad, a lot of people got hurt. And Deke ended up shooting him when the guy tried to turn on the warlord and kidnap him for ransom.

      Did that alien recognize him? Had he led him to Earth and his family?

      Manda seemed to sense something wrong. She reached over and put a hand on his leg. “Are you alright?” she asked quietly.

      “I—” He had to leave. He had to get out of here. If that alien was coming Deke had to lead him away from his family, from his mate. He couldn’t put them in danger.

      But before he could say anything more, the front door burst open and Vita came in, her lip bloodied and eye turning black. “Some asshole just attacked me,” she said, her blaster clutched tight in one hand. “I got a shot off. But he said he wants Deke.”

      The strangest sense of calm washed over him. It was weird to feel reassured in knowing that the danger was real, but it was, and now it was something he could fight.

      He leaned over and kissed Manda’s forehead before standing up. “It’s okay,” he told them. “Stay here. I’m going to go handle this myself.”
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      “You’re not going alone.” Manda wasn’t the only one to say it, but she was the most vehement. She could see the thoughts running through Dekon’s mind. All of that guilt that had built up over the years, everything that had sent him running to the Temple of Peace. Well, screw that. He was her denya, and he didn’t get to run into danger alone.

      “We’re not letting you commit suicide,” Shayn said, backing her up.

      “Six on one are much better odds than one on one,” Vita pointed out. “And if Doryan and Amy were here they would say the exact same thing. Too bad they’re at the office.”

      Deke paced the room like a caged animal. “I can’t let any of you go into danger for me. This is my problem. I should deal with it.”

      “You’re family,” said Braxtyn. “You’re my brother. So you can stop arguing now or we lock you in the attic. Your choice.”

      Despite the seriousness of the situation, Manda couldn’t help but smile.

      Deke gave up. “Okay, but you guys listen to me. I know this guy. Apparently.”

      “He sure knows you.” Vita had an icepack pressed up against her face and her words were a bit muffled, but she was clearly used to speaking around facial injuries. That’s what she’d learned in her life as a bounty hunter. “He called himself The Butcher. Which seems kind of pretentious. He said you stole from him and he wants his money back.”

      The Butcher? Manda knew Deke had a dark past, but she didn’t like to learn that he’d made enemies of people called The Butcher. That couldn’t be good.

      Deke made an affronted sound. “Stole from him? Yeah right.” That stopped his pacing. “That asshole turned on me on a job a few years back. Turned on the client too. I shot him. Just a little bit. Clearly he’s fine now.”

      Vita accepted that explanation with a nod while Shayn, Naomi, and Braxtyn all seemed a little shocked. Manda had had a bit more time to get used to the idea of Deke the mercenary, so even if she had a little trouble imagining him shooting someone, she didn’t show it.

      “What did this Butcher guy say?” she asked Vita.

      “What do you expect? He wants Deke to come alone. We’re all in danger. Blah blah blah. I say we let him cool his heels for a little while and get a defensive system set up around the house. It’s mostly there anyway. He’ll eventually come here. And when he does, we’ll take care of it.”

      “Or we could call the police,” Shayn suggested.

      Vita and Deke scoffed. “He’ll have jammed the signal by now. Check your communicators.” Deke pulled his own out of his pocket and showed the blank screen to everyone. “No signals in or out.”

      Manda checked hers and he was right. And then a horrible thought occurred to her. “My parents.”

      “What about your parents?” asked Braxtyn.

      They were just down the road. She could remember that horrible feeling of being watched yesterday. At first she’d thought it was Dekon, but what if it wasn’t? What if it was this guy? “Where did he stop you?” she asked Vita.

      “About two kilometers up the street.”

      “In which direction?” Panic was starting to set in, and Deke put an arm around her shoulders.

      “Towards your parents’ house,” Vita admitted.

      “Shit. If we can’t call them I have to go warn them. If this guy’s been studying us since we got back he might know they’re there. He could go after them.”

      That set off a new wave of protest. But it quickly subsided since everyone knew she was right. Her parents were close, both physically and emotionally. And if the guy knew enough to know Manda’s connection to the NaZades, her parents were an obvious target. She didn’t need to be a mercenary to know that.

      “It’s not safe to go,” said Vita.

      “I don’t care if it’s safe. I’m going.” Manda couldn’t just leave her parents, they were sitting ducks.

      “We can’t leave the house unattended,” Braxtyn pointed out.

      “I’m heading out the door in one minute. Someone can drive me or I can walk. But I’m going. You guys get the shit set up here. We’ll be back before you know it.”

      She realized she was speaking in the plural by the end of that sentence, and even if her mind didn’t know, her heart knew that Dekon was coming with her.

      “Fifteen minutes,” he said. “The Butcher will probably see us leave. He has to have this place under surveillance. He might come after us. Be ready.”

      If they stayed any longer, there would be an argument. So she and Deke got up and left. At the last moment, Shayn told them to take his vehicle. And then they were off heading to save her parents from imminent danger.
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      The drive was too short for Deke to get caught up in thinking about how this was a tactical mistake. They could defend his brother’s house. They were defenseless on the road. And he had a feeling there was an argument coming from Manda’s parents. She’d gotten her strong will from somewhere, and that sometimes meant needing to fight.

      Manda didn’t say a word. Deke wanted to offer her comfort, but what comfort could he offer? This was all his fault.

      Once they got to the house, Manda squeezed his hand. “I should go in alone. I have the best chance of getting them out of there.”

      “You don’t think they’d trust me?”

      “I don’t know. They trust me more. Hopefully they trust me enough. Give me three minutes.”

      He didn’t want to. He wanted to insist on going with her. But Manda knew how to manage her parents best. And if The Butcher was focused on him, he couldn’t think of a reason why he would have been attracted to Manda’s parents. Not unless he had been watching him very, very closely.

      Had he?

      “Three minutes,” he agreed. But he secretly compromised with himself. She got a minute and a half before he came for the door.

      Manda leaned in to kiss his cheek and headed for the door. Deke was already counting the seconds. Thirty went by, and he could feel that something was wrong. He didn’t know if it was some sort of instinct born of the denya bond or if it was just the training that he’d had over the past four years kicking in and telling him to get off his ass and inside the house.

      Screw waiting.

      He got out of the vehicle and ran for the door. And once he got inside, it was clear he’d made the right decision.

      The Butcher was standing in the middle of the living room and had both of Manda’s parents on the couch, bound up in tight synthetic rope. He had a blaster trained on Manda and smiled cruelly when Deke walked in.

      “Perfect. We are all here now. Close the door.”

      Deke didn’t think twice. He closed the door. Stupidly, he didn’t have his blaster out, and he couldn’t get it unholstered before The Butcher got a shot off. He wasn’t going to risk it.

      “Surprised to see me?” asked The Butcher.

      Deke didn’t dare glance at Manda. She was really smart. She knew how to deal with a dangerous situation. And he didn’t want to give The Butcher any ideas. “Not particularly.”

      “So the spicy redhead warned you?”

      Deke shrugged.

      “You’re not making this any fun. I traveled half the galaxy just to follow you. Some luck we both ended up on the Temple of Peace, isn’t it?” He was speaking jovially, as if they were having a friendly conversation and not the flirtation that led to a deadly fight.

      “Doesn’t look like we were there for the same reason.”

      “I was just there for the gold, never expected to see you again. But luck has always been on my side. You lost your nerve.” The Butcher sounded sympathetic. “It happens. Obvious it would happen to you. You don’t have the heart for it.”

      He hated to agree with the man holding him hostage, but The Butcher had a point. Deke’s heart had never been in mercenary work. But he wasn’t about to agree with the bastard.

      “Let these three humans go, and you can have me.”

      Manda made a protest in the back of her throat, but she clamped it back before any words came out.

      The Butcher laughed. “I forgot you were funny. Why would I let them go when I have the three of them and you?” He seemed genuinely curious.

      “They haven’t done anything to you.”

      “Why does that matter?” He raised the blaster towards Manda and Deke saw red.

      He didn’t think. He charged.

      Before the shot went off, Manda dropped to the ground. She wasn’t hit. He knew that. But he had to put her out of his mind. He let the darkness of the fight swallow him whole as he engaged with The Butcher.

      But The Butcher had earned his name. They traded blows, and even Deke’s claws didn’t seem to have much of an effect on the man. But he wasn’t going to win. No matter what happened, he wasn’t going to win.

      He did manage to knock the blaster away, sending it skittering towards the other end of the room. He couldn’t keep track of where it landed, but at least it was out of The Butcher’s reach.

      Punch.

      Kick.

      Swipe.

      Jab.

      It all blended together.

      “Deke, down.”

      He dropped at Manda’s yell and felt the heat and sizzle of the blaster shot go over him and slam right into The Butcher.

      The Butcher went down, but he wasn’t out. The blaster wasn’t modified to be lethal.

      But it was enough. The Butcher scuttled back. They were right near the front door and he managed to get his hand on the handle. He opened it and backed out.

      Then he froze.

      Deke wasn’t sure what was happening, but then he saw just over The Butcher’s shoulder. Vita, Braxtyn, Shayn, and Naomi were all standing there, each of them holding one of Vita’s scary-looking blasters.

      “On your knees, asshole. We’ve got you.” Vita spoke with the authority of someone carrying a huge weapon.

      And The Butcher went to his knees. It was done.
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      Manda expected more fallout. She expected her parents would want to lock her in a cellar somewhere and never let her out. But after The Butcher was taken care of, they seemed to chill out. There had been a bit of panicking once she explained that Dekon was her mate and that they planned to move in together, a decision Manda had finalized while she was panicking about Deke fighting The Butcher. But something about a fight to the death had made her parents realize she was a grown up now.

      Or maybe that was their therapist explaining Manda’s need for independence for the thousandth time.

      Manda didn’t care why. She was going to take the win.

      And now, three weeks later, the shape of her and Dekon’s new house was finally starting to appear.

      There were piles of building materials all around them and a few rented robots putting it all together right alongside her, Deke, and the rest of the family. Even her parents were helping out. But for right now, she and Deke had stolen away to get a few moments to themselves.

      “Do you like it?” Deke asked.

      The house was going to be small. Just two bedrooms and a kitchen and living area and a bathroom. Nothing fancy. Deke felt like more space would be wasteful, and he was used to the cramped quarters on spaceships. And Manda had been living in one bedroom, so suddenly having a whole house seemed like a lot.

      Anyway, the way the house was designed, they could add on more if they needed it later. Kids?

      She wasn’t sure about that. And the one time she and Deke had almost had a conversation about it, he’d started sweating and got a panicky look on his face.

      So that was something that they would deal with later.

      “I’m going to love this place,” she said. She laid her head on his shoulder. “I love you.”

      Deke jolted, dislodging her.

      “What?”

      “You never said it before.” His eyes had gone blue with strong emotion.

      “I’ve said it before,” Manda protested. She was sure she had. Right? “I’ve said it.”

      “You haven’t,” said Deke.

      Had she really not?

      “Well, you haven’t said it either.” It might have been a little childish to throw that back in his face, and she hadn’t really cared about it until right now. They were just words. They had gone through more than enough to prove their love to one another.

      “I love you,” Deke said, like it was obvious.

      She could tease him. She could keep this argument going forever. But it wasn’t really an argument. And it was obvious.

      “Since when?” Okay, she had to tease him a little.

      “I realized it when we were on the shuttle heading back to Earth. But I must have been in love with you beforehand.”

      “So you realized you loved me when you had sex with me.”

      Deke sputtered. “That’s not what I—you’re—that’s… When did you realize you were in love with me?” he shot back.

      Manda clamped her mouth shut. Because it had been the exact same night. It was time to change tactics. “No one’s in your room back at the big house. No one’s at the house at all. Want to make this break a bit longer?”

      Deke sucked in a ragged breath and then glanced over at where all the others were working. “They’ll realize we’ve gone.”

      “Not until we’re already away. Come on.”

      Deke grinned and laced their hands together. They snuck off back towards the main house and up the stairs to Dekon’s room.

      An afternoon in bed was much better than an afternoon of manual labor, even if they were going to get sweaty either way.

      And Manda couldn’t stop smiling as Deke kissed her. The road to this moment had been long and twisty, but here she was with her mate who she loved. She couldn’t stop smiling as he hoisted her up before hurrying up the stairs. They didn’t make it to his room, not immediately.

      He pressed her up against the wall, his mouth covering hers and devouring her in a claiming kiss. Manda moaned against him, addicted to his taste. She would have done anything he wanted right then; he could have stripped her naked and had his way with her right in that hallway.

      Luckily he seemed to have slightly more presence of mind. He picked her back up and pushed his way into his room. They’d been staying there for the last three weeks, and her things had definitely filled up the spartan room. Their house couldn’t be ready soon enough.

      But right now she just needed Deke. His body was heavy over hers, a reminder of those hard years that had molded him into who he was now. Not the same man who’d run away from her, not a man to be consumed by his fear. No, he’d grown, he’d changed. And she knew that he was continuing to change, just as she was. And they would be together for all the changes that their lives would throw at them.

      Deke stripped her bare until she was lying naked under him. He pulled his own clothes off quickly, and she enjoyed the sight of him in the warm sunlight, her Detyen mate. It was impossible to encompass the joy she felt just looking at him, especially with the way pleasure coursed through her body.

      He kissed her again. He was never allowed to stop kissing her. That was a new rule, one she’d tell him if he ever tried to pull away.

      He found her entrance and then he was pushing into her, his thick cock joining them together in the most primal of ways. Manda got lost in the moment as time gave way to pleasure. Her mate knew what to do to her to make her mind melt away.

      She cried out as he plunged into her just right, her fingers gripping his shoulders hard enough to leave a mark.

      His teeth scraped her shoulder as he came and some primordial part of her wanted him to bite down and mark her for all to see.

      “Do you think they’re expecting us to go back?” Deke asked some time later, breath puffing out of his chest.

      “It is our house they’re working on. We probably should.” But Manda wasn’t going to make a move until the last possible moment. She was too comfy, ensconced next to her mate, body sated and wonderfully warm. “I love you,” she said, and she might have added a bit of emphasis, recalling their earlier conversation.

      “You only love me because you’re having sex with me,” he shot back. And then he enveloped her in his arms and was kissing her before Manda could even begin to formulate a response. And the more he kissed her, the less she cared.

      The road to home had been long and bumpy, but finally everything was perfect.
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      “There’s a shuttle leaving every hour, we don’t have to do this.” Manda clutched Deke’s wrist and tried to pull him back down the path to the NaZade house. Her and Deke’s house was a dark outline in the dusky dimness but it held the promise of the future.

      One more week until it was ready. It couldn’t come fast enough.

      “You’ve been avoiding this.” Deke grinned and tugged her down the path.

      He was grinning a lot more lately. She loved to see it. “You should be avoiding it too. They’re my parents.”

      “And they love you,” he assured her.

      “This is going to be awkward.” Honestly, Manda didn’t know how they’d avoided this for so long.

      “We’ve had dinner with them before.”

      “Not alone! Everyone else was there. Can we invite Doryan? Come on!” They were almost to the house, and at this point she was complaining more for show. There was no turning back.

      The back door opened and her dad peeked his head out and waved them forward. “Come in!”

      “Hello, Jake,” Deke greeted politely.

      “Suck up,” Manda whispered as they climbed the stairs and entered.

      Her mate ignored her. “Thanks for having us, Lilah,” he told her mom, who was carrying a large dish to the table.

      Her mom smiled. “I’m so glad you could make it.”

      Manda thought things might turn out alright. Her mom and dad seemed happy. Deke was on his best behavior. She even managed to plaster on a smile. But once they sat down, no one spoke except to pass the food around.

      “How’s the house coming along?” her dad asked.

      That was even worse than silence. The last handful of conversations she’d had with her parents had all centered around the house. They knew.

      But Deke was determined to make a good impression. “Almost habitable. I think everyone at the house will be ready to have their space back.”

      “You’re welcome to stay here. Manda’s room will always be hers. Nice and soundproofed. Totally private,” her mother offered.

      Manda’s cheeks flamed. “Mom!”

      “What?” Her mother’s brown eyes were all innocence. “You’ve expressed that you want privacy, I’m merely assuring you that you have it.”

      Two months ago, this would have been a fight. Two months ago, Manda wouldn’t have been able to see the sparkle in her mom’s eyes for what it was.

      Teasing.

      “And Dekon wouldn’t even need to sneak in through your window,” her dad added.

      Deke choked on his drink.

      Her parents were grinning madly.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Manda managed to say.

      Yeah, her parents weren’t buying it.

      But it broke the tension, and dinner carried on with actual conversation. No need for Deke’s family or their friends to act as a buffer. For half a second, Manda even considered taking them up on their offer of using her room.

      No.

      She had a hundred and one dirty things she wanted to do to her mate, and she couldn’t do them if her parents knew it was a possibility.

      Some things were just too much to bear.
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      After dinner Jake pulled Manda aside, leaving Deke alone with Lilah. They were washing the dishes quietly. This was the first time he’d been alone with Manda’s mom in more than four years. And he already knew what was coming.

      “She’s why you left.” It wasn’t a question.

      At least they weren’t ignoring it. “Yes.” He braced for an accusation, for something. But Lilah just handed him another plate to dry off. Deke did and set it aside.

      “She was young,” she said.

      “She was.” Agreeing with her statements. That was a good strategy. He was sure Manda would do the same.

      He hoped that Manda never heard this conversation.

      “So were you.”

      Deke nearly dropped the towel in his hand. “Not that young.”

      “I’m not saying I would have approved or that you should have done anything.” She turned and glared at him, as if imagining what he could have done. “But a choice that impulsive could only be made by a young man.”

      He wanted to defend himself, but what could he say to that? “I was wrong.”

      “Does she know that?”

      Did she know her daughter? “Manda crossed half the galaxy to find me. Believe me, she knows.”

      “Good.” She finished the final dish and handed it over to him. Deke waited for the rest, but whatever was said seemed to satisfy Lilah.

      He wasn’t going to push for more.

      They met Jake and Manda in the living room and the evening went on. Now Deke understood a bit of his mate’s dread. No matter how well the conversation went with her mother, he could feel the awkwardness in the air. He counted the minutes until it was polite to leave, and then he grabbed Manda’s hand and they were out the door.

      “What was that about?” she asked after they waved her parents goodbye and were on the path back to his brothers’ house.

      “You’re right.”

      “I know. I’m right about everything. And don’t you forget it.” She leaned in close and kissed his cheek. “But what, specifically, am I right about now?”

      “That you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Thanks for coming to find me.” He would never stop being grateful for that, or happy about it. If there was ever any challenge, he knew he could face it if he was at his denya’s side.

      “Always,” she promised. “Now let’s get home. I want you in bed.”

      Deke picked up the pace. He would always follow his mate’s command.
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