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Chapter One 
 
    Stoan NaTakandey had been dreading this meeting since he watched Ty and his denya walk away. But it was inevitable. A man didn’t betray his mistress without consequences. He’d been summoned to her fortress and had no excuse to refuse the invitation. Not if he wished to continue living. 
 
    Commander Nina sat behind her desk. Few guests ever saw this space, and few of her retainers were invited here. This was where she did her work: planning her conquests, managing her territory, delegating her responsibilities. Stoan had sat on the bench opposite the desk exactly once, four years ago, when she hired him to do the jobs she couldn’t trust her normal operatives with. 
 
    She looked up from the computer pad she was working on when he took his seat. Her expression was grim and he knew this wouldn’t go well. 
 
    Then Nina did something unexpected. 
 
    She held up an old-fashioned metal key and placed it in front of him. “This was retrieved by your friend Tyral NaRaxos. One of General Droscus’s guard carried it.” 
 
    Stoan grabbed the key and studied it. It was brass and fit in the center of his palm, the teeth jagged and uniform. A twisting design in the metal made it look decorative rather than useful. But no one used metal keys anymore. “What is this?” 
 
    “I need you to find out. And I have someone I’d like you to meet. She’ll be assisting.” Nina looked up as someone entered the room behind him. 
 
    The hair on the back of Stoan’s neck stood up and his claws ached to spring out. His gut clenched, and he knew with absolute certainty that if he turned around his life would change forever. As if being controlled by puppet strings, his head turned, and he caught a glimpse of blonde hair and a human woman’s curvy figure. 
 
    Recognition tore through him, the universe realigning. Stoan’s mind revolted and his stomach churned. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Not here, not now, not her. And even if his body recognized her as his denya, there was only one thought in his mind. 
 
    No! 
 
    This could not happen. Stoan wanted to shoot up from his chair and retreat until the memory of this woman, her very scent, was burned from his memory. The human was of average height, her blonde hair hanging in unstyled locks down over her shoulders. She wore no cosmetics, though her lips were a natural, biteable red. Her eyes shone a blue as bright as the oceans of his home planet of Beothea. But there was a dark bruise along the ridge of her cheekbone, a black eye nearly healed. 
 
    Stoan’s hand curled into a fist and his claws pricked the inside of his skin. Someone had hurt his denya. His heart pounded for blood. 
 
    No, not his. 
 
    He had set his path, he’d made his choice. This woman, this human, could never be his. 
 
    She raised her chin by the tiniest fraction and their eyes met. If Stoan hadn’t been sitting he would have staggered back. It was a punch to his gut, a knife burying itself deep inside his intestines and scrambling the life out of him. And on the heels of that pain, of that betrayal, desire surged. He came to life, his cock ready and his blood pounding, bidding him to take her, to claim her, to make her his. 
 
    No. 
 
    He was a civilized man, not a beast controlled by the ancient urges of his dying race. He clung to the thought as he forced himself to nod once and turn back to Nina. 
 
    Nina scrutinized him, her thick brows drawn together. She glanced back at the woman for a moment and then back to him. But if she saw anything in his response, in their interaction or lack thereof, she said nothing about it. 
 
    “This is Reina Draven,” said Nina, pointing to the space on the bench next to Stoan for the human to sit. “I believe you’ve met?” 
 
    They hadn’t. This connection would have bloomed then if they had. But her name pinged his memory. She was the friend of Dorsey Kwan, the human woman who had taken a Detyen to mate. The woman who had saved them all just by existing. 
 
    He had a message to give Reina, but not now. Not when Nina sat less than two meters away. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” said the human, her voice low and husky. It shot straight to his core and Stoan had already lifted his hand from its resting place on his knee, trying to reach for her before he realized what he was doing. He pulled back and leaned as far away as he could without giving insult. 
 
    The distance did nothing. 
 
    Nina raised her eyebrow at Reina’s denial, but she nodded towards him. “Stoan is an agent of mine. I require the assistance of both of you for a sensitive project.” 
 
    Stoan straightened. He didn’t trust Nina, and she spoke with a careful tone that let him know she planned to send them into this mission, whatever it was, woefully unprepared with sky-high expectations. 
 
    “What do you want?” Reina asked. 
 
    Stoan heard sorrow and exhaustion. His need to comfort dueled with his need to claim, both instincts at war with the deeper one buried in his heart and soul. He kept himself rigidly still, suppressing the thrumming need within. He could not help her, he could not save her. 
 
    Nina steepled her fingers and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her desk. “You’re going to help me take something that Droscus cares about. Just as he took something from you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Was this what a blaster shot felt like? 
 
    It resonated through the hollow core of her chest and around that strange, insistent buzzing that had been growing within her since she walked into the room. Since she set eyes on the attractive blue alien. Though alien was the wrong word, Reina supposed. Humans were just as alien as his species, whatever it was. There was nothing indigenous to Tarni. 
 
    Commander Nina’s office was huge, easily as big as a hintrot court, the type of field where a popular ball game was played. Ten men could lay head to toe down on the floor and still not reach from one wall to the next. Despite the size of the office, the alien, Stoan, she reminded herself, was huge. His broad shoulders commanded the space of the bench opposite the commander and if he stood, she feared that he’d dwarf her. She was no petite girl, but Stoan exuded masculinity and power with his every breath. 
 
    He wore a long sleeved light brown robe and loose fitting, dark pants. Peeking out from the collar of his robe were strange geometric markings dark against his skin. They were mostly square and nearly black like a tattoo. 
 
    Reina forced herself to look back at Nina. Just like he took something from you. She made it sound like she’d been deprived of an heirloom or her lunch. Not that the rival general had killed her husband and kidnapped her brother. Not that his men had beaten her bloody and nearly taken her as well. 
 
    And all for what? A few pretty rocks? 
 
    Oh, Lex, she thought for the hundredth time, why did you drag me into this? 
 
    Seating herself beside Stoan, Reina could feel the heat radiating off his body. It was strong enough that she could practically feel a wall of it between them. But instead of keeping her out, she was invited in, connected to him in a way she didn’t quite understand. 
 
    It had happened in that moment before their eyes met. The strangest feeling had come over her. It was like she knew him. Not in the sense of his thoughts, fears, likes, and desires. No, it was something deeper than that, something molecular. 
 
    And if Reina didn’t know how to suppress her desires, how to hold everything that mattered in, she feared that she might climb right on top of him and find out if his mouth tasted just as good as those kissable lips looked. 
 
    She was going crazy. This was a weird manifestation of grief for a man she felt little loss for. Lex had claimed that he’d always be by her side, but in their marriage, he’d been off on jobs half the time and every minute he was home might as well have been a battle. 
 
    Reina hadn’t expected the call from Commander Nina. Not when things were finally beginning to settle into something like normalcy. One week before Reina’s life had tumbled into chaos after she received news of her husband’s mysterious death. 
 
    Just before he’d been murdered he’d sent her a transmission with evidence that implicated General Droscus, a man who ruled a large portion of her home planet of Tarni, in a scheme to steal from Commander Nina, the other planetary power and ruler of Reina’s home territory. In an attempt to cover up the scheme, she and her brother had been attacked and her brother kidnapped. 
 
    After that, Nina had graciously offered to house Reina until things settled down. As far as prisons went, the fortress was very nice. 
 
    Reina had a hundred questions and more, but she’d been left alone with no one but a floor maiden who saw to her needs and refused to speak about anything important. Reina knew her brother was now safe, though still recovering from his injuries. She knew Dorsey and that alien of hers—that alien of hers who looked a lot like Stoan—were nowhere to be found. 
 
    “I’m just an accountant,” Reina told Nina. Before everything she would have never spoken so plainly, with so much confidence. But now it felt like there was nothing to lose. What was the point in couching her language when everything was falling apart? 
 
    “You’ll do this because I said so,” said Nina, her patience clearly exhausted. “Though I cannot say when you will be needed. Trust Stoan and anyone he tells you to. Go with him when he calls, and all of your problems will be dealt with.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” It was suicide to take this tone, but Reina had already survived enough deaths. She was immune. 
 
    Strangely, Nina smiled, but the expression disappeared as quickly as it came. “For some reason, you caught the general’s eye. It wouldn’t do for you to end up in the Citadel without a protector.” 
 
    Ah, there was the threat. She should have known. There was never such a thing as a real choice. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    The brief had been scant, but for once, Stoan was grateful. He’d been in close proximity to his, no, to the denya for less than a quarter hour. And while his brains and desires had been scrambled, in the two days since that fateful meeting he’d reformed his core and strengthened his essential self. 
 
    Reina was not his. He would never take her. But he would have to deal with her. 
 
    Stoan could have cursed Nina, though the commander couldn’t know about the extra layer of agony that she had appended to his short existence. 
 
    It was the curse of the Detyens, though a poet long ago had called it the Denya gift. It was a way to balance the scales, for mated Detyens were long lived, some reaching two hundred years or more. Unmated Detyens died at thirty. All of them. 
 
    At twenty-six, Stoan had time. He had years to search the stars to find out if his hopes, every belief he’d held in his youth, were true. 
 
    I’m so sorry, Inrit. Sorrow pierced his breast, clenching his heart and making him gasp. Tears threatened to prick at his eyes, but Stoan remained strong. Grief was a vicious beast and if he fed it with tears it would only grow stronger, all consuming. 
 
    He tried to recall her face, but his childhood friend had been gone for too long and the Temple of the Dead eschewed most technology. He didn’t even have a still photograph to remember her by. 
 
    They’d been childhood friends, the only two children raised by the priests and priestesses in the Temple of the Dead on Beothea. And he had been certain that once they reached adulthood the denya bond would be triggered and would put an end to the loneliness inside of him and lift their people’s curse. She’d been apprenticed out at thirteen, taken off planet by a fleet of merchants who traveled to all edges of the galaxy. And before her first letter could make it back to him, he’d been sent away to Tarni. 
 
    But Stoan had never given up hope. He’d looked for her in every Detyen woman who crossed his path. He’d used his contacts with clandestine operatives across three systems to be on the lookout, and every year, he sent a letter to the Temple ruins and hoped that it somehow made it to her. 
 
    The last news he had of her came from six years ago, when she disappeared off the ship she’d been apprenticed to. No one had seen her since, and no one knew why she left. For all he knew, she was long dead and lost to the stars. 
 
    A weaker man, or perhaps a smarter man, would have taken Reina—Ms. Draven—as a sign. If she was his denya, then surely there was no hope for the connection blossoming between him and Inrit. In the century since the destruction of Detya, there had been no case of a person finding two compatible mates. And even in the time when their people had flourished, such occasions had been beyond rare. 
 
    But Ms. Draven was not his. She was human. That had to be the difference. He may have only been a boy all those years ago, but there had been a bond, infantile and fragile, yet ready to bloom as soon as they were ready. 
 
    He could not sacrifice it just because a human triggered some strange, counterfeit connection. 
 
    But Tyral was truly mated, his thoughts attacked. Tyral NaRaxos was another Detyen man who Stoan had met only briefly a few weeks before. In assisting Tyral in getting off the planet and away from the forces who wished to hurt them, Stoan had learned of their connection. Tyral and Dorsey had claimed one another, as mated as the oldest pair of denyai in the galaxy. 
 
    Stoan had felt hope for his people. If they could truly mate with humans, they were saved, no longer bound to the thousands of lingering Detyens whose numbers grew smaller every year. There were tens of billions of humans. Even if only one percent of them held the key to a denya bond, his people could flourish once more. 
 
    One hundred years ago, a mysterious force had destroyed his people’s home planet of Detya. The only survivors were those few who had been able to escape the planet in time and those off-world on vacation or official business. A hundred years later, there may have been a hundred thousand Deteyens left in the entire galaxy. 
 
    And in the morning, that number would decrease by one. 
 
    Stoan put thoughts of Rei—Ms. Draven and bonding out of his head. He could not bring these thoughts into Hyn’s Final Night. 
 
    Stoan knelt at the foot of his bed in his small bedroom where he kept the ceremonial cask. Inside, he retrieved a yellow candle and a small silver flask. These were the ornaments of the Priests of the Dead, and while they no longer comforted those leaving this life, Stoan had dedicated himself to carrying on their work, at least in this one little way. He was no priest, he had taken no vows, but the first lesson he could remember being taught was simple: anyone can offer comfort to those in need. 
 
    Except for the ceremonial cask, a small box with ornamental carvings gouged into the old wood, Stoan’s room was barren of decoration. The walls were soothing and yellow, his bed sheets and quilt a deep blue. The small nightstand carried a clock and lamp. There was nothing to distinguish this room as his own, though he’d lived here for more than a year. 
 
    The anonymity of the room was not something he’d learned at the Temple of the Dead, but he would not dwell on his habits now. Hyn had no time for Stoan to stall. 
 
    The large house in the central quarter of town housed several unmated Detyens and one Detyen family of four. The building had enough rooms for fifty people, but most were unused, reserved for travelers and those who journeyed to Tarni, to Stoan, for their Final Night.  
 
    The Final Night had been a solemn, but thankfully rare, tradition in the old days. Now Stoan saw to at least ten a year. Not all Detyens practiced the old ways or believed in the old gods. Too many of them had been forsaken on Detya for faith to endure. But Stoan had been raised to it, and he saw the beauty in the tragedy of their kind. 
 
    Stoan left his room and walked silently up the central staircase to the fifth floor, the top story of the house. Once there, he placed the candle and the flask on a small transport bot and programmed it to fly to the penthouse. He pulled the ladder down from the ceiling and climbed up to the roof. An atrium on the roof, glass walls on all sides opening it to the night air and the stars, was lit by small lamps embedded in the floor. It leant an ethereal glow to the place, half on Tarni and half in the world beyond. 
 
    The lights cast Hyn in unworldly shadow. He was a man in his prime, tall and proud. Twenty-nine, with gleaming blond hair and skin the rich blue of Beothea’s ocean at dawn. Hyn nodded to Stoan as he approached, retrieving the candle and flask from the buzzing bot. They were not friends. In fact, they had only met when Hyn stepped off the ship at the Nina City Port. But friendship had little to do with this ritual. When Stoan was close enough to hear him, Hyn spoke, but he didn’t look away from his survey of the city. 
 
    “How many do you suppose will join me on this journey tonight?” he asked.  
 
    Stoan stepped up next to him. Lights across Nina City glittered. It was still early in the evening. Below, people walked back and forth from the Central Market, the largest shopping center in the city. Above them, the stars blazed. The lights of the city obscured the millions of lights they’d see in the desert away from town, but even so, it was beautiful. 
 
    “I cannot say, but I will be by your side to the last,” he promised. It was a lonely road and this final comfort was the least that Stoan could give. 
 
    Hyn swallowed, his throat working against the fear he was trying so bravely to hide. “How much does it hurt?” 
 
    Screams of agony, convulsions, fire burning all around him. Stoan blinked. That was a night long ago and nothing like what Hyn was about to face. “Each Detyen faces a unique fate.” 
 
    “Do you have long?” Hyn asked, finally turning to him, his green eyes glistening. “You can’t be young, to be in charge here.” 
 
    In charge? It didn’t work like that. They were a loose group of Detyen survivors, not an independent civilization or unit. Though, Stoan supposed, many of their group did come to him when troubles arose. And he was the man to see the Final Night through. 
 
    “I have time enough,” he said. He didn’t let himself think of Inrit, and when Reina’s visage appeared in his mind, he shook his head, warding her off. She was unwelcome here. “Please take a seat,” he told Hyn. 
 
    Stoan placed the candle on a small table and lit it. This was going to be a long night. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    He should have had more stuff. Reina pulled the last piece of Lex’s clothing out of the closet and boxed it up. Her eyes were bone dry and her hands didn’t shake. The counselor that her friend Oreylia had insisted she see said that grief could take time and it manifested in strange ways. 
 
    But it had been two weeks since she received the news. This wasn’t denial. Reina knew that Lex wasn’t coming back, that he was dead. She knew that his own ambition and stupidity had brought him to that place, floating dead in the cold blackness of space, discovered by chance because another pilot chose to set a course through a little traveled corridor. 
 
    It was three years of her life gone. 
 
    Three years of joy, sorrow, laughter, and tears. And pain. Mostly pain by the end. And then indifference. Lex was a good humored guy, or he had been. He was always working on his next scheme, always talking about a big break. 
 
    But for the last two years of their marriage, they’d been apart more than together. His job as a long haul freight pilot took him all over the system and to systems beyond. But Reina had never even been off planet. The worst part of it was that their relationship only flourished when he was away. 
 
    Two days after he landed back home, without fail, they’d be yelling and fighting and putting on a show for their friends, trying to hide all the fissures in the broken relationship. And Reina had had enough. The application for divorce was filled out on her computer. She’d only been waiting for Lex to get back home to inform him in person. 
 
    But something was broken within her. Even if the relationship was over, she knew she should be crying. That was what a widow did. 
 
    She’d cried when Haylio had been hurt and kidnapped. She’d cried when they tried to hurt her. She’d even cried over Haylio’s bed in the hospital, praying for him to get better. Now that Haylio was on the mend, Reina found she had no more tears to spend. 
 
    The truth was, she hadn’t cried because of someone’s death in more than ten years. Not since her parents were gunned down outside the Citadel in Droscus’s capital. But she didn’t dwell on that—there was a difference between grief and masochism.  
 
    Reina sealed the box and carried it out into the living room, practically tripping over her cat, Flig. He hissed at her and ran off to hide in one of the bedrooms. She could hear Haylio watching a vid in his room and smiled when he started making kissy noises at the cat. 
 
    The box joined its two companions, all three a little more than half filled with everything that Lex had left in the apartment. His clothes took up most of the space, but when it came to other personal belongings, the boxes were tellingly empty. 
 
    His ship had been his true home, this apartment merely a way-station. 
 
    “Is that really it?” Haylio asked, coming up behind her nearly silently and making her jump. 
 
    “How do you move like that?” she practically growled. He was five years older than her and built like an ox. They had the same blond hair and pale skin, but his face was made for laughter, grooves imprinting themselves on his skin. 
 
    He hadn’t always been so quick to smile. When she’d moved to Nina City, though it hadn’t yet been called that, thirteen years ago, he had been harsh, afraid to trust or smile. They’d both been creatures formed in the Citadel. 
 
    “I’ll never share my secrets, sis.” He kept his tone light, but not in the way their friends were doing. Outside of the apartment, everyone treated her like she was bound to break down at any moment. Other than Haylio, the only people who’d acted like she was an adult were Nina and Stoan. 
 
    And she refused to think about Stoan when she could control it. Her disturbingly vivid dreams didn’t count. 
 
    “Do you think we should send this off to his family?” she asked, waving towards one of the boxes. “They’ve put a claim on most of his personal effects from the ship.” And though it was her legal right to do so, she hadn’t disputed it. She didn’t need Lex’s stuff. 
 
    “You are doing alright, aren’t you?” he asked with just a little hesitation. 
 
    Reina groaned and threw herself on the overstuffed couch. “Keep asking me that and I’m going to call the doc and tell him you look a bit pale and sweaty.” 
 
    Haylio’s eyes widened and he took a step back, clutching his chest. He was pale, but not much more than usual, and while he was bruised and moving slowly, Reina thought he was making a swift recovery. Even if he’d been silent to her on what exactly was done to him. 
 
    Still, Haylio wasn’t deterred. “He was your husband.” 
 
    Reina sighed. “I don’t want to talk about this.” 
 
    “You’re going to the counselor again, at least?” She opened her mouth to respond and he spit out more before she could say anything. “Say yes and I’ll change the subject.” 
 
    “Yes.” It wasn’t even a concession. The doctor was a gentle woman who hadn’t made Reina feel bad about what she was or wasn’t feeling. “Now go lay down or I will call the doc.” 
 
    Instead, Haylio took the seat beside her and kicked his feet up onto the faux-wooden table. He’d lost weight in the last few weeks while his body recovered and his skin still had that sickly, ashen pallor. “Are you going to tell me about that mysterious meeting you had before I got out of the med unit?” 
 
    “It wasn’t anything important.” And Haylio shouldn’t have known about it. He’d barely been conscious the day she went and she hadn’t breathed a word to anyone about where she was going or who she was meeting. Perhaps that was a stupid move for a woman whose parents had been murdered by palace guards, but she knew when to practice discretion. Besides, if she ended up dead, she didn’t want Haylio sacrificing his life in some misplaced act of vengeance. 
 
    “You’re a terrible liar.” He smiled, tilting his head towards her. She saw the hint of pain that he was keeping from her in his eyes. He probably hadn’t taken all the pain medication he’d been prescribed, either because he didn’t want to fall asleep or he didn’t like that it made him a bit loopy. She kept quiet about it, trusting that he wouldn’t let himself suffer too much. 
 
    “If I’m a terrible liar,” she countered, “Then you know I’m doing okay and you don’t need to worry.” Ha! Let him back himself out of that one. 
 
    Instead, a shadow fell over his eyes and he frowned. “If you say so. Just promise that you’ll come to me if things get too bad. If you need help.” 
 
    “It’s not like that.” She wasn’t really sure what it was like. Her orders for the moment were simply to live a normal life and wait for Stoan to call. She feared that when he did, everything would change. 
 
    But that was a problem for another day. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four  
 
    The pressure of lips against his neck told Stoan that he was dreaming. The fingers wrapped around his aching cock only confirmed it. His eyes were closed, enhancing the sensation until he feared he would explode then and there from the pleasure of it all. 
 
    This was new. 
 
    Not the content. He was a man with many responsibilities, but he wasn’t a eunuch. And while pleasures of the flesh didn’t take priority in the waking world, he was no stranger to soft lips on his cock while he dreamed. 
 
    But not these lips. 
 
    Dreams were distant, fickle things made of smoke and ghosts and memories. This was real. The slim, long fingers wrapped around him were as substantial as his own, the darting tongue lapping at his pulse wet and there. 
 
    But Stoan didn’t want to open his eyes. If he opened them then he’d need to acknowledge just what was happening. Just who was doing this to him. It could only be one person. One woman. 
 
    One mate. 
 
    The foundations of the dream shook and a husky, too quickly familiar voice rumbled a laugh near his ear. “Stay with me, lover,” she crooned, biting down gently on his earlobe with her dull human teeth. 
 
    Stoan stifled a moan at the pinch. Something painful shouldn’t feel good. But she was pleasure personified. 
 
    “You don’t belong here,” he said between breaths. It was hard to speak clearly—to think clearly—when she was stroking him so expertly. 
 
    It was a rejection, a repudiation. But her lips curled and she bit down just a little harder, just enough to make him wince, to make him gasp before she let go of his ear. 
 
    His cock was iron hard. 
 
    “Of course, you’re even a cold bastard in my dreams,” she said. “I know how to pick them.” 
 
    There was something in her tone that made Stoan want to pull her close, to hold her and comfort her and tell her that everything would be okay. But he was no liar, not in that way. And when they woke, he had no way to tear away her pain. 
 
    Damn the stars, he thought. A man was allowed his weakness in a dream. 
 
    Stoan reached up and blindly laced his fingers through her soft hair. He still kept his eyes closed, unwilling to break the spell of darkness. He feared what he would see if he opened his eyes to the reality of this. 
 
    He guided her toward him, her skull cradled gently in his large hand. Did she know that he could deal death with a thought? That his claws were only centimeters away, buried in his skin and hiding for the moment? Detyens were a civilized race, but all civilizations grew from chaos and bloodshed. 
 
    But when her lips covered his, Stoan had no more thoughts of violence. There was only her. Only Reina. 
 
    Only his denya. 
 
    She was like nothing he’d ever tasted before, berry sweet and human and woman. Mate. He thrust against her hand, his hips moving back and forth without thought as she held him, her hand already slick. 
 
    He could smell the heat of her desire and his tongue urged him to venture lower, to taste the heat of her sex and bring her over the edge that she was leading him to. But he stayed where he was, luxuriating in the taste of her lips. 
 
    She was no civilized lady. It was a war between them, each determined to conquer and own. Mercy fled where Reina attacked, her hand a weapon of pleasure, her tongue determined to drive him to distraction. 
 
    Stoan was as much the soldier, parrying her thrusts, feinting and advancing in equal measure. When she sighed against him, her body yielding, he realized that this wasn’t about winning. So long as they gave each other pleasure, they were both winners on this battlefield.  
 
    But he was unused to this type of warfare. 
 
    His every sense was heightened. He could feel a bed beneath him, the sheets scratching at his skin as he sunk into the soft mattress. Was it Reina’s? His own bed was little more than a cot, hard and not quite comfortable. It served his purposes, but never tempted him to tarry. 
 
    If his bed were as soft as this mattress, or the company so invited, he doubted he would ever leave. 
 
    Reina’s free hand scraped against his side, her fingers gliding over the ridges of his clan markings that trailed down the side of his chest and tapered off at his legs. He hissed as the sensitive flesh pebbled under her fingers. 
 
    “You like that?” she whispered against his lips. 
 
    “Yes,” he breathed. Was this heaven? Had he already passed from his own life to the next? He’d never known that the madness of pleasure could be so all-consuming. 
 
    “I’ve never felt anything like your cock before,” she whispered, each word a kiss. “I keep imagining what the ridges will feel like inside me.” 
 
    What was so strange about his ridges? He didn’t give a damn about human anatomy at the moment, not if it wasn’t hers. And from the way she felt against him, the heat of her body, he knew they would fit.  
 
    He opened his mouth under her, letting his tongue take her until she discovered that it wasn’t only his cock that was ridged. She moaned, her own tongue sucking on him, and her jerking speed increased until Stoan’s ears rang and blood rushed out of his head and through him, making him light-headed. 
 
    He wanted to live in this kiss, in this bed, forever. Reina was his entire being and he would trade every single second of the waking world if only it meant that right now she gave him the pleasure he craved, the pleasure that no other woman had ever given to him. He could barely focus on his lips when her fingers were so devilishly divine, weaving a spell over his cock, claiming it for her own, now and forever. 
 
    “Yes,” he whispered against her, pressing hard, moving with her. “Harder,” he practically begged. 
 
    His denya knew what he wanted, what he needed. She slid her hand up and down his length, giving pleasure to him with every stroke, until with a harsh growl Stoan came, gasping her name as his mind blanked of any other thoughts. 
 
    Stoan’s eyes flew open on the last spurt of the dream and he looked down to find his own fingers around his softening cock. He sucked in a deep breath, trying to ground himself in some sort of reality, but his mind ran at a thousand kilometers an hour trying to rewire itself until Reina and her pleasure were his first and only priority. 
 
    That wasn’t right. There was some reason, he knew, that it couldn’t be. But he threw himself back down onto his bed, too tired to remember. 
 
    He’d save it for the morning. Anything could wait until then. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
 
    She still hadn’t cried. Two months and no tears. At least Haylio didn’t look at her so strangely anymore. Things had returned to normal. As normal as they could with the glaring hole in their lives. 
 
    And the dreams. 
 
    Those she had not mentioned to her counselor or her brother. It was too private, too intimate to share with a near stranger. After four appointments Reina had judged herself well enough to stop attending, and the counselor hadn’t fought her on it. Haylio probably wouldn’t like it, but what he didn’t know couldn’t disappoint him. 
 
    Things were normal. She went to her job every morning and ate lunch in the small park down the street every afternoon. Some days Haylio joined her when he could sneak away from his responsibilities at the school where he taught. And sometimes her friend and coworker Oreylia walked with her to and from the shop. 
 
    No one mentioned Lex. It was like they thought she couldn’t bear to hear the sound of his name or to think about him, as if mentioning him would open the wound anew. Reina hadn’t found the right words to tell Oreylia or anyone else that they were more than welcome to mention her deceased husband. 
 
    Maybe, Reina thought, if she was reminded of the good times then she could finally grieve, finally let the emotion that everyone thought was festering out. 
 
    “You’re wallowing,” said Haylio. 
 
    She was sitting on the couch playing with a piece of ribbon that had fallen off of her shirt. It was Rest Day, the final day of the week when most shops were closed and few people worked. Tomorrow, Prep Day, was another day of rest, though it had originally been meant for people to begin their week with a day of concentration and planning. 
 
    Haylio wore a dark gray tunic, red pants, and a small hat with no brim. His hair billowed out from under it in curls and waves. He might have looked like an angel, but his face held too much mischief and no serenity. 
 
    “I’m not wallowing.” She was, just a little. The specter of grief might have hung over the house like an annoying ghost just waiting to attack, and because of it things really weren’t normal, not outside of work.  
 
    “So if I offered you a ticket to go see the Bisnanian Dancers with me tonight you’d stay home?” Haylio asked, producing the two tickets from where he’d been holding them behind his back.  
 
    “Yes! Let’s go.” She didn’t have to think about it. She’d do anything to get out of the apartment at this moment.  
 
    Haylio took half a step back when she jumped up from the couch and watched as Flig scampered by, Reina’s sudden movement startling her. “I didn’t think you’d be so eager.” 
 
    “Why not?” Energy hummed through Reina at the prospect of going out. She hadn’t done anything for fun in months.   
 
    Haylio didn’t have an answer. By the time they left the apartment they were both in good spirits, walking arm in arm down the street like they’d done a hundred times before. The sun had just set and since their apartment was near the center of town it wasn’t a long walk to the open air theater just beyond the central market. 
 
    Reina tipped her head back and breathed deep, drinking in the sweet dusk air. Even though it was spring, it was warm enough that she only needed a light shawl. It was perfect. Golden streetlights twinkled and couples and friends walked down the paths, laughing and talking together. 
 
    Happiness bubbled in her veins and Reina wanted to twirl around. She was practically floating on the air. If she hadn’t been holding onto Haylio she would have run ahead and waited for him at the entrance to the theater. 
 
    Instead they walked at a normal pace, like adults. His injuries were completely healed now, though he still didn’t speak of his time with his captors. Reina hoped he would find someone to talk to about it. She’d seen the shadows growing in his eyes once again. 
 
    This outing would be just as good for him as it was for her. 
 
    They made it to the theater. It was simply called the Amphitheater, the design based on their ancestral home world of Earth and its performing spaces. Reina had seen photos and vids of the Earth of today and it looked nothing like the scrolls and paintings they had from when their people had been taken. 
 
    Abduction from Earth had created the Consortium—the collection of planets to which Tarni belonged. Thousands of years ago and over the course of centuries, humans had been plucked from Earth by more advanced alien species. Some had sold the humans into slavery, some had taken them as lovers and mates, and others had failed to find a use for the wily and too-smart race. 
 
    Humans may not have had technology back then, but they were more than capable of learning. And so the Consortium was born. Four planets—Tarni, Beothea, Thanatos, and Vuutera, all suited to human life and within one star system—formed the heart of the Consortium. The planets allied for trade and defense, but there was no unified, ground level ruler. 
 
    Tarni was controlled by Nina on one end and Droscus on the other. A few inconsequential fiefdoms controlled a city or two but they weren’t enough of a threat to be flattened. The other three planets operated in much the same way and all leaders, regardless of their petty quarrels, participated in the Planetary Defense Council, which protected them all from outside threats. 
 
    The Consortium was not made up of only humans, though they were a clear majority on Tarni. 
 
    Reina’s mind flashed back to her first glimpse of Stoan. That was one fine example of an alien. He was just the right shape and built well enough for her to climb him and take him for a— 
 
    No. She wasn’t going down that path while she was awake. 
 
    Reina looked around the theater. The open air stadium was packed to bursting. 
 
    They entered midway between the first and last row. Reina turned to walk up the stairs, but Haylio pulled on her arms. “I didn’t cheap out on you,” he said with a laugh. 
 
    Reina followed him down to the seventh row. Their seats were right on the end and gave them a perfect view of the sparsely decorated stage. The nicest thing about these seats was the padded backs and armrests. Further back, the attendees contended with benches and then a few rows with no seats at all. 
 
    The Bisnanian Dancers were famed throughout the Consortium. With a pang, Reina remembered Lex mentioning them a few times. His trips to Tarni had never coincided with their tour and she’d made him promise not to attend a show without her. 
 
    Her stomach roiled. Now he was gone and he’d never see the performance. 
 
    She wanted to get up and run away, to hide back at home and not watch the show. Lex had done so many things that she hadn’t. He’d left the planet, flown beyond the system, held Tarnian amethysts in the palm of his hand. But he’d never witnessed the Bisnanian Dancers. This was the first road she was taking that he would never travel. 
 
    Reina stood and murmured that she was going to use the rest room. She needed a minute to herself. Tears threatened to spill and she couldn’t let them fall in front of Haylio, not after spending so much time convincing him that she was fine. 
 
    She sucked in deep breaths and walked back up the stairs, saying quiet apologies when she bumped into other attendees in the crowded theater. The line to the rest room wrapped halfway around the building so Reina turned away. She walked back out onto the street and tucked herself away down the small alley outside the theater. 
 
    If someone looked, they’d see her, but it was more privacy than anywhere inside would give her. 
 
    She went as deep into the alley as the lights would allow. Any deeper and she’d be sucked into the darkness. This part of town was safe, more or less. But predators always prowled when the masses came out to play. 
 
    Her parents had been killed in a district not unlike this. 
 
    Pain stabbed her deep in the stomach and the knife’s blade of anger dug around in her intestines until everything within was just one mass of suffering and nausea. Reina doubled over, supporting herself with her hands on her knees while she tried to suck in deep breaths around the agony.  
 
    On her next breath, she almost choked on the snot collecting in her nose and she did gag on a gasping cry. She didn’t realize that she was crying until a droplet slid from her eye and over her nose, collecting for a second on the tip before falling in a flat blob down to the dirty pavement below her feet. 
 
    That bastard! She wanted to yell, but keeping her sobbing silent was too much effort already. You left me here! She needed to scream it, but all that came out was another wheeze. I was done with you! This was over! But you were so stupid that you got yourself killed before I ever told you! 
 
    She closed her eyes against the tears and a moment later felt strong, masculine arms wrap around her. It wasn’t Haylio. 
 
    She opened her eyes and saw the teal skin of Stoan, the alien of her dreams. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I never got to say goodbye to him,” Reina whispered against his neck. She’d glanced up at Stoan for a second before clutching her arms around him and hanging on like he was the source of her anti grav. 
 
    Stoan rested one of his hands on her silky blonde hair and patted her gently. Her pain radiated off of her in waves and if the bond between them were complete, he would have been able to take some of this pain from her, to ease her burden. 
 
    He didn’t have the strength to deny the connection between them while she cried in his arms. 
 
    He knew that she’d lost her husband. In preparing for the mission to come, Stoan had become something of an expert in all things Reina Draven. Or at least in Reina Draven aged fifteen to twenty-eight. Nothing of her childhood existed in the Nina City records nor in any Consortium database that he could access. 
 
    That husband, Lex Omacnaron, was the reason their paths had intertwined. If it weren’t for his death and a video message that he’d sent his widow, Commander Nina would not have known the beginning details of Droscus’s plans. She would have eventually found things out, but the pilot had saved them all some time.  
 
    But even if it meant that the treachery went undiscovered, Stoan would have brought the man back to life in a heartbeat. This woman, his mismatched denya, didn’t deserve to cry alone in some alley just a few paces away from hundreds of people reveling in the magical dances of a talented troupe.  
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said. That was the phrase humans used when one of their own perished. It was uncommon for Detyens to apologize for death; it was too common to be remarked upon like that.  
 
    Reina sucked in deep breaths and pulled back. Stoan didn’t let her see the struggle he went through to let her go. It was nothing, he told himself, merely a momentary comfort.  
 
    He knew it for a lie when his eyes were drawn straight down to her lips. Those lips that had wrapped around his cock in half his dreams since the moment they’d met. He forced himself to look up and meet her eyes. 
 
    She’s not yours. 
 
    But she could be. 
 
    Oh, no. That way lay danger. He’d made his choice and no delusional dream would change it just because they took him to heights of pleasure that he had never experienced, never let himself experience, in the flesh.  
 
    Reina was danger.  
 
    But right now she was in pain, and he could offer her this little comfort. Helping a hurting woman was no betrayal. 
 
    Her eyes still glinted, but she was done crying. She wiped her sleeve against her face, erasing the evidence of her emotion. It wouldn’t fool anyone, but Stoan saw no weakness in her. Grief and anger were nothing to be ashamed of. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she spoke clearly, and Stoan tucked that detail away. She knew how to suppress her emotions, and at some point in the future he might need to use that. But not right now. Not tonight. 
 
    “I came to see the dancers.” He could hear the music playing in the distance. The performance must have started. And while he’d heard excellent reviews, the women on the stage weren’t the reason he’d been drawn outside. Stoan had felt her suffering deep in his bones, even if he didn’t realize what it was. He’d been drawn here by the impossible, unwanted bond between them. 
 
    “Just go away, I want to be alone,” she sneered. Reina held herself up rigidly, straight and tall and liable to snap from a strong gust of wind. 
 
    Stoan almost turned. He almost let her rejection stand as a refutation of him, of everything. But he felt her sorrow, her frustration. And his heart pounded for him to make this better, to make it right. Grief, he knew from too much experience, took time to sort through. But treating those who suffered like they were made of glass never did much to help. 
 
    And so, despite the improper location and the wrong timing, he decided to do something. 
 
    “I’m making progress on the project,” he said, all business. He pretended that she hadn’t just been sobbing, that her eyes weren’t still red and puffy. He pretended that curious ears couldn’t hear them if they stood at the mouth of the alley. “All of the paperwork takes some time to process.” 
 
    “You’re telling me this now?” she asked, mouth hanging open. She looked past him towards the street, but he could hear that it had emptied of most people. All the sound was coming from inside the amphitheater now. “We haven’t spoken in two months and you’re chasing me down on my first night out since… on my first night out to talk about some stupid thing that I didn’t have a choice—” 
 
    “Timing is rarely perfect,” he interrupted. She shifted her head just a centimeter or two and their eyes locked. Stoan felt that all too familiar punch once again and he had to curl his hands into fists to keep from stepping forward and showing her everything he wanted. No, everything he didn’t want. 
 
    He needed to take control of himself. 
 
    But he’d started on this path and would not abandon it, so he continued to speak. “I’m gathering more information. I think it will still take some time, but I would like you to ensure that you are physically prepared when the time comes.” 
 
    “What?” she bit out. 
 
    Anger was good; it was an antidote to sadness. “Speak to Sanna at the Sunrise Temple. She will know what you need.” 
 
    Reina took a step closer. “What do I need?” she asked, challenge in every word. 
 
    Stoan couldn’t resist the step he took, bringing her within arm’s reach. “Combat, stealth, endurance. I’ll need you to keep up.” She wore a perfume, something just floral enough to tickle his senses without overpowering them. What would she taste like in the flesh? 
 
    Stoan reached for an errant lock of her hair and brushed it back behind her ear. She shivered as his fingers skimmed over the sensitive flesh. His eyes were drawn back to those luscious lips of hers and her tongue darted out, moistening them with a seductive swipe. 
 
    He wanted to bite down and mark her, back her up against the wall and take her. In an instant, the entire tenor of their interaction changed and Stoan’s cock took control, commanding him to claim his denya and form the bond. 
 
    “Who are you?” she whispered, confused awe lacing her words. Her brows drew down as if she were concentrating, and Stoan wanted to run the pad of his thumb over the wrinkles over her nose. 
 
    “I…” He leaned forward until he could taste the heat of her skin on his own lips, until only a breath separated them. 
 
    But something crashed behind him, the discordant sound bringing sanity back to his madness. 
 
    “I need to go. Speak with Sanna. I’ll know if you don’t.” 
 
    He left her there, mouth open just enough to invite a kiss, skin hot, eyes red. This wasn’t the time, it wasn’t the place, and she wasn’t his woman. 
 
    No matter what his body thought. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
    After a good night of crying, Reina felt better than she had since before she’d learned of Lex’s death. She wasn’t about to credit Stoan with the revelation or healing or whatever it was. He’d been a mere bystander in her epiphany. If anyone other than her deserved the credit, it was Haylio. 
 
    She’d nearly begun crying again late in the second act of the dancer’s show. Her brother had sprung into action, pretending that his old wounds were bothering him and asking her if she’d really mind if they headed back home early. Of course she hadn’t minded. And of course she’d known he was doing it to cover for her. 
 
    That was what big brothers did. 
 
    And for the first time in two months, she’d opened up to him about Lex while cuddling Flig close to her chest and discreetly wiping away her tears with a clean handkerchief. Haylio revealed that he’d known something was off between them, but he hadn’t been willing to pry. And when Reina actually spoke the words aloud, admitting that they’d been days away from a break up, she allowed herself to realize that this pain didn’t come from missing Lex. Not all of it. 
 
    A large chunk came from knowing that she’d never get a clean ending. That he’d never be able to find his own happiness with someone who actually worked for him. With someone who could grind down his hard edges and appreciate his antics. 
 
    She wasn’t that woman. She’d been too young and in love to realize it when they’d barreled towards marriage three years before. And Haylio understood. Maybe not perfectly, but well enough. And he let her know that it was okay to miss Lex, even if things hadn’t been perfect. That was life. Everything ended messy, even when everyone survived.  
 
     And after that heart to heart and more tears than she could remember ever crying, Reina slept well. In the morning, she was ready to face the day and the path that she’d been unwillingly set on. She still didn’t like it, but that was life in the Consortium. A woman did what she had to do. 
 
    She thought back to her meeting with Nina and Stoan. This time she ignored that strange connection she’d felt to the blue skinned alien. This was a professional mission and she wasn’t about to go get mixed up in some messy relationship because of feelings in her pants. She wasn’t some lust addled teenager. 
 
    And right now, the only reason that she wanted to see him was so he could explain exactly what they were supposed to do. And when. 
 
    Two months and the only communication between them was the chance encounter in the alley. He had her contact details; she was sure he knew where she lived. And yet he’d been absolutely silent. 
 
    As she went through her morning routine, bathing and eating breakfast and otherwise preparing for the day, Reina went over what she knew about the mission. The first thing she remembered Nina telling her was that it was going to be dangerous. At that point, a kind person might have given Reina the chance to back out; she’d never even volunteered. But Nina considered the courtesy of the warning enough to make up for drafting Reina to the cause. 
 
    Even worse, it would put Reina in direct opposition to General Droscus. Just thinking that man’s name sent a shiver down her spine and reminded her of blood flowing red in the streets. 
 
    Her parents blood, as a matter of fact. And in the memory, two Citadel guards stood over them, each holding a knife dripping red. 
 
    That was a long time ago, she tried to calm herself, breathing evenly through her nose. It wasn’t your fault. As always, that reassurance rang false. 
 
    Opposing Droscus terrified her. He’d barely come to power when she’d fled the Citadel as a teenager, but his rise had been swift and absolute. Her parents had been no one of consequence, but they’d fallen victim to the harsh punishments of his regime in its first year. 
 
    All for a stupid apple. 
 
    No, it didn’t matter. That was the thing about brutal dictators, they’d use any excuse to seize power, and it didn’t matter if a kid stole an apple or an old woman tripped near a Citadel guard. Any pretext was sufficient. 
 
    Nina’s mission, her mission, would take her back to that place. But it would also allow her to avenge the death of her husband, and in some small way to get back for the death of her parents. Neither Nina nor Stoan had given details, though they’d both spoken of skills she might need to acquire in the time between their meeting and the execution. 
 
    They weren’t recruiting her because of her head for numbers and balances. They wanted her because Droscus had taken a liking to her. He hadn’t wanted his men to grab Haylio, they’d wanted her. She’d only gotten away because Haylio had distracted them long enough for her to run. 
 
    She didn’t know if he wanted her because of Lex or because of her parents. The one thing she was certain of was that Droscus did not want her because of herself. But Nina seemed to think that she’d been enough of a distraction, a cover for whatever Stoan was supposed to do. 
 
    It had something to do with a key. 
 
    They hadn’t told her that. Bait didn’t need important information. But Nina hadn’t bothered to hide the small metal key that had been sitting between her and Stoan when Reina walked in. It had to be important. No one carried metal keys around, what was the point? 
 
    So that was her job. She was to be bait while Stoan found something to unlock inside of Droscus’s Citadel. And she just had to figure out how to survive. 
 
    That brought her to Sanna and the Sunrise Temple. The Temple district lay on the northern most edge of town, buildings erected for the worship of gods and ancestors sprawled out for several kilometers. This part of the city bustled with children running to and fro, some educated in the temple schools, and others living here full time, raised by the priests and priestesses. 
 
    Reina rarely came here. Back in the Citadel, neither of her parents nor her brother had been religious. She’d never learned the habit of prayer or sacrifice. Well, not religious sacrifice, at least. 
 
    But the Sunrise Temple wasn’t hard to find, even for a novice such as herself. The huge golden disk suspended in the arch of the entrance way was a dead giveaway. The acolytes of the temple wore old style togas from their most ancient ancestors, but if Reina remembered her history correctly, the Temple of Sunrise wasn’t a longstanding cult. It was perhaps two hundred years old. 
 
    A supplicant wouldn’t know from the looks of the place. The stone building was heavy with age. There was actual tinted glass in the windows, refracting the sun until a warm golden light bathed every inch of the insides. But it was darker than Reina expected. The top half of the high walls were painted in dark blues and purples, the only light colors coming from the yellow and light blue band circling around the floor, each a meter or so wide. 
 
    What could this place teach her that she didn’t already know? There wasn’t even a school attached where she could theoretically learn something. The entire temple was dedicated to its priests and priestesses and the supplicants wearing everyday clothes and making sacrifices at the several altars evenly spaced throughout the room. 
 
    Stoan was messing with her. Clearly. Tomorrow she was going to wake up with aching knees and a sore throat from too many prayers, with no new skills to show for it. And it would all be his fault. 
 
    She hadn’t taken him for the pranking type. 
 
    A young human woman, probably not yet twenty, approached Reina with a strange look on her face. “Welcome to the Temple. Is there a way I can direct you?” 
 
    “I’m looking for Sanna,” said Reina. “She’s expecting me.” 
 
    A change came over the girl. Her spine straightened, and she nodded with military briskness. “Of course, please follow me.” 
 
    Reina narrowed her eyes and followed. When the young priestess opened a discreet door hidden away behind a curtain, Reina reassessed her opinion. Stoan wasn’t pranking after all. 
 
    *** 
 
    The smart move was to stay planet side. Stoan had responsibilities, and not just to Commander Nina. But in the past two months, he couldn’t find a moment when he hadn’t been severely off balance, and it all started with Reina Draven. 
 
    The denya. 
 
    His denya. 
 
    How could he ignore it any longer? Something deep within him, something primal and primordial, something soul defining, was drawn to her. His moments spent comforting her were the closest that he’d come to peace since the moment they met. 
 
    His body craved her, and his mind yearned to know her secrets, to find out her likes and dislikes and to build something that should have been impossible. 
 
    A life. 
 
    But Stoan had chosen a different path and he could never give her what she deserved. A man like him could never provide security. He could keep her safe, surely, but his work was too dangerous to undertake while raising a family. And if he were to bond with Reina, he had no doubt that she would wish for one. 
 
    And after this mission, his work would become clandestine from her once more. No denya bond thrived in the dark. 
 
    Inrit’s ghost haunted him still, or if not her ghost, then her memory. He remembered every promise that he’d made to her as a boy, every dream they’d dreamed together. The man knew that he could not hold the boy to his word. But he didn’t know what he would do if Inrit were to step in front of him and the bond between them flared to life. 
 
    Two months ago, there had been no question. His life on Tarni could be left behind in a heartbeat if it was for the woman he’d chosen as his own before he could even know what the choice entailed. But in the past months, he’d been forced to grapple with what loyalty and duty meant when they came in conflict. 
 
    And sadly for Inrit, he found that a whisper of a memory could not compete with the flesh and bone of his people or the promises he’d made to his leader. Where that left Reina, he couldn’t say. 
 
    That was what brought him to the Temple of the Dead on Beothea. By short range cruiser it was a three hour flight from Tarni. Stoan would be gone for less than a day, and he’d done his best to keep his journey a secret from prying eyes. But as he walked the main street of the Temple City, he pulled his hood further over his head, making sure to keep his features cast in shadow. 
 
    Detyens had not been welcome here in many years. 
 
    But traveling in places that wished him elsewhere had become a specialty of Stoan’s in the past several years. Besides, quirks of genetics meant that his blue skin was common to half a dozen races with similar body types. He could have just as easily been a Juntarian as a Detyen, so long as no one noticed his clan markings or his red eyes. 
 
    He made it to the Temple of the Dead without incident, what was left of it. It was a squat building tucked back down a side street. No god of the dead had ever been worshiped here and therefore it had never garnered the deference of other temples. Priests and worshipers had cycled in and out while Stoan grew up, and never more than a dozen lived within the walls for long.  
 
    When he left they’d been down to four. 
 
    He didn’t know what had caused the backlash, but one night he received a video message from Pynt, the priest who had been as close to a father as he had, with the temple burning in the background. Pynt had warned him to stay away and to not look into the carnage. 
 
    Instead of running, Stoan had taken the next shuttle to Beothea. But by the time he reached the Temple City, all of the Detyens were gone. He didn’t even know if Pynt was alive or dead, though he said prayers to guide Pynt through the roads of the afterlife every night. 
 
    The building was made of sturdy stone, so while the fire had done damage, it couldn’t completely destroy the place. Stoan used a discrete las knife to cut through the wood boarding up the entrance and was inside in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Memories haunted the gloomy rooms. It looked more like a large house than a temple, and it had been his and Inrit’s playroom for years. 
 
    The ghosts of his past rattled within him, unsettled by this place. The boarded up doors and windows made it gloomy, and there was no power to cycle on the lights. Everything inside that hadn’t been nailed down was stripped. No furniture, no altars, nothing to suggest that this used to be an active temple of a forgotten people. 
 
    He shouldn’t have come here. 
 
    Stoan sat against the hard bench carved into the wall. He was too heavy with grief to stand. This place was a graveyard, no longer a solemn edifice built to aid their men and women onto the final journey. There were no answers, nothing that settled him. 
 
    He checked his watch and saw that there were still six hours until he was scheduled to meet his transport. Given the attitude toward his people, he was safest waiting here. Stoan wandered around, cleaning up old debris that had fallen or blown through the building over the years. 
 
    It only took him a little while to get a sweat going, and by the time he made it to the altar, the place almost looked habitable. 
 
    But there was nothing he could to about the altar. All that was left was a rock slab on the ground; even its wooden legs had been stolen. If he’d had the supplies, Stoan would have lit a candle and said his prayers to the fallen. 
 
    Instead, he carefully drew a design in the dust, the words in an old Detyen dialect that few could remember. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a bright blue rock that he’d carried with him for years. It was the one thing he’d taken from the temple that he still kept. 
 
    Inrit had given it to him. 
 
    The rock wasn’t inherently valuable; she’d found it on the street. But it had been Stoan’s most prized possession for years. 
 
    A worthy sacrifice. 
 
    He placed it in the center of the design and backed away, head bowed. He said a final prayer and left, leaving the temple and memories of Inrit behind. 
 
    There was only past here. It was time to find his future. 
 
    *** 
 
    Stoan made it back to his quarters unseen. The trip to Beothea had exhausted him and he fell into a deep slumber almost as soon as he secured the locks to his door and set the nightly security. At one time, sleep had eluded him most nights, but in the past months, he had begun to slumber easily.  
 
    It was easier to sleep when the dreams were sweet. 
 
    He didn’t so much wake up in the dream world as come to awareness of it around him. He was near a house big enough for a family, but so quiet that he knew it was empty. Beyond the fenced in yard, a mass of trees with purple and green leaves grew, and the tree closest to the house had a rope swing attached to it. A lone figure propelled herself back and forth, wearing a soft blue dress. 
 
    Stoan smiled, recognition sizzling through him. Over the last two months they’d met many times while they slept, though he’d kept himself far away in his waking hours. After the journey to do away with his past, he was freer than he’d ever been. Before tonight, the dreams had been guilty pleasures, no matter what they did. Always he felt the sharp bite of betrayal in the morning. 
 
    But no more. Tonight, he simply belonged to Reina. His denya. 
 
    His feet sank into the soft grass as he crossed the yard to meet her. He looked down to see that he wore loose fitting dark pants and a simple white shirt. They were both clothed for comfort and he could feel deep in his heart that today Reina needed emotion, not sex. 
 
    When he got close, she jumped off the swing and ran to him, clasping her arms tightly around him in a hug so almost real that it hurt. He hugged her back, drinking in her delicious scent. This might have been a dream, but in his arms, she felt as solid as flesh and bone and as soft as a woman should be.  
 
    “Something’s different,” she said, tilting her head up against his chest. “You’re in a good mood.” 
 
    He knew that she thought he was a conjuring of her own mind, but she’d grown so used to his presence that she’d begun to accept that he wasn’t her construct. He kissed her forehead and grinned. “I’m happy to see you.” 
 
    “Gods above I’ve got it bad,” she muttered, but she didn’t let him go. 
 
    He loved when it was like this, emotionally uninhibited. Because she didn’t realize he was real, she didn’t bother to hide how she felt from him. Stoan almost felt guilty about it, but he didn’t know how to make her believe the truth. So instead he gave her the same honesty. It was all he had. 
 
    They walked hand in hand back up to the house and sat down on a padded chaise on the veranda. Reina nestled herself between his legs and leaned back against his chest while Stoan draped his arms around her, his fingers playing in her soft, silky hair. The color was golden in the soft sunlight. Reina curled in deeper and made a sound of deep satisfaction in the back of her throat.  
 
    “This is so nice,” she said, playing with his free hand. “Nothing hurts in dream world. I’ll be made of bruises in the morning.” 
 
    And that was his fault in part. Her sessions with Sanna were progressing well, but she still needed time to grow. “What happened this time?” he asked. He received weekly reports of her progress, but it was nothing compared to sitting with her and talking. He didn’t need to see that she’d improved by thirty percent or could run a course four seconds faster than her previous try. 
 
    “I fell on my ass trying to climb a wall. A lot,” she grumbled. Her fingers traced over the large clan marking that covered his left hand, casually brushing over the raised skin like it was her own. “How did you get mixed up in all this?” 
 
    “I have no family,” he said. It was true in a way; he had no blood family, though the people at the Temple of the Dead had been as close as anyone could come. “But I was given the opportunity to do something for my territory. I saw no reason to say no.” 
 
    She craned her neck around and leveled a gaze at him. “You expect me to believe that?” 
 
    He kissed her and reveled in the taste when she kissed back. But they’d come to know each other well enough that when Reina pulled back, her eyebrow was raised, waiting for an answer. “I was lost back then,” Stoan said, thinking of days that he’d rather not. The past hurt. “And Nina saw a use for me, gave me a direction. She knew that I didn’t care if I lived or died and found ways for me to work through it.” 
 
    Reina gave a hollow laugh. “You make her sound kind.”  
 
    “No, not that,” he responded. “She used me. I needed guidance, help, healing. Instead she had me taught how to deal death and learn the art of infiltration. She awoke something dark within me.” 
 
    “That’s not all you are,” Reina insisted. “I see you.” 
 
    “I’m not that boy anymore,” Stoan agreed.  
 
    “Good.” She pulled up his hand and kissed it before setting it back down. “Are you real?” she asked casually, a question she asked him almost every night. 
 
    “Do you want me to be?” He’d tried to say yes more than once, but she never believed it. 
 
    Reina didn’t respond and slowly, her breath evened out as she fell asleep within their dream, cradled in his arms as the sun set beyond the trees. Stoan’s own eyes drifted shut, but he kept his hold around her. If this was the only time he could touch her, he didn’t want to let her go. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    Reina landed awkwardly on her shoulder with her wrist wedged between her body and the floor. She kicked her feet, rolling backwards and springing up back into fighting position before Sanna could clear even half the distance between them. That didn’t stop the tall, bulky woman from her course.  
 
    In four months, she had given Reina no quarter, teaching her to run, to fight, and to delay, drilling her without end. This training had become Reina’s life since the moment she approached the temple, and she was forbidden to speak of it to anyone. Not even Haylio could know. 
 
    Every day she went to work at the market, but she spent her nights here. And she was only beginning to understand just how much she still had to learn. How much she’d never have time to learn. 
 
    It turned out that the Sunrise Temple acted as a training ground for spies in the employ of Commander Nina. Of course, no one had breathed a word of it to Reina, but the clues were all there, and she was being trained to spot them. Given a year or two, she might develop what it took to go into the field and apply her training. But she feared that she had much less time. 
 
    Then Sanna was on her, black twists of hair flying towards her with every punch. In a street fight, they would be a liability, but Sanna had taught her that she could not make it look like she was ready to fight; she couldn’t be prepared at every moment. So they trained in impractical clothes and shoes, with bound hands or while balancing on ledges a meter off the ground. There was no perfect moment. 
 
    That didn’t stop Reina from grabbing for Sanna’s hair and pulling her forward, punching at her gut and twirling out of reach when Sanna let out a sharp exhale. 
 
    A gong tolled behind them and Reina stopped moving. Sanna held up a hand, indicating that their fight was finished.  
 
    She looked over to the door. They were alone in the training room. A few select priestesses had leave to enter as they pleased, but most days it was just Reina and Sanna. And in four months, Reina knew nothing about the warrior priestess. In fact, she wasn’t even certain that Sanna was a priestess. 
 
    The door cracked open and a young priestess, no older than fourteen, walked in carrying a small piece of paper. Sanna took it with a nod, read the contents, and then held the paper over one of the candles sitting on a table, letting the remnants of the page burn in a ceremonial bronze bowl. 
 
    “Our time has come to an end,” she said matter of factly. “Be ready to leave tomorrow morning. Transport will arrive at your home before sunrise.” 
 
    So soon? “I have a job,” protested Reina. “And Haylio will wonder where I’ve—” 
 
    Sanna cut her off. “Our training has concluded. Please exit the temple.” She left, leaving Reina standing in the training room at a complete loss. Four months of her life and not even a goodbye? 
 
    With one night to do a week’s worth of work, Reina didn’t have time to think once she left the temple. She put in a call to Oreylia and let her know that she had to take some time off. A few key words and she had her friend and co-worker convinced that grief for Lex’s death had suddenly hit her and she needed some time to get her head on straight. 
 
    Haylio thankfully wasn’t at home. She wrote a note and told him she’d been hired to perform an audit on a research station in a remote region of Nina’s territory. Communication signals were blocked due to security protocols, so she’d contact him whenever she was able. She knew he’d take care of Flig, but she still gave the cat a good cuddle before packing up. 
 
    She would have never been able to come up with these scenarios on the fly before Sanna. Before Stoan. 
 
    As Reina packed her bag, she tried not to think about him. It had been four months since they’d last seen each other that night in the alley. And yet Reina hadn’t been able to get him out of her mind… or her dreams. What had been sporadic occurrences after their first meeting had turned into nearly nightly excursions a few days after her cry outside the amphitheater. 
 
    And they weren’t just sex dreams, though that was a big part of them. No, now the dreams had taken on a new life. At night, she shared her hopes and fears with Stoan and in return, he showed her secrets and worlds she could never imagine. 
 
    She was more than a little infatuated with him. Well, with her fantasy ideal of him, anyway. Reina was trying to stay sane about it. He was the first man she’d looked at who wasn’t her husband in years. He’d come around right after her husband’s tragic death. She’d imprinted on him like a baby duck, or something like that. 
 
    It wasn’t real. 
 
    No matter how good it felt. 
 
    But excitement still bubbled in her veins at the thought of seeing him again. This was madness. She was about to be thrust in the most dangerous experience of her life, barely prepared, with no knowledge of what she actually had to do. And all she could think about was that the man she was working with was sexy as hell. 
 
    Reina packed light. That had been Sanna’s first rule. When you don’t know where you’re going, don’t weigh yourself down. Supplies could usually be acquired on the mission. 
 
    Sleep didn’t come easy. She set her alarm for just after sunrise, though she had no idea when she’d be picked up or who would be taking her. 
 
    She spent the night tossing and turning, sleep coming in bits and pieces, but thankfully dreamless. She couldn’t have handled facing dream Stoan the night before she was going to see real Stoan again. By the time her alarm blared, Reina was unrested but ready to move. 
 
    It was a good thing Reina woke early. Less than fifteen minutes after dawn, someone pounded at the door. She looked quickly down the hall toward Haylio’s room, but his door sat open and the room empty. She was home alone. 
 
    She heard the knock again and corrected her thought. She had been alone. Now she had company. 
 
    Reina picked up her bag and shut off the lights behind her. Haylio would find her note. She scratched Flig behind her ears one last time and kissed her on top of her head. The soft fur felt like home and tears pricked at Reina’s eyes. 
 
    I hope I come back. The thought bounced around the back of her mind, tumbling into every system and shaking her up. She hadn’t thought about it—hadn’t let herself think about it—since she began her training. But every lesson she was taught at the temple was one step away from her normal life and a step toward something new and exhilarating and as dangerous as she could imagine. 
 
    Her husband had barely dipped his toes in this world and he ended up dead. 
 
    But he had no training, a contentious part of her whispered back. He was cocky. 
 
    And thoughts like that would get her killed. She wasn’t any better equipped for this than Lex was, not really. She had just enough training to know exactly how dangerous the situation could get, and not enough to really know how to take control. She knew just enough to know when it was time to panic. 
 
    Reina yanked the door open and almost jumped when it wasn’t Stoan, but an Oscavian stranger. His rich purple skin glowed faintly with the rising sun. 
 
    “I’m your taxi driver, ma’am,” he said, with a quick bow of his head. He spoke with a Nina City accent. He’d been raised on Tarni, not in the far off Oscavian Empire. He handed her a small wooden chip with an elaborate design burned into it. Nina gave them to her trusted agents so that they could identify themselves to one another. It was safe to go with him. 
 
    As she walked down the steps to the street, she realized that the taxi made perfect sense. She and Stoan couldn’t be seen together before this mission. Droscus had spies throughout the city 
 
    She kept her bag with her when she climbed into the passenger seat of the hover taxi. “Where are we going?” she asked as the Oscavian slid into the driver’s seat and engaged the engine. 
 
    “Port Kully. You’ll be meeting a ship there in two hours,” he said. 
 
    “Ship? As in boat?” The port served as a dock mostly for pleasure craft, though the occasional shipment of fine goods was delivered near the industrial warehouses a few kilometers from the yachts. As a child in the Citadel, Reina had gone rafting with her parents and Haylio in the summer. But she hadn’t been out on the water in more than a decade. What was the point when a shuttle could get a person somewhere faster and cheaper than a boat? 
 
    “Seems like,” said the Oscavian. The port was nearly an hour away, but this early in the morning, traffic was light and they made it in forty-five minutes. When he dropped her off, Reina tried to offer him credits for the drive out of habit, but he refused with a shake of his head and a smile. He left her on the tarmac, the smell of salt air fresh in the air. 
 
    No one was here, no vehicles parked in the lot, no sailors out inspecting their boats. It was only her and the cawing of birds. 
 
    Reina shivered. Stoan was waiting for her and it was time to show him exactly what she was made of. 
 
    *** 
 
    The op could have started a month ago, if Stoan hadn’t considered Reina’s survival vital to the mission. All the pieces had been put in place in the Citadel, but the weekly reports he received from Sanna’s agents had insisted that Reina wasn’t ready. And if Sanna made the assessment, he knew to trust it. She’d been Nina’s head spy for years, long before Nina had risen to the heights of ruling half a planet. 
 
    But Sanna’s identity had been discovered, her face known to their enemies. So she’d taken a silent role, living quietly in the temple district and training up new operatives for specific missions. There was no one that Nina trusted more, and for this mission, Stoan trusted her just as much. 
 
    Something had changed within him since returning from his short jaunt to Beothea. Some of the weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Not all of it; he carried within him too much honor, too much responsibility to ever truly be free of it. But now he saw hope mixed in where he’d only seen despair. In truth, it had all started six months ago with the appearance of Dorsey Kwan. 
 
    Because of women like her, his race might not be doomed to a slow, inevitable death. And because of women like Reina Draven. His denya. 
 
    He hadn’t made the choice to claim her. Inrit still held the first rights to his heart and he didn’t know how to let her go, even if he wanted to. But the bond he’d felt that first day was true. The bond had flared again in a different manifestation while she cried to him in the alley. 
 
    And though he doubted that she realized it, the bond had grown instant by instant in their dreams. It was a psychic connection after all, and it yearned to be fed, even if those it connected were parted physically. 
 
    Stoan checked his watch as his claws itched to spring forth and his vision narrowed for a moment. 
 
    She was here, close. 
 
    He breathed in through his mouth, standing utterly still and looking out the small window to the marina behind the squat administrative building. No workers would venture forth for hours yet and by that time, he and Reina would be on the yacht headed for the Citadel with none the wiser. 
 
    No one knew what path they would take to the city or into Droscus’s territory. He’d contact one of his operatives when the ship got close enough that they’d need a distraction to land. 
 
    The door opened and Stoan forced himself to stay in place. Reina moved deliberately, her steps quiet, nearly silent. Only a few months before, she’d been a laboring lyrax, stomping into Nina’s office on heavy feet. Now she moved like a dancer. 
 
    Stoan turned when she was only an arm’s length away. 
 
    If he’d thought the connection had flared hot between them in Nina’s office, Stoan had been a fool. His entire attention focused on her, the rest of the room melting into nothingness. Without thought, he stepped towards her, chest heaving as he breathed in the heavenly scent of her. 
 
    There was something delightfully feminine mixed with a woodsy note that brought to mind an ancient huntress, arrow in one arm, poised atop a magnificent Earth horse. A human goddess. 
 
    And then his hand was up, mere centimeters from her cheek, the heat of their skin mingling in the breath of space between them. 
 
    Reina’s blue eyes flashed, darkening with something carnal, something that belonged right here between them. His cock jerked to life, straining against the fabric of his trousers, reaching out for her just as stridently as his hand. 
 
    Her mouth dropped open by a fraction and her tongue darted out, licking her top lip in a sensual nervous gesture. 
 
    Stoan groaned and closed the distance, cradling her face in his hand. 
 
    Yes! he wanted to cry out. This was the thing he’d been waiting for, skin against skin. 
 
    “What are you…” Reina swallowed hard, “what are we doing? What is this?” 
 
    Just one kiss; the taste of her lips could feed his starving body for a century. But Stoan tore his hand back and forced himself to step away, to put some distance between them. A man did not take what wasn’t freely given. 
 
    And she still mourned her husband. He could never forget that. 
 
    “I am sorry,” he said. “That was—” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to apologize,” she interrupted, straightening and suddenly becoming much closer in height to him. He was still half a head taller, but she was not a short woman. Her blonde hair was held back with a thin strip of leather and she wore no face paint common to the men and women of Tarni. She was fresh faced, stunningly beautiful. How had he not seen it before? 
 
    He’d known she was attractive, of course. He did have eyes. But looking at her now, he wasn’t sure that there was a woman on Tarni lovelier. 
 
    “Why not?” he asked. He’d overstepped. He knew the rules in dealing with humans. They were not overly physical, and they would never understand the hurried couplings that those in the first stages of a denya mating undertook. What was a little sex between strangers when death was on the line? 
 
    Reina opened her mouth to speak and then closed it without saying a word. Her eyebrows drew down as she thought. “I… I’m not sure. But I don’t want you to apologize. I want…” she trailed off, leaving a tantalizing suggestion in the air. 
 
    If he kept standing close to her, he would kiss her. And if he kissed her, he didn’t think he’d be able to stop before things fundamentally changed between them. He ached to touch her, to hold her, to take her and finish what fate had started six months ago. 
 
    Stoan had been a fool to think he could stay away. 
 
    But the one moment of sanity was enough for him to seize control back from his hormones. The mission, he reminded himself, it must be done. 
 
    “Follow me,” he said, “It’s time to go.” He led her down the hallway, out the back door, and out onto the marina. They walked down a central row of the floating dock until they reached a medium sized boat made of a fine dark wood and built to accommodate pleasure seekers on long jaunts around Tarni’s ocean. Though completely modern and even equipped with hover capabilities, the ship was full of nods to the past. 
 
    A large bow jutted out of the water, rising several meters, and decorative windows along the water line looked like they could hold ancient oarsmen like the ships of ancient Earth. 
 
    “Where’s the crew?” Reina asked, following him up the plank to board the ship. 
 
    He gestured between the two of them. “You’re looking at it.” 
 
    She burst out laughing, and it was like the sun exploded. Stoan grabbed for the rail and gave it a tight grip. “It’s autonav enabled.” The words came out harsher than intended and Stoan felt like an ass when the smile wiped from her face. But he didn’t apologize. 
 
    “It’s a three day journey by water,” he said. “Meet me in the control room once you’ve settled in.” 
 
    They had a lot of planning to do. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    Three days on a ship with Stoan. Sure, no problem. Reina blew out a breath. Even in her mind that sounded like a lie. 
 
    This was bad. 
 
    As soon as she’d laid eyes on him, Reina knew she was doomed. She was going to give in to the crazy feelings inside of her and sleep with him. If she didn’t end up falling in love, it would be a miracle. And then he was going to break her heart. That was what men did to her. Even the one she’d married had been a disappointment. 
 
    She was never enough. With Lex, he’d always longed for space. Her first boyfriend hadn’t liked her blonde hair. Another said she was too fat. And the man she’d dated right before she met Lex had taken a vow of celibacy and surrendered himself to an ascetic priesthood. 
 
    It was hard not to take it personally when a man gave up sex and all the comforts of the world a week after the third date. 
 
    Reina found a room on the boat and placed her bag at the foot of the bed. She wasn’t surprised to find two changes of clothes in the small chest and a container of toiletries in the bathroom. She realized she was in the room right next to the captain’s quarters when she opened the wrong door and stepped inside. That bedroom wasn’t massive, but it dwarfed the one she’d chosen. 
 
    The bed was twice as big as hers, and still the room looked huge. 
 
    And Stoan’s bag lay right on top of the covers. 
 
    She closed the door behind her and locked it. There was another room right across the hall; she could move into it and he’d never know that they’d almost been connected by a door thin enough for a child to punch through. But Reina left her things where they were. It felt like cowardice to change her mind just because he was sleeping next to her. 
 
    They were adults. 
 
    Besides, if she was being honest with herself, she knew that a narrow hallway would pose no deterrent to any naughty business. 
 
    She smoothed her clothes down and retied her hair before going back upstairs to the control room to find Stoan. She entered through the interior of the ship up a staircase so narrow that both her shoulders nearly brushed against the walls. The smell of the sea was strong throughout the ship, panging in her chest and reminding her of happier times. 
 
    The stairs led directly to the control room.  
 
    It was a beautiful place, more for the view than the room itself. The walls were nearly 360 degrees of glass, allowing them to look out toward the horizon in every direction. A light purple synthetic half-wall wrapped around under the glass, blending in with the water around them. 
 
    The control room wasn’t what she expected. The vessels that her family had used long ago had been simple ships with manual controls. Stoan sat before something that looked more like Lex’s old freighter. There were lights and scanners, different readout screens and several levers all sitting right in front of him. 
 
    The levers moved up and down without Stoan touching them. The automatic controls, she realized. Reina looked out the windows and saw the port in the distance behind them. The boat moved so smoothly that she hadn’t realized they were sailing. 
 
    Stoan looked over at her and stood, pressing a button above the controls. He gestured to a small table set up in front of the console and a few steps down. Rather than chairs, a bench wrapped around the short wall. “Please, take a seat,” he said. 
 
    Reina sat, angling herself for so that she had the most expansive view. That put her right next to the small staircase down from the console, and Stoan accidentally brushed up against her as he passed. He took a seat beside her. The bench wasn’t that big and all of a sudden the room felt a whole lot smaller. 
 
    Stoan placed a small device that fit right in the palm of his hand on the table. Three legs sprouted up from under it and a light flashed. It was a portable hologram projector. Even in the bright light of the room, the picture was clear. 
 
    Floating above the projector was a decorative key, the one that she’d seen in person six months ago in Nina’s office.  
 
    If it wasn’t the same one, then it was an identical twin. 
 
    Stoan tugged at the square collar of his shirt until he reached a gold chain. He pulled on it and came up with the same key in the projection. He lifted the chain up over his neck and let the metal pool in his hand with the key resting on top of this. 
 
    “This item was taken from one of General Droscus’s trusted guards during his attack on Nina Station six months ago,” he said, all business and solemnity. 
 
    “Nina Station was attacked six months ago?” There’d been no news of an attack on any of the media stations or in the news sheets. Nina Station was vital to interplanetary transport. It served as one of the four permanent space stations around Tarni and was the jumping off point for both travel and commerce. Technically, each of the stations was neutral territory, but in practice they were controlled by whichever warlord controlled the territory below. 
 
    Suddenly Stoan looked… guilty? His red eyes widened, the rubies flaring brightly for an instant before dimming once more, and his lips drawing to a tight line. “I’m afraid I must apologize.” 
 
    “What? Why?” This was a sudden turn. And while her life had gone topsy-turvy, Reina didn’t think Stoan had done anything to make it that way. He hadn’t started this. 
 
    He met her eyes and she bit back a gasp. His own eyes were no secret to her, and there was nothing strange in their carmine redness. Plenty of aliens had different colored eyes than humans. But looking into them right now, she understood why her ancient ancestors thought demons had red eyes. There was something so indescribably tempting in them that she had to curl her fingers and drive her nails into the flesh of her palm to keep from reaching out and touching him. 
 
    This wasn’t normal. Reina had been in relationships before. She’d been in love before. She’d been infatuated with men completely wrong for her. But it had never been so sudden, so driving. This need was like a living thing. And she could try to rationalize it, try to convince herself that it was normal because they’d known each other for months now. 
 
    But it wasn’t normal, and time had nothing to do with it. Reina wanted Stoan and she had from the first moment they’d met. 
 
    So what was she going to do about it? She was single, free of commitments or promises. And if they survived this mission, if it didn’t go too wrong, there was nothing stopping her from taking up with the hottest blue alien that she’d ever met. And there were a healthy number of hot blue aliens on Tarni. 
 
    Keep your mind on the job, she admonished herself. 
 
    Stoan seemed oblivious to her anguished thoughts. “Your friend Dorsey Kwan asked me to relay a message to you. She is well and happy. She and her…” he paused for a second like he tripped over the word, then continued. “Her mate, Tyral, left Tarni under some duress. But she wished for me to tell you that she was safe. I apologize for not telling you sooner.” 
 
    Something light bubbled up in Reina’s chest, bursting out of her mouth in a fit of laughter verging on giggles. Stoan looked so serious, his brows drawn down, eyes tight, with not a hint of a smile. And as she kept laughing, he only looked more and more confused. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” he finally asked when she calmed down and began to catch her breath. 
 
    That only set Reina off once more. She clutched the table and slumped forward, resting her head on one hand and practically hiccupping. She knew this wasn’t a proportional response to his questions. She knew she should be serious, but his expression and his message reminded her that there were things outside of this world she was stepping into. Good things. 
 
    Reina sat back up and took control of her breathing. She could feel the red heat on her cheeks and knew her face must be as bright as the ruhgeberry pies that her mother used to make. She sucked in one last deep breath before speaking. “I know she’s okay.” 
 
    That threw him. “How?” he demanded. 
 
    There was an edge to that demand that curled down deep inside of her, bringing further to life her desires. He would be commanding in bed, she had no doubt. And she would fucking love it. But they weren’t talking about sex right now. She need to get her head on straight. 
 
    “She messaged me three months ago,” Reina said with a smile. Dorsey had been so happy, just full of life and laughter that it had infected Reina, and she’d been floating for the entire day after the call. It had been obvious that there was something going on between Dorsey and her Detyen the moment Reina met them, but she’d been too focused on survival and grief to notice. 
 
    Of course, Dorsey hadn’t held that against her. A real friend never would. 
 
    “She fares well?” he asked after a moment, still confused enough that a wave of affection rolled over her. Reina just wanted to hug and comfort him. “And her denya?” 
 
    “What’s a denya?” Dorsey and Ty had ended up hundreds of light years away. Communication happened in fits and starts over that kind of distance. But she didn’t recognize the word. And even though Reina didn’t have an ear for languages, she knew that she’d remember hearing it. It settled somewhere in her chest and burrowed in until it became a part of her. She owned the word, or maybe the word owned her. No matter what, it was hers. Even if she didn’t know what it was. 
 
    Stoan grew cautious. She could see his face close off, which was kind of amazing, since he was about as expressive as a rock. He stood, and she thought the conversation was over even though they hadn’t spoken about what he wanted. But Stoan only stepped up to one of the windows and gazed out at the sea all around them. After a moment, he looked back at her, eyes twin flames. 
 
    “Denya is the Detyen word for mate,” he explained, voice full of soul crushing emotion. “A denya is everything. Salvation. Life itself.” 
 
    “Children?” she asked. What else could he mean by life? 
 
    But Stoan shook his head. “We are cursed. A denya is the blessing.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand.” Curses weren’t real, not like those in ancient legends. The gods could not call down the heavens on the unbelieving, nor could they turn innocent women into spiders. 
 
    Stoan reached out and rested his hand over her own. She looked down and saw the teal skin covering her boring beige. He rubbed his thumb back and forth over one of her joints and she shivered, goosebumps crawling up her arm. There were strange indentations coming out of his knuckles, almost like a cat’s paw. She wanted to reach out and touch, but she held herself in check. 
 
    “It’s more of an evolutionary quirk, I suppose,” he said, explaining away the curse. “Do you know about Detya?” 
 
    Something pinged in the back of her memory, something tragic. She didn’t know why or how she knew, but the knowledge was there. Somehow. “It was destroyed, wasn’t it?” Perhaps she’d learned in school, or maybe heard the information from one of her customers. 
 
    But Stoan just nodded. “A hundred years ago, there were billions of us. Now we number in the thousands. And that number grows smaller every year.” 
 
    “Why?” What was the curse, the quirk, he spoke of? 
 
    “If we do not find our denya, if we do not bond by the age of thirty years, we die.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The Detyen curse was no secret. Any encyclopedia of species would list it dispassionately alongside average height, common skin colors, and clan markings. Still, Stoan felt like he was revealing something shameful to Reina and a significant part of him did not want her to know. 
 
    He feared it was a mistake to tell her about the denya bond now, but he would not lie to her, not unless it was to save her life. Besides, her good friend was mated to a Detyen male. She had other avenues of information, or would once they returned to Nina City. Withholding information now served little purpose. The spy’s heart at his core knew that telling her these truths would open the bonds of trust. 
 
    If Stoan were lying to himself, he would say that was why he did it. In truth, he simply wanted her to know. Even if he never took her to bed, never sealed the bond, she should know his truth. 
 
    Her face paled when he spoke, but she schooled her expression quickly, her lessons with Sanna having the desired effect. Stoan scowled and leaned forward without thought, cupping her cheek and holding his face close to hers, barely a breath away. “Don’t use those tricks with me,” he growled, a beast inside him raging even as he logically knew why she did it. To hell with logic. “When we’re alone, it is only you and I.” No secrets, no subterfuge, no ghosts. 
 
    For the briefest second, he saw her fear; her eyes widened, her breath caught. But then there was that inner human fire at the heart of her flaring to life. “Is it really only us?” she challenged. “There’s been another woman between us since the beginning.” 
 
    Inrit. How did she know? How could she know? He’d never spoken the name on Tarni, never breathed their secrets. Even as his thoughts rattled on he realized that Inrit was not the woman that Reina spoke of. 
 
    Nina. 
 
    Of course. 
 
    “She’s not in this room,” he said, bringing his other hand up so that he cradled her head in both of his hands. The world was shifting beneath him, and it had nothing to do with the waves. “When we are alone, it is only you and I. Only ever you and I,” he vowed and meant it. 
 
    Like that, he made up his mind. The past would always have its place, and some of those memories he would cherish until the day he faded. But the universe had given him a gift. It had put an amazing, intelligent, sharp, beautiful woman in his path and offered him salvation from a short, brutal existence. 
 
    Stoan was no fool. And he was no coward. He closed the distance between them, capturing Reina’s lips with his own. 
 
    Yes. It was right, perfect. Exactly the thing he most wanted in the world. Everything within clicked into place, aligning along an axis he’d never known existed. Reina’s lips were the only lips he’d ever taste. Her body was what he would worship, her mind what he would cherish. 
 
    She made a noise, something between a moan and a groan and shifted, standing up against the bench and pushing him back against the table. Papers fluttered, and he didn’t give a damn because her hands were on him, holding him and stroking over his clothes and imprinting her touch on him. 
 
    He was already hard from a simple kiss. 
 
    This was not the stuff of their dreams. He’d thought the dreams felt real while he slept. But now with Reina in his arms, her scent enveloping him and her taste overwhelming his tongue, he knew he’d been beyond wrong. 
 
    Her hair was soft between his fingers as he slid one hand back to pet, to soothe. His heart beat too fast and his head spun with the delirium of possibility. It was almost too real between them, a reality destroying kind of real. But with Reina, he was ready to face this new world. 
 
    She was no longer just a list of skills and weaknesses in a personnel file, she’d never been just that. She was his denya and he meant to keep her, to have her and hold onto her until they both breathed their last. 
 
    But sanity intervened. Reina’s sanity, for Stoan was too far gone to care about consequences or planning or the mission. As long as she was his, he would only be hers. 
 
    She slid her arms slowly to rest on his chest and her fingers curled in as if she couldn’t quite make herself let go. But then he felt that pressure against him, her hands pushing him away. And for an instant, Stoan considered changing her mind, kissing her until she forgot about the world around them as much as he had. 
 
    But he was an honorable man, and he would not do that. No one should have their choices taken away. 
 
    He leaned all the way back to the other side of the table. Reina half stood, half knelt on the table. Her chest heaved under the dark purple top she wore and her blonde hair was messy and mussed from his grip. Her lips were red and swollen and he wanted to dive right back toward her. 
 
    He forced himself to look away. It hadn’t been so hard a few moments ago. 
 
    In more ways than one. 
 
    She held up a hand, pointing a finger at him, not in accusation but for emphasis. “I’ll give you points for your technique, but I still have questions.” Her eyes were bluer than the ocean, and deeper. 
 
    Stoan needed to get a hold of his thoughts. This was no way to operate. “Technique?” he asked, buying time as he got himself under control. 
 
    Her mouth dropped open and she waggled her finger between them, quickly pointing back and forth. When he said nothing, she waved her hand in front of her mouth. “Distracting me. I’m not just some woman who’s going to bow down just because a man knows how to kiss. Leave that for whatever other women you’ve seduced.” 
 
    “I’m not a seducer,” he responded. “I said only you. I mean only you.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as if what he said must be a lie. “Why?” she asked in accusation. 
 
    “Is it that hard to believe that I’m attracted to you?” She sat before him like a goddess of judgment, divine and indifferent, though her mussed hair belied that fact that she’d been in his arms only a moment ago. 
 
    Reina slid out of her seat and came around to the other side of the table as Stoan stood, leaving a meter of space between them as a buffer. She pulled herself up to her full height, shoulders straight, expression fierce. “I don’t want you to use me like I’m some plaything. I know you wouldn’t have chosen me for this mission, but manipulating me with sex isn’t going to work.” She swallowed hard, eyes darting down for half a second as if she could remember the feel of his cock pressed against her. 
 
    But that had only happened in their dreams, Stoan reminded himself. 
 
    “I’m not manip—” he tried to say before she cut him off. 
 
    “We have to be adults. And we have to do the job. And I’m sorry that you’ve got this shortened lifespan so you probably… like… a lot of women to make up for lost time, but I’m not here to be some random hookup just because I’m convenient.” She was winding up, her words coming faster, tumbling out together. “I’m done being there just when I’m wanted. I deserve more than that and—” 
 
    “You’re my denya.” He hadn’t been ready to tell her, but he didn’t know what else to say to cut her off. 
 
    She jerked back almost as if struck. “What?” He tried to interpret her tone as surprise, not rejection. 
 
    Stoan took half a step closer but held still when she stepped back. He wasn’t going to invade her space like some war lord. “You felt the connection between us that first day. It hasn’t gone away.” He wanted to reach out and touch her, to make the connection physical. But Reina already looked on the verge of breaking. “You’ve had dreams.” 
 
    She gulped. “Dreams?” It was barely a whisper. 
 
    “The kind you don’t talk about.” This time when he inched closer, she didn’t move. Stoan kept his hands down, fists clenched at his side. He would not touch her again until he had her invitation. “The kind that wake you up gasping and trembling.” 
 
    She sucked in a breath and tilted her eyes up to meet his. He saw the sky and the sea at battle in her gaze, a wicked, twisted storm ready to unleash. “What…” She blinked and licked her lips, tongue darting out quickly and hidden just as fast. “What does it mean? I don’t… I can’t… I…” 
 
    He spared her more stammering. “It means things are complicated. But we have time. I promise.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
    It wasn’t yet midday and Reina was ready to pass out. She’d left, fleeing back to her quarters not long after Stoan made his confession. Announcement. Whatever. Sensing her distress, he’d handed over a tablet with all the information she needed and let her go without a word of protest. 
 
    Right now, that tablet was sitting unread beside her on her small bed. She was wedged into the corner between two walls, curled up and covered with the soft red blanket that had covered the bed when she entered the room. Only a possibly misplaced sense of pride kept her from ducking her head under the blanket and hiding completely in a dark burrow. 
 
    Mate. 
 
    Deyna. 
 
    Mate? 
 
    Reina rubbed her hands against her face, trying to see if she was somehow dreaming. Or having a nightmare. A six month long nightmare that began with Lex’s death and ended here. With a big blue alien saying she was his mate and if they didn’t bond—and that could only mean one thing—then he would die when he turned thirty. 
 
    How old was he, anyway? Clearly, he wasn’t going to drop dead in the middle of the mission, so there was a bit of time. Was he younger than her? It was hard to tell ages with non-humans. Not all of them lived on the same time scales, nor did they age in the same way. For all she knew, his people grew to full adulthood by ten years old. 
 
    She couldn’t deny the attraction. She’d admitted that part to herself. But mate went beyond attraction. It went beyond a simple fuck. Sure, she might have said that she didn’t want to be a hookup, but that didn’t mean she needed freaking marriage vows. 
 
    Been there, done that. Still had the grief and the sorrow. 
 
    She couldn’t deal with this, not right now. They were sailing towards enemy territory and would make landfall in three days. And Sanna had taught her well: the quickest way to get dead was distraction. Romance, fate, whatever, that was a distraction of galactic proportions.  
 
    On the bright side, maybe she’d get killed or imprisoned or something and never have to make a decision. 
 
    No, jokes like that were on the road to giving up. And Reina was going to succeed at this.  
 
    She pushed the blanket down and grabbed the tablet, entering the secure pass code and then scanning her palm print before the screen unlocked. Unlike a generic entertainment tablet which came with games and holovids, this device only had encrypted files pertinent to the mission. 
 
    Stoan had been busy. 
 
    In the past six months, he had established a plausible background for her, set in place a network of informants and spies, built half a dozen safe hideouts, and got himself an invite into The Citadel itself. To make matters confusing, both the city and Droscus’s headquarters were called the Citadel. The only difference was the emphasis on the. And for extra clarity, many simply referred to the City and The Citadel.  
 
    The objective of their mission was to find a lock that fit the key that had been recovered from Nina Station six months before. Tyral, Dorsey’s mate, had snatched it from a guard who had detained him during their escape. There was a lot about the attack. And each word she read reminded her that Lex had been caught up in something so much bigger than himself. 
 
    Her friend Dorsey had almost been a victim of Droscus’s schemes. He’d arranged for her to be killed, and it was only because he’d hired pirates that she was still alive. The pirates had attempted to double their money, collecting the fee for the assassination from Droscus while leaving Dorsey alive to sell her at the slave markets in a faraway system. They’d also captured Tyral NaRaxos, who had the misfortune to be flying through a dangerous sector of space. 
 
    Dorsey and Ty had saved themselves and uncovered enough pieces of Droscus’s dealings for Nina and her advisers to put the rest together. And then Dorsey and Ty had run. There wasn’t a note in the file explaining why. But Reina had a few ideas. If Dorsey had stuck around, it could have just as easily been her sitting on this ship in the middle of the ocean with Stoan, heading into the Citadel. 
 
    Reina and Stoan might never have met. 
 
    The thought curdled in her stomach and Reina pulled her legs in closer, making herself into a little ball. No, she didn’t like that thought at all. She didn’t want her friend in danger. And she couldn’t imagine Stoan as a stranger, not anymore. 
 
    It was strange. She didn’t really know him. In six months, they had spent perhaps a half an hour alone together. Though apparently, that was more than enough time to determine that she was his mate, Reina didn’t know much else about him. 
 
    He was a spy. He was younger than thirty. He had a terrifyingly single-minded intensity when it came to seducing her. 
 
    I’m not a seducer. Yeah right. He might have said that, but she was no naive maiden. Any man who claimed he wasn’t out to seduce someone after a kiss that intense knew exactly how to have her bent over with his cock deep inside of her in short order. Reina bit her lip as a heat curled low within her and she imagined his touch. She’d felt him in her dreams, and right now, she didn’t care if those were because of the stupid denya bond or whatever. She wanted to do it again. 
 
    Would it be gentle? Or would they be rough, tearing at each other’s clothes until they fell into one another, hard and fast and explosively intense? 
 
    No. She wasn’t going to do this right now. She wasn’t going to fantasize and spin romantic thoughts in her head. For all she knew, Detyens only mated once, a quick coupling that left them both vaguely unsatisfied. Maybe they had dozens of mates and only the first mattered because of that whole limited lifespan thing. There were too many variables and Reina was on the verge of driving herself crazy. She put the tablet to the side and swung her legs out of bed. She needed answers, and there was only one other person on the boat. He was going to explain this shit. There was no ‘or.’ He was just going to do it. 
 
    She wasn’t surprised to find Stoan in the control room. But she was shocked to hear him singing quietly to himself. She didn’t understand the language and her translator wasn’t any help, but it wasn’t a sad song. If she had expected anything like this from him, it might have been a dirge. No, this was a happy little ditty, and when he got to the end of a verse, she didn’t need a translation to know that it was a naughty tune. 
 
    Reina’s cheeks flamed as she imagined what he would sing about her. 
 
    Too much of that and she was going to go crazy. Reina stomped up the stairs and burst through the entrance, cutting off Stoan in the middle of his song. He wasn’t embarrassed. The damn man had composure for days. 
 
    “Did you need something?” he asked evenly. In front of him was a thin stack of ID badges. The documents were embedded with holograms and biological data and could be requested by any guard who crossed their path. Each warlord required different identification and being caught out in the wrong territory without a visa could get someone jail time or a swift death. 
 
    Droscus’s IDs were meant to be unhackable. But looking at the treasure in front of Stoan, Reina saw that was untrue. 
 
    “Why me?” she demanded. She could feel the heat on her cheeks, and the sound of his singing still practically echoed through the room. 
 
    Stoan’s gaze snapped toward her, red eyes flaming. That should have been scary. Demons had red eyes. Demons looked like they could singe a woman with a single glance. But Reina wasn’t afraid of him. Fear had never made her so… tingly. 
 
    “Why you what?” he asked, over pronouncing his H’s as if he had to force the words out. Their stares were connected by an iron bond, one she couldn’t break. Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t look away from him. 
 
    “Why did you choose me?” Why was she, a recently widowed human with no connections to his community, his mate, instead of anyone more compatible? Why did he want a frumpy accountant? Was she special? How? But she kept that part in; the desperate part of her aching for approval practically screamed and writhed within, but she couldn’t let him see that. Not if she wanted him to stay. 
 
    Stoan set down the ID in his hands and stood, never taking his gaze from her. He crossed the room between them in three steps, his strides broad and confident. His fingers brushed over her cheek, as light as fairies dancing. Reina felt them as strongly as a punch, but instead of pain, there was only hope. 
 
    He was taller than her, tall enough to make her feel protected, but not big enough that she felt weak. “I didn’t,” he said softly. 
 
    Her stomach sank and the only thing keeping her in place was Stoan’s fingers. She might have made an “oh” sound, but if she did, it was barely a breath. 
 
    “I have no romance to offer you,” he said, further smashing her nascent dreams to bits. “And my life is beyond dangerous.” She did try to pull back then, trying to lessen the impact of the rejection. A little distance and it couldn’t hurt as much. 
 
    Right? 
 
    Stoan flattened his hand and slid back, running his fingers through her hair. His other hand came to rest on her hip. She could have broken away; his hold was not a trap. Still, Reina was rooted in place. 
 
    “But I have accepted you.” He leaned down, his own head casting hers in shadow until he was her entire view, the rubies of his eyes sparkling. “And I am yours, should you choose me.” 
 
    He was going to kiss her. And by the gods, she was going to let him. She’d let him do a lot more than kiss if he kept saying things like that. 
 
    He laid his lips gently against her forehead, kissing her once and stepping back. Reina was teetering on an invisible precipice. One gust of wind and she’d tumble over and take him with her on a perilous and beyond exciting journey into something she didn’t quite understand. 
 
    But not today. 
 
    With little more than a meter between them, a change came over him and suddenly he was encased in ice once more, all business. No romance, as promised. Her partner, not her would-be mate. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” he said. “Let’s get to work.” 
 
   


  
 




Chapter Ten 
 
    The journey was almost complete and Stoan was… content. Happy, perhaps, though he was not familiar enough with the emotion to easily identify it. When he looked at Reina, he wanted to smile. When she was hungry, he fed her. When she was tired, he shooed her off to bed. On this little yacht, away from the rest of Tarni, the rest of the Consortium, hope began to take root. 
 
    She’d not chosen him, not taken him into her arms or kissed him as he dreamed of kissing her. But neither had she avoided him as he’d feared she would after the disastrous first hour on the ship. Perhaps one day she would grow to care for him as he was caring for her. If she never loved him… well, there were worse fates. 
 
    Maybe denyai didn’t need love. A couple bound by the hands of fate was stronger than any mere emotion could muster. He looked out the window to the deck beyond. Reina was running herself through complex movements meant to keep her limber and aid her reflexes in case of an altercation. Her lithe dancer’s grace imbued every action, flowing like water from one movement to the next. 
 
    She deserved more than him. Too bad for her, he refused to give her up. 
 
    If Stoan could not give her love—and he feared he didn’t know how to love a woman properly after so many years of keeping his emotions in check—then he could give her everything else. The world. The system. A galaxy to call her own. 
 
    A family, even. He could imagine it, a little girl with Reina’s shining locks with the proud markings of his clan running down her arms. As a half-human, their imaginary daughter might not even face the Denya Gift. She might live beyond thirty without fear. Oh yes, now that he imagined it, Stoan wanted it so bad he could taste it. 
 
    And children would keep her happy, when his business invariably called him away. Stoan couldn’t give up his work, it was too important. But once this mission was over, he’d make it clear to Nina that Reina was retired. He would not put her in this much danger ever again. 
 
    He understood why Tyral ran. Of course, that man had no connection to the Consortium except through his denya. And Dorsey hadn’t been born here. She’d moved from Earth for reasons that weren’t written in any file. 
 
    Stoan closed up his papers and locked them away in a burn safe. If anything went wrong or he didn’t enter the pass code into the scanner within a day, the contents of the safe would automatically be destroyed and scattered. There was no hope of overcoming the security in time. 
 
    Outside, the sea air stung his nose with the smell of salt and life. Though they drew closer to land with every second they sailed, it felt like their own little world out here, a kingdom of man and woman. Of man and mate. 
 
    The door slid closed behind him with a faint hiss and Stoan leaned against it, just watching Reina move. She was grace with rough edges, her moves unperfected but competent. She raised one leg and held it parallel to the floor before pivoting on her toes, holding her arms close to aid in the momentum. Attempting the move quickly made it simple, but it wasn’t meant to be carried through by momentum alone. 
 
    When she saw him, she startled and fell back, jerking her leg down to land in a half-crouch. “I didn’t hear you come out,” she said. 
 
    “I’m quiet,” he replied. 
 
    The day had been long but lazy. Tomorrow, they’d barely have time to think or breathe, let alone practice physical mediation. He knew he should spend this time making final preparations and drilling Reina on every possible avenue of escape from the Citadel. But they’d spent a good portion of the last two days doing that. 
 
    For the moment, he simply wanted to be with her. 
 
    “Have you learned Xankar?” he asked, pushing his shoulders off the door with more force than was necessary. And perhaps he flexed, letting his muscles show off a bit. Stoan had noticed Reina checking him out when he lifted up the large water jugs and ropes held along the side of the ship. And even though there was a mechanical lift, he’d taken the opportunity to show off. 
 
    “Xankar?” she repeated. “What’s that?” 
 
    So she hadn’t learned it. Stoan stepped up close to her, near enough to feel the heat from her body. She’d broken out into a light sweat from the heat of the setting sun and the exertion of the exercise. In the fading light, she practically glowed. 
 
    “It’s the fourth path,” he explained, speaking of the series of forms she was performing. “You’ve clearly learned the third. I wasn’t sure how far Sanna was able to take you.” 
 
    She blew out a breath, ruffling some of the hair that had fallen over her eyes. “Right,” she said sarcastically, “I’m sure you don’t have a report somewhere that lists every single skill I practiced.” 
 
    Of course he did. “I don’t have it completely memorized,” he replied with a slight smile. He never smiled back home. Or at least, he didn’t do it often enough. He liked the lightness in his chest when his lips quirked up, he liked the feeling that Reina gave him. 
 
    Reina tucked that errant strand of hair behind her ear and raised her eyebrows. “Okay, teacher. Go ahead and wow me.” 
 
    The trap was sprung, but all in play. He would never deceive her or hurt her. “This path may only be performed with a partner,” he said. “Follow along with me exactly.” 
 
    She bit her lip, suddenly unsure. That look pierced him straight to the core and brought his cock to attention. “Go slow, I’m still new to all this.” 
 
    He was still new to other matters, but his own body urged him to speed up until he was sated and complete. But that was something else entirely. 
 
    Stoan began to move, facing Reina. “Move like I’m your reflection,” he said. This sequence was done in mirror image. For the first dozen steps, Reina was his shadow, raising her arms in the same fluid movements he made and holding her poses with a careful grace.  
 
    But when the first turn came, even though Stoan tried to intimate that it was coming by an exaggeration of his hips, they fell out of sync and Reina stumbled, landing in a wide stance and wobbling for a second. 
 
    “Damn it,” she bit out in frustration. She gathered herself back to attention. “Can we start again?” 
 
    Stoan held his pose, one leg bent at an awkward angle and his arms outstretched. “No,” he said. “This isn’t about perfection. Keep going.” 
 
    Reina did better on the next sequence, following him through a turn and a jump, her body bouncing as she landed. It was Stoan’s turn to get distracted, his eyes drawn momentarily down to her chest before he snapped his gaze back up to her. 
 
    When he met her eyes once more, her brow had quirked up. “Should my eyes follow yours as well?” she teased. 
 
    Stoan was glad that Detyens didn’t blush. If he were a human, his cheeks would have flamed. He felt like an untried boy, attracted to his first woman. Though, he conceded, in many ways, he was. The things that Reina brought forth in him were unlike anything he’d ever felt before. 
 
    He came to the end of the sequence with a final spin, landing in a crouch with one leg splayed out and his arms pointing up toward the sky. Reina wobbled, but after a moment, she seemed to steady herself. 
 
    Seemed. 
 
    A second later, she toppled forward, smashing into him and sending them both tumbling back on the deck. 
 
    The curse that shot out of Reina’s mouth would have made the most hardened space marine blush. Stoan placed his hands on both her arms and rolled to the side, pinning her to the deck of the ship in one fluid motion. “I’ve never heard an accountant use such foul language. What would your mother say?” 
 
    Reina scowled and bucked against him, thrusting one shoulder towards his chest while pulling her hips back and putting space enough between them to grapple. “She’s dead,” said Reina. “I doubt she’d care what the fuck I said.” 
 
    Stoan hadn’t known that, though he’d guessed. “There’s no mother listed in your file,” he said. “No father either.” He sat back onto his knees and let her get up from her defensive position beneath him. 
 
    Reina combed her fingers through her hair and held it in one hand while she began to re-tie it back. 
 
    “May I?” Stoan asked. He knelt behind her before Reina could give him her assent. 
 
    She froze, seated on her knees, neck exposed to the predator behind her, her breath coming in fast pants both from his presence and the exertion of the form and their quick grapple. 
 
    And then she deliberately loosened her shoulders and opened her hand, palm up, and offered the tie to him. 
 
    Occasionally, the children among his people required assistance in tying back their hair or buckling their shoes, but this act with Reina took on a new intimacy. He cupped his hand around the thick golden locks and let the strands run through his fingers. “So soft,” he murmured, barely loud enough for her to hear him. 
 
    But she did. And she shivered. 
 
    “What else does my file say?” she asked as he separated her hair into parts. 
 
    This wasn’t how she’d styled it before, but now that he was close to her, Stoan couldn’t bring himself to let her go. He began braiding the strands, tight enough to hold, but not enough to pull against her head. 
 
    And because she asked, he recalled the facts one by one. “Reina Draven. Human, twenty-eight years old, widow of Lex Omacnaron, married two years. Hair blonde.” He let a few stray hairs trail across her exposed neck. “Soft, though it doesn’t say that in the file,” he added. 
 
    He saw her cheek crinkle with a smile and leaned over on instinct and kissed the dimple. 
 
    “Blue eyes. 1.7 meters tall. Occupation, accountant. Education, apprenticeship in Nina City. Mother unlisted, father unlisted. Shall I go on?” He finished off the braid with the tie and used the end as a brush at the base of her neck until she shivered once more. 
 
    Even though he was done with her hair, she stayed in front of him, almost preternaturally still. “Is there more?” she asked, her whisper barely audible over the crashing waves. 
 
    “There’s plenty,” he responded, placing a chaste kiss on her neck. “Names, dates, facts. Nothing about how your eyes light up when you’ve caught the edge of a thought and work your way through it. Nothing about how you looked ringed in sunlight when the sun hits your hair just right. Nothing about how you smell so good that my mouth waters whenever I’m near you.” 
 
    She jerked and Stoan almost smacked himself. That last bit had gone too far. Reina whipped around, showing remarkable balance, but Stoan was only dimly aware of it. She kept to her crouch in front of him and her gaze bore into his. His hand shot out and grabbed her wrist to steady her. 
 
    “You said you had no romance to offer me.” It was an accusation. “So what is this?” 
 
    Stoan was quiet for so long that he feared Reina would break free of his hold and go back into the cabin. He didn’t want that. He wanted to be beside her, not alone on this beautiful night. The stars could hang if he didn’t have her. 
 
    What was this? Stoan asked himself that question. It was care. Companionship. It was all he knew how to give to this woman.  
 
    He reached up and traced the ridge of her cheek with his fingertips. Reina’s eyes never broke away from his, but her gaze softened, something like vulnerability peeking through. 
 
    “This is me,” said Stoan. “And you. And the night. All alone and together. Would you take this moment?” 
 
    Reina gulped and blinked twice. “How long is the moment?” she asked. 
 
    “Until it ends.” 
 
    “And what happens once it’s over?” The most lovely shade of pink tinged her cheeks, and there was so much hope in her eyes that Stoan’s heart nearly broke.  
 
    He couldn’t hurt her, couldn’t turn her away. He would give her everything she wanted, just to keep her looking at him like that forever. “When it’s over, we take the next moment,” he said and kissed her. 
 
    She gasped against him and swept in with his tongue, holding her tight until there wasn’t a molecule of air between them. One of his hands found the soft weight of her breast and he brushed his thumb against her nipple until she arched against him, a plaintive sound of pleasure lodged in the back of his throat. 
 
    His claws ached to spring out and rip the shirt from her body, but Stoan kept that part of him under control. He wouldn’t risk injuring his denya, not when she was finally his, finally flush up against him and hot with desire. 
 
    He peeled her top off and cast it aside, leaving her naked from the waist up. She gleamed in the moonlight, her skin taking on a haunting bluish tinge. In the dark, even his teal skin almost looked right next to hers. 
 
    Stoan kissed his way down her neck and felt his nascent fangs beg for the taste of her flesh, beg to leave his mark hot against her. But they weren’t doing that now. This moment was about pleasure, not surrender. He would never take her, bind her, unless she wanted it and knew what it meant. 
 
    He groaned with her when his mouth closed over her puckered nipple, tasting her flesh and bringing it to its pleasured point. Her hands dug in hard against his shoulders and Stoan grinned against her, loving her response. 
 
    His own cock ached to be set free, but this was about her pleasure. He wanted to know what every inch of her tasted like, how she felt under his fingers. He wanted to know if she made the same little gasping sound when he kissed one breast or the other. 
 
    She did, and moaned even more when he gave her just a little more pressure, just a hint of something wild. 
 
    Yes, denya, his soul sang. She was his mate, perfectly matched for him and ready to meet his every desire. 
 
    His hand dipped down to the band of her pants even as his ears distantly picked up a faint but shrill beeping. Stoan ignored it in favor of the soft heated flesh that led down a path to the downy hair and slick heat at the core of Reina’s pleasure.  
 
    But she stiffened beneath him and he froze. “What is it?” he asked, worry niggling at him that he’d done something wrong, something she didn’t like. 
 
    Reina’s blue eyes were bright, her cheeks red and full. She was right there in the moment with him. But she nodded towards the cabin. “Your alarm is ringing,” she said, her voice almost completely in control. 
 
    The beast inside Stoan didn’t like that. He was barely chained and needed to know that his denya wanted him just as much. He captured her lips hard, leaving his mark against her until she writhed beneath him. But he kept his hand still, unwilling to start something he couldn’t finish. 
 
    With a final growl, Stoan pulled away and sat up, his cock raging at him to take her and damn the duty they both had to complete. “Fuck,” he hissed, wishing for a moment that he was some other man with some other job. 
 
    Reina placed a hand on his shoulder. “Til the next moment,” she promised. She rose with grace and sauntered back into the cabin, scooping her discarded shirt up along the way.  
 
    Stoan waited another two minutes, knowing that if she was still in his sights by the time he got back, he might surrender to the raging beast within. With a groan, he stood and took a deep breath, trying to wrest back control of his body. Reina’s scent was still strong on the wind, wrapping around him and imprinting itself on his memory forever. 
 
    Several minutes later, he finally made it back inside and silenced the damn alarm with another curse. They were going to finish this, he promised the night. And then she was going to be his. 
 
   


  
 




Chapter Eleven 
 
    They made landfall in the darkest hours before sunrise. The city did not directly border the Tarnian Sea, and even if it had, it would have been too well guarded to dock there. Instead, Stoan navigated them into a small fishing marina several kilometers north of the city. So early in the morning, the place was abandoned except for one person in dark clothes with a hat that cast their face in shadow. Reina couldn’t read their species, let alone their gender, and she didn’t try. 
 
    You can’t lose information you don’t have. Another one of Sanna’s lessons. It was better not to know when you didn’t need it, rather than to know and put fellow operatives at risk. 
 
    Already, the horizon behind them was beginning to lighten, and it would be daylight soon. Stoan and the operative exchanged a few words, and then she and Stoan disembarked and the operative climbed onto the yacht, sailing away while they stood on the dock. The exchange took less than five minutes. 
 
    She was glad it was still too dark to make out much detail. Her hair was mussed and her lips felt swollen; her cheeks had to be flushed and she felt completely out of sorts. And frustrated. But that was something that would need to wait. She’d been unsatisfied by her partner before, and at least Stoan had a good excuse. 
 
    And was just as frustrated. 
 
    He acted like he was completely fine, but she’d noticed the arm’s-length he’d kept between them since the moment the alarm sounded. If she brushed up against him, she knew what she’d find. 
 
    He handed her a small black bag. The teal of his skin blended into the night, making him even harder to see. And despite the fact that his eyes seemed to glow neon when he felt strong emotion, she could barely make out the color now. The glowing was an optical illusion. 
 
    “The navigation in that vehicle will take you directly to your lodgings. The room is rented in your name and is almost certainly under watch,” he warned her. 
 
    She’d expected that. Unlike Stoan, Droscus could recognize her. Well, recognize who she was now. She didn’t use the same name as when she’d grown up here. There was no record of that girl any longer. But her job wasn’t to hide from him. It was to distract him. 
 
    “There is a public gathering at The Citadel at week’s end. You need to secure an invitation and arrive before nine o’clock.” He sounded distant, almost robotic. Reina hadn’t realized just how much he’d expressed over the past few days. She was as cold as if she’d just jumped into the water beside them. 
 
    “Will you be there?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Still ice. 
 
    “I…” she didn’t have anything else to say. They’d gone over the preparations, and she knew what she needed to do. And if they stayed too long on this dock, the chances of being spotted only increased. “Good luck.” 
 
    She stepped back and was about to turn around when Stoan’s hand flashed out and grabbed her wrist, hard, but not enough to hurt. 
 
    Reina looked down at where his blue fingers gripped her. The hint of those dark markings peeked out of his sleeve, and again, she noticed the strange slits over his knuckles. “What is it?” she asked. He was so strong. If she hadn’t already trusted him, she would be worried about how easily he could root her in place. 
 
    Stoan squeezed, just for a second, more to make her aware of his grip than anything, as if she wasn’t already cataloging every sensation to be replayed when no one was around to hear her. “There’s one other thing,” he finally said. “May I see that bag?” 
 
    She held out the small black bag that he’d just given to her. He didn’t take it. Instead, he undid the flap and reached inside, rooting around with two fingers. She could feel the pressure against her palm as he searched for something among the papers and other items. Finally, his fingers caught whatever he was looking for and he fished it up. When she saw what he had, Reina’s breath froze in her throat. 
 
    It was a gold ring with an inset Tarnian amethyst. The purple of the precious stone glinted from the light near the dock. Tarnian amethysts were incredibly rare and mined on the territory of one family on the entire planet of Tarni. Nina’s family. 
 
    A person could spend a year’s wages for a stone a quarter of the size of the one that Stoan gave to her. Distantly, she realized that Nina must have given it to him. But that didn’t matter. 
 
    “Hold out your hand,” he requested. Despite the value of what he held in his palm, he only had eyes for her. 
 
    Reina spread her fingers and presented her palm to him. But instead of placing the ring on her hand, he grabbed her third finger and slid the ring home. 
 
    For a second, it resisted over her knuckle, but the metal heated on her skin and stretched—whatever technology was in the ring made it fit anyone’s hand. 
 
    Droscus’s entire plot against Nina had consisted of somehow stealing Tarnian amethysts. Lex had died because he was trafficking them. And in his last video to her, he’d promised to bring her one. 
 
    But it was Stoan who put the ring on her finger. 
 
    Distantly, Reina remembered that humans back on Earth used rings on the third fingers of their left hands to signify marriage. Did Stoan know that? Had he placed the ring there because she was his denya? Or did he do it merely because it was convenient? 
 
    “There’s a distress beacon built into the ring,” he said, eyes intense, brows drawn down. At one time, Reina might have felt the practicality of the gift negated the significance. But she wasn’t a child any longer. When a man gave a woman an expensive piece of jewelry, it meant something. Especially a man as serious as Stoan. “Click three times on the gem before you remove it,” he said. “If it’s removed without that code, the call is triggered. If you remove it by mistake, place it back on your finger and turn it around once.” Reina nodded, filing the information into her mind. But Stoan wasn’t finished. “If it’s triggered, I will stop everything and come for you,” he promised. “You can also trigger the beacon by circling the band around your finger twice.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said. And she did. He wouldn’t give this kind of tool to one of his normal agents. He’d only give it to someone he wasn’t willing to sacrifice. To someone that mattered. “Anything else?” she asked. 
 
    Stoan nodded. “Just one more thing.” 
 
    She was flush up against him before she realized that he’d pulled her close. Then his lips were on hers, devouring her like she was his last meal before a long fast. Reina threw her arms around his neck, trying to steal every centimeter between them. Kissing him was like breathing. Necessary to her very existence. She didn’t know when it had happened, but she was starting to think that life without him might be too much to bear. 
 
    *** 
 
    As much as Stoan would have liked to spend the day testing out Reina’s skills against the challenges of the Citadel, he had real work to do. He was already acting the fool around her. 
 
    He’d kissed her in the open air in enemy territory. Yes, he’d known the marina was abandoned, and yes, it had been an hour until sunrise. But showing weakness got a man killed. 
 
    Reina wasn’t a weakness. 
 
    That came from the deepest depth of his soul with iron strong certainty. These emotions were new; his resolve to have her beat at his heels and tried to consume him. But she was not his weakness. 
 
    If anything, she was his strength. 
 
    Before her, he’d known he walked a short and lonely road to death. Yes, he’d had the faint hope of meeting Inrit and saving them both. But he recognized now that the wish was little more than a child’s fantasy. 
 
    If Reina was a fantasy, she lived solely in the man’s fantasy world. 
 
    But she made him want to live again. She made him believe that life would be more than a stack of too dangerous missions that would kill him quicker than the denya price. He had no intention of giving up his career, but neither would he agree to suicidal missions simply because his life was already shorter than the other people in Nina’s employ. 
 
    He didn’t want to be a martyr. Not anymore. 
 
    However, he’d end up just as dead as one if he didn’t get his head on straight. The sun had long risen and Stoan drove a stolen vehicle along a strongly patrolled route. He knew how to avoid the guards, but that didn’t mean that he could daydream about his beautiful denya. He had a job to do. 
 
    Spying was as much preparation as it was execution. After an hour of driving, he abandoned his vehicle down a decrepit alley in a seedy part of the City. He took care to wipe away any evidence of this theft, but left the locks disengaged. The transport was more likely to be stolen than recovered by the guard if the figures lurking in the shadows around him were any indicator. 
 
    The City wasn’t that big, and he didn’t stand out with a hood pulled up over his head. Stoan made his way on foot to a nice looking house in the merchant district of town. A short Zodhean woman opened the door. Her green head was completely bald and her black eyes bulged out from her face. Her eerily long fingers gripped his in a professional handshake, but she hunched while she walked in front of him, as if walking on two legs was a chore. 
 
    Stoan didn’t tell her that he would be unoffended by four legged movement. Commenting on another species’ presentation was the height of offensive. If she wanted to walk on two feet, that was her choice. 
 
    She showed him to a small suite on the second floor of the building. There was a bathroom and small food prep station built in. Most importantly, the window was large enough for his entire body to jump through and the fall wouldn’t kill him if he had to escape quickly. 
 
    He opened the small chest at the foot of the single person bed and found a communications kit and several changes of clothes. Under the clothes were two knives and two blasters.  
 
    Despite the claws he kept sheathed, he still wanted the knives. More weapons were better, and his claws were a secret weapon, not to be used lightly. Stoan armed himself and changed his clothing into something more the style of the Citadel rather than Nina City. The colors weren’t so bright here, and they favored more tailored and fitted cuts, rather than the flowing dresses and tunics back home. 
 
    As a Detyen, and a brightly colored one at that, he stood out no matter where he went. The City was about fifty percent human, with the other half made up of a dozen or so alien races. He might be able to fake an Oscavian accent, but anyone who saw his clan markings would know that he wasn’t a citizen of the Empire. Besides, he’d never seen a blue Oscavian. They tended towards the purples and the pinks. 
 
    But the beauty of having so many sentient, fairly similar races in one place was that no one questioned the differences. Some might think him Oscavian, others Juntarian, perhaps a truly confused or drunk person might mistake him for a human. 
 
    With stealth in mind, he pulled his hood back over his head and left the house, locking the door to his room behind him. His first meeting of the day was with a long trusted informant and would give him information about the current configuration of security inside The Citadel. These meetings had to be done in person. They couldn’t trust that transmissions wouldn’t be intercepted and any physical messages, even those written in code, could still fall into the wrong hands. 
 
    On the ground espionage was a face-to-face job. 
 
    Ohrmand lived in a tall apartment building a twenty minute walk from Stoan’s lodging. The human was nearing his seventieth year and had seen a dozen warlords rise and fall in his home city. 
 
    The Citadel and its surrounding territory was rough and tough to hold. Droscus had been in power for a dozen years and at times, his hold had been worse than precarious. Few realized just how fragile his rise had been and the power that a few of the rebellions had mustered. But for now, he was incredibly stable and had held onto the Citadel longer than any one warlord in living memory. 
 
    And this mission would not be the one to bring him down. At present, Nina was content to leave him to his holdings. She had the upper hand at the moment: more soldiers, more money, and a populace more or less satisfied with her rule. They wouldn’t vote for her, but no one was in any hurry to charge her fortress in revolt. But directly challenging a powerful force would weaken hold at home. 
 
    Ohrmand shot a wary look down the hallway of his building before shutting and locking the door behind Stoan. “What brings you to our beautiful shores, my boy?” the man gruffed out in the wheezing tone that only an elder could make sound distinguished. 
 
    Stoan pulled the key out of the hidden pocket in his trousers. It was too important to leave in a locked box at his lodgings. And he trusted Ohrmand implicitly. He held the chain out to the human. “A mutual friend said you might have some information.” 
 
    Ohrmand took the key and held it up close to his face, squinting to take in the details. “That boy’s not ready for field work,” he said, referring to one of Stoan’s newer operatives. 
 
    “He’ll learn,” Stoan replied. Or he’d die. It was a dangerous business to work in enemy territory. Stoan didn’t have many choices about who he sent. 
 
    Ohrmand hummed something noncommittal. 
 
    Stoan waited and sat in an overstuffed chair that didn’t feel designed for a biped. The seat was too big, large enough to accommodate at least two people sitting cross-legged, and the back was shorter than his forearm and curved around to make uncomfortable armrests. 
 
    After several moments, Ohrmand lowered the key. “You are one lucky bastard,” he said with half a smile and a note of disbelief.  
 
    Lucky wasn’t a word most Detyens would use to describe themselves, so Stoan remained silent. Waiting. When Ohrmand realized he wasn’t going to respond, he kept talking. 
 
    “They don’t make shit like this around here anymore. Not for a long time.” He handed the key back to Stoan. 
 
    Stoan failed to see how that made him lucky, but Ohrmand had more to say. 
 
    “About twenty years back, there was a shop in the main square. The owner, Kahga Kimay, made little decorations. They were all handmade and too expensive for the likes of this town.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” he asked. If this woman was the only person who could have made the box, she might have more information for him. 
 
    Ohrmand shrugged. “She didn’t make it through the warlord’s rise.” 
 
    A dead end. Literally. Stoan didn’t growl, but only because of his years of training and discipline. “How does a dead box maker help?” he asked. “And how can you be certain this key fits one of those locks?” 
 
    “Kahga Kimay was the General’s half-sister,” Ohrmand revealed. “And all of her possessions were seized by his people when she was executed.” 
 
    That was interesting, but probably not relevant. Still, no reason to leave the knowledge to rot. “Why was she killed?” 
 
    “Rebels were using the boxes to transport sensitive data. They didn’t just look pretty. No scanner could get an accurate read on the contents, no bio lock or code could unlock them. If they were forced open, they blew up and destroyed all of the evidence.” Ohrmand smiled fondly. “She was no fan of her brother’s rule. But once the General had the boxes, his engineers were able to study them. They learned the secrets and the rebels abandoned them. Those secrets have never leaked. I wouldn’t use one of Kahga’s Boxes as my only security, but as an extra layer, I would take one in a heartbeat.” 
 
    Stoan’s mind was already turning over the information, fitting it into the pieces he already knew. He didn’t know what was useful yet, but he would soon. “Do you have an image of one of the boxes?” he asked. They’d never discussed it, but Ohrmand had been a rebel back then. And like all smart revolutionaries, he’d hung up his weapons and stowed away his principles when the fight was clearly lost. 
 
    There was more than one way to fight. 
 
    Ohrmand grinned. “No, I’ve no image. I have one of the boxes.” 
 
    *** 
 
    At a little after lunchtime, Reina found herself sitting at a cramped desk in a huge shop on the main thoroughfare of the City. She was traveling as Reina Draven and had to do things in the city that Reina Draven would do. And the best excuse she had to be outside of Nina’s territory was work related. She’d explained to the owner of the shop, Commus, that she was interested in how other people on Tarni did their accounting and had received special dispensation to study and meet with professionals for one week. 
 
    It was even true. Except she hadn’t made any of the plans. This stroke of brilliance belonged solely to Stoan or one of his companions. 
 
    Traveling under regular business made it easier to finagle her invitation to the gala. At least it did in theory. Commus had seated her in front of his books and taken off, seemingly thinking that she was there to do the work, not discuss it with him. 
 
    A quick glance showed her what she expected. Accounting was basically the same no matter where you went. Money in, money out. There were only so many ways to calculate it. 
 
    Reina looked up from her spot and rolled her neck, massaging out the tension that had begun to gather at the base of her skull. She wasn’t even in an office. It was a desk shoved into the corner of the room behind the main counter. Any customer who saw her would assume she was part of the staff. 
 
    Staff were invisible, so that was to her benefit. 
 
    She looked toward the door when the entrance chime sounded. A mechanical voice called out a welcome and invited the customer to browse. That was different from back home. No one used robots to greet customers in Nina City. It was too impersonal. 
 
    But Commus’s shop was huge and he didn’t have enough staff to stand by the door waiting for people to enter. He sold a little bit of everything, from knickknacks, to clothing, to small food items and electronics. A dozen people had entered since she’d sat down a half hour before, most of them human. 
 
    But the woman who walked in wasn’t human. 
 
    She was Detyen. 
 
    There was more than one race of blue skinned aliens, and Stoan had mentioned that not all Detyens were blue. This woman was red, but what gave her away were the dark patches covering her exposed throat and down the top of her chest. They weren’t identical to Stoan’s, but they were similar. 
 
    Clan markings, he’d called them. 
 
    According to all the research she’d read on the Citadel, there was no population of Detyens. Most Detyens in the Consortium lived in Nina City, though a few smaller communities were on Thanatos and Beothea. So what was this woman doing in the City? 
 
    She smiled when she noticed Reina staring and Reina smiled back, pasting on her most polite grin. All the while, she silently chastised herself and tried not to imagine the smack Sanna would give her for being found out so easily. 
 
    She had a job to do and it wasn’t solving the minor mystery of one woman. 
 
    The Detyen was getting closer, so Reina stood and straightened the tight fitting top she was wearing. It rode up every time she shifted in her seat and it felt like her boobs were on display for all to see. 
 
    She couldn’t wait to get back home and go back to the much looser clothing of Nina City. Though, if she were totally honest, she’d admit that she really wanted Stoan to see her in this top. He wouldn’t stop himself out of some misplaced gentlemanly concern if he saw her dressed like this. 
 
    Don’t think about him right now, she commanded herself. And before she could think anything else, the Detyen woman was right in front of her. Her eyes were as red as Stoan’s, but they were a bit bigger, her lashes long enough to cut. 
 
    The Detyen woman nodded a greeting. “Do you have any bolquoi scarves?” she asked. 
 
    Bolquoi were a hairy back animal that roamed the forests to the north of the City and were raised for their fur and meat on rural farms. Their fur was some of the warmest natural fiber on the planet and it could be extraordinarily expensive. 
 
    Reina pointed towards a display of clothing. “They might be there?” It was more of a question than a statement. She looked towards the door to the back room where Commus had escaped several minutes before. He wasn’t coming to her rescue and there were no other employees in sight. 
 
    The Detyen looked between Reina, the door, and the rack of clothing. “I’m guessing that you don’t work here?” she asked. 
 
    Reina grinned. “You caught me. The manager is in the back… I think. I can try to find him for you.” 
 
    The Detyen sighed. She looked tired and more than a little frazzled. She leaned forward over the counter and asked in a conspiratorial tone, “Have you ever asked very scary men for money?” 
 
    “Once or twice,” said Reina. “But rarely for myself.” 
 
    “What?” The Detyen gave a confused grin. 
 
    “I’m an accountant. Some men don’t like to pay their bills.” 
 
    The confusion cleared and the Detyen laughed. Her voice was like clear water, refreshing and a little cold, the laughter almost uncertain. “How have I not seen you before? I’ve been walking this street for the last week going back and forth from meeting to blasted meeting and I swear I’ve met everyone who frequents the area.” 
 
    “I don’t work here,” Reina reminded her. “And I’m merely visiting,” she added. 
 
    The Detyen brightened, eyes flaring red. “Oh, I am too! Or I hope that I’m merely visiting. If my expedition remains unfunded, I might need to set up a colony.” 
 
    “Expedition?” Reina asked. Speaking to this woman was more interesting than the last few hours of numbers, which felt like an insult to her account books. But a little human—well, personal—interaction was always good. 
 
    “I must look at the scarves; men with money won’t give it to women who don’t look expensive.” She stepped over toward the clothing, but kept talking, just waiting for Reina to trail after her. 
 
    Only when she walked behind her did Reina realize that the woman was ten or more centimeters taller than she was.  
 
    In fact, the woman wasn’t much shorter than Stoan. If he’d been standing in the store with them, they could have easily lined up in height order with this woman in between them. 
 
    Now that was an unexpectedly sour thought. Only when she felt her skin get tight did Reina realize that she’d narrowed her eyes at the Detyen. Strange. Reina had never been the jealous type. For all his flaws, she’d never expected that Lex would stray. Not that she thought Stoan would. 
 
    If they were in a relationship. And a few kisses didn’t make a relationship. 
 
    But if they were really together, she knew he’d be all in. He was the dedicated, tear the world apart to be with his woman kind of man. The kind of man that made her all warm and squirmy inside just thinking about it. 
 
    “Are you okay?” the Detyen asked. 
 
    Reina had been standing just in front of the counter for several seconds. She shook her head, but nothing would clear Stoan from it. “I’m sorry. I was daydreaming.” 
 
    “Is he cute?” she asked. 
 
    Reina blushed. She was that obvious. “Very handsome,” she said. 
 
    “I’d like to meet any man that could put that kind of smile on a woman’s face.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “Does he have a brother?” 
 
    Reina almost asked how the woman knew Stoan was Detyen before she realized that she hadn’t said or implied that. Didn’t she care about meeting her denya? That was far too private to ask. 
 
    Reina joined her by the scarves. “What brings you to the City?” she asked. “You said something about scary men with money?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m attempting to fund a space expedition. The ship is lined up, along with the crew. But we need a backer. The General occasionally takes a liking to such missions and it was my hope…” she trailed off. 
 
    “I wish you luck,” Reina said, and meant it. She grabbed a scarf made of a lush red fabric trimmed with gold. “Is this rich enough for you?” 
 
    The woman’s face brightened. “Yes! That’s perfect. And it will go perfectly with my gown for the gala. You’ll be there, right. I know we’ve just met, but there’s something… Well, a friendly face is always welcome.” 
 
    An invite. That was what Reina needed. She shook her head, keeping it downcast just enough to look disappointed. “My timing is a bit off,” she said. “By the time I arrived in town, the invitations had been sent and I wasn’t… well, I hope you have fun. I’ve heard that events like these are something that you remember for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “Come with me,” invited the woman. 
 
    Yes. “Really?” Reina asked. “Are you sure? I don’t want to waste a spot on your guest list.” 
 
    The woman placed an arm on Reina’s shoulder. “I insist. Strangers in a strange place should stick together.” 
 
    A slight bit of guilt twinged at her, but Reina tried to ignore it. This was her job. Her survival, and Stoan’s survival, depended on it. 
 
    “In that case, I’d love to.” It occurred to her that she didn’t know the woman’s name. That would be helpful. “I’m Reina, by the way.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Inrit. Let’s meet here at an hour past dinner on the night of the ball. This is going to be fun!” 
 
    Reina watched Inrit pay a clerk who appeared to take her money and leave. One challenge down. How many to go? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    The Citadel, Droscus’s home and center of operations, was enormous. It dwarfed Nina’s fortress and climbed more than two hundred meters into the air, a giant edifice of stone and glass.  
 
    He’d discovered four avenues of entry into the building without an invitation, but tonight, Stoan walked through the front gate with the rest of the party goers. This mission was reconnaissance only, unless he got very lucky. 
 
    Anything the guests had access to would either be unimportant or heavily guarded. More heavily guarded than normal, even. So he doubted that he would have the opportunity to open or steal the trick box. Still, he’d stashed the old box that Ohrmand had given him not far away. It never hurt to be prepared. 
 
    More than a hundred guests mingled in the half a dozen rooms open to the public. These floors made up part of the administration wing and had less built in security than other parts of the Citadel since during the day, dozens of people worked here. It was early yet, and more than five hundred people were expected to show up. This event was meant for the middle class people who made their lives in the Citadel. They were the beating heart of the city’s commerce, and every year, Droscus feted them, elevating them to a higher status for one night only. 
 
    It was the easiest night to get into The Citadel, and the hardest night to do anything clandestine. 
 
    Stoan wore a black outfit cut in the City’s preferred style. The pants were cut close, with a metallic stripe of red spanning from hip to toe. His top was similarly tight, secured with crisscrossing straps of leather that wrapped around and cinched at his side. Over it all, he wore a slightly old fashioned cape that obscured his movements and his size. In the dark, he’d be almost impossible to describe. 
 
    Stoan grabbed a drink from a table in the center of the room. The bubbling purple liquid looked a little sinister, so he didn’t drink it, though he doubted Droscus would go so far as to poison his guests. Still, Stoan kept the beverage away from his lips. He couldn’t afford to get drunk either, and alcohol could have a strange effect on Detyen systems. 
 
    Around him dozens mingled, humans, several Oscavians, Juntarians, and a group of green skinned aliens he couldn’t identify. He took a mental inventory of their features and filed the information away for later. He could name most of the species who lived and worked in this system. It was strange to see ones he didn’t recognize. 
 
    Dancers in swirling silks performed throughout the crowd as soothing music played in the background. There was no stage for these performers, and their bright colors drew the eye. A woman in a dazzle of purples and silvers rolled in front of him and twirled as fluidly as the rolling waves of the ocean. With a jumping twist, she continued down the path, waylaying him for less than a second. They were here to entertain, not interrupt. 
 
    A spark of awareness sizzled up his spine and Stoan turned his head to the entrance. 
 
    At first, he only saw the flash of blonde hair held back with a simple tie. A man entered behind her, blocking the view for a moment. But when he stepped aside, there was Reina, dressed in a dark bronze bodice that clung to her curves and billowing black pants that made her look like a princess from a faraway planet. 
 
    She smiled at another woman whose back was to him. All he saw was dark hair and a black jacket. She could have been one of a dozen races. But after assessing her threat level, the majority of Stoan’s attention returned to Reina. She spoke to the woman near her with a smile on her face, her posture deceptively loose. 
 
    She had to be nervous. This was the lion’s den. Droscus had done her great harm and she was attending under her own name. She was in far greater danger than him, which made Stoan grit his teeth. He’d gladly walk through fire to ensure that not one bit of harm befell her. 
 
    He could feel the seconds ticking by as he looked at her, and after three, Stoan tore his gaze away. It was a physical pain somewhere in his chest not to walk up to her, not to see if she was okay. He knew she could do this. He’d waited until she could do this. And he wasn’t going to screw everything up out of a personal concern. 
 
    Stoan turned away, and in doing so, saw a flash of red skin that went along with her companion’s dark hair. A flash of dread struck him soundly in the gut. A hint of bile crept up his throat, and for a moment, Stoan wanted to call the whole thing off. It had nothing to do with Reina’s safety. 
 
    There was something… there about her companion. Something important that he didn’t understand. 
 
    Still, he stayed turned away and walked on. If he stayed rooted in place any longer he’d be noticed, and that was the one thing he couldn’t afford. 
 
    Time passed at a galactic pace, every second stretching into a light year. The crowd grew denser, and after half an hour, Stoan had to strain to make Reina out. Of course, every time he realized he was looking for her, he forced his glance away. 
 
    He made a lap around the room, moving generally to seem like he had a purpose to his actions. His true purpose was to glance down the four hallways radiating off the main gathering room and find the most likely prospect for where a possibly important box was hiding. 
 
    It occurred to him that the box could be meaningless, empty or filled with useless knick-knacks in the back of a closet somewhere. And that possibility was probably why Nina had put him and Reina on the mission. She knew he was nearing his… retirement date, and Reina had little value to her. If they failed, she didn’t lose much. 
 
    But Stoan didn’t fail. And he wasn’t about to start now. 
 
    Based on instinct more than anything else, Stoan chose the hallway farthest from where he stood. Each hall had a limited amount of artwork and refreshments waiting for visitors, but there were signs and guards that gently prevented anyone from going too deep into the building. 
 
    A group of the dancers formed a circle around a group of guests when he made it to the center of the room, and Stoan was temporarily trapped in a cluster of warm bodies and a wall of writhing movement. When a soft hand brushed against his, he knew without sight who it was. Who she was. 
 
    His fingers flared out and closed around Reina’s hand for a brief second, comforting her and grounding himself in her presence. The newly awakened part of him wanted to arch up against her and rub his body into hers. But he wasn’t a complete fool. Not yet. 
 
    Their fingers brushed for the pulse of three beats before Reina pulled her hand away. A break in the dancers’ circle saw his escape, and Stoan moved swiftly and didn’t look back. There was little danger in a crowded moment beside his Denya. This party was a crush, and any two people might stand beside one another by chance. But the longer that time grew, the more likely they were to be noted. 
 
    He was so concerned for the danger to her that when Droscus and a coterie of hangers on stopped before him, Stoan felt little more than annoyed. He was trying to steal from this man, not chat. 
 
    But the commander was giving him a narrow-eyed stare like he was some bird of prey and Stoan a speck of dust on the desert floor. Stoan didn’t like that look. There was something sinister in Droscus’s eye. Something like recognition. 
 
    Droscus held up a hand, silencing the two men on either side of him. He spared a glance for Stoan and spoke around a scowl. “Have we met?”  
 
    Stoan gave a half bow as if he respected the man and his station. “I’m afraid I haven’t had the honor.” And he’d hoped to keep it that way. 
 
    Droscus’s hand came up to stroke his chin. He was a handsome man by human standards, as tall as Stoan, with a distinguished jaw and golden blond hair. There were small crinkles around his eyes and mouth, the first signs of his aging, though he was barely older than forty. “Hmm, strange. There aren’t many of your people in these parts.” Nina knew a great deal about Detyens. Did Droscus? He must have done some study after his tangle with Tyral. And if that jab was to indicate that Stoan and Tyral looked alike, he doubted the human general’s vision. 
 
    “I will be sure to tell them how welcoming the city is,” Stoan replied blandly. 
 
    Droscus blinked and looked back briefly at one of his men. “How kind. If you’ll excuse me…” He waved a hand and moved on, leaving Stoan to his work. 
 
    If only there wasn’t a weight of dread dragging him down. 
 
    *** 
 
    Reina was on the edge of freaking out. The heat from Stoan’s hand was still a memory on her fingers and she unconsciously raised them to her lips and left them there for a moment. The dancers who had momentarily trapped them together dispersed, leaving Reina standing in a group of strangers, absolutely frozen, her eyes glue to the wall opposite her to keep her from staring at where Stoan spoke with Droscus. 
 
    If she were given a wish from a benevolent god, she would have placed herself in her denya’s shoes in that moment. She didn’t care if Droscus hurt her, imprisoned her, or killed her. So long as Stoan was out of harm’s way. 
 
    Emotion rocketed through her, so intense she almost staggered. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Inrit asked, approaching Reina from behind and handing her a shallow glass of a fizzy purple drink. 
 
    Reina looked back at her, and it took her a second to paste a bland smile back on her face. She knew there was something haunted, something worried in her eyes. She only hoped that Inrit didn’t look too closely. “Oh yes,” she said and held up the drink. “Thanks for this.” Reina took a small sip and practically jumped out of her skin as the flavor literally exploded and bloomed on her tongue. It fizzled almost as quickly, sliding down smooth. She eyed the glass and decided to drink it slowly. There was something in the liquid that could steal her senses. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Inrit pressed, her red eyes full of worry. Unlike Reina, Inrit wore all black clothing and the red and gold scarf they’d found in the shop. Of the two of them, Reina was certain that Inrit looked more like the proper spy. Red and black screamed intrigue, and there was something about the way that she carried herself that made Reina almost… wary. 
 
    Had she misjudged the Detyen woman? Had she trusted her only because of her species? 
 
    Reina mentally combed through her few moments with Inrit. There was nothing in them to suggest that Inrit was anything other than what she said. Though if Inrit were doing the same, she’d most likely reach the same—wrong—conclusions about Reina. 
 
    “It’s just a bit crowded in here, too warm,” she said. 
 
    Inrit’s brow furrowed. “Is it?” 
 
    It wasn’t. In fact, the room was on the near side of chilly, even with hundreds of people crowded into every corner. But Reina clung to any excuse to remove herself from the room. She couldn’t help Stoan right now, and every second that she stared at him made her a liability. “I need some air,” she said and moved with purpose towards one of the four halls off the main banquet room. If her mental map was correct, there was a small terrace not too far down the way. 
 
    Inrit followed close behind, and Reina wondered if she did so because they were becoming friends or if the Detyen had ulterior motives—sinister motives. 
 
    Reina wasn’t cut out for this spy crap. She wanted to clutch her head in her hands and tear her hair out. Subterfuge was making her question every single person around her, even one who had given her no reason to do so. Just because Reina was lying didn’t mean that everyone was. 
 
    A few people strode down the hall to a room Droscus had outfitted with some of the finest works of art Tarni and the Citadel had to offer. Reina found the terrace through an open doorway. A heavy wooden door was pushed all the way open and lying flush against the stone wall. The brief pressure of the force field raised the hair on her arms, but the field on the door was only to keep bugs and pests from getting inside and to keep the temperature constant. It wasn’t meant to prevent the guests from moving freely. 
 
    It actually was chilly on the terrace. The Citadel was edging from late summer into autumn, and winter was already a whisper on the breeze. Reina’s outfit was long sleeved, but the fabric wasn’t nearly thick enough to keep her warm on the cool night. But the cold air was just the slap to her face that Reina needed. 
 
    Inrit came to stand silently beside her, and both of them looked out at the shining lights of the sleepy city. Neither of them spoke, and after a moment, Reina could almost pretend she was standing out there alone. 
 
    What she really wanted to do was run back inside and drag Stoan to safety. Out of this city, out of this territory, maybe off of this planet if that kept him safe from their own commander’s machinations. It scared her. He scared her. Not because she thought he would do her harm. No, she was terrified of the emotions that Stoan brought forward in her. 
 
    It had all happened so fast. The romantic teetering on the edge of love that she hadn’t realized lived within her tried to justify it. They’d met six months ago. Six months wasn’t abnormally fast. Besides, there was that whole denya fate thing. Of course her heart would get all tangled up. 
 
    She couldn’t remember feeling this way about anyone before. Especially not Lex. And that hurt. Years of her life she’d spent with a man that had never lived up to what one teal near-stranger made her feel. 
 
    Did she care about fate? That they’d been tied together by some power not of her choosing? 
 
    Reina examined her thoughts, her emotions, and the answer didn’t surprise her. No, she did care about that. Some alien cosmic power couldn’t make her feel this way. Maybe it had sparked her feelings, but it didn’t make her fall in love with him. 
 
    In love? 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Well. 
 
    Of course she loved him. 
 
    Reina’s shoulders straightened and she felt a half-smile tug at the corner of her lip. She wanted to laugh as the blisteringly obvious clicked into place within her. It was like she’d turned a page in a book and read the chapter heading only to realize that she’d known what it would say all along. And it only made sense. How could she want his love if he didn’t have hers in return? 
 
    She looked over at Inrit and saw a woman on the edge of some massive dilemma. By the time the Detyen looked over at Reina, she clearly hadn’t come to any big decisions, and now their stark looks had switched faces. 
 
    “I’m here if you need to talk,” Reina offered and cursed herself the moment the words came out. She wasn’t here. Or she wouldn’t be for long, and she shouldn’t be offering support or friendship to anyone in the Citadel. 
 
    But Inrit took a deep breath and shook her head. “Shall we head back inside?” she asked. “I fear the guards will have us removed if we wait for too long.” 
 
    Guests weren’t forbidden from stepping onto the terrace, but standing alone out there could easily bring unwanted attention. Reina and Inrit entered back through the weak force field and walked down the hall towards the main room. After the chill of the outside, it truly did feel hot, and sweat beaded at the small of Reina’s back. 
 
    She practically bumped into Inrit when the other woman stopped moving. “Is that…?” she trailed off before completing her question. 
 
    Reina looked around and spotted Stoan only a handful of paces away from them. Their eyes met and the connection zinged through her like a jolt of electricity. She couldn’t help the brief smile, and her heart fluttered when his lips tugged up for less than a second. He could feel it too. 
 
    His eyes shifted to the right and he saw Inrit. His face blanked, and if it were possible, she would have said he went pale. Reina looked at Inrit and saw an almost identical expression. Blank as steel. 
 
    “That man,” she said with dawning comprehension. “He’s Detyen. Like me.” She wasn’t saying something, but Reina didn’t know how to ask for more. She was here to deflect attention from Stoan, not bring it straight to him. 
 
    “How nice,” she said, struggling for the right words. “Now that I notice, there don’t seem to be many of your kind here.” Was that better or worse? Reina knew that there weren’t Detyens in the City, but as a human from Nina City, she had no reason to know it if she didn’t know one already. 
 
    But Inrit wasn’t paying any attention to her. Her eyes were all for Stoan. Reina didn’t feel jealous, not exactly. There was nothing romantic or even sexual in Inrit’s gaze. But it made her uneasy nonetheless. She didn’t want Inrit looking at her man—her mate—like that. 
 
    “Do you want to go introduce yourself?” she forced herself to ask. That was what a normal person, a person with no ties to either of them, would suggest. 
 
    Inrit raised her hand and clenched her fist before she could wave. Did they know each other? This wasn’t how two strangers looked at each other. Though given the circumstances of their race, maybe this was how strange Detyens met. 
 
    Stoan made the decision for her, crossing the room like he was being dragged by some invisible force. And this time, it had nothing to do with Reina. 
 
    She almost stepped in front of Inrit, though she didn’t know who she was trying to protect. “Are you okay, Inrit?” she asked one final time before Stoan made it to them. They could not cause a scene, and if something was about to go down, she was going to keep her head on straight, for her denya, for her new friend, and for herself. 
 
    But when she turned around, Stoan had disappeared. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I need to go,” said Inrit. And then it was just Reina, standing alone in hostile territory with no idea of what just happened. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    It couldn’t be. 
 
    Stoan ducked out of the room on instinct as soon as Inrit’s name crossed Reina’s lips. His mind spun out of control, like a ship with malfunctioning anti-grav. After half a lifetime, he’d finally convinced himself that she was gone. He’d taken steps to bond with Reina. 
 
    And now Inrit was here, but he only wanted to talk to Reina. 
 
    Relief coursed through him as he stood on a secluded balcony off a side room. He was in shock at seeing his old friend. She shouldn’t have been in the Citadel and he wanted to shake her to make sure she stayed safe. He wanted to catch up, find out what her life had been like these last years. 
 
    But he didn’t want to kiss her. Or fuck her. Or spend the rest of his life learning to love her. 
 
    Reina had his sole devotion. 
 
    Inrit’s sudden presence had him uneasy on a mission level as well as a personal one. There were coincidences, and then there was this. 
 
    A few moments after he found his privacy, he heard a movement behind him. The slightly spicy scent of an alien perfume let him know it wasn’t Reina. He turned and saw Inrit up close for the first time in thirteen years. 
 
    She was tall. 
 
    That was his first thought. And though her eyes were harder now with years of unknown struggle, she looked like a grown-up version of herself. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    Stoan held up a hand to cut her off. “Not here,” he said in Detyen. Even if there were prying ears, they wouldn’t parse the nearly dead language. “There is a small cafe down the street with a picture of a dancing woman on the door. Meet me there in twenty minutes.” 
 
    She looked at him for a long moment, face worried. Then she nodded and left without another word. That only whetted Stoan’s curiosity about who she had become. A normal woman would have questioned that order. Only someone who understood the need for privacy, someone who’d seen the deadly consequences of loose talk, would leave without argument. 
 
    Less than a minute later, Reina stepped out onto the balcony. She walked to the stone railing and kept two meters between them. She looked out at the city without glancing at him, as if they were strangers sharing a nice view. 
 
    She didn’t need to say anything. 
 
    The moment was tense with the weight of those unsaid things. Stoan wanted to look at her, to tell her every truth he had to give. But he had already caught Droscus’s eye once and he would not risk her. 
 
    “Tonight,” he promised, whispering the word onto the wind. 
 
    Reina nodded once and didn’t watch him as he left. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Stoan had wedged himself into a shadowy table at the back of the cafe. It was getting late, but the clientele didn’t seem to realize, and it was just as packed as it would be at midday. Even better, unlike the rest of the city, most of the people inside were not human, and a blue man speaking to a red woman wouldn’t be cause for notice. 
 
    He placed an order for a round of drinks through the small computer on the wall. A minute later, two glasses were deposited at his table by a bored looking waiter who didn’t even bother to greet him. As the waiter walked away, Inrit slid into the chair opposite him. 
 
    She stared for a long moment, her hands grasping the warm cider glass as if it were the only thing keeping her steady. 
 
    Stoan knew the feeling. He wanted to reach out and place his hand on her shoulder and confirm that she was flesh and blood, as real as he was instead of the ghost he feared. 
 
    A full minute passed with their staring. Finally, Inrit leaned back in her chair and let out a relieved sigh. “You’re alive.” 
 
    Stoan grinned, and it was like nothing had changed between them, the friendship springing back to fill an Inrit shaped void. “So are you.” 
 
    Her gaze dropped momentarily down to her drink before she looked back up, expression resigned. “And you’re not my denya.” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” he agreed. Her friend? Always. Her lover? Never. That title belonged to Reina alone. 
 
    “Do you… no,” she shook her head, “never mind.” Inrit reached into her pocket and retrieved the bright blue stone he’d left at the Temple on Beothea. She placed it on the table between them. “I went back about a month ago when we—I—first arrived back in the system. What happened?” 
 
    “An uprising many years ago. Don’t go back to Temple City again,” he warned. “It’s not safe for us.” 
 
    She smiled ruefully, “Yes, the blaster shots and yelling made that quite clear. One of my—I’m safe.” She changed the subject and Stoan wanted to ask what she wasn’t telling him. There were thirteen years of unspoken words, but she was specifically avoiding the topic of who she traveled with. Why? 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “I’ve heard many things about this city and none of them good.” 
 
    “I’m working. As, I assume, are you.” And even though she was his oldest friend, he could not tell her why. Not until he knew who she was now. “And I wish I could tell you more, but this is not my home and ears are always listening.” They still spoke Detyen, but that was no real guarantee of privacy in the long term. 
 
    “Did you think we’d be mates?” she asked. “When we saw each other again?” 
 
    “No,” said Stoan, and meant it. “I gave up on that possibility some time ago.” 
 
    “Because I was gone?” She looked stricken from his definitive answer. 
 
    Stoan reached into his cloak and pulled out a card with contact information on it. It didn’t lead directly back to him, but it was all he could give. “When you’re free, I’d like to hear from you,” he said, handing her the card. 
 
    Inrit took it and slid it into a pocket. “We’re still friends, right?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    He left her sitting in the cafe without a farewell. He had nothing else that he could say.  
 
    *** 
 
    Reina forced herself to stay at the party after Stoan left, and every minute dragged on longer than the last. She stopped looking at the ornate clock hung above the main entrance way when only ten minutes elapsed between three glances. 
 
    An hour, she decided. One hour and she could leave. No one would be able to put her and Stoan together. She’d taken a risk walking out onto that balcony to face him, and some feminine part that had claimed him as hers was thrilled that he’d taken an equal risk in speaking that one word to her. 
 
    Tonight. 
 
    A promise, a vow.  
 
    How did he and Inrit know one another? What were they now speaking of? She was amazed to realize that there wasn’t even the tiniest hint of jealousy in her. Somehow Reina knew that Stoan wouldn’t do anything with Inrit other than talk. 
 
    Well, maybe a hug. The vibe between them had been all personal, no business. Were they old friends? Though old was a bit of a misnomer when a person wasn’t going to live past thirty. 
 
    Not that Stoan had to worry about that anymore. Or he wouldn’t, soon. 
 
    She filed the question about Inrit and Stoan’s past aside, determined to ask him once they could speak freely. But her mind was in such turmoil that she didn’t realize that she was alone in the room that she’d walked into until she heard the resounding bang of the door slamming shut. 
 
    This wasn’t a forbidden area. Sculptures dotted the floor and artwork hung on the wall. A half-full tray of drinks sat on a table in the corner as further evidence that normal party goers were welcome here. 
 
    Reina pulled herself up to her tallest height and faced the door. General Droscus stood there alone in all his cruel beauty. 
 
    The years dissolved and nothing but Sanna’s iron rigid training kept her upright as Reina’s mind flashed back half a lifetime ago to the first time she’d seen this man. He had barely taken control of the City and the streets still stank of the blood of the old commander’s troops. Reina wasn’t supposed to be outside; her parents had been very clear about this. 
 
    But she was just a curious kid with too much mischief locked up inside her. She’d snuck out of her parents’ shop and darted down the street to the bakery in hopes of finding a sweet. She’d known the fighting was over, the battles were won. The people of the City had made their allegiance clear. As far as her child’s brain was concerned, she had nothing to fear. 
 
    Droscus had swept down the street with a dozen of his men, all of them armed to the gills. And Reina had been frozen. Even back then, on the cusp between girl and woman, she’d recognized the danger in his features. He was like the deadly tilgra out in the highlands of Thanatos, a creature little bigger than a house cat and more beautiful by far. But any human that got too close was lucky to escape with his life. Those animals were quick and deadly. 
 
    That night, she’d seen the violence of him and his men as they dragged two rebels out from a hidey-hole and executed them on the street. 
 
    She’d been scared and terrified, but the City was not a soft place, and Reina knew there was always danger in resistance. When the soldiers found her, she’d sworn her allegiance without a stutter, looking down so as not to meet the General’s eyes. But he’d stooped down in front of her and tilted her chin up. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, little pet,” he’d said, burning the words into her memory. “We’re making this place safe for us all.” 
 
    Less than a year later her parents were dead, murdered by his guards, and she and Haylio fled the city without looking back, leaving their names and histories behind. 
 
    Did he knew who she was? Or did he think that their connection only went back to six months ago, when he murdered her husband after inciting him to commit treason. 
 
    “I must say I was surprised when your identification card was scanned at the entrance,” said Droscus, standing with deceptive calm. He was always ready to strike. 
 
    Reina’s heart threatened to leap out of her chest, but she kept her expression neutral. You’re not doing anything wrong, she reminded herself. The gala was open to the public and she’d procured her invitation legitimately. He couldn’t have her thrown in prison or executed for that. 
 
    Not that he needed an excuse. He was the General; his men did what he commanded. Or else. 
 
    He didn’t look like the kind of man who would have killed her husband, kidnapped her brother, and attempted to kidnap her. But Reina’s cheek twinged as she remembered the pain of vicious fists trying to make her talk. She hadn’t given in then, and she’d remain strong now. 
 
    “I needed a change of scenery,” she lied. Her desire to be back home was a constant ache in her chest. The ring Stoan had given her was heavy on her finger, but Reina didn’t trigger the distress beacon. Not yet. This was what she’d trained for. “I’d heard stories of the Citadel and wished to see it for myself.” 
 
    Droscus looked her up and down and stepped forward, closing the distance between them until he was almost close enough to touch, to punch. “You’re a sweet girl,” he crooned. “So why do you ruin your face with lies?” 
 
    His hand darted out to grab her chin, but Reina jerked back and avoided the hold. His fingers merely grazed her cheek. Droscus’s eyes flashed something violent and cooled almost as quickly. He didn’t like being denied, that much was clear. Though Reina hadn’t needed this little demonstration to figure that out. 
 
    “I’m not lying,” she lied. Reina wanted to run for the door, to escape this wretched place and hide away until she could find a way to leave. But the only way to get away from Droscus was for him to let her go. He was too skilled a fighter for her meager training and she didn’t want to tip her hand with anything she did know until there was no other choice. Which meant she had to stay in this room with him and lie her ass off until he believed her. 
 
    “Your commander has been stingy with her visas to my territory. And given the events of a few months ago, I wonder why you were granted one.” He kept staring at her like he expected her to break, or to perform some sort of trick. 
 
    “I had family here once,” Reina decided to share. “I wanted to see that part of my heritage.” Her identity as Reina Draven was rock solid. Even if Droscus or his spies were able to trace her back to the beginning, they’d face a dead end. She hadn’t muttered her childhood name since she last left the City, and as far as those records were concerned, she was dead. At worst, her background would show that she was a mystery, not an enemy of his state. 
 
    “And you’ve no wish for vengeance?” he asked, quirking up a brow. If he weren’t evil, he would have been sexy. Reina thanked her gods that she knew the true depths of his depravity and felt not even a tinge of interest. 
 
    “Revenge for what?” she asked. A normal person in Nina City would have no way of knowing that Droscus was behind the attack. And she hadn’t even known the half of it until Stoan revealed the full story. 
 
    The general grinned and his face lit up to an almost boyish degree. “Everyone wants revenge, Miss Draven. For so many, it’s the only thing they have to live for.” 
 
    “That’s very sad.” Reina wasn’t here for revenge. She hated Droscus; she’d gladly see him dead. But Lex had put himself into that idiotic position, and she wasn’t going to get herself killed for his stupidity. As for what happened to her parents, she’d long ago learned that vengeance was a luxury normal people couldn’t afford. 
 
    Droscus finally looked away, but Reina didn’t breathe easy. The coiled snake could lash out and bite her at any moment. “See that you’re careful, fair Reina,” he warned with a weary edge. “There are monsters in this world who would chew you up without a second thought.” 
 
    And are you one of them? She was sane enough not to ask it. But her silence was answer enough. Droscus turned his back on her and left, leaving the door open behind him. 
 
    Reina fled the room and checked the time on the clock over the entrance. She’d only been alone with him for five minutes, yet she was sure that she’d aged a lifetime. A half hour after that dread meeting, Reina left, taking to the street and heading for her room. It took her a minute to realize she was being followed, and another ten minutes to lose the tail. 
 
    It was well after dark now and the streets were almost barren. The few people who were out didn’t meet her eyes as she passed them by, and she kept her own head down. Technically, there was no curfew for residents of the City, but fewer people out on the streets meant the guards had fewer targets for cruelty. Anyone outside was a potential victim. 
 
    Reina wanted to head straight back after losing the tail, but she forced herself to take a circuitous route and detour into one of the few shops that were still open. Her caution paid off when she spotted the second team following her. They were harder to lose, but a half hour later, she was alone on the streets and no longer being followed. 
 
    By the time she made it into her rented room, she was ready to drop more from emotional exhaustion than physical. This spy crap was demanding and she didn’t think she was cut out for it long term. She didn’t want to catch the eye of warlords or worry about guards following her home. She just wanted to live her life in relative peace, making ripples rather than waves. 
 
    A knock at the window beside her bed nearly had her jumping out of her skin, but she could sense it was Stoan even before she saw him. Strange, she’d never felt something like that before, but it was almost like she could smell him through the window. A sense not as strong as sight but almost as sure. 
 
    She opened the window and stepped back to allow him in. Though her room was fairly large, designed to accommodate a person staying in town for a while, Stoan dwarfed it. He was too big, too there. 
 
    And Reina had never felt better. 
 
    She threw her arms around him in the dark room and then they were kissing, lips and tongues together in a desperate tangle. If they never pulled apart, then maybe everything would be alright. 
 
   


  
 




Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Of course, pulling apart was part of the job. At the same moment, they pulled back and the blood rushing in Reina’s ears was loud enough for her to confuse it for footsteps below. But the house around them was as silent as a tomb. 
 
    She hadn’t bothered to turn the lights on when she stepped inside, and with Stoan’s coloring, it was particularly hard to make him out in the dark bluish light of night. He blended even more with the shadows, the teal of his skin enough to trick her eye and turn it nearly black. 
 
    His eyes flared red in the darkness. 
 
    Reina licked her lips and tasted him. But all of a sudden she didn’t know what to say. For the past few hours, the only thing she wanted was to talk to Stoan, and now she was mute. 
 
    They stared at each other in the dark, or she stared at his eyes and hoped he could see her by the pale light of the moon streaming in from outside. 
 
    “Do you have night vision?” The question sprang from her mouth without thought. 
 
    She could barely make out the twitch of his lips. “What?” he asked. 
 
    “I think I only know the bad things about your race, the whole dying without a mate thing. What’s the good stuff? Enhanced vision? Laser eyes? Flight?” Reina thought she might want to fly. Once. With a parachute strapped to her back in case something went wrong. Shuttles and space ships existed for a reason. 
 
    Stoan’s grin pulled into a full-blown smile and he reached across the small distance between them to cup her cheek. “With you, denya, the price is almost worth it.” 
 
    It shouldn’t have sounded sincere. Reina was too old for it to shoot her straight to the heart and make her weak and wobbly all over. But when Stoan said it, she knew he meant it. He really thought that having a denya, having her as his denya, was almost worth the risk of death. 
 
    Knowing that, believing that, made it easier for her to voice her question. “Who is Inrit to you?” In the dark her voice was hushed, but the asking still made her flinch. 
 
    Stoan breathed deep and the silence stretched. Distantly, she heard a vehicle rumbling down the street, but nothing else broke into the small piece of the City that they’d claimed for themselves. Stoan was quiet for so long that she thought she’d need to prompt him. 
 
    And then he spoke. “Inrit is my oldest surviving friend, and the woman who I thought would be my mate. A long time ago.” 
 
    Reina sat back blindly on the bed. The air in the mattress provided a soft cushion, but it was still a slap. It had never occurred to her that he’d wanted someone else—someone specific—as his mate. Sure, maybe he would have preferred someone Detyen, but she couldn’t help that. That Inrit, a beautiful, intriguing, Detyen woman was who he truly wanted stung. 
 
    Reina Draven, always second best. Second child, second to her husband’s space flight, and now second mate. 
 
    “Do you love her?” she managed to ask in a surprisingly steady voice. Now she was glad for the dark; it gave her an easy excuse not to look at him. 
 
    But Stoan would not be satisfied with the distance. She felt the air move in front of her and saw a giant hulking darkness shift until he knelt in front of her and grasped both of her hands tightly in his own. He didn’t relent when Reina tried to pull away, and after a moment, she stilled. “As a friend and sister, yes,” he admitted. “But what I feel for you is not the same. Not at all.” 
 
    “Do you love me?” Gods above, how pathetic could she get. Tears pricked at Reina’s eyes as she whispered the question. She hoped she was too quiet for Stoan to pick it up. If he knew the power he had over her, he could destroy her with a word. 
 
    “You’re my denya,” he said, as if that was an answer. His fingers tightened around hers, just to the edge of pain. And then they loosened and his thumb made circles where her wrist met her hand. “There is no one else for me but you.” 
 
    Love was a cruel mistress. It trapped Reina right here in this moment and made her accept what he was saying, and told her to forget what he wasn’t. So what if he didn’t love you? The desperate, love sick woman inside asked. He says that you’re his only one. Isn’t that good enough? 
 
    Stoan’s hand crawled up her arm until he was cupping her cheek, his grip forcing her to meet his eyes. “What’s the matter, Reina?” he asked. 
 
    Reina pushed her personal hang-up aside. There was always work to do. “Why is Inrit here? You said there were no Detyens in the city.” 
 
    For a fragile moment, she thought he wouldn’t let her get away with it, but Stoan nodded. The issue wasn’t settled, but he knew she needed to breathe. He knew her too well for a man who only wanted her because fate had intervened. 
 
    Though, if she were being honest and a little more rational, Reina might acknowledge that he didn’t act like a man who only wanted her because of a stupid twist of fate. Something had changed between them on the boat ride here, a trust, a partnership, had begun to grow. And even with her knowledge of Inrit, it didn’t change how she felt. That nascent partnership was still there. He was with her right now, not Inrit. He’d come straight to her, despite the danger, because he knew that she needed him. 
 
    Maybe that was love. 
 
    “I don’t know why she’s here,” he said. “But she has no loyalty to the general and I am certain that she will not interfere with us.” 
 
    “How do you know her?” Reina heard herself ask. Her inner masochist had really taken over. 
 
    “We were raised together in the Temple of the Dead on Beothea,” he said. “Both of us were abandoned as infants.” 
 
    “Is that a Detyen thing? We have a temple for the afterlife, but I’ve never seen a Temple of the Dead.” It sounded grotesque. Then again, a species with a habit of dying at 30 might reasonably develop some religion around that. 
 
    “It was. The Temple was destroyed more than ten years ago.” He didn’t sound sad, merely resigned. 
 
    But Reina could feel his pain. She opened her arms and leaned forward, hugging him toward her. And that was all she needed. The conflict within dissolved as Stoan’s arms came around her and she sat while he crouched in the embrace. 
 
    He was here with her. He was telling her about his past and being clear about what she was to him. Inrit was somewhere in the city and Stoan was here with Reina, not the woman he’d thought he loved. He’d chosen her. She was his mate. And she loved him too much to even pretend that she was going to let him go. 
 
    Stoan wobbled a bit and Reina smiled. “You’re going to get a cramp if you keep standing like that.” 
 
    “I’d stand here all night if you needed it,” he promised. 
 
    “Or you could join me in this nice soft bed,” she offered, leaning back just enough to affect his balance. Stoan was too stable to topple, but he did need to shift around. 
 
    “I can’t sleep here tonight,” he said regretfully, “as much as I want you in my arms.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about sleeping.” She saw the moment he realized what she was offering. 
 
    His eyes sharpened and he dragged in a ragged breath. “Denya,” he breathed out, and she could almost see the iron band of control ready to snap. “I want you so much that I ache with it.” 
 
    Oh yes, Reina had become very familiar with that feeling. Desire was an old friend. 
 
    Still Stoan wasn’t finished. “I would give you everything I am for the rest of my days,” he vowed, and her heart fluttered with butterflies’ wings. “But I would not wish for you to take me out of duty. There is plenty of time for you to make your choice.” 
 
    “Stoan?” 
 
    He studied her intently. “Yes?” 
 
    “I made my choice, and it’s you. Now climb up here and fuck me.” Reina breathed hard as she said it and her eyes were glued to Stoan. With him so close, she could see him in the dim light and what she saw she wanted to taste, to claim. But she’d made her desires known. It was his turn to move. 
 
    He stared at her for a loaded moment as if he expected her to take the words back. But Reina let them sit and raised her eyebrows in challenge.  
 
    She saw the second he snapped. And then she was falling back onto the bed and felt the fabric of her clothes rip as if it were being torn to shreds. Stoan swiped at her, and she felt something sharp glide against her soft flesh, but not hard enough to slice. 
 
    “Do you have a knife?” she asked, trying to look at what he was doing. But it was too dark and he was too fast. 
 
    Stoan stilled, his breath ragged. Without even a kiss, his control was clearly in tatters, but he was hanging on by the smallest thread. Reina didn’t want him to hold on; she wanted him here with her all the way to the end. 
 
    She felt sharp points against the soft flesh of her suddenly naked torso. Not a knife. Claws. All he had to do was press down and pull and she’d be dead. No chance to put up a fight, no hope of resisting. 
 
    “I’m not a human man, denya,” Stoan growled, and the sexy sound rumbled all the way to her core. “And my people were once more beast than civilized.” 
 
    A warning? Or a promise? 
 
    Reina felt her way down her stomach until she rested her hand gently—very gently—on top of his. “My beast,” she said, staking her claim. 
 
    The claws retracted, and with her hand as it was, she actually felt them collapse back into his skin. He flattened his palm against her stomach and angled his fingers down, gliding against her until he reached her naked core. “My mate,” he said. 
 
    Oh, yes. His mate completely. Her clothes were mostly a memory and Reina was a naked offering before him except for a strip here or there. But all the important parts were bare. His eyes raked over her in naked possession, claiming by sight as much as by word and touch. 
 
    Those wonderful, dangerous fingers found her already wet and waiting for him, her folds swollen with desire and ready to part under his questing touch. 
 
    There was something about the way he was looking at her, about how his hands rested against her sex but didn’t make any further move that sparked Reina’s curiosity even as her sexuality flared to life under his ministrations. 
 
    She arched up, rubbing down against him, and moaned as he bit his lip while he sucked in a harsh breath. Reina reached for him, harder in the dark than it should have been, but once she made it to a leg, it was a simple journey to the throbbing desire at the seat of his pants. 
 
    Stoan gasped, “I’m not—” 
 
    Hard? Ready? Neither of those were true by the thick feel of him in her hand. “What?” Reina asked. 
 
    “I’ve never done this before, denya,” he confessed. A possessive wave of delight flowed over her. Never? She wouldn’t have guessed from their time on the boat. “So let me please you.” 
 
    “No one?” she asked. “Not even once?” Maybe it was bad form to press for information about former lovers in bed, but how had anyone been able to resist the hulking specimen of beautiful man hunched over her, his skin sparkling with a hint of perspiration, the scent of sex permeating the air. 
 
    He leaned forward and captured her lips in a crushing kiss, his fingers curling against the base of her skull. “None but you. Ever.” 
 
    Oh, now that was a promise a girl could dream by. Reina shivered. 
 
    “So let me touch,” he continued, pulling back only enough to speak, his free hand drawing lazy circles at the juncture of her thighs. “Let me taste.” 
 
    “Yes,” she barely breathed. “Please.” It had been too long, and never with him. Never outside of her dreams, at least. 
 
    He laid her back down, gently letting her rest against the soft mattress. She felt so exposed, naked under his lustful, red eyes, but the best kind of exposed. On display, a statue just for his viewing pleasure. 
 
    Stoan leaned down, keeping that devilish hand of his playfully questing over her wet center. And his lips waged a different battle, assaulting her body with gentle nips and wet kisses. His teeth scraped against the tendon where her neck met her shoulder, and Reina went wild, jerking against him, chest heaving. 
 
    She’d always had a sensitive neck, and now she felt teeth that were almost as strong as fangs. But he kissed, claiming but not marking. As soon as the thought of a mark crossed her mind, she knew she wanted it. If there was any brand she could wear on her skin that proclaimed her mated to this beautiful blue alien, then she wanted to display it proudly. 
 
    Her hand shot up, holding him in place as he rained kisses down on her, trailing his tongue against her collarbone. He wove a spell with every movement of his body, every jerk of his hand. 
 
    And though he was still fully clothed, she could feel the hard length of his cock barely held in check by his pants. She didn’t know if it would look like a human cock, but it was hard and thick and all for her. Whatever their differences, they could join together in this most primal way, their souls crying out in pleasure together. 
 
    Those dastardly teeth of his scraped lower, harder when she arched against him and moaned. But this maddened beast was careful only to play rather than hurt. And with every kiss he laid, it was a further claim on her heart. He would never hurt her, he promised with those sharp teeth of his and the claws she knew were hidden. I am your beast, she could almost hear him promise. You will never fear me. 
 
    “Never,” she breathed out, her hand pressing against him. 
 
    Stoan’s eyes flicked up to her, red and glowing, her demonic protector. He was completely still for a moment, determining what her ‘never’ had meant. And when he knew it was no rejection, he took the tip of her breast into his mouth, tonguing the sensitive tip and making her gasp. 
 
    Reina was all sensation: Stoan’s mouth, the scratch of her torn clothes beneath her, the pull of her pant leg that hadn’t been completely cut free. Her mind turned over and over, a swirl of knowings that couldn’t coalesce into thoughts. 
 
    As Stoan moved his hands over her, his claws pricking lightly at her side, she surrendered herself completely. Let them be joined, let this night never end. If these were her last moments of existence, she’d gladly lay them down, so long as it was with him. 
 
    She could tell when he sensed the direction of her thoughts. It spurred on something wild in him, something that had never been civilized, that never could be civilized. He slid down her, brushing away those errant scraps of clothes that did nothing to hide her nakedness, nothing to keep him from her sex. 
 
    And then his mouth was on her, his tongue circling her most sensitive point. 
 
    One of Reina’s hands dug into the mattress above her while she arched into him, her body light and heavy, present and transcendent in the moment. Anything that Stoan lacked in experience he made up for in enthusiasm, drinking her in, tasting her like she was the finest feast for a starving man. 
 
    She wanted to tell him yes, like that, more but all that came out was a long moan that ended on a gasp as the rippling of release teased her. She wanted to come; she never wanted this moment to end. All she wanted was Stoan. 
 
    And when she began to shudder and her breath stuttered, Stoan rolled his eyes up at her, sultry and red and on fire, and even as she soared above in pleasure, she could read all the delights he promised her, if only she stayed down on the planet with him. 
 
    “Want you now,” she managed to get out. “Inside me. Mine.” 
 
    Had she thought his eyes were twin flames before? She was a fool. Stoan stalked over her, a priest before his supplicant, his offering. He kissed her and she tasted herself on his lips. 
 
    She arched up, her hands searching between them until she found the tie to his pants and used whatever wits she had left to undo them and push them down, freeing his hard length and taking him in hand. 
 
    It was almost a normal cock, almost human. Except bigger and with tantalizing ridges running around it. He stared at her as she stroked him, so intense she’d almost be scared if she didn’t know just how much he wanted her. 
 
    “You’re mine,” he declared, placing one of his hands over her own and guiding himself to her entrance. “My denya,” he bit out. “My mate,” he said as he drove inside of her. 
 
    “Yes,” Reina threw her head back as he thrust, seating himself deep within, imprinting his flesh on her own until she didn’t know how she’d ever survived without him. 
 
    And then he moved and they were one. He was in her, around her, through her, her every sense devoted to him, his scent in her nose, his taste on her lips, his flesh hot and strong against hers. Reina couldn’t keep her eyes off him, watching the intensity of his brow as he concentrated on her, on her pleasure, like it was the only thing that mattered. 
 
    He watched her watching him, their gazes locked as tightly as their bodies, and something broke within her, yielding to him completely. It snapped between them, a bond she didn’t quite understand but wanted with all her heart. 
 
    It only inflamed Stoan, pushing her harder and harder until she was rippling around him, breaking with the pleasure, her eyes finally closing but the light behind them white as she came again. 
 
    He spilled inside of her, but before she could even think about it, his hot teeth were at her neck, sharper than they’d ever looked, and he bit her, claimed her. It should have hurt, but there was nothing but ecstasy. 
 
    She was spent, exhausted, more pleasured than she’d ever been, but as he took her in that most barbaric way, she came again and felt one tear leak out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    Stoan pulled back, and she could feel his cock growing limp inside of her. He gathered her up in his arms and pulled her close, keeping her safe as she drifted to sleep. 
 
   


  
 




Chapter Fifteen 
 
    It was still dark outside, but the night was too short, and Stoan knew he couldn’t risk leaving Reina’s lodging by the light of day. The sane, well trained part of him knew that he’d already stayed far too long and put them both in danger. 
 
    But the satisfied male in him didn’t give a damn. 
 
    Reina’s body was warm and soft against his own under the thin blanket they’d pulled over themselves at some point. She murmured against him as he shifted to slide out of the bed, and Stoan smiled. He felt light, younger than he’d been in ages. This was happiness. Contentment. Solace in his mate’s arms. 
 
    And when they got back to Nina City, he was locking them in his room for a week and keeping her in his bed. 
 
    “It’s still dark out,” she muttered into the pillow, her naked shoulder peeking out where the mark he’d left on her was already healing. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    She was all his now, marked and claimed and thoroughly mated. His inner beast urged him to take her once more, quick and hard, and to leave the imprint of his flesh on her so that she could not take a step without the memory of him and every breath would pull in the scent of his skin. 
 
    But already light was beginning to spike on the horizon and it would be day too soon. 
 
    Reina turned over and cracked an eye open. Her lips were swollen and her hair mussed. She was a goddess, his own deity of love. “Do you have to go?” she asked. 
 
    “I do, denya,” he said. “But we will see each other again tonight.” He gave her a meeting place and time and one final kiss before pulling on his clothes and climbing out the window. 
 
    In the final hour before dawn, the streets were nearly deserted except for a few cleaning bots and guard patrols. Stoan did his best to avoid both groups. Bots could easily be outfitted with surveillance equipment, and a lone figure stalking the streets in the morning was enough to catch anyone’s attention. 
 
    He didn’t let himself think of Reina while he was out on the street. 
 
    But once he returned safely to his own room, Stoan turned the night over in his mind. He was… happy. Ecstatic, as a matter of fact. Now that he was alone and safe, he couldn’t stop grinning and had the mad compulsion to burst out into laughter. He was mated! 
 
    He could feel the connection deep within him, an invisible cord that stretched all the way to where Reina slept. No matter the distance between them, he knew that he’d always feel the bond. It wasn’t quite psychic; he couldn’t read her thoughts. But if he concentrated, he’d feel a pull in her direction and he’d heard other mated Detyens say that occasionally, they could sense the flavor of their mate’s emotions. 
 
    There was a curious fragility to it, something so taut it seemed ready to snap under pressure. But it would deepen in time, Stoan was certain. 
 
    Do you love me? 
 
    Reina’s words echoed in his head, not for the first time. She was his denya. Did she not understand the significance? Compared to the rainstorm of love, their denyai bond was a hurricane. He would build empires for her if she commanded. Anything she asked of him, he would do. And he would make that vow every day, if that was what it took to get her to believe him. 
 
    He felt no fear in what she would ask. At her core, Reina was one of the best people that he’d ever met. He had given his soul to her, and he knew that she would keep it safe. 
 
    Do you love me? 
 
    As soon as they were out of this thrice damned city, he would spend his every hour showing her that she was his everything. He would never be through with her, but when she had a moment to catch her breath, she’d realize just what he meant when he called her denya. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    Always. Forever. Simple and true. 
 
    Stoan grabbed his bag out from where he’d stashed it under his bed and pulled out the small view screen he’d packed. The sooner he figured out where the damn box was hidden, the sooner he could get Reina to safety. 
 
    In service of that, he fished three small black dots out of the pocket of his jacket. All three could sit on the pad of his forefinger simultaneously with room to spare. The small disks were soft, pliable, and matte. They also contained a small camera and sensors and could slide along the baseboards of a room almost unnoticed. If an unsuspecting person saw the clever devices, most would just think they were insects or bits of dust. 
 
    They were also ridiculously expensive and didn’t have the ability to transmit data, which made their applicable uses limited. Perfect for one night of spying, so long as he could get in and out with the cameras in hand. And last night, that had been the case. 
 
    Stoan slid them into their slots on the viewers and brought up the 3D holo. He had hours of footage to crawl through, so before getting started, Stoan pulled out a meal replacement bar and a packet of water and then settled back onto his bed and let the vid play and play and play. 
 
    The disks were able to cover parts of The Citadel that Stoan could have never hoped to infiltrate on his own. But he paused the playback and rewatched a minute of the vid, his heart hammering in his chest. Just before he had summoned the disks and left the party, Reina walked into an anteroom down the hall from the main party. A moment later, Droscus followed and closed the door behind him. 
 
    She hadn’t mentioned the encounter the night before. Why not? His instincts hammered at him to storm out of his room and go find her, ask her why, ask her if she was alright. But it was daylight now, and they couldn’t communicate unless things grew dire in the next few hours. 
 
    He noted the timing of the encounter and saved the clip, but forced himself to move on. If Reina hadn’t mentioned it, it probably meant that she had deemed herself safe enough for the moment. But he was going to ask about it when they met that night. 
 
    The thought never crossed his mind that she might be setting him up for betrayal. He trusted her without reserve. 
 
    By the time he finished combing through the vids, it was mid-morning and Stoan didn’t have a sure lock on the box. But there were two candidates; the first was a room that had barely been captured on the recording. What Stoan did see in there warranted a closer look; it was full of small treasures that lined the walls on etched wooden shelves. The camera hadn’t managed to go into the room; it had only caught a glimpse when a guard opened the door and exited. 
 
    His second option was what appeared to be an administrator’s desk in an office on the main floor. The camera caught the edge of a cube shaped item and though it was in shadow, Stoan thought he glimpsed the same intricate designs he’d seen on Ohrmand’s box. 
 
    Neither place was guarded more significantly than the other, and while both had the security of The Citadel protecting them, there were no additional security measures that Stoan could see. To him that suggested that if the box were in either one of those places, it didn’t contain highly sensitive information. 
 
    And now he began to wonder in depth why the Commander had sent him here with Reina. Every step he took led him closer and closer to the conclusion that the box was little more than a trinket. Even their first clue, the soldier with the key, didn’t suggest any level of importance. The box was too small to hide a weapon and if it contained significant intelligence, it would be hidden away in the depths of the castle, not on display in some paper pusher’s office. 
 
    Stoan suspected with confidence bordering on surety that there was a piece to this puzzle that he was missing, something Nina had kept to herself. As the Commander, that was her right. As her operative, Stoan was… frustrated. If his mission was a piece of some larger operation, he needed to know that. He didn’t care what the operation was, but he could not do his job properly when he didn’t know what his job entailed. 
 
    He put the recordings aside and lay back in his bed to catch a few hours of sleep. The night had been long, but the pleasures exhausting. A few hours of sleep would do him well. 
 
    And by the time he woke up, maybe he’d have some grasp of just how much danger he and his denya were in. 
 
    *** 
 
    Reina woke delightfully sore in all the right places. She could still smell Stoan’s masculine scent in the fabric of her blanket, though the strip of the bed that he’d claimed for himself had long grown cold. 
 
    She clutched the blanket close as if the soft fabric and his faint scent would make up for the absence of her mate. 
 
    Her mate. 
 
    Reina’s mind spun as she thought of what it meant. This wasn’t some passing thing between them. Her fingers were drawn to the sensitive skin where he’d bitten her, claimed her. There’d been something wild in him last night, something not quite hu—okay, well, none of him was quite human. But something feral. 
 
    And she’d loved every second of his domination. 
 
    He hadn’t said that he loved her. But he’d shown her that he was hers. Maybe Detyens didn’t have a word for love, maybe denya was as close as they got. Could Reina live with that? 
 
    Yes, she could. 
 
    But if she stayed in bed any longer, she was going to fall back asleep and dream of him, and this trip to the City was not a vacation. And today, she needed to go back out into the city and look like she was here for the reason she said she was. Especially now that she’d caught Droscus’s eye. He’d be watching for her. 
 
    As she rolled out of the bed and slid on a robe, she realized that she hadn’t told Stoan about her encounter with the general. Last night, their relationship had taken center stage. He was going to be angry when she told him tonight. She shivered when she imagined him crowding over her and telling her not to put herself in danger like that. 
 
    And it was a shiver of outrage, totally not anticipation. 
 
    Gods above, she was so far gone. 
 
    Reina showered, dressed, and breakfasted in less than half an hour, and by the time she left the lodging house, the streets were packed with city dwellers making their way to work, school, or play. Reina blended in, just another human among the crowd, her clothes as dark and fitted as anyone else. 
 
    It was strange to think that she could have been one of these people, a citizen of the City and a subject of General Droscus, rather than holding her place in Nina City. If her parents hadn’t died, she would have never had reason to leave. She probably would have never met Lex, or Dorsey, or any of her friends from back home. 
 
    She couldn’t imagine not meeting Stoan. Fate had dragged the two of them together and she was absolutely certain that even if she’d never stepped foot outside of the City, she would have met him and loved him the same.  
 
    Fate had always seemed like a crutch for people who didn’t want to take control of their lives. Not so anymore. Fate could be cruel, Reina definitely understood that, but it had power that she was unable to resist. 
 
    Reina didn’t return to the shop from the day before. In fact, she avoided the entire main street and interviewed a store owner down one of the lesser populated side streets of the city center. She hoped a smaller shop meant less chance of running into Inrit. Reina didn’t know how to face her. 
 
    Stoan hadn’t said anything about Reina to Inrit, he’d made that clear. It wasn’t out of a desire to hide her away. I’d shout your name from the rooftops every hour if you commanded, he’d said after their second bout of love making. No, this was about mission security. 
 
    And Reina wasn’t sure that she could keep a straight face, keep a neutral countenance, when faced with Inrit. She wasn’t jealous. She wasn’t. Through the course of the night, her fears, her doubts, had been so thoroughly quashed by Stoan’s loving that they were barely wisps on the wind. 
 
    But she and Inrit had quickly developed a rapport, and what if Inrit asked her for advice about Stoan? What if Inrit didn’t accept that there would never be anything romantic there? How could Reina give advice as a supposedly neutral third party when she was so tightly entwined in all this mess? 
 
    She was catastrophizing, she knew. And by the time the day came to an end, she had plenty of information about the accounting practices of three different shops in the City and hadn’t seen any glimpse of the Detyen woman. 
 
    Before heading home at last, Reina ducked into a small store and grabbed a ready-made meal and a drink for dinner. She wasn’t about to try and cook for herself in an unfamiliar kitchen. She made enough of a mess at home. 
 
    All day, Reina had been on the lookout for a tail. She’d thought she was being followed for a small bit of the afternoon, but eventually, her shadow had either left or she’d lost him by accident. She was certain that she was alone on her stroll home, but something felt off when Reina reached the boarding house. 
 
    She casually strolled up the stairs with her bag in hand, but kept her eyes out for anything suspicious. The entire building was eerily quiet, as if she were the only person on the entire block. It was still light outside, and there should have been plenty of people out and about. When Reina made it to her door, she flicked her eyes up and noted that the small piece of dark tape she’d stuck to the frame of the door was broken. 
 
    Someone had gone in her room. 
 
    There was no cleaning service here, and part of her rental agreement stipulated that no one was to enter without prior notification. 
 
    Reina reached into her pocket and grabbed a small card that fit snugly into her palm. One swipe across the surface and a screen lit up with blue light. She held it up to the door for several seconds and let it scan. When the screen flashed yellow and went dark, she let out a sigh of relief. Whoever’d come into her room earlier was gone; it was empty now. 
 
    She pocketed the scanner and pushed the door open with great care. With a wave of her hand, the lights turned on and illuminated a room that looked almost right.  
 
    But Reina was well trained enough now to know that almost meant nothing. Well, it might have meant an incompetent search, but that was all. She trusted her gut. Someone had been in this room who shouldn’t have been. 
 
    Why? Had they taken anything? Or, even worse, had they left anything dangerous behind? 
 
    Her heart pounded hard and sweat pricked on her palms, but she stayed just inside the door and looked around. Her clothes were neatly folded in a pile at the foot of her bed, but instead of the dark blue sweater she’d had on top, there was now a blue blouse which had been in the middle of the pile. Her supply bag was turned around and she didn’t see the tablet that she’d been working on. 
 
    The tablet didn’t bother her. If the bio scan didn’t match her when they tried to open it, all the data would be erased so completely they’d never be able to recover it. 
 
    The small inconsistencies disturbed her more than if she’d walked into a room that had been trashed. Here her privacy had been invaded and no one wanted her to know. They wanted her to think that everything was okay, and that she wasn’t under suspicion. The guards of the Citadel didn’t care about stealth. They could walk into any home while a family sat down to dinner and destroy the place, kidnap the children, kill the cat, and never face any consequences. 
 
    The guards didn’t do subtle. Unless they had a damn good reason. A reason like the general taking an interest in her and not buying her story about just visiting town. And if that was the case, well, good. It meant she was doing her job as a distraction well. If Droscus was looking at her, he wasn’t paying attention to Stoan. 
 
    And she wasn’t going to lead Droscus straight to her mate just because she was a tiny bit scared about a spied on room. She lifted her foot to take a step forward and the floor creaked. 
 
    Reina froze. 
 
    There were no creaky floorboards in this room, or there hadn’t been yesterday. She’d learned every centimeter of the place in her first hour, had tested the entire floor looking for weaknesses and bugs—both of the surveillance and insect variety. At that time, there’d been none. If she looked now, she knew she’d find plenty. 
 
    Unless this mission wasn’t about information. 
 
    She leaned back and placed her foot exactly where it had been. Then she crouched, careful to keep her balance, and studied the dark wood of the floorboard in front of her. Reina reached out to run her hand over the seam between two boards, but pulled back at the last second. If there was something there and it was sensitive to touch, the tiniest brush might set it off. 
 
    So even though her calves burned, she squatted a little further and leaned forward as much as she dared and studied the floor. The change between board to board was tiny, but it was there. And it hadn’t been there yesterday. Reina had the sinking suspicion that there was a pressure charge set to go off as soon as she stepped on it. She’d be blown to bits and possibly take half the block with her. 
 
    An unfortunate accident, any official report would say. An energy line under the city blew. Happens sometimes. 
 
    Especially to dissidents. Though that last bit would need to be inferred. 
 
    She could step around the charge. But if she were booby-trapping a room, she wouldn’t leave only one. That was a sure way to make sure the job didn’t get done. There was nothing in the room she needed. The clothes weren’t even hers. 
 
    Reina wished she could warn the owner of the boarding house, but she had to trust that her request to remain undisturbed would go heeded. If she told the proprietress about the traps, that was as good as alerting Droscus that there was more to her than she seemed. 
 
    So Reina left. And when she sensed the guards following her, she almost smiled. It was time for a little game. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen  
 
    Stoan had spent the better part of the day trying to find a way into The Citadel. There was no other public event planned for months and he didn’t have that kind of time to wait. He wanted out of this city, and he wanted to be back home. But to go home, he needed that damned box. 
 
    Sitting outside a dictator’s fortress was never a wise idea, so he’d left his little cameras to do most of the work and tried to look as unsuspicious as possible. That was a bit difficult when he was teal, muscular, and stood half a head taller than most humans. 
 
    By the time he retrieved his cameras and headed back to his rooms, he felt eyes on his back. But every technique he used to spot a tail came up empty. There was no one following him, no matter what it seemed like to his instincts. Still, he’d survived this long by trusting his instincts over his senses, and he took a circuitous route back, trying to confuse any unseen tracker. 
 
    He’d only been back for a handful of minutes when there was a pounding at his door. Stoan’s claws itched inside his skin and then suddenly relaxed. 
 
    Reina. 
 
    He sensed her on the other side of the door. She wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important; she understood the need for stealth, for secrecy, too well to risk discovery. He yanked open the door and pulled her in, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    She was a little out of breath, her cheeks pink and eyes bright. Stoan kissed her before he realized he meant to, pressing her back against the door and plundering her mouth like a starving man. It hadn’t even been a day since they’d last touched, but even an hour was too long. 
 
    Reina’s hands were hard on his shoulders, fingers digging in, leaving gentle, loving bruises as she opened under him, willingly plundered. 
 
    Yes, his soul rejoiced, denya. 
 
    But the embrace could not last long, not when the world threatened to fall down around them, and especially not when Reina was clearly in trouble. She wouldn’t be here otherwise. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” he asked, still holding her against the door, his forehead pressed against hers, their breath mingled. 
 
    Her fingers tangled in his hair, playing with the thick, dark strands. “Someone searched my room while I was gone. There was a pressure switch inside the door. I almost set it off.” 
 
    His heart stopped. And then started pounding so fast that he went lightheaded for a moment. Stoan’s arms tightened around his denya, and she sensed his struggle, making soothing sounds until he got himself under control, not resisting as he kissed her again, grounding his being with her touch. 
 
    A pressure switch. A bomb. She could have been killed. 
 
    He wanted to put her on the first shuttle out of the city, get her to safety and lock her away where Droscus could never find her. A war brewed between the man who’d claimed this woman and the spy who had a duty to his people. 
 
    “I’m in this ‘til the end,” she said, as if she could read his thoughts. She already knew his expressions. “We’re stuck in this city until the job is done. So we finish it. Together.” Her hands curled, pulling a bit on his hair, but not enough to hurt, just enough to remind him of the grip she had on his heart. 
 
    He wanted her safe from harm, away from any danger that could threaten. But it would be like chopping off his own arm with his claws to hamper her. A denya was not meant to be bound by her mate’s fears and worries. She was meant to stand by his side, his partner in all things. 
 
    “We do this together,” he agreed, but still he didn’t let go. 
 
    Neither did she. 
 
    The sounds from the street outside trickled through the small room he’d rented. And after several minutes, he forced himself to take a step back, to loosen his grip and to let Reina stand on her own two feet. They could embrace later. 
 
    She grabbed his hand and tugged him toward the workstation he’d set up. She kept a tight hold. Now that they were bonded, it was too difficult to be near one another and not touch, especially when touching now didn’t lead to a risk of discovery. There was no one here to see them. 
 
    As Stoan slid into his seat, he snuck a kiss at the base of her neck, only a few centimeters away from where a heavy layer of makeup hid his healing mark. He rubbed at the paste until the reddened skin was revealed. 
 
    “Barbarian,” Reina muttered, affection laced in every syllable. 
 
    Yes, when it came to her. She took a seat on the only empty bit of space on the table and Stoan squeezed her knee. It was right there in front of him and he couldn’t resist. 
 
    “Work now,” she admonished. “Play later.” 
 
    Focus, he told himself, echoing Reina’s order. And while it still took some effort, he was able to bring up the recordings he’d used to find the box and show them to her. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were recording,” she said, picking up a printout and studying it for clues. 
 
    “I caught some interesting things,” he said, anger simmering as he remembered that door slamming shut behind the general. He’d remove the man’s head given half the chance, just for standing too close to his mate. 
 
    And his smart, sexy mate realized exactly what he meant. Slowly she set the printout down in front of him and looked him in the eyes. There was no fear in those shining blue orbs, no subterfuge either. “Droscus cornered me right after we saw each other off. He doesn’t know why I’m here but he’s clearly… intrigued.” She shuddered at the last word. 
 
    Removing the general’s head would be too swift a mercy. He’d start at the toes and work his way up centimeter by gruesome centimeter. 
 
    “We can’t kill him,” she said, as if she had some idea of what Stoan wanted. “It’ll destabilize the entire fucking planet.” 
 
    “There are other planets,” Stoan argued, but even as he said it, he knew she was right. “The second that he’s weak enough, I’m taking him out,” he promised. 
 
    Reina cupped his cheek and smiled a bit sadly. “I have the prior claim,” she said. “For what he did to Lex, to Haylio, what he tried to do to me.” 
 
    Stoan pushed back from his chair and paced, all the while growling quietly. He held no jealousy for the man she’d called husband, not now that he’d claimed her. But every act against her was a scar on his heart and he wanted to protect her with everything inside of him. “I’ll kill him in your name,” he said. 
 
    When she was silent after that pronouncement, Stoan stopped and looked over at her. She had the strangest smile on her face, like she couldn’t believe her delight. She shook her head slightly and said, “Oh, Stoan, I love you.” As the words popped out, she looked down as if she could no longer meet his gaze. 
 
    Human words. Human sentiment. She was his denya, he’d told her over and over what she was, what she meant. 
 
    Do you love me? She’d asked. And that question had chased him around all day, the answer tattooed across his soul. 
 
    He stepped back towards her and placed his fingers on her chin, tipping her head back up to face him. Their eyes locked, hot red and cool blue. “My soul is yours, Reina,” he declared, “And I love you all the more for it.” 
 
    Her eyes widened and she opened her mouth to speak, but he never knew what she would have responded because the door pounded under the force of urgent, unexpected knocking. 
 
    *** 
 
    At first Reina thought it was the city guard. Then she remembered that they wouldn’t bother to knock. She and Stoan were frozen, her perched on his desk, him centimeters away. In unison, their eyes tracked to the door, which literally shook on its hinges as the pounding continued. 
 
    Then Reina looked around the room. She couldn’t be caught here. And with knocking that insistent, Stoan needed to open the door. 
 
    “Why don’t you have a conveniently person shaped closet?” she hissed. 
 
    “Under the bed,” he pointed, pulling her off the desk with one hand. “Now.” 
 
    She dived into the small, dark crevasse, pushing in as close to the wall as she could get. This bed wasn’t big, meant for one human. Only the shadows kept her hidden. Stoan tolerated no mess in his lodgings. A blanket fell down in front of her and she heard Stoan’s footsteps moving toward the door. He’d unmade the bed just enough so that the blanket covered her hiding spot. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he had experience hiding women in his room. 
 
    She saved that thought to tease him with it later. 
 
    Then he was opening the door, and Reina strained to hear. She wanted to crawl closer to the edge of the bed, but was terrified that any movement might give her away. 
 
    “How in the unending hells did you find me?” Stoan was angry, full of emotion in a way she’d never heard. Even in his darkest moments with her, he’d never turned negativity on her. Not like that. 
 
    “I have—had—resources,” Inrit replied icily. She stepped into the room and the door closed behind her. Neither she nor Stoan seemed to move. Reina could imagine the tension in her mate’s body, and she wouldn’t be surprised if it was reflected in his old friend. 
 
    This didn’t sound like old friends. Not with this much tension in the air. 
 
    “Then why are you here?” he asked, dangerously quiet. But not so quiet that she couldn’t hear. Reina realized that he was doing it on purpose, not keeping anything hidden from her. 
 
    “I had resources,” Inrit said again, this time with more emphasis. “But the fucking traitors decided that waiting on my methods wasn’t doing them any good.” 
 
    The language almost stunned Reina. There had been something almost… soft, delicate about Inrit when they met, something that shouted she was a woman to be protected. Now she spoke as if she was made of forged steel. 
 
    “And so you came to me?” Stoan said, half question, half statement. Reina ground her teeth to hold back the sound of frustration brewing in her throat. She’d never felt so blind before and wished she could see their expressions, their movements. The air was thick with undercurrents, but those were almost impossible to discern without sight. 
 
    “I had no other options,” Inrit confessed. And Reina flinched. She hadn’t been an option? So much for burgeoning friendship. Immediately, she told her inner child to shut up; she’d known the woman for a day, Inrit had known Stoan most of her life. Even if they hadn’t seen each other in years. 
 
    “Is that so?” Still Stoan seemed unmoved. 
 
    “Not when the only other person I might have gone to has disappeared and her lodgings are under strict guard. I would never even make it through the door.” 
 
    That mollified Reina. Though she was immediately concerned that it meant Inrit’s people had seen her with Stoan. She’d been certain that she hadn’t been followed home. Was Inrit a spy working for someone Reina didn’t know about? Or was she something else entirely? 
 
    When they met, she’d said she was looking for money for an expedition. Was that true? Or just as made up as Reina’s mission to learn about accounting practices in the City? 
 
    “Have you led the guard here?” he demanded, and even Reina flinched a bit. No wonder Stoan led his people without effort: he could broadcast a threat without raising his voice. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. 
 
    “Certain.” 
 
    Reina heard shuffling, but she didn’t know if they moved or sat. 
 
    “Why did you disappear from your apprenticeship six years ago?” Stoan asked suddenly. 
 
    It must have been just as unexpected for Reina as it was for Inrit. Reina could almost hear the Detyen woman’s mouth drop open. “You searched for me?” 
 
    “For years,” he said. 
 
    That hung between them for a long moment. But Inrit did not dwell on the past. “I need help getting out of the city. I fear that my crew have decided a quick payout is better than a rich one that takes effort.” 
 
    “I’m here for my own reasons. I can’t abandon my mission.” Stoan skimmed close to dangerous territory with that confession, and Reina wondered just how far he’d go. 
 
    “You need something from The Citadel, don’t you?” she guessed. “Since you don’t live in the City, there was no reason for you to—oh lords above, you’ve bonded.” Inrit backed up so hard she hit the wall with an audible thump. She was half horrified, half in awe. “You weren’t bonded last night.” 
 
    They could sense that? Reina wasn’t happy with casting her intimate details for the entire world. But she also had a secret feminine glee that all the Detyens would know that Stoan belonged to someone. To her. 
 
    “My business is my own, Inrit,” said an increasingly frustrated Stoan. 
 
    Inrit scoffed. “There are no Detyens in the city besides the two of us. I made quite certain of that before I chose to come here. So unless you brought her along from wherever you’ve decided to call home, I have to confess that I’m curious. Is there a secret sect hidden away?” 
 
    Reina bit her tongue. Of course Inrit would think Stoan had mated with a Detyen. It had only been six months since Ty and Dorsey’s bonding. Even though Dorsey had mentioned another Detyen mated to a human woman, the news could not travel fast. Space was too big. 
 
    “She’s not Detyen,” said Stoan. “Now what do you need from me?” He paused for a second and then asked, “and what’s that?” 
 
    Inrit sighed. “It’s a simple device to make…” she trailed off and asked quietly, “why aren’t we alone?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Stoan had seen this exact set up in a comedic play put on in the amphitheater in Nina City. A man hid his current lover while his former questioned him about nonsense. Of course, Inrit had never been his lover, and she didn’t ask nonsense. The only thing that stayed his hand from doing her harm to keep his secrets was their long friendship. 
 
    He didn’t want to kill his oldest friend. The closest person he had to a sister. He had questions. With every word Inrit spoke, those questions piled atop one another. But because Inrit already knew Reina, he had only two options. Lie to her or trust her with his—and, more importantly, his mate’s—life. 
 
    Was Inrit the same person at her core that she’d been so many years ago? There was only one way to find out. 
 
    Stoan stepped to put himself between the door and Inrit. He couldn’t let her run away, not when she already knew so much. 
 
    “You can come out,” he said, loud enough for Reina to hear. There was a moment of shuffling, but in seconds, her blonde head peeked out from under his bed. Inrit shifted back, and Stoan’s claws itched under his skin, ready to shoot out if she made one wrong move towards his mate.  
 
    Reina scrambled up, her cheeks flushed and hair falling out of its tie. Stoan tamped down the newly awakened part of him that saw Reina in that state and imagined what he could do to her. He really needed to get ahold of himself. Right then he decided that the only way to do so would be to build up an immunity to her, by exposure. Weeks and weeks of it. 
 
    Reina grinned at him, clearly reading his thoughts. He couldn’t help but grin back. 
 
    But Inrit was looking between them, her expression stuck between distraught and shocked. She quickly schooled her expression back to neutral, but her eyes flared bright red. She took a deep breath, and he thought she would start leveling accusations, but all she said was, “How?” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Reina’s flush darken into a blush. But she straightened even taller and held her head high. “Are you asking for all of the details?” she challenged. “That’s between Stoan and me.” 
 
    Inrit’s gaze focused on Reina, the hurt still shining bright in her eyes. “I thought…” she trailed off and shook her head. Then she forced herself to look back at Stoan. “A human?” 
 
    “I’m not the only one,” he said, recalling the hope and despair he’d felt the moment he met Ty and Dorsey. Everything had changed in a minute and he’d nearly succumbed to tears. “Reina’s friend was found by a Detyen male named Tyral. They mated six months ago. Reina is the second human denya, to my knowledge.” 
 
    Reina cleared her throat. “Actually, I’m the third. Ty and Dorsey met another couple while they were traveling.” She pressed her lips together and gave a nervous smile while shrugging. “Sorry, I forgot to tell you earlier.” 
 
    Stoan nodded and filed the information away to ask her more later. 
 
    “All human women?” Inrit asked, her voice tinged with something undefinable. 
 
    Reina nodded. 
 
    “I suppose it makes a sort of sense,” Inrit said, voice flat. “There are more Detyen males than females. I’m happy for you. For you both.” She took a deep breath and changed the subject while Stoan tried to analyze whether she truly meant what she said. “I still need your help. And if you agree to get me out of the city, I’ll do anything in my power to help you achieve your ends.” 
 
    Stoan and Reina exchanged a glance. They didn’t know each other well enough yet to have entire conversations without words, but this one was easy. They both wanted the same thing. 
 
    Reina was the one that spoke. “We can’t leave the city or risk getting you out until we’ve completed our mission.” If they used their resources to help Inrit, they risked setting off alarms and making their own escape more difficult. 
 
    Or impossible. 
 
    Inrit sighed and looked up as if saying a prayer to the gods. “You need to get back into The Citadel, don’t you? You’re trying to rob the general.” 
 
    She’d always been quick witted, and whatever she’d done for the past several years had only made her more observant. 
 
    What had she been doing for the last thirteen years? Stoan hadn’t missed her dodge on the question of her disappearance. There were any number of reasons that a woman might vanish in the dark of space. But few saw her to a healthy, somewhat prosperous adulthood years later. A suspicion was brewing in his mind. Darkness lurked in her eyes, the same he’d sometimes worried would form in his own. 
 
    But he’d brought her in this far already. And whatever her secrets, Stoan sincerely doubted that she was working for Droscus to undermine him. 
 
    He opened a drawer on his workstation and pulled the box out from the secured hiding place, setting it on the desk. “The general has something like this, and we’re looking for it.” 
 
    “What’s in it?” she asked, reaching out to touch, but pulling her hands back at the last moment as if the wood would burn her. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Reina replied. She finally stepped across the room, close enough to Stoan that their shoulders brushed. “But we have the key. It might be nothing useful.” 
 
    Inrit looked over, questions written on her face. “Then why do you want it?” 
 
    “Because there might be something useful in it,” said Stoan. He’d leave Nina out of this for the moment. Inrit didn’t need to know who they were working for. And stealing a box hardly seemed like international espionage. 
 
    Inrit nodded and reached for the box again, this time picking it up. She studied it for a long moment before handing it to Reina. “I can get you into The Citadel and out again safely, or at least alive. Will you get me out of the city?” 
 
    He and Reina had made the decision the moment she crawled from under the bed. Of course Stoan would help. There wasn’t any other choice. 
 
    *** 
 
    They needed supplies, and Stoan only trusted his connections to get them. He also didn’t trust Inrit enough to let her leave his lodgings. That put Reina in the uncomfortable position of waiting around with her mate’s would-have-been girlfriend who happened to be her almost-friend. The awkwardness was so thick that not even a laser would punch through it. 
 
    At least it was for Reina. Inrit had taken a seat on the floor beside an interior wall and seemed to be meditating in silence, her eyes closed and face relaxed. 
 
    Since she didn’t seem like she wanted to talk, Reina stood from where she sat and started going through a series of exercises she’d learned from Sanna. It didn’t help to put her mind at ease, but it ate up several minutes, which was almost as good. 
 
    By the time she finished a sequence, Inrit’s eyes were opened and she watched Reina move. “I never thought Stoan would become a common thief,” she said. 
 
    A defense of her mate sprung to her tongue, but Reina pulled it back. She wasn’t going to reveal Stoan’s actual occupation to a near stranger, not even in defense of his honor. “Better a thief than a pirate,” she said offhandedly. It was something Lex used to say when small items from his shipments ended up in their apartment rather than the proper place. 
 
    But Inrit flinched and Reina’s eyes narrowed. The jab had hit home. “You were a pirate?” she half asked, half accused.   
 
    “I’m a survivor,” was Inrit’s response. 
 
    Bile rose in Reina’s throat, and she had to turn away from the Detyen. She remembered receiving the call from Lex’s supervisor advising her that there’d been a malfunction with his ship and his body couldn’t be recovered. And then a day later the story changed. Dorsey and Ty had discovered his ship along with the damage done to it and recovered his body. 
 
    The ship had been destroyed by pirates working under the command of General Droscus. 
 
    Was that the price he demanded to payout whatever money Inrit had needed? Had she been the one to shoot the blast that took out Lex’s life support? 
 
    Reina got her expression back under control, her breathing even. She turned back around to face Inrit. “You said you needed money from Droscus. Was that true?” she asked. “Did you do jobs for him?” 
 
    Inrit shot up in outrage. “I’d never take a command from that piece of trash. And besides, we’re—I’m—out.” She seemed to have trouble remembering that her team wasn’t on her side anymore. Reina wondered if that was because it hurt too much, or because it was a lie. Inrit took a step closer to her, and for the first time, a hint of vulnerability crept into her expression. “Please don’t tell Stoan.” 
 
    “I’m not keeping secrets from him.” The relationship might have been new, but it was deeply rooted. Inrit’s past potentially put Stoan in danger, and Reina wasn’t about to put this woman she barely knew above her mate. 
 
    “I’ll tell him tonight,” Inrit countered. “Please. Let me do it.” 
 
    It wasn’t like Reina was going to blast that information across their encrypted communicators. “Very well,” she agreed. 
 
    They fell back into silence. Reina wasn’t sure that she was supposed to be guarding Inrit, but with the pirate revelation, she made it her responsibility to do so. Of course, guard duty was especially boring when one’s prisoner wasn’t trying to escape. Reina sat back down at Stoan’s desk and grabbed an unencrypted tablet. It wasn’t good for clandestine work, but it was great for distracting games. 
 
    Of course, it would take much more than bright lights and fun music to distract from the pirate in the room. After several minutes, Reina put the tablet aside and stared at Inrit. “Why’d you…” Reina struggled for the right words. 
 
    “Take to space like a scoundrel?” Inrit suggested. 
 
    That worked. Reina nodded. Inrit said nothing for a long time, so long that by the time she decided to speak, Reina had almost convinced herself that she hadn’t asked the question out loud. 
 
    But then Inrit drew her feet up close to her chest and hung an arm casually down. Seeing the Detyen’s knuckles, she was reminded of the wickedly sharp claws hidden right under Stoan’s skin. Did Inrit have the same? If Reina had a weapon handy, she might have grabbed for it. Luckily, she was unarmed and didn’t provoke an incident. 
 
    “Six years ago, my ship was attacked,” Inrit said. She spoke dispassionately, as if she were talking about another person. “They killed my captain and the first mate. Some of the crewmen were able to rally, but there were too many pirates to fight them off. Luckily for the crew, there weren’t enough pirates to soundly beat them. If it were a battle, everyone would have ended up dead.” 
 
    She paused, and Reina studied her for any crack in her resolve. But Inrit’s face was as hard as rock. 
 
    “The pirates made Glossen, the head surviving crewman, an offer. If he handed over all the women on the ship, the pirates would leave without taking any more cargo.” Inrit leveled her gaze at Reina in challenge, but Reina kept her own face neutral. She wanted Inrit’s story, and she knew that even a milliliter of pity would silence the woman. 
 
    Inrit gave a small grin and nod as if she understood Reina’s effort. “I thought Glossen was a good man,” she continued. “We’d play cards every few days. Make bets, all the little crew bonding things. But he never even struggled with the choice. Not for a second. There were twenty women on the crew, they made up a quarter of the guard. And Glossen gave us up without a thought.” 
 
    “What—” The word tripped out of Reina’s mouth and she tamped down on the question she almost asked. With a shift, she offered another query. “What were you apprenticed for?” 
 
    “Mechanics,” said Inrit. “But the doc needed extra hands too, so I helped out there as well. On a ship, you do what needs to be done.” 
 
    She was about to say more, but there was a slight knock against the door, followed by the sound of the lock disengaging. Stoan, returning from his errands. 
 
    He opened the door, and Reina knew that she and Inrit made quite the picture, Inrit relaxed and deceptively calm in her position against the wall while Reina was leaning over her chair, clearly focused on the Detyen. 
 
    Stoan looked back and forth between them. “Anything interesting happen while I was away?” he asked. 
 
    Inrit looked straight at Reina and her eyes flared red in warning. But Reina kept her word. There was no use breaking it. “All clear here.” 
 
    Stoan smiled, and Reina’s heart did the little flip it always did when he looked happy. If Inrit weren’t there, she would have kissed him. 
 
    On second thought, Reina rose up from her chair and gave him a quick hug and a chaste peck on the lips. He was her mate and she was happy around him. She wasn’t going to pretend otherwise. 
 
    Stoan’s eyes were only for her; Inrit might have disappeared from the room. But she made herself known a second later, standing up with exaggerated noise, practically banging her hand against the wall. 
 
    “Are the two of you ready to get your trinket and get out of this forsaken city? We can move tonight.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Day faded into night as they planned the heist. Every so often, Stoan caught Reina looking strangely at Inrit, and it made him uneasy. He suspected that something had happened in the few hours he was away, but neither woman would say anything. Even more strange, Reina seemed to be making excuses to give him and Inrit some semblance of privacy. 
 
    There was only one room and a bathroom, which made privacy a difficult ask, but she gave them space. Why? 
 
    With his mind focused on getting the job done and getting home, he couldn’t dwell for too long. But in those moments when Inrit and he were near each other, she seemed on the verge of saying something. He’d caught her twice, but she closed her mouth before she could even begin to form words. 
 
    Between his night of surveillance and Inrit’s knowledge of The Citadel, they had an in and a plan of attack. It was the fourth night of the week and Droscus normally spent that deep within his chambers plotting out the demise of his enemies, or entertaining lovers. No one was quite certain what he did, according to Inrit, but disturbing him was the last thing any guard would wish to do. 
 
    “And if he’s not in his chambers,” Inrit said, “he’ll most likely be with my former crew. Those bastards won’t be willing to enter The Citadel without some promises that he won’t give on such short acquaintance.” 
 
    And there was that tantalizing hint of her past once more. Her crew. Former. Stoan had some ideas about the nature of that group, but he wasn’t about to throw accusations at his old friend. Not with little more than a hunch. 
 
    At the mention of the crew, Reina shot another look at Inrit and tipped her head toward Stoan. Inrit ignored it. Even more interesting. Without knowing the specifics, Stoan began to form an idea of what had happened between them. Inrit had revealed some piece of her past and Reina had decided to let her tell Stoan. But the information was sensitive—or salacious—enough that Reina wanted it out in the open. 
 
    So what had she been? Mercenary? Spy? Prostitute? Talk of a crew ruled the last one out of the immediate past. 
 
    “So where will they be if he’s with your crew?” Reina asked, arms crossed and leaning against the wall. Stoan reclined against his desk, and Inrit had taken the chair and faced both of them while she leaned back on two legs, her pose deceptively casual and precarious. 
 
    The front two legs of the chair hit the ground with a thump. “Shipyard, most likely,” Inrit responded. “Our last ship was busted three light years from here and we’ve been paying our way to a wealthy system with work since then.” 
 
    “I don’t know that I’d call the Consortium wealthy,” Reina said with a healthy dose of skepticism. “I’ve seen plenty of account books that say otherwise.” 
 
    “There’s plentiful water, food, gems, and precious metals. If the Consortium didn’t spend so much on its space defense it would be overrun in days by pirates, poachers, and would be kings,” said Inrit. 
 
    That statement reminded Stoan of just how much of the galaxy that Inrit had seen, and how much he hadn’t. Few Detyens stayed in one system before mating, and he realized that he wanted to see more. He looked at Reina and saw her watching him, a small smile playing on her face. Her lips formed the words we’ll go, but no sound came out. He nodded. Tarni was home, but mating called for celebration and for vacation. 
 
    A honeymoon among the stars. He couldn’t wait. 
 
    But they had to, for just a little more time yet. 
 
    Two hours before midnight, they were ready to go. With only a team of three, every job was essential, and Stoan had to trust that they could do the work. He trusted Reina with his soul, but he worried for her safety, both as his mate and because of her limited experience. 
 
    He wanted to trust Inrit because of their past, but he was uneasy due to her secrets. This was not the ideal setup for a mission, but any more time in the city and they’d begin to draw too much attention. Especially now that Droscus had his eye on Reina. 
 
    Though in the end, they could use that against him. 
 
    As the only human in their group, Reina had the more exposed entrance. That only happened over Stoan’s strenuous objection, but even he knew it was the right move. Humans were the most common beings in the Citadel, and if she was caught, she had the best chance of bluffing her way out of the situation. 
 
    In addition to that, while her entrance was the most exposed, it was easier to access and then circumvent the security. He and Inrit needed to scale a twenty meter wall in pitch black conditions and sneak through twenty highly trained guards. There’d been a lot of fear in Reina’s eyes when they went over the parameters. Fear for him. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Inrit asked in Detyen. 
 
    They stood outside The Citadel, ready to begin the process of breaking in. This late at night, the building was almost impossible to make out. The lights had been turned down as a security measure, and all the guards walking the perimeter were outfitted with night vision viewers. 
 
    Detyens didn’t need the help. They saw as well in the dark as any predator. 
 
    Stoan checked his timepiece. Reina had a five minute head start on them, and he didn’t let himself imagine anything that could go wrong. She would make it in safely and rendezvous with them after examining the first possible location of the box.  
 
    Even though his surveillance had only revealed two possible locations of the target, Stoan was prepared to tear apart the minimally secured floor to find it. They were breaking into a glorified administration wing in the middle of the night. Once they were inside, he doubted they’d risk running into more than one or two guards. The majority of the guards would focus on the vaults and Droscus’s quarters. 
 
    The seconds ticked by, and when the minute shifted from one to the next, Stoan nodded to Inrit. They moved in silence, evading the first security measure, a laser grid, with careful steps. As they got closer and closer to The Citadel, it grew darker. This wasn’t the natural dark of night. No, for the rest of the city, the moon hung fat in the sky and stars dotted the inky blackness. 
 
    This was an artificial dark created to disorient any unwanted visitors. This close to the wall, not even the most advanced night vision viewers would work. The dark seemed to emanate from the wall itself, like there was something embedded in it that literally sucked any visible wavelength of light out of the sky. Not even Stoan’s enhanced Detyen vision was enough, and he moved by instinct and touch alone. The darkness made the air thick, almost too thick to breathe. 
 
    It wasn’t real. He knew that, but it felt so strong that he had to pause for a moment. Inrit didn’t see him and she walked straight into his back. 
 
    “What is it?” she hissed, her whisper like a scream in the dark. 
 
    “Nothing.” Stoan started moving again. He reached out a hand in front of him and was almost surprised that he didn’t brush straight up against the wall. He’d been certain they were right there. But it was another ten steps before he felt something solid. This time, he warned Inrit before he quit moving, and she stopped without bumping into him. 
 
    Stoan reached blindly into his bag and pulled out a scrambler. The short range device would corrupt any physical sensors embedded in the wall for a few minutes, giving them enough time to climb over and on to the next obstacle. 
 
    Stoan unsheathed his claws. “Let’s go.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Reina’s palms were sweating, but she was wearing thin leather gloves so it wasn’t a huge issue. She kept telling herself that, but the gloves felt sticky and kept reminding her that she was nervous, setting off a chain reaction of even more sweat. She crept along the outer edge of the garden that abutted The Citadel. It was the least secure entry point to the building because a person would need to be suicidal to try it. 
 
    Reina had made it onto the grounds by using one of the trinkets in Stoan’s bag of tricks to disengage the lock and sensors on an outer gate. The garden covered nearly a square kilometer, and while some of it was covered in budding flowers and nice tall, thick hedges, as she got closer to the building, the plants thinned and thinned until there was nothing but nicely manicured grass and short shrubberies. No cover whatsoever for the final twenty meters up to the balcony. 
 
    And the balcony itself was loaded with weight sensors. They’d trip the second she set foot on them. The only good part was that there were no heat or motion sensors. Birds and cats and city rats were too plentiful to leave those types of sensors active. 
 
    She made it to the edge of the final hedge and froze. There were no guards in sight, but this place was littered with cameras. Even though Reina wore a short range scrambler, she knew it was possible that she’d already been caught on camera. But if that was true, there wasn’t a person watching the feed, otherwise guards would be swarming, waiting for her. 
 
    Her mind shot back six months and she remembered the sound of fists beating into her brother’s flesh. She remembered the hot breath of one of Droscus’s hired thugs and the fear that had spurred her on and sent her racing down the streets of Nina City until she could hide behind a displacement field—a small device that made her invisible so long as she stayed absolutely still. 
 
    She wished there were cloaking devices like that for this mission. But the Consortium didn’t have the technology, even if it existed elsewhere. The best they could manage was mechanical cloaking for big ships. It didn’t work on living flesh. 
 
    So Reina was left with her skills, her wits, and a few goodies that Stoan had brought along for the ride. She couldn’t think about her mate right now. Not when she knew he was standing right next to a pirate, trusting a pirate at his back. Until Lex’s death, pirates had been an abstract fear. She knew they were a risk. Anyone who went out of the system knew it. But she’d never imagined they would actually harm her people. 
 
    Lex. Dorsey. Was Stoan next? 
 
    No. She wouldn’t even think it. Thoughts like that were bound to distract her and get her killed. And she had little doubt that if she ended up dead, Stoan would go down in flames avenging her. She wasn’t about to let that happen. Not to her mate. In this one case, she’d trust the pirate. She didn’t know the full story of why Inrit had taken to the life, but from the sound of it, Inrit hadn’t joined up willingly. 
 
    Reina tamped down the insecurities and doubts and forced her mind to focus. She couldn’t help Stoan if she stayed hidden in the garden worrying about everything that could go wrong. The only way out of the city was by ending this mission. 
 
    She reached down and turned on the small robotic circlets on her ankles. She had to bite her tongue when the anti-grav engaged and she rose several centimeters off the ground. Normal hover-shoes wouldn’t work on the weight sensors on the patio, as the thrust to keep the wearer aloft would be enough to trigger the alarms. 
 
    But these babies were true anti-grav and didn’t rely on conventional land-based technologies for flight. When Reina had asked where Stoan got them, he’d just grinned. 
 
    Reina tipped forward and crossed the final stretch of the grounds when she was sure that there was a break in the guard rotation. She made it up to the patio and to the entrance way by the door. It took several minutes to crack the entrance code, but the light eventually flashed blue and the door slid open. 
 
    She stepped over the threshold and held her breath. The keypad was wired into the interior alarm system for the administrative floors. As long as the code was valid, she had several minutes before security would be engaged again. It was a huge liability, but that was what happened on floors that needed to be accessed by a lot of people. During the day, there had to be a hundred workers coming in and out, working in offices and at desks strewn across the floor. 
 
    The alarm didn’t sound. She was in. 
 
    But just because she was in, Reina didn’t become foolhardy. She kept to the shadows and kept her head down, walking quietly after disengaging the anti-grav anklets. It was her hope that if she was caught on the security cameras, the guards would assume she was a worker who’d checked in to retrieve a forgotten item. They’d still come to check on her, but they’d do it more slowly and without blasters drawn. 
 
    Reina made it to the first room that Stoan had noted from his surveillance. The hallway was long and dark and her footsteps echoed loud in her ears. But she kept her breathing even when she tested the door. 
 
    Locked. 
 
    Rather than try to force it, Reina moved on to the rendezvous point. There were two likely locations for the box and Stoan and Inrit were supposed to meet her by the other one. 
 
    She moved quickly down the rest of the hall and up a wide flight of marble stairs covered in a thin rug that did little to muffle her footsteps. She made it to the landing and turned to continue up when the light from a guard’s torch blinded her briefly. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he barked out. 
 
    She couldn’t see him beyond the light. All she got was the impression of massive height and bulk. He could snap her in half if he didn’t like the look of her or the sound of her story. Reina’s palms started sweating again and her hands trembled. The story she was supposed to tell dissolved like her mind was covered in acid and she was afraid she was going to throw up. 
 
    “I said, what are you doing here?” he demanded again. 
 
    Reina swallowed and licked her lips; she needed to say something or she was going to be arrested. Or shot. She wasn’t sure which was worse. 
 
    The light arced away from her, the torch clattering to the floor as the dull sound of a fist connecting with flesh echoed in her ears. The guard dropped with a heavy thud. 
 
    “She’s with me,” said Stoan, and Reina could breathe again. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Adrenaline ran hot in Stoan’s veins as the guard crumpled to the ground. He’d acted on instinct the moment he saw Reina freeze, knocking the guard unconscious with a single blow. His claws ached to finish him, but with the last ragged thread of his control, Stoan left the man alive. Killing him would give them just as many complications as leaving him alive, and Stoan didn’t want another life on his conscience, not if he could avoid it. 
 
    As soon as the guard was out of the picture, Reina unfroze, snapping into action. They both silently trussed him up using thin straps of robe Stoan had hidden away in his bag. It was impossible to cut with anything but the sharpest knife, and no human would be able to break out of it. 
 
    They left him sleeping in a closet and went back to find Inrit. Reina’s hand slipped into his and gave him a squeeze. They had to be quiet unless absolutely necessary, but Stoan understood what she silently said. 
 
    Thanks for saving my life. 
 
    He squeezed back: always. 
 
    Inrit eyed their clasped hands when they got back to her, her expression carefully neutral. Stoan hated that his friend felt the need to hide her feelings from him, but every second they spent together made it clearer that she had a dark past and she wasn’t ready to reveal it all to him. As long as she helped them now, and kept his mate safe, he wouldn’t press it. They’d have a world of time later. 
 
    A simple electric lock closed the door to the administrator’s office where Stoan might have seen the box. He dropped Reina’s hand and knelt before it while the two women kept a lookout for any more guards. After a few seconds, the light flashed as the lock disengaged. 
 
    Stoan opened the door and let both women in first before following. He left the door open behind them. Better to catch the attention of a guard than to trap themselves into a closet sized office with only one exit. 
 
    Unease prickled at the back of his neck. He looked Reina over, drinking in her form and making sure that she’d made it this far unscathed. She was okay. He was okay. Inrit was fine. Even better, he spotted the box sitting in a place of pride on the center shelf of the bookcase. Reina was already reaching for it when Inrit’s hand shot out and clamped down on his denya’s wrist. 
 
    Stoan growled and took a step forward. No one was allowed to harm his mate. He’d tear apart the world before he let that happen. 
 
    But almost as soon as she’d touched her, Reina dropped her hand. “Sensor,” she whispered, pointing a finger under the box. 
 
    Stoan didn’t see anything. Reina leaned in close, but her human eyesight was too weak in the dim light. She took a step back so Stoan could take her place. He looked for wires, for lasers, for any of the dozens of devices and tricks that could be used to guard a simple trinket left out in the open. He saw none. It didn’t even appear that the shelf was wired with a weight sensor. 
 
    So how did Inrit know it was there? 
 
    When it was obvious that he saw nothing, she pushed him aside so that she was the only person who could reach the box. She reached into the collar of her top and pulled out a thin device that almost looked like a pen, except there was no tip. With a flick of her wrist, a slim blade shot out of the cylinder. It was delicate, green, and so sharp that Stoan could barely make out the edge. 
 
    This kind of knife wasn’t used in a fight. It was an assassin’s weapon. Or a pirate’s. 
 
    Inrit made quick work of the sensor, cutting away at strands and wires that he couldn’t make out until they were a frayed mess bunched up against the edge of the shelf. When she turned around, the box was in her hands and her knife was nowhere to be seen. Stoan had been watching her movements closely and never caught her stowing it away. 
 
    Assassin or pirate. 
 
    “I don’t know how long it will take for the system to reset,” she said, shoving the box at Stoan. “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    They didn’t run down the hallway. Running brought too much attention, and every slow step made the ice of unease climb higher and higher on Stoan’s spine. He could see it in the hitch of Reina’s shoulders and hear it in her too fast breath. Inrit seemed as calm as a jogger in a public park. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, they had to split up, everyone exiting the building the way they came. Reina nodded at him and promised, “See you soon.” 
 
    But before she could even step down the first stair, he grabbed her elbow and pulled her close, stealing a kiss to last him until the end of the mission. When he pulled back, Reina was a bit dazed, but grinning. “This was almost kind of fun,” she whispered. 
 
    Stoan wished he could agree. “I will see you soon,” he said. He turned with Inrit, taking off down the hallway and trusting Reina to make her exit. 
 
    Not even ten seconds later, feet pounded up the stairs. Inrit hissed and flattened herself up against the wall, pulling out a blaster. Stoan knew those footsteps, though. He held up a hand, hoping Inrit wouldn’t shoot. 
 
    Reina ran in, casting one look behind her and locking eyes with him. “Guards coming,” she gasped out, grabbing his arm and pulling him and Inrit along. “Lots of them.” 
 
    In two steps, Stoan overtook Reina and Inrit automatically took up the rear. They scrambled up a flight of steps at the end of the hall and Stoan could hear boots pounding against the carpeted floor. Lots of boots for lots of guards. He pushed faster, running as fast as he could and knowing that Reina and Inrit had to keep up. Any slower and they’d all be shot. 
 
    They made it up to the correct floor, and the window that he and Inrit had broken through was still there, the hole in the glass big enough for a person to crawl through carefully. Stoan went first and waited on the ledge outside, helping Reina as she climbed up and out. Inrit came last and the first wave of blaster fire started, slamming against the window, where it reverberated through the thick pane. Blaster fire wasn’t meant to go through solids. The windows and walls would act as barriers. 
 
    For the moment. 
 
    They were more than twenty meters off the ground and the drop was sheer in either direction. Stoan looked back at Reina and saw the realization on her face as the blood drained from her cheeks. She couldn’t make this climb, and it was far too high for her to jump and survive. 
 
    “Keep moving,” he commanded, using a tone he would never otherwise use with her. But it was enough to shock her into movement. 
 
    The made their way down the ledge and across a high wall to where it bent around the side of the building and looped around the outer gardens. 
 
    They’d be even more exposed once they started climbing, but it was faster to go down rather than up. Inrit stumbled and grunted and Stoan checked her out to see if she was okay. She nodded tightly and threw herself down, starting to climb without any encouragement from him. 
 
    The guards had made it to the window and were firing, but none of them had been brave enough to climb out yet. That would change. 
 
    He held out a hand to Reina, saying a prayer to any god listening that they made it out of this whole. “Climb onto my back and hold tight,” he said. 
 
    She looked ready to protest, but a blaster shot zinged close enough to singe her hair and Reina moved, grasping his hand and letting him take her weight. She held on tight, grasping under his arms and locking her legs around his waist. 
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t let go,” he said as he found his balance. 
 
    Reina laughed, her breath right over his ear. “Not on our lives.” 
 
    Stoan crouched down and let his claws out. It hurt like all the hells to dig into the wall and carry his own weight, let alone his mate’s, but he wasn’t about to fail now. Not when they were so close to freedom, to home. 
 
    Inrit was already at the bottom, having scaled the wall with all the grace of a cat. He shuffled around, finding the holes he’d already made and other natural indentations in the wall. It was mostly sheer, but not completely flat. A human couldn’t climb it without gear, but his claws made it just possible. 
 
    When he moved down, Reina shifted on him and bit off a curse in his ear as her hand slipped. Stoan’s heart leapt out of his throat, but he could not let go of a hand to catch her. Not unless she was certain to fall, then he would fall with her or die trying to save her. 
 
    But she readjusted herself and tightened her grip, practically cutting off the blood flow to half his body. Good, better for her to hold tight then slip again. 
 
    “We’ve got incoming,” Reina said over the sound of the blood rushing in his ears. He could hear the grit in her teeth and imagine the set of her jaw. They were completely exposed: the only thing shielding them was the darkness emanating from the wall. 
 
    Stoan moved faster. He didn’t spare a glance up, not even as the first shot of blaster fire blew past them and sizzled against the wall a meter to their right. He could feel Reina shifting her weight and he knew she was looking, her mind working to determine just how screwed they were. 
 
    “It’s only two of them,” she said, shifting her grip slightly. “No one else was brave enough to climb that scary ass wall.” 
 
    Her breath was loud against his right ear and even if he couldn’t see her, he could still read her thoughts. “We’re going to make it,” he promised, even as his hand slipped, not quite latching onto a handhold. Stoan righted them, but he felt something strain in his arm and his fingers tingled, pain shooting from elbow to shoulder. He clenched his jaw and held that in. 
 
    If Reina realized how much it hurt, she kept quiet. There wasn’t anything she could do about it. She shifted again, adjusting her weight. “Where’s your blaster?” she asked. 
 
    Stoan risked a glance up; they were nearly halfway down the wall. Just a little more. “Don’t risk it,” he said. “No falling.” 
 
    “Too late for that, mate,” she replied, and he wanted to kiss her. Despite the pain, despite the enemy fire, Stoan was happy. He kept moving, even quicker than before, with Reina plastered to his back like they were one person rather than two. 
 
    More shots blasted by, more fire than two blasters could muster. Stoan’s claws burned with the effort to move, but he didn’t stop, didn’t slow. And while he wanted to try to evade, he knew every extra movement put Reina at even more risk. 
 
    Something sharp hit his shoulder as Reina cried out, “Stoan!” but he couldn’t hear the rest over the buzzing in his ears. The hold of his other hand slackened, and no matter how much he tried to tighten his grip, it slipped away and they were falling. 
 
    He tried to turn, tried to shield his mate from the rushing ground, but the ground rushed up to meet him and all he felt was the crunch and then black. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
    After the shock of the impact rocked through her, Reina shook her head and sat up. Her jaw was almost ready to pop off and her entire left side was numb. Numb was good. Numb meant she didn’t need to think about the strange bump in her arm or why she couldn’t quite lift it up right. Numb would get them out of this alive. 
 
    Both of them. 
 
    Her heart stuttered when she saw Stoan’s still form in a heap next to her. She leaned down over him, pressing her hand over his heart and trying to hear his breath. He groaned, the pained noise the sweetest music she’d ever heard. She wanted to kiss him right on the lips, but settled for a quick peck on his forehead. They weren’t in the clear yet. 
 
    She pulled back, giving him room to get up, or to writhe. Reina wanted to drag the pain out of him and take it into herself. He’d just saved her life; he’d done all the work. If all she could do was bleed for him, then she’d do it gladly. But if there was some kind of spell or technology to make that happen, she didn’t know it. 
 
    Instead, she looked around for Inrit, who’d scaled the wall in half the time it had taken them. Their pirate conspirator was nowhere in sight. For a moment, Reina let herself think that Inrit had fled without them, leaving them to be caught or killed. When Stoan groaned and rolled to his side, thoughts of betrayal evaporated, and a minute later Inrit was there, shooting her blaster up towards the guards who still flailed at the top of the wall. 
 
    “Come on,” she urged, “I grabbed a vehicle.” 
 
    Grabbed. Stole. Reina didn’t really care, so long as they got out of the city. She hitched Stoan’s arm over her shoulders and pulled him up, wincing in sympathy as he hissed out in pain. Her fingers grazed over the torn skin of his shirt and came away wet with blood. 
 
    “Stoan’s hurt,” she said, probably unnecessarily. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he mumbled, staggering a bit and leaning hard onto Reina’s good side. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “Just stay with me in case I fall.” She wasn’t about to argue with him. There wasn’t a doctor they could stop at for hundreds of kilometers. The faster they got home, the faster he could get better. 
 
    The wall was ringed by decorative shrubs, and when Reina pulled them through the hedge, following Inrit’s shadowy form, they were more scratched, but the new wounds were mostly superficial. Annoying rather than life threatening. 
 
    Unless there’s poison on the branches, said her unhelpful thoughts. She pushed them aside. It was her fears and anxieties pushing impossibilities forward, trying to make her fail, make her give up. And she wasn’t doing that when they were this close to done. This close to home. 
 
    A dark vehicle was waiting on the side of the street and Inrit opened the door for them. Reina helped Stoan in and climbed onto the bench beside him, locking them into the safety restraints. Neither she nor Stoan were in good enough shape to drive. 
 
    Reina checked the time, and finally the knot in her chest loosened. She gave Inrit the address and they were off, speeding towards their ride home out of hostile territory. 
 
    When they reached the empty lot on the outskirts of the city, Reina’s heart sank. It was empty, even though they were right on time. Stoan groaned next to her and finally came to, looking out the window into the dark night. 
 
    “Flash the lights,” he said. If she hadn’t seen him get shot and fallen with him, she wouldn’t have realized he was injured from the sound of his voice. 
 
    Inrit did so. Ten seconds later, the darkness in front of them shimmered, and a slim short range flyer sat lightly on the ground waiting for them. Reina leaned into Stoan and kissed him on the cheek. They were almost home. 
 
    But getting out of the vehicle was almost as painful as getting in. Stoan muttered curses with every move, but he was able to walk on his own feet to where they were met by a person whose face was covered by a thin mask that obscured his features. He opened a hatch for them to climb in and quickly closed it behind them. 
 
    They took off with a gentle push and the jet was eerily silent as they cut through the sky. A short range vehicle like this wouldn’t be able to break atmo, but they’d be home in a matter of hours. Back in Nina City. 
 
     Stoan leaned back in his seat, clearly pained but not getting any worse. Reina rooted around for a medical aid kit. He needed a painkiller at the very least. Maybe some regen gel. But while she busied herself trying to find some, Stoan reached out and grabbed her hands and tugged her toward him. 
 
    She automatically snuggled into his side, trying to press up as much of herself against him as she could. The pain in her left side was starting to bloom, but his presence, the fact that he was okay, made it bearable. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he reassured her. His eyes were glowing red, but he was smiling. 
 
    Reina nodded and let herself be still. 
 
    Stoan finally dragged his gaze away from Reina and looked at Inrit. “Were you ever going to tell me you were a pirate?” he asked casually. 
 
    It was direct enough to shock a laugh out of the Detyen woman. A real laugh, something Reina hadn’t realized Inrit was capable of. “Ex-pirate,” she corrected. “And I’m sure that I would have gotten around to it.” 
 
    Stoan nodded, and the issue was settled between the two old friends. 
 
    Reina grabbed the bag where Stoan had stuck the pilfered box and pulled it out. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught her mate staring at her. She turned her head towards him. “Don’t you want to know what’s inside?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded and grabbed the key from the chain around his neck, handing it over to her. “Don’t be disappointed if it’s nothing important. I have a feeling the box was not the true objective of the mission.” 
 
    Of course it wasn’t. Why would Nina care about a trinket? But Reina didn’t say that part out loud. She didn’t know what Inrit had figured out about their boss, and she wasn’t about to reveal anything top secret. 
 
    She placed the key into the lock and engaged the code sequence that they’d examined on the box that Stoan had retrieved from Ohrmand. The box flipped open, and on a bed of soft material lay a circular, dark blue stone the size of her fist. It was covered in white dots and lines and lit up from inside when Reina held it in her hand. 
 
    It was bright enough to project light and shadows all around them. 
 
    “It’s a star map,” said Inrit. “Not for any system near here. May I see it?” 
 
    Reina shrugged and handed it over, sitting down next to Stoan once more. She watched as Inrit studied it and looked at the dazzling lights all around them. “It’s beautiful,” she told Stoan. 
 
    He kissed her quickly, just enough to make her heart start to pound. 
 
    A moment later, Inrit tossed it back to them, and Stoan caught it and returned it to the box. “It’s pretty, but that rock isn’t worth its weight in anything, and I don’t think there’s any treasure at the end of the map.” 
 
    “That’s not for us to worry about,” he said, stuffing the box securely back into his bag. 
 
    Reina snuggled back against him when he sat back and listened to the steady sound of his breathing. The buzz of the engines was enough to lull her to sleep, and before she realized it, she was snoring lightly as they flew back towards Nina City, out of trouble and onto their futures. 
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    One Week Later 
 
    Reina had just sealed the last box of her things shut when she heard the front door open. She was already smiling when she stepped out of her room, that denya sense in the back of her mind picking up Stoan’s presence before she saw him. 
 
    He looked good. Really good. So good that she wished her bed hadn’t already been packed off to storage or that her room wasn’t covered with boxes that couldn’t support their combined weight. In the natural afternoon light, his skin was the color of the sea, the short sleeves of his shirt revealing the beautiful, dark clan markings that climbed up his arm and around his neck. She’d already traced most of them with her fingers, but she had wicked intentions and wanted to taste. 
 
    “If you keep looking at me like that, denya, we’ll never get out of here,” Stoan said, his tone full of promise and of the passions they’d already shared together. 
 
    Everything was new between them, and at the same time it fit like a perfectly worn in glove. Reina couldn’t remember ever being happier, more content with her mate than she thought possible. He was so serious that his attention made her heart pound, and when he turned playful, she knew she was special. He was completely hers for the taking and ready for her at any moment. Which was a good thing, because she couldn’t keep her hands off of him. 
 
    Reina crossed the room in sultry strides, swinging her hips and stopping merely a breath away from her mate, her chest brushing against his. “What’s the rush?” she asked. 
 
    He scooped her up in one fluid motion and kissed her, stealing her breath and holding her heart. When he put her down, she knew her cheeks were bright red, but she wasn’t embarrassed, just flushed. She laid her palm against his chest and just stood, happiness swirling around her. “Did Inrit find the captain?” she asked. 
 
    “They leave in the morning,” he replied. 
 
    Though Stoan had asked his friend to stay awhile, she’d made it clear that Tarni wasn’t the place for her. Their assurances that Nina’s territory was mostly safe from Droscus’s influence hadn’t been enough to satisfy her. So Stoan had gotten in touch with an old friend and mercenary who was always looking for new crew. 
 
    “Do you think she’ll find someone?” Reina asked. Inrit was the same age as Stoan, which meant that she had less than three years to find her denya before she died. Reina might have had doubts about the woman, but she didn’t wish her harm, and she didn’t want her to die. 
 
    Stoan leaned down until their foreheads were touching, a far off look deep in those red eyes of his. “I don’t think she’s ready to look yet.” She hadn’t wanted to meet the Detyen men who lived on Tarni, and Detyens were still her best shot at finding a mate. 
 
    “I thought it was fate,” said Reina. “Fate doesn’t give a shit whether you’re ready or not.” 
 
    Stoan shrugged. “It’s fate, I can’t explain it.” 
 
    They disentangled themselves and each started grabbing boxes and moving them to the pallet set up outside the apartment. Reina was moving into Stoan’s quarters after it had become clear that as a newly mated couple, they really didn’t want a roommate, especially not her brother. Even better, Stoan’s place was closer to where she worked and cut her morning walk time in half. 
 
    Stoan was out of his job. After delivering the box to a satisfied Nina, he’d made it clear that he wasn’t interested in spying any longer. Reina hadn’t known he was going to do that. She’d resigned herself to the fear and danger of having a mate with a job that put his life on the line every time he went into the field. But now he was here and safe and all hers. 
 
    “I’ve been asked to become the official leader of the Detyens in Nina City,” he told her as they lifted the final boxes onto the pallet. Stoan punched in the address and watched it float away. It would make it back to his place and be sitting in his room when they got there. 
 
     “That’s amazing!” said Reina, throwing her arms around him. “You’re perfect for it.” For whatever it was, Stoan was a natural leader and he cared deeply for his people; she didn’t need to know the specifics of the job to know that he would excel. 
 
    “It’ll be a lot of work,” he said. “We’ve been getting by for years. There hasn’t been a proper leader in at least a decade. Since before I moved here, I’m sure.” 
 
    “You need the challenge, and you want it. I can tell.” Reina could see it in his eyes. They’d flashed bright red when he told her and continued to smolder with anticipation to build something greater than himself. 
 
    He grabbed her hands and held them close. “I think I really do.” 
 
    She kissed him. “Good. So what was the verdict on the star map?” Reina hadn’t revealed much to her brother about why she’d disappeared. And she felt like if she muttered the word Nina that the commander would appear and press her into service once more. 
 
    “Agreement that it wasn’t anything significant. But she was happy that we were able to retrieve it without being detained. I have a feeling that was the true purpose of the mission.” Stoan slid an arm around her shoulders. “Are you sure we don’t have any time?” he grinned. 
 
    Desire pooled deep and Reina almost tugged him back into the now empty room. But she had to stay strong. “We’ve already put off this dinner once, and Haylio is going to think that we’re horny monsters if we do it again.” 
 
    “We’ll be quick,” he promised, kissing the side of her neck. 
 
    Laughter bubbled up out of Reina’s mouth, and she almost let him convince her. Almost. But finally, she pushed him away. “You haven’t learned quick yet, we’ll work on it later. When I don’t have to look my brother in the eye for a few hours.” 
 
    He laced his fingers with her own, and Reina stroked her thumb back and forth, her vocabulary of casual touches growing every day. She couldn’t wait to grow old with this man, this alien, to have kids with him and build a life and a thriving community with him. He was everything she never knew she should dream about and she didn’t know how things could get better. 
 
    But they would, because every day with him was even better than the one before. She tugged him towards the door and spared one glance back for the apartment. She’d spent years of her life here, and her brother would keep it in good shape. 
 
    It wasn’t like she was leaving forever. They had shared custody of the cat, after all. But as she closed the door behind them, she knew that she had entered a new phase of her life, one that was going to last. She tilted her head up to look at her mate and placed a smiling kiss on his cheek. “I love you,” she said. 
 
    His hand squeezed hers and he grinned. “You’re my denya.” 
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Also by Kate Rudolph: Tyral 
 
    CHAPTER ONE
  
 
    Tyral NaRaxos had the gate in his sights. One more jump and he’d be landing on Jaaxis to see his family one last time. He’d hoped that this would be a celebratory trip. There were rumors of unmated Detyen women living in a system that few Detyens ever traversed. But the rumors hadn’t been true, not as far as Ty could tell. He’d spent more than a month scouring the nearly barren rocks in search of the lost women. 
 
    They remained stubbornly unfound. 
 
    With one week left until his thirtieth birthday, he planned to use the time to say goodbye. His ship wasn’t much, but someone else in the family could use it. And while he knew that pain and endless darkness was all that he would have by week’s end, he hoped that his family could find some joy in memories of him. 
 
    The proximity alarm blared to life and Ty snapped to attention, adrenaline surging through his veins and sending his heart pumping. This gate normally saw little traffic and Jaaxis was a backwater. Nothing should have flown within a thousand kilometers of him. 
 
    He flipped up his view screen and saw nothing. The blackness of space stretched out as far as his sensors could see. But Ty kept his machine in battle-ready shape. He knew that the sensor couldn’t be malfunctioning. Not a week after he’d done his final maintenance check.  
 
    He switched the view from visual light to a different spectrum. Just because his eyes didn’t pick anything up didn’t mean that something wasn’t there. And just on the edge of the view screen he saw the blip.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Ty bit back the curse. The tell-tale ultraviolet blast showed at least one ship disengaging faster than light travel. And no FTL capable ship bothered with the gates. They were expensive and time consuming to use. Which meant this ship wasn’t here for the gate. 
 
    It was here for him. 
 
    Pirates. 
 
    The parasites of empty space haunted certain shipping lanes to pick off unsuspecting ships. And while Ty’s ship was nimble enough to evade them under ideal circumstances, he had no countermeasures to defend himself. His only choice was to run. 
 
    Ty sent up the distress signal and pulled up the manual controls. He’d notified the Gate Station in the Jaaxis system when he came within contact range, but like with all gates he’d been placed into the queue and forced to wait his turn. With the distress beacon lit he had priority access. 
 
    The engines engaged and his ship hummed with energy.  
 
    For a moment Ty thought he was going to make it. The gate grew closer and closer, a rip in front of him that looked blacker than the vacuum around him. But then he jerked forward and his progress stopped dead. 
 
    A tractor beam. First they would hold him in place and then they’d pull him in. 
 
    Ty wasn’t fooling himself. He had nothing of value on the ship and the ship itself wasn’t valuable enough to make him a target, not compared to some of the merchant freighters that he’d worked on. 
 
    Which meant these weren’t just pirates. They were slavers.  
 
    Ty unhooked his safety harness and whipped around to open the small compartment behind his seat. There he found his blaster stored right where it belonged, in the travel safe he used whenever he sailed alone for days on end. There was no use in carrying the weapon when he was the only life form around. 
 
    He clicked the safety off and held the blaster up. They weren’t lethal weapons unless they hit you just right. But at point blank range, Ty knew that he could get the job done. One pull of the trigger and he’d foil the pirates. 
 
    For a moment Ty considered sending a message home. His family hadn’t known to expect him. He’d planned his visit as a bittersweet surprise. And it was for that reason alone that he decided not to try and contact them. Twenty-nine year old Detyens often went missing. For many families it was so much easier to deal with the hope that they still lived than to face the certainty that they’d perished. 
 
    Ty held up the blaster.  
 
    It was only the difference of a week. There had never been any hope for survival anyway. He knew every eligible person on Jaaxis and not a single one of them was his denya, his mate. Not a single woman there could save him from his fate. 
 
    And yet he hesitated. With that hesitation he realized that he hadn’t truly accepted what was about to happen. He didn’t want to die. His need to live burned a hole in his gut. He needed to live so badly that he couldn’t end his life in this moment and save himself from the week of torment that a roving band of slavers would no doubt commit. 
 
    With a growl, Ty stashed the gun back in its safe and closed the compartment.  
 
    He wasn’t going to die today. And if he had to die in a week, he was taking as many of these assholes down with him as he could.  
 
    To hell with going quietly. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWO
  
 
    Dorsey Kwan sat huddled in the corner of her black walled cell. She didn’t know how long she’d been locked up, though she didn’t think it had been that long. Not more than a week. Her captors, whoever they were, knew how to keep a prisoner disoriented. She wasn’t fed on any regular schedule and it had thrown all her body’s needs off kilter.  
 
    The dim light that shone far overhead barely gave her enough room to see, but the brightness never faltered, except when they wanted her to wake up. Then the light blazed bright enough to sting her retinas even behind the safety of her eyelids. And they didn’t let her sleep long enough to rest. If she’d caught more than two hours at any given time, she would eat her left foot. 
 
    Pirates had snatched her on her latest shipping run. While her ship wasn’t much, she was classed to pull freighters across three star systems. Everything was clearly marked as Consortium goods, and pirates didn’t mess with the Consortium in her part of space. Which probably explained why they’d left her freight flying free and snatched her up.  
 
    She wasn’t Consortium goods and her employer wouldn’t bother coming for her. 
 
    It was times like these that Dorsey questioned her decision to leave Earth five years before. There’d been nothing for her there except a few casual friends. No job, no family, no future, but at least people didn’t get kidnapped by roving slavers while going about their daily business. 
 
    Her ears twitched at the sound of commotion down the hall. At least it sounded like a hall. They’d knocked Dorsey unconscious when they grabbed her and she’d woken up in this tiny cell. Her only glimpse of the world beyond was when her captors slid food and water in through a slot in the door. 
 
    Feet dragged and someone struggled, but it was all too distant for her to make out any words. Dorsey scampered over to the door and pressed her ear flush up against the food slot.  
 
    Even though she was pressed up close, the sound was getting further away. All she heard was struggling footsteps until a loud thump caused her to jump back. Footsteps pounded toward her cell, but the tell-tale sound of blaster shots echoed down the hall, and whoever was running fell with a heavy thump. 
 
    More footsteps followed slowly and Dorsey recognized these as belonging to the ship’s crew. There was a distinctive clip to the step as if they’d all received military training. As they dragged the body away she wished she had enough leverage to open the slot from the inside so that she could see what was going on. Even if there was no way to escape, she wanted to see her fellow prisoner.  
 
    No one deserved to be left alone to suffer in this place. And even if all she could offer him was a glance, that’s what she would give.  
 
    The sound didn’t fade completely away, but she could almost follow it around the edge of her cell and back to where it grew stronger once more. There must have been a hallway that ran on both sides of her, though she hadn’t realized it. After a little more commotion, she heard a door slide shut and the people who’d carried the prisoner walk away. 
 
    It was deathly quiet. 
 
    She hoped her fellow prisoner still lived. Anyone who fought against their captors was a friend in her book.  
 
    More time passed. Dorsey stood at one point and paced back and forth, but the cell was so narrow that she barely got two steps in before she needed to turn around. Walking along the very edge of the wall gave her the greatest distance, but she still felt like one of the caged jungle cats she’d seen in vids back home. She could stretch her arms way above her head and still not touch the ceiling, but she couldn’t even lay down and straighten her body out without touching the walls.  
 
    She had nothing but the clothes on her back to keep her warm. And those clothes were barely sufficient. Two of the pockets of her dark cargo pants had torn, leaving her skin exposed in tiny chunks. Her long sleeved top was great in a heat controlled cockpit or under a space suit. In the open air, goosebumps pebbled under the cotton-synth fibers.  
 
    At first she’d been glad that she’d resisted the newest styles that called for ultra-short hair, but Dorsey could feel the black strands all knotted together. It barely kept her neck warm and was going to hurt like hell to comb out when she got out of here. 
 
    Because she was getting out of here. She didn’t leave Earth to end up a slave.  
 
    A knock on the wall caught her attention and she froze in place. The hollow sound echoed through her cell, far louder than it could have actually been. She could barely breathe, afraid the noise would bring the guards.  
 
    They hadn’t done much too her yet, but she wasn’t about to confront them without a plan. That was suicide. 
 
    But there were no footsteps and she realized that the sound had come from the innermost corner of the room. Between the thick walls of the cell and what had to be a long hall outside, they probably couldn’t hear. 
 
    There was another knock and then three seconds later, a third. 
 
    The man they’d dragged away. 
 
    She didn’t know why she thought it was a man. Gender was hard to distinguish with a lot of the alien races. But she pushed that thought aside. However her fellow inmate identified didn’t matter. What mattered was that he might be alive. 
 
    Dorsey took one big step and tilted her ear up towards the small vent near the ceiling. She could just barely brush her fingers against it if she stood on her tiptoes, but it wasn’t even a hand span wide and it would never work as an escape route.  
 
    But that wasn’t why she studied it now. No, now she thought she could almost hear the labored sound of another being trying to breathe. She curled her fingers into a tight fist and rapped them against the wall first once, then a second time. 
 
    The wall knocked back. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she tried asking. If she could hear his breathing then maybe he could hear her. And just maybe she wouldn’t have to bust out of this place alone. 
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    Dead alien walking...

Ruwen NaNaran knows he's a goner. The curse of his alien species has put a countdown on his life, and he'll be dead before the month is out. Unless he finds his denya, the only woman in the universe who can save him.

Down on her luck and lost in space...

Lis Jaynx just wants to go home. Kidnapped from Earth by unknown foes, she's dropped on a inhospitable planet with little food and no hope. She'll do anything to find a ship to take her back to Earth, but Polai is hostile to all alien life, and Lis is running out of places to hide.

An unexpected chance...

From the moment he sees her, Ru knows Lis is his denya. But she's already wounded and distrustful of aliens, even those who claim they want to help.

Will the explosive chemistry between them be enough to topple Lis's fears? Or will their bond break before it even forms, leaving Ru a dead alien walking and Lis all alone in the black of space. 
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    One week to live...

Tyral NaRaxos is traveling home to say goodbye one final time. The curse of his people has caught up to him and with no denya - mate - to save him, he will die on his next birthday. But when his ship is attacked by pirates, he's given one last hope he never imagined.

A price on her head...

Dorsey Kwan has flown through the stars for the past five years after leaving Earth and never looking back. But someone is after her and she doesn’t know why. Captured by pirates, she’s wasting away, every day crawling closer to an inevitable sale to the highest bidder. 

A desperate passion...

Ty knows Dorsey is his mate, but before they can thrive, they must survive. And even if they can defeat the pirates, there are worse enemies after both of them. A man living on borrowed time doesn't care about making enemies, but given the chance he will fight with everything he has to ensure his mate's survival...and his own.

Complete story, no cliffhanger! 
 
      
 
    Crashed 
 
    A malfunctioning escape vessel, a deserted planet, and an angry warrior…

Sarah’s vacation isn’t turning out like she planned. When a false alarm and a faulty life boat send her plummeting to an empty planet with an alien stranger, she knows the trouble has only just begun. Nyxant is an enigma, silent and commanding. And while he makes her heart pound with heated glances and stolen touches, their differences may prove stronger than the pull between them.

The planet may be devoid of intelligent life, but the sinister jungle beckons. A trek through the trees and vines will be dangerous, but it may be the only chance either Sarah or Nyxant has for survival.

Soon Sarah finds that unforgiving terrain may be the least of her worries. Nyxant is full of secrets. His silence may risk their lives while his touch ignites her soul. She is left with one certainty. The only way to survive is to work together before the planet eats them alive.

A science fiction romance short story. 
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    The huntress's blood drips from the fangs of two vampires... 

The first chills her blood, his psychotic psychic scent sending shivers down her spine and spurring her on a desperate hunt to destroy him before he can wreak havoc on her town. 

But Adam Luther is a danger that Gold has never encountered. His sensual glances and devastating good looks are almost enough to make her forget the centuries-long battle between vampires and huntresses. In his arms, she feels whole, but his kiss is as deadly as his bite. Luther claims to be reformed, but how can she trust that a vampire could ever change?

While a blood maddened vampire stalks their city, they must work together to save an innocent life. And as the connection between them grows ever stronger, both their hearts and lives will be at stake.  
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    Tell me no secrets...
When psychic Sandra Khee leaves The Sector, her undercover military contractor job, she moves to Montana for some peace of mind. Her abilities are hell on relationships -- so she’s surprised, but intrigued, when she meets a big, burly, sexy guy whose thoughts she can’t read.

Tell me no lies...
Grizzly shifter Derek Lacroix loves his mountain hideaway, but he doesn’t love being alone all the time. When a curvy little human comes across him in his bear form, it doesn’t take Derek long to realize she could be his mate. But how can he explain his hidden nature in a world that doesn’t know shifters exist?

No place to hide...
Sandra’s peace is shattered when she starts sensing danger in the thoughts around her. Then a former colleague from The Sector goes AWOL. Someone from her past is hunting her … and time is running out.

Can she and Derek trust each other with their true identities and eliminate the threat before their future together vanishes? 
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    Jess Patrick never planned to catch the eye of an alpha. And with her ample curves she knows that she would never be able to hold his interest. But when a betrayal of his pack threatens to destroy her life, Jess finds herself under Rafe's power and tempted by his touch. 

Rafe Blackwood is the Wolf of Falcon Point. He rules the pack as werewolf alpha and takes what he wants. And he wants Jess. Her curves draw his eye and ignite his imagination, and her willingness to stand up to him makes him realize that Jess is more than a lover. She is his mate. 

But Rafe must convince Jess that she is more to him than the means to an end, and Jess must open herself to a chance at love before she can be anything more than at the alpha's mercy. 

This is a novella featuring a steamy alpha werewolf and the sumptuous BBW that he can't get enough of. 
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    Eight years ago, Gemma met Colin MacDonald in London. After a week of passion, he left her behind with only a note. She never expected to see him again. But six years later, she arrived in Falcon Point and found her new home. And him. Forced to work under him, she has resolved to remain professional, but to never let him into her heart.

Mac made a name for himself in Falcon Point. As second in command of a large pack, there is almost nothing he can't have. Except for Gemma. Leaving her behind was the biggest mistake of his life, but he doesn't know how to move forward and surmount the beautiful, curvy Gemma's bitterness. 

Despite the tension between them, Mac and Gemma must work together to bring down a threat to their pack. In doing so, they face greater danger and the greatest challenge of all...themselves.

This is a sequel to Alpha's Mercy. 
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    Find your mate…
It happens in the dark of the night under the full moon. Wolves howl, shifters run, and unexpected love blooms. These four sensual tales of steamy shifter love show exactly what can happen when the sun goes down. 
 
      
 
    The Alpha Heist 
 
    Stealing one gem? How hard could it be?

From the moment Mel takes the assignment, she knows that it should be impossible. But for the supernatural world's foremost thief, impossible is an irresistible challenge. Especially when the payment for this job will get her one step closer to the one thing she desperately needs. When the jobs goes belly up, she finds herself in the lion's den and facing off with the sexiest man she's ever met.

The alpha keeps what's his...

No one steals from Luke Torres. His fortress is legend and his pack of lions are deadly, ready to face any threat. When Luke meets Mel, she knocks his socks off with a scorching kiss, but when they meet again, they are captor and captive in a deadly gave of cat vs. cat. 

One alpha, one thief, and an adventure of a lifetime. 
 
      
 
    Entangled with the Thief 
 
    It was supposed to be a simple job. 

Get in, steal the gem, get out. But everything went to hell and now Mel is out her payment and in the sights of an angry alpha lion. 

Luke isn’t doing any better. 

His sister is in trouble, the Scarlet Emerald is gone, and Mel is back, ready to face off with him again. 

But to heal his sister, Luke will do the unthinkable. He will ask Mel for her help to save Cassie's life. And soon, the attraction bubbles between them, entangling their lives more than they ever asked for. 
 
      
 
    In the Alpha’s Bed  
 
    Everything comes to an end…

When Mel was eight-years-old a witch slaughtered her family. That night, Mel promised herself that she would get her vengeance or die trying. Now an adult and world-renowned thief, she’s ready to make good. But things are complicated. Ava hasn’t just targeted Mel. Now she is hurting the one person that Mel cares about.

Vengeance is best served hot…

Luke could have never predicted the path that Mel would bring him down. But now he’ll do anything to save his sister’s life and capture his thief’s heart. Ava threatens his pack, determined to steal a magic artifact that he didn’t know he possessed. 

Falling in love has never been so deadly…

In the midst of all of this, Luke and Mel have found each other. But Mel doesn’t know how to do relationships, and Luke’s pack isn’t keen on having a thief as their female alpha. When Mel and Luke are together, their relationship is explosive. But the fires will either cleanse, or destroy. 
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