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 Chapter One 
 
    Max glitched. 
 
    A second later he was back, his vision temporarily clouded by a useless downpour of data from his last twelve assignments. A quick shake of his head reset his ocular processor and his eyes once again beheld the scene before him. 
 
    Breathtaking, even after so many years. 
 
    His internal bio-scan noted that the glitch was the third in as many weeks. He was too busy enjoying the view of the light dappled planet to give a damn. Sitting on Nina Station, orbiting in space above the Consortium planet of Tarni, Max was smaller and grander than anything in the universe. It was in the metal walls of this rotating machine called home that he actually remembered that he was… 
 
    Human. 
 
    If he ever bothered to open up to his Protocol mandated therapist, she’d tell him that of course he was human. Class Cs were considered human in every system that created them. He’d argue that humans were born, not created in a lab. And shortly thereafter he’d be decommissioned and stripped for parts and left a husk, 63% of the man he used to be. 
 
    Such was the life of a Class C human. The life of a cyborg. 
 
    But for the moment he didn’t care. Night had fallen over Nina City and the street lights made a dreamlike pattern over the dark land. He could almost imagine fairies dancing, spinning in intoxicating swirls and leading men to their doom. 
 
    With a single thought, he wiped the last three hours’ medical data from his memory repository. Due to uplinks when he slept, his monitors already had data on some of his previous glitches. If he was called in for assessment, they’d find more evidence of corruption. But he was hundreds of kilometers away from them for the moment, sitting on a space station, one of the four that orbited Tarni. 
 
    On this bit of metal, he was king, or as close to it as any orphaned runaway could hope to rise. In the year since he’d been permanently assigned to Nina Station, he’d grown to love this cramped observation room. None of the travelers coming or going from the planet knew about it, and few staff lasted long enough to appreciate what was little more than a glass bottomed closet. 
 
    Some even found it uncomfortable. A corporal who’d transferred back planet-side a few months ago had told him it felt like he was trapped between two worlds: Tarni and the darkness of space. Stuck on a structure that defied the gods and going nowhere. 
 
    No wonder Max liked this place. If anything reflected him, it was an old space station that affronted the gods. 
 
    The sensor on the door behind him beeped, warning that it was about to open. Max stepped to the side so that his back was to the wall, not the newcomer. With a gentle hiss, light flooded the room and his assistant Xenzi stepped inside, information tablet pasted to her hand and an intent look in her eye. Like many of the other people under Commander Nina’s command, Zi was human. 
 
    She’d been raised in Nina City long before it took that name. She was probably around Max’s age at 33, though he’d never asked. Her dark hair was pinned and slicked back in an efficient knot, and her uniform had been pressed, the dark green marking her as one of the station staff. Her brown eyes were wide, but shrewd, and she’d lost color, her mocha skin a little pale from the lack of natural sun. After lasting six months, she was his longest serving second. He didn’t doubt that he’d soon receive her resignation. 
 
    Humans weren’t made to straddle the two worlds like this, both Tarni and space close enough to reach but too far to grasp. 
 
    She didn’t waste time on niceties, and for that, Max preemptively missed her. “Captain Morvellan has requested to speak with you once again,” she said, her tone clear that ‘request’ meant ‘demand.’ “It appears that another mechanical issue has crept up, preventing his departure.” 
 
    Max rested his head in his hand, a gesture of emotion that he’d only make in front of a few trusted crew mates. He sighed. “Should that not be a problem for his engineer?” 
 
    Zi scrolled for a moment, then nodded. “His crew came in with no engineer three weeks ago. They’ve hired out some necessary fixes to two outfits aboard the station while making inquiries planet-side.” 
 
    “And?” Max doubted true kings dealt with so many customer complaints. 
 
    Zi’s lips pulled into a tight line. “He contracted Rufus for half of the work.” 
 
    Yes, that would explain the complaint. Max couldn’t name every scam artist and two-credit con man on the ship, but he knew Rufus. “I’ll talk to Morvellan. You have Brudor put in the complaint to the Citadel. He’s one of Droscus’s men so that might actually see something done this time.” Rufus was technically a citizen of Droscus’s territory and, therefore, subject to the general’s punishments.  
 
    Zi had the presence of mind not to show the doubt they both felt. “And shall I expedite the new engineer’s paperwork?” 
 
    “I thought you said they were just making inquiries.” Though thought was not the proper word. Max’s memory processor kept a 100% accurate account of all short-term memory. He didn’t have the ability to forget. Not unless he did it on purpose. 
 
    “That’s what the captain told me. I made some calls of my own. He’s ready to hire someone on land. You know it can takes weeks for the proper paperwork to go through. If I had to guess, he’s about to demand this of you anyway.” If Zi was guessing, Max trusted it. That was her job and she was the best. 
 
    It was on the tip of his tongue to ask her when she planned to leave, but he held it back. He couldn’t ask anyone to stay on account of him. Class Cs had an expiration date and his was approaching fast enough. 
 
    “I’ll speak to the captain,” he said. “Expedite the paperwork.” He left Zi in the observation deck and made his way to the temporary dock. 
 
    Most ships didn’t stay long at Nina Station. Anyone staying longer than a few hours was forced to tether their ship to the station and leave it floating, ready to be retrieved when it was time to leave. At any given time, there might be a dozen tethered ships. And today, Captain Morvellan held the honor of the longest resident of the temporary dock. 
 
    Each ship’s crew was assigned quarters in the dock, and the mess near one of the doors made it clear where the Morvellan crew had taken to lounging. Out of courtesy, Max requested permission to enter the captain’s private quarters and was granted it after more than a minute of waiting. 
 
    The door slid open to reveal a brightly lit room with cream colored walls and a yellow light hanging from the ceiling. A cot was strapped to one wall and a desk set up against the other. Since this was the captain’s quarters, it came with a small porthole that right now was looking out into the darkness of space. 
 
    Morvellan kept the room warm and Max’s internal sensors primed his cooling system to compensate. It wasn’t a conscious action on his part, merely a bit of data that flitted across his brain. There were few parts of his machinery that needed to be triggered on purpose. What was the point of all the technology if it could fail because a man didn’t act? 
 
    Max kept his back straight as he surveyed the captain. The man was human and appeared somewhere between forty and fifty, with a slight paunch nearly masked by his bulging muscles. If he were standing, he would have been tall, and two days’ worth of beard grew on his face in patches. Max drew his own conclusions from the captain’s unkempt appearance. Nina Station didn’t have all the amenities of Tarni, but showers and toiletries were easy enough to obtain. 
 
    He let the judgments filter out of his mind and turned his thoughts to the matter at hand. “I was told you wished to speak to me.” 
 
    The captain didn’t rise from his chair; he simply looked up at Max and squinted. “Yeah, that’s right,” he huffed. 
 
    Max waited. 
 
    When the captain realized Max wasn’t about to say anything, he blew out a phlegmy breath and spoke. “I’m not happy with any of the shit you let happen while my crew has been staying here, acting all nice.” 
 
    Max didn’t mention the two complaints they’d received about drunken conduct. It wasn’t worth it. “You have my—” 
 
    He was cut off when a two meter tall alien with bright green skin and four arms busted through a side door. “Captain, come quick, the robo’s glitching out,” the alien trilled. He was undulating, his body thin and as wavy as a tree branch. While the alien’s head was about the size of a human’s, his neck was twice as long and he had two long antennae protruding from the back of his neck and hanging out over his forehead. 
 
    Tronx, his internal computer provided after a moment of scanning the database. He kept his distance. Tronx skin was corrosive to most metals and Max wasn’t about to risk any more corruption to his systems. 
 
    When the captain jumped to his feet, panic written across his thick brows, Max realized that robo didn’t mean robot. They were talking about their cyborg. Either the Tronx didn’t know or didn’t care that he’d just thrown the slur out in Max’s presence. 
 
    The captain followed the alien and Max silently followed the captain. If something was going wrong with a cyborg, he wanted to be there to help. Otherwise, he couldn’t prevent the bloodshed. 
 
    The dark narrow hallway led past the crew bunks and into a storage bay with gray metallic walls and a soaring ceiling. The aroma of blood was thick in the air and the clangs of clashing metal reverberated past Max as he picked up his pace. 
 
    He sensed the danger before he saw it, instinct or some integral piece of machinery warning him to duck and slide as he made his way through the final door. The Tronx was laid flat, a sticky blue substance that might have been his blood oozing out of a head wound. Like Max, the captain had dodged the first of the hurtled scraps of metal. 
 
    The malfunctioning cyborg couldn’t throw as fast as a bullet, but his projectiles could easily kill. As Max watched the man with a large mechanical attachment for an eye and an arm made of half synthetic polymer, half skin, he knew he wasn’t seeing a glitch. This was a complete and utter meltdown. This cyborg, whoever he’d been before the metal scraped away the last flake of his humanity, had long ago surpassed the limit on synthetic parts that all legitimate cyborg creators clung to. 
 
    No, his mind was gone, and all that was left was a killing machine. The crew could die in an instant, and if he got free, this machine could take down the entire station. 
 
    So Max had to stop him. 
 
    He didn’t worry about the captain or the other crew. He wasn’t here to rescue anyone. His sole purpose was to take out the killing machine ready to wreak havoc across this room and this station. He slid his blaster out of its holster and set the shot to the highest setting. It wouldn’t be fatal even to a human, but with so much exposed metal, it would be possible to short the cyborg out. 
 
    With fluid grace, a perfect blend of training and mechanical enhancement, he aimed for the eyepiece on the cyborg’s head and fired three blasts in quick succession, rolling away before any shrapnel could be thrown at him. 
 
    As it whizzed by, a jagged edge tore a cut in his face, and Max saw it was spare metal culled from broken down ships. Scrap that was readily available on board to anyone who wanted it. 
 
    Max’s shots went wide and he took cover behind a thick wall that reached his hips. He crouched and waited while scrap kept coming. It was too much to hope the cyborg would run out of ammunition before he killed anyone. When the crashes started in the opposite direction, Max took another shot, this time aiming for a metal plate on his back. 
 
    His aim was true. The cyborg dropped the metal in his hand, but he didn’t go down. He whirled on Max, eyes wide and nostrils flaring. What had once been a man looked more like a mechanical bull, all rage and wires and thoughtless destruction. 
 
    Max’s heartbeat stayed even and his breathing never faltered. A strange moment of serenity dawned as the cyborg charged him faster than any human could run. Max fired off shot after shot, not bothering to move out of the cyborg’s blundering path. The door was too close behind him; if Max didn’t stop the cyborg with his fire, his only option was to physically impede him. 
 
    The impact was more powerful than a blast off—they crashed and fell back. Max took a blow to the side of his head, his own machinery whizzing to compensate for any interior damage. His pain dampeners engaged, suppressing the evidence of the injury until he could ignore it completely. It was a risky setting, but either he died from his injuries or he died because he couldn’t fight hard enough. 
 
    He’d much rather sacrifice himself. 
 
    The cyborg reared back and Max saw the end in his eyes. They’d lost all their color except for a pinprick of black pupil. There was nothing human, nothing conscious within this poor excuse for a being. And there was nothing to save. Once a man glitched this hard, there was no recovery. 
 
    The fall jostled Max’s weapon and another blow saw it broken to pieces. Tackled as he was, Max didn’t have the proper leverage to win, but he kept fighting, bucking his hips and punching at the cyborg’s exposed torso. 
 
    When the cyborg grabbed another large piece of metal and held it high above his head, Max couldn’t even make himself brace for the impact. His mind didn’t summon any happy memories, only regrets. For a moment, he thought of his few friends and how they’d drifted beyond his reach in the past year, now married and mated and no longer alone. 
 
    It was never for me, he thought, his mind working faster than light speed. The cyborg above him looked almost frozen as time seemed to slow. But I would have liked to try it out. He imagined the woman for him, but her face was completely shrouded in shadow, not even a hint of her species. 
 
    Her, he thought. Whoever she is, I would have liked my shot. 
 
    In a blink, time caught up. The cyborg slumped forward, his arm smacking Max across the nose and the bone crunching as the singeing smell of las fire blasted above him. 
 
    Max pushed the dead cyborg off of him and found the Tronx standing with a portable las cannon clutched in two hands, his stance a clear indication that he’d never fired the weapon before. He nodded his thanks to the alien and looked to find the captain hidden in a cubby along the wall, a retractable wall pulled up to shield him. 
 
    The captain stepped out, no sign of shame on his face. He’d just run from a fight and let an untrained crewman and a barely known cyborg kill his own man, and he had the temerity to stand straight. Max barely held back his scowl. 
 
    “File the paperwork for your new engineer with my assistant,” Max said. The pain suppressors were starting to disengage and the vision in his right eye was fading way too fast. He spoke quickly, worried he’d collapse before he could get to safe harbor. “Zi will see it expedited and you can be on your way before the week is out.” 
 
    Morvellan pointed to the steaming pile of dead cyborg. “Now I’ve got to find some muscle since this hunk of metal broke.” 
 
    Hunk of metal. 
 
    Broke. 
 
    Max swallowed back the anger. The nameless cyborg had been a person once and now he was reduced to little more than broken, useless parts. “There are three other space stations orbiting Tarni and another three planets in the system. Find your muscle somewhere else.” 
 
    Morvellan gave him an assessing look. “You know how to fight.”  
 
    Max turned and left. As a cyborg, his only choice was to keep iron tight control on his temper. One slip and he was on the edge of murder. He walked down the hall with the captain’s words echoing through the still human portions of his brain. 
 
    The shadowy woman of regret wasn’t for him. All he had to look forward to was a violent end where no one remembered that he’d once been a man. 
 
    Pain shuddered through him and this time, Max welcomed it. Robots couldn’t feel. And this one reminder was all he had. For now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Tarni almost felt like home. What a joke. 
 
    Inrit could barely remember the last time she had a proper home. Did the Breikyr count? Or the Dronda? Did she really need to go back to the Temple of the Dead to find what she was looking for? She scowled and looked out at the crowds of people milling outside Nina Port, all ready to blast off to destinations far away from here. 
 
    Just like her. 
 
    But Inrit doubted that many were leaving without any intention to ever return. What was the point of a home if a person never came back? She pushed the crazy thoughts away. Tarni would never do. There were too many humans, and humans in any group got to thinking they were superior to other people just because of their species. By the hells, she’d been around enough of them to know that they had categories they thought were superior even within their own little group. 
 
    No, thank you. She didn’t have time for that petty bullshit. 
 
    Though Reina was nice, she supposed. Of course, it didn’t matter if Reina had been queen bitch of Tarni or if she smelled like rotten tryladran spores. She was a savior to the Detyen race and the mate of Inrit’s greatest—and only—friend. Inrit supposed that if she had any kind of home at all, it was with them. But the new couple was all secret smiles and stolen kisses. 
 
    Inrit was happy for Stoan. Really, really happy. He’d beaten the curse, found his mate, and would go on to have a dozen babies and rule over this little clan of Detyens like a king. How could she want anything less for him? 
 
    But being happy and being present couldn’t coexist. Not with the twinge of resentment growing within her and that little voice that said it should have been me.  
 
    A million years ago, or, more rightly, thirteen, back when Inrit had been a child scared to face the hard life that lay ahead of her, Stoan had been her only friend and family. Back then, she’d thought for sure that they would become mates when they were older, that the denya bond would bloom between them. 
 
    Instead, Stoan found his human and Inrit was left alone. 
 
    Ex-disciple, ex-apprentice, ex-pirate. For a woman of twenty-seven, she’d gathered a huge pile of exes. More yesterdays than tomorrows. 
 
    Inrit breathed in deep and let the smell of shuttle fuel and sweet air coat her nose and tongue. She pushed melancholy thoughts away as she’d learned to do before she could even walk. 
 
    She spotted Stoan walking towards her and waved back when he raised a blue hand at her. He was one handsome Detyen, his skin a deep teal and his clan markings dark and prominent. He stood half a head above many of the humans and walked with the casual confidence of a man born to rule. 
 
    Neither of them knew who their parents were, but Inrit had always liked to think that some of the old royal family lived on in Stoan. He’d never make a play for the defunct crown, and she doubted he harbored the same suspicions that she did. 
 
    Then again, she’d seen a lot more of the universe than he ever would. 
 
    Would she trade all that for a denya? 
 
    Of fucking course. In a damned heartbeat. 
 
    Detyens liked to wrap the whole thing up in poetry and give it a nice name, as if the idea of dying at thirty was romantic, rather than the shittiest trade-off in the galaxy. Find the love of your life and live for a few centuries, or die alone when you’re too young to even know what you’re missing out on. 
 
    The Denya Gift, yeah right. 
 
    Stoan crossed the last bit of distance and took a seat beside her on the metal bench. Inrit adjusted her hood until she could see him in her peripheral vision if she was looking straight ahead. 
 
    “You don’t need to leave so soon, you know,” he said, his deep voice an unwelcome reminder of just how much they’d both grown up. “There’s plenty of room in my building. And if you’re worried about Droscus coming after you, this city is about the safest place you could be in the Consortium to stay away from him.” 
 
    That made Inrit smile.  
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” she conceded. “But he can’t reach outside of the Consortium, at least not far.” The Consortium was an allied system of four inhabited planets that banded together for extraplanetary defense. On the planets of Tarni, Beothea, Thanatos, and Vuutera, there were dozens of independent warlords and petty kings. Nina and Droscus were the two most powerful on Tarni and had been in conflict with one another since Nina rose to power five years before. 
 
    Droscus lived on the other side of the planet in a place called The Citadel. Due to a mission that Inrit could only guess at, Stoan and his mate Reina had been there to steal a trinket from him. That was where she met them. 
 
    The fact that Stoan hadn’t spoken a word about his employer and Reina always had a stricken look in her eye each time Inrit alluded to the topic gave Inrit some ideas of exactly who had employed them. 
 
    Well, just one idea. 
 
    And if she was right and they had been conscripted by Commander Nina, then her resolve was even further hardened to leave. She didn’t need to come under the scrutiny of the government. They still hanged pirates in these parts. Inrit was retired, but the stench of crime would always cling to her. 
 
    For at least three more years. 
 
    “Promise me that you’ll come visit,” Stoan said. Neither of them looked at one another, as if the only thing keeping either of them from getting emotional was a steely stare into the crowded street. 
 
    “You know I can’t make that promise,” she said. “It’s a two year contract and who knows how far away I’ll be by then. I might not have tim—” 
 
    She cut herself off when Stoan sucked in a breath, as if to tell her she might be lucky enough to find her mate. “The gods smiled down on you,” she told him. “Reina’s great.” But there was one little fact he hadn’t realized yet. “But the chances of me finding a mate… they’re not ideal.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was possible either,” he argued. 
 
    “You were waiting for me. You didn’t look,” she countered. Neither had she. But in her travels, she’d met thousands of men, and none, not Detyen, not human, not Oscavian, nor anyone else had triggered even an inkling of a bond. 
 
    “Then why isn’t it possible?” he asked. “Are you that ready to die?” 
 
    “Every human you know who’s bonded with a Detyen has been a woman. If this is evolutionary or something like it, it makes sense. There are more Detyen men than women. No need to save the women.” She’d been stewing it over since the first mention of human mates, but she hadn’t dared say it out loud. 
 
    “So why not a Detyen?” he asked. He didn’t tell her she was wrong, but she knew he didn’t agree with her. Gender among humans—and Detyens as well—wasn’t always as simple as male and female. Scientifically, there wasn’t much reason that only human women could mate with Detyens. 
 
    But the evidence was starting to suggest that was the case. 
 
    That wasn’t his question. “I just know it,” she said. It didn’t make sense, but some feelings were bone deep. “There isn’t a Detyen out there for me.” 
 
    “So you’re giving up?” 
 
    He finally looked over at her and Inrit saw fire in her friend’s red eyes. “No,” she said. “I’m not. But I’m not going to let it rule my life.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you meet with any of the men here?” he pressed. 
 
    Inrit tore her gaze away. She couldn’t explain it, not even to herself, but she didn’t want to meet with a score of Detyen males and see the disappointment in their eyes as each one figured out that she wasn’t for them. “My shuttle leaves soon,” she said. 
 
    Stoan was silent for a beat, but then accepted her change of subject. “Does your new captain know about your old… career?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” she said with a huff of a laugh. “And he never will.” She hadn’t chosen piracy six years ago, but she was good at it. Still, Inrit would never take to that life again, no matter what they did to her. She’d learned that survival wasn’t always the best option, not when the line you had to cross tore out a bit of your soul along the way. 
 
    “You’ll send me correspondence?” he half-asked, half-commanded. 
 
    Inrit nodded. “Expect it. For as long as I can.” He flinched. Inrit held herself perfectly still. And the heavy weight of inevitability settled over them. 
 
    The moment passed and Inrit stood, grabbing her bag and hitching it over a shoulder. “I’m glad you’re alive,” she said. “And I couldn’t be happier that you found your denya. Reina is…” She didn’t even know what to say, so she let the sentence hang. 
 
    Stoan grinned. “She’s everything.” 
 
    That was love… family… home. Everything Inrit’s insides cried out for, but she tightened the leash on those useless feelings and offered him a genuine smile. 
 
    “Be well,” she said and hugged him quickly before ducking out of the embrace and entering the shuttle depot without a backwards look. 
 
    Nina City wasn’t the place for her. But Inrit wondered if she would ever find one that was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    A day after the incident with the cyborg, Max sat in his office sorting through piles of documents that demanded his urgent attention. For the most part, he couldn’t parse why his attention was so godsforsaken necessary, but he had a job to do and he would sign his name as many times as necessary to see it done. Especially since he’d promised himself he could pause to grab a quick lunch just as soon as the morning’s work was done. 
 
    The intercom alert buzzed and Max’s stomach soured. He knew that whatever this was, it couldn’t be good. 
 
    “Sir?” said Zi. “There’s an urgent vid call from the Commander. She requests your immediate attention on the confidential line.” 
 
    No, that couldn’t be good. The confidential connection was the most secure way of speaking with people planet-side without taking a shuttle and meeting in person. Normally it was reserved for speaking about war or espionage. As Max was not currently involved in either endeavor, he knew this could only be about one thing. 
 
    Him. 
 
    “Tell her that I’ll be right there,” he said. Max took one last look at the papers and knew that he wouldn’t get them finished today. And lunch was looking less and less likely. 
 
    He left his main office and walked through a small door that looked like it led to a storage closet. Instead, he walked down the narrow, hidden hallway to another small door locked with a palm print and retinal scanner.  
 
    Once he scanned through, the door opened to reveal a dark room with a single chair sitting opposite the screen on the wall next to the door. Max turned on the vid feed and remained standing, hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    The screen brightened, making the dark room as bright as day. After a moment, a vision of the commander’s office appeared and Max saw Commander Nina sitting behind her desk, one fist clenched as she stared into her own vid feed. Her eyes narrowed a fraction when she spied him, but otherwise, she kept her expression deathly neutral. 
 
    “Do you think that I’m a fool?” she asked dangerously. 
 
    Nina was not a beautiful woman, but she exuded power. In her thirties, she’d be nearly as tall as Max if she was standing. Her narrow eyes were blue and her hair a dirty blonde. She wore her crisp white jacket with braided green around the seams. Five years before she’d risen to power in Nina City, she’d renamed the territory and wiped all memory of the old name from the records. 
 
    She was harsh and just, and because of that, he knew she had one of the most stable holds on power in the entire Consortium. Given their positions, Max could not call her friend. But they came as close as two people could come to it when one held the power of life and death over the other. 
 
    Max didn’t answer her question. There wasn’t a right thing to say. 
 
    She held up a sheaf of paper and waved it around. “Do you know what this is?” she demanded. 
 
    Of course he didn’t. The screen resolution wasn’t that great. “No, ma’am,” he answered. 
 
    “This is the second corrupted medical records doc you’ve submitted for yourself in the last month,” she said, mouth tight. 
 
    Oh. That. He’d known this call was coming, but he hadn’t expected Nina to be the one making it. “Did Dr. Kostos send those to you?” he asked. “Something may have happened in the initial transmission.” 
 
    “Damn it, Max,” she said, slamming her fist down on her desk. “Don’t try to pull this shit with me.” 
 
    There was real emotion on her face, something that might have been fear. Max slid into the chair and let the steel in his spine soften as he slouched. “I’m sorry,” he said. It no longer felt like he was talking to his commander. “I knew they were corrupted when I sent them.” 
 
    She nodded and schooled her expression once more. “Is it that bad?”  
 
    Are you going to go crazy and kill everyone, was what she was really asking. 
 
    “I’m functional,” he said. “There’s no need to worry.” 
 
    She pointed to the reports. “This says otherwise.” 
 
    “I glitched,” he admitted. “The doctors would have wanted a deeper look. You know what that can lead to.” 
 
    She thought over what he said for a moment and then spoke with absolutely no emotion. “You’re fired and stripped of clearance to land in my territory. If you remain on Nina Station for more than seventy-five hours, you will be taken into custody and tried for insubordination and treason.” 
 
    Shock tore through him, and quickly on its heels a burning betrayal that left his guts a hollowed out mess of wire and blood. He gripped the arm of his chair in one hand and heard the wood crack as the control on his strength slipped just enough to warn him. 
 
    He forced himself into a state of calm, sublimating his emotions until he was nothing but the cold, logical machine everyone already thought he was. 
 
    “You’d lose me over one transgression?” he asked coolly. He straightened until he sat at his full height, a hulking giant made of coiled power and frozen rage. 
 
    “Did it ever occur to you to ask for my help?” she asked, her head shaking absently from side to side. 
 
    There must have been some hidden emotion left in him. It was the only place his words could have come from. But nothing was there to stop him from speaking anymore. No fear, no misplaced loyalty. Nothing. 
 
    “Why should I have turned to you?” he asked. “What single action have you ever taken that would make me think I could trust you not to strip me for parts or sell me to the highest bidder? You don’t see people, Nina. You see pawns in your little power game. That pilot that Droscus killed? A useful victim. The pilot’s widow? Someone for you to manipulate with a snap of your fingers.” He could name a hundred plots that she’d enacted or benefitted from. That was what he got for standing by her side. Knowledge that she would only ever help herself. “When Dorsey and her mate got trapped in your little games, you would have made her a prisoner and held her in your fortress rather than surrender her.” 
 
    “Careful now,” Nina warned. She leaned forward as if she now found him interesting after half a decade of reticence. 
 
    “You’ve already fired me and threatened execution. What more do I have to lose?” He never raised his voice. His heartbeat remained even. For all the passion he showed, he might have been speaking of the weather. 
 
    “Do you think the Oscavian ambassador would have agreed to the favor you asked him without my blessing?” she asked. “Would he have taken your friends to safety, out of my clutches and away from Droscus, without assurances that I would not hold it against him?” She blew out a breath, ruffling the strands of hair that had fallen out of the tight knot where she kept it tamed. 
 
    She should have been angry at him, Max distantly knew. No one on the planet was allowed to speak to her so frankly. 
 
    “You’re a registered cyborg, Max,” she said, as if she was trying to impart some bit of sanity into him. “If your scans aren’t clean, your case goes to the Consortium military council. I can’t…” She shook her head. “Get your things and get out. Find someone who can fix you. I hear the Oscavians have the best cyborg techs of any planet. Or get to Earth. They’re human and they love a project.” 
 
    Max stood and turned off the feed. He didn’t say goodbye to his commander and almost friend and he didn’t wait for any further dismissal. He made his way back down the narrow hall and to his office, where he found everything just as he’d left it. 
 
    Yet nothing was the same. 
 
    He emptied his safe of Galactic credits and a few precious Tarnian sapphires. The money could only stretch so far, and being on the station, he didn’t have access to his main accounts. But the gems were beyond rare, found only in one place in the inhabited galaxy. Outside of the Consortium, he could live for years off the sale of one sliver of the smallest stone. 
 
    With unfeeling care, he placed the credits and gems into his pack and left the paperwork behind for whatever poor soul was conscripted into his job next. 
 
    He knew exactly where to go to get off the ship. And in his mood, he would ace any job interview that involved violence. 
 
    *** 
 
    Inrit put her bag on the single cot that had been let down from where it was normally secured against the wall of the ship she now called home. She had with her a few changes of clothes, some toiletries, and an entertainment pad filled with books, vids, and games from all across the galaxy. When she’d hefted the bag onto her shoulder back on the planet, the weight hadn’t been enough to make her strain. 
 
    A sad showing for a woman who’d made riches enough to make kings weep. But she’d never wanted the money and walking away had been the easiest decision that had ever been made for her. 
 
    “You’re the luckiest crewmember,” Captain Morvellan told her from where he stood in the doorway. She appreciated the gesture. There wasn’t a lot of space on any ship, so respecting a bit of distance was an extra courtesy. Besides, he was the captain of the ship, but the quarters were her own. Unless he had reason to suspect she was skimming or there was some sort of emergency, he should stay outside without express permission to enter. 
 
    “Why’s that?” Inrit asked. She didn’t take anything out of her bag. They had nearly a day before they would take off, and she’d have plenty of time to settle in a bit later. 
 
    “We had a bit of a mix up with our cyborg the other day. Now you’ve got the room to yourself.” He smiled and crossed his arms, but there was something in his gaze she didn’t like. 
 
    “So the crew has no cyborg?” They weren’t exactly necessary, but she didn’t like flying without at least one. A cyborg was worth an entire security squad. 
 
    “We’ll see abou—” 
 
    “Captain, we’ve got a message for you,” the intercom buzzed with the sound of Harper, the lieutenant. 
 
    Morvellan rolled his eyes up to look at the speaker and gave a little shake of his head. “I’m sorry, if she’s calling for me, it’s probably important. We’ll go over everything else at dinner. You do eat normal food, right?” 
 
    Normal food. Human food was what he meant. “Yes,” she said. There was no use arguing. The crew was more than half human, and Detyens were close enough that she didn’t foresee any conflict. 
 
    Inrit took stock of the room now that the captain was no longer hovering over her shoulder. He seemed alright as far as mercenary freighter captains went. The ship was a hybrid. They could pull cargo across the galaxy and guard precious loads, but the crew itself was made up of mercenaries and they made additional money by hiring themselves out to those in need. 
 
    It wasn’t that different from piracy. There was still loot, still violence. But this time it was all sanctioned and mostly legal. 
 
    But Inrit hadn’t hired on for the bloodshed. She was on the ship to keep it running. While she’d been given these quarters and the cot seemed nice enough, she knew that if anything went wrong, she’d be catching naps in the engine room while she wrangled with the complex machines that kept the ship alive. 
 
    Engineering and mechanics had been the focus of her apprenticeship when she’d first left the Temple of the Dead on Beothea. In the course of her studies, she’d also begun to study medicine and healing of humans. Most of her medical knowledge could be applied to Detyens, Oscavians, and Juntarians as well. There were a dozen or so species of aliens that were just close enough to humans that basic first aid procedures still applied. 
 
    For anyone else, she’d be forced to rely on a medical bot. 
 
    But that was why the ship had its own medics. She’d help out if the need arose, that was what crewmates did. For now, she’d keep the mechanics healthy and trust the docs to their own business. 
 
    The room was sparse. Either the cyborg hadn’t had many of his own belongings or they’d already been stripped from the quarters. Most crews doubled, tripled, or quadrupled up bunks due to the size of the ship. Morvellan’s vessel was on the larger side, and his crew was equally numerous. 
 
    She’d be working with a crew of seventy, including the captain. He’d also mentioned that this trip out to Honora Station had taken on passengers. Inrit didn’t care about them at the moment. Right now, most of the crew and all of the passengers were still on Nina Station, making their final preparations before coming aboard. 
 
    She left her bag where it was and exited the room, closing the door behind her. The hand scan lock would be keyed to her print at some point, but for now she left the door unlocked. She didn’t have much worth stealing. 
 
    All the crew quarters were in a narrow corridor at the heart of the ship. Though Inrit didn’t know the exact layout yet, she was sure that she was either directly above or directly below the guest quarters. Ships were highly compartmentalized, and the life support systems would be the most redundant here with failsafe on top of failsafe. 
 
    The only place less likely to lose the air supply was the bridge. 
 
    But Inrit headed in the opposite direction of the bridge, down the dark hallway and through a double door into the first of the cargo holds. This one was attached to the main ship, a Class 8XJ hauler that could easily handle faster than light travel. Class 8s sat on the line between heavy duty haulers and sleek and evasive speeders. 
 
    They wouldn’t be able to outfight or outrun any galactic army, but the 8XJ was built like a beast and could withstand most pirate or hijacking attacks. It was a favorite of mercenaries like Morvellan in this sector and had probably originally been produced on Thanatos in the Consortium.  
 
    The door to the cargo chamber opened to a catwalk that looked out over a huge, nearly empty room. They’d pick up cargo later on their journey, and some of it could still be delivered to the station. Anything placed in this hold was truly important. There wasn’t an automated process to jettison this cargo if something went wrong. 
 
    The 8XJ could attach and haul additional cargo modules, but those weren’t as easily accessible as walking through a door. They’d be coupled through an airlock, but for the most part remain undisturbed throughout the flight. The crew didn’t have much reason to go into the outer modules and there wouldn’t be any life support there to keep them alive. 
 
    She walked along the edge of the catwalk and down a narrow staircase that was about two meters tall. Following the path along the wall was simple, and an arrow on the ground led her to the engineering bay. This would be what she lived and breathed for the next two years. 
 
    Inrit placed her palm on the hand lock and waited for the scanner to let her in. When it gave an angry beep and flashed yellow, she saw that she hadn’t yet been given access to her engine. 
 
    She pulled her hand away and strained to look through the small porthole on the door. There wasn’t much to see from here, just a large metal arch that housed part of an auxiliary engine and one of the many control panels that was necessary to keep everything running smoothly. 
 
    A ship like this was designed to be run with as few as three people. The engine didn’t need round the clock monitoring, but any responsible captain kept at least one person on staff who could make necessary repairs in flight and keep an eye on the status of the equipment. Computerized diagnostics were good, but a person could really get into the machine and feel her way around. If she did her job right, she could fix any problem before the computer ever realized that there was an issue. 
 
    She stepped back and returned the way she came, intending to get settled into her room until the captain could scan her in. 
 
    “He told us we could put our stuff here, why do you want to wait?” The man’s voice echoed through the empty storage chamber. 
 
    But that wasn’t what stopped Inrit in her tracks and made sweat break out on the back of her neck. 
 
    They were speaking Detyen. 
 
    Inrit’s first instinct was to leave. She’d told Stoan there wasn’t a Detyen mate out there for her and she’d meant it, but the soft flicker of hope was always there, an annoying flame that didn’t know how to die. A more practical part of her was glad that she hadn’t lied about her species on her forged identity docs. It would have been awkward to try to explain that in the face of at least two Detyen passengers. 
 
    She walked quietly, her footsteps quieter than a cat’s whisper, and found a spiral staircase that went all the way down to the base of the cargo hold. The layout of the hold made it so she saw them before they saw her, and Inrit stayed shrouded in shadow for several moments as she studied them. 
 
    Other than Stoan, she hadn’t seen a Detyen in eight years. There simply weren’t that many of them left. A hundred years before, they’d lived on a beautiful planet called Detya. When an unidentified enemy attacked and destroyed the place in a matter of minutes, only those lucky enough to already be off planet and a few people with quick access to ships had survived. 
 
    Now they numbered in the tens of thousands when once there had been billions. Before the destruction of Detya, few had died from lack of a mate. There’d been complex systems in place, tests and rituals to ensure that every Detyen had a chance at a good and long life. 
 
    Inrit didn’t think she would have fit into that world. Detya had been too peaceful, too clean. In the surviving vids and footage, she saw a place that was too close to paradise to ever be a comfortable home for a woman who’d survived for so long on the edges of space.  
 
    There were two men in front of her, both greenish shades of teal. Detyens came in a host of colors, but the most common shades were in the blue family. Inrit’s own skin was ruby red, rare back in the days of Detya and almost unseen now. 
 
    Each man was tugging on large, heavy looking crates that could have fit two people inside with room to spare. Presumably these were two of the passengers and they were trying to stow their stuff without any assistance from the crew. 
 
    They both wore dark jumpsuits that even from a distance were clearly pristine. She could tell that these boys had never been in space before this trip, and they sure weren’t from the Consortium. 
 
    She stepped out of the stairs and took pity on them. As she stepped closer, she mentally added a few years to each of their ages. If she had to guess, they were roughly the same age as she was, and related. Brothers, definitely. Possibly twins. 
 
    “You’ll have a much easier time of it if you use the anti-grav pallet,” she said in Detyen. It felt good to speak her mother tongue. She was as fluent as a native speaker in Interstellar Common, but nothing beat Detyen.   
 
    The brothers started, one of them jumping back several centimeters. He didn’t quite hide behind his companion, but it was a close thing. 
 
    Inrit met the bright red eyes of the man in front and a shock of rejection hurtled through her. 
 
    Not you. 
 
    She felt the exact same thing when she glanced over at his brother. It doesn’t matter, she told herself. You knew it would be like that. 
 
    “You’re Detyen!” the one in back said. “Like us.” 
 
    She was betting his silent brother was the smart one. 
 
    Inrit saw the moment that each of them realized that she wasn’t for them. The one who’d spoken’s smile slipped a bit and some of the brightness went out of his eyes. The other one’s spine stiffened, and his expression remained neutral. 
 
    “My name is Inrit,” she said. “I’m part of the crew.” 
 
    “Krayter,” said the one behind his brother’s back. “This is Kayleb.” He seemed to get over the disappointment with aplomb and his smile burst back to life. He stepped out from Kayleb’s shadow and offered a flourish of a bow. “I guess it would have been too ironic for us to mate.” 
 
    That startled a laugh out of her. “What?” 
 
    Kayleb narrowed his eyes at his brother and shot out his hip, making the other man stumble. “Our cousin recently brought home a human denya,” he explained. “She suggested that we try to find mates on Earth.” 
 
    “Dorsey Kwan?” she asked. That had been the name of Tyral’s mate and she was from Earth. 
 
    Both men shook their heads. “Her name’s Lis. She’s Ruwen’s denya.” 
 
    Ah, the other human. Reina had mentioned her when speaking of her friend Dorsey. 
 
    “You don’t sound surprised,” said Krayter. He leaned back against the crate, giving up any pretense of moving it. 
 
    “My friend recently found his own human denya,” she explained. She had no desire to stand here and talk about this all day. “I wish you the best, but I have duties to attend to.” She pulled out the anti-grav pallet and shoved it towards them before making her way back to the stairs. 
 
    Duties was a bit of a stretch. But the crew would be arriving soon and she had enough time to take a quick shower and get presentable before she met anyone else. The first day in space always made her skin feel irritable and dry. 
 
    She made it back to her room without meeting anyone else and pulled some supplies out of her bag. While her quarters came with a toilet and sink closed off for privacy in a small closet, the crew showers were in a separate room. 
 
    She made quick work of it. Every liter of water was precious in space, but by the time she had a towel wrapped around her and warm air from the dryers blew on her, she was starting to feel ages better. 
 
    Her hair was still damp as she made her way back to her room, and she paused outside the open door. She hadn’t locked it when she left, but long habit told her that it had been closed. 
 
    After a moment, her panic subsided as she heard Captain Morvellan speaking to someone within. Perhaps he’d found a cyborg for the ship and she wouldn’t have the room to herself after all. She was barely disappointed. One roommate was better than the crew all piled into one room with barely enough space to lay down straight. She’d done that before and hoped never to do it again. 
 
    She pushed open the door and noted that the captain’s back was to her. She looked over his shoulder and caught sight of a honey-skinned human, and all the air whooshed out of her as her blood rushed to her ears and a knowing so profound and immense that she could barely contain it within herself took her over. 
 
    Him, it demanded, it claimed. He’s mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    It wasn’t a glitch. This was a total and complete meltdown of anything civilized within him. Max’s gaze arrowed in on the woman wearing a thin robe, her hair hanging damp around her shoulders. She was tall and not human. Detyen, his processors helpfully supplied. In the dim light of the ship, her skin was the color of rubies, darkened along the edge of her neck by triangular and rectangular markings that he was sure climbed down her arms and chest. 
 
    He wanted to run his tongue over them, mark them with his teeth and then taste the swelling curves of her breasts and down further, over her hips, until he tasted her most private treasure. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, even if she was alien. Delicate hands with finely clipped nails hung down by her side, and her fingers twitched like she was reaching for a weapon. Max almost licked his lips. This woman was dangerous, exactly like he wanted. Her eyes matched her skin, and they glowed with an inner fire that lit his own desire from within and shot straight to his aching, hard cock. 
 
    He heard the captain say something, but his mind had lost all concept of speech. There was only him, only her, and the nuisance of a captain who wasn’t even dangerous to rise to the level of a threat. He’d seen the man in action and Max knew that he could beat him in any fight, even blindfolded with an arm strapped behind his back. 
 
    Protecting this woman, his woman, would not be an issue. Not from him. 
 
    Max stepped forward, his hand raising of its own volition. He needed to touch her more than he needed to draw his next breath. But he stopped with more than a meter between them, something holding him in place. It wasn’t anything physical. It was the look in this woman’s eyes. 
 
    They were stricken, exactly the look he’d expect to see from someone whose entire world had been stripped away until there was nothing left but ash. 
 
    Exactly like someone who barely dodged the first killing blow. 
 
    He rushed back into himself, that aching vulnerability in her eyes enough for him to leash the beast within and chain it down with discipline and code and everything that made him the inhuman creature he’d long ago embraced. 
 
    The captain looked at him, an eyebrow raised, but the entire almost-encounter had only lasted a few seconds. Max took a step back and sat on his cot, letting the Detyen woman enter. 
 
    For a moment, he thought that she’d run. She looked ready to find the nearest escape pod and take her chances with a flimsy life vessel and the cold vacuum of space. Max’s fists clenched as he imagined her forced to fend for herself, to fight for her life against the elements, and then once she survived—because nothing within him could cope with the other thought—she’d be left to the mercy of the merciless powers on Tarni.  
 
    “You’ve been getting acquainted with Kella, then?” Captain Morvellan asked the woman. He didn’t seem to register her distress. Max had noticed that about the captain from the first. The people around him weren’t too important. He didn’t care about his crew so long as they remained functional. 
 
    “I thought the ship was named Inkelladranion,” said the woman, her words toneless, but nonetheless pouring over Max like a fine wine. 
 
    Morvellan shrugged, “That’s a bit of a mouthful. Now we’ve had a bit of a change of plans.” He nodded to Max. “Mr. Staunton, Max, has agreed to come on a short-term contract as our robo. That means you’ll be sharing your quarters with the bot. Hope you don’t mind.” The casual way Morvellan used robo and bot made Max especially glad he’d only agreed to a term of three months. If he didn’t break down before then, he didn’t want to stay long among a crew with this captain’s opinions. “Max, this is Inrit. Our engineer.” 
 
    Inrit. Yes, that suited this woman with fire burning so hot inside of her that he could almost feel its flame. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at Morvellan, and Max saw a flick in her hand like something strained beneath the skin. Detyens all had retractable claws, he remembered. So what had made her want to use them? 
 
    “I thought the appropriate term for Mr. Staunton was cyborg,” she said. She didn’t glance at Max, but with those few words, his heart started pounding hard and an emotion he didn’t recognize and couldn’t name welled at the back of his mind. “Perhaps I am not as fluent in IC as I thought,” she continued, voice made of steel. “Because I’m certain you didn’t just introduce this man to me with an insult.” 
 
    Max had to be careful now because he just might fall in love with her. 
 
    The captain’s head jerked back like he’d been slapped. “We speak casually here, don’t need to make an issue of it, I think.” He nodded back at Max as if he was ready for a fight. But when Max kept his mouth shut, the captain nodded one more time and walked out the door without bothering to say farewell. 
 
    And that left Max alone with Inrit the beautiful alien. 
 
    The captain closed the door behind him and it slammed shut, brushing lightly against her back. She took a step forward but practically clung to the wall as she sidled over to her bed. She turned her back on him and reached for her bag. If Max’s entire being hadn’t been focused on her, he wouldn’t have realized that her hands were shaking. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I startled you,” he said. He knew he needed to say something, needed to fill the silence between them before it could ice over. Before she could ice over. This was a woman with walls built so high not even the most sophisticated machinery could scale them. The only way inside was to be invited. 
 
    And Max wanted that invitation. 
 
    Something about Detyens pestered the back of his mind, something that he should remember. Something that would tell him why she had this effect on him. But he shoved those thoughts away. He didn’t care about the why, he only cared about her. 
 
    Inrit finally shoved her quaking fingers in the bag, hiding them from view. She threw a glance over her shoulder, her hair flicking back with a snap. “I wasn’t startled,” she replied. 
 
    Getting into a debate about the exact nature of her emotions wasn’t going to get him anywhere, and he wasn’t fool enough to argue. Awareness of her pounded on the edge of his consciousness and even if he closed his eyes he knew he’d be able to pinpoint her exact location in their room. 
 
    “You don’t look like the kind of man that hires out with a crew like this,” she said. He watched as she pulled a change of clothes out of her bag and set it aside. 
 
    “I worked on the station for a while, but it was time for a change.” Only the captain and the Tronx knew that he’d been in charge of Nina Station, and Max had every intention of keeping it that way. In a position like that, a man made enemies. He didn’t need to be settling scores and petty grudges every night for the next few months. Once he was off this ship, his name would disappear and he’d find something else to go by. Space was too big to find one lonely cyborg. 
 
    “Morvellan seems alright,” she said. “I hope it works for you.” 
 
    Max didn’t know what to say to that, and what she did left him tied up in so many knots he didn’t know how to break free. 
 
    Inrit’s hand went to the belt cinching her robe together, and with a few flicks of her fingers, she let it drop, revealing her naked back. The only thing keeping her from complete nudity was a small, silky pair of panties that barely covered her ass. 
 
    Max sucked in a ragged breath. 
 
    She stiffened, and with quick flicks of her hands, had her clothes on before he could blink. Inrit whirled around on him, her hands automatically flying up to pull back her hair. She tugged a tie out from where she held it in her mouth and studied him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, lowering her arms back down to her sides. “I’ve been on a lot of ships, it makes a girl lose all her modesty.” 
 
    That fire was back, but he could see it dimming with every second. Max could make it easy on her, he knew. He could laugh this off, take a step back, and let the ice crush them both. Whatever that flare of recognition he’d felt—and he knew she’d been right there with him—could be denied. But only if they never fed it. 
 
    Denya. 
 
    The word whispered through him, tearing a hole at his center and pouring the meaning straight into the place a part of his heart used to be. That was the thing he’d been missing, the little piece of information that made every bit of this make sense. 
 
    But it couldn’t be. He’d seen a human/Detyen pairing when his friend Dorsey came back to Nina Station for the final time. Her mate, Tyral, was a good man, willing to sacrifice anything to keep her safe. 
 
    That couldn’t be what this was. It had to be some trick, some joke, or some cheap ploy to gain an ally in new and potentially hostile territory. 
 
    Max took a looming step forward until they almost touched. She had to tilt her head up to look him in the eyes, and now he saw something fierce in their depths, something hungry. “I’m not here to pretend,” he said, his whisper almost lost over the distant hum of the engine. 
 
    *** 
 
    He was standing too close, and if he didn’t step back, Inrit was going to do something crazy. Like kiss him. The first wave of recognition had poured through her, crushing her with the force of a tsunami. In the maelstrom, she was remade into a being of pure need and she only needed one thing. 
 
    Him. 
 
    She dragged in a shallow breath through her mouth. If she breathed through her nose, she would catch his scent and it would be all over. She’d be wrapped around him, begging him to come in her, to seal the bond and take her, keep her, do anything so long as he did it with her. 
 
    “Pretend what?” she forced herself to ask with the same even tone she used when looking down the wrong end of a blaster. 
 
    They’d met less than five minutes before, but already she felt like she’d known him forever. The aching want within her wasn’t merely sexual. Her whole heart wanted to open and let him inside until she was completely intertwined with him, two beings with only one soul. 
 
    “Who are you?” he breathed, and she knew he wasn’t asking her name. 
 
    He wasn’t pretending. And he was hers, at least in this one instant of recognition. For one second she could give up the pretense, let herself be taken, and surrender to the safety that was at the other end of this thing blooming between them. 
 
    “Denya,” she mouthed, unable to let it form fully in the air. He was human, why should he know what it meant? 
 
    But in his silvery eyes, she saw knowledge. He knew. And he wasn’t running. 
 
    In the same second, they reached for each other, lips crashing together and arms flung wide. She pressed up against him, rubbing her warm skin against the hard planes of his chest. He may have been a cyborg, but everything she could feel felt like man. 
 
    His taste exploded in her mouth, his tongue a conquering force. There was no romance, no seduction, just lust. 
 
    Without meaning to, her hands found the buckle of his pants and undid them, fingers slipping inside and gliding over the soft fabric of his underwear. Max froze, and his fingers tightened on her arms. With a yank, he pulled himself away from her and flung his body back until he smashed himself against the wall. 
 
    Before Inrit could take a step, he held up a hand, his face a blanket of fear and longing. 
 
    She recognized it so well because she felt the same thing deep in her heart. She had to get this under control, if not for her own sanity, then for his. Max wasn’t Detyen. He obviously felt the same swell of attraction that she did, but his mind hadn’t been formed to accommodate it. He was tall, powerful, imposing. 
 
    What must it be like for someone like him to be powerless to the hand of fate? 
 
    Inrit took a big step back and her knees brushed against the edge of her cot. She plunked down, bouncing a little at the hard impact. It wasn’t graceful, but all her willpower was engaged in keeping her hands to herself. She didn’t have the strength to be graceful. 
 
    Max took a step towards her when she wobbled, but she shot one hand behind her to steady herself and another one in front to ward him off. “I think it’s best if we leave a bit of space,” she said. Her voice had an erotic, husky element to it that she would do well to mask. She didn’t normally sound like it and didn’t want to give anyone else any ideas. 
 
    Max swallowed and nodded. He slid down and sat on his own cot, slightly off center so she had to turn her head to look at him. That was good. She didn’t want him right in front of her when the hurricane was still blowing too hard inside. It would be too easy to launch herself at him, too easy to reach out. 
 
    “So you know about the bond?” she asked, a bit redundantly. “Everything about it?” 
 
    Max’s eyes collided with her and it was like being struck again. Something in her psyche had braced for it, and it wasn’t as much of a sensual onslaught as the initial recognition. Still, Inrit’s fingers dug into the soft mattress of the cot and clung tight. She licked her lips and saw his eyes flick down, drawn by the quick dart of her tongue. 
 
    “How old are you?” he asked in response, confirming that he knew enough. 
 
    “I’m twenty-seven, what about you?” His shoulders relaxed a centimeter when she told him she wasn’t on the verge of dying. He couldn’t be much older than her, but with cyborgs it was hard to tell. The machinery in them could do strange things to the human aging process. 
 
    “Thirty-three.” He studied her, eyes narrowed, and she got the strangest impression of him. He was like one of the mountain cats that stalked the highlands of Thanatos. They were beautiful and deadly hunters who had been hunted and experimented on until they were nearly extinct. Until they learned from the humans who’d hurt them and made the researchers pay for their crimes. 
 
    It had happened hundreds of years ago, but the story remained a popular lesson in the dangers of underestimating alien species. 
 
    The cat spoke. “My friend Dorsey took a Detyen mate about six months ago. It is my understanding that human matings are a recent phenomenon.” There was that name again. Dorsey, Reina’s friend. “I didn’t think it was possible…” 
 
    “Because you’re a man?” 
 
    His eyes locked on hers and the animal was back. “Because I’m not.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked down and quickly back up to his face. “You’re not?” The evidence she’d briefly touched said otherwise. 
 
    He closed his eyes, and when they opened back up, the pupil and iris had disappeared and the silver that normally was little more than a sheen over his normal human eyes had coalesced into pools of molten metal. Max flicked the collar of his top open and pulled the stretchy material until the upper plane of his chest was revealed. 
 
    A jagged scar cut across the right side of his chest, beginning with his breastbone and disappearing down in a line under his shirt. If he took his top completely off, she imagined that it would taper off under his armpit. A thin, surgically precise line, almost invisible in their poor room light, cut from the top of his chest on down. 
 
    With practiced dispassion, he tugged on the top of the scar until his skin gave way, revealing the silver metal plate that covered many of the important pieces of his cybernetics. Though it sat right over his heart, this was truly the brain of the machine that lived within him. 
 
    “Is this human?” he asked. There was a catch in his voice, like the question wasn’t rhetorical. His eyes remained that eerie silver, but the small crinkles at the corners deepened in strain. 
 
    Inrit’s heart clenched, and in that one moment, she knew this man entirely. After all, he was showing her his heart. “When did you become a cyborg?” she asked. She studied the panel and noted a flickering light almost completely covered by his skin. She wanted to get close and study his wiring almost as much was she wanted to explore the rest of him. Cyborgs could do amazing things, and she wanted to see him pushed to his limits. 
 
    “I began the transition thirteen years ago,” he answered dispassionately. Clearly disturbed by her lack of discomfort, he covered up his control panel and rearranged his shirt back into place. “My final modification was made the day before my twenty-fifth birthday.” 
 
    The most extreme modifications were done to the youngest cyborg recruits. Inrit knew of a number of procedures that could not be performed after the age of twenty-five, and it only deepened her interest in him. 
 
    “As to your question, of course you’re human. Why would you think otherwise?” What did a few modifications change about a person’s fundamental self? Even on short acquaintance, Inrit was almost ready to declare Max one of the best humans she’d ever met. But she’d been wrong about such things before, and the influence of the denya bond was clouding her own thoughts. 
 
    No, she needed to be cautious here, needed to wait. 
 
     Max’s mouth dropped open by the slightest fraction and his eyes widened, the silver fading back to the normal, darker color. He stared at her and somehow managed to look less human than he had with his metal exposed and eyes gone to silver. His eyes flickered from brown to silver and back again and his neck twitched. At first she thought he was scanning information or applying it to his secondary memory banks, but when two seconds passed and he remained frozen, she knew something else was wrong. 
 
    “Max?” she asked tentatively, leaning forward. 
 
    He didn’t react at all. Cyborgs undergoing maintenance or surgery could put themselves into stasis, and what he was doing almost looked like that. But it wasn’t. A cyborg would never leave himself vulnerable without someone he trusted to guard him. And he wasn’t in an operating room or on a maintenance table. 
 
    She reached out slowly, giving him time to see her coming, to snap out of his trance. But as she closed the centimeters between them, he remained deathly still. No, she didn’t like this at all. 
 
    Her hand made it all the way to where she could feel the heat pouring off of his chest; if she strained her fingers forward they’d brush against him. But with speed so quick she couldn’t see it, a vise clamped around her wrist, hard enough to bruise, almost hard enough to break. 
 
    Max wasn’t in his eyes. There was nothing there at all. And then he blinked and furrowed his brow, looking down at where her wrist was clamped in his hand. His grip loosened, but he didn’t let her go. One tug and she’d spill forward onto his bed; her stance was too much of a lean. 
 
    “How did you cross the room so quickly?” he asked, confused. 
 
    And it was then that Inrit saw that she wasn’t the only person in the room living on borrowed time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Inrit shouldn’t have been standing so close. One moment he’d been explaining how he became what he was, the next she took a pace in front of him, hunched over, concern scrawled across her ruby face, big eyes even wider. He felt a processor stutter and his vision dimmed. An ocular upgrade had failed, and he was left to rely solely on his human vision while his system did what it could to repair the damage. 
 
    The glitch was bigger this time, and Max didn’t know what was working and what wasn’t. He stayed very still while Inrit studied him. She was worried, and if she realized just how bad things had become for him, he might not get off the space station or the ship alive. 
 
    Her fingers came forward slowly. He had enough time to pull away, to dodge. But it wasn’t his damage that kept him rooted in place. The denya bond still pulsed between them, unfulfilled and aching. Even with his broken systems, he still wanted her. 
 
    His mechanics were broken, not his cock. 
 
    She swept aside a bit of his hair, letting the tips of her fingers run through the short locks until they’d been completely cleared from his face. Max breathed deep, catching hints of lavender and lemon and something he couldn’t quite define. The combination of soap and Inrit intoxicated his senses and he wanted to drink it in, bask in every feeling until he glitched forever and was gone. 
 
    Those fingers traced the ridge of his eye and down his cheek. Her hand rested and he turned into it, unable to resist taking more contact, keeping her close. He wished he were merely a man, one that could take Inrit, satisfy her, and keep her close by his side. But if he’d been a normal man, they would have never met. 
 
    Cruel mistress, fate. 
 
    “You need a doctor,” she said.  
 
    Her voice was solid steel, and if he hadn’t seen the worry written plainly on her face, he would never have realized that she felt anything. He wanted to know who she was, why she could mask her voice of all emotion. What had life thrown at her? Why had she hardened? 
 
    But neither of them had time. He could fade completely at any minute, and she’d be snuffed out on her thirtieth birthday. 
 
    No. 
 
    Max couldn’t save himself, but he could save her. If it was the last thing he did, he would seal the bond between them and give her the opportunity to live her life. It wouldn’t even be a hardship. It had been a long time since he’d lain with a woman; many were scared away by his mechs and others chased after him like he was a prize to be captured and catalogued. Few wanted him just for himself. And though he knew Inrit might only want him for this bond, he’d give it to her. 
 
    “I’m not sick,” he responded. “No doctor can help me.” He’d tried approaching one a year ago, but all medical scanners read him as completely healthy. 
 
    She nodded and didn’t argue. “Then you need a mechanic specializing in cybernetics.” She was like a dog with a bone, throwing out hopes like he was worth saving. 
 
    Max was already a little in love with her. What a shame. The one woman to see him as a person would have to watch him die like a machine.  
 
    “Thank you for the concern,” he said and he meant it. “But I’ve examined my options. There is no one in the Consortium who could help me.” That I could afford. He didn’t add that last bit, but he suspected that someone might be able to fix him up. The only problem was, he’d need to pay for that fix with his life. And he would be no man’s slave. 
 
    “I ca—” The speaker embedded in the wall cut off whatever she was going to say. 
 
    “Prepare for launch in fifteen minutes,” said the computerized voice. 
 
    “I thought we weren’t launching until later this evening?” said Max. He’d consulted with the captain only a few hours before and the schedule had seemed clear enough. 
 
    Inrit straightened and put space between them. Suddenly Max felt cold, and it had nothing to do with the temperature. “We must have been moved up the launch queue. It happens. I’ve got engine checks I need to do. Captain should have told me about this earlier.” 
 
    She stowed her bag in a hatch and secured her bunk back in its travel position, latched flush against the wall. “Have you been part of a ship’s crew before?” she asked. 
 
    Max shook his head; not like this, he hadn’t. “I’ve mostly been planet based.”  
 
    “I’d head up to the bridge if I were you. Morvellan might have something for you to do. It’s also going to have the best view.” With that, she left him alone, only pausing for a moment as she stood in the door. She glanced back at him for a second, but left. They had a million things to say to each other, even if they’d only met ten minutes before. But those things would have to wait.  
 
    Max secured his own belongings and stored his bed just as Inrit had. Just as on Nina Station, space was a precious commodity. With the beds turned down, he and Inrit would be flush up against each other each time they tried to move. With the beds stored, there was a bit of breathing room. 
 
    He left the room and followed the signs on the wall until he made it to the bridge. The ship was relatively small considering the size of the crew, and the journey only took a few minutes. 
 
    The bridge was in a flurry of movement. Captain Morvellan sat at the helm, a dozen screens and the control panel all lit up in front of him. The navigator was located beside the captain, and a gunner sat in a small chamber down a short ladder where she could see outside through view windows and screens. In truth, the bridge was located in the heart of the ship, where it could not be easily compromised by enemy fire. 
 
    All views to the outside were fed through heavily shielded outside sensors and cameras. Morvellan yelled out orders to the crew and everyone hustled to obey his commands. Max let the door close behind him and came to rest near a railing that blocked off the back of the bridge from the main portion. 
 
    “If you’re not needed, get out,” the captain said without glancing over his shoulder. Max looked from his left to his right, but there was no one else around. Clearly the command had been meant for him. 
 
    Without a word, he turned around and left. If the captain didn’t want him there, he would disappear. The automated speaker voice announced that take off would happen in five minutes and advised all passengers to secure themselves. 
 
    Max hustled down to the canteen and found other members of the crew and their passengers securing themselves to the chairs and the wall. Takeoff would only last for a few minutes, but it was one of the most dangerous times in any ship’s journey. Provided that those ships didn’t come under fire. 
 
    That wasn’t something to be concerned about so close to Nina Station. Max knew exactly how well Consortium space was guarded and he had no worries about a fire fight. Not here. But once they left the system, all bets were off. Pirates scoured empty space, trawling for victims who had no hope of calling for help. 
 
    The door to the passenger bay opened and two men walked in. They were aliens with teal skin and it only took a moment for Max to identify them as Detyens. It shouldn’t have taken that long, but his processor lagged. He needed to try to sleep. That might allow his systems to reboot and fix some of the problems he was having. 
 
    He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept for more than a couple of hours. 
 
    The two men slid into seats beside Max and one offered him a smile. They looked similar enough to be brothers, and Max was fairly certain that wasn’t just because they were the same color. There was something to the bone structure of their faces and the clan markings he could see dotting their bare arms. 
 
    He’d seen more Detyens in the past fifteen minutes than he had in the past five years. Was there a convention? And did Inrit know that they were on the ship? 
 
    “Are you looking at something?” the one closest to him asked, scowling. 
 
    “Back off, Kayleb,” the other one said. 
 
    “Not going to happen,” sneered Kayleb. He kept staring at Max as if he expected him to jump out of his restraints and attack him. 
 
    Max looked around Kayleb to the other Detyen. “I’m Max, it’s nice to meet you.” Ignoring Kayleb only seemed to make his anger simmer. He was practically vibrating in his seat. 
 
    “Krayter.” He nodded at Max. “My brother Kayleb was never properly housetrained. Don’t mind him. He doesn’t usually bite.” 
 
    That startled a laugh out of Max.  
 
    “I can take the bite, I promise. I’m made of sterner stuff,” Max replied. He liked Krayter immediately, despite the frothing rage of his brother. “Are you members of the crew?” He hadn’t yet met everyone he’d be working with, but it would happen soon enough. 
 
    Kayleb relaxed as Max failed to rise to his challenge. Both of the brothers shook their heads. “We’re catching a ride to Honora Station. Our cousin wants us to meet his den… his wife,” Krayter told him, catching himself on the last word. 
 
    “I wish him well on his mating,” said Max. Even if the force of the bond hadn’t snapped through him less than an hour ago, he would have given the same response. “He is truly blessed.” 
 
    Between one second and the next, the fight went out of Kayleb, and he smiled at Max as if he hadn’t been ready to rip his throat out. “You’re familiar with the denya bond?” he asked. 
 
    Max couldn’t help the nervous laugh that tore out of his throat. He’d thought he was familiar with the concept before, now it had sunk hooks into his chest and he didn’t know what the outcome would be. But unless Inrit knew these men, unless she chose to speak to them, and unless something happened between Max and her, he was not about to reveal that to strangers. 
 
    Instead he said, “I have a friend who was mated less than a year ago. She used to live on Tarni.” 
 
    The ship started to hum and the final warning went out: departure was imminent. Max rocked in his seat as they took off, his ears popping from the sheer speed of the vessel. They hurtled through Consortium space at top speed, out of Tarni’s orbit, past Beothea, past Thanatos, and beyond to where the gate that would jump them to the wider universe sat open and waiting for them. Everything compressed for a frozen moment and Max found himself plastered in place, the pressure so immense even he did not have the strength to overcome it. 
 
    Almost as quickly as it started, it was done. They were through the gate and jumped into faster than light travel, their destination more than a hundred light years away and getting ever closer. 
 
    *** 
 
    One point to the captain, he kept the Kella in proper order. Morvellan had warned Inrit that they’d had problems with one of the compressors and a few other odds and ends and that had kept them docked at Nina Station for longer than anyone would wish to stay there. But overall, the engine ran well and the most important parts were all upgraded. 
 
    Despite this, the control room was a great deal hotter than the rest of the ship. Since she was alone, Inrit stripped off her top, leaving her in just a utilitarian bra and her cargo pants.  
 
    She ran through the basic system checks that needed to be done while they were engaged in FTL and confirmed everything was in working order. Once that was seen to, she sat back in the engine chair and tried to close her mind off and drift. 
 
    Of course, that was an abject failure. As soon as she stopped moving, an image of Max, his face a mask of confusion and sorrow, gazed up at her. She shook her head to dislodge the thought, but it was no good. He was rooting himself into her mind, digging into her bones and deeper places where he didn’t belong. 
 
    Or maybe he did. 
 
    She didn’t want to parse it too hard. He was a human, a cyborg, and he was closer to full mechanical meltdown than she was to death. Somehow the universe had decided to screw her over one last time. She really hoped this was the last time. It occurred to her that there were still years until her death. Plenty of horrors could still be visited upon her with time to spare. 
 
    She needed to work on her optimism. 
 
    Was this what humans felt when they learned about the Detyens’ limited lifespan? This yawning helplessness and rage that someone special could be yanked away before they ever got to flourish? Was it because of the denya bond? It was too difficult to think of him as her denya, but the fact of the bond itself was undeniable. 
 
    Her. Inrit, the orphaned, reformed pirate. And a mate. A human mate who just might be the strongest and hardest person she ever met who was actually worth meeting. Someone who could hold his own in a fight. 
 
    Someone who could protect her. 
 
    Seriously? She scowled at herself and let out a disgusted sound. She didn’t need protection. The galaxy needed protection from her. 
 
    The door to the engine control room opened and Captain Morvellan stepped through. Inrit sprung to her feet and yanked her shirt back over her head with lightning fast reflexes. She wasn’t modest, but she’d rather the captain only see her when she was fully clothed. 
 
    Morvellan stood very still in the doorway, eyes averted. His cheeks were flushed almost as red as her skin, but he didn’t say anything. She cleared her throat and he looked back up. They didn’t say anything about it. Ships were strange places and a person got used to dealing with awkward situations. 
 
    “Are you settling in?” he asked. “Everything in working order?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” She barely bit off a little warning would be nice. He was the captain, this was his ship, and she needed to stay on top of that. She didn’t have her own crew anymore. “And the engine is top of the line, sir. I don’t foresee any issues.” She’d been a little less than honest in her interview with the captain. Yes, Inrit had done an apprenticeship in ship mechanics. But it had been cut short due to piratical interference. Still, she knew what she was doing and he didn’t need to know anything else. 
 
    “Good. Good.” He looked around, examining one of the walls which was covered in flashing lights and switches. A woman could take full control of the ship from here. She owned the engines, and if she chose to, she could turn anything off. It was a good thing that Inrit had decided to be good. 
 
    No hijacking for her, not anymore. 
 
    When Morvellan reached out a hand to touch one of the bright blue buttons, Inrit jerked forward. “That starts the restart sequence. Please don’t touch it.” 
 
    The captain jerked his hand back. “Perhaps I’ll leave the button pressing to you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She didn’t tell him that she could prevent any catastrophe that he started in the control room before it escalated out of hand. This was her domain and he needed to respect it. 
 
    “I wanted to have a private word with you. Do you have the time?” he asked. He flipped down a seat that attached to the wall and sat. 
 
    Given that action, Inrit knew she didn’t have a choice about this talk. She took her own seat and spun around to face him. “I have a few minutes.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good. I’m sorry for springing the bot on you earlier. You didn’t note any rooming exceptions when we hired you on, so I didn’t think to warn you.” 
 
    If she had a milliliter less discipline, she would have clenched her jaw. Only years of training kept her face flat, expressionless. “I don’t have any issues with Max. Why do you think otherwise?” She knew Max wouldn’t have spoken about the bond, and she doubted he had put in for a room request. He seemed like the kind of man who faced his issues head on. 
 
    “Eh…” The captain shrugged, “Some crew want to room with people. You had a look when you saw him, maybe that you weren’t quite comfortable with it. Didn’t want to put you in a spot.” He sat relaxed, as if he hadn’t just called Max a non-person and insulted her ability to look out for herself. 
 
    This was going to be a long contract. 
 
    “Max is a cyborg,” Inrit bit out. She knew her eyes were flaring red and she didn’t quite care. “He is just as much a man as you are, enhancements or not.” More of a man, actually, but she didn’t say that. “I would appreciate if you did not call him a robo or a bot.” 
 
    “He ain’t here to hear it.” The captain’s voice took on a challenging edge, as if he expected her to back down, or even worse, as if he expected her to agree with him. 
 
    As this trip progressed, he’d get to know her and learn better. “He may not be here, but I am. And I would like you to not hurl insults at him when you’re speaking to me.” There were captains that Inrit would have never taken this stand with, men who ruled by their fists and by fear. Morvellan had his prejudice, but she didn’t fear him. 
 
    He got to his feet and shook his head. “I guess an alien just isn’t going to understand. It’s a bit… complex.” 
 
    Inrit took a deep breath. He was still the captain, which meant she needed to keep civil. So, she turned around to let him know she was done with him. “We’re all aliens out here, sir.” 
 
    The door slid open and shut without him giving her a response. Good. She didn’t know what she’d do if she had to deal with him for any longer. She only hoped he kept away from Max. Her mate had enough to worry about. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    On the second morning of their journey, Max looked across his room to Inrit’s empty bunk. They’d left Nina Station nearly thirty hours ago, and he hadn’t seen her since the launch. As an engineer, she had to be busy, but as the hours ticked by, he became more and more convinced that she was avoiding him.  
 
    He could take a hint, and it was probably for the best. Max didn’t know what he’d say to her. He’d been catapulted into the deep end of a relationship with a woman he barely knew—didn’t know at all, really. Of course, she probably had a lot of work she needed to be doing. Unlike him. 
 
    Morvellan hadn’t spoken to Max since showing him to his room. Whether that was by coincidence or design, Max wasn’t sure. He knew the captain didn’t like him, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t work together. After thirty hours of doing nothing, Max had exhausted his patience for free time. 
 
    On Nina Station, every moment was busy except for when he slept. Even then, he often spent half the night reading through reports and communicating with the other stations, who all operated on different schedules. He hadn’t had thirty hours of free time since… he didn’t know when. 
 
    If the captain wasn’t going to give him work, he’d find something to do. At the very least, he could scrounge up the plan for their first stop on the long journey to Honora Station. Security was his job, and it was time to keep everyone secure. 
 
    He washed himself quickly and dressed for the day. By the time he left the room, Inrit was still a ghost. A simple consultation of the ship’s system would tell him where she was, but he wasn’t going to check. He didn’t need to know. They were nothing to each other, bond be damned. 
 
    If he’d checked the system, he wouldn’t have stopped short the moment he stepped through the door to the canteen and found her laughing with the Detyen named Kayleb and a human crewmate, Symes. 
 
    The punch of the denya bond sunk a hook into him and pulled him forward before he made a conscious decision to move. It wasn’t the same overwhelming need to touch her, to taste her, as the moment they met, but his heartbeat kicked up and arousal pulsed languidly through his veins. He wished it were just the two of them back in their room so they could finish what they’d barely started. 
 
    She caught sight of him and her laughter cut off, replaced by a look caught between hope and fear. Though hope may have been optimistic on his part. Kayleb and Symes each turned back in their chairs to get a look at him. Kayleb scowled, Symes nodded. They’d met briefly when the ship was docked at Nina Station and then once more when Max agreed to come aboard as part of the crew. 
 
    Max nodded at them and punched the buttons on the food processor blindly. It didn’t matter what he ate, so long as he consumed enough calories to keep his systems functioning. After a moment, a tray slid out of the wall with a bowl of plain yogurt and a piece of chocolate cake. Sure, why not. He’d had worse breakfasts. 
 
    There were other tables in the canteen, but he made his way across the room and sat down on the bench against the wall next to Inrit and across from her two new friends. All eyes flicked to his meal, but no one made a comment. After a moment, they relaxed in his presence. 
 
    That was what happened when people met cyborgs. They froze, and then unclenched once they realized that he wasn’t going to slaughter anyone. 
 
    Tension thrummed in the air between him and Inrit, but it only took another moment for her to relax. When she glanced down at his plate, she burst out laughing and something loosened in Max’s chest. He hoped she laughed a lot. She looked so at ease. 
 
    “Is this the first meal that your mother let you choose?” she asked, still laughing. Her red eyes gleamed. She’d pulled back her dark hair and wore the same clothes he’d seen her in the day before, though a streak of grease had found its way to the side of her neck. 
 
    Max wanted to reach out and wipe it away, but he kept the impulse in check. 
 
    He looked back down at his meal. Her gentle teasing stirred something in him, something Max hadn’t felt in years. It reminded him that he was no longer in charge, but in the best way possible. There was no need to erect a solid wall between himself and everyone else. He could just be Max here. Always a cyborg, but also a man. 
 
    And so, Max loosened his leash. He looked down at his meal and back up at Inrit. Kayleb and Symes might as well have not existed. “There are plenty of calories and more than enough protein.” He kept his voice flat, emotionless. “The substance doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Inrit stared at him for several seconds, processing his words. If he didn’t know better he would say that she had glitched. But then the smile came back. With exaggerated slowness, she reached over and sliced into his cake with her fork, taking a large bite for herself. “Hope I didn’t steal too many calories.” She ate the bite with relish, pulling the fork back out of her mouth through her lips as she licked every bite of chocolate away. “Mmmm.” 
 
    Max reached over and grabbed three grapes from her plate in payback. The fresh fruit on the ship would go fast and he wanted to savor it. 
 
    An outraged sound lodged in the back of Inrit’s throat and she lunged for his hand, but he popped the fruit in his mouth before she could grab it. “Fair’s fair.” He grinned. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Symes and Kayleb sitting in utter shock. Symes, a human, was delighted by the banter, but Kayleb looked ready to challenge Max to a fight. The Detyen man needed to get a handle on his temper. 
 
    Kayleb pushed back from the table and left without a farewell. Max leaned back, his leg casually resting against Inrit’s as he ate his meal. “Hmm,” Max sighed. “I’m not sure he’s as housetrained as Krayter said.” 
 
    “I guess he was done,” Inrit said. She sipped at her drink and stayed seated next to him, even though most of her food was long gone. 
 
    Symes grinned. “I didn’t know you two joined up together. It’s good to work with a… friend,” she said. 
 
    Max glanced at Inrit to find her studying him. “We actually just met,” she explained. 
 
    “But you’re right,” Max said. “It is nice to work with a friend.” He couldn’t look away from her until she gave him a small nod, acknowledging that little step. It felt too natural, too good to be sitting here with her. He was worried this would all disappear in a puff of smoke, a desperate delusion of a shattered and ailing mind. 
 
    Symes didn’t mind the interplay. “Just be discreet about it. Captain doesn’t like anything serious between crew.” 
 
    Too late for that. 
 
    After a few minutes of small talk, Symes left them to report to her position on the bridge. Max and Inrit weren’t the only people eating, but now they were alone at their table and the room suddenly seemed so much smaller. He ate his meal, all the while bracing for Inrit to pull away. 
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    “Did something happen between you and Kayleb?” she asked, popping one of the remaining grapes into her mouth. 
 
    “I think he has issues,” was Max’s explanation. 
 
    “I didn’t realize that you’d met them.” She glanced at him quickly and then across the room, her posture deceptively relaxed. “There aren’t many Detyens around. Even fewer…” she trailed off. 
 
    But Max could guess where she was going. “Even fewer Detyen women?” 
 
    Inrit nodded quickly, still not looking at him. “You know the history?” While it wasn’t a secret, the universe was a big place and not all stories got told. 
 
    “The planet was attacked about a hundred years ago, most people died. I can’t say I know the specifics.” It might have been buried in his memory banks, but those weren’t offering any information at the moment and he hoped it wasn’t a silent glitch. 
 
    “It wasn’t so skewed at the beginning,” she said. She traced a pattern with her finger on the blank surface of the table. “But things went from bad to worse in the first ten years. A space ship carrying over a thousand Detyen women crashed with no survivors. Many young women didn’t find mates in time. And for some reason, seventy percent of Detyen births nowadays are male.” She huffed out a hollow laugh. “I’m almost surprised no one has tried to round the girls up and force matches with unmated males.” She shrugged. “Maybe they’ve tried, but they sure as the hells haven’t succeeded.” 
 
    Max’s fist clenched as his mind served up the most efficient way to deal violence to a Detyen. He’d have to watch out for their claws, but they weren’t any stronger or faster than humans. “As long as I breathe, no one will harm you.” He didn’t know whether it was the bond pushing him or something else, and he didn’t care. 
 
    Her gaze snapped to his, red eyes bright, wide, and shining. Her mouth hung open just the slightest bit and she sucked in a harsh breath. “I can look out for myself, Max. I’ve done it for a long time.” 
 
    He reached out and brushed his fingers against her hand. “I don’t know what we’ll be, but you don’t have to do this alone anymore.” 
 
    She flipped her hand over so their palms met; they weren’t quite holding hands. “For someone who isn’t Detyen, you seem to be adjusting.” She kept her voice flat and quiet. No one else could hear them, and he could barely hear her. 
 
    Being in public made it easier to talk. They had to keep quiet, keep themselves contained, so that prying eyes didn’t gossip. He knew he could be honest right here, and the most she could do was leave. Even if she ran away, he’d find her again. 
 
    “I like you,” he said in that same quiet voice she was using. “Maybe it’s fate facilitated bullshit, but I don’t care. I’ve been yanked around by worse masters.” 
 
    Her hand contracted, but she didn’t pull back. “I think I like you too.” 
 
    The door slid open and Inrit pulled her hand away. Max glanced over and saw a crewmember he hadn’t met yet walk in. The human nodded at both of them and went to get his food. With that, the moment was broken. 
 
    “I need to get some shuteye,” said Inrit. She slid out of the other side of the table and stood. He thought she would walk away, but she smiled down at him. “I’ll be in the engineering room in a few hours, if you’re bored.” 
 
    Max nodded and watched her leave. In no time, he finished the rest of his breakfast and cleaned up after himself. Then he went in search of work. If he was going to find something to do, he wanted it done early enough so he could find Inrit when she was ready for company. 
 
    *** 
 
    When Inrit checked the clock on the control panel for the third time in ten minutes, she acknowledged that she might be looking forward to a visit from Max. She’d put out the invitation and it was his move. If he wanted to develop… something, he’d need to come to her. 
 
    After all, she’d flirted with him. In front of people. And she’d meant it. In all of her twenty-seven years, she couldn’t recall ever doing that. She didn’t know how to describe the emotions roiling around inside of her. It was all too sudden, too there. 
 
    How did other people live like this? 
 
    She wished she could call Stoan and talk to him, ask him how he’d dealt with the sudden necessity of his denya. Two days ago, she hadn’t known what it was like to miss Max. And now he was filling up all the empty spaces and cracks that she’d long ago accepted were unfixable. 
 
    After one day. 
 
    The bond beat strong within her, its presence almost as physical as an extra limb. She felt like she had to move carefully lest she accidentally knock something over. If she focused on it, she could feel it weaving through the ship, ending wherever Max worked. She didn’t know his exact location, but she was sure that if she followed it, her instincts would take her to him. 
 
    But she wasn’t about to leave the control room in the first days of the ship’s launch. Once she got a feel for the place, she’d be more comfortable relying on the automations. For now, the room would be staffed all the time, the duty split between her, an apprentice, and a crewmember who had training in working with the engines. 
 
    Right now, both of them were off shift, leaving Inrit to make sure they didn’t explode. Luckily, that was an easy task on a well put together craft. 
 
     Inrit ran another scan and the system came back as operational. She imagined what the early spacefarers must have dealt with. If primitive ground technologies were anything to go by, it couldn’t have been pleasant to journey through the stars in vessels that could barely reach light speed. 
 
    Rather than think on the past or dwell on the near future, Inrit grabbed an entertainment tablet and pulled up a book she’d been meaning to read. Several minutes passed until she heard the faint sound of an emergency siren down the hall. 
 
    Inrit tossed the tablet aside and consulted her monitoring equipment again, looking for the danger. All engine scans came back clean and an initial hull scan showed there were no breaches or weak spots. That meant the siren had to do with conditions in the ship. 
 
    Rather than rush blindly into a dangerous situation, Inrit pulled up the security camera feed and scrolled through the live streams until she found what she was looking for. At first she didn’t know what she was seeing. It was too early in the flight for aggression to spill out into outright physical fights. But the way the cluster of people was huddled around a tight center and vibrating with tension made her think altercation. 
 
    She fingered the stun baton she’d stashed under her desk as she considered her options. Inrit hadn’t signed on as muscle, and so far, no one had looked to challenge her place on the ship. If she got into a fight, she’d be opening herself up for further altercations. The crew was too human for her liking. They got touchy about women winning fights and once it started, it never stopped. She’d be bruised day and night. 
 
    But there was something off about what she was seeing. She zoomed in the feed until she could focus on the eye of the writing hurricane of bodies. What she saw made her yank her stick from its holding place and run for the door, pausing only long enough to grab the med kit that hung on a hook along the way. 
 
    She locked the door behind her and decided not to prime the stick. It wouldn’t do any good to injure someone more than they already were. Besides, the bludgeon would work well enough for what she needed. 
 
    A dozen people were pressed up against one another, huddling together to see what was going on. Inrit shoved through, not bothering to apologize as she stepped on feet and cut off others’ openings. Her own claws shivered in anticipation, but she kept them sheathed. This was a medical emergency, not a fight. 
 
    Symes had found her way to this group. “Has anyone gone for the doc?” she asked the brown-haired woman. 
 
    She turned toward her and Inrit saw that a splash of dark red blood had marred her light gray jumpsuit. “Doc’s busy at the moment.” 
 
    “When we’ve got injured?” The flight had barely gone, what could the doctor possibly be doing? 
 
    Symes just shrugged as if there was nothing to be done about it. Inrit growled, the animal sound out of place on such an advanced vessel. It belonged on the plains of a planet so distant it only existed in memory. The human stepped back and Inrit found Krayter kneeling over his brother, his hands pressed against a nasty looking wound in the man’s side. No one else was helping; they were too busy gawking and talking about what was going on. 
 
    Suddenly the crowd behind her thinned and a gruff voice cut through the nonsense. “If you don’t need to be here, find somewhere else to stare,” said Max. 
 
    She said a prayer of thanks to the heavens and the old gods too. An angry cyborg was more than enough to put the fear of something into the congregated group, no matter if they were human or not. 
 
    She heard him mutter something to Symes, but too much of her attention was focused on Kayleb that she didn’t make out the words. A dark strip of metal stuck out from between Krayter’s fingers, blood pulsing around it. From the position, it didn’t look like it had hit any vital organs, but that didn’t mean he was safe. Blood pooled around him and he was dangerously pale. 
 
    “Keep the pressure on,” she told Krayter in a calm, commanding voice she’d learned from a medic long dead. “How long ago did this happen?” She opened the med kit and saw that she was out of regen gel, the nearly magical fix-all that could heal most wounds. 
 
    “Ju—just a few minutes,” Krayter stuttered. “We were messing around and he tripped.” 
 
    Right onto a sharp, exposed piece of metal. That was Detyen luck if Inrit had ever seen it. “You’re doing good, kid,” she said. She examined the contents of the box and pulled out a rudimentary scanner. “Now I need you to keep really still while I do this. We can’t move the metal until we’re sure that we won’t hurt him anymore. Got it?” 
 
    Krayter swallowed hard and nodded. He looked so young with the worry splashed across his face. 
 
    Kayleb was pulling in ragged gasps of air, the pain evident in every whisper of sound. Inrit reached back into her kit and grabbed a sedative patch and slapped it on his exposed chest. “You’re going to be alright, Kayleb. I promise.” 
 
    “Doctor?” he gasped, unable to form any other words. 
 
    “I’m trained,” she said. “And I know a Detyen better than any human doc could.” He stared at her, his eyes fading to almost completely black as the sedative took effect. But he gave the slightest hint of a nod, consenting to her care. 
 
    The air moved as Max settled in beside her, his job of dispersing the crowd complete. “I sent Symes for the doc,” he said. 
 
    “Symes said the doc was busy,” replied Inrit as she turned on the scanner. It beeped as the loading screen engaged. Every second was a lifetime as Kayleb bled out. 
 
    Something like a growl rumbled in the back of Max’s throat. “He’s got instructions to bring regen gel if he can’t find the doc.” 
 
    Inrit nodded. “Good. Now hold him still.” She didn’t look at her denya; all her focus was on the injured man in front of her. She trusted Max to let her do her job. 
 
    The scanner came up to full power and she confirmed the placement of the bar. It had missed almost everything vital, but if her hands weren’t steady, she could nick an artery and kill him. He needed a real doctor, or at least a sterile room. But if they moved him, they could just as soon kill him. 
 
    She couldn’t move fast and steady enough and seal his wounds in time. Krayter was beside himself and she wouldn’t put that duty in his hands. Max could do it. 
 
    If he wasn’t glitching. 
 
    She looked at him. His profile was half-shadow from the poor light in the hallway. His nose straight, hair thick and dark, jaw set with practiced determination. He was as steady as a mountain, but she’d already seen that look crumble once. “Do you know how far the infirmary is?” she asked. 
 
    Max nodded. “Not far.” He tightened his grip on Kayleb’s shoulders as the man jerked under him. 
 
    Indecision sat heavy on Inrit’s shoulders. Should they wait? Or would waiting cost Kayleb his life? To stall, she pulled gauze out of her kit and sopped up some of the blood that oozed out of the wound. Now that Kayleb was unconscious and no longer panicking, the bleeding had slowed, but not enough. 
 
    Footsteps pounded down the hallway and Inrit looked up, unable to mask the hope on her face. That hope disappeared in a flash when she saw that it was just Symes. “Doc says he’s busy. One of the passengers went into labor and it’s a bit of a sticky situation.” 
 
    Inrit was almost relieved. The doctor had a real excuse and the decision of whether or not to act had been made. “Did you get the gel?” she asked. 
 
    Symes held up a small canister that fit snugly in her palm. Regen gel was worth its weight in diamonds, or would be in a system where diamonds were rare. But Kayleb’s wound was deep, and even with the gel, he could need real medical attention. 
 
    “No medbot?” she asked. Some ships used them as backups or replacements for actual doctors. 
 
    “It broke down a few years ago and no one bothered to fix it,” Symes explained. 
 
    Max cursed under his breath, but didn’t say anything else. 
 
    “Take Max’s place,” she told Symes, who did as instructed without argument. Max stepped back with military efficiency. Inrit met her denya’s eyes and a whole wave of something that wasn’t quite a conversation passed between them. Even before she spoke, Max was moving to kneel beside Krayter. “We need to see what the other side of the bar looks like to figure out how to get it out.” 
 
    With great care, Max maneuvered himself down to the ground beside Kayleb and gently moved him by centimeters until he got a good look. When he sat back up, his silvery eyes were grim. “It’s still attached to the wall.”  
 
    “What does that mean? Can you still help him?” Krayter demanded. He was on the verge of tears, his face flushed and eyes twin rubies. His shoulders shook, but his hands stayed firm where they were clutched over his brother. 
 
    Inrit and Max shared another glance. Neither of them said it out loud, but they both knew the truth. The situation had just gotten a lot worse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Kayleb’s skin should have been warmer, even if his top leached out some of the heat. He felt soft under Max’s hands, fragile. Max had been made to destroy, but right now, Inrit needed his strength to save a life. Options for how to cut the metal flashed through his mind. It was a strong polymer designed for the heavy duty battering that happened on a ship. A normal person would need a powerful saw or laser to cut through it. 
 
    Either of those things would do further damage to Kayleb. But Max wasn’t normal. 
 
    “I need the sturdiest bolt cutter that you have,” he said. “I think I can cut it.” 
 
    Inrit told Symes where to find them and the crewman ran for the engineering room. “Can you do it in one move?” she asked, voice pitched low enough so that Krayter wouldn’t hear them, even though he was crouched so close. 
 
    From the looks of the thing, the metal was thin enough for Max to wrap his hand around it. If he had the proper leverage, he could do it. “We need to get him off the ground. I can’t wedge the cutter under him.” 
 
    It was careful work and adrenaline hit Max just as hard as it would in the midst of a battle. With every instruction or suggestion Inrit gave, she showed her confidence and her training. This was a woman born to lead. And though most of his mind was occupied with tending to Kayleb, a small part started to wonder why she’d hidden herself away as an engineer on a small mercenary ship. 
 
    Symes ran back up with the bolt cutters and handed them over to Max. She then took up a place beside Inrit, ready to do anything else they needed. 
 
    “Stop! All of you freeze right there!” a harsh, feminine voice called from down the hall. Footsteps pounded as three people, two humans and the Tronx Max had met on Nina Station, ran towards them. “Are you trying to kill the poor man?” 
 
    This wasn’t the doctor, but Max thought she might be his main apprentice. Not technically part of the crew, her training would be done at the doctor’s side as she learned the ad hoc medicine that got practiced on ships like this. Ship doctors were fonts of knowledge when it came to cross-species medical care. Most planet based doctors specialized, but it was impossible to even attempt to do so on a ship. 
 
    Inrit didn’t move, but she looked over at the apprentice. “I’m trying to save him. It’s your boss who decided it was better to let him die.” 
 
    “Not my call. Now back up and let me see to him.” The two women faced off. The apprentice’s red hair was cut short and she would barely stand as tall as Max’s chest when he stood. But power and authority thrummed within her. On the other side of Kayleb, Inrit was a coiled spring. Tension vibrated and he was worried that she would snap. 
 
    And between one second and the next, it disappeared. She lifted her hands off of the patient and stood. “I stopped some of the bleeding with the regen gel, and the bar’s clear through. The scan came back clean.” 
 
    “What are you doing, Inrit? Why are you getting up?” Krayter asked, his voice cracking.  
 
    “It’s alright. Tessa can handle this.” She backed up all the way and Max mirrored her actions, settling Kayleb back into a neutral position. Symes moved with them, but Krayter stayed rooted in place, hands still pressed tight against his brother’s wound. 
 
    The apprentice, Tessa, and her crew flowed in smoothly to fill the gaps that he, Inrit, and Symes had made. Tessa doled out commands with the authority of a general and her assistants were quick to respond. “I need this hall clear. If you’re not helping, get out. Engineer, cordon off the area and reroute any personnel or passengers down other pathways.” 
 
    “It will be done,” Inrit replied with all the passion of a limp piece of bread. Symes disappeared down a hallway and Inrit walked back towards the control room. With no other idea of what to do, Max followed. They weren’t far. He’d only come across the violence because he’d been on his way to see her. Breakfast and her playful invite seemed so long ago, though it had only been a matter of a few hours. 
 
    Inrit remained silent as they moved, opening the door to the control room and gesturing for him to enter before she keyed it closed. She kept quiet as she punched in commands on one of the half-dozen screens at her command center. Only when he focused in closely did he notice that her hands shook. The dark red blood of the Detyen man coated her fingers and smudged across the brightly lit boards. She was making a mess, but she didn’t seem to care. 
 
    Max picked up the med kit from where she’d dropped it on the floor and extracted some gauze and fresh water. He pulled up a chair next to Inrit and moistened the gauze until it would work as a makeshift towel. When he placed his hand on her wrist, she startled, gaze flying to him, eyes wide, and her other hand half-reaching into her pocket. And then she came back to herself and realized just who was sitting next to her. 
 
    “Did you follow me?” she asked. She sounded confused, like Max did when coming out of a bad glitch. The dark ruby of Kayleb’s blood had soaked into her clothes and her skin, but where it marked her flesh, it blended in almost seamlessly with her raised, dark clan markings. She showed no discomfort at being covered in blood, and he wondered if that was shock or experience showing. 
 
    “You let me in the room,” he said. He tugged on her hand and she let him have it. In silence, he ran the gauze over her hand, sopping up the blood until it was clean. But then he took a dry piece and slowly dragged it over and around each of her fingers and down, drying her off until she was as good as new. Without him asking, she offered her other hand. He could feel her eyes boring into his head as he gave his focus over to cleaning her, but her hand had his whole attention. She’d tried to use these fingers to heal. It was the least he could do to see to her comfort. 
 
    “Where did you receive medical training?” he asked. She’d known her way around the med kit very well. It shouldn’t shock him that he knew next to nothing about her. Not her history, her family name, her clan, or even her favorite color. But the thought of her already lived so deep inside him that he almost couldn’t fathom the unknown. 
 
    Inrit laced her fingers through his and traced her thumb in circles across his calloused skin. It was a simple, idle act of affection, and yet it sent a shiver up his arm that traveled straight to his cock. 
 
    The yearning for her hadn’t abated in the midst of the crisis, but he’d been able to shift his focus. Now that they were alone, now that there was nothing else they could do for Kayleb, it roared back to life. He raised their interlinked palms and kissed the back of her hand, rolling his eyes up to look at her while he did it. 
 
    The memory of blood in her skin should have been a warning or a turn-off, but it only reminded him more of her bravery, her determination to save a life. 
 
    Inrit’s tongue darted out and licked her lips and Max caught the most tantalizing glimpse of strange ridges around the outside. They’d barely kissed before and now he longed to know the feel of her in his mouth. And around his cock. 
 
    “I was apprenticed as an engineer when I was thirteen,” she said. It took Max a moment to remember what they were talking about, and this time it had nothing to do with malfunctioning systems. “I showed an affinity for medicine once we were space bound. The doctor on board insisted that I be cross trained. Then when I was…” she trailed off for a moment before resuming. “When I was on another ship, the crew got into a lot of scuffles. I gained a lot of experience tending to their wounds. It kept me… It served me well, in the end.” 
 
    And there were more of those tantalizing bits he didn’t know. Max almost asked more, but something held him back, an inborn caution that had served him well time and again in his life. 
 
    Instead, he shared. “My brother was a doctor, and so was my mother.” 
 
    “You have a brother?” She sounded shocked, as if the mere idea of siblings was ludicrous. From someone else, he’d think it was another dig at his cyborg state, but Inrit had never shrunk back from him because of his machinery. 
 
    “I had a brother,” he corrected, the old pain a hollow ache somewhere low in his stomach. “He was fifteen years older than me and my hero when I was little. He was killed when I was still a child.” 
 
    “And that’s why you became a cyborg?” she guessed, skepticism clear. 
 
    Max laughed and hoped he didn’t sound too much like he was feeding her a sob story in order to get her naked. He was feeding her a sob story and he wanted to get her naked. The two items weren’t related. He shook his head. “That came later. I’m not sure what Ren would have thought about it. He wasn’t one for violence.” 
 
    “And you’re made for violence?” she asked. “Or is it just part of the job?” There was a strange hitch in her voice that Max wasn’t sure he could decipher. 
 
    He tilted her chin up with his free hand and really looked at her. The red of her eyes was too bright, and the sharp lines of her cheeks seemed even sharper than normal. Was this still the effect of Kayleb’s injury tugging at her? Or was it something else? 
 
    Was it him? He hoped not, because there was no way he was leaving her. 
 
    “I’m a cyborg,” he said. “Violence is our solution.” It wasn’t the first time he’d voiced that sentiment, but there was something hollow to it when he sat before her, touching her gently and so full of longing he might burst from it. Before she could counter him and throw him into more confusion, Max shifted the questions. “What about you? Do you have siblings? Parents?” 
 
    “I was an orphan, raised in the Temple of the Dead on Beothea.” For some, that might have come out sorrowful, but Inrit smiled fondly, eyes crinkling. “That sounds so dreadful, doesn’t it? Like it was all corpses all the time.” She shook her head absently. “But I was raised by Detyens and there was a boy in the temple who was my own age. He just found his denya.” 
 
    Max shifted in his seat and could hear the squishing sound of the blood that had soaked into his clothes. He grimaced. His nose had already adjusted to the smell, so if he stayed still enough, it was possible to forget. 
 
    Inrit’s nose crinkled. “We’re both filthy, and this isn’t sanitary.” 
 
    Max agreed. Protocol dictated that they should have disposed of these clothes already to reduce the risk of exposure to pathogens. “I suppose I should head back to the shower, then. Do you want me to bring you a change of clothes?” He didn’t want to leave her, but he was almost certain he was about to be dismissed. There was no romance in blood spatter. 
 
    Inrit’s fingers tightened over his. “Tessa had me block off the main hallway, remember? You’d need to walk through most of the ship to get to our quarters.” 
 
    It wouldn’t be the most pleasant walk of Max’s life, but hardly the worst either. 
 
    “Or,” said Inrit, “there’s a shower in that chamber.” She nodded towards an almost hidden door in the corner of the room. “And there’s room enough for two.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    The shower was little more than a stall set behind a sealed door. Life in the engineering deck could get hectic, so most of the amenities of home were built right in, just in case the engineer needed to maintain full day and night shifts. The heat of Max’s body was hot against her back, and nerves kept trying to skitter down Inrit’s spine.  
 
    It would be impractical to say that she never let anyone stand or walk behind her, but it was surely accurate that she didn’t like it. Even now, even with her denya, her fingers itched for her stiletto and her knuckles ached to let her claws shoot free. This was the cost of a life of crime. No matter where she stood, no matter who she stood with, she would never feel completely safe. 
 
    Max’s fingers skimmed lightly over her shoulder and she startled, spinning back around towards him. But because it was him, her instincts were kept in check. He was her denya. She could never do him harm. To harm him would be the same as hurting herself. Worse. 
 
    She saw tension in Max’s eyes, and a wariness like he expected her to push him away. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen it, and she was growing to hate that look.  
 
    “I can wait until you’re done,” he said gently. He dropped his hand back down so they no longer touched and the weight of his absence was far heavier than his fingers could hope to be. 
 
    “Do you want to wait?” she asked. She was no shy virgin, but humans could be so strange about lovemaking, especially human men.  
 
    Max’s eyes hardened to pure silvered steel. He stepped up close to her, invading her space until he was the only thing she could see. His fingers traced lightly up her arm until he could cradle her neck in his hands. It was a hold of power, of dominance. If anyone had tried to touch Inrit like this before, she would have cut their hand off. 
 
    When Max did it, pleasure tightened deliciously at her core. 
 
    His grip tightened. Not enough to hurt, just enough to demonstrate that he had control. Inrit’s own claws shot out and she rested her hand on his chest, the sharp points of her claws poking through the material as if it weren’t there. 
 
    Control was an illusion. 
 
    Some men might have been threatened by a woman who could tear them to shreds. Max grinned and the silver bled out of his eyes until they were almost human and bright as the summer’s day. “I don’t want to wait,” he said. “Not another second.” 
 
    His lips came down on her, the kiss just this side of punishing. Inrit’s claws retracted as she dug her fingers into his chest. His mouth was hot and his tongue tasted her like she was the sweetest treat at a banquet. The urgency of the connection left all artistry out of it. This was about closeness, about heat, about life. 
 
    She kissed him back like he held the cure for every ill and the secret to every riddle. His chest was hard and heaving and the thick weight of his cock was starting to make itself known. Inrit arched into him, pressing herself so close that only molecules separated them. Molecules and clothes. 
 
    Far too many clothes. 
 
    She pushed back against him and Max pulled back with great reluctance. Her traitorous mouth tried to follow him, but she kept her control. Barely. If she didn’t have years of experience suppressing her desires, she never would have succeeded. 
 
    “Clothes off. Now.” She was beyond verbs. 
 
    But Max had already jumped off the cliff of civilization right along with her. He ripped at his top, tossing the dirtied fabric behind him without a look. There were more layers, and if Inrit kept looking, she was going to be standing dumbstruck and fully clothed while he posed nude before her. 
 
    Not a terrible fate, if she was being honest. 
 
    But she undid the zip of her jumpsuit and peeled it off until she was only wearing the thermal base layer. The thick fabric of her outer suit had kept her thermals clean, so she was careful where she tossed them. This was a ship; nothing should go to waste. 
 
    She turned to find Max staring and the secret feminine part of her preened. His mouth hung open and his eyes blazed liquid silver. His eyes were just as telling as hers, and she loved it. She wanted to know every single one of his thoughts and drink in his every emotion. But the speckle of red on his shoulder reminded her that they had more than one reason to shower. 
 
    Sauntering to him, Inrit let her hips sway and smiled slyly as his eyes followed. Her nipples pulled tight with want and she let her hand trail up slowly until she cupped the full weight of one breast. Max leaned in, but she darted away before he could take hold. If they touched while they were naked, she’d never get them clean. 
 
    “Soap first,” she insisted. 
 
    She expected a protestation, or even an acknowledgement, but Max remained dumbstruck. Inrit walked close and trailed her fingertips gently up his arm and watched the flesh break out into delightful little bumps as he was overcome with some sort of feeling. She’d heard of goosebumps, but she’d never seen them up close. 
 
    Max clamped his hand over her wrist and kept them joined. “I have never seen anyone more amazing than you,” he said reverently. 
 
    Did the goddesses of old know this feeling? The pleasure and pain and want of worship by a stunning man who could have anyone he wanted if he only asked? Inrit flattened her fingers until her palm circled the top of his shoulder and then she squeezed. “Join me?” Looking at him was a challenge, but she rose to the task. The ship could have exploded and she would be rooted in this spot until he looked away or swept her up in his arms. 
 
    Why would she need oxygen when she had Max? 
 
    His muscles twitched beneath her hand, but his eyes remained starkly intense. “Always,” he vowed. 
 
    Even knowing that her control was on edge, Inrit couldn’t resist taking in the beauty of Max’s naked form. If the sculptors of old could have seen him, they would have given anything to memorialize his flesh in hard marble. The hair of his chest was almost a shock, even though she’d seen naked humans before. It hinted at something feral, something animal within, that his disciplined outer shell and cyborg trappings hid. 
 
    Inside, Max was just as wild as Inrit, even if he didn’t have claws. 
 
    Even though her fingers itched to glide down the trail of that dark hair, she forced them to be still. This journey was made only for her eyes. Rising out of a thatch of dark hair was his ruddy cock, hard and so thick she wasn’t sure that she could circle her entire hand around it. 
 
    Inrit licked her lips and imagined trailing her tongue around the prominent veins and curves, all the way to the tip and around until he was gasping beneath her and thrusting with all his might, using her and being used all in a single moment. 
 
    Max hissed and Inrit realized that her hands had gotten away from her. Not quite touching his cock, but close enough that he jerked his hips toward her. 
 
    She turned the spray of water to near scalding and the shock of it hit just this side of painful. Max stood behind her, only half caught in the spray. With the door to the shower behind him, she realized just how vulnerable of a position she was in. He could do anything to her right now, hurt her, kill her, take her. And if he turned on her, there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to stop it. 
 
    But when Max’s arm reached out in front of her toward the soap dispenser, she leaned back, rubbing her body flush up against his and delighting at the feel of his cock hard against her back. 
 
    He brushed his lips against her neck as he lathered the soap in his hands. When he swiped against her stomach, she shivered and clamped a hand down over his. If a Detyen touched her like this, he could rip her guts out with a single swipe.  
 
    But in Max’s arms, that desperate swell of vulnerability didn’t flare and it had nothing to do with his species.  
 
    Their hands moved together in lazy circles as he washed her, gliding up to the sensitive undersides of her breasts and back down, briefly brushing against her yearning sex. The water quickly washed the soap away, but nothing could get rid of the pleasure burning within her. Only when he moved to her back did she lift her hand and let him work alone.  
 
    Too quickly she was thoroughly soaped and soaked, clean of body but her mind fixated on wicked deeds. Inrit reached out and dispensed soap into her own hands, turning around and splaying her hands across Max’s broad, human chest. His muscles were hard, but almost nothing hinted at the machine beneath his flesh. Even the false skin that covered the control panel on his chest was barely visible. 
 
    He leaned into her as she washed him, his eyes drifting closed and his mouth making a delectable sound of pleasure. Inrit couldn’t resist kissing him, the water almost drowning her as it splashed beneath them. 
 
    She didn’t care, not as long as she could taste her denya. 
 
    Her hands drifted lower, but Max’s hand clamped around her wrist before she could take hold of her prize. “If you touch me, I’m liable to go off.” 
 
    “You’ll recover,” she said, but she let him wash himself with efficient dispassion. Her own eyes fluttered half-closed as he took his cock in hand and ran the soap over it, stroking once from root to tip. She licked her lips as she imagined the masculine taste of him. 
 
    Max groaned and gripped himself tighter, setting off a reaction in Inrit. She placed her hand over his, watching his face for small shifts of pleasure as the pressure from their joined hands brought him to the edge. 
 
    “You’ll be the death of me,” he bit out, almost harsh enough to sound angry. 
 
    “No,” she said, leaning in close and pressing her naked breasts against his chest. “This isn’t about death.” She bit down on the muscular skin of his pecs, just the slightest hint of pain to make the pleasure sweeter. But Inrit was careful, knowing that her teeth were sharp. 
 
    Her lover growled against her as her teeth wreaked havoc on him. He jerked into her hand, thrusting as if he was fucking her hard and fast, right up and over the crest and down again. Her pussy ached with need and she almost guided him right to her entrance. 
 
    But something held her back. Something stopped her from sealing the bond. 
 
    Max cried out as he came, thrusting and spurting against her, the air going out of his chest in a whoosh as if he were a deflating balloon. Inrit’s eyes were glued to him, this magnificent man brought to the point of weakness, of surrender, just by the gentle grip of her palm. 
 
    What power she had. 
 
    His head was bowed as his chest heaved, lungs sucking in great gasps of air. The water poured down in rivulets around them, the red light of the shower casting him in an eerie, inhuman glow. 
 
    It was a good thing she wasn’t human. She didn’t care if he looked like one or not. 
 
    She could spend a decade just looking at this magnificent specimen of a man. His muscles had been carved out of marble and the lines of his veins were like little rivers she wanted to traverse all the way to the darkest depths. And though she couldn’t see his mechs, aside from the eyes, she wanted to know that too. There wasn’t a part of him that she didn’t want to see, to feel. And looking at him like this gave her almost as much pleasure as his touch. 
 
    Something in Max seemed to read that thought. His head snapped up and met her eyes. He leaned in and brushed his lips against her ear as he breathed, “My turn.” 
 
    His arm wrapped around and jerked her close so quickly that her head snapped forward and she clutched at his shoulders to keep balance. Unconsciously, her legs parted as his other hand quested downward. This wasn’t a journey of discovery. 
 
    Max quested to conquer.  
 
    His fingers parted the wet folds of her sex, circling around and playing with her. He scraped against a particularly sensitive spot and she bit his shoulder again, arching into him.  
 
    And then one of his fingers plunged inside of her and Inrit saw stars. Water splashed into her mouth and she didn’t give a damn, not so long as Max kept touching her. His thumb flicked at the harsh point of her pleasure, amplifying the feel of his finger inside her. 
 
    Make that fingers. 
 
    He added another, stretching her, fucking her with his hand and never letting up. Not when she gasped, and especially not when she arched against him and thrust her hips back and forth, riding him.  
 
    “Come for me,” he commanded, thumb pressing down hard. 
 
    Inrit didn’t want it to end, not now, not so soon, but when he added in his third finger she was done. Light exploded behind her eyes and she tasted something metallic in her mouth. 
 
    Blood, she realized. She’d come so hard that she’d lost control, lost her thoughts, and scored him with one of her sharp teeth. 
 
    But Max didn’t pull away. He cradled her neck close and rocked her as she came down, her sex still quivering around his fingers.  
 
    “Gods,” Max said. 
 
    Gods indeed. Once her legs stopped shaking, Inrit pulled back, the emptiness a disappointment as he slipped his fingers out of her. His cock was already getting hard again and she knew that if she made just one move, they could seal the bond this instant. 
 
    Instead she stepped back and let the water wash off the sweat and fluids. Not yet, she knew. She could feel it in her blood that it wasn’t the right moment.  
 
    A moment later, she turned off the water and watched Max step out of the shower stall behind her. He was as much a mystery to her as he’d been when they stepped inside, but she wanted to know him so bad that it cut a hole deep inside her. 
 
    Could hollowness be a good feeling? Inrit wasn’t sure. As she pulled on a fresh jumpsuit, she could feel the slight tremor in her hands. Moving made it less obvious. It was like someone had taken a giant spoon and scooped out everything inside her, leaving her fresh and clean and nearly weightless. Despite the water and soap of the shower, she still caught the subtle hint of Max’s scent embedded in her skin. 
 
    She breathed in deep, drawing it inside like a drug. Like air. If she wasn’t careful, she could become addicted to him. 
 
    She didn’t want to be careful. 
 
    When she stepped out of the corner where she’d dressed, Max was still pulling up his top. The red marks her nails had made dotted his shoulder, but were healing quickly. She wanted to mark him with her claws. Not to hurt him. She wouldn’t go deep. But she wanted everyone to know that he was hers. 
 
    Inrit had heard that Detyens grew possessive of their mates. She never expected it to hit her so quickly. 
 
    Max met her eyes and grinned. His still damp hair held a bit of a curl and the gleam in his eyes was almost boyish. But her body remembered Max as all man. She grinned back. 
 
    “I’ll celebrate whoever decided this room needed a shower,” he said. He stalked towards her as he pulled a white tank top over his head. She watched as it swiftly covered each of his defined abs and felt the loss of that male perfection. 
 
    But then Max was only a step away and Inrit could reach out and touch him, feel the soft, warm flesh under her fingers. She didn’t think she’d ever get sick of touching him. Or tasting him. She leaned forward and planted a kiss on his bare shoulder before rolling her head to the side and looking up at him. Even to her, her gaze felt soft and a little dreamy. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to lose all of her badass composure around him. 
 
    If she hadn’t been flush up against him or looking right at his face, Inrit might have missed the blankness that washed over him for a long second. It dissolved as quickly as it came, but he stiffened beneath her. She wrapped one arm around him, placing a comforting hand at the small of his back. 
 
    “That one was just a second,” she said, mind whirring with all the times that a single second could spell his doom. If that happened in a fight, he was as good as dead. 
 
    He nodded and said nothing. His arms came around her and he hugged her tight. 
 
    Inrit didn’t know how to comfort him. She didn’t know what comfort was. Should she tell him that everything would be alright? Suggest they find a doctor specializing in cyborgs? Promise him that she’d tear apart space until they found something, anything, that could fix him? 
 
    It was a terrifying realization. In such a short time, he’d already come to mean so much to her. And she didn’t even love him, not yet. But she could tell she was barreling towards it head first. Standing in his arms, she made the choice. She wasn’t going to hold back from him. He might be doomed, but until her last breath, she was going to find a way to fix him, and to keep him. 
 
    If that meant she had to kidnap a doctor, fine. Return to piracy, so be it. So long as he was safe. 
 
    Max rested one of his palms against the back of her head and rocked back and forth. “We need to seal the bond between us before…” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” she cut him off. Belatedly she realized that he might have been referring to her impending death and not his own. Nevertheless, she kept talking. “We aren’t going to do things just because time may not be on our side. When we seal the bond between us,” because there was no question about that happening, “we’ll do it because we want it. Because we’re ready.” 
 
    He kissed her forehead and let her go. He slipped his arms through the openings of his jumpsuit and zipped it up. His eyes were hard silver when she looked again, his expression grim. “I don’t want to put you at risk by delaying.” 
 
    And I don’t want to take away your incentive to survive. She didn’t say it. She hadn’t even realized she was thinking it. But as the thought bounced around in her mind, she realized that it was true. If they sealed the bond before he had a chance at survival, Max might lose his will to live. And she would not doom him. 
 
    “The captain said he was going to send me some plans to look over,” Max said. “Will you be coming back to the room tonight?” 
 
    Inrit shook her head. “I’ll be here for hours yet. And I’m sure there are some maintenance reports for me to see to by now.” She didn’t want him to leave, but she needed him to go. Her mind was in turmoil and she needed to get some control back, needed to think things through. 
 
    Max nodded and kissed her swiftly. “Don’t worry about me too much,” he said. “I promise that I’m one tough bastard. The Consortium Corps couldn’t end me. I can fight through this, too.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand and let him go. Inrit watched as the door closed behind him and stood frozen in place for several moments. She took a deep breath and swung around to face her control panel. It was time to get to work. 
 
    Time to save her mate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Time moved at two settings on any ship: glacially slow or at hyper-speed. Over the next few days, Max barely had time to exchange words or stolen kisses with Inrit. Between her engineering and maintenance duties and his job in security, they were working on inverted schedules and busy at all hours. 
 
    While Max was the main muscle on the ship, he was not the only crewman responsible for security, and he’d taken to training with his team at all hours. They drilled for pirate attacks and rogue fleets, for aggressive merchants and stranded military vessels. The risks to one craft flying alone were myriad and from his time at Nina Station, Max had heard of too many accidents and skirmishes to count. 
 
    The glitching progressed, but there had been nothing as catastrophic as his first meeting with Inrit. The closest was during a sparring session with Symes. She moved quickly for a human and between one second and the next, she’d laid Max flat with a punch he should have easily avoided. 
 
    She thought she’d gotten lucky. When Inrit saw him a few hours after the match, she’d known something was wrong. They’d stolen away into their room for a few moments where she took the time to smother him with an anti-bruising cream. Regen gel was too precious to use on such a superficial wound. 
 
    She’d had to leave him to see to an issue with one of the water treatment cells. With no pressing responsibilities, Max decided to head for med bay. While his wounds needed no treatment, Kayleb was still recovering from his injury. While the Detyen hadn’t been welcoming of Max’s presence at first, Max wasn’t going to let that bother him. Krayter wouldn’t leave his brother alone and it had become an unspoken duty among the crew to give him excuses to go to the canteen or take enough time to shower. 
 
    Max placed his palm on the scanner outside the med bay and waited for the door to open. When it did, he caught sight of Tessa standing beside Doc Grxa, the man who couldn’t be bothered to save Kayleb as he was bleeding out on the hallway floor. Kayleb didn’t seem to hold anything against the doctor, so Max had vowed to forgive and forget. 
 
    He was still working on that part. 
 
    An Oscavian woman sat on a bed, a swaddled infant cradled in her bright purple arms. This must have been the woman the doctor had been treating when Kayleb was injured. Max kept his distance. Something about babies… disturbed him. They were so small, so fragile. He’d been made too strong to care for them directly. He wouldn’t risk injuring one by misjudging his own strength. 
 
    Not to mention the glitching. 
 
    For a moment, he imagined that it was Inrit in that bed and the child was their own. Something stirred deep in his chest, a sense of pride and belonging and oh so desperate want that he clenched his fist to keep from reaching out. 
 
    He was a broken man and that life was not for him. He’d sacrificed it long before any nascent dream of woman or family could form. Now he had one mission, bond with Inrit and ensure her safety. All else was secondary to that. 
 
    Max shook his head and turned to enter the small patient chamber tucked away in the side of the room. Kayleb was sitting up in bed, reading something on a tablet while Krayter slouched in a chair, head thrown back in a very uncomfortable looking sleep. 
 
    “I’m starting to think that he’s the one we should be concerned about,” Max said, nodding towards Krayter. 
 
    Kayleb smiled and gave his brother an exasperated look. He picked up a napkin off the table beside his bed and tossed it at Krayter. The soft brush of cloth sent him shooting up, ready to jump into action. 
 
    Krayter’s eyes darted around the room and he vibrated with restrained energy. When he caught sight of Max he took a deep breath and let go of the tension. These boys had been through some shit, Max could tell. Normal people didn’t wake up ready to fight. 
 
    Max leaned back against the opposite wall and acted like nothing strange had happened. Making Krayter self-conscious about his responses wasn’t going to help anyone. He turned his gaze to Kayleb. “You’re looking a lot better.” 
 
    It was true. His color had returned and he was the same rich teal as his brother. The shadows under his eyes would disappear with rest and food, and Max was sure the man would make a full recovery. 
 
    “The doc’s even letting me move around a bit. I’m allowed to walk all the way to the toilet and back,” Kayleb said wryly. The toilet was a mere five paces away. 
 
    “You’ll be running around the ship in no time,” Max promised. 
 
    “As long as I’m better by the time we get to Honora Station, I’ll be happy. I’m not letting this trip to Earth get ruined by a stupid piece of metal.” He scowled and glanced down at the sheet that was covering his chest. 
 
    “You’re going to Earth?” That was a long way away, and it was a backwater. But it was full of humans. Of course, Max wouldn’t be surprised if Earth was soon playing host to dozens, even hundreds of Detyens clamoring to find mates. If the women there were their only hope, then they’d travel all the way across the galaxies for the chance at survival. 
 
    Max kept silent about his connection to Inrit. It occurred to him that with Detyen women so rare, the fact of her mating—eventually—with a human would not go over well.  
 
    Neither of the brothers picked up on Max’s thoughts. Krayter sank back down into his seat and kicked his legs up so they were resting on Kayleb’s bed. “Our cousin, Ruwen, is… married to a woman from Earth,” said Krayter. 
 
    “You mentioned that he was recently mated,” Max said. 
 
    Kayleb nodded. “Lis invited us to accompany them to Earth. They’ve been mated for several months now and she wants to take Ru home to meet her friends.” Kayleb shifted on the bed and grimaced as he pulled against something. He settled back and a trickle of sweat dotted his forehead. “What’s Earth like?” he asked. 
 
    Max shrugged. “I’ve never been. I was born in the Consortium.” It was a collection of planets that had been colonized by people from Earth thousands of years before. For millennia, cast-offs who’d been taken from Earth or left it willingly ended up there. It wasn’t perfect, but it was home. 
 
    Kayleb looked disappointed. He opened his mouth to speak, but the doc popped his head in before he could say a word. 
 
    “Captain called you to the bridge,” he told Max. “Said to make it quick.” 
 
    Max had learned that when the captain said quick, he meant immediate. He said his goodbyes to the Detyen brothers and left the med bay. The bridge was directly above them, but it was quite a climb. The metal of the stairs pounded under Max’s feet and he wished this ship came installed with anti-grav elevators to move between levels. 
 
    He turned down a hallway and walked several steps when his vision went black for just a moment. Max stopped short and looked around. His ears rang and his head pounded, vision fuzzy at the edges as he came out of a glitch he hadn’t realized that he’d been caught in.  
 
    At first he thought that he’d only been out for a moment, but when he looked down at his feet, he noticed a bright blue stripe painted down the floor stretching all the way to the ends of the hall in either direction. When he’d been near the bridge, the strips on the ground were yellow. Blue put him on the other side of the ship. He’d lost several minutes, maybe as much as half an hour.  
 
    He didn’t panic. His fist clenched right along with his jaw and his heartbeat tried to kick up, but he didn’t panic. Doors dotted the walls at small intervals, but this wasn’t the crew quarters or the guest deck. While Max had taken time to memorize the layout of the ship, his mind was too occupied at the moment with not panicking that he didn’t recognize where he stood.  
 
    Stepping towards the wall, he traced his fingers along the corrugated metal as if something of the machine inside of him was calling out to the metal and mechanics of the beast they were all flying in. It was cold and hard and offered no solace.  
 
    A door whispered open down the hallway and Max drew up to his full height, pressing himself against the wall and facing outward as if he had every reason to be where he stood. He only hoped that he hadn’t somehow wandered into a restricted area. 
 
    But even before he saw the person who entered the hallway, the not-panic riding at his mind began to ease and his focus came back under control. The storage bay, he finally realized. Not restricted to crew, at least not this area.  
 
    When Inrit turned a corner, Max’s lips turned up. She came to a stop when she saw him and returned his smile. “What are you doing here?” she asked.  
 
    Somehow the distance between them dissolved, and this time Max knew that it had nothing to do with a glitch and everything to do with the bond straining to bind them together. Max raised his hand until he cupped her cheek and ran his thumb over the protrusion of her cheekbone. It was far more pronounced than in a human, sharp and darker than the rest of her face.  
 
    “I’m supposed to be meeting with the captain,” he heard himself say. He didn’t want to worry her, but he couldn’t make himself lie. “I’m not supposed to be here.” 
 
    Her arm shot out and she wrapped her fingers over his hip, digging in just enough for him to be certain of her presence. “A glitch?” she whispered. “Did anything happen?” 
 
    Max shook his head. “I don’t think so. I just walked here.” He checked his logs for any damage sustained over the last hour and found nothing. His memory banks were equally blank for the last nineteen minutes.  
 
    A nineteen minute long glitch. If it had happened in battle he’d be dead.  
 
    Her fingers squeezed and her eyes blazed red as strong emotion took hold. Concern. For him. How strange. “Are you okay?” she asked. “If you walked all the way here, it had to be bad. What caused it?” 
 
    Again, Max shook his head. He had felt absolutely fine up until the minute he came back to himself. “We can talk later. The captain said to come quick.” 
 
    Inrit’s mouth opened and then clicked shut as she pulled back whatever she’d planned to say. She leaned up and laid a quick kiss against his lips, pulling back for only a second before leaning back into him. Max wrapped his arms around her and gave himself over, heart pitter-pattering as their tongues danced and bodies melded together. 
 
    Want opened up in the pit of his stomach, swallowing up every other emotion he could conjure. With great reluctance, he forced himself to pull back and was gratified to see the same regret in Inrit’s eyes. 
 
    “We need to find time together,” he said, his forehead resting against hers. 
 
    “Soon,” she promised. She dropped her arms and stepped away from him, pulling out of Max’s embrace as he let her go. When she walked down the hallway, her hips swayed, but she didn’t look back. He’d noticed that about her—she never glanced back at him when they parted. 
 
    Max turned around and walked as quickly as he could without tripping over into running back to the bridge. The walk only took seven minutes, but he had to wipe a little sweat off his forehead. He already had an excuse cooked up that he hoped the captain would buy, if his tardiness was questioned. 
 
    When the doors to the bridge slid open, Captain Morvellan sat in his chair discussing something with their navigator. He glanced back towards the door as Max stepped through and waved him forward without a word about the delay. 
 
    Max nodded to the bridge crew and kept his stance relaxed. Several of the senior crew members seemed to have an issue with cyborgs, perhaps in part because of what had happened to the last cyborg crewman. Max was doing his best to seem non-threatening, but there was only so much prejudice that friendly expressions could overcome. 
 
    The captain brought up a planetary map on the main bridge view screen. “We’re making landfall in two days’ time. Prepare a summary of Vrinli II security and three plans for loading expensive cargo. Rumor has it some pirates lurk in these parts and our client wants his shipment safe.” 
 
    Vrinli II was a small planet that acted as a trading post for many merchants in the quadrant. It wasn’t wealthy, but they wouldn’t need to fight off anyone for their take. At least, they shouldn’t. 
 
    “I’ll have something to you shortly,” Max said. “The security crew will be available?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the captain. “And once your duties are done, give half the crew free time on planet. The other half will take it at our next stop.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Max waited a minute more, but the captain turned back to the navigator, the duty having been doled out. 
 
    At least he hadn’t called him a robot this time. The captain didn’t seem to like him, but he was expressing that by ignoring him. Max could live with that. Even better, a half day on planet sounded like the perfect way to spend time with Inrit away from the prying eyes of the crew. 
 
    Max walked back to his room with a spring in his step and hope in his heart, deliberately putting all thoughts of the epic glitch aside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    The amount of information available to an engineer who knew how to look was staggering. Since the ability to communicate with the world outside the ship was limited, long distance cruisers were treasure-troves of encyclopedic knowledge. When mixed with a haphazard grasp of ethics, Inrit was able to gather almost all of the information she needed. 
 
    Some might have called it a gross invasion of privacy for her to access Max’s personnel file. She called it shoddy information security. If he got mad, she’d apologize. But it didn’t matter if he ended up hating her. 
 
    She couldn’t let him die. 
 
    If Inrit was right, the problem with Max was simple and easily fixable. She had the skills to do it, though a doctor versed in cybernetics would be the better choice. A deep well of anger had opened up within her as she read more and more about glitch issues and their resolutions. 
 
    The Consortium didn’t give a shit. Rather than work with their soldiers, they used them up until they fried and stripped them for parts once they were no longer useful. None of the leaders on any planet cared enough to take up the cause of rights for cyborgs, and many soldiers who chose to undergo the treatments weren’t given detailed information about what exactly they were doing to themselves. 
 
    Though Max’s personnel file didn’t list each of his upgrades or the class of cyborg that he fell under, from his age and the symptoms she knew he had, Inrit suspected that a malfunctioning governor was to blame. The small piece of tech was used as a last line of defense in case something went wrong. Some cyborgs just snapped and with the governor, they could be stopped without doing any harm. 
 
    The only problem was that the devices were prone to failure. And when they failed, so did the rest of the system. 
 
     Worst of all, the governing device contained a suppressor which prevented Max from seeking treatment for his affliction. It was meant to stop him from applying dangerous upgrades without supervision, but now it was killing him. 
 
    For the first night since she’d boarded the ship, she was waiting for Max when he got off his shift. When the door slid open and he walked in, his face lit up and her heart lifted. 
 
    They’d stolen moments over the past days, including a very memorable, if ultimately unsatisfying, ten minutes in a maintenance closet outside the armory. But neither of them were passengers on this ship and as crew, their responsibilities kept them beyond busy. 
 
    The door slid shut behind him and Max engaged the lock. “I wasn’t expecting you to be here tonight,” he said. He wore combat gear, heavy leathers, and a blast resistant chest plate. He must have come from a training session. 
 
    As he began to unstrap the bracers on his forearms, Inrit stepped up to him and covered his hand with her own. “Allow me?” she asked. She hadn’t planned on seduction, but he got near and her brain lost all focus. 
 
    Max turned his arm over so she could see the straps. “By all means.”  
 
    The synth leather he wore was dark with a rich red undertone. The red of her own hands blended nicely as she worked to free him. When she revealed the cloth shirt he wore under the armor, she switched arms, working her way up and removing each individual piece. 
 
    Max’s armor was old-fashioned. The newer style was completely connected and fused with a leather-like material that almost seemed alive. It could stretch and gather all over the body to give better protection where needed, but it also had a nasty habit of fusing with skin when the wearer was injured. 
 
    Inrit released the chest plate and let it drop between them. Underneath Max wore a simple white long-sleeved shirt that tucked into the leathers of his leg guards. When she was young, she’d asked another soldier why he wore white under his armor and he’d told her that it made it easier for the medics to identify wounds. She assumed Max did it for the same reason, if he had a reason. 
 
    “Do you have plans for when we make land in a few days?” he asked as she undid the ties of his leg guards. He reached down and covered her hand when she would have moved lower. “I’ve got the rest,” he said raggedly. 
 
    She might have felt rejected if her own heart wasn’t beating out of her chest and arousal hadn’t begun to pool. They needed to behave. For now. 
 
    So Inrit took a step back until she could view all of him. He was so tall, so broad, so damn handsome that her heart ached even as it swelled. “There are supposed to be these beautiful cliffs outside of the city,” she answered Max. “It’s only an hour out by rented vehicle. I planned to enjoy the view after I finish up my ship errands. Do you have security duty?” Guarding them was his job, after all. She tried not to be prematurely disappointed. They’d have more time together. Especially after tonight. 
 
    Max flicked his eyes up from where he was working on untangling a nasty knot. He grinned. “I’m free the entire afternoon.” 
 
    She felt stupid for how good his silly grin made her feel. And she was grinning right back at him like a fool. Was this infatuation? Love? The denya bond pushing them to consummate the match? Inrit didn’t know, but she didn’t want it to end. 
 
    Even so, she knew that it must. 
 
    Max finished undressing and hung up his armor in the small closet they shared. The bulky pieces took up most of the space, but neither she nor he had that many belongings in the first place. Besides, if she needed any extra room, there was plenty in the engineering quarters. Max closed the closet, pulled on a pair of casual pants and a hooded top, and picked up his reader before sitting down on his bed. There wasn’t space in the room for both of them to remain standing with any comfort for long. 
 
    Inrit sat down on her own bed and faced him. The small satchel of tools beside her pillow practically radiated heat. She’d snatched them from the engineering bay, though she wasn’t sure that their quarters were the best place to do what needed to be done. 
 
    “I did some research on the glitching,” she said. She was looking so intently at Max that she caught the exact moment he stopped breathing, and several seconds later she saw when he started again. “If I’m correct, it’s a common problem that I can fix in less than an hour.” 
 
    He clenched his reader so tightly in his fist that she was concerned he would snap it in two. He seemed to echo her fear and forced himself to set it down. “This can’t be something that’s easy to fix,” he denied. “I would have known about an easy fix.” He didn’t quite look at her while he said it and from the half of his face that she could see, she saw the warring dance of hope and denial. 
 
    “I didn’t say the fix was easy,” said Inrit. Hope tried to surge in her as Max’s gaze shifted, but she had to keep coolly practical. She could be wrong. She had no specialty in cybernetics. “And even if you’d found the information, you wouldn’t be able to apply the changes yourself.” She let that sit for a beat. “Was there anyone on Tarni you would trust enough for a full power down?” Would you trust me? 
 
    Max’s eyes snapped to hers, silver bleaching out any other color. He looked more machine than man, the rigid lines of his face so stark they could have been metal rods. “I haven’t powered down since my final upgrades,” he said. “It leaves me completely vulnerable for hours.” 
 
    “I know.” Basic maintenance could be performed while Max was fully conscious. He could even undergo full surgery without powering down his systems. The power down turned off every bit of added machinery in his body. Because of the weight and fragility of so many of the pieces, he’d barely be able to move for two hours or more while the system slowly came back to life. And if anything went wrong with the power down or power up, Inrit might not be able to fix him. “There might be a doctor on the next planet who could perform the procedure.” 
 
    Max swung his feet over the side of the bed and sat with his elbows resting on his legs and his head cradled in his hands. Inrit’s gut clenched at the raw emotion he was barely keeping contained. “I wouldn’t trust a doctor I’ve never met before.” All tone had dripped out of his voice; he spoke with no inflection. He tilted his head up to look at her again. “How sure are you?” 
 
    She wished she could give him certainty, but she wouldn’t lie about this. “Fairly certain. The main concern I have is that you’ll glitch as we power you down. And the pain.” He wouldn’t be able to use any of his pain suppressors and she didn’t have access to any strong medication. 
 
    “I can handle pain.” 
 
    But she didn’t want him to hurt. Inrit pushed that aside. Soft emotions were useless if she wanted to keep her mate alive. “I know this is a big decision. If you don’t want to find a doctor on Vrinli, there will be others. You don’t need to rely on me for this.” 
 
    “Where’s this part located?” he asked, giving no indication about what path he’d choose. 
 
    Inrit rested her hand over the spot on her body. “It’s in your chest plate. No need to cut into flesh. If I were to do it, I’d extract the governor and reroute some wiring. From the diagrams that I’ve seen, it’s not complex. I’ve seen clocks that are more complicated.” 
 
    He sat completely still, his chest barely rising and falling with each breath. Inrit clamped her tongue between her teeth to keep from saying anything else. 
 
    “When could you do it?” he asked so quietly it almost got caught in the hum of the engine. 
 
    “As early as tonight.” She had the tools, they had the privacy. Time was the only other obstacle. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Inrit nodded back towards his bed. “We can do it in here. You just have to say yes.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Max wanted to run. The need pushed him to his feet and he paced back and forth in their cell-like quarters. Three steps in one direction, pivot, three more steps, repeat. His mind rocked with possibilities and anger. He’d been dealing with the glitching for more than a year and Inrit thought she could solve the problem after two days? 
 
    Impossible. 
 
    But memories niggled at the back of his mind. After the first glitch he’d started to consult a medical text on the system wide information net. At the last moment some task had pulled him away and he’d never gotten back around to checking the information. Another time he’d met a cyborg traveling to an Earth colony. He’d thought to ask vague questions, but each time he opened his mouth to speak, something else had come out. 
 
    Could his own body be designed to stop him from healing? 
 
    He didn’t like how plausible that seemed. After all, cyborgs weren’t meant for greatness. They were cogs in a machine. He’d risen as high as he could hope to rise in Nina’s ranks and he’d never seen a cyborg hold command for as long as he had. So Inrit’s claim that he’d somehow been programmed to avoid fixing this problem rang truer than he wished. 
 
    As he saw it, he had three choices. One: wait for the glitching to go critical and be destroyed like a faulty piece of machinery. Two: find a doctor willing to operate on an unknown cyborg and hope he was trustworthy. Or three: trust Inrit to perform a procedure she’d never done before while he lay helpless in their tiny little room. 
 
    It was no choice at all. 
 
    Max reached back and pulled the shirt he was wearing over his head. He tossed it in the corner of the room and turned toward Inrit. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed with triumph for a moment before her expression returned to the calm determination she’d been exuding since he stepped inside. She gestured to his bed. “Lay down, keep the shirt off, and expose the metal plate in your chest.” As he sat, she stood and unfurled a cloth container filled with more than a dozen small instruments that could be used on his body. 
 
    She could kill him and he was lying down to let her. 
 
    But that wasn’t a threat that Max actually entertained. Given the choice to trust Inrit or any other person in all the worlds, he trusted her first. 
 
    He laid flat on the bed and reached over his chest to expose the skin plate. It hurt—consciously he knew that he wasn’t tearing a hole in his skin, but even after so many years, his brain rebelled at what he was doing. It wasn’t natural. 
 
    The exposed chest plate spanned the length and width of his hand and sat right over his heart and upper chest. If he’d been a poet, he might have made a comment about that, but he wasn’t about to tease the woman who held his life in her hands. 
 
    Inrit strapped a small light to her head and pulled up a folding stool right next to the bed. She laid out her tools beside him and strapped on a pair of germ resistant gloves. “I need you to hold absolutely still,” she told him. “I want you conscious while I’m doing this.” 
 
    “Very well.” Max let his arms fall naturally and tried to relax. It was easier said than done when he lay so exposed. “Have you operated on a cyborg before?” Maybe he should have asked before this began, but right now Max just spoke so he didn’t focus on what she was doing. 
 
    He didn’t think Inrit would respond, but after a moment while she carefully selected her first tool, she did. “Not quite. But almost,” she said with the vagueness of a professional riddle-master.   
 
    “Almost how? And where did you meet cyborgs?” Though Morvellan traveled with one, his kind was more likely to be found in civilization where upgrades and maintenance were plentiful. The only cyborgs out on the edge were like him. Broken or near to it. Though he supposed they must also exist in the warring space fleets. 
 
    Inrit hunched over him and began to work while Max spoke. He couldn’t get a good view of what she was doing from the angle she was sitting at, so he didn’t try. With his systems still functional, what she was doing didn’t exactly hurt. But it was quite unpleasant. 
 
    “I flew with pirate crews for six years,” she said absently as she finished unscrewing the guard of his breast plate. 
 
    Only his memory of her command to keep still kept him in place. If he hadn’t been at her mercy, he would have jumped out of bed at the news. 
 
    Inrit? A pirate? No, that was impossible. He could never… care for a pirate as much as he… cared for Inrit. He would have sensed something, some tell. By all the gods, he’d been in charge of Nina Station, he knew every cut-rate knave with too much ambition and not enough coin that passed through. 
 
    They all had the same cagey look about them, eyes always half closed, back tight as a screw, and jumpy as hades. Some may have appeared wealthy or cultured, but they all had a tell. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” he said. She might have sounded like she was telling the truth, but it just couldn’t be. “You’re trying to distract me.” 
 
    She flicked her eyes up and they burned red. For a moment she quirked a brow before ducking her head again and switching out her tool for something more delicate. “You’ve known me for less than a week. How can you be so sure of my character?” 
 
    “I’m your mate.” The words ripped out of him. Her hands froze for the barest second, but it was long enough for Max to see that he’d misstepped. He was her mate. 
 
    His heart ached for her and it had nothing to do with the maintenance. She bared the darkest part of her past while saving his life and he called her a liar? No matter who she’d been, he was not worthy of her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have doubted you.” 
 
    She made a dismissive noise and didn’t glance up. 
 
    “Everything I’ve seen of you has shown me that you are good,” he said. He could accept Inrit, whatever her past, but he would not change his position on the act of piracy. He’d seen too many innocent people broken by it. “So why did you do it?” 
 
    She didn’t visibly relax. But Max could feel some of her tension leech out. He would dedicate his life to studying her every minute tell until he knew her better than he knew himself. The desire to take every bit, every detail, of her inside himself beat at him. Sitting still and letting her work was the hardest torture he’d ever felt. 
 
    “I was apprenticed out to a ship when I was thirteen,” she began. Some people couldn’t talk and work at the same time, but Inrit didn’t seem to have that problem. Her hands never wavered as she spoke. Perhaps in some way it was easier to tell this story while she worked; getting too emotional would put him at risk. She continued evenly. “I was meant to be an engineer, but as I told Kayleb, I also studied under our doctor. The work was hard, but rewarding.” 
 
    “And this wasn’t on a pirate cruiser?” Pirates didn’t take apprentices. 
 
    “No, a regular merchant ship.” She paused as a bright blade of light shot out from her instrument. Max felt nothing while she worked, not even a hint of pressure. It was surreal. 
 
    “A little more than six years ago we were attacked and boarded by a band of pirates. The fighting lasted for hours and the ships were too evenly matched for either one to win. So they called a ceasefire.” An old emotion crept into the back of her throat and she took a moment, pausing for several seconds to contain herself. 
 
    “The pirates offered the captain a deal. If he surrendered all of the women on the ship, the pirates would let the men leave. The pirates were just that much stronger than my crew. If they fought to the death, the pirates might have survived, but my own ship would have perished. All crew, all passengers, everything.” She took a deep breath. “Still, I was young then. I expected the captain to hesitate. So much of the security force was made of women, nearly half the crew and passengers were women. But he struck the deal without a second thought. Some of the security force tried to mutiny, but the pirates and the rest of the male crew teamed up to herd us off the ship. When the pirates figured out I could act as both engineer and doctor, my value skyrocketed and I avoided… certain fates.” 
 
    The sound that escaped from Max’s throat belonged to a big cat and not a man. Given the chance, he would rip out the throat of anyone who even looked askance at Inrit. “Are any of them still alive?” he demanded. 
 
    “Most of the pirates, I assume. I left that crew after two years. As for my old ship, they died.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    She sighed and looked up, eyes blazing the hot red of strong emotion. “The pirates turned on them almost immediately. With so much of the security force gone, my original crew didn’t have the resources to fight back. A few made it to escape pods and ended up on a nearby planet. Everyone else was spaced.” 
 
    Never trust a pirate. It was the first lesson of space travel. “How did you get out?” he asked. Some said once a pirate, always a pirate, but clearly Inrit had left the life behind her. 
 
    She placed a small sheet over the open hole in his chest and grabbed his hand while she spoke. She kissed each of his knuckles in sequence and he squeezed tight. “I bought my freedom at the end of a blade,” she explained. “With our captain dead, I took volunteers. Anyone willing to take on legitimate work was welcome, the others I abandoned on a livable planet.” 
 
    “You marooned them?” Her skin felt so soft under the callouses of his fingers, it was a miracle. He never wanted to let her go. 
 
    “It was that or kill them. I couldn’t let them come after us.” And with those words, even more understanding dawned. Inrit had a core of goodness running deep inside of her, but piracy had changed her, twisted it into a corrupted kind of honor. The worlds were harsh and cold and pitiless, and she’d learned how to navigate them and survive with her essential self intact. 
 
    “How did you end up in The Consortium?” He didn’t need to ask why she’d stopped working on him. Her hands trembled and the emotion was too fraught. She spoke now because they both knew that something could go wrong once she started to remove pieces of him. She didn’t ask for absolution, but Max would give it freely. 
 
    Inrit grimaced. “Word in several stations was that General Droscus needed discreet help. No details, but enough whispers for me to understand that someone with my skill set would come in handy.” 
 
    Max knew of Droscus’s schemes. He’d been hiring pilots to smuggle precious stones off of Tarni. When he was discovered, he sicced a pirate crew on one of the pilots and left him for dead in an empty pocket of space. Max’s friend Dorsey had been the key to cracking the whole plot open. She’d discovered the body of the pilot, Lex Omacnaron, and Lex’s wife had received a vid-message which revealed the gems. Droscus had tried to silence Dorsey and her mate, Tyral NaRaxos, but Max had been able to smuggle the mated pair off of Nina Station before the worst could happen. 
 
    “You worked for Droscus?” he finally asked. He couldn’t keep the scowl out of his voice. Nina was hard and could be cruel, but he knew which side he’d choose in any war. 
 
    “I tried to work for Droscus,” she corrected. “Things didn’t go as planned. That little mission made me realize that The Consortium is no longer the place for me. Maybe it never was. A friend was able to find out that Captain Morvellan needed an engineer. And that’s my long story of how I went from crew to pirate to crew.” He thought she was done talking when she picked up a tool and uncovered her work. But after a moment, she added, “I thought you should know. Who I am, I mean. Before… well, I want you to make an informed decision. About everything.” 
 
    Max didn’t know how to respond. Since the first moment they’d seen each other, they’d been hurtling forward to an obvious end. The bond would be sealed. They already were mates. But for some reason, at every turn Inrit tried to give him an out. They could have sealed the bond after Kayleb was injured, but she pulled back. The moments since then had all been short and stolen, but Max was clever, motivated, and flexible enough to have made it work. 
 
    He wanted her so much that it hurt. He couldn’t keep his hands off of her when she was near, and he would lay down his life for her without a second thought. Yes, it was fate that had brought them together, but sometimes that tricky bitch knew what she was doing.  
 
    “I can still stop, if you want me to,” she said when he was quiet for so long. “We can find someone else.” 
 
    Was she talking about the procedure? Or them? “Get it done. And once this is over, I’m going to make love to you until we both forget our names.” 
 
    She drew in a ragged breath. “That’s quite a promise.” 
 
    “Let me keep it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    With that breathtaking declaration, Max powered his system down. Inrit put all thoughts of sensual promises out of her mind. Or she tried to. It took several moments and several deeper breaths to bring her reaction under control. 
 
    Then she got to work. 
 
    The governor was exactly where she expected it to be. With Max’s systems powered down, he was unconscious and deathly still. His chest barely rose and fell under the weight of all the currently useless machinery within. Inrit worked quickly, extracting the thin metal cylinder that had been causing him so many problems and slipping it into a secure metal vial. She would have thrown it away, but she wasn’t getting rid of any of his parts until she was sure that he was safe. 
 
    With the governor gone, she reattached the wires where they belonged and sealed the chest plate behind the metal guard. His skin was designed to reattach and seal itself, using a blend of his real skin and synthetic polymers. It sealed as if by magic before her eyes. While it looked impressive, Inrit knew that this only worked for the small portion of flesh covering his control panel. The rest of him healed faster than normal, but not miraculously so. 
 
    She put her tools aside and said a prayer to whatever gods were listening before beginning the power up sequence for Max’s mechanics.  
 
    As his mechanics began to come online, she felt the edge of hope creep up on her. It wanted to wrap her in a big soft blanket of reassurance until she knew that everything was going to be okay. Inrit erected a spiky wall of caution and stopped it in its tracks. Hope had no place here, not until Max was awake and well and moving. 
 
    And hers. 
 
    I think I’m falling in love with you. As she’d thrust herself into research into his condition, she’d been aware of the emotion stalking her like some giant jungle cat. It watched and learned and waited to pounce until she was in just the right place to be felled. Inrit didn’t let her guard down, didn’t let the beast take her. 
 
    Max was a dangerous man, soon to be even more dangerous. He’d done nothing to push her away, and everything to accept her. She’d bared the harshest, dirtiest secret in her soul and he accepted it like she deserved forgiveness. The biggest danger he posed was to her. He wouldn’t use his soon to be ungoverned strength to hurt anyone. 
 
    But one ungentle shove and he’d destroy what was left of her soul. 
 
    If Inrit was smart, she would take the sex he offered and leave once it was done. She could change her name, find a new planet, a new galaxy if she needed, and never hear another word from her cyborg lover. He would be nothing but a painfully bright memory tattooed across her heart. 
 
    Too bad all her survival instincts had jumped out the airlock where he was concerned. There was no way to protect her heart from him since he already lived within it. No way to escape the pull when she knew it went both ways. While the bond between them hadn’t been sealed, it still drove them together until she wasn’t sure where her existence ended and his began. 
 
    Inrit stored her tools in a small cubby hole. Breath rasped into Max’s lungs and she lunged back to her seat, suddenly unsure of what to do with her hands. The tips of her claws peeked out from her knuckles, her mind wired to fight when she felt this on edge. But no enemy lurked here, at least not one that she could defeat. 
 
    Cyborg mechanics screwed up pain responses in humans. For that reason, a sophisticated pain suppression system was standard with all cybernetic upgrades. Unfortunately, the system wasn’t considered critical and would be one of the last ones to power on, leaving Max in pain for hours while his body slowly returned to its normal enhanced state. 
 
    His eyes snapped open and a guttural cry tore from deep in his throat. He shot up, arms flailing, looking all over to fight. Inrit shoved her compassion into a heavy box and locked it shut, then with all her strength, she pushed Max down and placed a knee on his ribs, right at the point that would keep him down. 
 
    “Take a deep breath, big boy,” she said in the same tone she used on dying crew back in her darker days. “Look at me and breathe deep. I know it hurts, but you’re going to get past this.” 
 
    Max hissed and sucked in a breath and then did it again, chest heaving. Sweat beaded on his forehead and dripped down in exhausting rivulets. Inrit wiped them with the sheet, keeping her knee in place. Very slowly, Max’s breathing started to even out, though the sweat still poured off in waves. 
 
    The next several minutes were emotional torture for her and literal torture for Max. He breathed in and out, but couldn’t manage anything but pained gasps and sobs. Inrit winced right along with him, but couldn’t begin to imagine just what he could be feeling. If she could reach inside him and take his pain away, she’d do it in a heartbeat. 
 
    After nearly half an hour, something changed inside Max and some of his muscles loosened. It was too soon for his pain suppressors to be working, but either he’d started to block the pain, or other parts of his system were waking up and helping him. 
 
    “How long?” he asked, barely louder than a whisper. 
 
    “Just a bit more,” she promised, lying. But he didn’t need to count down the minutes. Hope, at this point, would help him more than timed suffering. She laid a hand against his naked chest and he winced. 
 
    When she tried to pull back, he moved more swiftly than she imagined he could. “No, more touching. Feels… better.” 
 
    Inrit nodded, chest tight. She reached her other hand over and flattened her palm right over the control panel. Then, because she wasn’t sure what sensation he had there, she trailed her fingers down until she traced over the pronounced muscles of his abdomen. With each breath, her fingers rose and fell with him. She drew lines and circles, giving him something other than pain to focus on. 
 
    “Tell me something,” she commanded. “Anything at all.” 
 
    “It hurts,” he groaned, trying to roll over onto his side. 
 
    “Anything but that,” Inrit corrected. If she had anything that would ease his pain, she’d give it to him between one heartbeat and the next, but drugs were too heavily guarded on the ship to be purloined without raising questions. 
 
    Max grimaced and Inrit lifted her knee to stop the bruising pressure. As long as he didn’t thrash, she’d try to make him as comfortable as possible. “You’re so beautiful,” he said, voice breaking on the verge of delirious. 
 
    “They all say that when I hold their life in my hands,” she quipped. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had called her beautiful. She didn’t know if she’d ever been called beautiful before. How strange. 
 
    “‘S true,” he insisted. “Couldn’t be happier that you’re mine. Every day I want you. Never liked anyone as much.” He rambled like he was drunk, but the only thing affecting his emotions was pain. 
 
    “You like me, too?” he asked, and the vulnerability pierced her to the core. “Stop pushing me away.” 
 
    Is that how he saw it? She was trying to protect him, trying so desperately to give him a choice that she fought against every instinct within clamoring to claim him. “I’m not pushing you away.” She’d neglected her duties to find a cure, every thought came back to him, and she could barely sleep for the want that kept her yearning. 
 
    “You’re running,” he accused. “Afraid.” 
 
    Fear was the icy cold blanket that covered you when you didn’t know when your next meal was coming or if the next blow would keep you down. Fear starved and poked. Its want was ugly and desperate, and nothing like what she felt now. But when her first instinct was to leap back from him, to ward off his accusation, she realized that he might have the slightest inkling of a point. 
 
    “Catch me,” she challenged. 
 
    “I will. You’re mine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Max kept waiting for the glitch. With each hour that passed, hope scraped a little closer to the surface of his psyche. Inrit had remained by his side through the entire painful night, eventually falling asleep beside him once his system fully booted. But when morning came, they were both called to their duties.  
 
    There was just one more day until they made landfall at Vrinli II and could claim nearly a full day to themselves. And Max planned to make the most of it. She’d provoked him after all. 
 
    Catch me. 
 
    You’re mine. 
 
    Keeping his cock under control was nearly as difficult as keeping the hope at bay. But Max threw himself into planning. Weapons needed to be inspected, guard rotations confirmed, and the map memorized. Symes would be acting as his second for the mission and she vibrated with excitement and unspent energy. After a week on the ship, everyone was looking forward to a little ground time. 
 
    The young woman came up to him, her hair pulled back and her dark uniform impressively crisp after a week in space. “Captain called down, sir. Said he wants to go over final prep three hours before set down.” 
 
    Max did the mental calculations; that gave his people about twelve hours to get everything together. “Is everything loaded into the boat?” The main ship was too big to break atmo and Vrinli II didn’t use space stations like Tarni. They’d be forced to leave the ship in orbit with a skeleton crew and sail down in a smaller vessel.  
 
    Symes grimaced. “Not yet. The mech just got here to do final inspections.” 
 
    “Inrit?” he asked. Engineer and mechanic seemed to be interchangeable terms on the ship. He hadn’t seen his denya in hours and he missed her like a lovesick schoolboy. But when he asked after her, he kept his tone professional, or tried to. Symes didn’t seem to read his desires. 
 
    How so few people on the ship realized it, he couldn’t understand. Then again, both he and his mate were discreet by nature and most of their interactions were private. If they hadn’t been sharing a room, who knew what would have been discovered. 
 
    “Yes, it’s Inrit,” said Symes. “She got here about five minutes ago.” Symes drew in a breath to continue, but cut herself off and looked behind Max. 
 
    There was no one back there. His senses were sharper than ever and he knew the exact distance to everyone in the room. No one had entered while he and Symes talked. “Was there something else?”  
 
    “Morvellan asked me about the two of you the other day,” she confessed, biting her lip and looking stricken. “He told me to tell him if I saw anything untoward.” 
 
    “Untoward?” Max almost laughed. Was Inrit some fair maiden that needed protection from the hulking, inhuman cyborg who wanted to make her his queen? She would sooner punch him than curtsy. But even as mirth settled in, he realized what Symes was really telling him. “Do you think you’re the only person the captain asked?” 
 
    Max wasn’t concerned with what Morvellan could do to them. At worst, he’d made things a bit uncomfortable. But Max would spare Inrit any embarrassment. She deserved better. 
 
    Symes shrugged and didn’t offer anything else. 
 
    “Thank you for telling me. Now go dole out the weapons assignments and keep out of my way for the next hour.”  
 
    Max didn’t need to look at Symes to sense the smile on her face, but he didn’t care. He nodded to a few of the security crew and exited the weapons station, went into the hallway, down twenty paces, and turned down an even narrower hallway that led to the boat. All hallways on the ship narrowed as they got closer and closer to the airlocks. It was a security measure to force any invading force to attack in small groups that could be picked up by an even smaller defense force. 
 
    Max had to stoop as he got closer to the open airlock that led to the boat. He could hear a musical recording blasting out of the skiff and followed his ears. The boat was moored outside of the ship, connected through the airlock and several anchor points along the hull. As soon as Max stepped through the airlock, he descended a flight of stairs and followed the music all the way to the pilot’s seat. Unlike their ship, the boat contained only two sections, the control deck and a small storage section that could be jettisoned in case of emergencies. 
 
    Inrit wasn’t visible at first, but Max saw legs sticking out from under a control console, and he’d become an expert in the shape of the hips he saw disappearing into the shadows. Walking on quiet feet, Max stealthily crossed the pilot’s seat and crouched down. He placed his hands on either side of her hips and held himself centimeters above her, his body planked out and completely rigid. 
 
    Completely. 
 
    The faint smell of some kind of oil clung to her clothes, doing nothing to mask her alluring feminine scent. Max wanted to bury his head into the crux of her thighs and feast on her for days until she was writhing and screaming on top of him. He tried to be satisfied with brushing his head lightly against her abdomen, rubbing up against her like an affectionate cat. 
 
    “You know, if my mate sees you, he’s going to rip you limb from limb,” Inrit said playfully, arching her hips up a fraction. “He gets so jealous.” Her voice echoed strangely, coming from underneath the console. 
 
    Max dropped a knee between her legs so it was easier to maneuver and brought his hands up to her sides, gliding over the sensitive flesh. “Does he now?” Max asked, playing along. It thrilled him, the thought of stealing these moments away while everyone thought they worked. In his previous life, he’d never have chased a woman or played a secret lovers’ game. “If he’s such a jealous bore, why do you want him?” 
 
    Inrit gasped as Max’s hand found the opening in her overalls and sneaked under her undershirt. Metal clattered against a tool, scraping against something he hoped wasn’t important. Max’s fingers played against Inrit’s stomach. He couldn’t do much more than rub her in circles from this angle, not unless he removed her clothes. 
 
    Tempting thought, but his mind was still hyper aware of the hatch open to the rest of the ship. Music blared around them, blocking out the sound of their conversation, but he could hear his mate perfectly due to some trick of the acoustics in the little cave they’d created away from the rest of the crew. 
 
    “Why do I want him?” Inrit repeated his question thoughtfully. He wished he could see her face, but the mystery was part of the fun. 
 
    “You know all about my race,” she said, shifting her hips under him. “We’re doomed to die because of some stupid biological mating urge. So fate or the gods or evolution intervened and now we get stuck to someone who scrambles our brains with a decade’s worth of lust. I just can’t keep myself away from him.” 
 
    Despite the light tone, Max’s blood turned to sludge. With his mind sharper than it had been in years, he went back over every moment that he’d spent with Inrit, looking for any excuse that made what she’d just said in jest untrue. He pulled back and knelt, no longer hovering over her, no longer touching. His skin iced and he would have shivered if something like a hot gust of anger wasn’t brewing. 
 
    “Do you really think that?” he asked so quietly that he wasn’t certain she’d hear him over the music. 
 
    The sound cut off and then it was just the two of them and the hum of the ship’s energy field. Max’s ears rang in the silence. Inrit slid out from her spot under the console and Max shifted to the side to let her move. In one smooth move, she rolled up from her back until she was crouched on her feet, ready to spring at an unseen enemy. 
 
    Now that he knew to look for it, he could see the deeply embedded pirate. Even though she knew that he would never hurt her, he couldn’t hurt her because of their bond, she was ready to run, to fight, to kill, on a second’s notice. Sitting on the floor would have left her in a vulnerable spot. For a moment, he wondered why she’d been fine lying without eyes on the rest of the room, but that got pushed aside when she narrowed her flashing red gaze at him. 
 
    “If this was just about fate, I would have fucked you five minutes after we met and been done with it,” she scowled. Her claws weren’t out, but Max kept darting his eyes down to make sure they stayed that way. She was pissed and ready to have at it. 
 
    Good. Stress, anger, and a healthy dose of fear all crashed over him, and Max suddenly wished that they were already on the ground so he could get away from it all and take ten fucking minutes to think for himself.  
 
    He didn’t think he was angry at Inrit, not quite. But his blood was up and she’d just as good as told him that she only wanted him because her stupid fate. He was a man, no matter how much machine was in him, and he had his pride. 
 
    “So I’m not just some fuck,” he said, one degree short of slipping into a sneer. “How nice. Would you have even given me a second look if it weren’t for your damned biological urge?” He stood up, tired of crouching, and Inrit followed. 
 
    Her face was a wash of horror and something he couldn’t define. He realized he couldn’t define most of her emotions. They’d only known one another for a week. How could he expect to know everything so quickly? Or ever. 
 
    “I. Don’t. Know,” she said, her lips curling around every word. She got up in his face, finger pointed at him and digging into his chest. “And I don’t give a damn.” 
 
    Max bent over until only a few centimeters separated them. “I know,” he said, answering his own question. He hooked his arm around her and dragged her close. Her hands clamped on his shoulders but she didn’t even pretend to push away. “Fate or no, I couldn’t stop looking at you.” 
 
    Time hung in a frozen moment between them, and then his lips were crushing hers and he felt the slightest pinpricks of claws in the muscle of his shoulder. It didn’t hurt. No, if anything it only made the kiss sweeter, hotter. 
 
    Max’s cock was an iron rod in his pants and he was so desperate to be inside of her, to touch her, to be one with her, that he feared he’d lose control as soon as he was seated in the wet heat of her sex.  
 
    Even with the heated weight of the kiss whipping them on, he took his time, tasting where he wanted to devour, unbuttoning where he wanted to tear. A distant part of him remembered that they were both still working, that someone could walk through the airlock at any moment. He didn’t care what they saw of him. But he would protect Inrit’s reputation with everything he had.  
 
    The edge of their spat—it hadn’t gone on long enough to be called a fight—gave the kiss a roughness that rubbed against Max’s skin, grinding him down until it nearly chafed, and yet he kept going back for more. 
 
    Max kissed down her neck and over the dark splotches of flesh she called clan markings. He took his time, kissing around the edges of each of the nearly square marks, and held her close as she shivered under him. Her fingers dug into his arms hard enough to bruise, but Max would take any amount of pain as long as it meant kissing her, tasting her for even one moment longer. 
 
    With a final flick of his fingers, he bared her to the cool air in the room, her full breasts on display through the gap in her top. Gods above, she was magnificent. He’d seen her fully nude in the shower, but somehow this was even more powerful, more erotic.  
 
    Dark lines dotted out from her clan markings and covered her breasts, but her nipples were an even darker ruby than her skin, and when he took one into his mouth, it was as sweet as a cherry. She moaned beneath him and clenched a hand on the back of his head when he swirled his tongue around the hard-pebbled jewel.  
 
    Her hand dug into his short hair and Max remembered the claws she had hidden away, claws that could do all kinds of damage if she lost control. He blazed at the thought, sucking on her even harder and trying to bring her to the edge just by playing with her breasts. He would give his life to her if only she could find her peak. 
 
    Her fingers dug harder, but she tugged up, urging his head toward her own, and when he let go, she kissed him again. This was teeth and tongues and feral mouth fucking, his tongue piercing her in a preview of what he planned to do with his cock. He could go all night, never resting, never pausing, and still need more time to exhaust himself on the first round of forever that he wanted so hard to demand. 
 
    He pushed Inrit back against the console and her hand shot out to steady herself before she ended up lying flat against the delicate equipment. 
 
    Static crinkled in the air and Inrit jerked her face away from him. It took Max a moment to realize that the sounds he was hearing weren’t just the ambient noises of a ship, nor was it anything strange coming from inside him. He listened for a moment and felt Inrit stiffen beneath him. She pushed him away and turned, fiddling with a dial on the communications console and holding an old pair of headphones to her ear. 
 
    She didn’t bother to button the top of her overalls, but there was nothing sexual about her position. Her eyes were narrowed and her shoulders straight and tight, all business. Worry formed a line between her eyebrows, and her skin lost some of its hue, going from rich ruby to washed out scarlet. 
 
    Max leaned beside her on the console and picked up the other half of the headphones. Even with the receiver flush up against his ear, all he heard was static. He let his processors run wild, analyzing the noise for anything out of the ordinary, but it just sounded like static. 
 
    And then Inrit shifted another knob and flicked a switch and the static turned into a low rumbling that gave way to a language he could almost understand. He made out the shapes of the words and could even recognize a few, but none of it made any sense. 
 
    Inrit tugged at the headphones and put them down, turning off the transmitter with a few practiced flicks. When she looked up at him, her eyes were almost black, the red completely drowned out by her pupils.  
 
    “What is it?” Max asked. Inrit didn’t do scared. If anything frightened her, Max was sure she’d punch it in the face and then kick it once it was down. But right now, she shook and he thought he saw tears welling. He placed a hand on her arm, trying to offer what little comfort he could. “You’re with me,” he said. “You’re safe.” He’d kill anything that touched her. 
 
    “We’re not safe,” she whispered, voice quavering. “I don’t know what they said, or what they’ve already heard, but we are so far from safe that we might as well already be dead.” She stood statue still, which worried Max even more. When Inrit was frustrated, she moved, her energy all bottled up and ready to burst. Until now, he hadn’t seen anything stop her in her tracks. 
 
    She’d seen a lot of the universe, and remembering what she’d told him while she worked to make him whole, Max knew what the problem had to be. “Those are pirate signals, aren’t they?” 
 
    Inrit nodded her head once. 
 
    Max rolled up his sleeve and stepped past her, placing his hand on a rectangular pad beside the main console. “Turn the transmitter back on,” he told his denya. “If they’re still broadcasting, I can analyze the signal.” That was, if they weren’t speaking in code. All Class Cs were equipped with standard cryptography upgrades. Max couldn’t break every encryption, but he was still better than nothing. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to tune in,” Inrit said as she flipped the switch back on and turned the dial. “My fingers are just tuned that way. I’m still used to it.” 
 
    Max flinched as the connection to the transmitter sparked. Older cyborgs would have needed to physically plug themselves into the system to access the data. Luckily, he wasn’t that old. A simple spark and he was in. Data flowed too fast for him to make sense of. His eyes rolled back as he pushed everything to his analytics center. As the seconds wore by, the heat on his hand grew, but he disregarded it. Not even the singed smell of flesh was enough to deter him. 
 
    His entire being narrowed to focus on the stream of data. Distantly he remembered the reason he so rarely joined with data pools. It was far too easy to drift and drift and lose oneself in the beauty of the streaming numbers and symbols. The ship could have exploded around him and Max would be none the wiser. 
 
    He heard a faintly whispered yell as something tugged at his arm, but he clung to the stream, opening his mind to filter more and more data. His eyes flickered and the room dimmed around him, his senses too dulled. This was why Max didn’t interface with machines. It made him useless for his normal work. But that thought was barely more than a whisper. 
 
    Blinding pain seared his arm and Max yanked back from the sensor, cutting the connection with disorienting swiftness. He clamped his hand down on the wound that leaked bright red blood and looked around to find his attacker, muscles primed to rend limbs from bodies. Instead he found Inrit standing beside him, a thin green knife in one hand, eyebrows crinkled and lips thin. 
 
    “What in all the hells, Max?” she demanded as she wiped down her weapon and slid it into an unseen holster. “That was worse than a glitch!” 
 
    The healing factor in his machinery was already stitching the wound together. Max shook his arm to further speed his healing as his mind worked to decode and decrypt everything he’d just accessed. “It wasn’t a glitch,” he said. “I did that on purpose.” 
 
    “Well don’t do it again,” she commanded. Her hands curled into fists and he saw that her own claws were out and ready to fight. 
 
    “Why the knife?” he asked. She had something much deadlier built in. 
 
    She flashed her claws up at him and they slowly retracted back into her hands. “Too much damage otherwise. I just wanted to get your attention.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I scared you,” he said. “I’ll warn you if I have to do something like that again.” He was a cyborg and he had a job; he couldn’t just promise his mate that he’d give up all his talents for her peace of mind. 
 
    She understood, the cluttered emotions beginning to clear. “The signal seemed pretty degraded,” she said, back straightening and color returning. Now she took the time to carefully button her top and put her hair back in order. “If any ships were near, we’d know it.” 
 
    “I’ve barely begun, but what I’ve decrypted so far seems to be simple chatter. Nothing about attacking us, nothing about spotting us, nothing that sounds remotely like code.” Now that he was no longer connected to the data stream, he could designate only a small part of his capacity to focusing on the signals. 
 
    “Don’t notify the captain until we know if they’re watching us,” said Inrit. She had both of her hands planted on the console and looked out into the dark boundless space visible through the window in front of them. “If they’re not watching us and we poke at them, we’ll make ourselves a target.” 
 
    “We’re too small to be worth the effort of hijacking,” Max said. On Nina Station, he’d heard of plenty of narrow misses with vessels of similar size to Morvellan’s ship. They just weren’t profitable enough. 
 
    “Do you know how many times people said that just before I boarded them?” Inrit asked, reminding him that he had stories and she had experience. She would always understand pirates far better than he. “And we’re still not safe. If we’re not worth the effort to rob, they could simply blow us to bits.” 
 
    As the former commander of a station, keeping security information like this from the captain didn’t sit right with Max. But as the current head of security and, more importantly, Inrit’s mate, he saw her point. He hadn’t known the captain long enough to predict his reaction to the possible danger. “Alright,” he agreed. “I’ll let the analysis run and keep quiet for now. We can scan again after our time on Vrinli. That might give us a better idea of if there’s a threat.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She took a deep breath and then sat back down on the ground. “I’ll finish up my checks within the hour, then the boat is yours.” 
 
    If he hadn’t seen her on the edge of panic, he wouldn’t have realized what she’d just gone through. She was one hell of a woman. “Less than a day until our date,” he reminded her. 
 
    Inrit tilted her head up and studied him for several seconds. “I’m glad it’s you,” she said. “I’m glad that you’re my mate. If I had a choice, it would have been you.” Before he could respond or even react, she lay down and shimmied back under the console. 
 
    Max studied her legs for a long moment, trying to figure out what to say. In the end, it was obvious. “I would have chosen you too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Fuck. Fuck fucking fuck. 
 
    The final checks on the boat hadn’t taken long enough for Inrit’s mind to clear, which left her with too many thoughts, fears, and predictions. Max had been right when he pointed out that their ship wasn’t a particularly lucrative catch. Most pirates wouldn’t care, so long as Morvellan and his crew weren’t a threat. 
 
    The second they gave a pirate ship, or worse, a pirate fleet a hint of danger, they’d be blown to pieces and left to freeze in the vacuum of space. It was an ending Inrit had resigned herself to a long time ago, but now that Max was by her side, she’d do anything to protect him from that fate.  
 
    From the ship, there wasn’t anything she could do that wouldn’t put everyone further at risk. There were a lot of pirates out there who owed her a lot of favors. Unfortunately, even more wanted to kill her, and a pirate’s word wasn’t worth the shit it was promised on. 
 
    So instead of doing anything concrete, Inrit spent several hours planning. She wasn’t about to let the threat of pirates ruin her day with Max, and she certainly wasn’t going to let them destroy her life again. She’d worked too hard. She never once questioned her instinct to keep the information from the captain. He ran the ship competently, but she’d barely spent more than fifteen minutes with him, and that included dinners with the entire crew. 
 
    He was too unknown. For all she knew, he’d command them all to hunt down the pirates and attack them first. Then Inrit would be forced to mutiny and before she knew it, she’d be living the life of piracy once more. Nope, not going to happen. 
 
    Once she was safely on the ground and there was no chance of her signal source being traced back to the ship, she’d get in contact with certain sources who hadn’t soured on her. They’d do little to protect her, but could let her know if her most dangerous enemies were anywhere near this quadrant. 
 
    She forced herself to catch a few hours of sleep. Long practice let her drift and then doze, even as her mind whirled with bloody possibilities and fears of violence. She didn’t see Max off. His words about the captain’s attention wouldn’t have provoked caution in her, but she might need credibility with their commander if the threat became real. 
 
    The knot in her back loosened when she saw a small folded note on her bedside table. It was written in Max’s handwriting and had only two words. 
 
    Nothing bad. 
 
    Whatever had been in the signal, it hadn’t been about them. They were safe for the time being. That didn’t stop Inrit from strapping on the knives she’d stowed away in the hidden pocket of her pack, and she didn’t even hesitate before sticking a blaster in her pocket. 
 
    “Nothing bad” didn’t mean safe. At best it was “safe for now.” She wouldn’t contemplate the worst until she made it planet-side. 
 
    The security team had been first out three hours before. Inrit hopped on the second shuttle off the ship along with several other crew and Krayter. His head was bowed over an entertainment tablet so she didn’t bother him or ask after Kayleb. She didn’t want to risk him offering her company. 
 
    A half hour after boarding the shuttle, they landed on Ohra, the port city for this sector of Vrinli II. Inrit made casual conversation with a woman who worked in communications, and waited until most of the party had dispersed before she took off. She had places to go, people to see, heads to bust. 
 
    Fun vacation stuff. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Shithole’ was too kind a term for Ohra. Dust clogged Max’s throat and made his eyes water, and the air had that faint scent of manure he’d heard was common on undeveloped planets. Anti-grav shuttles took up most of the road, shunting walkers and other vehicles off to the sides as they trundled past. 
 
    The six member security detail kept a tight circle around Captain Morvellan and his posse of three. All of them were on the lookout for any threat, though so far, nothing seemed out of place. Max kept his eyes open for something worse than pickpockets and street toughs. 
 
    Ohra was just the right mix of technological and rustic for a pirate crew to take their down time. They were far out of reach of the Oscavian Empire, one of the largest and toughest governments in the universe. For the most part, Vrinli was self-sufficient. They grew their own crops, lived amongst themselves, and kept space travel relegated to a few port cities. 
 
    Most importantly for pirates, the Vrinlanders kept to themselves. As long as no one attacked them, they wouldn’t go out of their way to report trouble. That fact made this a smuggler’s paradise as well. 
 
    It hadn’t escaped Max’s notice that Captain Morvellan remained close mouthed about the point of their meeting. Max supposed that it could be completely legitimate, but he’d never seen a legitimate business meeting take place with six guards armed from head to toe. 
 
    Back when he’d examined the captain’s logs on Nina Station, nothing had seemed out of the ordinary. But it was only now that Max was recovered from his brush with glitching that he realized just how impaired his functions had become. There must have been dozens of small things that he missed, things that had tipped Nina off to his condition long before she grew suspicious of his medical records. 
 
    They made it to their destination without incident and he could almost feel his team breathe a sigh of relief. He’d need to train them out of that; they weren’t safe yet, far from it. Right now, they were about to dive into danger and Max’s fingers itched to clutch his blaster. 
 
    He remained empty handed and opened the door to the dingy dining establishment that had been chosen for this meeting. Two security members went in first, scouting quickly to make sure there wasn’t a trap. The captain followed with his people, and the rest of the security team took up the rear. 
 
    The bar was dark and though the space was large, only ten patrons sat at the bar and scattered among the low tables. It was so dark that Max hoped the humans on his crew had vision enhancements. Without his cyborg sight, he’d be on the edge of blind. The Vrinlanders must have better sight than humans. 
 
    They weren’t here for food or drinks. A tall Vrinlander woman, her skin bright green and hair purple and held back in disciplined braids, stood beside a curtained door that led to the back of the building. Her eyes met Max’s and she nodded, indicating that was their place. 
 
    Max took the lead and walked past the guard with another nod. Inside, the room brightened considerably and a sweet smoke of some kind hung thick in the air. The light came in through slats in the high ceiling and the room was no bigger than five meters square. 
 
    A Vrinlander man sat behind a circular table, flanked by two guards. His arm was slung over a young Vrinlander man who curled into the first man’s shoulder and played with tassels that decorated his jacket. The boss and his boyfriend. 
 
    The boss smiled when he saw Morvellan, and the captain stepped past Max as if he wasn’t there. 
 
    “Well met, my good friend!” said the boss, reaching across the table and clasping Morvellan’s arm. “It has been too long.” 
 
    “The journey leads down forgotten roads,” Morvellan replied. He took the seat opposite the boss and turned back towards Max. “Stand outside with the others. We’ll conclude shortly.” 
 
    Max nodded and left, quelling the protest that burbled inside. The captain wasn’t in any danger and he didn’t want Max to know what was going on. Fine. Max didn’t need to know. 
 
    He stepped out and joined his crew, who’d all clustered around the bar. With a wave of his hand, he ordered a water and kept to his feet. Just because Morvellan thought he was safe didn’t mean things couldn’t go sour in a heartbeat. 
 
    Something pulled his attention to the door a moment before it opened. A woman in a dark cloak walked in, her face completely in shadow and her hands covered by leather-synth gloves. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Max would know her anywhere. What was Inrit doing here? And why was she hiding? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Inrit’s body practically vibrated with recognition of Max when she stepped through the door of the dodgiest watering hole in Ohra. Instinct urged her to draw her hood tighter around her face, but she didn’t. Movements like that drew eyes faster than flashing signs and bright lights. 
 
    Besides, Max had already seen her. His eyes burned into her and she knew that he’d have a stack of questions. This hovel was the home of cutthroats and smugglers. Max should have stuck out like an angel among devils, but the hard lines of his face and his aggressive posture marked him as just another brute among the roughs. Next to him were several members of the security team and eyes kept flicking towards a Vrinlander guard who stood beside a back door. 
 
    Inrit put it together. The captain had a meeting with someone and he’d brought Max as backup. But whatever he wanted to do, he didn’t want his upright, staid cyborg to know. So Max had been relegated to the bar while business went down. 
 
    Smuggling. Kidnapping. Murder. Theft. What was Morvellan’s specialty? Inrit hadn’t realized the man had a dark side and she would put her skills to finding out what it was. Later. Right now she had her own work to do, ensuring there was a later to have. 
 
    She met Max’s eyes and held them for several seconds. The light from the door haloed her, practically shining a spotlight on her position. After a moment his eyes slid away, silently acknowledging her and letting her do her work.  
 
    The thing about any dusty space port town like this was that it was always possible to get in touch with the worst sorts of people. Not too long ago, Inrit had been one such person, but now she hoped to skirt the line and get information without calling any attention to herself. She’d never been to Vrinli II or Ohra before, but that was less of an impediment than it might seem. 
 
    Informants were informants and they all looked the same, no matter the species. 
 
    The Vrinlander she wanted was sitting at the far end of the bar, nursing a tall glass of something sludgy and green. It gave off a noxious smell that almost made Inrit gag, so when she sat down, she breathed through her mouth in hopes of lessening the stench. Instead, it just clung to the roof of her mouth and made it even worse. 
 
    A server bot slid her way and she selected a cheap, clean water that probably wouldn’t poison her. After depositing her credits into the machine, she received the thin bottle of water in less than a minute. For several minutes, she sat quietly beside the Vrinlander and drank. Every so often his eyes flicked her way, watching the bottle as it disappeared into the darkness of her hood. When she sat, his body had been facing away from her and towards the security team that loitered at the other end of the bar. But with each drag of her drink, his body pivoted closer until she had his full attention. 
 
    Good.  
 
    The light was almost too dim to see by, but up close Inrit could get a good look at her Vrinlander drinking buddy. He was big, at least twice her size, and would probably stand taller than Max, but the slump of his shoulders and the way he held his drink told her that in a fight, she’d be the one to come out on top. 
 
    This guy didn’t know how to play dirty, he only knew how to roll over and beg. 
 
    “It’s impolite to stare,” Inrit said in Interstellar Common, the language spoken in some form or another in most port cities. 
 
    “Didn’t ask for company,” the Vrinlander replied. His accent was thick and barely understandable, but it was good enough for the moment. 
 
    Inrit reached into a pocket and grabbed a stack of platinum coins. Most transactions were done through credit account numbers and digital swipes. But sometimes cold coin got the point across far better than an impersonal number written on a screen. She played with the coins, stacking and unstacking them, letting the metal clink as it fell. The Vrinlander’s gaze moved from her hooded face down to the money and back up. 
 
    He waved to the service bot and ordered another drink and a water for Inrit. She smiled and accepted it with a cool nod. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked as he gulped down the last sips of his first glass of noxious sludge. 
 
    Inrit was doubly glad for the hood; he couldn’t see her wince as he drank. 
 
    “I’m shopping,” she said. One couldn’t just approach a jumpy stranger and say hi, have you seen any pirates around these parts. A woman needed a bit of subtlety. 
 
    “The market is down the road,” the Vrinlander replied. 
 
    Of course, subtlety only worked so well on the dense. “We have a mutual friend who let me know that you are the one with access to the… exclusive markets.” 
 
    The hand holding his drink froze halfway to his mouth and Inrit got a look at the thick, dirty claws spiking out of his fingers. He could do a lot of damage if he ever got riled up. “What friend?” he asked. 
 
    Inrit sipped her water and let the silence grow. 
 
    After several seconds, he slammed his drink down onto the bar and leaned close to her, hissing out his words. “I told that fucktoe that I was done moving anything. So you need to get out right now if you’re not going to make yourself useful.” 
 
    Wonderful, a retired snitch. “Then how can I get a message to Aryn?” she asked. The name meant nothing, no one in the business used it, but it worked as a simple code for thieves and cutthroats alike. 
 
    The Vrinlander pulled his drink close and huddled in on himself. He turned away from Inrit and muttered, “Aryn left, we don’t need no trouble here.” His posture made it clear that he had nothing more to say. 
 
    That didn’t matter. Inrit had everything she needed to know. This place might be dirty, but it wasn’t crawling with pirates. They’d avoided the worst. 
 
    For now. 
 
    *** 
 
    Captain Morvellan sat with the boss for over an hour and Inrit was long gone by the time they left the bar. Though Max had planned the trip on the assumption that they’d be carrying cargo back to the boat, they left the place empty handed and the Captain said nothing about it. An hour later, they were at the lodgings that had been rented for the crew. 
 
    The bottom floor of the building was open to the elements and housed a restaurant for the boarders. At night and during bad weather, metal shutters unfurled and blocked the place in. Inrit sat at a table with Krayter, with no sign of the cloak she’d been wearing earlier and no hint that she’d ventured into one of the most dangerous parts of town. 
 
    The captain dismissed him along with the rest of the crew to take their free time. Max wanted to go directly to Inrit and take her away to the cliffs she’d told him about. But dirt was caked into his skin and his clothes were made for busting heads, not holding hands. With great reluctance, he ran up the stairs at the back of the building and took the world’s fastest shower. 
 
    Ten minutes later he was back, cleaned, dressed, and ready to run. He looked toward the table where Inrit had been sitting, but now Krayter sat alone. 
 
    Max didn’t pause to question the Detyen man, instead following his instincts and the almost psychic pull that led him out the back door of the building and down an alleyway so narrow that the tops of two red stone buildings almost touched. He popped out of the other end onto a street that fed into the main market and found Inrit standing there with a small bag slung over one shoulder and a smile on her face. 
 
    She held out her hand and Max took it silently, pulling her close and tipping her face up to capture her lips in a light kiss. 
 
    There was no cover on the street, but Max didn’t care who saw them. Kissing his denya was an act of celebration, of worship. There was no room for shame.  
 
    Discretion, however, always had its place. Inrit pulled back and rested her hand against his chest. She grinned up at him, her red eyes even and full of something he could almost call happiness. “No pirates,” she whispered. 
 
    “No duties,” Max replied, his grin just as silly as hers. 
 
    “I’ve decided to keep you,” Inrit told him, playing with the edge of his cloak. “Even if you run away, I’ll chase after you.” 
 
    “I’m never letting you go,” he replied. Not now that he had her, that she was his. “You’re mine.” 
 
    A public alleyway was no place for their first bout of sex. Max had to tell himself that twice before he stopped eyeing the sandy brick behind them and judging just how much any passerby would see from the street. 
 
    Inrit entwined her fingers with his and pulled him into the public street. How she had the discipline, he didn’t know. His mind still circled on plots to dip his fingers into the band of her pants and stroke her sex until she purred with want. 
 
    Later.  
 
    They had all night. And forever.  
 
    But now that they were hours, or less, away from sealing their bond, Max couldn’t keep himself under control. Touching her was sweet torture, the feel of her flesh against his essential to his being, yet a constant reminder that his cock wasn’t yet buried balls deep within her. 
 
    He’d never wanted a woman more, not even in the moments he’d already shared with Inrit.  
 
    His soul exploded with light every time she was near, the emotion swelling with every pound of their feet and each clench of her fingers. Her hand wasn’t soft; it bore the scrapes and callouses of hard work and the tone of strife. But he wouldn’t know what to do with a gentle woman. His life was meant to be lived in the harsh climes of space and war. A pirate was the perfect fit. 
 
    A few passersby glanced at them as they walked together, but the sight of aliens of different species walking together, embracing, or more, wasn’t out of place on the streets of Ohra. Port cities were known for their diverse populations and freer attitudes to interspecies relationships. 
 
    “Do you plan to finish up your contract with Morvellan?” Max asked Inrit as the thought occurred to him that they hadn’t made any plans past this night. Where she went, he would follow gladly, even into all the hells in the galaxy, and he hoped she felt the same. 
 
    Inrit glanced up at him, expression quizzical. She shrugged. “He’s not the worst, as far as captains go. And I did give him my word. But…” She looked away as she trailed off. 
 
    Max squeezed her fingers. “There’s no need to figure everything out tonight.” He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it. “But from this day forward, we do it together.” 
 
    A grin tugged at her lips and bloomed into a full-blown smile and she nodded. “I like the sound of that.” She pointed to a small two-seater vehicle parked on the side of the road. “This is our ride. Ready?” 
 
    The motorized bicycle looked one minute away from falling apart. It was pieced together with tubes and anti-grav repellers and hovered half a meter in the air, chained to a rental stand.  
 
    Max had visions of the anti-grav giving out and splattering them across the pavement, or worse, thrusting them over one of the cliffs. He’d never been overly cautious before, but his body could take a beating. Inrit wasn’t made of the same metals and fibers that were interlaced with his every cell. 
 
    He must have stood too still for too long. Inrit tapped on his arm and then rested her hand against her knuckles, amusement spreading from cheek to cheek. “You’re not scared, are you?” she teased. “Because if you want to stay here, I can go alone.” 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes. Someone who didn’t know her might have taken her seriously, but he recognized a taunt when he heard one, especially from her. If he turned and walked right now or insisted on a more stable vehicle, she’d go with him. 
 
    But she wouldn’t let him hear the end of it for a decade or more. 
 
    Max put the credits into the machine and waited for the bike to be freed. Then he scooped Inrit off her feet and plunked her onto the back passenger seat and swung his own leg over the front. “I’ll drive,” he said. 
 
    Inrit wrapped her arms around him and laid against his back, her breasts pressed flush against him. “Then I’ll give you the directions,” she said against his ear, her breath sending shivers down his spine and his cock responding with vigor. 
 
    Max engaged the engine and sped off, leaving a trail of dust in their wake. His mate tipped her head back and laughed as he took a corner almost fast enough to flip them. But she didn’t tell him to slow down. 
 
    She just held on harder. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    This was what it was about. An hour later, Max pulled them to a stop as they reached the cliffs that jutted out over the beach of Vrinli II’s ocean. Dark purple water churned below them, splashing up against pale blue sand. 
 
    The area was designed for camping. A small patch of gravel had been set off the side of the road for people to leave vehicles. A little further down the path there was a replicator station where they could purchase simple food and supplies. But Inrit had everything they’d need for the night in her pack. 
 
    She watched Max walk to the edge of the gravel and study the sand that led up to the stone cliffs. Unlike the beach, this sand had been placed here on purpose, more decorative than anything else. But it was pretty, and Inrit could appreciate the unexpected beauty of land. She crouched down and ran her fingers through the cold sand. The sun was still high overhead, but it would grow cold as it got dark and she wanted them set up by nightfall. 
 
    She stood and wiped her hand against her pant leg. The sand in her fingers threatened to rouse long quashed memories, and this was a night for new beginnings, not the painful past. 
 
    “This area was originally mined for minerals several hundred years ago,” she said. Max turned around at her approach and wrapped his arm around her. They walked close to the edge of the cliff and looked out over the sea, the ground dropping out beneath them. “There are several cave systems that cut through the cliffs, but there are also some hollows that the Vrinlanders bored to sleep in back when the mines were still open. Now the campers use them as shelter at night.” 
 
    “You want to sleep in a cave?” He grinned. Though he teased, he wasn’t eyeing their bike to head back to the city. Then again, he hadn’t seemed to like the bike all that much to begin with. 
 
    Inrit laid her head on Max’s shoulder and snuggled into his side. “I doubt we’ll do that much sleeping.” 
 
    Silver rolled over his eyes and this time, it had nothing to do with a glitch. Inrit shivered and wondered if her own face got so intense when her eyes went to full red. She couldn’t control it, but she knew when it happened. As heat bloomed in her chest, she felt the shift in her gaze that signaled the red lights. 
 
    They were frozen, gazes locked, and if a well-travelled road didn’t lay just a few meters behind them, his clothes would have been torn to shreds and she’d have her mouth on him right there. But he was just for her and she wasn’t going to give anyone else a peepshow. 
 
    She tore her gaze away and pointed to a dark, narrow fissure along the cliff’s edge. “Do you see that chasm?”  
 
    Max nodded, silent. 
 
    “There are stairs along it and it leads to the caverns. The way is supposed to be very tight. And private.” She could almost feel the hard wall of stone pressed up against her back as Max held her in place and took her just out of view of any day trippers. Gods above, she was wet just thinking about it. 
 
    He didn’t say anything, just grabbed her hand and tugged her towards the path as if some ancient beast had roused to life within him and demanded that he take her like a barbarian of old. Inrit had never been into games like that; she’d met too many real barbarians to see the attraction. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    If Max threw her over his shoulder, she’d come on the spot. 
 
    He gripped her hand tighter and tugged harder, as if he could read her thoughts. He couldn’t, she was certain of that. The denya bond wasn’t sealed, and even then, telepathy was incredibly limited between mates. They might get a sense of each other’s emotions or physical presence, but articulated thoughts were almost impossible to read. 
 
    There was no one else near them and Inrit said a silent prayer of thanks to all the gods. Civility was losing the fight to her inner animal and she didn’t want to pretend to placate prying eyes. 
 
    Their insistent steps ate the distance to the stairwell and even though Inrit wanted to vault down it and take Max with her, she moved with caution. The stairs were carved into the cliff face and long enough that she could lay down and stretch her arms all the way over her head without her feet dangling off, but there was no rail or wall to keep them from falling down the sheer face of the cliff on the other side. Inrit glanced back, taking a view of the cliffs they’d just been standing on. From the top it wasn’t clear, but now she could see the purple veins of whatever mineral ran rich here. It twinkled in the light of the sun and gave the entire rock face an ethereal glow. 
 
    She didn’t need telepathy when she could see the thick outline of his cock against his dark pants or feel the insistent pull of his hand. A body could speak just as much as a mouth, and right now Max silently declared that he was going to eat her up. If he looked back at the sway of her hips or spied the shadows of her hardened nipples peeking through her top, he’d know that she was saying the same thing. 
 
    When she turned back, she found Max looking at her. “How did you find out about this place?” he asked, awed. He skimmed a hand over a thick vein of the purple stuff that ran from the top of the cliff to where it cut through the stairs. “There’s nothing like this back on Tarni.” 
 
    She almost dismissed it. There were planets out there with molten gold oceans and skies that rained gems. These rocks were beautiful, sure, but nothing like a dozen other inhabited planets. But she stopped herself. Max’s mouth hung open and he couldn’t stop touching the rock. “You’ve been to planets besides Tarni, haven’t you?” After traveling for so long, Inrit forgot that most people never left their home world. In their eyes, she would be the strange one, casting off all hope of ties for unknown horizons. 
 
    Max yanked his hand back and came right up to the edge of affronted. “I ran Nina Station, of course I’ve been to other planets.” 
 
    She didn’t see how the first part of that led into the other, so she just raised an eyebrow and waited. The trick never failed. 
 
    And when Max said, “I’ve been to Beothea and Thanatos as well,” she grinned. 
 
    “Is that why you ran to the ship?” she asked. She knew he hadn’t left the station on the best of terms. But a man like Max, even when he’d been glitching and on the verge of meltdown, had to have options. He was too magnificent to be left adrift. 
 
    Max reached up and cupped her cheek and Inrit leaned into the heat of his hand. “I think I was running towards you,” he said.  
 
    She’d heard Stoan and Reina say shit like that on the long ride they shared after they met in the Citadel. While most of her had scoffed at the emotion infused words, a part of her had yearned for a man who’d say that shit to her. And here he was, cradling her cheek and eyes shining silver. 
 
    It wasn’t the eyes that gave away the little emotions, not really. She didn’t see Max’s vulnerability in the silver of his irises. It came from the small tense crinkles near his nose and the way he had to force himself to hold her gaze when she looked at him for so long without speaking. Just as she didn’t know how to take it when she heard it, he didn’t know how to say it. 
 
    “Me too,” she finally said. Simple was best. And it was even the truth. “I died when I got taken.” His hand flexed under her cheek but Inrit didn’t let him pull back. Before they went further, she had to get this out. “Not literally. My heart beat, body functioned. But I became a… thing, rather than a person. A thing that could kill and commit…” Her head started shaking and she made herself still. She didn’t need to name every crime. “I started to wake up, or come back to life, or whatever, before I met you. But until I saw you, I didn’t realize what I’d been missing. You’re it for me, Max. You make this whole thing worth it, and I…” She swallowed. The last part was the hardest, but she’d done so much worse. She needed to get this out. “I love you.” 
 
    He stared at her like she’d grown a second head and he did it for so long that Inrit felt the urge to reach up and check that she hadn’t. His breathing grew a bit ragged like he’d just won a fight in one of the pens at the Slave Markets. The wind whistled past them, loud screams as it tore past the cliffs and down into the caverns just beyond them. But Inrit had no problem hearing him when Max began to speak. 
 
    “Back when I started to glitch, I wished that I had met someone. That I’d started a family, lived a normal life. All of that. But every moment, every pain has led me to you and I wouldn’t change a thing.” He laced his fingers through hers and they walked down the last few stairs and into the recessed entrance to the caverns. 
 
    At first glance, the area looked off limits, like it hadn’t seen foot traffic in years. But a sign on the wall pointed them towards the camping area and a small trash compactor had been set into the stone so that no one found it necessary to litter. But it was the off season and even with the evidence of life, she and Max were all alone. The two of them, the salt air, and a secluded space where no one would hear a word. Or a scream. 
 
    Inrit wanted to back Max up against the wall of the passageway that stretched up more than ten meters in the air, drop down to her knees, and taste him, bring him to completion right there. Her mouth watered at the thought, but she didn’t tell him to stop. Not when they were so close. 
 
    The cave they found was rather small, but it looked out over the water through a hole at head level and let in natural light. From a depression on the ground, she could see that this was a popular choice. The only hint that these caves were made by hand rather than nature was the discreet doors hidden in the rock. One press of the wood and they slid closed, giving her and Max complete privacy. 
 
    Inrit didn’t know how they managed to set up camp—lighting an artificial fire, setting out the bedding, laying out their weapons—without throwing everything into a pile and leaping at each other. She’d become uncomfortably aware of her body, the press of her thighs as she moved, the scent of Max as he brushed past her, and the heat that was starting to build. The unspoken tension was probably what let them build their camp in less than ten minutes. Once the final blaster was set by the bed, they both looked up and shared a glance. 
 
    And in unison they began to rip off their clothes. Inrit’s claws almost sprang out to take care of her top when a button snagged on a piece of thread. Her hands shook in frustration and she yanked too hard, tearing the fabric without need of anything sharp. A glance up showed her that Max was already half naked and then it became a race to see who could get naked faster. 
 
    She jumped up and down to shimmy out of her pants and cursed as she forgot that her boots were still tied tightly. Rather than pull the pants back up, she bent over to untie her boots with her ass hanging out. 
 
    Max groaned and Inrit paused. She untied her laces slowly, swaying her hips as she worked. Her footwear was all tangled up with her clothes, but she was able to pull them off and work on pushing off her trousers. But before she could stand up, she felt Max’s hand warm against her bare ass, his fingers sliding down the sensitive flesh and further down her leg. Inrit cast a glance over her shoulder and saw that he was already naked, his cock hard and ruddy, right there. If she backed up a single step, she’d be pressed up against it. And him. 
 
    So she leaned back. Tonight wasn’t a night to deny themselves any want. 
 
    Max groaned again and his fingers dug into the muscles of her leg almost hard enough to hurt. If anything, that made Inrit’s pleasure bloom. “Are you trying to end the fun before it even begins?” he asked, with a ragged edge to his voice that made Inrit burn. 
 
    She looked back at him with red eyes. “Are you saying you don’t have stamina?” she asked with a wicked smile. Cyborgs weren’t just legendary for their battle prowess, if some of the racier novels she’d read were to be believed. 
 
    His nostrils flared and Inrit sizzled as his fingers crawled back up and swiped against the swollen folds of her sex that were so lewdly on display for him. She would never have stood like this for another man, so exposed, so vulnerable. But Max could keep her safe; he was just as tough as her. And there was nothing she’d hold back from him. Nothing he’d ask for that she wouldn’t give. 
 
    “Lay down,” he said, barely flirting with the nub of her pleasure. 
 
    There was steel in his voice. A tone that brooked no resistance. And though Inrit would give him anything, she was still going to make him work for it. She stood up and turned, placing both her hands on his hard, naked chest. His heart beat like a drum under her palm and he was hot to the touch. The cave felt like a sauna and they were both sweating, their scents mixing together into something that was neither one of them individually, and yet wholly their own. 
 
    “You’re not laying down,” Max said casually. She’d realized that he did that when he was too full of emotion, feigned apathy until he got himself under control. 
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    Inrit grinned and then darted forward and bit him at the base of his neck, marking and claiming him as her mate. She felt a growl building in the back of her throat as his hands latched onto her hips and he picked her up. Her legs wrapped tight around him and they backed up. Her teeth were sharper than a human’s and could do damage to human flesh, but she pulled them out and licked the wound, tasting the coppery blood of her mate. The bite was raw and red, but more decorative than painful. And already she could feel the bond reaching out from her to him, nascent threads tying together even though they hadn’t yet made love. 
 
    This time when his fingers found her sex, he wasn’t playing. Inrit’s stomach clenched and her legs tightened, thighs burning until Max had her pressed hard against the rock. 
 
    “You’re already so wet,” he said, his eyes locked on hers as he touched her, the intimacy almost too much to bear. 
 
    Inrit rippled under him as he stretched her out, made her ready for the invasion of his thick cock. With every little movement, she felt it press against her, but never quite where she wanted it. 
 
    “You just look at me that way and I’m ready,” she confessed. 
 
    “Are you?” he challenged. “I want this to be good for you.” 
 
    She arched up against him as he hit a sensitive spot, the sound that escaped her throat absolutely uncivilized. “Oh,” she moaned out as she tilted her hips up, “No risk of this going bad, my love.” 
 
    He captured the words out of her mouth, invading with his tongue as if he could steal her confessions of love and swallow them for himself. Inrit gave as much as she could, unable and unwilling to stop. She opened her soul to his kiss, laid herself bare, and let herself be devoured as he took her. 
 
    This was wholesale slaughter of the person she once thought she was. That woman couldn’t be kissed like this, that woman never fucked like it was life or death and pleasure was the only thing worth living for. 
 
    That woman didn’t know how to love. 
 
    Under Max’s hands she was born anew, everything bright and the touch almost painful to her newly sensitive skin. 
 
    As they kissed, he guided his cock to her entrance and stayed there, brushing up against the wet and tender flesh, flirting with her slit, asking for invitation. 
 
    In her position, she was completely at his mercy. One thrust and he’d be in, and there was nothing she could do to stop it, nothing she wanted to do to stop it. There was power in this vulnerability. He worshipped her with each swipe of his tongue and stroke of his fingers, demonstrated that she was his goddess and he her supplicant. 
 
    He nudged the tip of his cock into her entrance, giving her time to pull back. Inrit just kissed him harder. There was no pulling back from this, no denying their bond or running away. Not now. Not anymore. 
 
    They never had another choice and she’d never been happier about it. 
 
    “Hard,” she gasped against his mouth, too consumed to pull away. “Harder.” 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed. 
 
    He sank himself in, centimeter by tight centimeter. It almost hurt, with his big cock and her tight cunt. But the heady feel was a reminder that he was in her, a brand against her flesh, marking her as she’d already marked him. 
 
    He seated himself to the hilt and held still, breaking the kiss and clenching his jaw as his breath came in harsh gasps. He looked ready to come, to spill inside of her already. 
 
    Inrit rolled her hips and watched him gasp and bite his lips, his cheeks flushing with the harsh red of pleasure. 
 
    And then he moved. He did it so quick that it caught her off guard and if he hadn’t had her pinned, his hands cupped under her ass and her back against the wall, she might have fallen. 
 
    He thrust in and out, pulling out almost all the way only to slam himself back into her, the shock reverberating through her bones. She moved with him, bouncing against him and clutching herself close as she tumbled over the edge, her sex rippling with orgasm as Max pounded into her, never letting up. 
 
    The first ripples exploded into the second and she cried out, gasping out a wordless plea. Her mind became a haze of pleasure, time dissolving into nothing, and the only physical existence in the world was Max’s hot skin and his thick length inside of her. 
 
    His pace increased, something she hadn’t known was possible and he made a low sound, something rumbly and dark, animal. He leaned forward and placed his teeth right on her neck, a mirror of where she’d bitten him. Inrit jerked her head to the side, giving him the access he asked for. 
 
    As he bit down, he gave one final thrust, spilling into her and marking her neck just as a Detyen male would, claiming her in the way of the ancient and sealing their bond stronger than it should have ever been. 
 
    It snapped into place, the sound almost real. Inrit could almost reach out and grab the thick cord that seemed to shoot out of her chest and into his. But with a blink it was gone, completely invisible to the eye and yet still there, holding them together. 
 
    Max’s head lolled against her neck as he started to soften within her. His fingers curled against her and Inrit unclenched her legs, setting them down unsteadily and leaning against him for support. 
 
    Max’s hands slid up her back and came around to cup her breasts. He pulled back until he could look down at them and grinned. “Fair warning, mate. I’m nowhere near done with you.” 
 
    Inrit smiled back. “Good.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Max’s arms were warm around her, fighting off the cool air coming from the distant water. Inrit snuggled into him even as her mind turned inward. With her psychic eye, she saw a glowing bond anchored deep within her that stretched out far beyond her senses. She poked at it and enveloped herself in the essence of Max, who stirred as she strummed along the bond. 
 
    His arms tightened and he pulled her even closer with the leg that he’d thrown over hers. The hard rock underneath them should have been uncomfortable, but Max could sell his services as a human mattress and make a killing at giving out comfort. Well, he could have before she saw him. Now she’d slice up anyone who dared get so close. 
 
    “You’re smiling,” he said against her cheek. “Keep doing that and the crew’s going to think something’s wrong.” 
 
    Inrit nestled her head into the bend of his neck and nipped at him. The mark that she’d made on him the night before had already faded into a healing bruise, much to her disappointment. She’d staked a claim and the primal, animal being within wanted the whole of existence to know it. 
 
    “You’re mine,” she said fiercely. 
 
    Max’s cock hardened against her stomach as she made the declaration. “You’re my denya,” he replied, sliding into her. 
 
    This loving was quiet, intense, but sweet, unlike the desperate passion they’d fallen into the night before. Inrit gripped his shoulders as he thrust within her and never broke his gaze. They barely blinked as they held onto the connection, and only when she reached her peak did she slam her eyes shut as the pleasure took her again and Max shot within her. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered in her ear as he pulled out of her. 
 
    Inrit’s mouth dried and she couldn’t find the right words to respond. But Max didn’t seem to mind. With quiet economy, they cleaned themselves up and dressed, heading back to their rented vehicle and driving into Ohra as the sun crested the horizon behind them. 
 
    The boarding rooms they’d rented should have been quiet so early in the morning, but instead they were a whirl of motion as the crew dragged their supplies and crates of food to the front of the building. Krayter was the first to notice their return and he ran up to them, his hair a mess and his shirt only half tucked in to his pants. 
 
    “Get your things,” he said in a rush. “Captain said we’re pushing off in an hour and he’s not waiting for stragglers.” Krayter glanced between the two of them and his eyes flicked down to their joined hands. For a moment, Inrit almost pulled away, but Max’s hand tightened on her own as if he expected it, and he wouldn’t let her. Then Krayter found the healing love bite on Max’s neck and his eyes widened. “That’s…” He couldn’t find the words. “You’re… what?” 
 
    Inrit looked up at Max and they shared a secret grin. Her heart was full to bursting and she couldn’t stop smiling. Every pulse of emotion shot down that bond and straight towards Max, just as all the heat and strength of his love flowed into her. She’d never realized how true the bond could be. 
 
    Had she truly told Stoan that she didn’t want a mate? How could she have honestly believed it? With Max by her side, she could do anything, anything was— 
 
    Something out of the corner of her eye caught her attention and stopped her thoughts dead. She turned away from Max and Krayter and saw a tall Vrinlander man approaching. Her blood froze to ice as he got closer, and she caught sight of the scar that snaked its way down from the bottom of his ear to the base of his neck. A tattoo of exotic flowers bloomed around the jagged tissue. 
 
    Yrotho Gol, pirate and wannabe king. The last Inrit had heard, he was dead. She’d heard wrong. 
 
    “That’s the man that Morvellan met with last night,” Max told her, his posture as stiff as her own. Whether he was nervous because of how she was acting or because of what he’d seen, she wasn’t sure. 
 
    Inrit dragged her gaze away and turned as much as she could so that Gol would not see her if he looked. She didn’t fool herself into thinking that she was beautiful enough to be remembered throughout the galaxy, but plenty of pirates wanted her dead, and she didn’t know if Gol was one of them. And if he recognized her, he might tell the captain or sell the information to one of her enemies. 
 
    She couldn’t risk being spotted. 
 
    Max understood and moved with her, Krayter trailing silently behind them as they made their way up the stairs to the rooms in the building. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Krayter asked. “What just happened?” As a passenger, he had no reason to know anything about the minutiae of the ship or the captain’s shady dealings. 
 
    Inrit kept it simple. “That man used to be a pirate, and I’m afraid that he’s up to no good.” 
 
    “Right now, I think he’s merely a smuggler,” said Max before Krayter could start asking questions about why Inrit knew so much about pirates. “The captain seemed to trust him to some extent, so I think we need to see how this plays out.” 
 
    A hundred thoughts of how this could go wrong piled up in Inrit’s head until she was a jumble of nerves with no idea of what would happen. But she agreed. Sometimes pirates did retire. 
 
    That thought didn’t help her relax. 
 
    *** 
 
    The glow from their bonding hadn’t worn off, but the heat had waned enough for Max to think straight. He vowed to himself that he was going to take Inrit somewhere nice where they could take real time for themselves. Days for themselves without needing to steal it or camp out on surprisingly comfortable rocks. 
 
    The mood had been hushed on the trip from the ground to the ship, and the boat was crowded with three times as many passengers as it should comfortably hold. When they docked and readied to leave, Captain Morvellan called everyone to the canteen for an announcement. 
 
    Max and Inrit stood towards the back of the room and let the passengers and crew crowd in front of them. They needed to hear the captain; it didn’t matter how well they could see him. But, perhaps thinking of that, Morvellan climbed up onto one of the sturdier tables before saying anything. 
 
    “Thank you for all gathering, I apologize for cutting our stay short,” he said without a hint of apology in his tone. A few passengers grumbled, but not loud enough to single themselves out. “We’re adding a short stop on the trip which will delay our call into Honora Station by a week. Unfortunately, this is unavoidable. If this inconvenience causes you to miss a connecting ship, please let my assistant, Jinje, know, and she will work to make new arrangements for you. I will personally cover any costs associated with it.” 
 
    The yells erupted in earnest and for a moment, Max expected a mutiny. But while the passengers asked questions, Inrit tugged on his hand and they escaped the melee through the back door. 
 
    The door to the canteen slid shut behind them, cutting off the noise and plunging them into deafening silence. Lines of worry appeared between Inrit’s brow, and Max leaned forward and kissed her there, taking the right that she’d given him. When he pulled back, her eyes were still worried, but the line was gone. 
 
    “I’m going to assume Gol gave him something to transport,” said Inrit. “And I’m going to hope that this just looks suspicious. There’s nothing we can do yet.” She paused and a considering look crossed her face. “Well, nothing that doesn’t involve mutiny.” 
 
    Max couldn’t help but grin even though he was almost certain she was serious. “We keep our eyes open,” he replied. “And we reassess when it’s time.” 
 
    She agreed. Max just wished he didn’t have a sense of doom hanging over him. 
 
    *** 
 
    An hour later, Inrit was back in the engineering bay when the captain walked in unannounced. She shot to her feet and set down the knife that she’d been playing with. It was her favorite stiletto, but she couldn’t very well hold it while standing in front of the captain. 
 
    “Sir?” she asked. His eyes darted around the small control room, looking for something, or someone. “It’s just me in here right now, Captain,” she assured him. Was he worried that Max was here? Or was this just general dodginess? 
 
    “Seal storage bay four and cut life support,” he told her once he was satisfied that they were alone. “Code it for me and Lieutenant Harper alone.” 
 
    Storage bay four was the most out of the way container on the ship. As far as Inrit knew, it wasn’t currently in use. Whatever Gol had given to him must be there. She nodded. “Of course, sir. Standard containment?” she clarified. 
 
    The captain nodded. “Yes, thank you. Once it is done, send the confirmation to the bridge. Use my private line.” When she nodded, he turned and left. 
 
    Inrit sat back down in her chair and picked up her knife again. Standard containment and no life support meant they probably weren’t carrying anything living. Of course, anything traveling in bio-stasis wouldn’t need life support. She sealed off the container with a few commands on her console and sent the confirmation to the captain. 
 
    And then with a second set of commands, she gave herself access to the container under a hidden identity. If she and Max wanted to know what was in that bay, they’d need to see for themselves. 
 
    *** 
 
    Max was accounting for all of the weapons that had been taken planet-side when Captain Morvellan entered the weapons locker. Max’s hand clenched on a blaster at the unexpected company, but he placed it back in its spot after ensuring that it had been powered down. 
 
    When he turned, the captain startled, as if Max had moved too quickly for him to see. He hadn’t, which meant that the captain wasn’t paying attention, or he was nervous. Smuggling might do that to a man. 
 
    “I want a guard rotation posted to the outer storage bays,” said the captain. “No passengers or crew should be in that area and a concern has been raised about free access to private property.” 
 
    In other words, the captain didn’t want passengers to accidentally stumble upon his smuggled goods. 
 
    “I’ll place a guard within the hour,” Max promised. “We’ll make sure no one accesses anything they shouldn’t.” 
 
    Morvellan nodded, his shoulders sagging with visible relief. “Good, good.” He turned and took two steps before pausing. He turned half around and spoke too casually for it to be natural. “Oh, I almost forgot. We had a minor malfunction with the life support in bay four. I’ve had it sealed off for safety. Make double sure that no one goes there. No need for more injuries.” 
 
    He couldn’t have been more obvious if he’d thrown a spotlight on it. But Max just said, “Of course. Thank you for the warning.” 
 
    Satisfied that he hadn’t given away his secret, the captain left Max to his duties. Max waited five minutes before locking up the weapons and going to find Inrit. They had things to discuss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Breaking into bay four was easier said than done. Though Inrit had granted access to herself, she had too many duties to see to as they sailed away from Vrinli II to take the time to do any spying. Max was similarly busy, and by the time they fell asleep in each other’s arms late that night, they barely had time to discuss their plans before exhaustion overtook them. 
 
    Though both Inrit and Max were rested and ready in the morning, with the guard rotation in the storage area, they had to wait until it was Max’s shift to make their move. Inrit snatched two compact oxygen suits from the emergency store near her quarters and met Max outside of bay four. 
 
    “You know that Morvellan will realize it was us if he bothers to check the logs,” she pointed out as she slipped the thin suit over her outfit. A small regulator kept oxygen flowing for up to six hours in case of an emergency, but Inrit doubted that she and Max would be in the bay long enough for any depletion of the tanks to register. 
 
    “He’s not the log checking type,” Max replied as he slid on the helmet and sealed himself in. 
 
    Inrit did the same and triggered the lock. Air rushed by, rustling her suit as it tried to equalize with the unoxygenated room. She clenched her teeth against the cold. The suit wasn’t meant to keep her warm, just breathing. Max didn’t seem to care about the drop in temperature. 
 
    She flicked on her light and shined a beam through the near pitch dark of the room. That dark descended completely as Max let the door close behind them. Bay four was small and each of the storage units within it had a blue or yellow sensor glowing to indicate if it was empty or full. Even better, only two containers were lit blue. 
 
    Inrit stooped to the blue lit sensor near the ground while Max took the one at shoulder level. It took a generous tug to pull out the sealed crate, but Max lifted his like it was made of feathers. Cyborg strength must be nice at a time like this, she almost muttered.  
 
    They placed the boxes next to one another and Inrit opened hers first. It was closed by a simple clasping mechanism rather than a lock. Sloppy, she thought. If she were smuggling goods, at the very least she’d put a number lock on the container. Unease wiggled within her as she pried open the top of the container and shined her light on the contents. 
 
    Max moved around to take a look beside her. “Could the captain have had another reason for sealing this room off?” Max asked, clearly having as much trouble reconciling what they were seeing with what had happened on the ground. 
 
    “If his reasons were legitimate, he wouldn’t have been so quiet about them,” she said, half to convince herself. She reached in and picked up one of the dark teal canisters. On the outside was the symbol for a common medicine used by several species to fight off minor infections. It could be produced on most planets with very few supplies and was only valuable to ships on long haul missions. 
 
    Max dug around, setting aside several canisters of medication after opening one up to confirm the contents. Under the canisters of medicine were several bottles of an expensive liquor. As far as Inrit could see, it was nothing worth smuggling. That unease curdled and climbed up her throat as her mind tried to piece together the puzzle before them. 
 
    A look into Max’s crate showed similar items. Nothing incredibly valuable, nothing that needed to be smuggled across systems. “The levy on this couldn’t be more than a thousand credits, even in the most harshly taxed system,” Max observed. He shut the lid of both containers and Inrit shut off her light. 
 
    They sat there in complete silence, the cold dark soaking into Inrit’s bones as the thought she’d been trying to avoid finally knocked its way into her. “How many people are on the ship?” she asked as she remembered the informant in that seedy little establishment telling her that Vrinli II didn’t have a pirate problem. 
 
    “A hundred or so,” said Max, voice echoing in the darkness. 
 
     “A hundred adults,” Inrit said. “A hundred adults from all over the galaxy, all expected to be on a long journey, with no single government or corporation caring about them.” 
 
    “We’re flying in the direction of the Slave Markets, aren’t we?” Max asked, referencing the system of planets that served as a hub for the intergalactic slave trade. Any person could be bought or sold there, and the only law was money and might. 
 
    Inrit had killed her first man at the Slave Markets. 
 
    “We’re closer than I’d like to be,” she confirmed. “More importantly, we’re flying out of the way of any transport lines. If I were to ambush a ship, I’d lure them to a place like this.” Vrinli II was the only inhabited planet within lightyears. And Vrinli II wasn’t about to send help. “Do you think the captain is in on it?” she asked. Without meaning to, her hand reached out until it rested against Max’s arm. The room seemed to warm by degrees, but Inrit knew it was only illusion. Right now, she didn’t care. 
 
    Somehow, even in the total darkness, she knew Max was shaking his head before he spoke. “He’s not the type to give up his ship,” said Max. “And while he’s been callous and a bit of an asshole, I haven’t seen anything to indicate that he’d sacrifice ninety-nine people to slavery to save himself. What’s more, he wouldn’t sacrifice ninety-nine people on the hope that a pirate would keep his word.” 
 
    As if by some unseen, unheard sign, they both stood and placed their crates back in the proper positions. After exiting the room, they stripped off the safety suits and folded them back up. Max followed silently as Inrit made her way back to the hallway outside their room and stored the suits back in the proper place. Once that was done, Inrit had nothing else to keep her from taking the next step. 
 
    “I’m telling the captain.” 
 
    Resolve settled over her, recognition of the fact that this had to be done, no matter the personal consequences. Max seemed to realize that he didn’t need to tell her that the captain might retaliate because they’d disobeyed his command. But no matter what he did to her, the lives of all the people on this ship depended on her warning. 
 
    When Max followed behind her, Inrit threw a glance over her shoulder. Determination was written in his drawn down brows and the set of his jaw. The silver sheen of his eyes might have been scary to her once, but nothing about Max would ever scare her, so long as he was healthy and hers. “You don’t need to go with me to tell Morvellan,” she said. “In fact, it might…” 
 
    He raised one eyebrow and it was enough to cut off the rest of her warning. Their eyes locked, his flaring silver while hers burned red, and it was enough. Inrit nodded and he nodded back. “Together then,” she said. 
 
    “All the way.” 
 
    Silence reigned on the ship, except for the droning of the engines and the echoes of footsteps in the distance. It was a strange and loud quiet, and every hint of noise pushed Inrit closer and closer to the edge of something. None of the crew were in the crew quarters, and when they passed through the canteen, it was similarly empty. 
 
    If she hadn’t known better, she might have thought they’d been snatched by slavers already. But there had been no fight, nothing to hint that they were in danger. When the attack came, they’d know it.  
 
    The entrance to the bridge appeared out of nowhere and Inrit didn’t give herself time to stop and think about this decision. She placed her palm on the door sensor and waited for it to slide open before stepping into the room. 
 
    Morvellan stood at the helm, looking out over the dark field in front of them, his face a blank wash of contemplation. A few members of the bridge crew eyed them warily, but no one told them to leave. Only the captain had the authority to kick out his head of security. 
 
    When it became clear that Morvellan wasn’t going to turn around, Max cleared his throat, trying to draw his attention. 
 
    “Captain,” said Inrit. “We need to talk.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It wasn’t the best idea. 
 
    As the door to their quarters slammed shut and the outer lock engaged, Max tried to remember if he’d ever seen a man get that angry that fast. One moment Morvellan had been ready to listen, despite the insubordination. The next he had Inrit pinned against a wall, her knife at his throat, spittle flecking out as accusations of piracy and mutiny rang around them. 
 
    Max had been on the verge of total annihilation. He thought pirates were the problem? One enraged cyborg and an endangered mate could bring the ship down in minutes. 
 
    And then Inrit had the temerity to wink at him. Wink! Like she was having fun being hurt by the man charged with keeping them all safe. 
 
    “I think that went relatively well,” she said, rubbing at the almost black bruise on her neck. She bounced from foot to foot and played with the same stiletto she’d somehow hidden away between the moments of the scuffle and their detainment. 
 
    “We clearly have different ideas of relativity,” Max responded. He wanted to hit something, but the walls were too hard and his pillow too soft. He tried to convince himself that he was satisfied with clenching the soft fabric of his pillow between his fingers. It was about as convincing as the argument they’d just made to Captain Morvellan. 
 
    “Sir, we have reason to believe that this is a trap,” said Inrit. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I think we’re being lured towards the Slave Markets as a payoff to keep pirates away from Vrinli II.” 
 
    “There wasn’t a better way to say it.” Inrit kept pacing. She shook her head as she thought out loud at him. “Any moment now we’re bound to fall under attack, I had no time to coddle his feelings.” She stopped moving and looked at him, one eyebrow quirked up, waiting for a response. 
 
    “That is quite the prognostication, engineer,” the captain replied evenly. He didn’t even move from his post at the console. “Please tell me how you came to that conclusion.” 
 
    No one in the room had breathed. With the same plain words, Inrit explained how she’d broken into bay four and examined the containers. Max was certain she’d barely held back the accusation of smuggling. 
 
    “And how did you circumvent the guard?” 
 
    “I went with her,” Max answered. 
 
    “Maybe we should’ve tried to speak to him privately,” said Max. He tried to imagine how that scene would have played out on Nina Station, tried to imagine if he would have done anything differently than Captain Morvellan. 
 
    “Not many know the location of the Slave Markets. Can’t think of a public map that lists them. So who are you to know that?” Finally, the captain pushed off the console and stalked towards Inrit, a heretofore unseen predatory glint in his eyes. 
 
    “I know because I’ve been there.” 
 
    A dropped paper would have echoed in the room like a laser blast. The captain moved almost as fast as Max could and ripped at the collar of Inrit’s top, exposing the smooth red flesh of her neck, unmarred by any scar or sigil. 
 
    Between one second and the next, the captain backed her up until she was flush against a wall and Inrit had somehow pulled her knife. The green blade flashed in the bright light, a threat at Morvellan’s throat. 
 
    “Pirate scum!” He screamed right in her face, spittle hitting her nose. “Mutinous traitor. I’ll see you spaced for this.” 
 
    “If we’d spoken to him privately, you’d have killed him.” She sat down beside him and nuzzled into his side with easy affection he would have never expected after their first meeting. But she didn’t put the knife away. 
 
    Max looped his arm around her shoulders and let the heat of her sink into him, the bond between them humming with contentment. 
 
    “Do you think he’ll think twice about this detour?” Max asked. He wasn’t confident, but Inrit seemed to be in an upbeat mood. 
 
    She just laughed. “We’re going to be fighting pirates within the next two days if I’m right. There’s no way Morvellan backs down now.” 
 
    “Confine them to quarters! Now! I want a constant guard on that door. I will not tolerate pirates on my ship and mutiny will be punished.” 
 
    Max sensed the guard coming behind him, but the wink that Inrit shot him kept him still. He didn’t fight back. 
 
    “So we wait,” said Max. 
 
    “We wait,” she agreed. “Fair warning, I’ll hijack a ship before I take an arrest for piracy at Honora. Just in case we’re wrong about this.” She spoke lightly about the crime, but tension corded through her muscles. 
 
    “I won’t let anyone take you,” Max replied. A week ago, he would have never considered fighting the authorities of a stand up station like Honora. But for Inrit? He’d fight anyone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    The first blast came a day later and almost startled Inrit out of a light nap. It was only the second, much harsher strike that made her ears pop and jostled her to the edge of the bed that yanked her from slumber and punched her in the face with danger. 
 
    Actually, the blow to the face came from Max, whose own arm got jostled in the strike. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, worry insistent and strident enough that she thought she must be bleeding rather than just surprised. 
 
    Inrit brushed her fingers over her cheek and didn’t feel any pain. “No worries, big guy. I’ll survive.” 
 
    The third blast came with a bang and threw Inrit and Max against the opposite wall of the room. “The deflector shield is holding,” Inrit noted as she righted herself. She grabbed a jacket from the closet and slung it on over her clothes. Both she and Max were almost fully clothed in anticipation of this attack. 
 
    She flipped open the storage compartment over her own bunk and grabbed for her cache of weapons. Her heart pounded hard, but her hands were steady and her mind clear. Nothing even resembling surprise hinted at the back of her mind. The only question she had was who exactly was attacking them and what firepower did they possess. 
 
    Inrit braced for a fourth charge at the ship, but nothing happened. “The cannons should have re-fired by now,” she said. 
 
    Max had his own weapons to strap down. In the dim light of their room, he was a deadly god, holsters full of blasters, sheathes of knives. Her very own cyborg of death. “Let’s say our thanks that they haven’t.” He slid a slim cloth mask over his head. It covered everything but his eyes and protected him from blasters and light las fire. Inrit did the same. They were a matched pair of deadly beings, ready to deal pain to anyone who stood as a threat. 
 
    “We need to get to an active comms station to figure out what’s going on.” Their own comms system had been disabled upon their imprisonment and Inrit hadn’t wanted to waste time hacking it. 
 
    “If Morvellan sees us, we’ll be a distraction. Especially if he thinks that you’ll betray the crew to the pirates out there.” It hurt to hear Max’s words, but Inrit didn’t flinch. She knew that he believed in her. 
 
    “Morvellan has his head up his ass and he was stupid enough to imprison his head of security while under a security threat.”  
 
    Inrit must have been desperate to leave Tarni. She rarely questioned her own judgement, but right now those retroactive warning bells rang. 
 
    “And what about our friend on the other side of the door?” Max asked. He already had a blaster in hand and Inrit got the feeling that there was a dark side hiding in him. She wanted to see it. 
 
    “Let’s hope he’s reasonable.” As she said that, she knocked on the door. No one responded. 
 
    “Does reasonable mean that he abandoned his post?” Max came to stand beside her and leaned against the wall next to the door, blaster out. 
 
    “If he knows how many weapons we had stored in here, he should have.” The ship rocked again but this time she and her mate were able to wedge themselves into place. Pressure built on her wrist as the ship turned and twisted, but after a moment, it rocked back and Inrit was able to let go. “And I’d hope he’s smart enough to know who the real enemy is right now.” She banged on the door again. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll do it myself.” She pulled out her stiletto and slid it into the crack between the door and the wall. With a flick of fingers, the stiletto turned from an elegant killing machine to a superheated laser that could cut through the hull of the ship, given enough time. Inrit only needed a minute to destroy the lock and force open the door. The only sign of trouble on the other side would be the growing stench of burning metal and sizzling wires. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” Max asked, awed. 
 
    “I made it.” Inrit jerked her hand, trying to speed up the process, but the laser could only work so fast. “Do you want one?”  
 
    “I love you,” he said instead of answering. 
 
    Inrit shot a grin over her shoulder. “I’ll take that as a yes.” The knife practically jumped out of her fingers, pulling her attention back to her work. “Lean against the door,” she told her denya. “We don’t want it opening as a surprise.” 
 
    Max maneuvered around her until his back was pushed up against the heavy door. The ship hadn’t rocked with the power of a blast for several minutes, but that didn’t mean they were out of danger. Inrit wouldn’t believe that the pirates were gone until she saw it with her own eyes. 
 
    “Once they’ve found a weakness, they’re going to try and board the ship.” She’d seen this scene play out too many times to count. “And if the pirate captain is smart, he’ll leave his flank unguarded so that some of Morvellan’s people can board the pirate ship.” 
 
    “Because Morvellan won’t try to blow up his own crew.” Max hadn’t been a pirate, but his ruthless mind was able to follow anywhere she led. “And I’m guessing that an ambush will be waiting for our forces?” 
 
    “Most likely.” Her hand tensed and cramped from the hard clasp she had to maintain to keep the laser steady. But she was nearly there. 
 
    “Will the pirates expect a second wave of assault?” he asked. He played idly with his blaster as she worked, and from his posture she wouldn’t have known that a battle raged a few meters away. 
 
    With a final fizzle, the lock gave way and Inrit drew her knife back. She held it up gently. After being activated for several minutes, she couldn’t easily holster it. “The utility closet at the end of this hallway will have the closest comm station. But the one in the engineering deck is the closest secure location. You’re the security chief, you make the call.” 
 
    Every moment that ticked by was another that the ship was at risk, but Max didn’t rush into his decision. He took a moment to think, eyes blinking as something in his cybernetic machinery processed the information concurrently with his organic brain. “How much time do you need with the computer?” he asked. 
 
    Inrit blew out a breath. “At least a few minutes, more if there’s any help I can provide remotely.” 
 
    Max froze as still as a statue, his eyes bleeding completely to silver. A full thirty seconds passed and Inrit almost waved her hand in front of him to snap him out of his trance, but this wasn’t a glitch. This was deliberate. “Are you more useful in the fight or controlling the tech?” She heard the fight in his words. He wanted her safe, out of the way, and he’d forced himself to ask the question anyway. 
 
    So Inrit really thought about it. She’d taken a dozen or more ships in the fray with a band of rogues, and she had the scars to show for it. Everything in her rebelled at the thought of letting Max fight this battle alone, but he was made for it, bone by bone and wire by wire. He could take much more damage than she could and come out the other side barely scathed. 
 
    And she was the woman who’d figured out how to fix him overnight with scavenged tools. 
 
    “If the captain hasn’t put anyone else there, I’m better in the engine room.” She had to fight to say it as much as Max had fought to ask. Her guts twisted into a hard knot at the thought of Max fighting alone. But given the right controls, she could become this ship’s owner and god. “If you get killed, I’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    He stepped close and tilted her chin up. “If you get killed, I’ll walk through the hells and bring you back.” He captured her lips in a harsh, soul crushing kiss, but let her go before either of them could get other ideas. 
 
    The door had started to fall open now that there was nothing forcing it shut. It knocked into Inrit’s shoulder, a reminder of the world, and the battle, outside. Her knife had dulled from red hot to merely scalding and she placed it back into her hidden sheath. With her hands bare, her claws flexed under her skin, but she kept those under control. No need to give up her secrets just yet. 
 
    “We go quick and quiet,” Max said with one hand on the door. “If we can avoid the fighting, we avoid it. Once you’re situated, we’ll determine where I should go and you’ll figure out whether we can outrun these fuckers or if this is a fight to the end. Clear?” 
 
    Inrit nodded. “There should be a portable comms link in the engineering room. We’ll be able to maintain communication.” He stood so close, but she forced her hands to stay down at her sides. No touching, not unless they were pulling each other out of danger or pushing on to safety. 
 
    “Stay close. Stay Sharp.” Max yanked the door open and they were off. 
 
    *** 
 
    Max almost had to spare a backward glance to confirm Inrit was behind him. She moved with a cat’s grace, her steps even and silent, almost weightless despite the artificial gravity. This wasn’t her first battle, and if she thought she was better used outside of combat, he wondered what kind of trickery she could pull on the machines. He knew she was a born fighter, just from the way she moved. 
 
    He should have been happy that she was staying out of the fight. The engine room would be the safest place. Unless the ship became completely compromised, it would be the last place to suffer structural damage. But the thought of leaving her alone in the middle of battle was a dagger to his heart. 
 
    The lights flickered overhead and the sounds of battle echoed up the metal walls of the hallway. 
 
    With a final blast of light and a pop the main overhead lights went out, leaving only the emergency backup to ward off the darkness. Max’s ocular sensors compensated seamlessly, the only noticeable shift coming from a loss of some of the cover. But Inrit stumbled behind him, tripping over a bag that someone had dropped in the long run to wherever they ended up. 
 
    Two turns down central hallways and the sounds of fighting faded, but the lights didn’t come back on. As they moved further into the ship, Max expected to find passengers and crew, but they kept moving and saw no one. 
 
    “There’s no way they’ve rounded everyone up already,” Inrit said, reading the course of his thoughts. “It’s not even been half an hour.” 
 
    Max knew just how fast a battle could be lost, but he agreed. “Maybe they’ve found a hiding place. Or perhaps Morvellan is more competent than we thought.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” They kept moving. 
 
    A few minutes later, they came to a break in the hallway and Max had to make a choice. If they continued straight, they’d end up at the engineering deck sooner than if they went left. But going straight took them to the inner edge of the cargo decks before looping back to the safety of the ship’s interior. 
 
    Max placed his hand against the wall and sent his senses down the metal. It wasn’t the deep connection he’d experienced when he dove into the data, but sometimes metal spoke to him, if he chose to listen. A symptom of his not-quite-human state. But right now, the walls rang with too much information, too many voices coming from across the entire ship. 
 
    It was no help. 
 
    Max chose forward. They walked again, but this time Max took it slow, his steps chosen with care. Crashes, clangs, and blaster fire were too close for comfort, too close to his mate, and he itched to take them all down until she was safe. 
 
    Caution, man. He needed to keep his head. 
 
    When the first pirate came, Max was ready, his blaster out and shooting before his eyes even recognized the enemy.  
 
    The man went down in a crumple, dropping a modified blaster and moaning as the shock of the shot ripped through him. Max kicked the gun away and crouched, eyes wide and ready for company. Inrit mirrored him, knives in her hands, body low. Footsteps came from behind, running down the hall at their backs. And then more coming from in front of them. 
 
    He and Inrit jumped up and found cover near the walls, burrowing into opposite crevasses to avoid blaster fire as it came at them hard. But it only lasted for a few seconds as the pirates realized they were shooting at each other in addition to the enemy. Inrit pointed to herself and then to the left. Max nodded, pointed to himself and then opposite her. 
 
    One pirate was coming up behind them while two were coming towards. Max held up three fingers and counted down, watching Inrit but keeping the rest of his senses on the incoming enemy. When he got to one, she nodded and they both burst out, taking off towards their chosen opponents. 
 
    Cyborg speed gave Max the advantage, even against two aggressors. He blasted out a shot at the closer pirate, a young woman in all black with a las gun as big as her arm. She went down to a knee, but didn’t fall. As Max shot the squat alien running beside her, the las gun’s chamber flared red. 
 
    Max flattened himself as she took the shot. Las fire could burn through flesh and didn’t stop until it ate everything in its path. As a cyborg, he was especially vulnerable. 
 
    Las fire ate through metal and wiring quicker than anything else and a cyborg could burn to cinders in minutes. But he avoided the fire and sprang back up between blasts, rolling towards her and shooting again. She took a second hit and grunted, but stayed on her knees. 
 
    Damn it! He caught the glint of armor peeking out the neck of her top and gave up firing. Her friend would recover from any shot before she went all the way down. Armor could deflect blaster shots until they felt like uncomfortable punches. If it was unexpected, one might bring a person to their knees. But once you knew the shots were coming, you could adapt. 
 
    Unmodified blasters were intentionally non-lethal. A few adjustments to the heat source and they could be almost as deadly as las fire. From what Max could see, both pirates carried modified. 
 
    The las gun warmed again and Max dove out of the way, but with a sputter and a burst of smoke, it failed and clanked to the ground as the pirate cursed it away. Her momentary distraction gave Max a second to recover from his dive.  
 
    And then they met in a hail of blows. While his blaster had little effect, his fists did the trick. He hit the woman in her side, pulling back just enough to keep from killing her. But she didn’t give up that easily. His head rang with a blow to the jaw and blood bloomed where an unseen blade cut at his abdomen. 
 
    So she didn’t want to play nice. Fine. 
 
    With a spin and a flick of his leg, he kicked her chest and saw her fly back several meters, where she finally crumpled into a heap at the foot of a small stairway. Max kept his hands up and bounced on the balls of his feet, waiting to see if she stood back up. Her chest rose and fell with the stutter of injury, but other than that she remained motionless. 
 
    He picked up the blaster that her partner had dropped and disabled the power source on the las cannon. It would slow them down too much to carry it. 
 
    Footsteps pounded, but Max could sense Inrit through their bond. He dropped his hands and offered her the modified blaster. “A gift for my lady,” he said. 
 
    Inrit held up a similar weapon. “Aw, you got me the same thing!” 
 
    Then her gaze darkened and her eyes darted down. “Which one of them marked you,” she demanded, fire in her eyes and ice in her voice. She tried to walk past him towards the still unconscious pirates, but Max put out an arm to stop her. 
 
    “It’s barely a scratch.” He shifted to put both arms on her shoulders. “I promise. It’ll be healed by the time we reach the engineering deck.” 
 
    Inrit stared at him, jaw set, doubt warring with the bond within that told her to trust him. That told her he wouldn’t lie. Finally, she nodded. She stuck the blaster she’d acquired into a pocket and kept her expression fierce. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    There was no talk of turning back and going the other way. One pirate had already come up behind them. There was no reason to believe they’d be safe taking the longer route anymore. Max stayed in the lead, but even as they skirted towards the edge of the cargo bay, they didn’t run into any pirates or crew. The ship was big, he reminded himself. There were plenty of places to hide and fight. No reason to think it strange that they’d only found foes. 
 
    As Max led Inrit up the stairs, that little nick from the pirate screamed at him, and he bit down on the inside of his cheek to keep from flinching. He pressed a hand against his stomach and it came back wet with blood. Then he pressed a little harder and had to stop moving for a second as the pain crashed over him. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Inrit asked from behind. She’d only be able to see the rigid line of his back.  
 
    “I thought I sensed something,” Max responded. It wasn’t a lie; his inner sensors were busy alerting him to the poison that had begun coursing through his system several minutes before. They needed to get to the engineering deck quick. The more he moved, the more the poison swirled through him. And until he had the time to analyze it, he didn’t know if he was in for pain. 
 
    Or death. 
 
    The air seemed to coalesce around him into a thick soup and with each step, his legs grew heavier and heavier. Sweat beaded on his brow and poured down his back, soaking his shirt until it clung to him like he’d showered in all his clothes. They made it across the gangplank and down the opposite ladder, and on the final rung, Max stumbled, recovering with a small jump, but it was enough. 
 
    Inrit jumped down after him, landing with a metal clang as her boots met the ground. She rounded on him and cradled his face in her hands, thumbs wiping at the sweat on his cheeks. A dozen thoughts passed behind her eyes, but Max’s head was as heavy as that las cannon he’d abandoned, and even holding it up was an effort. He couldn’t parse unspoken thoughts, not even from his mate. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” she said. Her voice took on the tone his own trainer had used more than a dozen years ago, and he found himself standing straighter with every word. “At the end of the hallway we’re home free. There’s going to be a med kit and possibly some friends. I will not leave you out here, but if I have to drag you, you’ll get even more injured and I’ll be vulnerable to attack. So I don’t care what it takes. You stand up, you walk, and you live. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Max managed one nod, but his mouth had gone dry and he couldn’t speak. He used the wall to climb up from the crouch he’d unknowingly stumbled into and then placed one foot in front of the other. The hallway beyond them had narrowed into a pinprick of light, but he knew where they were headed. Sight was secondary at this moment. 
 
    Inrit stepped in front of him, as if she could sense his struggle with vision. With her in front, Max ran a scan of his internal system and found what he’d expected. His mechanics were in perfect working order. It was the other 63% of him that was failing. 
 
    The pain ate into time and an eternity bloomed between every step. But those little eternities collapsed in on themselves and dissolved in a blink, and then they were in front of the door to the engineering deck. Max leaned against the wall while Inrit placed her hand on the palm reader, but though he meant to stay standing, his thighs gave out and he began to slide downward. 
 
    “No you don’t,” said his mate. She forced him back up to his feet and slung his arm over her shoulder, taking on most of his weight. 
 
    “I can stand,” he mumbled, feet shuffling back to the palm reader. 
 
    “I believe you,” she replied, “but it’s easier to keep you standing than pick you back up.” 
 
    He shifted as she reached out to scan her palm a second time and it distantly occurred to Max that the captain might have revoked her access. But the door slid open after the sensor beeped. 
 
    Max had just enough time to see the barrel of a blaster pointed in their direction before his legs crumpled under him and everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Inrit threw her body over Max’s prone form to shield him from the shots that never came. It only took about ten seconds for her to realize that the people holed up in the engine room were friends, not foes. But it took another minute or two before she was ready to push herself up off of Max and trust that they wouldn’t hurt him. 
 
    Finally, she got to her feet, her fingers itching for a blaster, but she kept her hands empty. The last anyone on this ship had seen of her, she’d been accused of piracy and locked up. They might think she was part of the attack. She looked around and saw Krayter, Tessa the doctor’s assistant, the Tronx whose name she still hadn’t learned, and Symes with her blaster still in hand, though now she pointed it at the floor.  
 
    “You’re not dead,” said Symes with something like wonder. “We saw the number they did on your door and thought for sure you’d been murdered.” She holstered her blaster and held up a hand to wave Tessa over. “He needs medical attention.” 
 
    Inrit refrained from mentioned that she’d cut them out of their holding cell. No need to bring that to anyone’s attention. Tessa rushed over with the med kit that Inrit had stored with her things. She hadn’t had a chance to collect it between finding the smuggled goods and speaking with Morvellan. As Tessa checked on Max, Inrit forced her gaze away. The woman was a trained professional and Max’s problems were organic. She could help. 
 
    Still, it was a fight. 
 
    Instead, she turned her attention to the rest of the room. At first she’d just registered that her fellow Detyens, Tessa, the Tronx, and Symes were here. But huddled further back, closer to the door to the heart of the ship, were the twenty or so other passengers that the ship was carrying. They’d all taken shelter in the safest part of the ship. 
 
    “How did you know to come here?” she asked. 
 
    Inrit hadn’t met most of the passengers, but from the way they huddled into each other and flinched when she spoke, she knew they must have heard of her. She gave them a quick once over and decided none of them was a threat. Symes or the Tronx could give her the most trouble if they wanted to. So until Max was better, and there was no way he wasn’t getting better, she’d play nice. 
 
    Symes didn’t look back to check on the rest of the passengers. She must have trusted them not to do anything stupid like rush up and hug Inrit. Krayter looked ready to, but Inrit shook her head to keep him in place. She stood in place and waited for an answer to her question. 
 
    “The captain sent us here,” Symes finally said. “He didn’t want passengers at risk.” 
 
    He didn’t want them getting in the way was more likely. Inrit had angled herself away so she couldn’t watch Tessa care for Max. After the work the human woman had done to save Kayleb, Inrit knew she was beyond capable. That didn’t mean that she didn’t want to shove her away and tend to her mate herself.  
 
    “And what of the rest of the crew? We barely saw anyone on our run here.” But that ‘barely anyone’ had been enough. Inrit felt like she was trying to digest broken glass, her insides torn up in sympathetic pain as Max lay on the floor. The few bruises she’d sustained were nothing. 
 
    Symes crossed her arms and jutted a hip out. “Should I really trust a woman the captain accused of piracy?” Her hard expression faltered when she looked beyond Inrit to where Max was being tended to. But when she turned back to Inrit, she was all business once more.  
 
    “I’m not a pirate. If I were, I would’ve teamed up with the people attacking the ship and gotten my ass out of here.” She’d had enough of this standoff. Inrit turned away from Symes and knelt beside Tessa. Max had gone pale and he was covered in sweat. His skin was cool to the touch and Inrit didn’t know whether that was bad or good. “Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked, practically begged. She needed to do something and Symes was an icy wall of coldness. 
 
    Tessa wiped a cloth against Max’s forehead and looked up. There was something… different about her from the last time Inrit had seen her. But it wasn’t anything that she could place. Or perhaps it was just the heat of battle hardening the medic’s reserve. “The generalized anti-toxin in the med kit is doing its work. The cyborg’s mechs helped to slow the spread. In a few minutes, he should wake up. Once his healing factor improves and closes the wound, he’ll be fine.” 
 
    “And how long will that be?” The ship rocked for the first time in several minutes and Inrit threw herself forward again to keep Max steady.  
 
    Tessa shrugged and pushed her hair back. “Ten minutes? Twenty? I don’t know. I don’t normally work on cyborgs.” 
 
    Once the ship steadied, Inrit sat back up and barely kept herself in check. She wanted to launch herself at the medic, grab her by the throat, and squeeze until she got the answers she wanted. “But he’s going to be okay?” she asked through gritted teeth. Her claws peeked out and Inrit let the medic get a glimpse. 
 
    The human woman paled. “He—He’ll be…” She stuttered out something like an answer and backed up. 
 
    To Inrit’s great surprise, Kayleb lunged forward and placed himself between Tessa and Inrit. “Get a grip,” he said. “Your mate will make a full recovery. Now stop hassling Tessa.” 
 
    He laid a hand on Tessa’s shoulder and her own came up to cover his. Inrit gave those joined hands a hard stare and followed the line of Kayleb’s arm up to his face. Before she could coalesce anything she was thinking into proper thoughts, Max groaned and began to stir. Inrit’s head snapped down and looked for the knife wound on his chest. It was there, but about half the size it had been only a moment before and sewing itself shut fast enough for her eyes to watch. 
 
    His eyes snapped open and locked on her. Inrit reached up and cupped his face, the relief that flooded through her strong enough to make her legs quiver. She slid from her knees to sit beside him. They didn’t say anything. She couldn’t find the words to say what she needed to say. 
 
    I love you. Don’t scare me like that again. I need you. What in all the hells? You’re mine. It all mixed together into a big ball of emotion that escaped from her throat on a rough sob. Tears threatened to spill, but she hadn’t lost that much control. But Inrit tipped her head forward anyway, letting her hair frame her face so that only Max could see her. 
 
    Emotion bled into those silver eyes of his, the small wrinkles crinkling as they stared at one another. “Ow,” said Max, carefully enunciating it and holding onto the ‘w’ for a moment too long. 
 
    Inrit hadn’t known she could be any more relieved. This time she sagged, her chest falling towards his as the big knot in her back loosened. “I can’t believe a big bad cyborg was brought down by that tiny little scratch,” she said, rubbing her thumb over his eyebrows. “That whole tough guy thing is just a front, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You caught me,” he confessed. “It’s all just a big act. But it worked.” He grinned, even though she still saw the shadow of pain in his eyes. “I got you.” 
 
    Another blast hit, this one strong enough to send Inrit flying back a few meters. She rolled back with the flow of the ship and rolled over, coming up on her feet in a smooth motion, planting one hand on the floor in front of her for balance. As the rocking subsided, Max pushed up to his feet and stood. Kayleb had thrown himself over Tessa to shield her from danger, and many of the passengers were cowering into the walls.  
 
    Symes braced herself against the console and scowled. “I’ve been sailing for nearly ten years and this is the first time I’ve been attacked by pirates.” 
 
    Inrit secured her hair with a spare tie and raised her brow at Symes. “This isn’t an attack. If it were an attack, we’d all be dead. And don’t get too high on yourself, you’re not the target. Not directly, anyway.” 
 
    “They want to take us all as slaves,” Max said. The tattered remains of his shirt formed a vest, leaving his chest exposed. He pulled it off and hung it on a rung behind the door. His jacket was salvageable so he wore it over his bare skin.  
 
    With the grime of the ship and the specks of blood from his injury, he almost looked like the pirates that Inrit had once known. She’d never found any of them attractive, but if she and Max were alone, he’d know just how much she wanted him. 
 
    “Can we get the external feeds on the monitors in here?” Inrit asked, bottling up the lust and keeping it hidden deep. She knew it was possible to view anything from the engine room, but only if the system hadn’t already been damaged in the battle.  
 
    Symes gestured to the chair, inviting Inrit to try. It took a minute, but only one of the exterior cameras was too damaged to send data. When the pictures from outside came through, a few passengers gasped at the massive ship that had chained itself to their own with massive lasers. A shaft of light burst out from the bowels of that ship into their own, the light bridge that had allowed the pirates on. 
 
    Inrit smiled. She knew that ship. She’d lived on it. 
 
    Max rubbed his hand against her shoulder and she looked up at him. He quirked an eyebrow as if asking, friends of yours? 
 
    She nodded. Not friends, though. Pirates didn’t have friends. But there were life debts. And some of them even put stock in the concept.  
 
    Max flicked his eyes towards Symes. If Inrit could get it done, she needed to get that woman on her side. The ship rocked and the lights flickered. One of the exterior cameras went out, taking out a giant puzzle piece of the alien ship.  
 
    There was no time for finesse. 
 
    “I can stop this fight,” said Inrit. “We’ll all get out of here free and alive. But Morvellan won’t listen to me and let me do my thing.” 
 
    Symes gave her a hard stare, a good one. She must have been practicing. Then she looked over at Max and the gaze softened. Not into love or lust or even like. No, it bloomed into respect. Morvellan might have locked Max up, but Symes still thought of him as her superior. 
 
    “I trust Inrit,” Max told the human woman. “If she says she can get us out, she’ll do it or die trying.” 
 
    Symes nodded and the matter was settled. “What do you need from me?” 
 
    Inrit grinned. “How would you feel about hijacking the ship?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    They made for a pathetic fighting force. Max, Inrit, Kayleb, and Tessa left the engineering deck behind and made their way for the heart of the fighting. If either side turned on them, there was nothing they could do but run. And in space, that didn’t turn out well. 
 
    Krayter had stayed behind to guard the passengers while Symes and the Tronx planned to take the bridge when Inrit gave the word.  
 
    Max’s muscles felt like they were covered in coarse sand that ripped him up just under his flesh. His hands shook when he didn’t clench the grip of the blaster or keep his hand in a tight fist. And the strange ringing in his ears wasn’t getting any better. But he was alive and walking into battle beside his mate. There was no better place to be. 
 
    The silence in the hallway gave way to their footsteps, the echoes eerie. The ship was normally full of life, and now they couldn’t even hear the battle. 
 
    “Krayter says that most of the pirates are pinned down near the outer storage bays,” Inrit said when she brought the group together to go over the plan. She didn’t think like a soldier, which was why Max didn’t try to take the lead. They needed a pirate right now. 
 
    “There’s a catwalk that crosses from one end of the hall to the other. Neither the pirates nor our crew have been able to take it. The ladder is too exposed.” She paused and looked each one of them in the eye before continuing. “There are several bodies piled up under the ladder. At least one of them is ours.” 
 
    Tessa covered her mouth and Kayleb grew grim. He leaned closer to Tessa, but she went rigid at the touch. The blue man’s face darkened but he stayed away. Max almost asked if there was a problem, but they didn’t have time to sort out personal issues. 
 
    “There’s a maintenance shaft that runs alongside the outer bay. We’ll be at risk from stray fire, but they won’t see us coming. Once we’re up there, you aim to wound until I give my signal. Then I’ll do my thing.” Inrit holstered her modified blaster as she finished speaking. “Questions?” 
 
    Tessa lowered her hand from her mouth and held steady. “What’s the signal?” 
 
    “You’ll know it.” Inrit didn’t give them the option to back out, and she didn’t warn them that it was going to be dangerous. It didn’t need to be said. “I’ll go first. Max brings up the rear. Once we’re up there, we start firing as soon as we have shots. None of the pirates will hesitate. Good luck.” 
 
    Inrit pressed a panel in the wall in a few places and it slid back, revealing a hidden maintenance shaft. She entered first and didn’t wait, walking along the narrow path and leading them toward the faint sounds of battle. 
 
    Max sealed the shaft shut behind them, plunging them into almost total darkness. Light sparked ahead as Tessa lit a portable torch. They walked for several minutes, the passageway getting colder and colder as they reached the outer edge of the ship. Max wasn’t worried about a hull breach; if there had been a structural problem, shields would have sprouted up to close the section off and protect the rest of the ship. 
 
    They reached a dead end, a wall blocking them from moving forward. But a shaft opened overhead. The group climbed up as battle raged outside. Max burned with each pull of muscle, but he didn’t let it show. He kept his senses alert for danger, but no one had followed them, and no one on the other side of the wall realized they were there. 
 
    The passage twisted again and they were once more horizontal. Inrit found the opening and yanked. Smoke poured in, sending everyone into a fit of choking coughs. But Inrit didn’t hesitate. She pulled out her blasters and jumped, trusting that the catwalk would still be there when she landed. 
 
    He heard her fire and yell and Tessa and Kayleb followed behind. Almost as soon as they made it through, a woman screamed. It was so loud and so close that he knew it had to be Tessa. He didn’t think Inrit knew how to shriek. 
 
    Max jumped down and crouched, blaster ready. Below them, pirates and crew exchanged shots, bright bolts of blaster fire streaking through the thin wisps of smoke. Tessa knelt beside Kayleb, who had a nasty gash cutting the side of his head open. She paid no attention to Inrit, who was firing her blaster so fast it was just one steady stream of light coming out of her muzzle. 
 
    Rather than try to snap Tessa out of it, Max stepped around her and brought up his blasters, aiming for any pirate who didn’t have cover. 
 
    Inrit tossed something down and tugged on his jacket. She covered her ears and nodded for him to do the same. Max didn’t question it. He plugged his ears and waited. 
 
    Three… two… one… 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Blocking his ears took the resounding blast from deafening down to painful. But for some reason, the loud noise knocked the ringing from his ears. Dark smoke billowed from below, covering the entire floor and making it impossible for any of the fighters to see. The blasts stopped as the risk of friendly fire grew too dire. 
 
    As high up as they were, the smoke hadn’t obscured them completely. It dissipated as it billowed up, shadowing them in a faint haze—making them the only visible target. 
 
    “Talk fast,” Max commanded. His fingers itched to pull the trigger and he’d shoot to kill anyone that fired at his mate.  
 
    “If you want to get out of here alive, Captain Wayt, I’d hold your fire,” Inrit yelled down to the pirate crew. A flash of blaster fire shot between them and dissolved into the ceiling. 
 
    Max curled his fists around the railing, ready to jump over to attack. The fall would hurt, but he was built to take worse. 
 
    Inrit kept her hand low, but spread out her fingers and flattened her palm, signaling for him to keep his calm. His senses were on overdrive, a battle enhancement calculating the exact angle he’d need to jump to take out most of the pirate crew. But there were too many for him to do it himself. Even running the calculation a second time, he’d be dead in fifteen seconds with at least four of the pirate crew remaining. So he let Inrit talk. 
 
    “Control your man, Captain, or I’ll shoot him. If you’re the same creature I pulled out of that pit on Jorku then you’ll listen.” Her voice grew louder. Her blaster was out and, despite the smoke, Max believed that she’d make good on her threat.  
 
    And if she didn’t, his mechanics were good enough that the smoke wouldn’t impede his shots. 
 
    “Not many know of Jorku,” a harsh, masculine voice responded. It echoed throughout the chamber, some sort of amplifying device scrambling the sound so no one could pinpoint the captain’s location. 
 
    “I’m calling in my blood debt, Wayt. Take your men off my ship and leave us be.” She stood taller with every word and Max could imagine her at the helm of her own vessel, a more able captain that Morvellan could ever hope to be. The more he imagined it, the more he liked the thought. 
 
    “Blood debt don’t mean anything to weaklings.” 
 
    Inrit scowled. She raised her blaster and fired just over the line of where the pirates stood. Shadows scuttled as the smoke started to settle. Max eyed a group of fighters huddled around a large metal container as tall as a man and as wide as ten. He held his fire, though his finger twitched. 
 
    “Your crew going to take scoffing a blood debt?” she yelled. “Seems like that’ll make ‘em turn quick. Only they’re not dumb like your old captain. They’ll see to it you’re dead before they kill the rest of us.” 
 
    The pirates shuffled, some turning back towards the captain. Perfect. Max spotted the large Oscavian man, the dark purple of his skin darker still in the smoke. He could take the shot now and end this, but if he did, the pirates would fight back. They’d want revenge. “Who am I speaking to?” Wayt demanded. “Identify yourself.” 
 
    “M’Inrit,” she said, adding an M to her name. 
 
    Max glanced over but she wasn’t looking at him. Her eyes were trained on the spot where the captain cowered.  
 
    “They said you were dead.” Even through the scrambler, his voice quavered. “Ain’t got no debts to a dead woman.” 
 
    “They were wrong. Take your men. Leave my ship and the debt will be repaid.” She practically vibrated with tension and for a moment, Max thought it would work. 
 
    But pirates had no code. 
 
    “It’s my ship now, dead girl.” The captain shot, but he missed them. A metal beam clattered down and the catwalk trembled. But that wasn’t enough to bring it down. 
 
    Inrit and Max both shot the man beside the pirate captain and he went down. The shooting stopped again. 
 
    “If you won’t let us go, then I propose a different solution. In the name of the debt.” They were both crouched below the railing, and Inrit had her head tilted up to be heard. “My man against your best man. A fight to the death.” 
 
    “We could just kill you all!” the captain screamed. 
 
    “But you want us as slaves.” This time it was their own crew who chattered. Apparently, the reason for the pirate attack hadn’t spread. “What do you say, Wayt? One on one, a fair fight. And the rest of your men get to stay safe, no matter what.” 
 
    The captain was silent, but his crew huddled around him. A moment later, a towering being stood up from where he’d—it’d—been hidden. It was more than two meters tall, its skin glowing orange and thick with scales. Max couldn’t see its teeth, but tusks protruded from its chin and spikes poked out of the back of its head and down its back. 
 
    Max glanced over at Inrit to find her looking at him. They shared one of those glances that was too dense for simple sentences. 
 
    And then his crazy mate grinned. “Good luck, honey. They won’t play fair. Now go before he changes his mind.” 
 
    Max stared at her. He’d been injured and on the verge of death less than an hour before. Only a week ago he’d thought he would die from the glitching that threatened his systems. And now his mate was trusting him to save the ship by fighting a monster who looked like it could eat him for breakfast. 
 
    He grinned back. “Try to miss me while I’m gone.” Max vaulted over the railing and flipped in a tight ball. The ground came up fast and he rolled as he landed, springing to his feet in the empty space between the crew and the pirates. He rolled his neck from side to side and nodded to his opponent. “Good luck, my friend.” 
 
    “Gryxlax doesn’t need luck,” the beast growled. 
 
    Of course he didn’t. Gryxlax stomped out from the cover of the large metal wall and the ship shuddered under him. Up close he looked dense, almost like he was made of stone. 
 
    Max bounced on his feet, watching every step Gryxlax made. The beast lumbered, he was slow. But those spikes could do real harm, and up close Max caught sight of the giant claws on his hands. Next to him, Inrit would seem downright dainty. 
 
    Gryxlax made his move, charging full bore at Max, his head down and arms out. At the final moment, Max side stepped him and almost got impaled as the orange monster threw himself to the side and towards Max. 
 
    So he wasn’t as dumb as he looked. 
 
    Max let his human mind recede and trusted his mechs. The calculations flew through him, meeting a punch with a block, a kick with a dodge, another punch with an evasion followed by a strike to Gryxlax’s chest. 
 
    An unavoidable strike to his gut left Max sprawled on the ground, his newly healed knife wound leaking blood. And though his human instincts screamed at him to jump back up and fight, his inner machine urged caution. It told him to wait. 
 
    A half a second stretched into eternity as Max watched the Gryxlax get closer. It took its time, or at least it seemed that way to Max’s primed senses. The beast let out a roar loud enough to make Max’s ears pop and lifted its arms up in celebration. 
 
    Now! screamed the machine inside. 
 
    Max lunged, flipping a knife out of his concealed sheath and pulling it upward, plunging through the monster’s fleshy chest and bringing him down with one huge blow. 
 
    Rather than celebrate, Max darted back and waited. Gryxlax clutched the two split pieces of his chest together as if doing so would hold the innards spilling out of him. He burbled and stepped towards Max, but toppled over and fell flat on his face, one arm flailing out. 
 
    A shudder rang through his body as dark blood soaked the metal floor and the rotting stench of sulfur filled the smoky air. 
 
    Everyone froze in shock at the fight’s abrupt end, but Max wasn’t done. He leaned gingerly over the back of Gryxlax, careful to avoid his horns, and drew his knife from one side of the monster’s throat to the other. He held him up as the blood poured out. His glossary of alien life didn’t recognize what Gryxlax was, and Max wasn’t about to risk a regeneration. 
 
    The blood slowed to a trickle and Max let the alien fall. He didn’t have the strength to decapitate him swiftly with merely a knife, and he wasn’t about to provoke the pirates. 
 
    His senses registered life forms circling him, but he was too focused on making Gryxlax dead that he didn’t sense the blasters until he looked up to find the Oscavian captain pointing one right at his head. 
 
    “Surrender the ship, M’Inrit,” Wayt said into the vocal scrambler attached to his collar. “Or I’ll kill your man.” 
 
    There were eight pirates around him, all armed. Unless Max could trick them into shooting each other, he couldn’t fight them all. 
 
    A red dot appeared on the captain’s chest. “Shoot him and die.” All emotion had dropped from his mate’s voice, a cold so deep it would burn. Max risked a glance up and saw that she was holding one of the modified blasters. This one had a laser sight affixed to it. 
 
    “If you kill me, he’ll still be dead,” said Wayt. He held up a hand to her and his tone changed, softened. “Let’s put this aside, M. Come with me, join my crew. I’ll even take your man here. Leave these… weaklings behind.” 
 
    The red dot climbed up Wayt’s chest and ended between his eyes. “Let him go and leave us as you agreed. Now.” 
 
    The captain and Inrit stared each other down. Max could practically feel the blasters pressed up against him and he held completely still. If any of the pirates got jumpy, this would be a bloodbath. 
 
    And then Wayt relented. He holstered his weapon and nodded to his men. “My debt to you is repaid, M’Inrit.” 
 
    “Get! Out!” she yelled from the top of her lungs, and the pirates ran, not even bothering to retrieve their dead. 
 
    A moment later they were gone. The ship was saved. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Inrit’s hands still shook as she and Max ran towards the bridge. They’d left the security crew to search for any errant pirates while they got on the comms with Symes and told her to make her move. 
 
    “This is going to be harder,” she warned Max. His cheeks were red with exertion and he’d been bouncing with each step like he was full to bursting with energy. 
 
    She’d put him in danger back there without a thought. And he’d jumped down a building’s worth of height without her even needing to ask. She couldn’t think of the words to say, but she knew that as soon as this was done, she was going to spend the rest of her life aiming to be worth the kind of trust he’d just put in her. 
 
    “Have a little faith.” Max grinned. “The gods are on our sides.” 
 
    They made it to the bridge and pulled out their blasters. Inrit was coming to like the weight of the modified one she’d stolen from that pirate. The door was closed, but the panel outside looked intact. 
 
    Inrit spoke into her comms. “Symes, what’s your position? We’ve got your back.” 
 
    The comms crackled and whined in Inrit’s ear. She hit the side of her head, trying to adjust the small piece of technology. “Symes, are you there?” 
 
    “I’m here!” came her excited voice. “Come onto the bridge when you get here. We’re ready.” 
 
    Inrit and Max shared a look. She shrugged and pressed the button to open the door. And when it slid open, Inrit didn’t know what to make of what she saw. 
 
    She and her mate stepped onto the bridge, blasters at their sides, and saw that everything looked… 
 
    Normal. 
 
    The captain sat in his chair, the navigator was where she belonged, and Symes’ own weapons were holstered. “Mr. Runder, get us out of here,” the captain instructed the pilot. Then he stood and looked at Inrit and Max. He glanced down at their weapons and raised his eyebrows. 
 
    Without it needing to be said, Max and Inrit holstered their own weapons. 
 
    “How?” Inrit finally managed to ask. 
 
    Morvellan grinned. “Are you about to admit to fomenting mutiny, pirate?” His eyes were maniacal and Inrit knew that if she said one wrong word, she’d be on the wrong end of an airlock. She glanced at Symes, eyes wide. 
 
    “The captain likes me better than he likes you,” she explained. “He listened when I said you were going to take care of the pirates.” 
 
    Inrit and Max shared a look, but they both stayed silent. 
 
    Morvellan pointed at them. “Both of your contracts are hereby terminated. You will be confined to guest quarters of the ship and you will disembark at Honora Station and find other accommodations. If you cross me at all in the next weeks, you will be thrown in the brig for the duration. Understood?” 
 
    Inrit nodded and saw Max do the same. They didn’t wait for the captain to change his mind, and instead ran back to their quarters to retrieve their belongings. 
 
    And when the door closed behind Max, he slid a chair in front of it to keep it shut. And then he rounded on her and she was on her bunk and under him, his lips covering hers. They were alive and whole and on their way to freedom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Krayter came back to the guest quarters on the final day of the ride to Honora Station. Inrit and Max played a card game in the recreation room and greeted him when he arrived. Inrit looked her new friend over. He’d lost weight over the course of the trip and since his brother went into the med bay for the second time, he hadn’t gotten enough sleep. 
 
    “How’s he doing?” asked Max as he laid down a card on the table between them. 
 
    Krayter took a seat and sighed. “He’s awake and he’s talking. The doc cleared him to walk a little. But something’s… I don’t know. He seems off.” 
 
    “Does he remember the battle at all?” asked Inrit. The other Detyen had awoken with some minor memory loss that seemed to frustrate him. “Maybe he’s just trying too hard. Tiring himself out.” 
 
    Krayter shook his head. “I don’t know.” He stood back up and glanced down at the card game. “What are you playing? I don’t recognize the configuration.” 
 
    Max looked down and coughed and Inrit was glad she couldn’t blush, and for the blanket that she’d hastily thrown over her legs. “It’s Tarnian Dare. Kind of complicated, hard to explain,” Max said in a rush. 
 
    Krayter’s mouth dropped open and his eyes got comically wide. “Seriously?” he demanded. “How many places do you two need to have sex? You have a room! People… Ugh! No! I’m not dealing with this. Nope, no way.” He stomped off back towards his quarters and slammed the door shut, leaving Max and Inrit alone. 
 
    Inrit looked over at her mate and burst out laughing. “Am I supposed to be able to see half of your cards in Tarnian Dare?” she challenged. 
 
    Max placed them off the table and slid off his chair, crossing the small space between them on his knees. “Of course,” he said, sliding his hand up under her blanket and stroking her inner thigh with deft fingers. “It’s because I’m winning.” 
 
    “Are you?” she asked, tilting her hips forward as the blanket slid off, revealing her bare legs. She still had her underwear on, which was practically decent compared to the last time Krayter caught them. 
 
    “I think you’re becoming a bit of an exhibitionist,” Max said, placing kisses all across the tops of her thighs and nipping at her with his teeth. 
 
    Inrit sighed out a moan and let her legs fall even farther open. “Is that so?” she asked. “It’s only so that everyone knows you’re mine.” 
 
    “Of course. I wouldn’t dare cross Merciless Inrit,” he said with sarcastic affection. 
 
    Inrit pushed him back. “Who told you? How did you figure it out?” She’d hated dredging up her old name, but at least Wayt hadn’t used that dumb pirate name she’d taken. 
 
    “It wasn’t that hard to guess,” Max said, grinning. 
 
    “I was a teenager! No fair.” She stood up and looked around for her pants. 
 
    But a moment later, Max was behind her, wrapping his arms tight around her. “I’ll keep your shameful secret,” he promised. “I’m merciful.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll show you mercy,” she threatened. 
 
    “Promise?” he asked, hand dipping into the thin fabric of her panties. 
 
    Inrit leaned back into him, already addicted to his touch and hungry for more. “Always,” she promised, grinning as her panties joined her pants. Max lowered her down onto the small couch against the wall and demonstrated just how much of an exhibitionist he was becoming right alongside her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Want a little more? 
 
    Join my mailing list to receive an exclusive second epilogue featuring Max and Inrit. 
 
      
 
    Subscribe Now 
 
   
  
 



About Kate Rudolph 
 
    Kate Rudolph never knows when to stop. Whether it’s riding her bike down the busy streets of Austin, Texas, fixing computers, or shooting off answers to trivia quizzes, she is doing something. She began writing at a young age and now has a stack of projects as tall as her.  
 
    If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review.  
 
    To learn about new releases from Kate Rudolph and to receive a free book, you can sign up below: 
 
    Kate Rudolph’s Newsletter 
 
   
  
 






Are you a STARR HUNTRESS? 
 
    Do you love to read sci fi romance about strong, independent women and the sexy alien males who love them?

Starr Huntress is a coalition of the brightest Starrs in romance banding together to explore uncharted territories.

If you like your men horny- maybe literally- and you’re equal opportunity skin color-because who doesn’t love a guy with blue or green skin?- then join us as we dive into swashbuckling space adventure, timeless romance, and lush alien landscapes. 
 
    http://eepurl.com/b_NJyr  
 
    More titles from Starr Huntress authors: 
 
      
 
    Starr Huntress & Kate Rudolph 
 
    Ruwen 
 
    Tyral 
 
    Stoan 
 
    Crashed 
 
      
 
    Starr Huntress & Nancey Cummings 
 
    Paax 
 
    Kalen 
 
    Mylomon
Vox 
 
    Delivered to the Aliens 
 
      
 
      
 
    Starr Huntress & Sonia Nova 
 
    Ariana 
 
    Alien Valentine 
 
      
 
    Starr Huntress & Emma Alisyn & S.A. Ravel 
 
    Warrior Awakening 
 
    Warrior Enflamed 
 
      
 
    Starr Huntress & Phoebe Fawkes 
 
    Oz: The Telorex Pact 
 
      
 
    Starr Huntress & Abigail Myst 
 
    Athen 
 
      
 
    Starr Huntress & Thanika Hearth 
 
    Wrax 
 
      
 
    Starr Huntress & Erin Gale 
 
    Mavros 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Also by Kate Rudolph: Stoan 
 
    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. 
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