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Chapter One
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THE STREETS OF TEGGA Central could use a sweep. And a burning. The rank smell surrounded Vita Minnik until she was choking on it, and only years of discipline kept her from making a sound. She scowled, though, it was a street made for scowling. Teggians ambled down the path, many arm in arm in arm, their bodies varied with four or more hands and as many feet. At first it had been strange to watch them walk, their gaits ambling in a flow so different from a human. But Vita had stayed on plenty of planets, had seen plenty of aliens. After a few minutes the Teggians were the same as anyone else and she could care less about what they looked like.

She wasn’t looking for a Teggian.

She kicked a piece of trash out of her way and scowled harder when it unexpectedly bounced against an alley wall with a loud thwork that could give away her position to anyone listening. But she’d earned enough luck in a decade of blood, sweat, and servitude that no one paid the sound any mind. Roski would slap her upside the head for that stupid ass mistake, but he was light years away and it had been years since he’d taken her along on a job. He knew she did the work.

“That’s more credits than we agreed to!” The accent gave the speaker away as a non-Teggian and the content of the complaint told Vita she’d found her prey.

A puddle of filth splashed around her knee-high boots but she ignored it as her swift steps took her through the warren of alleys and streets to the bazaar full of vendors and teeming with Teggian life. She’d been avoiding this place for the last few days, hoping her prey wouldn’t end up there. It was crowded, and Teggian security was stringent enough that they might be able to stop her from doing her job.

As if abducting one little being was some great crime.

Collecting, not abducting. Erdek owed a debt. A lot of debts, actually, and instead of paying up or working with Roski to come to another arrangement, he’d run. No one ran from Roski for long. And if anyone did escape, they sure as hell didn’t stick around this galaxy.

Erdek argued with a vendor on the edge of the bazaar, his hands waving and spittle flying as he tried to talk the price down. Vita stayed in the shadows and watched. It would be satisfying to walk up to him and see the color drain from his bright red face, but he was sure to be a screamer and she wasn’t going to lose him.

Again.

She’d tracked him to Tegga Central four days ago and should have had him minutes after she’d docked her shuttle, but Erdek was more slippery than she’d expected and he’d managed to evade her thus far. Her research said he didn’t like to stay on any planet more than ten days or so, and that tactic had kept him out of the hands of Roski’s trackers for more than a year. But now his vacation had come to an end and it was time to pay the bill.

Erdek cursed the vendor and spun away, stalking off in her direction. He paused and jerked his head up, looking around as if he sensed that she was nearby, that she was watching. Vita held her breath and stayed absolutely still. Few people were able to evade Roski’s hunters for as long as Erdek had managed and she wasn’t going to underestimate him now. Finally he started moving again.

Vita reached for the cuff in her pocket and, as always, had to swallow down the bile that tried to rise in her throat. Slavers used cuffs like that to keep their property docile. It was cheap, ubiquitous, and effective. The only other method that worked nearly as well were pressure injectors filled with some heady chemical mixes. But the chems only worked on certain species and the mixtures had to be specially crafted for each job. A slave cuff worked on just about everyone.

Vita would know.

But she wasn’t a slaver and Erdek wouldn’t be a slave. Once he sorted things out with Roski he’d be free to go.

With that thought firmly in mind, Vita waited until Erdek was firmly in range before she flashed out and wrapped the cuff around his thick wrist. He struggled for a moment, but once the cuff was secure it sent a signal to his brain that he couldn’t fight. As long as Vita held the control receptor he would have to do anything she said.

“Be still,” she said.

Erdek stilled.

“Confirm your identity.” She was certain he was her prey, but she still had to make sure.

“Erdek Torgendens of Mratla.” He didn’t have much control over his body, but the hopeless glare might have made her feel bad if she didn’t know the pile of debt he owed.

She flashed her ID scanner in his face for a secondary confirmation and was satisfied when the light turned blue, telling her she had the right guy. “Follow me,” she instructed her prisoner. “And don’t make any fuss.”

To anyone looking at them, they were just two aliens enjoying a stroll on Teggian streets. No one had to know about the blaster sitting on Vita’s hip or the knife sheathes she had on her arms. And they certainly didn’t need to know that the cuff Erdek was wearing controlled his every move. 

Her ship was docked in a public shipyard and racking up charges by the day. Roski would cover some of it, but this hunt had gone on long enough that it was starting to eat into the bounty she’d get for bringing Erdek back. She shoved him into the containment cell and closed the door. It might have been kinder to remove the cuff, but she wasn’t stupid. That thing wasn’t coming off until she turned him in.

He was too slippery and she wasn’t going to fail Roski. He’d already put up with enough of her screw ups over the years.

She saw she had a waiting message, but she’d look at it later. It wasn’t flagged as urgent, and delivering Erdek to one of Roski’s offices took precedence.

The ship lifted off and glided smoothly through the atmosphere of Tegga and into the black of space. She keyed up the coordinates for the Consortium and sat back. It would be a long ride, but that was part of the job. When she glanced back at her monitor she saw that the message that had been there was gone. Strange. Must have been recalled.

As she got ready to sleep she let the thought slip from her mind. And then the messaging system beeped again and Vita cursed. She cracked her eyes, opened it, and called up the message. 

CORRECTED: Bounty 55842S2G61

Disregard earlier message

Target: Braxtyn NaZade

Current Location: Unknown

Last Known Location: Honora Station

Vita grinned. One job done, and now she had a new one to keep her on her toes. Braxtyn NaZade didn’t know what was coming.

***
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BRAX TILTED HIS HEAD up and took in the bright blue sky overhead. It was still incredible to see something like that every day. Months on Earth and he hadn’t gotten used to it. There had been a sky like that when he was a kid, one that lit up in purples and yellows with giant fluffy clouds as far as the eye could see. Though the clouds had been a bit more green. But there was plenty of green on Earth. He just had to look down. 

The space was another thing that was taking some getting used to. They’d lived on Honora Station for so long that he’d forgotten what it felt like to be able to stretch his arms without risk of running into a wall or smacking someone else.

“Ow,” hissed Deke.

Okay, the smacking someone else was still a bit of a problem, but Deke was his twin so that didn’t count. “Watch where you’re going,” he shot back. He’d headed out of the house that he shared with his brothers and Naomi, his brother Shayn’s denya, with the intention of walking alone. It was nice to live with his family, but even in the giant house they’d managed to rent sometimes he could still feel the walls closing in. It had been even worse back when they’d lived on the space station, three brothers sharing a one room flat and living on top of one another. Now they each had their own large quarters with a bedroom to spare and rooms dedicated to entertainment, cooking, dining, and more. It was a wealth of space, and yet Brax still felt crowded.

“I am watching,” Deke insisted. “You’re the one weaving back and forth, are you drunk?” He caught up to Brax and nudged his shoulder.

Brax glared. That had been one time. How was he supposed to know how strong Earth whiskey was? When someone gave him a bottle back home, they meant for him to drink the whole thing. Why would Earth culture be any different?

Luckily it had been a small bottle. Though the headache from that incident was enough to make him swear off harder spirits for a while. 

“I am trying to enjoy a walk,” said Brax. “What do you want?”

“To spend time with my brother?” 

He snorted. “Try again.”

“Shayn wanted to know if we’re doing anything for our birthday. Apparently these things are important on Earth.” Deke sounded puzzled. Where they’d been raised birthdays were just another day, and Honora Station had such a mishmash of cultures that it was difficult to know what was important to who. 

Frankly, Brax didn’t need the reminder that 80% of his life had already passed him by. “Does it really matter?” Shayn would insist that things weren’t dire. He’d point out that there were still six years before Brax and Deke might be forced to pay the Denya Price, and they had no way of knowing if they’d die. Being half-Oscavian and half-Detyen, they hadn’t even known until a few months ago if they’d be able to sense their mates. But Shayn had proved he was Detyen enough for that. Did that mean they were all Detyen enough to die?

“We have plenty of time to find our mates,” said Deke. Of the two of them, he’d always been the optimist. “That is, if you were willing to actually try.”

Brax sped up, ducking under a low hanging branch and hoping speed would be enough to lose his brother. 

Of course it wasn’t. “Come with me to the city tomorrow. There’s a meeting for displaced Detyens. I think it would be good for you to meet more of our people.”

Brax stopped and turned fully to his twin. “If I agree am I allowed to continue my walk in peace?”

Deke nodded with a grin.

“Fine! Now go.” He waved his brother away, even as he could feel a matching grin threaten to split his face.

Deke went and Brax was alone with the living forest around him.

He knew his brothers had a point. Both of them had made an effort since coming to Earth. Shayn had taken a job with a pair of Detyen brothers who were trying to start up a colony for Detyens on Earth. Deke went to every meeting or event hosted for Detyens who’d made it to the planet, and Naomi was doing her best to reconnect to her birth planet, learning about the culture here and seeking out family she’d never known she had.

Brax took walks. He breathed in the heavy air of the forest and thought. He didn’t like the city. It was too chaotic. Honora Station had been a crowded hub of every kind of alien, but there’d been order to it. There had to be. One couldn’t survive on a floating metal island in the middle of a star system without order. The crowded cities of Earth were nothing like home. 

He stopped when he saw a large hunk of wood that seemed to have fallen from a nearby branch. It was smooth, the bark worn away by the weather or something, and too thick for him to wrap his fingers around. It was a bit longer than his forearm and already Brax could see the shape inside of it that was begging to be let out. Vines should be twirling up the side of it, with scales hidden underneath, a creature unsure if it was plant or beast, stuck between two worlds.

It wouldn’t take much to pull the potential from the wood, but what was the point? Brax was no artist. He’d been a laborer back on Honora, keeping the station running through a mix of back breaking work and mechanical know how. There’d been no time and no room back home for him to collect and design knickknacks. Sure, he hadn’t been able to resist a few things here and there, mostly little toys made out of synthetic wood that he’d donated to the children of the station. Not even Deke knew about it.

He had to put the stick down. But he couldn’t.

All Brax had now was space and time. What harm would it do to carve one little sculpture? To let the creativity inside of him out for just a little while? He’d already promised to go to the Detyen meeting tomorrow. This little trinket would be his reward. 

Brax circled back home, and by the time he got there Deke was nowhere to be found. His twin couldn’t stand to sit around the house when there was a huge world around them to explore. And yet he seemed to have trouble understanding Brax’s desire to walk in the woods.

Shayn was sitting in a chair under the shade of a huge tree that towered over their house. He nodded toward the chair next to him when Brax approached. “What’s that?” he asked, nodding toward the stick.

Brax had the urge to shove it behind his back, to protect it. He shrugged and took a seat. “Nothing much. Where’s your prettier half?”

Shayn scowled at him. “I’d rip your arms off if I thought—”

Brax rolled his eyes and had to shake his head. “If you think the jealous posturing is going to work, clearly we’ve never met.”

Shayn shook himself and gave a sheepish grin. “My apologies. Sometimes the bond...” He took a deep breath. “It’s a living thing within me, a connection so deep I could have never comprehended it before.”

“Do you think it’s the same for other Detyens? Or is it weaker?” Their mother was Oscavian and their father had been Detyen. They hadn’t been mates, and for that reason their father had died on his thirtieth birthday.

“If this is weaker than others, I don’t know how any mated pair ever leaves the bedroom.”

Brax scowled at his older brother. “That, I do not need to know.” They’d lived in such close quarters for so long that it was impossible not to know many details of their respective love lives, but ignoring that information had been a requirement for their survival. Now that they had room to stretch out, Shayn seemed to want to test the boundaries. Or maybe he just couldn’t resist talking about his denya.

“Where is she, anyway?” Shayn and Naomi were rarely apart when they were both at home. And, as Shayn implied, they often spent that time together in their bedroom. Thank the stars for soundproofing.

“She has a call with a research institute. She wants to study her ability, but finding a facility has proved difficult.”

That was an understatement. Naomi had been raised since she was a teenager by an Oscavian corporation that had exploited her natural intuition and tinkered with her brain until she was a full blown psychic. She could see the future, though could only rarely control what she saw. She’d been experimenting with her powers since they made it to Earth, but there was only so much she could do on her own. But finding a place that wouldn’t exploit her or return her back to the people who’d raised her was a delicate task.

As if she’d sensed they were talking about her, Shayn’s denya exited the house and made her way over to them. Her curly brown hair was held back by a bright headband and her brown skin looked even darker against the white top she wore. Rather than sit in the third open chair under the tree she sank down into Shayn’s lap and gave him a sound kiss before leaning back against him.

“Did the call go well?” he asked. 

Naomi got the faraway look she sometimes had when trying to summon a vision, but it cleared quickly. “Not sure yet. Better than the last one.” She turned to Brax. “I see Dekon was successful in summoning you.”

“I was two kilometers away, not two light years.” Was it really so strange to walk? “And I’ve agreed to go with Deke to his meeting tomorrow.” If that simple concession would make his family give him peace, he’d gladly make it. Well, he’d grumble, but that was expected.

Naomi stared at him for a moment before nodding. “You have good instincts. Follow them.”

He wanted to ask if that was psychic advice or regular advice, but as a family they’d decided not to turn Naomi into their own private fortune teller. If she wanted him to know she’d seen a vision of his future, she’d tell him. 

Brax picked up his stick and stood. “I’ll see you at dinner.” And then he followed his instincts back into the house and closed the door behind him. Odds were good Shayn and Naomi would be all over each other in a matter of minutes, and that was something he didn’t need to see.
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MEETING HIS FELLOW Detyens went fine. Deke had been bouncing in his seat, watching as Brax made small talk, and that had made him self-conscious. He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say. Many of the people in the room had been raised in the Detyen Legion, a fabled group of soldiers who had only recently come to Earth after chasing down the people responsible for destroying Detya one hundred years ago. What did a mechanic from Honora Station have in common with soldiers?

Deke had no trouble fitting in. After their months on the planet he was old friends with a few of the men. One of them, a gold Detyen named Toran, even had a human mate of his own. But after an hour Brax had to call it quits. Deke might have felt a sense of camaraderie with those Detyens, but Brax was too aware of his half-Oscavian, Honora Station-raised background. Would he go to another meeting? Maybe, especially since he knew Deke would beg. But not right now. 

He and Deke had taken the shuttle from their small town in the outskirts of Washington D.C., the capitol of the country they’d landed in and one of the hubs of new Detyen life. But another shuttle wouldn’t come for hours, and if Brax lingered at the shuttle station he was sure Deke would find him and try to make him do even more Detyen bonding.

Not today.

Walking through the city wasn’t like walking through the woods, but it had its own sense of adventure. Earth was populated mostly by humans, and aliens had only started moving to the planet in the last half-century or so. It wasn’t quite as diverse as he was used to seeing on Honora Station, but he recognized a few different species, a green man with antlers coming out of his forehead, a tentacled beast, a four-legged bug creature, and more. Some of the humans gave the more alien aliens strange looks, but most ignored them and went about their day, living in peace, if not exactly harmony.

That was home.

He passed by the shop and didn’t even pause on his first circle round the block, but the buzzing of saws rang in his hears and the scent of wood chips tickled his nose. He made another lap around the block and slowed his steps, taking in the giant woodworking shop. Half the room was filled with shelves and furniture along with delicately crafted statues. The other half was taken over by large equipment and a tall woman with a dark apron who was wearing a mask as she worked a large piece of wood against a lathe.

Follow your instincts.

That was what Naomi had said. And while his fears were telling him to get back to the shuttle station and ignore what he wanted to do, some other force was pushing him inside the building.

Brax kept walking. But he couldn’t stop from taking another turn around the block. And this time when he ended up in front of the store the woman was no longer working the lathe. She looked up and met his eyes, raising an eyebrow and silently challenging him to come inside.

He couldn’t resist. 

Brax took his time, checking out the small pieces on the shelves and admiring their craft. Wood was hard to come by on a space station and the prices it commanded could have made him cry. On Earth it was plentiful. There’d been a period in history when the planet hadn’t appreciated its natural resources, but they’d turned that around a long time ago. Of course, he’d heard there were still parts of the planet that were uninhabitable due to pollution and climate change, so clearly they hadn’t fixed things quickly enough.

“Can I help you?” the woman asked. Now that he was in the room she seemed younger, maybe only a few years older than him, though he was terrible at telling age with humans. She had deep mahogany skin with blonde hair, struck through with a darker grain. The sign over the door said Neera’s Woodworking and Brax assumed this was Neera.

He didn’t know how to answer. He’d researched woodworking and had done what he could manage on his own but the trinkets he’d been able to carve were nothing compared to the pieces of artistry on display here. “What kind of wood is this?” he asked, holding up a bowl inlaid with a beautiful swirling design.

He couldn’t decipher the look Neera gave him. “It’s teak. Just like everything else on that shelf.”

And when he turned back he saw the little information card that said the same thing. Brax put the bowl back down. “Why do you hand make plates and bowls when I can buy ten of these for a third of the price at the store down the street?”

Neera crossed her arms and leaned a hip against the desk. “If you’re not interested in shopping, you can take yourself to the store down the street. This is art, even when it’s functional.”

Brax knew that. But he still couldn’t get past the question. Functionality surpassed all things in importance back home and there was almost no room for decorative bits. And certainly no money to afford it. But the bowl was beautiful. He could almost ignore that something synthetic would last longer and resist rot better. 

“Let me guess,” Neera took pity on him and stopped glaring. “You’re pretty new to the planet. And since you’re holding that like it’s going to disintegrate if you breathe on it too hard, I’m thinking they didn’t have a lot of wood where you’re from. Generation ship? Space station? Poorly terraformed colony?”

“Space station,” Brax confirmed. “I spent the last few years on a space station.” And the years before that hadn’t had a lot of room for personal creativity. “How would I learn how to do this? To make these things?”

Neera circled back around her desk and produced a small piece of paper from a folder. “We have a class at the beginning of every month. You should join us.”

Brax studied the sheet and asked himself if it was worth it. Money wasn’t the problem. Just time. 

“Motherfucker,” Neera sneered and for a moment Brax thought she was talking to him, but she’d turned away to look at a small printer hidden away in the corner of her desk. “I will melt you down and shoot you into space if you don’t start working.” She smacked the device and it beeped angrily.

Now would be a perfect time to make his escape, but Brax had been around enough malfunctioning devices to know a trick or two. “Can I try?”

Neera shot him a doubtful look but moved to the side. “I got it third hand at a thrift shop. It’s never quite worked right. I should probably just throw it out and get something that actually works.”

Brax pulled the device out of its cubby. “Do you have a screwdriver?” 

One clanked down onto the desk next to him as Neera produced it from somewhere.

He removed the control panel and looked at the tangled mess of wires that should have been sorted neatly. “Someone tried to repair this. The job is not—”

“Yeah, I screwed it up,” she muttered. 

Rather than respond, Brax unhooked two wires and reinserted them into the correct sockets before checking what else he could see. “That should help.” He replaced the panel and turned the machine back on. It beeped happily and began printing.

“Did you seriously just fix that in thirty seconds?” Neera’s eyes were wide and she looked ready to hug him. “It hasn’t worked right in three years.”

Brax shrugged. “It’s really not a big deal.”

Neera was shaking her head. She pulled something out of one of the drawers and scribbled on it before shoving it his way. “This is a certificate for a free set of beginner’s classes. We start at the beginning of the month. I want to see you there, got it?”

He took the certificate and wasn’t sure what to say. It couldn’t hurt to take a beginner’s class. “I’ll be there.”

***
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IT WAS STRANGE TO SEE so many humans in one place. Strange because it was just like home. Except not.

Vita was from the Consortium, a cluster of three planets populated by humans who had been abducted from Earth and eventually dumped there when their captors had found them too troublesome. They’d been a dumping ground for two millennia, and while the architecture and style were sometimes influenced by their ancestral homeland, the divergence was so far back that it was hard to believe they had once shared a culture.

And the Consortium had a lot more non-humans. Earth was still basically a backwater. Abductions had been fairly common until they discovered space travel and aliens on their own, and even now she heard stories about crafty slavers snatching the unsuspecting. It was a lawless place, at least when it came to intergalactic crime. This wasn’t like the Oscavian Empire or one of its vassal states. Earth sat completely on its own, protected only by a fairly primitive planetary defense system and the fact that it was a bit out of the way of most trade routes.

It was a terrible place to hide out if you weren’t human. And Braxtyn NaZade definitely wasn’t. This asshole was a weird looking Oscavian who’d cheated Roski out of nearly a million credits and run when it was time to pay up. It was hard to believe that someone younger than her could manage to take on that much recreational debt, but she’d long ago learned that gamblers were all reckless idiots.

She’d tracked him to the eastern coast of the United States and a lucky break tagged his ID on a shuttle into Washington, D.C. Vita had been hanging out in orbit, just waiting for her chance, and now was the perfect time. She had to hope he’d be in the city long enough for her to grab him. And as she tracked his ID through a shuttle ride, a coffee shop, and a security checkpoint, she had to wonder what in all the hells was up. 

He wasn’t trying to obfuscate his path at all. Was he so arrogant that he didn’t think anyone would track him to Earth? It was a backwater, that didn’t mean it was completely cut off. Anyone with a hint of sense knew to stop using IDs and credit accounts when they were on the run, so why did Braxtyn NaZade think he was so special? 

She finally caught sight of him as he ducked into a woodworking shop. What was the point? Nothing in her file suggested he’d go to a place like that. But the glimpse she’d gotten had looked like the photo she had and ID didn’t lie. He was in there long enough for her to wonder if he’d snuck out the back, but before she gave up he came back out. 

Those are some nice arms.

The thought came out of nowhere and Vita had to shake her head. Was she seriously admiring the features of one of her marks? Really? That wasn’t going to happen. The piece of shit she was chasing had stolen money from Roski and fled; he clearly couldn’t be trusted and was no sort of match for her, not even for a night.

But he did have nice arms. And legs. And that ass. 

Clearly she needed to release some of this tension or her performance was going to suffer. But a little ill-timed lust was hardly the most difficult thing she’d ever had to deal with and she pushed it aside. She could admire him when he was locked up on her shuttle. Admire him from a distance. She wouldn’t touch him, especially not if he was her prisoner. That was every kind of wrong and a line she’d never cross. 

Braxtyn looked from side to side as if he could sense her eyes on him. Her prey might not have been smart about hiding where he was, but he could sense danger when it lurked right around the corner. The control cuff was a familiar weight in her pocket, but Vita didn’t pull it out just yet. She didn’t want to give away the advantage too soon.

Whether he sensed her presence or not, Braxtyn seemed to shrug off the danger and moved, heading away from her. Vita adjusted the helmet on her head and tapped at her visor. Under other circumstances she might have worn something else, but Earth was a big fan of facial recognition technology and she didn’t want to be clocked absconding with a resident, even if they wouldn’t be able to do anything about it once she was out of the solar system. Besides, it was always a good idea to keep her identity obscured from the people she retrieved. A few were repeat offenders and she didn’t want them to see her coming.

Her outfit was as subtle as a full body suit and face masking helmet could be. It would most likely be interpreted as protective gear, whether for riding one of the gravity bound vehicles that were popular on this planet, or because she might appear to be an alien whose biology was not compatible with the Earth’s atmosphere. It didn’t matter what anyone thought as long as they let her get on with her job.

But she had to stay far enough back from NaZade to make sure he didn’t spot her. Few people wore helmets in this city, something she’d have to keep in mind if she ever came back. 

Her blaster hung heavy on her hip and it would be so easy to pull it out and stun her prey. Easy, and yet it would call down the local authorities and have her placed in some terrible Earth prison. She’d been behind bars before, she wasn’t going to risk that again.

NaZade made a sharp turn and Vita followed, but she must have miscalculated where they were. Instead of a street, he’d lured her into a long and narrow alley that eventually terminated at a busy street. Under her visor, Vita smiled. She would have preferred a dead end, but this could work.

“Why are you following me?” NaZade demanded. He had a nice voice, one that made her insides thrill. The crazy, reckless part of her that she kept under the tightest control wanted to rip off her helmet and see if his lips tasted as good as they looked. Up close she could see the hint of strange dark markings climbing up his blue skin, the dark triangles and squares forming a hypnotic pattern that she wanted to trace with her tongue. She’d never seen an Oscavian with markings like that before, or a blue one, but her records wouldn’t lie.

“If you come with me, I’m sure we can sort this whole thing out.” Now would be a great time to be brandishing her blaster, but not yet. Not if she could talk sense into this all too handsome man.

“Sort what out?” he asked. And he genuinely sounded confused. Usually when she cornered her marks, they’d known what they’d done. If she didn’t know better, she would have said NaZade wasn’t putting on an act. But he had to be.

“Roski wants his credits. You don’t get to run out on him. But he’s fair. He’ll let you work something out. And if I put in a good word...” It wouldn’t do much, but he didn’t need to know that. For some reason Vita really didn’t want to shoot him. She would, of course. But her hand was cramping up like it refused to reach for the holster on her hip.

“Who’s Roski?” Again he sounded genuine. Maybe he’d been an actor once. 

“You are Braxtyn NaZade? Last residence Honora Station?” He looked just like his photo, but she didn’t want to take in the wrong man.

“How do you know my name?” He shook his head and took a step back. “Never mind. You’re crazy. I don’t know you and I don’t know any Roski. Stay away from me.”

She meant to reach for the blaster, but the cuff somehow ended up in her hand. And NaZade made a mistake. He turned around and walked instead of running.

Vita could move on swift, silent feet, and she did so, clearing the distance between them and slapping the cuff onto NaZade before he knew what was happening. He managed to pull his arm away, but not before the cuff took hold.

“Stay still.”

He froze, but his dark eyes flashed an impossible lightning blue, as if a storm of anger brewed, ready to burst if given the slightest change of wind.

“What is your name?” There was protocol, and though her heart hurt to bind him for some deranged reason she wasn’t about to hold back now.

He clenched his jaw, and for a strained second she thought he’d manage to resist the command, but the words tore out of him. “Braxtyn NaZade.” Her ID scanner confirmed that he matched with the man in her file. She shook her head, though he couldn’t see the disappointed look on her face. Maybe he would have been a bit of fun if he weren’t a gambling thief. But he was, so there was nothing she could do about that except return him to the man he owed. Roski would get his money, she’d get paid, and she’d be able to put thoughts of this enigmatic blue man behind her.

It wasn’t necessary, but she couldn’t resist placing a hand on NaZade’s shoulder and physically turning him around. Her hand was warm, even through her synth-leather gloves, and the feel of his flesh imprinted against her skin.

“Follow me, don’t make a fuss.” It came out harsher than she meant, but he followed. This job couldn’t end soon enough.
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Chapter Three
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BRAX KNEW WHAT ARTIFICIAL gravity felt like. For half a moment between sleep and waking he believed he was back on Honora Station for some reason. But he couldn’t hear Deke or Shayn, and he couldn’t hear the familiar humming and clanking of the station living all around him. It was still noisy, wherever he was, but the noise was all wrong, whispering and fizzing rather than the assertive bangs that Honora dished out.

He cracked his eyes open and his last memories of Earth came back to him. The person following him, the alley, the strange device that made it impossible to fight back. He’d heard of control collars, but that cuff was something else entirely. He rolled his wrists, but the cuff must have been removed, thank the stars. He pushed himself up off the floor and looked around. The light was so dim he could barely make anything out. Reaching out with both arms he was able to touch the walls on either side of him, but he could stretch out fully while laying, which was a small mercy. 

Had that masked person been a slaver?

No, that didn’t make sense. First of all, why would a slaver come all the way to Earth to abduct one person who wasn’t even human? And she’d mentioned someone named Roski. Brax couldn’t remember ever hearing that name before, but Honora Station was a busy place so their paths could have crossed. Even if they had, he certainly hadn’t taken money or anything else from the man. Woman. Being. He didn’t even know what Roski was. Would Roski let him go when it became obvious that the masked woman had captured the wrong man? 

Brax wasn’t that optimistic.

How long had he been gone? Did Shayn, Deke, and Naomi know? Had Naomi seen this coming and refused to tell him for some reason? Were they worried?

Of course they were worried. Even in his darkest moments Brax knew his family worried for him. He had to find a way to get out of captivity and back to them. Or at least contact them. He wouldn’t leave them to wonder what had happened to him, to wonder if he was lying dead or injured somewhere, if there was anything he could do to avoid it.

With that in mind, Brax took stock of himself. He was a bit stiff from sleeping on the hard floor, and his stomach grumbled with hunger, but he wasn’t injured. That cuff had prevented him from fighting and that, in turn, had prevented injury. He’d rather be injured and free on Earth than... wherever he was, but he couldn’t dwell on that right now. 

He cautiously got to his feet and stretched his muscles as best as he could. A grand idea of somehow circumventing the locked door and overpowering whoever was guarding him and flying the ship flashed through his mind, but Brax was no fighter. Sure, he’d won a few brawls in his time, but barroom scuffles were a completely different beast. The woman who’d captured him had known what she was doing. She’d had him under her power in less than a minute and she hadn’t even used a weapon. But he didn’t doubt that she knew how to fire a blaster or wield a knife. Someone who could slip a control cuff on that easily had to know her way around the galaxy’s dangerous toys.

He’d have to be smart, cunning, if he was going to get out of this mess alive. He didn’t know how to fly a ship or battle a trained fighter, and all he knew was that he was being taken to someone who thought he owed a debt. At least this Roski person wanted him alive. That was when he’d have his best opportunity to get out of this mess. He doubted Roski would be happy to just let him go, but unless the guy was some Oscavian lordling he couldn’t control whatever planet or space station Brax’s captor was taking him to. That was when he could make his escape.

If his captor didn’t put that cuff on him again. 

Before experiencing it himself, Brax might have been arrogant enough to believe he could fight the control. But it had been like all his willpower had melted away the second that thing clamped onto his wrist. He couldn’t even think of fighting, couldn’t think at all. He rubbed his wrist, but the skin wasn’t raw. There was no indention where it had pressed against his flesh, nothing but the memory of those horrible minutes before everything had gone black.

Okay. He had to find a way to make sure the cuff wouldn’t work if it got put on him again. That was a problem he could attempt to solve. With no tools. In a dark room. With no idea how long it would be before they made it to their destination.

No. He wasn’t going to think about the obstacles now, only the solution.

The sounds of the ship got louder, and it took Brax a moment to realize someone was coming his way. He sank back down onto the ground, unwilling to look like a threat. If his captor thought he was threatening her, she’d put the cuff back on him before he could even try to circumvent it. 

His worry was unfounded. A slat opened in the door and a tray was pushed through. “Dinner time.” Her voice was low and caused his gut to clench. 

Lust and disbelief warred within him. This woman had taken him prisoner. She was holding him captive and planning to deliver him to some nefarious end. And instead of feeling revulsion, his cock was twitching.

“Why are you doing this?” He didn’t think he could convince her to let him go, but he’d be a fool not to try.

“You can’t outrun your debts. I’m not doing anything.” The tray rattled. “Do you want dinner or not?”

His stomach growled, but Brax had other questions. “Is it drugged?”

She scoffed. “Why would I need to drug you?”

Good point, and he was relieved, not that he would take her word for it. “You have the wrong person,” he said as calmly as he could, but panic was starting to creep up. “This has been a misunderstanding. Please.”

The tray clattered to the ground, food rolling all around. “Don’t lie to me, NaZade. You won’t like what happens.” The slat slammed shut, cutting off the little bit of light that had trickled in and leaving Brax alone once more.

Yeah, that had gone about as well as expected.

He got on his hands and knees and carefully collected the bits of food his captor had brought him. It didn’t seem to be much more than a few protein bars and a container of water. But the protein bars were wrapped in a crinkly metallic material and the water bottle was sturdy. Not ideal tools, but it was all he had. And it would have to do.
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VITA COULDN’T WAIT for NaZade to be someone else’s problem. The job might have gone easier than many of the ones she’d pulled before, but something about this whole situation wasn’t sitting right with her. 

First of all, a deranged part of her wanted to believe the welcher when he said she had the wrong man. All of her marks said something like that. And it had never been true. She’d run hundreds of missions like this, collected countless bounties from Roski, and every last one of the marks she tagged was in Roski’s bad books. There was no reason to believe that NaZade was any different. Sure there was an innocent look about him, but innocent looks could be purchased with the dirtiest of money and they meant less than nothing.

He wasn’t innocent. He couldn’t be.

Still...

She huffed out a frustrated breath and threw herself into her pilot’s seat. Her shuttle was small enough that she could pilot and crew the vessel all alone. It was ideal for a bounty hunter, even if it meant she had no one to bounce her doubts off of. Not that she’d admit them if there was someone else on the ship. Someone other than NaZade the liar. 

He wasn’t the most attractive bounty she’d ever chased down, and yet it was his image that was burned in her eyes. His scent that tickled her senses and made her wonder just what he’d look like in her quarters, tied up for reasons that had nothing to do with returning him to Roski and everything to do with driving him mad with pleasure.

She groaned. How long had it been since she’d last taken a lover? It had been job after job after job for the better part of a year and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d taken any down time. She didn’t go to bed with anyone while she was on the hunt, that way led to sloppiness. But maybe it was time for a vacation.

But first she had to return Braxtyn NaZade to Roski.

She called up the file she’d been sent and read through it again. Every bit of information in the file matched up with the man. Her DNA scanner had confirmed the ID, he’d confirmed his name. What more could she check? She pulled her DNA scanner out again to enter the test results but when she tried to power it up it gave an angry beep and went dark.

Broken. 

Again.

She tossed the device in the corner and cursed. Things around her were always breaking. Roski paid well for the bounties she brought in, but it was an expensive business to run and keeping her ship in the air cost a lot. Sometimes that meant skimping on other things. But just because her scanner was cheap didn’t mean it was inaccurate. After all, every time she brought someone in Roski’s people confirmed her results. They wouldn’t just take in the wrong people.

For a second she wondered if maybe they would, but she quickly rejected the thought. Roski had rescued her from being returned to slavery. And even if he was somehow involved in the practice, which she was certain he wasn’t, there were much cheaper ways to go about collecting people. He only sent bounty hunters after those who owed him the biggest debts. Anything less than tens of thousands of credits just wasn’t worth it.

The screen displaying NaZade’s features flickered and then went black. Vita leaned forward and smacked it, hoping that might fix the issue, but it didn’t. There was another thing on the list to fix.

She flicked several of the switches on her dash, hoping one of them might bring the screen to light. That sent other lights dancing on and off, and when something started to give a high-pitched mechanical whine, Vita stopped tinkering. Could she afford vacation and a mechanic? Only if she called staying in a cheap room on some low rent space station a relaxing week.

If she thought about it too hard she was going to punch the screen, and that was certainly not going to do a thing to fix it.

She engaged her comm and sent a signal to Roski’s base. It took a minute for it to be answered, but the robotic voice came through loud and clear. At least her speakers were still working.

“Enter access code to be connected.”

“Minnick 5235218. Retrieval.” She wished there was a more direct line, but Roski loved his systems and calling into the central number was her only way to connect.

“One moment please,” the AI requested.

Vita didn’t have another choice.

One moment passed into another and as time ticked on Vita worried that her speaker had died. But before she could give up hope another voice, this one belonging to a person rather than a machine, came on. “Vita, my dear, what do you have for me?” Roski had to be in his sixties, but nothing about his voice gave that away, and if her screen had been working she doubted he’d look a day over forty. He had enough money to buy all the rejuvenation and enhancement that the universe had to offer, and on that he hadn’t scrimped. Vita might have held that kind of vanity against someone else, but never Roski.

“I’m bringing in another retrieval.” There was an entire automated system to track jobs, but Roski always appreciated when his favorites called in their progress.

“How many is that this year?” Astonishment laced his words. “When was the last time you slept?”

“I get plenty of sleep, you old hen,” she assured him with a grin. “But I’ll probably take a week or so when this is done. I could use with the recharge.”

“And you deserve it. There’s no collar around your neck. Don’t work like there is.”

Vita was glad for the faulty video connection since she couldn’t keep the scowl off her face. She didn’t need to be reminded of how she’d spent her youth and gained so many of her scars. But Roski was just looking out for her. She wasn’t the only person he’d helped recover from the horrors of slavery and he knew all the possible pitfalls someone like her could succumb to. That didn’t mean she wanted to talk about it.

“I had a question about this retrieval. Could you send a fresh copy of the bounty order?” She’d read the file on her end a dozen or more times, but something was still bugging her. What was it about Braxtyn NaZade that set him apart from every other thief she’d chased? Why did a part of her—a tiny part of her—want to get into his cage with him and see where the night would take them? 

Lust and madness. She wouldn’t succumb.

“Is there an issue?” Roski asked. 

“You know I just like to be thorough.” She wasn’t sure why she kept her doubts to herself. She trusted Roski down to her blood and bones, and she knew he respected her instincts. The man wasn’t so blinded by money or fury that he would want her to bring back an innocent man, but she also didn’t want him to worry for nothing.

“After Wefrare I’m not surprised.” He said it mildly, but Vita flinched.

Wefrare. Fuck. She hated when Roski brought that mess up, even if she deserved it. She’d cost him nearly a million in damages when the repairs were all tallied, injured two of his crew, and lost the bounty. She was lucky he hadn’t slapped her in chains and sold her on to pay for the cost. Of course, she’d never catch enough at the slave markets to be worth the trouble. Vita hadn’t put a toe out of line in the three years since that screw up and she’d thought Roski was over it, but apparently not.

She cleared her throat, unsure of how to acknowledge that bomb. “Can you send the file?”

“I’m afraid it will take a few days. Something got in and corrupted our main servers. Nasty little virus. I have my techs working hard to restore everything, but even they cannot work miracles.” At least when he spoke this time he wasn’t frustrated with her.

“I’ll be there by then.” The flight to Station 163 was quick once she made it to the interstellar gates that let her ship skip through the galaxy despite its sometimes faulty FTL drive. “Don’t worry about it, I’m sure everything is fine.”

“Very well, I look forward to seeing you.”

“Me too. Signing off.” She cut the call and rocked back in her chair, grimacing as it squeaked. One more thing that was ready to fall to bits. It would be so nice to have a mechanic on board, or at least a bot with a functioning AI. Maybe then the mechanics at the bays she brought her ship to between jobs wouldn’t glare at her so hard when she asked for repairs. And maybe those repairs wouldn’t eat up most of her profits. 

Then again, spending that much money on a crewmember or AI wouldn’t do much for her bank account as it was.

Something popped, and the acrid smell of chemical smoke wafted in. Vita smacked the dashboard and cursed, but no warning light went off and they continued to cut through space, eating up the light years between them and their destination.

One more piece to add to the repair list. And more credits to kiss goodbye.
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Chapter Four
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THE KEENING SOUND CUT through her sleeping ears and Vita curled tightly into a ball. She’d heard those kinds of cries before and she knew what they meant. The masters didn’t like it when they didn’t sleep, and being caught awake meant they’d do everything they could to wear their property out. Running up and down the hills, hauling heavy bricks across the yard and then back to their original position. Fighting one another. Worse. She’d seen it all through half-closed eyelids.

The slaves on this property were kept outside no matter the weather. At least their pen had a sturdy roof that kept most of the rain out, and this planet was warm. No snow in the mild winters, though the heat of summer had been enough for a few of the slaves to sink into delirium. They’d been carted off to the medical bay, but Vita hadn’t seen any of them return. Whether they’d been reassigned, sold, or died was a mystery no one dared speak of. The masters didn’t like that either.

Her collar chafed, but Vita didn’t raise a hand to adjust it. If one of her owners saw her fiddling, they’d zap her, and she’d be left with an aching body and pissed pants. If one of them noticed her chafing skin they might apply a salve, but there’d be a price. And the ache wasn’t that bad yet. 

She heard feet dragging as the keening slave was pulled from the pen and out into the yard. No one rushed the door. There was no point. The family keeping them owned the entire planet and even if they got out of the pens, there was nowhere to go. They paid well for the populace to return runaway slaves, and the whip cracked hard on those who tried to flee.

It was a bad place to live, but somehow not as terrible as her last owners. She’d only been sold on from her last home because the lady who ruled there didn’t like the way her husband had looked at her. She’d thought Vita was trying to worm her way into his bed to earn favor and possibly freedom.

Vita had been thirteen.

But that husband didn’t have a taste for young flesh. Just pain. Her back still ached on the particularly chilly nights, the scars from his whip and other toys an unwelcome reminder of what it meant to be owned.

Someone groaned next to her and Vita’s eyes snapped open.

Braxtyn?

What was he doing here? She didn’t know the names of many of her fellow slaves. They weren’t supposed to talk to one another without the masters present. And no matter how real this felt, she knew she was deep in a dreaming memory. Braxtyn wasn’t supposed to be there. Not ten years ago, not before it all went so horribly wrong before she righted it all in blood and vengeance.

But she wasn’t stuck in that dream tonight, just a minor horror.

“Be quiet,” she commanded, her words barely louder than a breath. “Close your eyes.”

Those eyes were supposed to be black. She’d seen them in person. So why were they blazing bright blue now? Why was there a look of wonder on his face? Did he not realize they were stuck in slave pens on a planet she’d never learned the name of? Did he not care?

His tongue darted out to lick his lips and he seemed ready to say something before he slumped down in his position and feigned sleep.

As a shadow fell over Vita, she knew she’d failed to do the same. Strong arms hauled her up and dragged her to the door. She tried to resist, even knowing that resistance only brought more pain. But she hadn’t slept in days. They’d worked them through the night on a building project and she’d been grateful because they’d been fed well. But her bones ached and she feared that she’d drop if they made her do any more. Only adrenaline was keeping her going now.

She managed to get an arm free and flung herself away from the two guards carrying her. She didn’t try and hit them. Hitting them meant the whip, and she wouldn’t risk that. But her unwillingness to fight made her easy pickings, and they had her back in their arms in no time.

“Hey!” 

Her eyes snapped to where Braxtyn had stood up. What was he doing? The attention was on her! Was the idiot trying to save her? That never worked. They’d both be worked to death. It was better to ignore the suffering of others. There was no way to stop it. So what did this stupid, weird-looking Oscavian hope to achieve?

“Let her go!” He stepped towards them and a few of the supposedly sleeping slaves rolled out of his way while others remained still as statues. Vita couldn’t tell if they were actually asleep or just much better at faking than the rest of them.

One of the men holding her actually laughed at Braxtyn’s bravado. Vita wanted to tell him to stop, but there was no point, and if the guards thought they were working together that would only make it worse for the both of them. 

The guard stopped laughing when claws flashed out of Braxtyn’s knuckles and he held them up in challenge. “Let. Her. Go.” The promise of violence hung in the air. Where had those claws come from? Oscavians didn’t have claws. 

The first guard reached for his blaster, but Vita couldn’t hold back any longer. Braxtyn was risking his life to try and protect her, and the least she could do was return the favor. A decade ago she would have failed, but the rules were different in her dream world and this time those rules were on her side. Before the guard could point his blaster at Brax, Vita dug her elbow into his gut and the shot went wide. He dropped the weapon and she slithered out of the two guards’ grasps, going for the blaster in the same move.

She shot each guard without hesitation and they dropped. “There’s going to be more of them,” she warned Braxtyn as he came up beside her. A few of the slaves were squinting at them as if they couldn’t believe what was happening. “Want to get out of here?”

He grinned and something in her chest clenched. There was devilry in that smile, and enough brash youth that she could almost believe he hadn’t been bruised and broken by the world. She wanted to taste that smile, wanted to take some of that innocence for herself and see if it could heal any of the damaged bits inside of her.

But she forced herself to look away. 

“I’ll go anywhere with you,” Braxtyn said, placing a hand on her back. It was warm and comforting and everything this slave pen wasn’t. Vita wanted more, but she couldn’t have it, not even in a dream.

“We’re leaving,” she announced to the pen. “Come with us if you want.”

It wasn’t a rousing call to action, but it was all some of her fellow captives needed. Not everyone sprang to their feet. She couldn’t blame them, but she wasn’t going to waste time convincing them either. This escape would succeed or fail, and if it failed, there was a good chance everyone who ran ended up dead. But the chance at freedom was worth it.

They made it. And a dream that had once been a nightmare turned into a vision of hope as they took down the guards and captors and found a ship big enough to hold everyone who’d come from the pen with them.

A grin lit up Braxtyn’s face and Vita almost leaned in to kiss him. But there was a sourness in her mouth.

“You shouldn’t be here.” The dream was getting fuzzy around the edges as her memory tried to assert itself.

Braxtyn frowned. “What? Why not?”

“It doesn’t happen this way. And I don’t need your help. I’ll escape on my own.” She’d been stuck in the pen for two years until a turn of fortunes had forced her masters to sell her on. That had led to six months of hell and a desperate act she was sure would see her killed. But death had been a welcome alternative to one hour more in the company of those monsters.

“We made it,” Braxtyn insisted. “Come on. Let’s go.”

“I can do this on my own.” 

Vita turned away and the dream shattered into darkness around her. She’d freed herself. Killed her master and his sycophants and had paved her own path. She didn’t need some youth who’d never experienced a single hardship to save her. And she wasn’t going to turn to him now.

Dreams were lies and she’d rather have the truthful nightmare any day.
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DENYA.

He’d known her in the dream, even if he didn’t know her name. Mousy brown hair, tired eyes, and an inner fire that burned bright enough to singe everyone around her. He’d heard of mated pairs sharing dreams before, but he’d never heard of it happening before they met in the waking world. 

Where was she?

Who was she?

And why did she seem so familiar?

She was human, and she’d seemed young in the dream. Certainly younger than him. Was she still stuck in those pens, waiting for a rescue? Or had that been a glimpse into the past?

Naomi might have had answers, but she was back on Earth with the rest of his family, and they all had to be worried about where he was by now.

It doesn’t happen this way. And I don’t need your help.

How could she know that? Why would he appear in her dream if she didn’t need his help? His soul cried out to join with hers, they needed to be bound. So even if she didn’t need him, he needed her. He wanted her. She’d save him.

Detyens died on their thirtieth birthdays if they didn’t find their mates. It was a stupid genetic quirk, and for Brax and his brothers it was a mystery. With their mixed ancestry, they didn’t know if they’d be forced to face the Denya Price, but given the fact that they could recognize their denyai, Brax thought the clock must be ticking.

Of course, none of that would matter if he didn’t get out of whatever mess he was currently tangled up in.

He stretched out as best he could in the cramped space. It didn’t look like what he imagined a cell would look like. There were no bars on the door, no leering guard waiting to do something to him if he acted up. There was a cot that slid out of the wall, a piece of design he’d seen in the smaller rooms on Honora Station, and it had held him well enough.

His cell was just painful. He’d looked around for any sort of monitoring equipment, but it was either incredibly well concealed or non-existent. He was hoping for the latter.

He’d stayed up half the night trying to figure out a way to use the food wrappers to facilitate his escape. He had no idea if what he’d come up with would work, but he had to try. If the dream he’d had the night before was a glimpse into a life of slavery, he didn’t want it. Not that anyone would. But the dream had been more real than any he’d ever had before and he could still practically smell the misery in the air.

Though that might have been the ship. Even only seeing his room, it was in a sad state of affairs. A few panels on the wall hung crookedly, as if they’d been put back in place in a rush or by someone who didn’t know what they were doing. It was done well enough that he couldn’t pry back the panel and expose any of the ship’s wiring, though, so the fix functioned, even if it didn’t look good. 

Brax’s artist’s heart and mech’s brain both wanted to get tools into his hands to fix this place up. Or, they would have, if the owner of the ship hadn’t kidnapped him from his home and accused him of owing money to some stranger. 

He needed to get out. Not only did he need to reassure his family that he was still alive and soon to be safe, he had a denya to find somewhere out there. She existed. The certainty of that hung heavy on his soul. Just because he’d never heard of someone recognizing a denya in a dream first didn’t mean it hadn’t happened. Until a few months ago, Brax had never met Detyens besides his brothers. He didn’t really remember his father and all they’d known about their people came from what they could scour from the media sites and the stories that Shayn passed down.

If, when, he got home he’d go to those Detyens and ask. And he’d ask Naomi to use her powers to search out his denya, despite the agreement the family had not to exploit her powers. She’d want to help, he was sure of it. But first he had to get home. And he was no closer to doing that than he’d been before he went to sleep. 

The ship jolted and Brax had to brace himself against the wall to keep from falling over. A little warning might have been nice, but apparently his captor didn’t care about keeping her prisoners in perfect condition.

He fiddled with his wrists and waited, testing the door just to be thorough, but unsurprised to find that it remained locked. He wasn’t sure what he would have done if the door had been unlocked, but Naomi had told him to follow his instincts, so he hoped he would have come up with something brilliant.

His body vibrated with the ship as they got closer to their destination. If he had a wrench and twenty minutes with the engine and control panel, he could have this vehicle flying like it was new, but he wasn’t about to help the woman that had kidnapped him, even if he was bored just sitting around in a barren room.

The ship finally came to a jarring halt and Brax’s heartbeat kicked up. He forced himself to take deep breaths, trying to rein in the surge of energy flooding him. He flexed his fingers and felt the claws under his knuckles threaten to shoot out, but he kept them in check. That was his secret weapon, and once he revealed that he was never unarmed, his captor was sure to be even more cautious. 

Of course, the problem with the claws was that an enemy had to get nice and close for him to do any damage. And Brax had never done that before. But to save his life he’d use the only weapon at his disposal if he had to. He only hoped it didn’t come to that.

Something banged against the door and the faint voice of his captor came through a minute later. “I’ve got a blaster at the ready if you try to charge me,” she warned him. “So when I open the door, walk slowly forward with your arms stretched out towards me.”

He might have been reluctant to use his claws, but he doubted this woman would hesitate when it came to using anything in her arsenal. Brax glanced down at his wrists one final time and hoped his little tweak worked. 

The door slid open and his masked captor was there, blaster trained on him just as she’d promised. And just like the last time he’d seen her, she was covered from head to toe in black, her face masked with some kind of helmet making it impossible to tell what she looked like or even what species she was. He might have been wrong about her gender, if her species even had genders similar to Detyens, Oscavians, and humans, but he would call her what he wanted until given some other word. 

“Hands out,” she said.

Brax slowly lifted his hands and took deep breaths. He knew what it felt like for that cuff to take control and he didn’t want to feel it again. His brain had been in a fog unlike anything he’d ever experienced and he hadn’t even been aware of following orders or going anywhere until the cuff was removed. 

With one hand she grabbed the cuff and flicked it on his wrist. It wrapped around and snapped together, biting into his skin through the fabric of his shirt and the bits of foil he’d managed to work into the sleeve.

His vision went hazy for a moment, but it came back quickly. 

“Follow me,” his captor commanded. “Be quiet and no violence.”

He took the first step without thinking, but then he fought it. His feet wanted to do as she said, but his mind knew he was being commanded. And he could fight it. As long as he was aware of it he could work against it. To prove it to himself, Brax took two steps to the left, careful to stay out of his captor’s line of sight. It hurt, he clenched his teeth and bit his tongue, but he was able to circumvent her order.

But if she figured that out, she might shoot him with the blaster and cart him off. He couldn’t do anything if he was unconscious.

And he had to figure out where he was before he made his move. The gravity around him felt artificial, so he guessed they were on a space station, though he doubted he was lucky enough for them to have landed on Honora. And as they walked out of the ship and onto the station, it became clear he was a long way from home.

It didn’t look finished. He’d seen half built blocks on the ever-expanding Honora Station and they’d looked like this in the final stages of production, once the life support systems were installed but before all the lighting and decorations could be added. It was the husk of a station, not a place meant for ships to stop at.

He’d heard rumors about half-constructed space stations being used as bases for pirates and slavers, places outside the purview of the Oscavian Empire or any of the other major players in interstellar life. Could this be something like that? The question lodged in the back of his throat when he remembered he was supposed to be under control of the cuff and unable to do anything except follow exact orders.

This location wasn’t ideal for an escape. At Honora he could have called on old friends for help and been on a shuttle back to Earth in no time. At a different functioning station or planet he could have gone to station security or found a ship that would allow him on board if he promised to work for his fare. 

But this station didn’t seem likely to have a security force, and he doubted he’d be able to talk his way onto a ship unless he had a slave collar around his throat.

No, thank you.

He studied his captor, studiously ignoring the way the synth-leather hugged her curves. He had a denya out there somewhere and he shouldn’t be paying attention to anyone else, not to mention the fact that she’d kidnapped him. But he still had eyes and she was built like a sculpture.

If he couldn’t get onto a shuttle heading home, maybe he could turn the tables and take his captor’s ship. He wasn’t much of a pilot, but as long as he could get away from the station he could figure something out. He did know how to fix a malfunctioning auto-nav program so how much more difficult could it be to program one?

He fiddled with the edges of the cuff and bit his lip as an electric pulse shocked him. Of course it wouldn’t easily let itself be removed, but Brax had to get it off. Once that was done, he could slap it on his captor and see how she liked being controlled like some puppet.

“Stop,” she said.

Brax froze, and for a moment thought she’d caught him playing with the cuff, but she turned toward a recessed door and opened it. 

“Follow me inside.” She didn’t wait to see if he obeyed, and Brax’s feet moved before he could try and resist the command. He was caught off guard, trying to plot his turn of the tables and get the cuff off, enough that it was too late to do anything by the time the door shut behind him.

The room she took him to looked out of place compared to the unfinished hallway with its bare walls and half installed lighting outside. Where they stood looked like one of the expensive shipping companies that had offices on Honora Station with bright lighting, plush seating, and the quiet assurance that they worked with the utmost discretion.

A human man sat behind what looked like a real wood desk and pushed himself to his feet when Brax and his captor entered. He was shorter than Brax, but not by much, and on the older side. He shot a quick look at Brax before smiling at his captor.

“Vita, my dear, what a pleasure! What have you brought me?” He clutched her shoulder before quickly dropping his hand.

His captor, Vita, nodded towards Brax. “Braxtyn NaZade, Oscavian, bounty 55842S2G61.”

The man’s brow furrowed as he gave Braxtyn a harder look. “Oscavian? Aren’t they usually purple?”

Vita shrugged. “The ident matches.”

“Hmm.” He stepped up to Brax and did a circle, studying him like he was a piece of meat. Brax’s claws itched to flash out. It was easier to resist the cuff when he wasn’t actively being ordered and it wouldn’t take much to see this man bleeding on the ground at his feet. The man turned back to Vita. “What was the ident again?”

“Bounty 55842S2G61.”

He walked away from Brax and back to his desk, where he called up a holo screen and entered something into his computer. “G61, you said?”

“Yes,” Vita confirmed, the word a tense syllable.

“Would you care to explain to me why you’ve brought me a man I didn’t ask for?” He’d been all charm from the moment Brax and Vita walked in, but now ice frosted his words.

Brax should have been glad the man knew there was a mistake, but would the man let him go even if it was?

“What are you talking about, Roski? I confirmed the ident multiple times. Check again.”

“You’re not the one who tells me what to do, girl.” But he turned back to his screen and checked. “Coyl Ygreen, Oscavian, bounty 55842S2G61. Last known location Honora Station. Does this look like the man you captured?” An unquestionably Oscavian male floated above the holo player. He had the trademark purple skin and blue eyes of his people with dark purple hair and a perpetual scowl. 

“That’s not what my bounty order said,” Vita insisted.

“Do you think I’m too stupid to check? You can’t just bring anyone in and hope to come away with your credit slip!” Roski slammed his hand against the desk. “Your sloppiness has already gotten my people killed, do you think I’d put up with another mistake? Get out of here and don’t come back!”

Vita took a step toward the desk. “Roski—”

“No excuses! I thought I could train the pit out of you, but clearly you’re the same reckless savage you were back then. And take this boy with you. Who knows what trouble he’ll bring? I’m not dealing with it.” He glared at both of them and Brax took half a step back. 

Vita ripped off her helmet and Brax got a glimpse of bright red hair before recognition tore through him.

Denya.
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Chapter Five
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SLOPPY. RECKLESS SAVAGE. Bile rose in Vita’s throat and her lip trembled. She shouldn’t have taken off the helmet, but she needed a clear look at Roski’s face, and she wanted him to see her. She’d been working for him for nearly a decade and she’d never expected him to turn on her like this. If he hadn’t gotten rid of her after Wefrare, why was he doing it now?

“I’ll cut him loose.” She nodded towards Braxtyn. “Drop him with enough fare to get back to Earth. But let me go after the right mark. I don’t know what happened with the file, but mine said that Braxtyn NaZade was who I’m after. I don’t know anything about this Coyl person, but I can find him, you know I can.” Of course, it would be difficult without the funds to repair her ship, but she wasn’t about to ask for an advance when she was busy trying to save her job.

Roski just glared. “I don’t care what you do with the whelp. Sell him, drop him somewhere, slap a collar on him and use him as you wish. But take him and yourself out of here. I don’t want to see you again.”

If she’d thought she was going to be sick before, now it was even worse. Sell him? Slap a collar on him? Like she was just as bad as the people who had once owned her? She’d only agreed to train under Roski and his people after he assured her that he didn’t deal in the slave trade. He promised that he worked out deals with the people who owed him, and while that sometimes involved a period of indenture, it wasn’t slavery, it was the repayment of a debt.

And yet he acknowledged that Brax was an innocent in all of this and still suggested that she sell him? She could barely force herself to use the control cuff on her marks. She’d slit her own throat before she sold a person.

She turned from Roski to Brax, and something was off there, but a glance at the cuff on his wrist confirmed it was still in place. A part of her wanted to rip it off and let him rage, but there was no telling the damage he would do, and if he was left at Station 163 without her he was sure to end up in a slave pen somewhere. So he’d have to wear that cuff a few minutes longer, then she’d deal with him, once they were both safe.

A retort to Roski’s suggestion almost flew out of her mouth, but he didn’t deserve the reaction. Either he was saying it to hurt her, to make her go without looking back, or he truly thought she could stoop to becoming a slaver herself. She’d thought that he knew her, but it appeared she was wrong, and there was no use trying to fix things now. 

“Follow me,” she told Brax. “We’re returning to the shuttle. No funny business.”

The halls of the station were just as barren as always. Roski’s wing was one of the safer places in this hive of villainy, and Vita knew if she ventured deeper into the station she’d be at risk of robbery, theft, or worse. There was no honor among these thieves and there was certainly no one she could trust. Not Roski. Not anymore.

No one had messed with her ship in the dock. Everyone knew Roski’s people used his docks and touching one of his crew was asking for pain. 

Vita gave the station one last look as Braxtyn climbed aboard before shutting the door. Then she reached over and flicked off his cuff. Maybe it would have been smarter to pull out her blaster first or put him back in the cage, but Roski’s suggestion was still ricocheting around her mind and she couldn’t deal. 

The cuff clattered to the floor and Vita kicked it out of the way. It was a disgusting piece of tech, something that robbed people of their free will and made them nothing more than automatons. They were useful for getting slaves from place to place but couldn’t be used in the long term since someone wearing a cuff like that could only follow orders exactly. She’d heard of embedded control chips that some slavers liked to use that were similar to cuffs but allowed for a bit more autonomy. Unfortunately for all involved, they had a bad habit of exploding while still embedded in the slave’s head. Vita had been lucky that nothing like that had ever been used on her.

Braxtyn rubbed his wrist and studied her with a dazed look on his face. His eyes roved up and down her body as if he was seeing her for the first time, which she supposed he was. She’d been masked throughout their encounters. “For whatever it’s worth, I’m sorry,” she said.

His chest heaved and the intensity of his gaze rooted Vita in place. Was he going to hurt her? Well, was he going to try? Vita might have felt a little guilty about the way things turned out, but she wasn’t about to submit in a fight just to make this guy feel better. Now if he wanted her under him in other circumstances, they might be able to talk. 

Of course, the likelihood of him being willing to get all tangled up together after she kidnapped him wasn’t that likely, but a girl could dream.

“Denya.” Brax breathed the word out like it meant everything and it echoed through Vita. She didn’t know what it meant, but she felt like she should. Like it was just out of reach of her subdermal translator’s dictionary and if she stretched for it she might understand.

He took a step towards her and Vita could feel the magnetic pull between them. Something big was happening here, something she couldn’t deny, even if she didn’t understand it. She wanted it, whatever it was. Some piece slotted into place deep within her, something she hadn’t known she was missing. Something that finally made her complete.

No.

There weren’t any missing pieces to her being. She took a step back and turned away from Brax. She’d put herself back together after the decade of torture that was her adolescence. Roski and his people had trained her, but they hadn’t given her anything she hadn’t already earned for herself. She was whole. She’d worked hard to be whole, and she didn’t need some other person to show up and make a mockery of the person she’d become.

Whatever she was feeling now was some chemical response to Roski’s rejection. That denya word meant nothing. He was just acknowledging her apology. Nothing more.

“I’ll drop you back... somewhere.” A mental calculation of the fuel reserves told her they didn’t have enough to make it back to Earth, but she’d figure out something. She always did. “There are crew quarters, feel free to stay there instead of in the cell. And there’s food in the galley if you’re hungry.” 

She left him standing there in his daze and headed for the cockpit. If Roski’s mood turned even darker he might do something drastic, like blast them out of space, and the longer they stayed around the station the more likely that was to happen. Vita wasn’t going to wait around ready to die. She hadn’t done that in a long time.

***
[image: image]


BRAX’S MIND WAS STILL reeling, trying to catch up to everything that had happened in the last few minutes. He had a denya. A human denya. A woman who didn’t seem to understand what that meant. A woman who had kidnapped him from Earth. But he was free now, so he could forgive that. 

She looked nothing like the woman from his dream, and yet when he thought harder, he realized she did. Her bright hair pulled the focus away from her face, but the features were the same, even if they were a bit older and world weary. Had that been a real memory that he’d been pulled into last night? Had she really once been a slave?

She said something about finding quarters but Brax was so focused on the recognition of the bond that he couldn’t quite make sense of it. He wanted to sweep her up into his arms and hold her close, taste her red lips and see if they were as fiery as the rest of her. But she wasn’t Detyen, so she didn’t know they were mates. He had to take things slowly, had to convince her that he was more than just some...

Why was she walking away?

That broke Brax out of his daze and he took off after her. The ship was small and in as much disrepair as his cell had been. Did she have no other crew? No maintenance bot?

“Wait!” He took off after her and tried to call out her name before he realized he didn’t know it. What had the man said on the station? She’d called him Roski, but Roski hadn’t used her name. “Wait, bounty hunter person!” He’d call her denya if it would have meant anything, but the more he spoke, the faster she walked, as if she couldn’t get away from him quick enough.

Still Brax didn’t stop. “Where are we? Where are we going?” He might have been worried that she would take Roski up on his advice to sell him off, but he didn’t think that was going to happen. She’d frozen in place when Roski had laid down that suggestion, and if the dream they’d shared had been anything approaching a glimpse into her past, he was certain she’d never condone the practice. 

He hoped.

She climbed up a rickety ladder and Brax paused. She really didn’t seem to be in the mood for company, but he was in the mood for answers. Who was she? Why had she thought he was her bounty? How did she feel about Detyen hybrids? Did she want to get to know him better and see if one thing led to another? 

But maybe retreat for a bit was the wiser option. She’d said something about food and his stomach was feeling a bit empty. He’d barely choked down what she’d provided when he was in a cell, but now that he had the ability to choose, maybe his options wouldn’t be so bad.

He would have walked away, but a flurry of curses and the sound of a fist banging against metal drew his attention, along with the acrid stench of burning wires. Oh yeah, he was more than familiar with that.

He scurried up the ladder to find Vita holding a wrench over her head and glaring at the control panel.

“If you smash it, we’ll be stranded here.” He held up a hand as if that would ward off the blow.

She kept glaring at the control panel. “We’re already stranded. At least I’ll feel better if I hit something. Damn thing’s busted. Again.”

“Whacking something with a wrench never made anything work better.” Brax took a tentative step forward, hands still outstretched, but now reaching for the tool. “I’m thinking we don’t want to stick around here for long, right?” Some people called Honora Station seedy, but it had nothing on Roski’s headquarters and Brax didn’t want to find out what would happen if they overstayed their welcome.

The bounty hunter finally took her eyes off the control panel and looked at him. That zing of recognition was still there, still driving him to take a step forward and see if she tasted as wild as she looked. But Brax held himself in check. For now. 

“No, we don’t want to stay here for long,” she agreed. “Not if we want to leave with all parts accounted for.”

Brax nodded. “I like all my parts. How about I take a look?”

“What’s a gam—” she pursed her lips. “I guess you’re not a gambler, are you?”

He shrugged. “I’ve been known to play a friendly game or two, but never for more than a few dozen credits. I was a mechanic on Honora Station for years.”

She narrowed her eyes. “How many years? How old are you?”

Brax bristled. So he might have been a few years younger than her, so what? She looked human and if they went by life expectancy, his age blew hers out of the sky. “Enough time to know how to fix an engine on the fritz,” he said. “Let me at it and I’ll have us flying in no time.”

Her fingers tightened around the wrench before she handed it over. “I’ve still got my blaster if you try any funny business.”

Brax took the wrench and just looked at her for a moment. “You’re the only ride out of here that I’ve got. Why would I try something?” He crouched down and wiggled until he was under the control station and went to work on removing one of the small panels that would reveal the wiring. He’d never worked on a small ship like this, but it couldn’t be that much different than what he’d done on Honora Station.

Hopefully.

If the programming was shot there was nothing he could do, but as long as the problem was something that could be fixed by tools and sweat, he’d have it fixed... eventually. Something thumped down close to his head. and Brax flinched but was happy to see a toolkit. “What’s your name?” he asked.

“What?” A chair squeaked and his captor/companion must have been sitting.

“You know mine, thought it might be nice to— oh that’s not good.” Brax cut off curses that would have made his brothers blush and reached blindly into the toolkit for something to patch the sparking wiring. “You need to cut power to the control panel. Should be an emergency shutoff valve in here somewhere.” He barked out the order, forgetting he’d asked his denya for her name.

The room went dark a moment later before emergency lights came on, giving Brax just enough illumination to work with. He pulled what he needed out of the toolkit and went to work, stripping frayed wires and rewrapping them as best as he could. Under better circumstances he would have completely removed the panel and spent several days getting the wires right, but he doubted his denya wanted to linger for that long, and Brax couldn’t blame her. It took several minutes to get to a state of repair he was willing to trust not to blow up the second they hit top speed and he instructed her to turn the power back on, holding his breath as light flooded the room.

The control panel beeped to life, all lights blinking except for a view screen in the center that looked dead. They could live without that for now.

“You fixed it?” she asked, leaning over the control panel and letting her hands hover as if she was afraid to touch.

Brax shrugged. “There were just a few crossed wires. Nothing too bad.”

“My name is Vita,” she said. “Now strap in and let’s get out of here.”
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Chapter Six

[image: image]


VITA HAD TO HAND IT to the guy, Brax was a hell of a mechanic. She didn’t know what she would have done if he hadn’t offered to help when they needed to get away from the station as quickly as possible. She’d had a run of luck cobbling together various parts and making her ship fly, but at the most important moment it had all crapped out. If she’d lingered there... she shuddered and had to swallow hard as she imagined the weight of a slave collar around her neck.

No. It wouldn’t have come to that. She would have made them kill her before she let herself be enslaved again. Or she would have killed herself. 

But it hadn’t come to that. And in the two days since they’d sailed away from Station 163 Brax had been inspecting the entire ship from top to bottom and fixing what he could from her limited supplies. She tried not to feel judged when he glared at certain more inventive repairs, but she’d survived this long, so clearly it hadn’t all been wrong. Though even she could admit her fix for the power line near the shower was perhaps a bit dangerous. 

It was surprising how well Brax was taking everything. If she’d been in his position she would have insisted he drop her off anywhere and she would have found her own way home. All he’d mentioned was needing to call home to his family, something he wanted to put off until her view screen was repaired and he could see and be seen by his family. He was almost disturbingly calm, and coming from someone else she would have believed he was plotting something, but Brax just seemed... nice. Sweet. Caring.

It was weird and she didn’t get it.

“Okay, I’ve had enough!” She nearly jumped out of her seat as Brax clambered up the ladder into the cockpit and tossed a half full bag of tools on the ground. His eyes blazed a bright blue she’d only seen once before and his chest heaved. “My mother’s children have better access to tools and they’re barely old enough to walk. We need to stop for supplies.”

So the man could have a temper. That was reassuring. Vita leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms, looking him up and down. The view sure was better with him around, but she’d kept her hands to herself. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t her prisoner anymore. She’d still kidnapped him, still held him against his will. And she was acutely aware that she was still his only way home. Years in the slave pens had shown her exactly what an abuse of power looked like and she was determined to do exactly the opposite of whatever her masters would have done. 

Now, if Brax made a move... well, that would be a different story. But he hadn’t so she wouldn’t.

No matter that her body was screaming at her to take a bite out of him.

“We’re two days out from the market,” she informed him with a smirk. “We’ll fuel up and get you what you need.” And she almost offered to find him a way home, but couldn’t quite make the words form. She hadn’t spent much time over the past two days with her new crew member, but it had been nice not to be the only living being on the ship. That was no excuse to keep him from going home... but she didn’t have to pave the path for him.

Brax sank into the navigator’s seat beside her and managed to look like some kind of conquering hero all the while. He’d scrounged up an old shirt that was a bit too tight and a pair of pants from somewhere. It should have looked sloppy on him, but instead he looked right at home. How was he so ridiculously attractive? “My repairs should last for at least two days. Let’s not push it to three.”

Vita glared at the attractive fucker. Really? “I made it this long,” she countered. She kicked her legs up on the control panel as if that would prove some kind of point. 

“And you wouldn’t have made it much longer. The only thing not on the verge of dying is your life support. And that might be more curse than blessing if you’re a thousand light years from anywhere with no hope of rescue.” He had started the jab out with a grin but his expression grew serious. “No risk of that for now.”

“I won’t let you die.” 

The corner of his mouth ticked up and it did something strange to her stomach. “It’s not me I’m worried about.” Something she couldn’t define hung between them for a long moment. Vita tried to convince herself it was only the lack of companionship since... well... since ever, but she was afraid it was just Brax. Thankfully he broke the moment. “So what’s it like stealing unsuspecting people from their planets and zooming all over the galaxy?”

She bristled at that description. She wasn’t some slaver. “They’re usually suspecting it,” she insisted. “I’m not nabbing children from their beds. But it’s a living. One I’m good at. Or... it was.” She was trying hard not to think about what she would do now that Roski had cut her loose. Hunting bounties was a tough job, and tougher still since she wouldn’t touch the slave trade. But what other skills did she even have?

“Do you like it?” Brax asked. He was looking at her with an intensity that should have raised her hackles. Instead she wanted to preen.

Did she like it? What kind of question even was that? There were a handful of responses she could have shot off, things she might have told her contacts to keep them from getting too close to the heart of her, but she didn’t want to dismiss Brax with something trivial. He didn’t deserve that. “It’s all I’ve ever done. Ever since...”

“You were freed?” he asked gently, but it was still a knife to the gut to hear the words spoken aloud.

She wanted to deny it, wanted to demand how he knew, but a part of her wasn’t surprised that he’d figured it out. It was almost... right... that he should know. “Yeah.” She nodded and tried to ignore the memory of the taste of blood in her mouth. “I found Roski not long after...” No, she wasn’t going to go into all of it. That was too much to share. “Not long after. He saw potential in me, and he was horrified by what had happened. And... well, a living’s a living, right? Freedom in any form.”

He looked like he might have some kind of retort for that. She didn’t want to talk about her life before Roski. She didn’t want to talk about her life at all. It was one tragedy leading to the next, and even when she thought she had escaped it all she still ended up here, with no job and no way to return the man she had wrongly stolen back to his home. And it occurred to her that she really didn’t know much about Braxtyn NaZade.

“So you want to get back to Earth so you can be a mech?” If she had any means to pay him she might have offered him a job. A few days of letting him go wild on her ship had proved just how much she needed the help. But her bank account was in even worse shape than it had been before she snatched him, and she wasn’t about to start paying in sexual favors.

And then Brax surprised her. “Actually I want to be an artisan.” He paused and looked thoughtful. “I don’t know why I told you that.” Was he blushing? It was kind of hard to tell with his blue skin, but she thought his cheeks got a little darker, edging into Oscavian purple.

“I’ve been told I’m easy to talk to.” That wasn’t true. Vita didn’t talk to people. Her prisoners didn’t give good conversation and if she hung out at Roski’s headquarters for too long she wasn’t doing her job.

Brax’s grin was infectious. “Is that before or after you put the handcuffs on?”

She shuddered. “I’m throwing that thing away.” That was the bright side to losing her job. Now there was no need to ever use the control cuff again. No need to feel like a slaver. Maybe the smart thing to do would be to keep the paraphernalia. All she knew was how to be a bounty hunter, but if there was a way to do it without robbing people of their free will and draining their resistance then she would find a way. Roski had given her that cuff. And she was done with anything that had to do with him.

“It was effective.” But Brax wasn’t exactly trying to convince her to keep it.

“It’s an abomination.” That was final. If it hadn’t been locked away deep in her weapons cache Vita would have grabbed the thing to chuck it out the airlock. But there were better ways to dispose of parts, and given the lack of supplies, maybe Brax could strip it of useful materials before they got rid of it. 

Maybe it was unwise to offer it to her one-time prisoner, but she trusted him. Already. When she had trusted no one but Roski for as long as she could remember, and even then that was conditional. 

Something clanked from the bowels of the ship and Vita braced herself for something to go wrong, but they kept flying. Still, Brax turned toward the sound. “I’ll go check on that.”

That was good. She still wasn’t used to staying around people, and the conversation had veered toward the intense. A few minutes alone would give them time to breathe. “Put together a list of what we need. We’ll be at the market before you know it.” And Vita would do her best to find Brax a way home. She owed it to him, even if a part of her would miss him for a long time.
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CAYSTER MARKET WAS a little-known hub for small time traders and folks local to the star system. The prices were fair and the pickings were slim enough that slavers kept away. They were dozens of light years from the nearest Oscavian outpost and the inhabitants of Cayster wanted to keep it that way. The Empire grew by the day, sucking up small planets and turning them into principalities and dukedoms. That knowledge was clearly at the forefront of the Cayster consciousness, given the anti-Oscavian signs plastered up around the place, but Vita didn’t have time to get mixed up in politics.

She’d offered to let Brax stay on the ship while she went shopping, but he’d insisted on coming along. Whether it was because he wanted to stretch his legs on real ground, or because he didn’t trust her to purchase the correct items, she wasn’t sure and she wasn’t about to ask. In the past two days things had settled into a comfortable routine together. Brax did what he could to keep the ship afloat while she piloted them to the market. Then, since he was usually busier than her, she slapped together a meal of flavor packs and protein paste which they shared while speaking of nothing in particular. 

It was almost like friendship... if she had any of those to compare it to. She’d spent more time with Brax in the last two days than she’d spent with anyone since she’d finished training with Roski. How pathetic.

But Brax didn’t make her feel pathetic. No, she felt something entirely different around him. Something hot and wanting, and she was pretty sure he felt the same way. She caught him looking when he didn’t think she was paying attention. He hadn’t yet caught on that she was always paying attention. Something in her was tuned to him, and she couldn’t look away.

Like right now she could see the Caystan local smiling at him while he paused at her stall to look at some of the wires she had on display. She saw the way the little green woman sidled up close to him and brushed up against him while showing him different gauges. 

Really? How obvious could she be?

Vita stepped up on Brax’s other side and looked where he was pointing. It was her limited credits that would be funding this shopping trip, and she had to make sure they didn’t get screwed out of a fair price.

The Caystan woman laughed at something Brax said and Vita had to grit her teeth to keep from snapping. What had gotten into her?

“What do you think?” she asked, bumping Brax with her hip to get his attention.

He turned toward her and it was like the Caystan woman ceased to exist. He smiled and she wanted to melt. Then she straightened her spine and took a deep breath, trying to ignore the woodsy, masculine scent of her companion.

It didn’t work.

“I think if we circle back later her prices will be more reasonable. She thinks we’re naive tourists.” He kept his voice low enough so the vendor couldn’t hear them.

“Not many tourists in these parts,” she had to say. “But she’s looking for a trip alright. To your bed.”

Brax looked at her funny and then glanced back at the woman. Was he considering it? Had he not noticed? Vita had no hold on him and there was no reason to stop him from having a bit of fun. There was even the possibility that the vendor would cut them a better deal if a few hours with Brax came with the package. And yet she had to clench her fist to keep from latching onto his arm and physically pulling him away. 

“She’s bound to be disappointed then,” Brax said. “I’ve no interest.”

In bedding the vendor? In bedding anyone? Vita bit her tongue to keep from asking. It was inappropriate, she reminded herself. She had kidnapped the man. She didn’t get to invite him to her bed when he was dependent on her. 

“Then we should move on. There’s much to find and not much time.” There. That sounded completely sane and not at all possessive.

But when Brax put his hand on her back as if he were the one leading her through the market, she didn’t try and push him away. And if she smiled sweetly back at the Caystan woman as they left, well, that was just her being friendly. 

Yeah, she wasn’t fooling anyone there.

Deeper into the market the prices were a bit fairer, and she barely had to haggle when they made it to booths of people she knew. She’d hit up Cayster at least twice a year since she’d started out on her own and it was enough to build relationships. 

“Vita, my dear girl! You honor us!” The Oscavian man calling across the pathway was a welcome sight, as was his wife, a pink and green alien with long fingers and a longer tongue that had suckers on it. A Kyrnand. Her kind wasn’t native to the Milky Way and she hadn’t ever shared with Vita how she ended up here. Though she and her husband had shared much more.

“Addex, Kya, so good to see you!” She held out her hands and Addex took his time to kiss her fingers while Kya embraced her and then kissed her cheek, her tongue darting out and one of the suckers latching on long enough to bruise. Under other circumstances she might have stepped even closer, but she found herself pulling back and turning to look for Brax.

Clearly she’d gone crazy. Addex and Kya would be happy to make her forget her crush for the night, and yet she couldn’t even pretend she was going to take them up on the offer they were sure to make.

“Hello,” Braxtyn greeted. He wrapped an arm around Vita, not holding her tightly, but clearly not ready to let her go. “Vita’s been kind enough to show me around the market. And she’s put up with me for the last several days. She didn’t mention your names.” 

Addex looked Brax up and down with undisguised amusement while Kya ran her fingers through her husband’s hair. “Addex,” he said, with a slight bow of his head. “Kya is my wife. We are friends of Vita.”

“Hmm.” He didn’t sound convinced.

Amusement warred with something darker at the contest going on between her former lovers and her current... person. But they had things to do and she wasn’t going to let Brax get them off track. She couldn’t. “We’re just here for a supply stop. No time to linger. I was hoping you’d help with a few items?”

“So you’ve finally taken on a partner?” Kya asked, her wide mouth grinning and showing teeth that were too sharp for anyone but a predator. “He’s well built.” She reached out a hand and Vita swatted it away without thought. Kya’s eyes opened wide at the display of possessiveness. Vita had taken her share of lovers over the years, but never for long, and she’d never much cared who else wanted them. And now she wasn’t Brax’s anything and yet she wouldn’t let Kya near him.

“Can you get us the supplies?” Brax asked, his voice more stern than she’d ever heard. 

What was he trying to pull? Sure, Vita didn’t want Kya and Addex to get any ideas, but that didn’t mean that Brax was suddenly in charge of this situation. Addex looked between her and Brax and an amused smile tugged at his lips. When he answered, he was facing Vita full on. “Give us a list, dear girl, and we’d be happy to make your dreams come true.”

And now Addex was in it too! Vita wanted to scream. What the fuck was going on? And who could she punch to make it stop?

With a set jaw she pulled out her communicator and forwarded her list to the pair. They could stand here arguing all day, or she could get this done in a decent amount of time. 

Kya’s communicator beeped with the incoming message and she scanned the document with a practiced eye. “This shouldn’t be a problem. Ship troubles?”

Vita had to hold back a growl. “When aren’t there ship troubles?”

“You know we could always use the third set of hands,” she offered with a smile.

“And you know this isn’t my scene,” Vita retorted, as she always did. She might have been tempted into Kya and Addex’s bed more than once, but their life held no appeal. Not when she had the stars out there calling to her.

“Are we done?” Brax asked with that same aggression that had come from nowhere.

And now was not the time for Vita to find that hot. Really? Since when did a pissing contest make her want anything more than a quick escape? Pathetic.

“We’re done.” But before she turned to go, Vita took her time hugging both Kya and Addex. She’d planned to kiss them, just to show Brax he had no claim, but something made her turn her cheek at the last minute and only accept a peck. 

“You’ve got it bad,” Addex whispered with a laugh as he shoved her towards his wife.

“He looks like fun,” Kya added.

“Not for you,” Vita shot back, and her cheeks flamed as she realized how possessive that sounded. Kya just laughed.

She and Brax managed to get a few dozen meters away before she couldn’t hold it in anymore. She put a hand on his arm and pulled him into a little alcove, out of the path of market goers. “What in the name of the white hell was that? Addex and Kya are friends, and not only that, they run fair trade. They’re not going to make us pay an arm, leg, and soul for a handful of direly needed supplies. And you’re risking that because of... I don’t even know!”

Brax’s eyes had shifted to that brilliant blue that haunted her dreams. She’d seen Oscavian eyes before. Addex’s glowed like lightning, but there was a depth to Brax’s that was different, a tinge that had them verging on purple. She could get lost in eyes like that. But she was mad at him right now, not trying to get lost in his gaze.

“Denya, I—” he clamped his mouth shut. 

There was that word again. Denya. If Vita trusted her ship to function correctly she would have looked up the translation. But it had slipped her mind. 

Before she could ask, he was speaking again. “I didn’t realize we would be meeting with your lovers,” he said, sounding like he was being dragged over hot coals. “I didn’t know you were spoken for.”

He knew he’d messed up. He was apologizing. Vita could just let it drop and move past it. But she couldn’t. For some stupid reason she wanted him to know the truth. “I haven’t seen Addex and Kya in months. And while I have indulged with them in the past, I had no intention of taking up with them on this trip. No one has any claim on my body or my heart.” Her heart? Really? She was going into that? She plowed on. “Relationships out here... well, it all gets complicated quick. I can’t promise you won’t meet any other... exes. But it’s not like no one’s been flirting with you!”

His brow wrinkled. “Who?”

Was the man serious? “The vendor! Oh, let me show you my wires.” Her voice went up an octave and she fluttered her lashes. “I think they’re crossed. Can you help me untangle them, you beautiful specimen?”

Brax clamped his lips together but his eyes, which had faded from blue to black, danced. And Vita’s cheeks were on fire. 

“Beautiful specimen?” he asked. He took a step closer, and suddenly it was like all the air had been sucked out of the market.

If Vita took a step back she’d run into the wall. How had she let herself get trapped like this? Stupid alcove. Stupid mouth. Gods above, she wanted to taste him.

“It wasn’t an exact quote,” she said, “but there was subtext.”

Brax smiled and leaned closer. “I don’t care about her subtext.”

This was bad. Vita had to get away or she was going to do something stupid. Like lay a claim to him she had no way of backing up. There was nothing between them except this one journey. She’d kidnapped the man, and she was trying not to cross any lines. But as he leaned closer, he seemed eager to cross them himself. 

Screw it.

Vita surged up and claimed his lips, his taste exploding in her mouth as her arms went around him and pulled him close. She could have lied to herself and said she only meant for it to be a chaste kiss, but from the way their tongues clashed, there was no use in pretending. She’d been dying for a taste of him for days. Perhaps since the moment she’d seen him. And there was something so right about the feel of him in her arms, his big body pressed against hers in a way that shielded her from danger.

She didn’t let people protect her, didn’t trust them to do the job. But with Brax she wanted to surrender. Just a little. Just enough so that she could breathe easy for one day. Was that so much to ask?

In a minute it would be. In a minute she knew her walls would shoot up and tell her there was no way she could let herself feel this way, no way she could risk cracks in her foundation and the surrender of her freedom.

In a minute.

Gods above, she didn’t want this minute to end.

But time had a nasty way of sneaking up on her and when Vita and Brax separated, she could feel just how precious this breath of a moment was. 

His eyes were blue as he whispered, “Denya,” and she wanted it to mean something special. She wanted it so bad she ached.

If she asked him, she was almost certain he’d tell her the meaning right now. They might have been standing in the middle of a bustling market, but it felt like they were the only two people that existed in the universe. He’d tell her.

And then she’d know.

So Vita held the question in and took a step to the side. “We’ve still got work to do,” she said, ignoring that her voice came out husky. “Let’s make sure we’re not forgetting anything for you to fix my ship.”

Brax trailed his fingers down her arm until she shivered, but he didn’t try and stop her from making her escape. She had to escape if she was going to survive.

“Of course,” he responded. And she could hear the promise of more in every syllable.
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Chapter Seven
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BRAX’S LIPS TINGLED with the memory of his denya’s mouth and the rest of the day went by in much of a blur. He wanted to kiss her again, wanted to commit the feel of her flesh to memory until there was nothing left in either of their minds but the feel of them together. He hadn’t expected to be hit so hard by the sight of her with the aliens at the market. He’d had no claim on her and until he explained what the denya bond was or she told him otherwise, he still had no claim. But his claws itched to flash out and threaten anyone who would try and touch her.

They’d made their way back to the ship after making a few more stops, and there were no more lovers to get in their way. Had Vita left a string of broken hearts and empty beds across the galaxy? Was she one of those people who took no satisfaction in a permanent relationship? He was getting ahead of himself. One pair of lovers was nothing to base an entire sexual and relationship history off of, and if she knew of his own past there were plenty of beds he’d warmed for only a night or two before moving on.

He’d started to grow dissatisfied by fleeting nights before he and his family left Honora Station, but seeing Shayn and Naomi together had cinched it. Brax wanted a relationship like his brother had with his denya, like he’d heard that their parents had, something true and deep. 

And he wanted it with Vita.

The bond was pulling them together and he was happy to go along with it. He’d always wondered if there were people out there who would resent the pull of the denya bond, but if they existed he wasn’t one of them. It wasn’t some painful force, jerking him against his will to his destiny. It was more like a gentle stream, one he could float along until he found what he needed and claimed her as his own. 

And kissing. He definitely wanted more kissing. One taste of her had only made him hungrier for more and he’d die of it if he had to wait too long. Was it dramatic? Perhaps, but she was his mate and he would actually die eventually if they didn’t do anything about that.

The ship was docked with several other land capable cruisers, all of them the size of large buildings. Nothing smaller could manage the vast distances of space, and anything bigger was too fragile to break atmo and would need shuttles to ferry passengers to the planet. Vita’s ship wasn’t much to look at, its gray hull battered by debris and the fire of the atmosphere breaches. But it had got them this far, even with its... creative patch work. And now that they were on the ground, Brax was able to do some of the more tricky fixes he didn’t want to risk in the vacuum of space, not when he couldn’t trust her redundant life support systems.

Vita left him to it, escaping somewhere in the ship without a farewell. He let her go. They’d be leaving the planet together, and he didn’t think she was about to wander off to find another lover, not when she’d kissed him like she needed him. She needed time to process. He needed time to process. He was new to this whole denya thing and he wished there was someone he could ask for advice.

Then again, Shayn had more or less handled it on his own and if his brother could do it, so could Brax.

Even if he couldn’t talk about Vita, he needed to contact his family. Shayn and Deke and even Naomi had to be sick with worry, unless his brother’s denya’s visions had let everyone know he was alright. But given the unreliability of her power, he wouldn’t count on that. He moved up fixing Vita’s communication screen on his list of things to do. Once that was done he could send a message, even if he couldn’t have a two way call. That was probably better anyway. They’d have questions he wasn’t ready to answer. 

When was he coming home? 

Why had he left so abruptly? 

Could he really trust the woman who’d kidnapped him?

That last one came with a resounding yes. She was his mate. Of course he could trust her.

As he sank into the work of repairing some of the ship’s paneling, he remembered what he’d been offered just before Vita found him: the chance to learn more about artisan work, the chance to do something so different than what he’d done for his whole life. There were still weeks until the class started, but he doubted he’d make it back in time. And if Vita didn’t want to go to Earth... he couldn’t just abandon his mate. And what use did a bounty hunter have for an artisan? She needed a mechanic, and he could give his skills with ease, no matter that he found it a little boring.

Or he had, back on Honora Station. There it had all been routine maintenance, fixing problems before they cropped up or running into disasters that some idiot had created by a bit of carelessness. There had been procedure on top of procedure on top of procedure and little in the way of creative thinking. Creativity got the job done, but it usually led to even more problems down the line.

But on a ship like Vita’s, creativity was the only option. She didn’t have the ideal supplies and she didn’t have the budget for the best fixes, so he had to take what he had and what she could afford and find a way to make do. There was a certain kind of craftsmanship to it, just like carving a bird out of a branch, but instead his medium was metal and wire and if he failed they both died. That should have made it impossible to work, or at least should have had self-doubt creeping in; instead Brax had never been more sure of himself.

A crash came from deep inside the ship followed by a flurry of curses and Brax took off. Given the number of times this had happened, he doubted Vita was hurt, but he didn’t want her breaking their—her—ship.

“Is everything alright?” Brax asked as he came to the galley where some of the plates from one of the cabinets had fallen to the floor. They were normally secured during flight, especially for when they were under zero gravity, but things always shifted.

Vita was breathing hard and glaring at the dishes as if she could make them burst into flames. Her hair looked like she’d combed her fingers through it a dozen times, parts of it flying in every direction, a halo of bright red flame ready to light at the tiniest spark. “Stupid fucking ship. Stupid fucking job. What the fuck am I supposed to do now?” He didn’t think she knew he was there at first, but she looked over to him at the last, her gaze beseeching. Brax wanted to hug her, wanted to tell her that it was okay, but she was angry and upset, and she probably wanted a fight more than a hug.

He had to say something, but he struggled for a moment and realized how little they really knew about each other. He was getting an idea about what mattered about her, but the facts were still a mystery. So he took a stab in the dark. “I know what it’s like to be stuck in a job you...”

She cut him off. “I don’t hate my job.”

“Never said you hated it.” He was going to, of course, but she didn’t need to know that. And he was glad she’d stopped him. It would have been a lie. He’d been bored on Honora, but he hadn’t hated his job, he was just beginning to realize that he’d wanted more of a challenge.

Vita’s eyebrows lifted and she smirked. “Really? Then what is a space station mech doing on Earth?”

He shrugged and tried to ignore the things her smirk did to his cock. Now was not the time. “Living. Trying new things. Being a mech can be boring, but it’s not like I was about to throw myself out the airlock.” 

She threw herself into one of the chairs and slumped down. “I am good for one thing in this life, and it’s hunting down scumbags. What am I supposed to do now?” And there was that beseeching look again.

Did she really think he had answers? He was a kidnapped Detyen hybrid so far from any home he’d ever known. No one thought he had answers. Ever. But she needed him to say something. He could tell she didn’t normally air her grievances and if she was reaching out to him, he had to try. “Find something else? You’re free, you have a ship. You can do anything you want.”

“With what credits?” She threw her hands up and was on the verge of shouting.

And now Brax was the one that was frustrated. “So hire out with someone else! You’re not the one thousands of light years from home!”

He didn’t know a ship could get so silent. They stared at each other for a long moment, neither willing to look away, neither willing to talk. Even though Brax wanted to be with her, even though she was his mate, it didn’t change the fact that she’d stolen him away and his family had no idea what was going on. That reality was never far from his mind.

And Vita slumped even further, her words mumbled. “Without the payment from Roski I can’t afford to take you back to Earth.”

Brax could get mad, could pretend that was some big tragedy, but he wasn’t about to play games. Still, he couldn’t quite bring himself to tell her why that didn’t matter. He wasn’t a fool. Explaining the denya bond would have her running away faster than her ship could fly. Or she’d leave him stranded. So he went with something else. “It’s a shame he doesn’t see what you’re worth.” He’d only seen the one interaction with Roski, and clearly the man didn’t appreciate Vita. He was an idiot.

Vita pushed out of her char, nodding slowly. “Now there’s something.”

“What?” Was it going back to that station and punching Roski until he saw reason? That might be fun.

His denya started to grin as she thought. “What if there was a way to get enough money to take you back to Earth... but I’d need your help first.”

“What are you thinking?” Again he held back his thoughts about a return to Earth. It didn’t matter yet. Once she’d learned to care for him he could tell her the truth.

And Vita was so caught up in her plan she didn’t notice what he didn’t say. “If I hunt down the man I was supposed to grab in the first place and return him to Roski, that will prove I can do this job. He’ll reinstate me and pay me my fee. Then I can take you home.”

“Are you sure that will work? You’re putting an awful lot of faith in the man.” And nothing he’d heard so far made him trust Roski at all. The man apparently had a team of interstellar bounty hunters and enough people in debt to use them. Who exactly was he? And why would Vita trust him?

“I have reason.” And she left it at that, even though Brax desperately wanted to know more. “So... what do you say? Partners? Work one job with me and you’ll get what you want.”

She had no idea what he wanted. But the longer he could stay with her, the longer he had to convince her it was a good thing. And kissing. He could definitely make more kissing happen. She had no idea what she was about to unleash.

Brax smiled. “Partners.”
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Chapter Eight
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ADDEX AND KYA CAME through with the supplies and Brax disappeared into the work. Vita watched him with growing delight over the next few days. He was the best sort of entertainment, a sexy man who didn’t seem to understand his appeal, who could get lost in his work, but always had a smile for her.

That last part could have been scary. From someone else it might have been too much. Not that she didn’t like smiling lovers. 

Not that Brax was her lover.

No, he’d quickly become something more. Her partner. Her friend.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had one of those. It was a lonely life out in the black of space, and given the pace at which she took jobs, she didn’t have time to take a break and find someone willing to take the scraps she could offer.

And yet she’d been around Brax for hours and hours and days and hadn’t felt a strain. They’d slipped into a comfortable routine as if they’d been doing it for years. Hell, sometimes she was certain she could sense him, like some kind of psychic power. She’d wonder where he was and it was like there was a force inside of her that could lead her directly to him if she concentrated hard enough.

But it was a small ship, and she’d probably just figured out his habits.

Psychics weren’t real.

They were lifting off in the morning to chase down a lead she had on Coyl Ygreen. There were bound to be other people after him, and she had to beat them to him. Had to be the one to return him to Roski if she wanted to get reinstated. It was the perfect plan. She’d prove to her old boss that she was still capable of doing her job, that he could trust her, and she wouldn’t be left adrift in empty space, hoping for something to come along and rescue her. Not that she needed rescuing. She always rescued herself. 

And yet, if she thought about things for too long, doubts crept in. Would Roski be happy? Would he take her back?

He had to. He’d done it before. And this screw up was so much smaller than the last time. No one had died. And it wasn’t her fault there’d been some sort of glitch in the system. How could she have known?

Anxiety like she hadn’t felt in years threatened to bubble up and she wanted to scream. But she was keenly aware of Brax’s presence and the fact that she’d basically summoned him through her fury more than once before. It didn’t matter if she screamed and hit and yelled when she was alone, but now she had company. Now she had to behave herself.

But if she kept thinking about Roski she was going to go mad. 

She paced back and forth in the cargo hold. It was the biggest space on the ship and she’d used the excuse that she was storing some of their provisions to hide out.

No, not hide out. She had no reason to hide.

Except for the fact that she was going crazy. She’d spent so much time in strictly regimented environments, forced to do whatever her masters demanded whenever they demanded it, that Vita had sort of expected to hate structure once she had her freedom. But in that short time after her escape and before Roski had taken her under his wing, things had been... dark. And she’d been on the edge of plummeting into a dark hole that she would have never escaped from. He’d shown her a different kind of discipline, one she could use for herself, one that could gain her status and the freedom to be free. And she’d embraced it. 

But here she was again, her structure gone and teetering on the edge of frustration and madness once more.

Being alone wasn’t doing her any good. Though Brax didn’t know it, he’d probably done more to keep her together than she had. She owed it to him to get him home, and she couldn’t do that if she was stalking the halls of her ship, wailing and scratching the walls. 

She needed him.

Not needed, needed. She just liked having him around. It was kind of nice to have company, and she appreciated that she had someone to talk to. The conversation was more stimulating than what she usually had with the empty navigator’s seat or her food. 

They were scheduled to take off after catching one more night of sleep, and she knew Brax had a hundred or more things he wanted to do. But it was time for a break. Captain’s orders. 

She shoved the box she’d been sorting onto a shelf and strapped it in so it wouldn’t float away when they took off and made for the heart of the ship. She couldn’t hear Brax banging against anything, so she closed her eyes and concentrated. She felt pulled towards the crew quarters, so she must have heard something that way, and she didn’t question it, instead following the trail that one of her senses had picked up on. 

The air was a bit warmer and humid, and when the door to the shower opened her eyes widened. 

No, Brax wasn’t working on the ship.

He had a towel slung over his hips and his dark hair was wet, a rivulet of water dripping down over his chest and down his defined abs. Vita’s mouth went dry and she completely forgot what she’d been seeking him out for. She wanted to reach forward and unwind the towel and let it drop to the floor, wanted to see him in all his naked glory. She wanted to taste him again.

That kiss in the marketplace had been soul searing, and she’d done her best to put it out of her mind. She couldn’t let herself get addled by a beautiful man. 

But damn.

She had to clench her fingers into a fist to keep from reaching out, and she jerked her gaze up when she realized she’d been staring at his body for far too long. How would she feel if he were looking at her like that?

Well... if it were Brax, she was pretty sure she’d love it. And only Brax.

When she met his eyes she saw they’d shifted to blue and a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. He took a step towards her and Vita didn’t move. She’d been worried that he didn’t want her advances. But this was something else.

He stood close enough that she could feel the heat and humidity of the shower coming off of him in waves. She wanted to press up against him and roll around in the feel of it, the sensual glory of Brax and wet and heat. 

How did he do this to her? She’d never had such a strong reaction to someone before in her life and she couldn’t imagine it with anyone else. He was like a drug, something only whispered about in back alleys and dark corners, something she’d give anything to have just once.

No, if she had him once chances were she’d need him again and again.

That should have made her step back, and yet she held her ground while Brax leaned in close. “Did you need something?” he asked. “Thought I had time to grab a shower.”

You. She almost said it, almost let the sentiment escape, clawing it back just in time to avoid giving herself away. “Plenty of time,” she agreed, and almost didn’t recognize her own voice. And then she must have been possessed because there was no other way she could explain what she did next. “Maybe I should get cleaned as well. Feeling kind of dirty.” And she unfastened her top and pulled it over her head.

Brax made a sound she couldn’t describe, a frustrated groan and an animalistic growl all rolled up into one. Could she get him to make that noise while they were in bed together?

The siren’s spirit that had possessed her made her brush past him, the hot skin of her shoulder touching him as she threw a glance over her shoulder. “Want to wash my back?”

***
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SOME TEMPTATIONS BRAX just couldn’t refuse. And his denya would always be one of them.

She led him into the steamy shower and his towel disappeared somewhere. He couldn’t remember dropping it, but from the way she glanced back and saw the way his cock was standing at attention, she was pleased. 

He wanted to claim her, to bind their souls together until they were one whole, but he couldn’t do that yet. She still had no idea who she truly was to him. But they had time yet, time for him to explain and hope. Time to win her heart even as he pleasured her body.

She undressed quickly and kicked her clothes out of the shower stall. The harsh light of the bathroom did no favors to her skin, giving it a sallow, yellow undertone, strangely contrasted against her bright red hair, but it did nothing to detract from her beauty. She could be covered in muck or wearing a sack and he’d still feel her allure. She was his denya.

The shower wasn’t small, much to Brax’s chagrin. It was an open stall with three heads to allow a small crew to clean simultaneously. But Brax didn’t let their space prevent him from stepping in close. Vita shivered and little bumps appeared on her arms, but it couldn’t have been from the cold.

He wanted to kiss every centimeter of her skin and lick until she was writhing beneath him and begging for more. He wanted to devour her and drive her mad with pleasure. 

But he’d promised her a wash, and so he’d be a man of his word.

She stepped under the spray and wet her hair while Brax reached for the soap. “Allow me,” he said, and began to run his fingers through her hair when she tilted her head back. She leaned into him, and there was no way she couldn’t feel the hot flush of his cock pressing against her ass, but she said nothing and didn’t move away.

It was torture, but nothing could have dragged Brax from that moment. He massaged his fingers carefully, grinning when she moaned at the pleasure of the contact. And then he let his hands roam, spreading the soap over her body and washing away the dirt of the day. He wanted to take his time, but something made him work quickly, running his hands over her and cleaning her with an almost detached discipline.

Vita flattened her hand over his as he ran it across her stomach and leaned even further back. “If you don’t want...”

“I want.” And he twisted her around and kissed her, taking her mouth and showing her just how much he wanted. He didn’t care when a bit of soap got in his mouth, but he did push them back until they were both under the spray, the heat of the water ratcheting up the heat of their desire.

He broke away and detached the showerhead from where it was anchored to the wall, carefully running the water over his denya until she was sparkling clean. And then he replaced it and dropped to his knees.

“Brax—” she cut herself off when he kissed her abdomen and pushed her back against the small bench that ran along the wall, watching as she sank down against it, legs falling open to expose herself completely.

It was vulnerable, and she seemed to realize it, tensing for a second before taking a deep breath and letting go. This was a gift she was giving him, the right to bring her pleasure, the right to watch as she fell apart. She lived a hard life and had to keep her guard up, but with him she was allowing this to be something real, something for the both of them.

And Brax wouldn’t disappoint.

He kissed his way over every bit of her he could reach and used his fingers to tease. When a moan escaped her throat he knew he was on the right track, and when his tongue lapped at the heat of her she dug her fingers into his hair and held him there.

Yes, definitely doing this right.

She tasted like heaven and his cock throbbed, already at the edge of pleasure just from giving her this. He had to reach down and adjust himself just to keep from coming too soon. This was about her and he wouldn’t let his own pleasure interrupt them, not when he could drive his denya crazy. It was his right as her mate, and his privilege.

“Fuck, your tongue,” she managed around a moan, and Brax remembered one of the differences between himself and a human. Ridges on the tongue... and other places, but she wouldn’t find out about those until later. “Fuck!” she said again.

She liked that word, and he liked to hear her use it.

But he used his tongue, delving into her and lapping at her, letting her guide him with her hands and her words and the way her lips bucked against him, and when she let out a high pitched cry and rippled around him, Brax smiled against her. Oh yes, he liked this a lot.

He pulled back, kissing the insides of her thighs, and watched as she slumped against the wall, her eyes lidded with sated pleasure.

“Let me watch you,” she said.

He groaned and almost came right then. She might have looked sated, but her eyes brightened as he wrapped a fist around his cock and stroked. Standing in front of her, he didn’t need to imagine what it would be like inside of her; this was as good in a different way. Her taste was still on his tongue and he knew he’d remember it for days to come, or until he could claim another taste of her.

And he would. There was no stopping them now.

His denya’s eyes followed his every twitch and jerk, and it didn’t take long for Brax to spurt out his release, the evidence of his pleasure quickly washed away in the shower. They’d been in there for long enough that the water should have run cold, but one of the perks of being planet bound meant no worries about the water heater.

He doubted he’d even feel the cold if it was there to feel.

“Denya,” he said as he sat next to Vita and pulled her close, capturing her lips in a tender kiss. Give him a few minutes and he’d be ready to go again, but right now he wanted to feel her pressed up close against him. There was no rush for more. Not yet. They had plenty of time.

There was a strange look in her eyes when she pulled away. “What does that mean?” she asked. “You keep saying it.”

His pleasure-addled brain didn’t see the danger, and he couldn’t have lied if he wanted to. “My mate,” he said, kissing along her jaw. “My destiny.”

And it all came crashing down when Vita stiffened in his arms and said, “No.”
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Chapter Nine
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RUNNING AWAY FROM THE hottest experience of her life was not one of Vita’s finer moves. But if she stayed with Brax for one minute more there was no telling what she’d do. Mate? Her? No. She didn’t belong to anyone. No one had a claim on her. She did jobs for Roski, sure, and worked for him exclusively, but that was business. And she could have walked away at any time. Outside of that, the people she slept with knew not to make a claim. Addex and Kya were the closest she’d ever come to considering something more, and even then, their offer had made her pull away, made her keep her distance from Cayster Market until she had little choice but to ask them for help.

And now Brax was trying to say that destiny had pulled them together? Had marked her as his possession long before they ever met?

No, she wasn’t happy with that and she refused to accept it. 

She belonged to no one but herself and she was happy that way. No one would own her ever again. She’d already worn the heavy weight of a slave collar for nearly a third of her life and she wouldn’t let it happen again.

Brax would never hurt you.

And now her mind was rebelling? Vita huddled in her quarters behind the locked door and tried to tell her stupid brain to shut up. That was how all relationships started: with lust and the idiotic conviction that a lover wouldn’t cause harm. But the only way to be sure of that was to walk away before they got the chance. Lovers got ideas when you let them stick around too long. Ideas about telling you what to do, who to associate with, what to wear, what jobs to take, all of it. And she wasn’t looking to be weighed down by any sort of gravity.

If she could have kicked Brax off the ship and taken off she might have done it, but they had hours yet until takeoff and she’d need his help to retrieve Coyl Ygreen. Not to mention the fact that she’d promised to take him back to Earth. And she’d keep her word.

Just as she’d keep away from him.

Of course, that was easier said than done.

She managed to hide away for the rest of the night and Brax, showing the smallest modicum of smarts, didn’t come looking for her. A traitorous part wondered what he’d done after she ran away, but she refused to check the ship’s logs to see if he’d stayed aboard all night or had gone out. If he was her mate, it wasn’t like he’d leave a pleasurable encounter with her and run into the arms of anyone willing in the market.

Right?

It didn’t matter. She renounced any claim and he could see whoever he wished.

No. Fuck that.

Her sleep was fitful, but she managed a few hours, well trained at stealing rest wherever she could take it, no matter how much turmoil she felt. And when she checked on Brax in the morning it was only to make sure he was ready for takeoff. Really. That was all.

He mentioned nothing about their time in the shower or what he’d told her she was to him, and she said nothing about running away. But instead of joining her in the cockpit, he secured himself in his room and assured her he had plenty to do to keep himself entertained.

That was what she wanted. Right?

Curse the gods, why did these things happen to her?

With a final confirmation that all the goods they’d purchased were in place and that they had clearance from the Cayster Flight Commission to take off, she fired the engines and had them blasting through space in minutes. Morning turned to dark between one blink and the next as time lost meaning, no longer tethered to any planet. It was the ultimate kind of freedom, one Vita normally took a moment or two to revel in, but not today, not when her mind was still stuck on Brax.

Denya.

Why did it have to sound so nice?

She shivered whenever he said it, already sure that it had been some sort of term of endearment. It would have been alright if he called her darling or sweetheart, and maybe even love. But mate? No, she couldn’t take that. She was the only one who decided who she was with, not the hands of the fates who were known to be fickle. She wouldn’t allow it.

Then again, she remembered the stories from her childhood, of how the three fates meddled and punished those who dared to defy them. What would they do to her?

It didn’t matter. She’d already survived the worst that the worlds had to offer. What more could they do to her? Take Brax away?

The thought made her ill. She didn’t want to belong to him, but she didn’t think she wanted him gone either.

Normally taking off would focus her, let her relax into the freedom of all of space laid out in front of her. Today she just wanted to get the takeoff over with so she could let the autonav do its thing and she could find Brax. Not even for sex. She could understand if it was for sex.

No, she just wanted to be near him. Like fate was telling her to do it.

Stupid!

She couldn’t fall for that, couldn’t let herself get all tied up and bound to him to have him leave her or betray her or worse. 

As they pulled away from Cayster, she pulled up a file on Coyl Ygreen, what she’d been able to pull from public sources and the less than legal avenues she had to find out about people. Her tablet screen went fuzzy for a moment, but at least it didn’t cut out. Brax still hadn’t managed to fix the view screen in the cockpit and she didn’t need to add even more to his troubles.

And, as if he could sense her thoughts, the man who called himself her mate clambered up into the cockpit and took a seat at the navigator’s station. Vita had to keep her cool. She schooled her expression, unwilling to give anything away.

“I thought I’d work on the view screen in here, if that doesn’t bother you?” he said after a few minutes of tense silence. 

Was it tense? Or was that just Vita?

“Of course,” she replied, trying not to sound stilted. The mate thing had to be bullshit. If it really existed, there was no way it would be so off between them. Unless it was her rejection of the entire thing that made it that way.

Damn it.

She opened her mouth to ask, but then shut it again. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t going to let herself be owned. 

She turned back to the tablet and studied what she could about Ygreen. He was an Oscavian from the center of their empire, though he’d spent the last several years bouncing around border planets and flirting with the more dangerous life outside of imperial safety. He liked to gamble but he wasn’t any good at it. What he was good at, however, was evading payment. He’d borrowed enough credits to make Roski angry, but he’d only borrowed those to pay off another creditor. He’d tried the same trick on Roski, but no one was willing to offer the cash.

“Oscavians don’t have mates.” Vita startled herself by speaking aloud. She hadn’t wanted to talk about it, but now that she heard herself, she swung around to face Brax and glared. “What were you trying to pull? You’re Oscavian. And that word, it’s nonsense, isn’t it? My translator can handle Oscavian and all its subdialects. You just made that up.”

The strange blue Oscavian studied her for a moment before he calmly put his tools down. “My mother is Oscavian,” said Brax. “My father was Detyen. Detyens need—” he cleared his throat, “have mates.”

Need? No, she wasn’t going to ask.

“I’ve never heard of Detyens before.” And she’d traveled most of the galaxy. If an alien species existed, she’d at least heard a whisper.

“Our planet was destroyed more than a hundred years ago. There aren’t that many of us left, barely enough to fill a city, let alone a planet. Those that survived the attack were near enough to space ships to escape or they were already off planet. And then given our quirks, we’ve been slowly marching our way to extinction ever since.” He didn’t meet her eyes as he spoke, as if he was afraid of what he’d see. 

“What quirks?” Despite herself, she was interested. She tried to tell herself it was only because she needed to know anything she could about any aliens she might encounter. But really she just wanted to know more about Brax.

“I think if I told you, you’d run away again.”

So they weren’t just going to ignore that. Rude. “How bad could it be?”

She didn’t think he’d say. His jaw firmed up and his eyes flashed blue for the briefest second. “It’s called the Denya Price. Or the Detyen Curse. If we don’t claim our mates by the time we’re thirty, we die.” And then, before she could react, he picked up his tool kit and nodded towards the screen. “That should be fixed now.” And then he walked out, leaving Vita alone.

Bile rose in her throat and her stomach dropped. Dead? And what did claiming entail? How old was he? She refused to be owned, but she didn’t want to live in a galaxy without her handy blue alien.

No, not hers.

Vita needed to get over this fixation. Or to accept it. Maybe there was a way to have Brax without surrendering herself to him. Maybe there was some sort of compromise. She couldn’t let him die if there was some way she could stop it, but she couldn’t bow to the yoke of ownership either.

She reached over and flipped the switch to test the view screen. It flicked to life as if it had never been broken.

It seemed that Brax could fix everything on her ship. What about her?

***
[image: image]


VITA HID FROM HIM, but Brax couldn’t blame her. Telling her about the Denya Price had been a risk and he wasn’t sure if it had been the right move. But he couldn’t lie, even as she ran from him. Surely fate wouldn’t have put her in his path just to deny them. But the denya bond was no guarantee. He’d heard stories of tragic couples lost to each other before the bond could take root. And of those on opposite sides of wars. Every kind of mishap that could befall a fated pair had. And perhaps he was the same.

He needed someone to talk to.

And it couldn’t be his denya.

There was something he was missing when it came to her feelings about this, of that he was sure. And he wondered if that dream had anything to do with it. Had it truly been shared? Had he glimpsed her memories or her fears? Or had it simply been a manifestation of his own mind?

Had Vita once been a slave?

It was a despicable practice, one he’d rarely encountered. Honora Station outlawed it, as did Earth, and though the commune he’d grown up in had been strict, it had been firmly within the Oscavian Empire, where slavery was also banned. But though the Empire had a long reach, they didn’t have their tendrils everywhere, and he’d heard rumors that not even every part of the empire was free from the rot. It was more luck than anything else that had kept Brax from witnessing the atrocity. 

But maybe Vita hadn’t been as lucky. And perhaps that would explain some of her loyalty to Roski. If he’d given her an opportunity when she was newly freed, of course she’d think well of him. And it would explain why she’d reacted so violently to the thought of enslaving him.

He hoped that one day she would share some of her history with him, would let him know what had happened to her, what had made her who she was. But it wasn’t going to be today.

When Vita left the cockpit to get herself a meal, Brax let himself in. That was where the viewscreen was, and he needed to talk to his family. He’d thought of just sending a message, but now he had questions he wanted answered, and maybe Shayn or Deke or Naomi could help.

They were far out from any signal relay, so it took several minutes for the call to connect. And Brax had no way to know what time it was on Earth. Things got wonky between different systems, and he didn’t want to wait to calculate when it would be best to call.

Brax called up the contact information and waited as the signal bounced its way to Earth. And when the screen came to life, he smiled. Naomi must have had a vision, or her instincts had told her to expect him. He could see darkness through the window behind her, so it must have been night, but she was wide awake. Next to her, Shayn was scowling, whether at him, the hour, or the situation, Brax wasn’t sure. And a moment later the door beside them burst open and Deke rushed into the room wearing only a hastily pulled on pair of pajama bottoms, his hair a mess from sleep.

Middle of the night, then.

“You look to be in good health,” Shayn said, still scowling. “Where the fuck have you been?”

Naomi placed her hand on Shayn’s thigh, as if to calm him down, but Brax couldn’t help but grin. It was good to see his family again, even from so far away. “It’s a bit of a story,” he said, but he settled into the captain’s seat and told them.

It took less time than he expected. Especially since he didn’t want to cast Vita in a negative light. He hoped that one day she’d go back to Earth with him and meet his family, and he didn’t want them prepared to hate his mate.

“She’s my denya,” he ended with. “And I need help.”

“What? She got one look at your ugly face and rejected you?” Deke shot from behind Shayn’s shoulder.

Brax rolled his eyes. “My ugly face is your ugly face.” But his twin scoffed that off.

“What’s the matter?” Shayn shoved at Deke to keep him quiet, ever the older brother.

“She doesn’t want a mate. I’ve agreed to help her on this mission to get her back in her boss’s good graces, but I’m pretty sure she’s going to dump me off somewhere with enough credits to get home as soon as she has the chance. And I don’t know how to make her see what we could be together.” For some people it might have been sudden, but Brax was a Detyen and Vita was his mate. He didn’t need any more than that. “Is there anything I could do?” He looked right at Naomi as he asked that last question.

“We agreed—” Shayn began.

But his denya cut him off. “It’s okay, love.” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, but after several seconds nothing had happened. “I’m not seeing anything, I’m sorry. I’m still having trouble calling things up on demand. But I know you, Brax. Help her, be yourself, and accept that it may take time. She’s human, yes?”

He nodded.

“From what Shayn tells me, it feels differently for us, but she is feeling the pull, that I can guarantee you. It may just take her more time to adjust. You can’t force her to want you.”

“I would never!” The very thought of it made him sick. He’d rather die, and that was the choice he was making. 

“We all know that,” Naomi assured him. 

“If all goes well, are you coming home?” Shayn asked. The three brothers had never been parted for long. The only time before was Shayn’s sojourn to the Oscavian Empire to get answers about their ancestry. He’d found a mate instead.

“Sometime, I hope. But if all goes well...”

“Your future is bound to hers,” Shayn completed for him. “We understand. But call us again if you need.”

“Of course.” And with goodbyes, he ended the call.

The advice wasn’t anything he couldn’t have told himself, but there was some reassurance in hearing it from people he trusted. He had to give Vita time, and this mission was just the thing. They were fated to be together, he just had to be patient until she saw it too.
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Chapter Ten
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TWO DAYS LATER AND everything was still awkward enough to make Vita want to tear her hair out. But she’d paid a lot of money for the treatments to keep it the violent red she liked and she wasn’t one to waste money. She was sure the ship was shrinking. How else was Brax everywhere she ended up being? Well, there were probably plenty of explanations, but still.

He was so damn nice, too, and it was driving her up the walls. She’d rejected him, told him she didn’t want any of that mate nonsense between them. And he was respecting that and being nice to her. No resentment, no jabs. She literally held his life in her hands and he acted like it was nothing.

Did he think that if he was nice she’d come around? Was this a tricky way to put a collar around her neck? She wasn’t about to be tricked.

But as the hours wore on, it seemed more and more like he wasn’t playing a role. This was just who he was.

They were in the galley at the same time, both making meals of the protein paste and flavorings she’d bought at Cayster Market. And Vita couldn’t take another minute.

“I was a slave for ten years.”

Brax’s knife clattered to the counter and he looked over at her, his face carefully neutral as if he knew that the smallest hint of pity would shut her up.

He didn’t ask her to continue, but his stare was enough to keep her talking. If he wanted to know her, wanted to know why she couldn’t do the mate thing, then he needed to understand this. He needed to understand that she couldn’t give herself over to someone else.

“I was born in the Consortium, youngest of half a dozen brats.” She methodically sliced the food she was preparing to keep from staring at Brax. It was like she was telling any other story, not the tragedy of her life. No, not a tragedy. She’d survived, and she was more than ten years free. “My parents couldn’t afford us all, so they unloaded me to their creditors. And I got bounced around for a while. Not much use for a kid that small, at least not much that won’t turn your hair white. By the time I was thirteen I had given up hope of getting out. Almost half my life a slave, you know? I worked, I suffered, I was beaten and, well, I’m not going to go into every hardship. It was all bad. There’s nothing redeeming, nothing romantic about a master taking a liking to his property. And I was mostly lucky.” She had to take a deep breath as the memories threatened to overwhelm her. She could practically feel the tension rolling off of Brax and was sure that if she gave the tiniest indication she wanted it, he’d have her in his arms in a second.

She sort of wanted it. But she wouldn’t let herself have it, not until she was done talking. Probably not even then.

“I was sold for the final time when I was fifteen. Maybe sixteen. I tried to keep track of my age, but it’s not like anyone’s celebrating. Sometimes the doctor’s would tell me, if I asked during an exam. Usually they weren’t supposed to talk to us like people.” And she was getting off topic. “Mas—” No, not her master, not anymore. Not anyone’s master. “The man who bought me last was a monster. He reveled in pain and blood. I don’t know if he took a liking to me for some reason, or if I was purchased for one purpose and plucked out of obscurity to entertain him, but it’s what happened. He liked to make his slaves fight. Always to blood, sometimes to death. And I learned my art well. He told me that if I was especially good he’d free me and keep me at his side as his warrior queen. He’d give me control over all the slaves, their training, their torture. He even told me I could select whoever I wanted to warm our bed. And for a moment I was tempted.” She breathed deep again and had to swallow around bile. “To have power when I had none. To have power over someone was more than I could imagine. But I wasn’t the first woman he made that offer to, and it wasn’t really freedom. Not that I considered it for more than a few days. In the end I slaughtered them all. Him, his court, his reigning queen. Even his more loyal servants. Blood ran like a river through his compound and it stained my skin.” She reached up and tugged on her braid, her permanent reminder. “Roski showed up a week later to collect on a debt. Instead there was just me and the survivors. We’d removed our collars, freed ourselves, but we had no way out. As soon as our former owner’s friends found out what I’d done, I was sure to die. I was sure Roski would kill us all. I attacked him, actually. I forgot that. Instead he took me in and sent the others away to where they’d be safe and free. And since that day no one has owned me.”

Neither of them were eating. The story wasn’t really one that should be shared over a meal.

“You’re stronger than I could have imagined,” Brax said, voice shaking with an emotion she couldn’t identify. 

“That’s why I can’t be your mate.” Her voice broke and tears threatened, but Vita wouldn’t let them out. It had taken long years and a lot of reflection to find a way past what she’d been through, and she wouldn’t give that up now. “I promised myself I wouldn’t be owned again, that I’d die before wearing another collar. I can’t belong to anyone.”

“It’s not a collar,” Brax said. “But until you can see otherwise...” he trailed off as if he didn’t know how to end. “Thank you for sharing your story. If you’d missed any of the bastards who wronged you, I’d hunt them down myself.” He leaned towards her but seemed to think better of it and turned and left, leaving his half prepared sandwich behind him.

And for the first time in ages, Vita didn’t feel alone. 
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HOW WAS HE SUPPOSED to deal with everything that Vita told him? Brax wasn’t dumb enough to ask his denya that, but a small part of him was grateful that she was letting him have a little time to himself to process everything she’d said. Oh how those tables had turned. He’d spent the last several days trying to be as helpful and unassuming as possible, and now it was him that needed time.

Slavery. A childhood spent in slavery. How could parents do that to their kid? He understood it wasn’t always easy to keep mouths fed, but there were other ways. 

He couldn’t say that to Vita. She’d had a decade or so of freedom to sort her thoughts out, and however she’d dealt with that first betrayal, there was no need to bring it up again. In her mind, Roski had clearly taken the place of the parents who’d sold her, and because she had a decade of trauma she didn’t know how parents were supposed to act. She trusted Roski because he’d been the least bad in a line of terrible. 

But should he actually be trusted?

Nothing that Brax had seen so far told him they should, but until he had proof, he was going to follow his denya’s lead. He wasn’t going to use the truth she’d trusted him with to push her to the sidelines and call her unreliable. She was a survivor, and she did have a nearly decade long relationship with Roski outside the context of her rescue from slavery. Even if she was clouded by gratitude, she knew more about the situation than he did.

So Brax would observe. And if the time ever came that he had to make Vita see the truth, only then would he say something: when there was something to say.

When he was sure he wasn’t about to break down or demand she give him a list of names so he could go avenge her, he headed for the cockpit where he’d heard Vita move to. His stomach rumbled, reminding him that he’d abandoned his lunch, so he detoured through the galley and grabbed a protein bar. They tasted like wood chips, but he didn’t want to spend time making a meal.

He climbed up into the cockpit and Vita watched him with cautious eyes, just waiting for him to offer pity. And Brax ignored that. He understood why his mate was skittish now; she didn’t want to feel like he had any claim of ownership over her. He couldn’t blame her. If he’d lived her life, he would have probably felt the same. So he was going to make it clear that the denya bond was a partnership.

“So what’s our next step with hunting this Ygreen guy down?” He settled into his chair and leaned back. It was surprisingly comfortable, or maybe not so surprising given the amount of time people spent in the cockpit.

Vita studied him for several long seconds before blindly reaching behind her and hitting her now functioning view screen. Information lit up on the navigator’s station and Brax read up. She’d found a lot.

“We’re headed for a small planet in this sector where he found his last creditor. He’s somehow managed to keep off the radar for the last several months, and I’m beginning to think it was no mere glitch that made your name come up. He’s got a tech assist somewhere. But we can’t follow a trail that doesn’t exist. So hopefully we can find someone willing to talk to us, either the lender or the bounty hunters who nabbed him two years ago. Read up. We’ll be landing in three hours.” She turned back to the controls, and for the first time Brax noticed a planet in the distance.

Exactly three hours later, they were docked on a small planet whose name he didn’t know. The touchdown was icy, and they were directed to land in a hangar with a retracting roof and then further instructed not to exit the vehicle until directed. 

“Terraforming hasn’t quite taken,” Vita told him while they waited. “Air is breathable, but they haven’t been able to bring the temperature up to something livable. All the buildings are connected, mostly through underground tunnels. It will still be cold, though, so make sure you have a jacket. And this place is tiny. Less than five thousand inhabitants spread out over fifty square kilometers. A good amount of space traffic. They’ve got plenty of fuel and food, and this is a nice stopover before hitting the empire and their taxes.”

Brax took in the geography lesson while shivering. “Do you have a coat that will fit me?” He’d grabbed a few outfits at Cayster Market and had made do with what Vita had on the ship, but he hadn’t thought to grab more than a thick sweater.

Vita swore. “I think Ad—” she cleared her throat. “There might be something in my quarters.”

Something Addex had left? He’d been on the ship? The spike of jealousy wasn’t as bad as Brax feared and he let it roll away. He was here now, she didn’t want Addex, and he couldn’t change the past. “I’ll go check,” he said, unbuckling his safety harness and heading for her quarters. As promised, there was a thick jacket that barely fit him folded at the bottom of one of her drawers. It pulled a bit tightly across Brax’s back, but it would do for now.

And once he had his jacket, he and Vita were allowed to disembark. She hadn’t been lying about the cold. He could see his breath and his shivers grew worse. He’d grown up on a warm planet, and Honora Station ran hot. He hadn’t been looking forward to Earth’s winter, and if this was a preview he’d suggest that he and Vita wait to visit until summer came back.

“How long do you think we’ll be here?” he tried to ask, but his chittering teeth made it difficult.

Vita threw a grin over her shoulder, seemingly unaffected by the cold. “I kind of want to torture you right now and say a week. But we should only be here a few hours. And I’ll crank up the heat on the ship when we’re done. I promise.” She reached out and squeezed his arm and didn’t seem to realize she’d done it. Brax wasn’t about to react. It was the first time she’d touched him since their steamy encounter in the shower, and he was going to see it as a good sign. But they were on the mission now, and he couldn’t get distracted. Even if he wanted to jump for joy.

It was marginally warmer inside, and the walls were all covered in a thick, soft material that seemed designed to trap heat. Vita seemed to know where she was going, so Brax kept his eyes opened for threats, even as he was aware that his denya was the one much more likely to be able to identify and fight off any trouble. 

They weaved their way through several hallways and Vita came to a stop at a closed door. She waved her hand in front of the sensor, but it didn’t open. And when she tried to manually open it, it was locked. She tried the communications pad beside the door, but it remained dark, no matter how many times she pushed it.

“That office has been empty for a month.” Brax whipped around and saw a young woman who barely came up to his shoulder pushing a laden cart. So much for him looking out for threats, though he was pretty sure she wasn’t going to use the stacks of files against them.

“Cheriot is gone?” Vita asked.

The young woman shrugged. “Guess so. Office is listed as for rent in the directory.” She headed on further down the hall, not giving Vita a chance to ask more questions.

“Cheriot was the lender?” Brax confirmed.

His denya nodded. She pulled out her communicator and tilted her head back with a smile when she read the screen. “That’s one lucky break.”

“What?”

“The last team to hunt Ygreen just responded. Come on. They’ll be here soon.”
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Chapter Eleven
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VITA KNEW XANDR KASKO by reputation only. Their careers had started at about the same time, but he’d come from the Oscavian Empire with a ship and a crew while she’d clawed her way from slave to one-woman hunting machine. There’d been rumors about him tangling with an Oscavian duke, but she didn’t follow most of it, too busy doing her own jobs. But he’d been willing to talk to her when she asked him about Ygreen, and it was just her luck that his ship was on a supply run and he was willing to meet in person. She hated talking over screens and avoided it as best she could. It was so much easier to read someone in person.

She rented a small meeting room for the rest of the day and relayed the information to her contact. They could have met at one of the few restaurants on the planet, but she wanted privacy. There was no telling what systems Ygreen was hooked into, or if any of Roski’s people were around. Privacy was paramount.

A few hours after she saw their message, a huge Oscavian man, an Oscavian woman, and a human woman walked into the room. The rest of his crew must have been around somewhere, but there was no need for everyone to meet.

“Thanks for coming,” Vita said. “Vita Minnick, that’s my partner Brax.” And didn’t that label just roll off the tongue? Telling him the truth of her past was supposed to keep the distance between them, and here she was making minor claims in front of strangers.

“Xandr,” said the Oscavian man. “That’s Andie,” he nodded to the human with a lover’s smile, and it shifted to something friendlier when he looked at the other woman. “And Keana. You’re hunting Coyl Ygreen.”

“We are,” Vita confirmed. “He owes debts to my boss, and he’s a slippery bastard. Sent me off on more than one wrong path.”

Xandr settled into a chair beside the human. “Sounds about right. I’m pretty sure he ended up paying off his debts to our employer by offering his technical skills. The man could make a fortune if he didn’t piss it all away gambling.”

Vita had to agree, but she didn’t like thinking nice thoughts about the people she hunted. It only confused things. “We’re looking for any information that might help us find him. Leads have dried up and the creditor who had an office here is gone.”

“We’ve shifted our focus,” Keana said, sharing an unreadable look with her captain. “And we’re hunting bigger prey than single men with debts. I’m not sure how much we can help.”

“Any info you have. Even if you think I might have it. You know how this goes. One tiny clue can unravel it all.” Of course, bounty hunting was usually more about speed than wits. Someone sold someone out, and a hunter got on her ship and sped towards the mark as fast as she could. One shot of a blaster and bam, it was done.

“A few of our AI models had him hovering around Tendrit for a bit. It’s a resort planet on the rim of the Oscavian Empire,” said Xandr. “We caught him well outside of imperial territory, so if he was hanging there, he might not have realized that we knew about it. I’ll relay the files we have.”

“Thank you.” Vita had never heard of Tendrit before, but that didn’t mean anything. It was a clue, and a chance to get herself in Roski’s good graces. “Can I offer your crew dinner? I’m afraid there’s not much more cash for payment for information until I’ve collected the bounty.” If Roski paid her. And he would. He had to.

“No need for payment,” Xandr assured them. “But company would be appreciated.” Other captains might have leered at her and made that a prurient offer, but Xandr slid his arm around the human, Andie, and they all headed for the least terrible restaurant that the planet had to offer.

There they met the rest of Xandr’s crew and Brax’s eyes practically popped out of his head when he found out Xandr flew with a Detyen. The two of them sat together and the rest of the group might as well have not existed. 

Wine flowed freely and everyone was happy as they ate. Even Brax seemed to forget about how cold he’d been, and by the time they were ready to depart, Vita was pretty sure Xandr and his crew were well on their way to being real friends.

She wrapped an arm around Brax as they made their way back to her ship. She wasn’t drunk; she’d stopped drinking an hour before and was merely a bit tipsy. But it felt nice to be pressed against Brax and she could remember how good it felt to have his face between her legs. 

She wanted that again, and she was just loose enough to ask for it. She placed her palm on Brax’s cheek until he turned his head, and then she kissed him, wet and a little sloppy, but making her intentions clear. Their breath fogged around them in the cold air and they needed to get back inside. “I’m not saying yes to the mate thing,” she said when she pulled away. She had to be clear about this. “I meant it when I said no owning.”

Brax’s eyes flashed blue. “No owning,” he said. “I would never try and claim you without your consent.”

Claim. Oh. That should not have sent a thrill of excitement through her. No. Bad body.

But she wanted Brax and she wanted him now. “Come to my quarters?” 

And as she opened the door to the ship, he followed.

***
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THEY DIDN’T MAKE IT to her quarters. Once the door was closed behind them and Vita stole a second to turn up the heat, she pushed Brax against the wall and kissed him again. He tasted sweet and a bit like the wine and dessert they’d been eating. She pushed the jacket off his shoulders and cursed as it caught and refused to move. She had to stop kissing him for a second to get the clothes off him, and it was a second too long. He was there and she wanted him now.

But the jacket was gone and then so was hers. And she ripped at his top with desperate hands until the buttons popped and exposed his sexy blue chest to her questing fingers. She’d seen the dark marks on his chest and arms before, but she hadn’t taken the time to explore. Now she did, her fingers and tongue tracing over the thick flesh. Brax groaned as her tongue laved at his nipple and she grinned up at him. Yeah, she liked hearing him make those noises.

She laced their fingers together and pulled him down the hall, stumbling into her quarters. She pushed off the rest of her clothes in a rush and watched as he disrobed. It never occurred to her to keep anything on. She wasn’t exactly sure what the “claiming” entailed, but she trusted Brax not to go too far. And she wanted to be skin to skin. She’d never wanted anyone as much as she wanted him, and she’d never trusted anyone as much either. But it was like a switch had been flipped and she couldn’t not trust him. It was just ingrained deep in her bones. That might worry her later, but not now, not when he was standing beside her bed, a hand casually stroking his cock as he watched her with eyes that burned a blue bright enough to burn.

She stepped right up to him and placed her hand on his chest, pushing him back with the lightest of touches until his legs hit the bed. He didn’t resist, and Vita realized that he was giving her all the control. “How does the claiming thing work?” she asked. 

He sucked in a shuddering breath and shivered as if he was imagining it. “Penetration and completion.”

“Any penetration?” Cause she wanted to get her lips around him, but if having part of him in her sealed this thing between them, she wasn’t ready for that.

“Not just any,” he said to her relief. “Won’t let it get that far.”

She had more questions, but they were theoretical, and the closer she stood to him and the more the heat of his body brushed against her the less she cared. There would be no riding that thick cock of his today, but she had more she wanted to do. Like watch him fall apart. She pushed against him more until he fell back against the bed and laid back, propped up by his elbows, watching as she knelt in front of him and continued to kiss his chest. She let her fingers splay out against the outline of his abs and trail down over his thighs, but she didn’t touch the thick organ laying between them. He made little breaths and cursed, and she was pretty certain he was ready to beg, but he said nothing, waiting to see what she would do.

Oh, this kind of power could be a heady thing. Vita wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do with it.

But she wanted to bring him to the edge of pleasure, wanted to see if his eyes could get any more blue. Wanted to see what he’d do to her when he was mad with want. Would he snap? Would he break his promise? She already knew he wouldn’t, and it was the only thing that gave her the confidence to keep going.

His cock rose up out of a thatch of dark hair and Vita took her time to study it. The same markings that covered his chest and arms were there, and there were bumps and ridges that made her want to get him inside her and see just how he felt. But they weren’t doing that now. She wasn’t ready for all that it meant.

But she could taste him. She needed to taste him.

And she did. Swirling her tongue around the head and taking him fully into her mouth, smiling around him as he groaned and begged her for more, doing his best not to thrust up into her and choke her. She used her hands when her mouth wasn’t enough and played him like an instrument, loving the noises he made and the way he moved beneath her. He tasted salty and a little sweet, and she let herself get lost in it. She could stay in bed with him for days and revel in the thought of bringing him pleasure and being pleasured by him with no worry for the outside worlds. What did they matter when she was here with him?

She’d never imagined a perfect moment, but this had to be close.

But she needed to be closer. She wanted him inside her. She wanted to feel him claiming her, his hot release bringing her over the edge. And it was on the tip of her tongue to beg for it, but Vita wasn’t going to let her desire-drunk mind steal that decision from her.

When Brax moaned out a warning she pulled away, letting her hand do the work while she watched him come undone, his back arching off the bed as he came, his hot seed landing on her hand and his chest. 

A small part of her expected that to be it. He’d had his pleasure and that was enough, but he didn’t collapse into a sated pile of manliness. Instead he took a breath and sat up, flipping her over and capturing her mouth with his. And then it was his turn to feast on her, spreading her legs wide and letting his tongue and fingers delve into her depths until she was whimpering and rippling around him in sated pleasure. 

The man knew how to use his mouth. And his hands. And his body. And it might have been the pleasure talking, but Vita was sure in that moment that she’d give in to him one day, if only to keep him in her bed. If he was this good at sex, how could she let him go?

But even that thought sent a pang through her. She definitely liked the sex Brax could give her, but he was so much more than that. And she’d barely known him a week. How would she feel after a month? More time? The safest thing to do would be to send him on his way and let her heart recover from the fall it was threatening to take. Instead she burrowed in close to him and threw an arm around his middle.

“You can sleep here tonight,” she mumbled against him, her lips brushing his hot skin. Tonight and many nights to follow, she was sure.

Maybe he was onto something with this mate thing.
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Chapter Twelve
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BRAX DIDN’T RECOGNIZE the bed he woke in, and for half a second the warm body pressed against him was a mystery. And then the night before came rushing back to him and he grinned. Oh, yeah. Vita. He nuzzled against her, hair brushing his face as he dragged in her scent. Sleeping in her bed had wrapped the smell of her around him, but he wanted more, wanted it imprinted deeply on his soul. He could feel a faint hint of the bond sparking to life deep within him, but the threads that connected them were gossamer thin. More than nothing, but barely.

Still, Brax had hope. Vita had come to him, had invited him into her bed, and hadn’t kicked him out when all was said and done. Perhaps his expectations were too low, but he was calling that a win for now. 

She stirred and arched back into him, pressing her body fully against his. And the rest of Brax’s body woke up and wondered if they could sneak in another round before heading off on their hunt.

“We weren’t supposed to stay the night,” she muttered. And then he could hear her grin. “Worth it, though.”

Brax placed a gentle kiss on the back of her head. “So worth it.” 

Before anything more interesting could happen, she pushed away and sat up. Brax trailed his fingers across her naked back and did his best not to wince at the scars she wore so casually. She’d shut him out if she thought he pitied her, and he didn’t. She was a survivor. But that didn’t mean he felt no sorrow for the childhood she’d been robbed of.

“We’ll leave once we shower,” she said, not bothering to reach for clothes for the short trip to the shower room. The heating system kept the ship nice and warm so neither of them was bothered by the nudity. In fact, Brax appreciated it.

He was going to be good. He wasn’t going to push. But when Vita cast a look over her shoulder and raised an eyebrow he was out of bed in a flash and following her to wash.

A sated hour later they were still drying off while they sat in the cockpit and Vita prepared to launch. Brax studied her and appreciated the practiced ease with which she went through her procedures. In no time they were lifting off from the frigid little planet and on their way to Tendrit.

“Do you think we’ll find Ygreen there?” he asked. “And do we have a plan for that?”

Once they were free of orbit, Vita switched over to autonav and gave her attention to Brax. “I’ve got the computer looking for all the info it can find on Tendrit and cross referencing it with the profile I’ve created for Ygreen. If Kasko’s information is good, there’s a chance the thief is hanging out there. And Kasko had no reason to lie to us, at least not one that I know of.”

Brax wanted to trust the crew, if only because he’d been able to talk to a Detyen for hours as if they were old friends. Kiran had known nothing about the Detyen reemergence on Earth and had seemed intrigued when Brax told him about the Detyen Legion. And he’d been incredibly satisfied when Brax revealed that they’d discovered who had destroyed Detya and brought their home planet the justice it had been denied. He didn’t want to think Kiran’s crew had led them astray, but the only person he trusted right now was Vita. “And if he’s there we just do, what? Nab him and throw him in the hold?” 

Vita nodded. “That part is pretty simple. Get close, slap the cuff on him, get him to the ship. Or get close, knock him out, get him to the ship if the cuff doesn’t fit. Return him to Roski, get the payment, get my job back, and get—” she cleared her throat, “and figure out what’s next.”

And get you home. She hadn’t said it. It had been the plan, hers if not his, and that plan seemed to be changing. Brax couldn’t help the hope that surged inside of him. His mate liked him. She might not have fully accepted him yet, but she liked him. He could work with that.

If only he didn’t have his doubts about Roski.

“What if something goes wrong? Or if this is another wrong guy?” He would have figured there was some sophistication to the plan, but Vita’s method was as basic as it came. That was good in its own way. The fewer moving parts, the less likely it was to fall apart. But it also relied on a lot of assumptions about what they’d find on Tendrit.

“Then we keep looking. Coyl Ygreen is holed up somewhere and half the bounty hunters on this side of the galaxy are looking for him. We’re going to find him. We just have to be patient.” She looked at him like she was daring him to contradict her.

Brax wanted to ask at what point they called off the hunt. He knew she had money troubles. The state of her ship broadcast that loud and clear. They couldn’t afford to spend too long looking for Ygreen before fuel and food became an issue. Brax had some credits of his own, but not nearly enough to keep a ship running. But Vita didn’t seem like she wanted to contemplate what would happen if her plan to get back in Roski’s good graces fell through. And Brax wouldn’t push. Not yet. But in the back of his mind he was trying to come up with what happened if. 

But they weren’t there yet.

Tendrit wasn’t that far, lucky for them. And though it took most of a day to get there, the place they’d decided to land was just rounding on morning. Brax and Vita had taken turns snoozing between bouts of swapping stories and flirting. There were things he could have been working on, repairs he could have been making, but he’d rather steal one day away with his mate, especially when she seemed happy to tell him about herself. There were the jobs that had gone comically wrong, the stupid contests in bars that she’d won to everyone’s surprise, and the proof in story after story that her life was her job and she didn’t know what else to do.

In response, Brax shared stories about life on Honora Station. He shared the scrapes he’d gotten into with his brothers and the one time he and Dekon had tried to swap places and failed miserably. They might have looked identical, but apparently they acted nothing alike. When he’d mentioned Shayn and Naomi, Vita seemed briefly interested until she quickly changed the subject. Mated pairs were out of bounds, apparently. So Brax talked about other things, and before he knew it they were approaching Tendrit.

Vita put them into orbit while she pulled up the last of her calculations about Coyl Ygreen.

“It looks like he favors the southern continent and I have it narrowed down to a hundred kilometer radius. That’s still a lot of ground to cover. There are two resorts located in the search zone, and I’m thinking he’ll be at the... okay, that has to be a translation error.”

“What?” Brax asked, trying to look over her shoulder to see what she was reading.

“The Soggy Sands? Sounds... moist.”

Brax scrunched up his nose. “And abrasive. Why would he go there?”

“There’s a high limit gambling den. If Ygreen is anywhere, he’s there.”

“Then let’s go get him.”
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THE SOGGY SANDS COULD have been worse. It sat near a beach on a tropical island, and the climate control indoors made everything feel pleasant. The walls were painted a rich blue and the floor color undulated like the sea floor. It might have been pretty if the place hadn’t been inundated with the oppressive feel of the masses losing their money. The resort seemed more geared towards gamblers and pleasure seekers intent on losing their fortunes than anyone seeking wholesome fun, and there was a seediness to the place that permeated every step. Vita had already been offered three types of drugs and two sexual propositions, one from a prostitute and one seeking to procure her services in bed.

The second man was lucky he hadn’t lost a hand... or another organ. She’d let the escort down easy. He was just doing his job, and there was sure to be more willing prey.

She felt strangely alone without Brax, but they’d decided that he’d cover the back exit from the high stakes gambling room in case Ygreen made a run for it. And neither of them mentioned that really, Vita just wanted him out of the way. She appreciated Brax’s way with a screwdriver, but he wasn’t a fighter. And she could see the hesitance in his eyes every time she talked about capturing Ygreen. No need to risk it.

And they’d be together again soon.

Was that another part of the stupid mate thing? Vita hoped not. She’d have to send him on his way eventually and she didn’t want to contemplate feeling like there was a hole right below her heart. And she wasn’t going to think about sending him away just yet. Not until this mission was done and she had the credits to make everything up to him properly. Besides, he hadn’t actually mentioned wanting to go home since he stopped being her captive and had become her partner.

But she wasn’t going to let that hope bloom. Hope just led to disappointment, especially from a man who said he was promising forever. All she had to do was bind herself to him and accept whatever consequences that entailed.

She shook her head to refocus. She couldn’t get distracted on a hunt. That led to injury, death, or loss of her meal ticket. No, thank you.

Unlike her normal hunts, tonight she was dressed to fit in. She wore the one tight-fitting suit she owned, the clinging, black synthetic leather fabric hugging her every curve. Her hair was braided tightly against her head and her boots looked sexy even without a heel. She was sex incarnate, but still had the range of motion necessary to win a fight. But the suit didn’t provide much in the way of protection from a blaster or a knife, and she hated that her face was exposed. But there would have been no hope of getting inside the resort if she wore her normal gear. She drew eyes for being one of the few humans in the place, and for being dressed like she was, but the smarter people saw the hunter in her and kept away. And she’d already dealt with the dumb ones.

The high rollers room was a different story. Only a few of the players looked at her when she came in, those who’d already folded their hands or were taking breaks to drink. The others were too focused on the game to care about a sexy woman, and lucky for her, one focused individual was Coyl Ygreen.

He’d tried to be smart, she could tell. He was close to the main entrance of the room with a straight shot to the door and his back to a wall. If he’d been paying attention to his surroundings, he might have been able to make an escape without her catching him, but he was too dedicated to his game and had lost sight of the danger. 

Vita spotted an empty cart and quickly rolled it between two tables to cut off an easy escape route and crossed until she was standing behind him. “Mr. Ygreen? My boss sent me over.” She made it as sexy as she could, breathy and edgy and over the top. 

“I noted on my reservation I’m not interested in working girls. Or boys. But thanks.” He didn’t look up at her, but then just as suddenly his head snapped her way. “Ygreen isn’t my name,” he tried to recover.

And Vita’s grin turned predatory. “We both know that’s not true. Coyl Ygreen. You owe a debt. Now come with me or I make this difficult.”

“My debts are all paid!” He said it loud enough to catch the attention of security and Vita had to act quick. She pulled out the control cuff and had it around his hand in a second.

“Fold your hand and excuse yourself. Then follow me.”

The fight went out of him and he did as instructed. Vita put a hand on him to lead him towards the back entrance where Brax was waiting. The chances of Ygreen throwing off the influence of the cuff was nearly impossible. Nearly. And she wasn’t going to take the chance, not when she finally had him.

And just like they planned, Brax was waiting. He looked from her to Coyl and raised his eyebrows in silent question. She confirmed Coyl’s identity with a nod. 

The trip back to her ship was a tense one. She was sure security would catch them mid-abduction, or perhaps that Ygreen might have friends waiting somewhere. But it didn’t happen, and in no time they were in the ship. Vita shoved Ygreen into the makeshift cell and was ready to take off when Brax stopped her.

“Don’t you think we should question him?” he asked, leaning against the wall and blocking her from moving towards the cockpit.

“He confirmed he’s Ygreen, what more do we need to know?” Time was of the essence and she didn’t want to waste it.

“Maybe we should make sure he’s not another mistake? Like me? Make sure he really knows Roski and owes him? I don’t want to think of what happens if you bring back another wrong person.” He said it gently, but Vita saw his point. She pulled her blaster out. “Do you know how to shoot one of these?”

Brax’s eyes got wide and he took the weapon from her with great care and held it gingerly. “Point and push the trigger?”

She had to pause for a second. “You haven’t shot a blaster before?” Hers had basically become a third hand in the last decade.

“Not much need. But I can cover you and shoot from two meters away.” He shifted his grip and held it more confidently, but Vita was tempted to snatch the weapon back. She didn’t. Nothing in Ygreen’s profile suggested he was much of a fighter, and she could handle the Oscavian in close quarter combat.

She opened the door to the cell back up and found Ygreen sitting where she’d left him. “What’s your name?” she asked her captive.

His eyes bulged and he swallowed hard as his skin shifted from purple to an unhealthy plum. “Co—” he coughed and clamped his mouth shut, and then it burst out of him. “Coyl Ygreen.” He heaved breaths in and out.

“It’s almost impossible to think with the cuff on,” Brax spoke quietly behind her. “Let’s take it off and give him a chance.”

Whose side was her man on? “He can lie if I take the cuff off.”

“He looks ready to kill himself if you don’t.”

And Brax had a point. Ygreen didn’t look too good, and she’d heard stories of heart attacks induced by panic from wearing the cuff and trying to resist. It had never happened with one of her bounties, and she didn’t want to change that record. She looked at Ygreen. “Calm down. I’m going to take the cuff off of you. My partner here has a blaster, so don’t try anything. Now hold out your hand so I can remove it.”

His hand shot out towards her and Vita removed the cuff and placed it in one of her pockets. Ygreen looked at her with haunted blue eyes, but he didn’t try to fight. Nor did he thank her for taking away that burden, but she couldn’t exactly expect that.

“Do you know why we caught you?” she asked. 

His chest still heaved and he sank back against the wall as if he could dissolve into the walls of her ship. Vita hoped that wasn’t an unknown Oscavian power. It sounded... gooey, and she didn’t want to imagine how hard that would be to clean. 

“No,” Ygreen finally replied. “I didn’t do anything.”

Of course he claimed innocence. They all did. “The name Roski ring any bells?”

And now Ygreen looked even more confused. “Yeah. I paid him off a year ago. Borrowed a few credits, returned them as agreed. Plus interest.”

“Don’t lie to me, Coyl, you won’t like what happens.” Though usually at this point her bounties decried all knowledge of Roski and said they’d never borrowed in their lives.

“I’m not lying!” Ygreen shot up from where he’d slumped down, but he didn’t try and strike. Not a fighter, as she’d suspected.

“If you paid your debt, why does Roski still want you? And why did you mess with his systems? Why send me after someone else?” She didn’t believe him for a second, but she wanted to see where this went.

Coyl took several seconds to think, tilting his head from side to side as he tried to come up with the right story. And then he cursed. “That bastard. I heard a rumor he wanted me back, and I wasn’t going to risk it. When my name got flagged it set into motion a certain... failsafe. I didn’t even realize it had been activated.”

She’d heard Roski called worse; that’s what came from collecting on the people who owed him. “What?”

“The interest. That fu—” he took a deep breath and settled onto the floor. 

“What about the interest?” She was not interested in mind games, and she wasn’t going to spend all day asking about how or why he’d messed with Roski’s system. “Talk or the cuff goes back on.”

And that opened his mouth. “I paid back the money I owed, but Roski wanted interest. And the extra cash was tied up in another... investment.”

Yeah, he meant a bet, but Vita didn’t interrupt.

“So I asked if there was a way I could work it off. I’m good with computers, with AI systems. There was cargo being moved between two systems. He didn’t say it, but he lost out on an auction, had to be. And Roski wanted the shipment diverted. That’s child’s play. So I diverted it, he got his merchandise, and we called it good. And I figured I shouldn’t come back to him anymore. Your boss is scary.” He shuddered.

That wasn’t the Roski Vita knew. Sure he could be a hard ass, but he was no thief.

“What merchandise?” Brax asked and Vita shot a glance at him, but it was a good question.

Coyl shrugged. “He didn’t specify, exactly. But it was coming from the slave markets, and the ships were equipped for live storage.”

For a moment Vita didn’t understand the implication. And when she did, her mind went blank. Live storage. Auction. Slave markets. Roski was against slavery, but if Ygreen was telling the truth...

He couldn’t be. Absolutely not. And if she stood in that cell for one more minute she wasn’t going to be able to return him in one piece.

She turned on her heel and left, bumping Brax out of the way as she moved. Roski wasn’t a slaver. He couldn’t be.
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Chapter Thirteen
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BRAX LOOKED BETWEEN Coyl and Vita’s retreating back. His denya might not have believed their prisoner, but he didn’t have as much trouble. Roski was completely fine with sending out bounty hunters and picking up innocent people, why would he care about their freedom? There were a lot of people in the galaxy more than happy to make their money in the flesh trade, and Brax had met more than a few during his years on Honora Station. But he didn’t know how he could get Vita to consider the possibility. If he pushed too hard, he feared that she’d do something drastic to Coyl.

“Barton Gulch,” Coyl said before he could leave.

“What?” asked Brax.

“That was the name of the ship he had me reroute. Out of Market Three to the Regek Quadrant. You can see if they’re registered to carry slaves, it’s not like it’s illegal there. Just look up the ship. Slave transports make too much money to bother moving anything else on a regular basis. Please,” his voice trembled and his purple skin looked even paler. “I paid Roski off. Whatever he wants now, I don’t owe him. And if he gets me, I don’t think he’ll let me go.”

“What makes you so special?” It was a lot of expense to find one guy in the entire galaxy.

“I told you, I’m good with computers.” There was more to it, there had to be, but Brax didn’t have time to unpack that. He left the room and locked the door behind him. Even if he thought that Coyl might be right, he wasn’t about to risk the guy having run of the ship, especially if he was as good with computers as he claimed. There was no telling the trouble he’d get into if he could hack into the ship’s system.

Vita sat in the pilot’s seat when he found her, a broken look on her face. For a second Brax was frozen. Did his mate need space? Or a hug? He couldn’t read her mind, but in two steps he passed by his normal seat and knelt in front of her, holding her hands and saying nothing.

She stared off at the view screen for several seconds, not acknowledging him, but not pulling away either, until she finally looked down, her eyes gleaming with unshed tears. “He saved me from slavery.”

“You saved yourself,” Brax said quietly, pressing kisses to her knuckles. “But he did show you a path.”

“He’s not a slaver.” Her hands flexed, but she let him hold on.

“Do you think Ygreen is lying? Or that Roski hired him to free a batch of prisoners for some reason?” Even Ygreen hadn’t technically said that Roski had captured the slaves for his personal use, but nothing so far had made Roski seem like someone who did anything out of the goodness of his heart. Even training Vita had given him a loyal soldier who had trouble questioning him, even after he’d thrown her away like garbage.

“I can’t think about this right now.” Then she did pull away and turn to face her control panel.

Brax stood. He could push. He could tell her about Barton Gulch and what Ygreen had said. Or he could give her a little time, let her sort through the information on her own. Was it a guarantee that she’d question her mentor? No, of course not, but she was on the verge of breaking at the moment and Brax wouldn’t do that to her.

He leaned in and kissed her forehead, and relief shot through him when she tilted her head up for a deeper kiss. She reached up and clutched him close, as if she was afraid to let go, and devoured his mouth with her tongue. Finally Brax had to break the kiss before he scooped her up and had his way with her against the control panel behind him. It was only the thought that they might break something by accident that kept him in check. The instruments in the cockpit were too fragile to play games with.

So he stepped back, even as he leaned his head in for one final kiss. “I have some work to do,” he said.

Vita looked at him for a long moment and then let go. “Come find me when you’re done.”

As if there was any force in the universe that would keep him away.

But when Brax climbed out of the cockpit, he didn’t head for the auxiliary engine room where he’d been getting some work done, but instead headed for his own quarters and to the information tablet that was waiting for him there. He’d found it buried under a pile of old wires, the screen cracked and on the fritz. A little love had repaired the screen and a bit of work let the machine boot. And now he logged onto a directory of ships registered in the Regek Quadrant and looked up “Barton Gulch.”

The ship didn’t exist.

Brax’s brow furrowed. He’d been ready to believe that Ygreen was telling the truth. The man had seemed completely dedicated to his story. And so Brax gave him the benefit of the doubt and widened the search radius. It was difficult to look up ship registrations across the entire galaxy, especially since some places like the slave markets didn’t publish who flew into and out of their territory. But as the search expanded, there was still no record of the Barton Gulch.

On a hunch, Brax changed the parameters again, looking for ships that had been registered but no longer were.

And he got a hit.

The Barton Gulch was registered for legal slave transport and banned from the Oscavian Empire, as were all slave transport ships. Its registration had lapsed sixteen months previously and as far as Brax could tell, it had disappeared from anyone’s sight.

Brax searched for more, looking for any information about Coyl Ygreen or Roski, but unsurprisingly there was nothing. 

So what did the existence and disappearance of the Barton Gulch tell him? There was nothing that directly connected it to Roski. All he knew was what Ygreen said. Brax needed more.

He found flight manifests on a different server, one that techs used to track the ships they worked on. The information wasn’t available to the public, but after so many years working at Honora Station, Brax knew a few hidden places to look. He found the Barton Gulch’s identification numbers and followed a trail. The ship routinely shipped in and out of Slave Market Three, arriving at the market roughly every two Earth months. It would then depart four days later, make rounds of several slave friendly planets, and swing through pirate ports on its way back to the markets, presumably picking up bodies to sell.

Seventeen months ago it had begun its normal round, but it disappeared between Slave Market Three and wherever it had meant to stop. Maybe if Brax had access to more information or knew how to create some sort of algorithm he could have calculated where the ship would have most likely been heading, but he didn’t.

Still, he needed to tell Vita. Even though the evidence wasn’t strong, she needed to know, needed to be able to make the decision for herself. He couldn’t let his mate deliver an innocent man into slavery or death.

When he got back to the cockpit, Vita seemed to have calmed down. She sat quietly and presided over her controls, looking out into space with a thoughtful look on her face. She smiled when he joined her and Brax wished that the two of them could just sit in a peaceful moment forever. But it wasn’t to be.

He held his tablet out to her and she took it, studying the screen. “What am I looking at?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” Brax admitted. “But Ygreen gave me the name of the ship that he supposedly diverted for Roski. The Barton Gulch. From what I can see, it regularly moved out of the markets, delivering cargo to and from all over the galaxy. Frequent stops in Finart, Tegga Proxima, Wefrare, and Virn. Able to pass through pirate territory on a regular basis. It was definitely a slave ship. And it disappeared around the time Ygreen says he did work for your boss. It’s not proof of anything, but I thought you should know.”

Vita’s fingers tightened around the edges of the tablet and Brax thought she might somehow find the power to snap it in half. “Wefrare?”

“Does that mean something to you?” 

“Fuck every god in the heavens and leave them out to die.” She shot up from her seat. “Ygreen’s not lying.”
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WEFRARE. IF VITA NEVER heard of that godsforsaken planet again it wouldn’t be soon enough. If she closed her eyes she could still smell the blood. How did everything come back to that mess? 

And did it mean that she hadn’t been wrong?

She paced back and forth in the tiny space available, keeping half an armlength between her and Brax. She didn’t know if she’d kiss him or hit him, and she didn’t want to find out. 

“What’s the significance of Wefrare?” Brax said, pronouncing it all wrong.

“It rhymes with air, not are. And about a year and a half ago Roski sent me there to recover someone for him. Several someones, actually. It’s one of the few times since I started working on my own that Roski said I needed a team. And he assigned me one. We all had similar training, and I even knew one of the guys I was working with. It shouldn’t have been an issue.” If she closed her eyes she could still taste the smoke in the air and feel the sting of blood on her brow. “But the ship our marks were on was heavily fortified. XV783 was its ID. I knew something was wrong the minute we rolled up. The intel just felt off.” At the time no one else on the team had agreed when she wanted to hold back, and now they were all dead. “We still went through with it. Roski doesn’t take kindly to failure and we all needed the money. We had to neutralize the ship security before anything else could happen. Then we split up. I was after the navigator, my partners were after the captain and first mate. The three of them owned the ship collectively and Roski said they’d borrowed money for repairs. And they didn’t pay. But when I got to the navigator’s station...” her mind got kind of fuzzy there and Vita shook her head to clear it. “There was blood, but no body. Then there was a blast from somewhere deeper in the ship. I tried to run, but someone got the drop on me. I woke up a week later in a med tent with one of Roski’s lieutenants breathing down my neck. My partners were dead, the ship we’d been using was gone, as were the men we’d been after. I had no reason to question it.”

When she trailed off, Brax prompted, “And now?”

Vita swallowed hard. “And now I think you’re about to tell me that the ship ident of the Barton Gulch is XV783. Roski didn’t care about the crew. He just wanted the cargo. And he was willing to sacrifice a few of his operatives to get it.” She felt sick. Her hands were shaking and she wanted to wring Roski’s neck for all the lies. “Now would be a great time to tell me that I’ve got it all wrong.” She looked at Brax hopefully. And her heart cracked in two when he gave her a sad smile and a shake of his head.

“The ident matches the Barton Gulch. The ship disappeared seventeen months ago. I can’t say why your employer sent you there or if what he told you was the truth, but it doesn’t look good.” There was care in his eyes, but not pity. Vita couldn’t stand pity.

“Come on,” she said, brushing against him to descend the elevator and making her way to where she’d left Coyl. He was waiting for them, sitting against the wall as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

“That was fast,” he muttered as Brax showed up behind her.

“Tell me everything you know about Wefrare.”

“It’s a small trading post. Lots of slaves get moved through there. Otherwise it’s not particularly important. And your boss had me redirect a ship to that planet as payment. I’ve never been, and I still don’t definitely know what was on the ship. Or who.” He looked up at her expectantly.

Did he want thanks? He was rocking Vita’s existence down to the roots and he was lucky she wasn’t going to throw him out the airlock. “You suspect it was slaves?” She swallowed hard around the bile in her throat. “What kind?”

“Does it matter?” he sneered.

“It matters,” Vita bit out. Her hands curled into fists and she wanted to hit her prisoner, wanted to make him feel all the roiling pain she was feeling inside. But he didn’t deserve that, not when he was only telling the truth. It wasn’t his fault that Roski was a piece of shit slave trader who had lied to her for the last ten years. Brax’s heat was a comforting presence behind her, and she didn’t know what she would do if he weren’t there.

Well, she wouldn’t be in this position because she would have never trusted the intel that Ygreen had given her. Maybe he was good for her. No, he was definitely good for her.

“I don’t know,” said Ygreen. “All aspects of the trade touch that planet, and I didn’t spend that much attention on what the ship was carrying. Or who.”

Some of the color had drained from the Oscavian’s face and Vita was willing to believe him for now. “Stop shaking, I’m not going to deliver an innocent man to his death. We’re not far from where you we picked you up. I can drop you back there, but now that I found you I’m sure someone else will be able to do the same. You want to risk it? Or do you want me to drop you somewhere else? Within reason,” she added before he could ask to be taken to the other end of the galaxy. She still didn’t have a lot of fuel, but she didn’t want to take on this compulsive gambler like she had taken on Brax.

Ygreen smiled up at her. “I’ll take my chances. I was on a hot streak.”

Gamblers. Vita didn’t shake her head, but it was a close thing. She could ask Ygreen more about what he knew of Roski’s operation, but she was pretty sure she knew all she needed to know.

Brax trailed after her as they left, and though Ygreen was no longer a prisoner she locked the door from the outside. She didn’t want him wandering around her ship.

She stopped before they got to the cockpit and leaned against the wall. Brax stood close, almost but not quite touching, and she leaned into him, tired of resisting the pull between them. His arm went around her shoulders and Vita could breathe. “I didn’t expect it to get this complicated. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to get you home. I can’t just let Roski get away with what he’s been doing.”

The muscles in Brax’s arm stiffened for a second before he relaxed. “I don’t want to abandon you. And the bond between us is not some simple thing that I would happily break by putting distance between us. You are my denya, Vita. I’m with you.”

She had resisted ties for so long. Afraid that if she let herself care for someone else she would be taking on a different kind of slavery. She had resisted the yoke of affection and didn’t know how to react to someone like Brax. But she was tired of resisting, tired of everything, nothing in the galaxy made sense anymore... Except for him. If there was one pillar that she could build the rest of her life on, she was pretty sure that pillar would look a lot like Braxtyn NaZade.

“I need to reset our destination coordinates. Then let’s go to bed.” Everything else was a mess. But not him. And for tonight she wanted to get lost in him.
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Chapter Fourteen
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SOMETHING HAD SHIFTED between them in those moments in the hallway, Brax could feel it settling in his gut. But that didn’t mean that he knew exactly what it was. And that question had him pacing back and forth in Vita’s quarters. It wasn’t his first time here, nor his second, and he was certain it wouldn’t be the last, even if for a moment he had feared that he had overstepped while they were talking. But she had to know that he was determined to remain by her side. She was his mate, the one person in all of existence that he could rely on above all others. He didn’t need to go back to Earth, he needed to help her, and he needed her to believe in him.

But for now they needed something else, an affirmation of life, of affection, of love.

It was several minutes before footsteps echoed in the hallway outside of Vita’s room, and in that time Brax came up with a plan. His denya had been dealt a blow, and she needed to be cared for, as much as she would let anyone care for her. He knew she’d let him further inside of her carefully constructed emotional shields than she’d let anyone else, and he wasn’t about to back down now. He would care for her as much as she would let him, and he wouldn’t let her surrender to the darkness that had to be clawing at her.

The door slid open and Vita appeared, her bright red hair a bit mussed from the length of the day, strands falling out of her carefully crafted braid. There were shadows in her eyes and dark smudges under them, her shoulders drooped as if a great weight rested on them. He could practically see the thoughts dancing in her mind, how every issue from the moment she’d snatched him off the streets of Earth had led to this. She thought they were failures, but if they were, they didn’t belong to her. 

And she needed a night to remember that she was more than just some bounty hunter who’d been betrayed. She needed to remember that she was a powerful woman who he would follow anywhere, who he’d happily walk beside for the rest of his days, no matter how many he had left, even if she never wanted to seal the bond between them. 

“Didn’t I tell you to get naked?” she asked as she stepped inside and let the door close. The room was small, as he guessed most rooms on space ships were, and they were only a meter or so apart, just too far to touch.

Brax grinned. “You did not.” But he reached for the hem of his shirt and pulled it over his head, exposing his chest to the cool air around them.

Vita sucked in a breath but remained frozen in place. Her eyes roved over him like she’d never seen him naked before, and Brax stood there, waiting for her to look her fill, his cock twitching under her perusal. 

“Don’t stop there,” she said, and there was something husky in her voice, like she’d been possessed by some spirit of pleasure.

He wanted to get naked, but instead he took half a step towards her and reached for the buttons of her top. “Things should always be equal between us,” he said, slowly exposing her. Her eyes were glued to his face, and he couldn’t look away, falling into her gaze. He had to find the rest of her buttons by feel, but she didn’t complain as his fingers brushed against the sensitive skin of her chest. She shuddered as he pushed her top off her shoulders and lifted her arms to allow him to remove her undershirt and support. 

One of her hands came up, dragging her fingers along his chest before she slowly reached down and undid his pants. There was a bit of a tangle as Brax figured out how to step out of his shoes, and before he finished she had shucked her trousers and stood over him like a goddess. And he needed to worship.

He fell to his knees and trailed kisses over her skin, memorizing the taste of her as if he’d need to recall it from memory. His fingers skimmed her hips and he gently pushed her back until she was sitting on the edge of the bed, legs splayed open while his tongue delved into her most private depths. She let out gasps and her thighs quivered as his fingers joined his tongue, opening her up to him, bringing her to the edge of pleasure until she was writhing and begging for more.

His cock was so hard it hurt, and there was nothing he wanted more than to sink into her tight heat and claim her as his denya, but he couldn’t do that, not now, not until she demanded it of him. He’d never known that he could be tortured like this, or that he’d gladly submit to it for just one more moment with Vita, but if it was the price he had to pay, he’d do it over and over again, so long as he could watch her give herself over to desire, her head flung back and her hair falling out of her braid, more strands flying free by the moment.

She cried out as she came and Brax gave her time to breathe, but not much as he kissed his way back up her. He undid her hair and let it all out, until it hung down over her shoulders in curls, tickling his skin and circling his mate in a halo of red. Her fingers tugged on his hair and pulled him up until their lips crashed together in a primal connection. If Brax thought he was in control, Vita wrested it back from him with a single sweep of her tongue, and he reveled in it. Despite all she’d been through, when they were together he didn’t fear that her mind was somewhere else. She showed him with every kiss, with every touch, that she was right there with him.

She hitched a leg up and Brax was seated at the crux of her thighs. It wouldn’t take much to seal the bond between them, and he had to hold that desire in check with an iron chain. He wasn’t going to take her, not like that, not without her craving it as much as him. So when she spoke against his lips he couldn’t believe it.

“Fuck me,” she said, “make me yours.”

His cock got even harder, though it shouldn’t have been possible. But doubts quickly followed. The heat of the moment was not the time to make such a decision, and if he were capable of doing the right thing he would have pulled away. But all he could do was force himself to ask, “Are you sure?”
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WAS SHE SURE? IF BRAX didn’t get his cock inside of her in the next ten seconds she was going to show him just how sure she was. She probably sounded impulsive, and maybe this wasn’t a conversation to have in the midst of fucking, but Vita had made up her mind. She wanted Brax. So quickly he’d managed to burrow his way into her life and make it so that she didn’t want to face her journey without him. And a few weeks ago that would have sounded impossible. She would have never believed she could fall so hard, so fast.

But here she was, in bed with him. On her ship, with him. Planning her future... with him. When she wondered what the next years would hold, she imagined him by her side, and she didn’t want to send him away. She no longer feared that this bond between them was some kind of ownership, some kind of trap. Brax had done nothing to make her think that, and she trusted him. 

His eyes blazed blue, but there was doubt on his face. He didn’t want her to regret, and her heart clenched and cracked open at the care. She could see the way his cock twitched with desire, but he wasn’t letting himself be ruled by it. 

It was time to stop thinking.

Vita jerked her hips and rolled, sending Brax flat on his back with her astride his thighs. She could feel the hard length of his cock teasing her and her sex rippled with need. He was making her greedy, but one orgasm wasn’t enough, not until she could feel Brax unleashing inside of her. 

“I want you,” she told him again, emphasizing the words with kisses. “I choose you. And I want your cock inside me right now. Any questions?” She quirked up an eyebrow and couldn’t help the smirk, and Brax sucked in a breath, his eyes getting impossibly bluer. She’d seen Oscavian eyes before, but on him they were different, if only because the blue only came out when he was on the edge of something passionate. She loved knowing she could do this to him. 

Brax’s hips jerked up, seeking contact, and he groaned as she wrapped her fingers around his cock. “Denya,” he growled, actually growled, and it sent a shiver of want racing through her. 

Vita had run from anything resembling a claiming her entire life, but now she aligned Brax’s thick cock with her entrance and slowly sank down, allowing the artificial gravity on her ship to do the work for her. She bit her lip to keep the moan in as his cock slid inside her. It wasn’t like anything she’d ever felt on a lover before; there were ridges and valleys, textures that seemed designed to give her pleasure and hit every place exactly right. 

“I want to hear you,” Brax said. “Give me your sounds.” It was a command, but if the moan that ripped out of her was any indication, it was one that Vita was happy to follow.

As she slid down his length she could feel something settling inside her, a cord reaching out to anchor into something she’d never thought to want before. She’d never felt the absence, but now she knew that if it were gone she wouldn’t be able to breathe.

The bond.

She moved her hips and felt it weaving around them and through them as sensation stole her breath. Brax jerked his hips as she bounced on top of him, his cock hitting her deep and making her burn. Her thighs quivered, but she was beyond anything but pleasure as she surrendered to the connection between them, throwing her head back and crying out Brax’s name as her body gave out and she came, a rippling tide of pleasure tearing through her.

The bond snapped into place somewhere beneath her heart, and she could practically see it stretching from her to her mate and connecting them on a cellular level. 

With a final groan Brax joined her, unleashing himself inside of her in a hot thrust that sent an aftershock through her. It was too much. It would never be enough.

She collapsed bonelessly next to him and made an unhappy sound as he slid from her. Now that they were connected she didn’t want to let him go, not in any way. So she plastered herself to him, throwing an arm over his chest and entwining their legs until they were one mass of limbs and heat. Vita had never considered herself a cuddler, but she was discovering all sorts of things that were true when it came to Brax.

For several long moments they laid in silence, basking in the satisfaction of their mating. Vita wished every world would disappear so it could just be them with no worries about what was coming next, nothing to threaten them or the thing growing between them. 

But the threats still existed, and even if her body was pleasure drunk, her mind started chasing after all the problems almost as soon as her breathing got back under control.

“I can’t let Roski get away with what he’s doing,” she whispered against Brax’s neck, words that should have been sweet nothings but might instead lead them to their doom.

His fingers curled around her hip. “I know.”

“He’s got a legion of people to defend him.” She had to let Brax know what they were up against, had to give him the option to back out even if she knew he’d never take it. 

“That’s not going to stop us,” her mate responded, confirming her greatest hope and fear. She didn’t think she could do this alone, but she didn’t know how she could risk him. 

“It’s not,” she agreed. “Let’s go take down a slave trader.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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THE DENYA BOND THRUMMED between them and Brax couldn’t keep from grinning, even if the dour look in his mate’s face threatened to sour the mood. He knew it wasn’t for him, and he wished that there was something he could do to cheer her up, but the stakes were too high. The moment they’d dropped Coyl Ygreen back at his gambling den his denya had been possessed by the need to race after Roski and get vengeance for the wrongs he’d done to her. 

Brax couldn’t blame her, but he wished there was some other way they could do this, some force they could pull together to take on this man. From everything Vita told him, Roski would be a hard target to take down. They couldn’t fight him head on, and he had friends in high places and was too smart to trade slaves in the Oscavian Empire, where slavery was technically illegal.

No police would touch him, no military would target him, and they didn’t have the fire power to fight.

And even as the impossible odds stacked up against them, Brax’s mood was still light. He’d claimed his denya. Or, perhaps, more precisely, she’d claimed him and he couldn’t be happier. The bond was a welcome weight in his chest, reaching out and tugging him towards his mate whenever they separated, which wasn’t very often. The ship wasn’t big, but that wasn’t the reason. In the two days since they’d come together, it seemed they couldn’t bear to be apart. That desire would probably fade a bit as they grew accustomed to one another, but Brax wanted to revel in it while he could. 

“Does he have any outposts?” he asked, coming back to the plan. They had to find a way to hurt Roski, one that would give them enough leverage to start to undo the damage he’d done. Maybe the two of them couldn’t stop him completely, but even slowing him down would have some impact. If they could stop him from trading one ship full of people, or even one person, that would be some action to right his wrongs.

Vita stopped scrolling through her tablet for a moment before flicking at the screen and engaging the holoplayer so he could see what she was seeing. A map of a star system he didn’t recognize lit up around them with three beacons brighter than everything else.

“He operates out of these three stations mostly.” She gestured, and one of the stations grew bigger as the rest receded. “This would be the main location.”

“Not where we met him?” Thinking of that day made Brax sick to his stomach and he had no desire to return to the place where Vita had almost handed him over, but he’d do it for her, if that was what it took.

She shook her head. “That’s just a convenient location for dropping off marks. The station is a hive of slavers and thieves, and maybe that should have been a clue about who Roski really is.” She sank into her chair and studied the map being projected by the holoplayer. “Whatever we do, we have to make it big. And we have to find out what happened to the people from Wefrare. I don’t know if there’s any way...”

To save them. This was becoming more and more of a life’s mission rather than a one-time attack, and Brax could feel the possibility of going back to Earth slipping away. But some things were more important.

“We probably only have one chance to hit Roski.” He didn’t want to bring her further down, but they had to face facts. They were two people against an incredibly rich man who had soldiers for hire at his disposal. “We have to make it quick and it has to count. Once he figures out it was us...” They’d be on the run for good. Vita had tracked him down to Earth like it was nothing; there wouldn’t be a safe place for them once they were done.

She sucked in a shaky breath before standing. “He keeps physical backups of everything on a planet called Jaaxis. Ygreen already fucked with his system and Roski was in the middle of restoring everything when I captured you. If we destroy those files and can get Ygreen to do whatever he already did once, then that will leave Roski with nothing. He’ll be hobbled for months, maybe years. And by the time he’s in a position to recover, everything will have changed. His suppliers will have found new customers, new bastards will have moved in to take over his routes. We can’t stop the trade, but we can stop him.”

She sounded sure, and Brax wished he could feel the same. But it sounded too good to be true. Even so, it was their only real chance. Destroying records would be worlds easier than fighting an army, and even if they were only partially successful it would still hurt. “Do you think Ygreen will go for it?” He didn’t think the man would tip Roski off, but he wasn’t sure they could trust a gambler.

“He said he owed me a favor.” She reached out and laced their fingers together. “I want to kill Roski for what he’s done, for the lies he’s told, but this might be better. We can take out his entire operation with one tactical hit. We have to try.”

He cradled his denya’s face in his hand and rose up to kiss her. “Then we’ll try.”

Would it work? He had no idea, but he’d rather die at his denya’s side than live without her anywhere else.
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IT DIDN’T TAKE MUCH convincing for Ygreen to work up another virus to hit Roski with. And when Vita gave him the broad strokes of the plan, he’d promised to send her another ‘gift’ to give to her former boss. Apparently physically taking out the servers at Roski’s main compound was no guarantee that the data would be destroyed, not unless they could smash every piece of equipment to bits and burn it all to ash. But Ygreen had another virus that could do the work as long as she could physically get at Roski’s main data stores. Information bounced from planet to planet and server to server far too fast for them to stop it all, but Roski had always been too paranoid to let go of his backups and that meant they could destroy him.

The ship was running low on fuel and if they didn’t stop in the next couple of days and fill up, Roski wouldn’t need to come after them to take them out, Vita’s own machine would do that for him. But the state of her credit accounts was just as dire as it had been before this job began and she wanted to make this final run before she had to use up the last of her credits. Brax had mentioned something about his own account, but he couldn’t know just how expensive it was to maintain a ship, and she couldn’t bring herself to ask him to keep them in the air. She’d forced him on this mission, even if he didn’t seem to hold that against her. She couldn’t take his money too. She wasn’t a thief.

Okay, if Roski had a pile of credits conveniently lying around, she’d have no qualms stealing that. But that was different. Roski dabbled in slavery. He had every horrible thing coming to him for the evils he had done.

Brax clambered up the ladder into the cockpit and took his seat beside her. He reached out and laced their fingers together and Vita had to bite back a smile. Every time they were in the same room together they couldn’t seem to stop touching each other. It was wonderful and a little terrifying how much she liked it.

“What’s the word from Ygreen?” Brax asked.

Vita let her head loll back and squeezed his hand. “He’ll be sending us a gift to give Roski. But we have to manually upload it to his physical computers. There’s no way it could get past his firewalls and attack the data through the cloud.”

“Well that would be too easy, wouldn’t it?” His tone was a little too light, like he knew that this mission was just at the edge of possible and if anything went wrong they wouldn’t be coming back. 

She waited for him to tell her they could back out, that they could leave Roski behind and make their lives somewhere else, but all he did was rub his thumb across the edge of her hand and sit silently beside her.

“You understand why I have to do this.” It hovered between question and statement, and Vita wanted to curse her indecision. She’d lived her life certain of herself for the past ten years, she couldn’t be losing her nerve now. 

“He hurt you,” Brax said with an almost scary level of intensity, his eyes briefly flashing blue. “He betrayed you. We can’t let him get away with that. You’re my denya. I’ll defend you and protect you with everything I am.”

If the comm on Vita’s dash hadn’t beeped with an incoming call at that exact moment, Vita would have climbed all over Brax and shown him what those words did to her. Instead she had to take a breath to cool off before engaging the call.

Ygreen’s twitchy face came through clearly, another sign of Brax’s deft hand with her machinery. “There’s a drop box in Haraydop on Jaaxis. I’m forwarding you the address. Take what you find there and follow the installation instructions exactly. The virus will need seven minutes before the damage done is irreparable. Roski’s tech security is top notch, and that’s assuming you get past whoever he has on the ground. They were able to counteract my last attack in three minutes.”

“And you still took out most of his data,” Vita pointed out.

“For a matter of days. Most of his backups were unaffected. Anything less than seven minutes and he’ll be able to rebuild. And it will take some tech know how to get into the machines, you can’t just plug a device in and let it do the work. Are you sure you can do it?” Clearly Ygreen didn’t have faith in her. 

Vita didn’t blame him; she’d been flying around in a space ship that was falling apart for years, but she had Brax now. She looked at her mate, the question in her eyes. He nodded. “We can do it,” she said. 

“This is the only chance you’ll get from me,” Ygreen said. “Fair warning, come tomorrow Coyl Ygreen never existed.”

The man should have changed his identity sooner if he didn’t want to get caught, but Vita understood clinging to a name. She didn’t want to think of giving up Vita Minnick after she’d pulled herself out of the dregs. “I hope whoever you become makes smarter bets.”

Despite himself, Ygreen smiled. “I make plenty of good bets. It’s the bad ones I need to avoid. Happy hunting.”

“Good luck.” She disengaged the call and looked at her mate. “Let’s go destroy a slaver.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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JAAXIS HAD BRAX’S TEETH on edge and his claws were itching to shoot out and slice something up. Haraydop was barely a smidge of a town and seemed to exist to hold nondescript office buildings and warehouses. A few vehicles zoomed down the streets, but otherwise the place was deserted. Standing as they were on a street corner and following Ygreen’s instructions to his drop box made Brax feel like prey. Anyone could be watching them. It didn’t matter that this was supposed to be a peaceful planet, he wanted out.

Vita finished entering the information and they walked into the storage unit. The only thing inside was a flimsy table and a small box. Brax was the one to open it. Whatever Ygreen wanted them to do, it would fall to him to carry it out. He had more technical know-how, and Vita was much better at holding a blaster and covering him. He didn’t let doubts creep in. His denya needed him to do this, and do it he would. 

He read over everything Ygreen had given them and studied the parts. It didn’t look too complicated, but he wouldn’t know for sure until they got inside. He was more concerned about the seven minutes they’d need to find to let the program do its work. Ygreen’s instructions assured him that as long as he managed to keep the device connected as the diagram showed for the entire seven minutes, Roski would be destroyed. The tech team wouldn’t be able to counteract something physically plugged in without manually removing it. And Brax and Vita would make sure that didn’t happen.

A sense of calm suffused him. They’d made their plan. They were taking this chance. And there was nothing they could do but move forward.

They went back to the vehicle they’d rented and Vita sat in the driver’s seat. “Roski’s hub is two blocks over. I say we take a walk around the block and scout the place out. There’s little chance Roski’s actually here, and we need an idea of what we’re up against.”

A reckless part of Brax wanted to say they should just start their attack, but he wasn’t interested in a suicide mission. “Will anyone recognize you?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I doubt it. I’ve been here a few times, but I was usually in my full uniform, mask and all. And if they do... well, it’s not like Roski sends out a newsletter announcing who got fired. I doubt news has trickled this way yet. Let’s just see how close we can get. And if things look alright, we do this for real tonight.”

There wasn’t any time to waste. “Let’s do it.”

Brax watched as Vita grabbed a hooded jacket from the trunk and pulled it over her bright red hair, covering up her most eye catching feature. He still recognized her in the curve of her shoulder, the swell of her hip, the way she swayed as she moved, but someone who hadn’t memorized every aspect of her would just see a woman. Brax took a private thrill in knowing she was his.

They didn’t hurry along in their walk. Though the area was mostly clear of pedestrians, they didn’t want to stick out even further. Instead they took a sedate pace, waiting to cross streets when the signals told them to, nodding at the two other people they saw walking from the massive parking structures that housed most of the vehicles for the business park. The place looked just a little bit like Earth and Brax was struck by a pang of homesickness for a place he’d barely lived in. 

He wanted Vita to see it. His family was there. The Detyen race had taken to calling it home, and there were billions of humans all over the place. Maybe Vita wouldn’t want to stay forever, but she needed to visit the place that should have been home. And he would make sure it happened. They were going to get out of this mess. Roski wasn’t going to be a threat any more. And then he was going to take his mate back to Earth and introduce her to his brothers and his brother’s mate. They were going to make it.

“That’s it.” Vita nodded towards a light blue building that looked just like all the other buildings around them. It stretched out to cover the entire block, but it was only two or three stories tall. Still, there could have been hundreds of people inside. “There’s a small shuttle landing zone in the back, though it’s rarely used. Let’s try to get in.”

“Won’t that tip them off?” Brax wasn’t exactly experienced at breaking and entering, but he was pretty sure infiltrating the same building multiple times was asking for trouble.

“There are public areas,” she assured him. “And we have to get a look. Think of it as reconnaissance.”

That didn’t answer his question, but Brax followed after her as she walked up the front path like she belonged there. The front doors slid open as they approached and they entered into a functional lobby full of light and empty of people. Brax would have expected a receptionist or android attendant, but there was just a computer screen sitting on a stand with an office directory.

“Where’s the security?” he asked. He tried to be casual as he looked around and he spotted a camera in one corner, but that was it.

“Further back,” she assured him. “No need to secure a few offices like it’s a freaking military base.” She scanned the directory and clicked on a name Brax didn’t recognize, not that he had reason to recognize any of them. His heart was already pounding and he wanted to go back. He was a normal man, a mechanic from a space station and wannabe woodworker, not a spy or thief. And yet he followed his mate further into the building. He had a bad feeling about this. The longer they stayed around, the more certain it was they would be caught. But Vita didn’t seem to share his concern. Why was she so confident?

“Where are we going?” he asked, his voice a harsh whisper. He could see a few people walking down the long hall, but it was too far to make out features or even species. 

“Empty office,” she said. “Old friend who used to work here.”

“And he’s still in the directory because...?”

“Because people are lazy and we could do with a bit of luck,” she said. “I don’t know why he’s there, but he is and we’re going to be grateful, got it?” And now he heard some of the tension. Of course she was trying to project confidence. It was how she’d made it this far. And she was still getting used to having someone on her side.

So Brax wouldn’t ruin it. “Got it.” But he did breathe a sigh of relief when they ducked into a large office and closed the door. Except when he turned around he saw it wasn’t an office.

“What the fuck?” Vita stole the words from his mouth.

A small human girl was hunched in the corner, her arms and legs tied with rope and her long, dark hair matted. Her face was dirty and tracks of salt ran down her face where her tears had dried. She was all Brax saw until a pained grunt drew his attention to the other corner. And that sight froze the blood in his veins. A Detyen lay tied up and bruised almost beyond recognition, his face swollen so badly that Brax couldn’t tell if he was covered in clan markings or injuries. 

Brax took a step towards the man when the girl let out a meep of distress. “Don’t hurt him!” she whispered, her voice wrecked from crying. “Don’t hurt him. I’ll stop fighting, I promise!”
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IF IT WERE POSSIBLE, Vita would have set the entire place on fire with her mind. There was no reason for a little human girl or an alien man to be chained up here, not unless she’d been more blind than she thought. She tried to take solace in the fact that the office was, at best, a makeshift prison. If there had been cages to throw these two in, whoever had stashed them here would have done it. But her heart was breaking and her hands shook. The girl was older than she had been when her parents had sold her, somewhere between twelve and fifteen, but it was impossible to tell exactly. It didn’t matter. She was a child.

And she changed everything.

“We’re getting them out of here,” she said.

Brax was a step ahead of her, examining the alien with careful prods. And as her eyes adjusted to the dim light of the room, she realized that the alien was the same species as Brax, a Detyen. But unlike Brax his skin looked golden, at least, the skin that wasn’t bruised. What was one of them doing here?

There wasn’t time for questions. They hadn’t been spotted yet, but eventually someone would realize they were inside. And if they still wanted to make a play for the servers, they were running out of time. Someone would notice that, and they’d pay even more attention when they tried to limp out with an injured man and a child. 

The Detyen’s ropes fell away and Vita spotted something she hadn’t seen before coming out of Brax’s hands. “Since when do you have claws?”

Her mate grinned at her, and it made her heart clench despite the terrible circumstances. “I’m full of surprises.” He turned back and then stumbled as the Detyen sat up. “Hold on,” he said gently. “Let’s get a look at you.” Then he said something in a language that her translator couldn’t parse. Detyen, it had to be.

“My wounds are superficial. See to the girl,” the Detyen said. There was something wrong about his voice, like some essential part was missing. He almost sounded like an android. Completely void of emotion.

But that had to be the pain talking.

Still, Vita approached the girl slowly. She knelt in front of her and reached for the knife she kept in her pocket. “Hey, there,” she said as gently as she could. “I’m going to get these ropes off you, but you need to hold still, okay? I don’t want to cut you by accident.”

The girl stared at her with eyes that were a thousand years old. It was a look Vita used to see in her own mirror. It wasn’t the girl’s first time being tied up, and though she hadn’t lost all hope, she wasn’t new to being enslaved. But after a long moment she gave a single nod and held out her hands. Vita cut carefully and took her time, even as she was conscious of the minutes flying by. This kid had been hurt enough and she wasn’t about to compound that. 

“My name is Vita,” she said and nodded across the room. “That’s Brax. We’re going to help you. Do you have a name?” Some slaves didn’t. Masters passed them from place to place and renamed people as they saw fit. When the girl shook her head, Vita’s heart broke a little more.

“It’s Manda,” the Detyen said from across the room. He looked at the girl for a moment, but there was no affection in his eyes, nothing but endless pools of black. “We were both acquired at the Slave Markets. To my knowledge they have shipped the others off. Whoever purchased us has kept us here for three days. They feed us in the mornings and provide water at night. Besides that, no one comes.” He delivered the information in that flat tone and Vita wondered if something was wrong with him. Perhaps he’d been more damaged than he let on, a kick to the head breaking him somehow. 

“What’s your name?” she asked. She freed Manda’s hands and began working on her legs.

“Doryan,” the Detyen replied. 

“You don’t look like the kind of guy that ends up at the Slave Markets.” They didn’t like to sell warriors there, not unless they were thoroughly broken and useful only in blood sport. But despite Doryan’s lack of emotions, she didn’t think he was shattered inside. 

“I was unconscious,” he reported. “I woke shortly after the sale, on the ship that brought us here. And you can see what happened when I attempted to free myself.”

“He protected me,” said Manda. And as Vita got her legs free she kicked out, catching Vita in the chest and sending her sprawling back. Her knife clattered from her hand and skidded away. The girl sprinted over to Doryan and put herself between the warrior and Brax. “Stay back,” she commanded. “I’ll scream.”

That threat was more effective than anything else. They couldn’t afford to get caught.

And it might have sent a jolt of frustration through her, but Vita had to respect the girl’s resourcefulness. “We want to get both of you out of here,” she said. 

Manda glared at her and said nothing. Vita understood the distrust. She’d been there herself once. She forced herself to look away and focused on Doryan. She couldn’t afford to keep looking at the girl. They weren’t the same, no matter how similar their situations.

“Can you walk?” she asked the Detyen. Given the strength of Manda’s kick, she was sure the girl could sprint.

Doryan rolled his neck from side to side and slowly began moving the rest of his body, rolling to his side with a bit back groan as he got to his feet with excruciating slowness. He shifted his weight back and forth before finally answering her. “My range of motion will be limited and I cannot run at my highest capacity, but I can move.”

“Are you a—” she stopped herself from asking if he was a robot or something. It was rude. But people didn’t talk like that. And she couldn’t chalk it up to being a Detyen thing. Brax was Detyen, that guy traveling with Xandr was Detyen, neither of them had been so... stoic.

“Nothing about my current state will prevent our escape,” Doryan assured her. “I am proficient with bladed and projectile weapons, as well as hand to hand combat. I will be an asset.”

“I’ve seen people like you before,” Brax said. He took a step back, closer to Manda, as if he wanted to shield the girl. “The Legion doesn’t talk about you. But you’re one of... them.”

“The Legion?” They didn’t have time to talk, but Vita was intrigued.

“The Detyen Legion,” both Brax and Doryan said at the same time. They shared a look before turning their gazes to her in eerie unison. And then Doryan looked back at Brax.

“You are not with the Legion. You’re no soldier.” From someone else it might have been an accusation, but there wasn’t enough emotion in Doryan’s words for it to be anything other than a fact.

“As fascinating as this all is, we need to move.” A plan was forming in Vita’s mind and there weren’t many other options. The girl was half-feral and would probably run at the first opportunity, especially if Vita gave her a weapon. But Doryan seemed steady enough. Maybe she could trust the girl to stay with him. “We’ve come to take out the data stores of the man who bought you. Will you help us?”

“We’re not just getting out of here?” Manda demanded.

She could save two people, but it would be at the cost of dozens, hundreds, maybe thousands more if they didn’t finish this mission. “In fifteen minutes we’ll be on our way off the planet,” Vita promised. “I’ve got a ship that will hold us all. No one will ever own you again.”

She pulled her spare blaster out of her holster and handed it over to Doryan. “Are you with us?”

The Detyen took the blaster with a nod. “Yes.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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IF BRAX HAD BEEN NERVOUS before, it was nothing compared to the feeling of the four of them stalking through the building on a search for their target. He didn’t trust Doryan, he couldn’t. He’d heard plenty of stories about the soulless, even if he’d thought they were only legends at first, tales of monsters told to scare children. Men and women willing to sacrifice their emotions and their hearts to cling to a few more years and avoid the Denya Price. Deke had brought stories back from his meetings, telling Brax, Shayn, and Naomi that the rumors were true. The Detyen Legion had created soulless warriors in their desperate attempt to hunt down the people who had destroyed Detya. 

And those soulless couldn’t be trusted. Something went wrong with them and sometimes they got violent, brutal. They had to be put down. 

The Legion confirmed nothing, but the whisper network was as loud as a shout among the people who wanted to know, and Deke had been determined to find out everything he could about their people. What Deke knew, Brax knew. And if they weren’t in such dire need of the help, he would have told Vita they should have just left Doryan, or maybe untied him and told him to get on his way. Even if he was a monster he didn’t deserve to be enslaved.

The device Ygreen had given him weighed heavy in his pocket, and he hoped they found the data room soon.

His wish was granted.

The place had been practically barren, with only a few people moving around and none of them paying any attention, but suddenly they turned a corner and were swarmed. Three guards began yelling, pointing blasters and demanding that they get down on their knees and surrender. 

Doryan lifted his weapon and took each of them down with three shots, all to the eyes, leaving blistering holes and corpses behind. Blasters weren’t supposed to be deadly, but a soldier would know how to use them in the most effective way, and a soulless would think nothing of taking three lives in a blink.

But Doryan’s cold efficiency was nothing to Manda’s rage. She pushed past them and stood over one of the fallen guards and pulled her leg back before giving his body a kick hard enough to roll him a few centimeters to the side. She kept kicking and cursing, tears trailing down her eyes until Doryan stepped up and put a hand on her shoulder. He looked over at them, his face still completely blank. “This one was particularly harsh.”

Brax shivered. He didn’t need details to know that horrors had been done to these two, and perhaps he would reserve judgment when Doryan meted out punishment.

“Move,” Vita commanded. “And drag them out of sight. We don’t want to invite company.”

The bodies were heavier than Brax expected, but they got them hidden behind the security desk in a few minutes. Were there more where they came from? Probably. But there was no way to know. If he and Vita had time to scout, maybe they wouldn’t be running blind. But it would come at the sacrifice of Manda and Doryan, and Vita wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she damned two people to slavery when she could have saved them. Not that Brax would feel any better.

The lock on the door wasn’t much of an issue once Vita kicked it in, and then they were in the server room. It should have been more impressive. Brax expected rows and rows of blinking lights and wires, a maze of data springing from box to box. Instead there was a terminal and several long, dark cabinets that must have been where the backups were stored.

Now it was his time to get to work. 

“Cover the door,” he heard Vita tell Doryan, but he was already turning his mind to the task at hand.

He had no special knowledge when it came to computers, but a wire was a wire, and from Ygreen’s instructions, once Brax managed to get physical access to the hard drive, the device would do the rest of the work.

The problem was getting to the hard drive. Roski’s system didn’t have any convenient ports or plugs. It was a standard security feature to try and prevent exactly what he was trying to do. But Brax had tools and steady hands. He removed the cover on the terminal and exposed the wires he’d been expecting. They were all black and ran from unlabeled plug to unlabeled plug. If he didn’t patch into the right one, this whole thing would be useless.

So Brax got to stripping the wires and testing them against the device that Ygreen had given them.

He distantly heard a commotion but pushed it out of his mind. Vita and Doryan would handle it. He was too busy to distrust the warrior for the moment.

Ygreen’s device beeped when it came into contact with one of the wires and Brax let out a breath. One step closer to hacking in.

And this time he did hear the blaster shot.

“Incoming,” Doryan called from the entrance.

Vita’s arm landed on his shoulder and she squeezed. “Get this done, and if we get separated, we meet back at the ship. Got it?”

They hadn’t talked about splitting up, but now there was no time to argue. Brax nodded and didn’t even look to see his denya go. If he lost his concentration for a minute he was going to have to start all over and they didn’t have time for that.

Splicing the wires made him feel like he was back on Honora Station, and he tried to pretend that what he was hearing in the background were just the standard sounds that a person heard on a space station, but it was hard to pretend when blasters made such distinctive noises and burned flesh assaulted his nose.

The light on Ygreen’s device turned blue and that meant he was in.

Seven minutes.

Brax finally took a breath and checked the time on his watch. It had taken more than four minutes to break into the system, and the tech team responsible for monitoring Roski’s data had to be aware that something was wrong. But as long as they didn’t get to the data store, they wouldn’t be able to stop the destruction.

Vita rushed back in to check on him and a bright swath of her red hair had fallen in her face. She swiped it back behind her ear and left a smudge of dirt along her cheek. When she got close, Brax reached up and wiped it away. He wanted to kiss her, but the clock was ticking and he could still hear sounds of a struggle in the distance.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“Six and a half minutes to go.” Every second dragged by and time seemed to slow. 

Vita cursed, but she didn’t tell him to hurry up; there wasn’t anything he could do now but wait.

“Doryan took out two more guards, but backup has to be on the way. And we suspect they’ve locked down the building. Local law enforcement is probably on the way. We won’t be able to go out the front door.” And escape plans hadn’t really been discussed. If they survived today, they were going to have to discuss their heist planning procedures.

“We’ve got six minutes to figure that out,” he said. And this time he did kiss her, sinking all of his emotion into it. He wanted to tell her he loved her, that they had their whole lives to look forward to, but it felt like an admission that they weren’t making it out. And Brax was making it out with his denya at his side. He hadn’t found her only to lose her in a handful of days.

“Vita!” Manda called from the door.

Vita touched her forehead to his and backed away. “Tell me when you’re done.”

Brax watched his mate walk away and then checked his watch again. Still more than five minutes to go.
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IF VITA WERE RELYING on old-fashioned bullets, she would have run out a long time ago. One reason to be thankful for a blaster. But unless she could get the guards in the eyes, they would only be stunned or perhaps knocked unconscious. Blasters were designed to be non-lethal. They still hurt like a motherfucker, though, and she didn’t want to get hit.

Doryan laid down fire like he’d been born with a blaster in his hand. Behind them Manda was rocking back and forth behind the place she’d taken cover. Vita wanted to send her back to Brax, but she was afraid the girl would try to run away. She wasn’t going to tie her up, but it was still a little tempting to think about.

That was in the three seconds she had time to think about anything except returning fire.

But the blaster shots stopped and she let herself breathe for a moment. The place seemed to be spawning guards from every corner, and she wished she had some idea of how many they had to fight. 

They hadn’t bought enough time. She’d set a timer and there were still minutes left. Minutes that felt like hours. She’d known the target Ygreen had given them would be hard to meet, but she hadn’t expected it to be this hard.

If it weren’t for Doryan, they’d probably be dead. She was a good shot, but there was only so much one person could do. And he was like some sort of machine designed to wreak havoc on their enemies. Was he a cyborg? Was that why he seemed so... broken? If they survived she was going to ask.

When.

She couldn’t think in ifs. Ifs got a person killed.

When they survived and were all crammed into her too small ship, then she’d ask.

There.

“How’s your power pack?” she asked. Blasters could fire thousands of shots, usually over the course of hours, before they needed to be recharged, but they could overheat under constant use.

“Within acceptable parameters,” Doryan responded.

Yeah, robot.

“You don’t happen to know an alternative escape route, do you?” He might have been tied up in the middle of the building, but he seemed just the kind of guy who was able to map a place while blindfolded or unconscious. 

“We cannot leave on foot,” he said.

“No shit.” They’d be cut down the second they opened the door.

“We were brought in through the back,” Manda piped up. “There was a long hallway that led us inside. We barely saw the sky.”

“A dock? Directly into the building?” Made sense. No one wanted to give prisoners or slaves an extra chance to escape.

Manda nodded.

“What are the chances there’s a vehicle docked now?” Vita shook her head before anyone could answer. “Too slim to count on.”

“True,” Doryan agreed. “But it is our best hope at escape. There may be more vehicles in the lot out back, and if we distract our pursuers, it will buy us time.”

At the mention of time, Vita’s watch beeped. That was seven minutes. And, as if he’d been summoned, Brax popped his head carefully out the door. “It’s done. Are we running?”

“Not yet.” They needed a distraction. Something big enough that it would make the security forces pause. “Can you make a bomb?”

“A bomb?” Brax’s eyes shot up. “I fix things, not break them.”

“I can,” said Doryan, and somehow Vita wasn’t surprised. 

“Here?” she asked. It would take care of anything that Ygreen’s program had missed, and they couldn’t afford to move around more. 

Doryan glanced at his blaster and seemed to consider something before nodding. “This will do. You three make for the exit. You’ll know when to make your break for it. When you see me, give me the cover I need and I’ll follow.”

Would he? There was something in his expression Vita couldn’t read, something else, other than his complete lack of emotion.

“No!” Manda threw herself at him, her voice pained. “You need to come with us!”

He blinked down at the girl and his eyes didn’t exactly soften, but Vita could almost read him in that moment, could almost believe he wasn’t a weird pseudo-robot. “This is not a suicide mission, little one. I will follow as best I can. But this gives you your best hope for survival.”

“What about you?” She clearly didn’t believe him, and there had to be more to the story. But they really didn’t have time.

“Trust me,” he said.

Manda sucked in a ragged breath. And then she turned to Vita and Brax. “Okay. Let’s go.”

Vita spared Doryan another look and tried to imbue confidence in her posture. It wasn’t simple. One man alone against countless guards didn’t have much of a chance, especially when the blast was going to bring them all coming his way. “We’ll wait as long as we can,” she said.

And he nodded, getting her meaning. They wouldn’t be waiting forever. “Go. I’ll find you.”

They went.

Manda led the way, as she was the only one who could remember the path. For someone who’d been tied up for days at least she had the energy to sprint, and Vita had to tell her to slow down. They had to be able to breathe when they got out. She had to be able to shoot. 

The guards must have been regrouping, or they were all focusing on the data room and Doryan. It was a small blessing, and it only took them two minutes to get to the dock. As expected, it opened up into empty space, but the vehicles in the lot weren’t far. She didn’t dare stick her head out and give away their position, but she looked over their choice and immediately dismissed anything that wouldn’t comfortably fit four people. She had her doubts about Doryan making it back, but she wasn’t giving up on him until she had to.

Then she dismissed anything that looked like it couldn’t take a shot from a blaster. 

That left them with a few options, and she settled on the vehicle closest to them. It was still a dozen or so meters away across open tarmac, and if there were snipers on the roof they were done for. 

She pointed at their target. “When I say, head for there and don’t look back. Then take cover.”

Manda was grimly determined, but Brax looked ready to lose his nerve. He handled this all so well that it was difficult to remember at times that he wasn’t built for this life. He’d led a peaceful existence where he never had to think of blasters and slaves and death. But he’d come here for her. And she was going to make sure he got out of this. She kissed him quick. She hadn’t kissed him enough and they had to survive, if only so she could make up for the loss.

Her ears popped and then the building rocked around them.

“Go!” she yelled.

They went.

And Vita didn’t even feel the shot as the world faded around her and everything went black.
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Chapter Eighteen
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BRAX SKIDDED TO A HALT beside their target vehicle and made space for Manda to do the same. 

Where was Vita?

A blast pounded through his chest, and for a moment he thought he’d been hit, but he was completely shielded. Unless there were shooters on the perimeter of the building. But as he sucked in a ragged breath, the pain dissipated. He clutched at the front of his shirt just to be sure, but everything was fine.

Where was Vita?

He would have stood straight up to look if Manda hadn’t latched onto his arm and kept him down. She looked at him like he was crazy for moving, but Brax didn’t have time to explain. His mate was supposed to be with them and she wasn’t. He took a breath and eased toward the side of the vehicle to get a better look. What he saw made bile rise in his throat, and he wished he’d actually been hit.

Because Vita had.

She lay on the black pavement, her red hair garish in the bright light of Jaaxis’ sun. For a terrible moment he thought she might be d—gone, but he could feel the bond just as strong as ever reaching from his soul to hers. She was hurt, but she was still there with him. He just had to get to her.

He wanted to run, but a glint of light on the roof caught his eye and he forced himself to move carefully. He couldn’t tell for certain if there was someone up high, but he was no use to his denya if he ended up shot too. 

He darted between vehicles, trusting that Manda would stay in place long enough for him to grab Vita before they escaped. He could have used the soulless warrior at a time like this. Then again, there was no telling what Doryan would say they should do. Brax reached the final vehicle in the row and was only a few meters closer to Vita than he had been. But if he didn’t run for her now, she’d be stuck.

He heard a groan and almost laughed with relief as she twitched and then rolled to her side. The shot had taken her down, but she wasn’t out. 

She opened her eyes and looked straight at him. Brax leaned forward, ready to move, but she shook her head slightly.

No? Did she really want him to hold? He tried to convey the question with a look, but she just shook her head again. And then he heard boots tromping out. He had to lean to the side to see the four security guards coming her way. Two carried a stretcher and the other two had wicked looking blasters that looked ready to kill.

He had a screwdriver and the determination to get to his mate.

He’d be dead in seconds if he went to her.

But how could he do anything but try?

Vita closed her eyes and went limp as the guards got close and Brax was ready to move anyway. Before he could stand up, hands clamped on his shoulder and claws nicked at his skin. “Move now and she’s dead,” Doryan said in his infuriatingly calm voice.

“She’s my mate,” Brax shot back.

The Detyen froze behind him and Brax used the opportunity to break free, barely feeling as one of the razor sharp claws slashed his skin. But Doryan recovered quickly and he took Brax out with brutal efficiency. “We have one blaster and a child with us. There’s no hope against them.”

There had to be hope. Vita would rather die than be captured, and Brax knew that every second she spent in there alone would be torture. If he didn’t get to her she’d do everything she could to escape. And if that didn’t work, she’d do anything necessary to make sure she wasn’t sold into slavery a second time. “She’s my mate,” he said again.

“And she surely has weapons on her ship,” Doryan reasoned. “We’ll return,” he promised. “With weapons and a plan.”

Brax wanted to run towards her and fight anyway. He couldn’t bear to let her spend a minute in the company of the monsters who operated this place. But even in his desperation he could see Doryan’s point. “We come right back,” he demanded. “She doesn’t spend one more second than necessary with them.”

Doryan nodded. “You have my word.”

And though it killed Brax little by little to watch his mate be secured to the stretcher, she opened her eyes one last time and looked at him. There was no betrayal in her gaze. She understood why he wasn’t coming for her.

I’ll come back for you. 

There were legends that some mated pairs shared a telepathic bond. Brax suspected that his brother and Naomi might have had something like that. But he and Vita were too new to know what might flourish in their bond. He didn’t think she could hear him, but he hoped to the bottom of his soul that she understood no power in the universe could make him abandon her. And when he turned away to return to Manda he had to reassure himself that this wasn’t abandonment.

They were coming back. Soon.

Doryan had them in the vehicle in moments and commanded them to strap in. Brax felt useless as the warrior tore out of the lot, driving straight at the guards who had regrouped and come for them, ignoring the shots of their blasters as they came within centimeters of flattening them. At the last moment the guards darted out of the way, but the vehicle ran over something and Brax grabbed onto his door as they took a corner quick enough to slam him up against the side of the car.

They were coming back. He kept repeating it as the building grew smaller behind them and unfamiliar buildings passed them by. Doryan didn’t ask for directions as he weaved down streets and through alleys. It must have been close to an hour before he turned to Brax.

“We haven’t been followed, but there’s probably tracking on the car. We need to abandon it. Where’s your ship?”

Brax took a breath. They could do this. 

“I don’t think the dock is far from here.”

They had to get Vita back. Or both he and his mate were dead.
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LONG YEARS IN THE SLAVE pits made Vita an excellent sleep faker and the guards seemed to buy the act. They had her trussed up and chained in the same room they’d been holding Doryan and Manda in a matter of minutes. No one checked to see if she was wounded, so either they didn’t care if she survived, or a doctor was coming later.

She hoped they didn’t care. An examination put her one step closer to the sale block and she’d jump on a sword or shoot herself in the eye with a blaster before she let that happen.

But things weren’t that dire yet. She had to believe that. 

Brax had to be going crazy. She’d seen him ready to charge out to get her and though it had made her heart soar with joy, she couldn’t let him risk himself like that. She’d known the guards would be coming and as much as she loved the man, he wasn’t a fighter.

Oh.

She loved him.

Fuck.

When had that happened?

She tried to think of the exact moment, but it had been happening little by little since the moment she snatched him from Earth. Or maybe from the second Roski had thrown her out and they’d teamed up. 

That changed things. Or it should have. She was still tied up in enemy territory, but now she had to get out of this mess, if only so she could tell her mate how she felt. No sacrifices. Survival.

He was coming, but she had to do her best to get out before it came to that. She hoped Doryan would help, but now that the Detyen was free, he had no obligation to them. And Brax would try his hardest, but she wasn’t sure if he’d ever fired a blaster before. 

A sudden flash of light drew her attention to the wall, and she saw that the screen embedded there had lit up. She hadn’t noticed it before, but before this was a makeshift prison it had been a normal office. Roski’s face flashed on the screen and Vita did her best to keep her expression neutral.

She failed. 

“I should have clamped you in irons and sold you on when I had the chance,” he said with a scowl. “You may not have been born in the pits, but you were always meant for them. This is how you repay me for your freedom? You’re useless. And it is going to be my pleasure to see you suffer when I touch down on Jaaxis.”

She should have been angry. Or hurt. But she wasn’t even frustrated. In fact, she wanted to roll her eyes at Roski’s wailing. Maybe because she’d already gone through all of the emotions that Roski’s betrayal had raised in her. Or maybe because it was so... overwrought. 

“You didn’t sell me because no one would buy a girl who killed her master and his retinue.” It didn’t occur to her until she said it, but it had to be the truth. Maybe Roski had seen a spark in her when they met, but there was also no way he would have been able to profit. Even someone who got off on breaking willful slaves would be reluctant to purchase someone as bloodthirsty as she’d been. 

She didn’t expect Roski to acknowledge it, but he shrugged. “We’ll see how they feel about you now. Control chips have come a long way in the last few years. And they’ll have a cuff or collar on you in no time.”

Her blood chilled. She’d always hated the cuff, but she’d never considered how Roski had access to them. How had she been so blind? And a control chip? A piece of metal embedded in her brain that drained her free will? They were disgusting devices that had a bad habit of frying people’s brains or exploding, but if he managed to get one in her Vita hoped it blew up quickly because she couldn’t let herself become something like that.

She had to stop him before he commanded his people to embed the thing. If he had the ability to do it on Jaaxis, she was screwed.

“It’s going to be tough to sell me when all your data is corrupted,” she said. Maybe he hadn’t figured that part out yet. And she would have liked to be far away from this building when he did, but she had no other card to play at the moment. “Can’t contact your buyers. Can’t access your funds. Can’t do anything but wallow in your broken empire.”

Roski’s eyes narrowed and then darted to the side. He reached forward and must have pressed a button on his side of the call. His screen went silent but she could see him talking, barking out orders to someone on his end. His face darkened with rage, and he looked back at her and screamed in silence.

Then the screen cut out.

So now Roski knew.

Now Roski was pissed. And he wasn’t going to let her live. So she had to get out before anything worse happened.

She struggled against the ropes tying her hands and legs together and winced as it chafed against her skin. It would have been nice if she had the claws that Brax had been hiding, but her hands were just as human as always. She could feel the sheath where she normally kept her knife, but it was empty.

Except she couldn’t remember them checking her for weapons.

Her blaster had been laying at her side when they collected her, but no one had patted her down. Normally that would have meant she had the backup blaster and at least one knife, but the blaster was with Doryan and the knife was gone.

Or was it?

This room was the last place she was sure she’d had it. Was it possible she’d somehow left it after untying Manda? She couldn’t remember sheathing it after Manda had kicked her, but putting her knife away was second nature and there was no reason to remember it. But the knife wasn’t in its sheath, so it had to be somewhere.

Vita rolled over and started looking. The light in the room was dim, but her eyes had adjusted and she could see well enough. She didn’t have much room to maneuver with the way she was secured, but at least they hadn’t chained her to the wall. She had to be thankful for small favors at the moment. 

And when she saw a glint of metal she bit back her yelp of triumph. She didn’t want to accidentally call down the guards and quash her own success.

Scooting across the floor was harder than it looked, and she ended up flopping like a fish to get it done, but finally her hands closed over the hilt and she began to work the blade against the thick ropes that bound her. It took long, way longer than it had taken to cut out Manda or Doryan, but she and Brax had had the advantage of movement. Vita could barely saw and it was only the wicked sharpness of her blade that let her have any success whatsoever. But finally one strand of rope gave and she had room to roll her wrists, even though she couldn’t quite tug them out. A few minutes more had her hands free, and that was followed quickly by her legs.

She jumped up and tried not to wince as her back protested. That blaster shot had hurt. 

She had to ignore it. Her hands and legs were free, but she was still locked in a room with only a small knife to defend herself with. If the guards came, she couldn’t fight more than one, and that was assuming they didn’t just shoot her. 

This wasn’t over yet.
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Chapter Nineteen
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BRAX GRIPPED THE BLASTER in his hands and tried to remember everything Doryan had told him. He could point and shoot, but the soldier had given him pointers to make up for his lack of technique. Under some other circumstances, Brax’s masculinity might have been affronted, but he’d take any help he could if it meant getting his mate back sooner. 

After dropping off Manda at the ship and grabbing weapons, Brax and Doryan had returned to the car he and Vita had been using that morning. It felt like a lifetime ago. They hadn’t moved towards the building yet, and Brax wanted to urge the Detyen on, but he seemed determined to wait.

“Are you hesitating? Or have we been sitting here for the last ten minutes for a reason?” Brax was at his wits’ end and he needed to move. Or shoot. Anything that would bring him closer to having Vita safe and in his arms.

“Listen,” Doryan said and tilted his head toward the building where Vita was being held.

Brax listened. He heard nothing. “What?”

“Engines.” Doryan leaned forward a bit, and a moment later Brax heard it too. A small shuttle broke through the atmosphere and landed behind the building, disappearing from sight. “It’s too small to contain reinforcements,” Doryan assured him.

“It’s Roski.” Brax had no way of knowing it for sure, but if the man had been anywhere near Jaaxis when he and Vita attacked, if he knew that his guards had Vita in their clutches, he’d be there to punish her himself. 

“We don’t know that,” replied Doryan.

“Yeah, we do.” If Doryan truly was soulless, he didn’t have Brax’s instincts. He probably couldn’t remember rage and hate and love and didn’t know what would drive a man like Roski to come back and hurt Vita. He didn’t know what drove Brax to run into danger to save her. Brax turned to fully face Doryan. “I’m not leaving that building without my mate, do you understand that?”

Doryan blinked once. “It may not be possible to retrieve her.” It wasn’t compassion, exactly, but something in his tone softened. He might not have been able to feel, but maybe the memory of emotion still clung to him. 

“We come out together, or we don’t come out at all.”

“And do you expect me to sacrifice myself if this becomes a suicide mission?” From another man it would have been a challenge, but not from one of the soulless.

“Do what you have to do. Now how are we getting inside?”

Doryan’s gaze flitted over the block. “They’ll be expecting our return. All doors will be locked and guards posted. We need an alternate entry point. But electronic security will be a problem. Most likely we’ll be isolated the moment it’s possible, trapped.”

“So let’s cut the power.” Brax might not have been a warrior, but he was a problem solver, and that one was obvious.

“How? A place like this is bound to have backup power. Even if we blacked out the city they would be back up in minutes.” 

Brax tapped his fingers against the barrel of the blaster. “What about an electromagnetic pulse?”

“An EMP?” Doryan nodded. “It could work. But only if they’ve already engaged the backup power. And we have no access to something big enough, nor the knowhow to improvise one.”

And now it was Brax’s turn to shine. “Roski’s ship. Get me onto it, give me ten minutes, and I can take this whole place down.”

“It means our blasters won’t work.” Doryan wasn’t trying to discourage him, Brax was sure, but he didn’t seem to see the positives.

“Neither will theirs. This will work.” Brax could feel it in his bones. “But I need you to get inside and cut the main power. And cause a distraction. Rerouting the system takes a bit of time.”

“Do you need me to get you into his ship?”

“I can do that.” He was going to mention the ships he and his brother had taken joyriding a time or two. Honora Station security hadn’t caught them. No need to admit to anything now. 

“Give me six minutes to get inside and then move for the shuttle. I’ll distract them for as long as I can.” When Brax nodded, Doryan slid out of the vehicle, leaving him alone.

They were the longest six minutes of his life, amazing given he’d just lived the longest two hours of his life. Brax didn’t let anything like doubt creep in. Rewiring machinery was second nature to him. And he’d made EMPs before, though never this quickly. But Vita was counting on him and he had to get her out of there. He could do this.

Once the time was up he shoved the blaster in his pocket and headed around the block to approach the building from behind. He’d changed his clothes and the native Jaaxians were a similar blue to the color of his skin, so he hoped if anyone saw him they wouldn’t realize he didn’t belong. He walked with purpose, and was surprised when he made it past the guard station at the lot without being challenged. No one stood in the guard house and he distantly heard shouting. 

Doryan was doing his bit.

Now Brax ran. He pulled his portable toolkit from another pocket and had the hatch to the ship open in seconds. He breathed a sigh of relief when he realized the vehicle was empty. A shuttle that size could hold a handful of people, but they could only go from ground to orbit, and only fly for a few hours. But he didn’t need it to fly, he just needed it to shoot.

And as he suspected, there was a small laser blaster built in to the ship. It wasn’t meant for defense, but instead to blast obstacles like boulders and space junk out of the ship’s path. And the presence of the blaster made Brax’s job a whole lot easier.

He ripped off the panel covering the blasters and ignored a jagged piece of metal digging into his skin. Soon wires piled up around him and he sank into the work. This was harder than installing Ygreen’s device on the data store, and so much more important. If he failed here, his denya was doomed. So he wouldn’t fail.

But it took more than ten minutes. Eleven and a half, to be exact.

He powered up the ship and held all his hopes close, concentrating on what he had to do, and then he hit the button to shoot the EMP.

***
[image: image]


THE DENYA BOND WAS a living thing. That was the only way Vita could explain why she turned left once she escaped the room that had been holding her. She’d returned the knife to its sheath and started moving. She knew how she’d escaped before, but didn’t know if it was the best way out a second time. And yet, that was where she was heading. The bond pulled her that way and she knew deep inside that Brax was there.

But when she heard boots tromping her way she had to duck inside a tiny closet. She barely fit, but it was enough; the footsteps faded and after a minute she was brave enough to keep moving.

Was Brax really outside? Could she get to him armed only with a knife and determination?

Yes. She had to.

When she turned the next corner she almost jumped out of her skin. But it was no enemy. Doryan stood with a blaster in his hand and nodded as if he’d expected her to come down the hallway. “Come on,” he said.

“How did you get in? How did you find me?” It wasn’t the time, but the questions burst out. 

“The roof, and you found me. Now hurry, your mate is going to get us out. And Roski will be looking for you soon.” He didn’t look at her as he spoke, instead leading them quickly down the hall.

She followed without question, taking the turns he took and stopping when he stopped. And then her mind caught up. “Wait. Roski? He’s here already?” Seeing him on that screen had been enough, she didn’t need an encounter in the flesh.

“That is what your mate thinks. There’s a small shuttle outside.”

Before she could ask more questions, Doryan opened a door with a warning sign on it. There were switches and wires and it looked like touching it would hurt. “What are you doing?” she asked as Doryan raised his blaster.

“Cutting the power.” And he shot. For a moment nothing happened, but then he fired two more blasts and the lights dimmed and electrical smoke tickled her nose.

“They’ll have backup.” And the lights flickered back a second later.

Doryan nodded, and didn’t quite smile, but something in his expression made her think he would have. What had Brax said? He was soulless, he had no emotions. But there was something there.

“Come on,” he said, not explaining.

If they were going to work together beyond today they were going to need to discuss this whole communication thing. But Vita let it drop for now.

They heard more guards, and this time Vita chose the path, and then more guards, another turn down a hallway, and then they were out of places to run.

Roski stood with two guards with huge blasters, and he seemed just as surprised to see her as she was to see him. He recovered quickly. “Shoot them,” he commanded.

Her ears popped and the lights flickered before dying. She heard one of the guards curse as his weapon failed. “What’s going on?” one of them asked.

The other one didn’t wait. He launched straight at them and Vita had her knife in her hand without a thought. The scuffle didn’t last long. Two well placed jabs and the man was on the ground, clutching at a wound as blood pooled under him. She held herself loose, waiting for the second guard to come, but Doryan took care of him.

It was hard to tell in the dim light, but she thought Roski had gone pale. “You should have remembered what I do to my masters,” she sneered. And for a moment she was that scared little girl who’d wrought so much violence that the hallways had run red. She’d barely been human that night, and it had taken long years to become who she was now. But if she had to throw it all away to take her vengeance on Roski, she would. He couldn’t get away with what he’d done.

She stalked towards him, her knife out, such a puny little length, but it looked longer as blood dripped off of it. It would do.

Roski scrambled and reached for his weapon, but it was just as useless as the guards’. Whatever Brax had done had killed the blasters and given her this shot.

And the thought of Brax brought her back to herself, just a bit. Her mate was out there, was waiting for her, had come for her. She was more than just a being of vengeance. And though Roski deserved to pay for everything he’d done, she didn’t need to drag this out.

“I’d give you a chance to defend yourself, but there’s no defense for what you’ve done.”

“I saved you!” he scrambled back, but there was a wall behind him. “You owe me your life.”

“I saved myself,” Vita scowled. “You’re nothing but a fucking slaver. And I’m done with you.”

She didn’t take her time. She didn’t make it hurt. She didn’t even savor watching the light dim in Roski’s eyes.

“It’s done,” she said to Doryan. “Let’s get out of here.”

“There are still at least a dozen guards,” he pointed out.

She wiped her knife on her pants and rolled her neck. “Then we’ll move quickly.”

They did. No sense of triumph went through her at the thought of what she’d done to Roski. She didn’t feel bad about it either. Maybe that made her a bad person, but she’d dwell on that once she was safe and could feel Brax’s arms wrapped around her once more. 

She tried not to remember what had happened the last time she’d run out the loading dock as she and Doryan found the exit. She didn’t see Brax anywhere, but she could feel him. He was close.

“Make for the shuttle,” Doryan said. 

The little green speeder must have been Roski’s, but he had no use for it anymore. She didn’t waste time asking questions, instead making a break for it just as the door behind her burst open.

“Vita. Doryan. Down!” Brax yelled, voice booming out from somewhere.

Vita threw herself down next to the Detyen and felt as the heat of blaster shots fired overhead. She stayed down another few seconds, but she didn’t hear the guards. And a mad scramble to the shuttle showed her why. Brax leaned out the hatch, blaster clutched in his hands, ready to fire if the guards came back for them. 

“I was shielded from the EMP—”

She would have let him explain, but she needed her lips on his. And as she sealed their mouths together she was willing to believe that everything was going to be okay.
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Chapter Twenty
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BRAX LET HIMSELF BREATHE once they breached the orbit of Jaaxis and were safely speeding away from the planet. The quarters were tight with four people on his mate’s tiny ship, and he’d officially moved his things into her quarters to give Manda and Doryan a place to stay. They were forced to share the bunked cots in Brax’s old room, but neither of them were complaining. Manda hadn’t outright said it, but it had been a long time since either of them had been able to sleep in a bed.

“We wouldn’t have gotten out of there without you,” Vita told him, lacing their fingers together as she let the autonav take over. They were holed up in the cockpit, taking some time for themselves now that everyone was settling in. 

At first Brax hadn’t been willing to believe that. Standing next to his bounty hunter mate and the warrior they’d rescued, it was easy to believe that his skills didn’t measure up. He was just a mech from a lousy space station. But Vita didn’t look at him like he was somehow lesser because he didn’t come covered in weapons and military knowledge. “Is that what it’s always like?” He didn’t know what he would do if Vita said yes, if she told him she got captured all the time and had to improvise escapes on the fly. But he’d find a way to live with it. Anything for his mate.

He was relieved when she shook her head. “No, thankfully no. And...” she leaned forward and pressed a few buttons, “I think it might be time for a vacation.”

“Yeah?” He lifted their joined hands and kissed her. “Where were you thinking?”

“Earth? You said you wanted me to meet your family.”

“I thought we didn’t have enough fuel to get there.” He’d offered his credits, but she’d rejected them. His mate had her pride, but she needed to realize that they were in this together now.

“We can make it work, but I’ll need your help.” She bit her lip as she asked. 

“You have it. Always.” If it weren’t for the electronics in front of them he’d have her on the dash and show her just how much he’d give her, but he wasn’t about to risk his handiwork.

Later.

“I love you.” The words rocked him. He hadn’t expected her to say it. It had been a struggle to get her to accept the bond between them, and he’d known she didn’t trust easily. But the words set his heart on fire.

“You’re my denya,” he responded. And then, because she was human and she deserved just as much, he added, “I love you.” The certainty had settled in his soul days ago, but he’d been holding it back, ignoring it as best as he could to keep from scaring her away. 

She grinned. “I’m lovable. Ask anyone.”

He growled as he remembered the way that Addex and Kya had looked at her. “You’re mine.” 

Vita tipped her head back and laughed. “Barbarian.” She tugged him close and kissed him. “And if you haven’t figured it out yet, you’re mine.” She kissed him again and Brax’s cock made him forget that he was supposed to wait. He had his mate in his arms. Why were they waiting?

She surged forward and straddled his hips, and Brax didn’t bite back his groan. She was perfect, sitting on top of him, teasing him as she pressed against him, devouring his mouth. He wanted to claim every centimeter of her, to show her that he knew her unlike anyone ever had or would. They’d been made for each other and they would never again be parted. He sank all of that certainty, all of that emotion into the kiss, sweeping his tongue against hers and reveling in her taste.

Denya.

This was perfection, everything he’d ever wanted and never thought he’d have.

Her palm pressed against his hard cock and Brax thrust up against her, searching for more pressure. He needed all of her, needed to be buried in her tight heat and release himself deep inside her, he needed them to be joined in the most timeless of ways until their two souls were twined together. He’d already claimed her once, but he needed to do it again.

And again and again and again.

The fabric of her shirt ripped as he tried to get it off and he let his claws shoot out to slice it the rest of the way. Vita’s eyes widened and then darkened with desire as she watched him. “Beast,” she teased. And then she pulled his hand up and kissed the top of his claw, careful to avoid the razor sharp tip. “My beast.”

Hers completely. He retracted his claws to prevent any more damage and let his hands roam over her naked chest. She bit back a moan as his fingers pressed against her nipples and Brax took his time, trying to coax the sound out of her. He didn’t care that they weren’t alone on the ship, he wanted to hear the sounds of his mate’s pleasure. 

His lips followed his fingers and he swept his tongue over the stiff peak of her nipple, swiping around, sucking, lapping until she writhed on top of him, her hands gripping him tightly as he showed her all he could do.

And then he did it all again, showing her other breast just as much attention.

“More,” Vita urged him on, thrusting her hips against him. “Need you inside me.”

Still Brax took his time to savor her, letting his fingers drift down her body as he rained kisses across her skin. He shifted off her pants, which took a bit of work given how she was straddling him, but both of them were determined to close the space between them, and soon he’d freed himself from his pants, a sweet torture as he prepared her.

His fingers found her entrance and played in her wet heat, stretching and teasing her until the words coming out of her mouth were no longer in a language either of them recognized, instead a babble of desire and demand. One that Brax was more than happy to fulfill.

If their space hadn’t been limited he would have laid her out and feasted, but when she gripped his shoulders and their eyes met, he saw she was done waiting. “Now,” she demanded.

And Brax obliged. She rose up until he nudged at her opening, and when he breached her, she slid down his shaft, and they moaned together. Her tight heat was paradise and he never wanted to leave, never wanted anything besides this moment where he had his mate in his arms and everything was perfect. There were no enemies, no threats, nothing but pure pleasure between him and his denya.

And then they moved together and somehow perfection got even better.

The pressure on his cock was almost too much. Brax thrust up into her but held tight to his control, unwilling to spill until his mate was rippling around him and crying out.

He reached between them and played with the nub of her pleasure, watching as her eyes went dark and her mouth opened in a silent moan. Watching her was too much. Her face showed every stroke, every bit of need she had for him, and it threatened to push him over the ledge.

Brax buried his face in the curve of her neck, and an ancient urge rose up within him. He wanted to mark Vita as his, wanted the whole world, all the world to know they belonged to one another. It was an old ritual, one that had fallen out of fashion long before the destruction of Detya, and yet tales of it remained popular enough that even Brax knew what it meant.

He held onto his control. He couldn’t bite her without her permission, but his teeth ached with the need and his cock swelled impossibly further.

“Need you,” he said against her skin, his tongue swiping against the long tendon there.

“Anything,” Vita said on a gasp as bliss ripped through her and she convulsed against him, finding her pleasure.

Anything.

Brax bit down, his teeth nipping at her skin just hard enough to draw blood, just hard enough to bruise. The taste of her, the feel of her flesh around him was too much and Brax came, flooding into his mate and claiming her in the most primal way a Detyen could claim another. He felt her deep within his soul, and he knew that this was exactly where he was meant to be.
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VITA ACHED IN ALL THE best places and she reveled in Brax’s scent all around her. She’d made him give her his shirt after they’d made love in the cockpit and she couldn’t help but close her eyes and breathe him in when no one was looking.

Except her mate caught her and his eyes flashed that blinding blue. If Doryan and Manda hadn’t been in the room with them, there was no doubt she and Brax would be on the table, replaying exactly what they’d done an hour ago. 

A brilliant bruise was in the process of forming where he’d bit her, and Vita was still wrapping her mind around that. It was weird, sure, but it was Brax, and she was ready to go along with anything so long as she got to keep him. Doryan had given them a strange look when he spotted the bruise, but he hadn’t said anything, and Vita knew she’d ask Brax more later. But that was for later.

Now it was time to figure out what to do with Doryan and Manda. 

All four of them sat at the table in the galley and they were silent for a long time. Vita realized it was up to her to get this thing started. “Brax and I are heading to Earth. He has family there. We haven’t really figured out what happens after that. You’re welcome to come with us. But we will be stopping soon to fuel up for the rest of the journey. If you’d like off the ship, we understand. I can’t give you more than the spare clothes you’ve found and the names of some reputable crews that might be looking for workers. It’s up to you.”

She still didn’t know much about where the two had come from. Manda looked human, but humans were spread all over the universe. And Doryan hadn’t shared much about his capture either. They didn’t owe it to her, but she was curious.

“Earth?” Manda asked, her voice almost a squeak. “Earth?”

“Yes,” said Brax. “My family has a small place there. We just arrived before I...” he cut a glance at Vita and chose his word carefully, “left.”

Vita had to bite back a smile. It wasn’t funny. She shouldn’t be amused. What she’d done to him had been terrible. But he was hers now and neither of them had regrets. “Is that where you’re from?” Vita asked gently. “Is...” she stopped herself from asking if someone was looking for Manda. After all, Vita’s own parents had sold her into slavery, it could easily be the same for the girl.

Manda nodded, but she cut a glance to Doryan before talking. The Detyen nodded. “I was walking to school. Seventh grade. These guys drove up and started asking for directions. And then one of them got out of the car. I tried to run, but something happened and the next thing I knew I was tied up in a dark room and,” she shook her head and shrunk in on herself. “It was bad. It’s been years. I think. It’s hard to keep time.”

“Do you want to go home?” Vita asked. Some people wouldn’t have given the girl a choice, but she’d lived through horrors. She could make this decision for herself.

Manda nodded furiously. “I miss my mom.”

“We’ll do our best to find her,” said Brax. “You’re safe with us until then. I promise.”

“What about Doryan?” she asked.

The stoic Detyen leveled his gaze at Vita. “I’ll stay with the girl.”

“The Detyen Legion has settled on Earth,” Brax told him. “You’ll be able to find your people as well.”

Doryan’s expression didn’t change. “I’ll stay with the girl.”

And it looked like they weren’t getting his story anytime soon.

Vita wasn’t going to push. The soldier would share when he was ready, if he ever was. “Earth it is.”

She met Brax’s eyes and he smiled. “You’re going to love it.”
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Chapter Twenty-One
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A FIST POUNDING ON the door jolted Vita out of her sleep, and she jerked in Brax’s arms. The air around them still held the faint smell of their lovemaking from the previous night, but on top of that was the smell of wood and fresh air that permeated everything on the planet. She hadn’t spent long on the planet before abducting her mate, and she hadn’t really had a chance to appreciate the place. It was so green and bright, vibrant and alive, and she wasn’t sure if she wanted to leave.

But they hadn’t gotten that far yet. All she knew was bounty hunting, bouncing from planet to planet and searching out scumbags who owed the wrong people. Or, well, she hoped that’s what she’d been doing. She wanted to believe that Roski hadn’t completely lied to her about everything, but with him dead and his data destroyed, there was no way to know. 

She pushed it out of her mind. Maybe he’d used her. He’d definitely lied. But she could get past that. It was time to start this new portion of her life, and she wasn’t going to get hung up on mysteries that would never be solved.

“Go away,” Brax muttered into his pillow. “We’re sleeping.”

She could hear the snort come through the door. “Not likely, brother. Wake up!” He gave a final knock and then there was silence.

“He does understand we have to sleep sometime, right?” They’d arrived on Earth the day before after a bumpy ride back to the planet. Shayn, Naomi, and Deke had welcomed them all with open arms and made room for them in the house. There hadn’t been enough time to hunt down Manda’s family, and Doryan hadn’t shared anything more about his past, but she had hope that they’d know more in the coming days. 

Brax blinked his eyes open and turned to her. The heat she saw in his gaze took her breath away and blazed a path straight to her core. She’d never felt this depth of need before Brax and she didn’t know if anything would make it go away. She didn’t think she wanted it to, not when he made her feel like a goddess with a single glance. 

“We’re not sleeping now,” he said, his voice going husky.

She didn’t know what Deke wanted and she didn’t care. Brax’s family could wait while she showed her mate just where he belonged.

She sealed her mouth against his and swiped against his tongue, luxuriating in the alien texture. She and Brax hadn’t been together for long, but she’d already managed to memorize the feel of him and knew that no one could ever measure up. She’d thought she’d known pleasure, but Brax’s kiss was more satisfying than anything she’d experienced before. She could have laid there all day making out with him, pressing up against him and enjoying the heat of his body.

But the rest of her wanted more. Vita let her legs fall open and hitched one over his hip, holding him close to her, but not close enough. She needed them joined on the most fundamental level, and once he was inside her, she knew she’d never want to let him go. 

Distantly she heard footsteps pounding outside their door, and she knew they didn’t have much time before someone came looking for them again. But it was her need for her mate and not any fear of discovery that made her rush. She guided him to her entrance and groaned as he pushed inside, loving the feel of him filling her up. She might have been intimidated by the size of his cock at first, though she would have never admitted it, but now it was a perfect fit, filling every part of her and claiming her as his.

Her throat throbbed along with the rest of her, right where he’d buried his teeth into her that night on her ship. The bruise had faded, but she could still feel it when they were joined together. Vita arched her neck, inviting his lips, silently begging for another bite.

The sound Brax let out was primal, animalistic, and it made her shudder with need. She felt the tips of his claws resting gently against her skin, as if he was no longer able to control the darker, more violent aspects of himself while they rutted.

Except he remained in control. She didn’t fear his claws or his sharp teeth. She knew he’d only ever mark her, never hurt her. And she wanted all he had to give.

She leaned into him and moaned as his teeth nipped against her, raising another bruise, another claiming mark. And then he was thrusting into her and she met his every move, rocking with him and urging him on, calling out his name, declaring her love, begging him to go harder, faster, more.

Now.

She shuddered against him and pressed her face against his neck to keep her cries of pleasure from waking the house. And this time it was her teeth that teased his skin, bruising and marking him and claiming him as hers.

And as Brax unleashed himself inside of her he clamped his arm against her to keep her head in place, to keep her working his skin.

And when they were done they collapsed back on the bed, sated. “We don’t have to get up, do we?” she asked.

A minute later there was another loud knock at the door. “The only thing keeping me from busting in there is that I don’t want to see your ugly ass naked. Breakfast is ready. We want to meet your mate.”

“Isn’t he your twin?” Vita asked.

They heard Deke walk away again. “Yes, why?” Brax brushed his lips against her messy hair.

“Wouldn’t his ugly ass look the same as your ugly ass? Not that it’s ugly. I quite like it.” To show her appreciation she reached down and ran her fingers over the tight curves of his ass and watched as he shivered.

His eyes shifted to that electrifying blue, and Vita knew they were going to miss breakfast.
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KNOWING SMILES GREETED them as they made their way downstairs. Brax couldn’t be bothered. After round two, he and his denya had taken their time in the shower, and it appeared that everyone was done with their meals. He ignored his brothers and Naomi and led Vita to the kitchen, where they scrounged up leftovers and ate side by side. His mate didn’t seem bothered by the silent ribbing and it made him hopeful that she would fit in among his people. 

“Do they know how I found you?” she asked as she finished up her plate and put it aside. 

Brax glanced into the other room, but no one seemed to be straining to overhear their conversation. “Not all of the particulars.” He’d forgiven his mate. He couldn’t do anything but; besides, once the initial misunderstanding had cleared up, she’d done her best to fix the situation. “But there’s no need to hide it. They’ll love you because I love you.” He curled his hand over her cheek and kissed her.

“Now I have to deal with both of you?” Deke burst into the room and leaned against the wall, arms crossed. His expression was torn between a scowl and a smile.

Just for that, Brax kissed his denya again. She rolled her eyes at him when he pulled back, knowing exactly what he’d been doing. He was about to say that his brother would understand someday when the words died on his tongue. He’d shared most of his life with Deke, and he could tell when his twin was hiding his pain. And right now Deke was hiding it like never before.

Of course it hurt to see him and Shayn with their mates. Deke still had years yet before he might have to pay the Denya Price, but there was no guarantee he’d find someone of his own. And Brax didn’t know how to help.

It dawned on him why Deke had been throwing himself into every social gathering the planet had to offer, meeting with Detyens every time the opportunity arose and getting settled on the planet as best he could. He wanted to find his mate, and the chances of her snatching him from the streets and absconding with him were slim to none. 

“Don’t think so hard, brother,” Deke said, and that hint of sadness was gone. “I’m hardly dead yet.”

Brax had no way to respond to that. 

Vita saved him. She nodded at Deke. “He’s had a rough few weeks. Give him time to adjust back to your teasing.”

“Rough?” Deke laughed. “Brax made it sound like he was on vacation. And from the sounds of it, you two have barely managed to crawl out of bed to socialize for the last week.”

So they’d talked to Doryan and Manda. Brax wouldn’t say that they’d been that bad, but it was true that they’d taken advantage of the fact that their lives were no longer in danger. Vita opened her mouth and Brax knew she was about to tell the whole story, so he put a hand on her arm to stop her. He didn’t want his family to worry. Bits and pieces might come out over the next days, but if he could protect them, he would. “She’s my mate,” Brax said. “Of course I need to claim her.”

Deke made a sound of disgust, but it was all in good fun. “I guess Neera will be disappointed.”

“Neera?” Vita turned to him, her eyebrows raised sky high. “Are you breaking hearts wherever you turn?”

It took Brax a moment to place the name. And when he did it felt so long ago that he couldn’t believe it had been less than a month. “She offered me woodworking classes because I helped her fix her computer.” He shot a questioning look at his brother. “How do you know her?”

“She saw me walking down the street and chased me down. When it became clear I wasn’t you, she asked me to remind you about her class.” Deke shrugged. “I assumed you’d made a friend. But that was before you’d contacted us and I almost forgot.”

“When does the class start?” Vita asked.

“She said there was a new one at the beginning of every month.” He’d let it all fall to the back of his mind given the excitement of the last weeks. Staying on Vita’s ship, helping his mate, had helped him rediscover his love of mechanical work, but there was still a yearning within him to create the art he’d been struggling to make with scavenged parts. “But we don’t know how long we’re staying on the planet, and if we need to leave again...”

“Take the class,” Vita commanded. “We have our whole lives to figure out what comes next. And neither of us is going to hold the other back. Got it?”

“I think I like your mate,” Deke said.

Brax laughed. “Find your own.” He wrapped his arms around Vita and held her close. He had his mate in his arms and everything he’d ever wanted. “Being abducted was the best thing to ever happen to me,” he told his mate.

“Wait? What?”

But Brax ignored his brother and kissed Vita again. They’d tell the story later.

Much later.

And from the way Vita kissed him back, he knew she agreed.
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Get caught up with your favorite aliens by reading the Mated to the Alien series. Each book is available at your favorite retailer and you can follow along as this doomed race finds out that all hope might not be lost.
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Keep up to date with what’s coming soon, get access to exclusive giveaways, and hang out with me online in my Facebook group. Kate Rudolph’s Detyen Dreamers is where Kate Rudolph fans can hang out and talk about the latest in alien romance. 
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If you’d like to read chapters from my books months before they reach the bookstores and get early copies of my books, please follow me on Patreon.

Patrons will also get an exclusive bonus scene from Braxtyn. It won’t be released anywhere else!
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Keep reading for a sneak peek at Soulless.
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A SHOCK OF SOMETHING ripped through Raze in that moment when their eyes locked. He faltered and pain scored his chest as if claws raked him from shoulder to hip. In a blink it was gone as the pirate woman flung grit at him with astonishing accuracy and was off running like an Oscavian hound was on her heels. He stumbled for a moment, heart pounding so hard it threatened to beat out of his chest.

He clenched his fists and for one crazy second his claws threatened to slide out of his hands as something they couldn’t define washed over him.

Find her, that foreign urge demanded. Protect her. Claim her.

He could almost feel it, could almost recognize what it was, but his mind rejected the impossibility even before his feet moved and the chase was on. He didn’t pull out his blaster. Though the pirate had quickly recovered from the stun, far more quickly than he’d thought possible, two shots in such a short amount of time might do permanent harm to her. Why he cared about that, he wasn’t sure, but his gun remained in its holster all the same.

She glanced back and that was her undoing. He had height on her, and endurance. He could run for days and not give in to exhaustion or pain. No pirate training was a match for a Detyen warrior.

Though he wondered why she hadn’t cried out, hadn’t tried to raise an alarm. Surely she must have some allies in the nearby settlement. They were probably too far away to be heard, but didn’t creatures such as she rely on hope like that for survival? Or were her enemies too numerous that she doubted help would come?

He closed the distance between them in easy strides until he could almost reach her with a swipe of his arm. Just as he launched the final step, she dropped and rolled to the side, her hand coming up with a small knife he must have missed on her person.

“Fucking pirate scum,” she spat as she rolled to her feet, knife held confidently in her hand and absolute disgust written across her features.

Pirate scum? “You’re the pirate,” he replied without thought, keeping his distance. His claws should be out now, with her on her back at his mercy, her cheeks flushed and breath coming in hard as she panted under him. What that stirred froze him in place, his body rocking with sensation he hadn’t known in years, sensation he could barely remember.

The distraction cost him and she took advantage, swiping in with the knife in a move that showed practice and training to rival his own. His instincts took over and he rolled with her, taking her arm and flipping her as she cut a ragged wound across his shoulder. The hot flash of pain brought his focus back and they rolled together, neither able to take a position of advantage on the ground.

The woman—not a pirate?—sprang back up and jumped on the balls of her feet, those cheeks flushed like he’d imagined and her eyes glinting bright in the moonlight. “Of course a giant like you isn’t going to make it easy for me. What are you, anyway?” The run and the fight hadn’t winded her and as his subdermal translator worked, he realized she wasn’t speaking IC, interstellar common. His translator identified her language of origin as English, an Earth language. Strange.

Remaining silent would frustrate her, but Raze couldn’t stop himself from answering. “Detyen.” He should have kept it hidden in case she escaped and reported back, but he found himself wanting to talk to her, and he hadn’t wanted anything in so long that he couldn’t deny this one simple thing.

She blew at an errant strand of hair, ruby red in the moonlight, as her eyes narrowed. Her eyes flicked down to his hip, where his blaster remained holstered. The distance between them wasn’t long, both of them standing just out of reach of one another, but it might as well have been a deep chasm. 

“Why aren’t you shooting me?”

“I don’t—” he couldn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t know how to finish the sentence. In the last ten minutes, he’d been more alive than he’d been in two years and his control was shot. If Toran or Kayde saw him, they’d order him put down in a second, and he’d deserve it. He wasn’t thinking clearly, wasn’t operating at acceptable capacity. He wanted to... he wanted and for a soulless Detyen, there could be nothing worse.

That narrowed gaze of hers relaxed a fraction and she took a step back, her knife still out, but the hold not quite as threatening as it had been only a moment ago.

They stared at one another, neither sure of what action to take. No, Raze knew what he should do, what he must do. Anything that would give him the information he needed about his men so that he could retrieve them and complete the mission, find the data they’d been assigned to retrieve and return home to his bleak existence, where nothing awaited him except years more of gray emptiness until he came to his natural end by his own hand or that of his fellow soldiers.

And that should bring up no reaction in him except acceptance. He’d chosen the path when he let his soul be ripped apart in the name of the survival of his people.

But in this endless moment between him and this strange woman, he wished that he’d taken another path, one he’d never realized was there in the first place.

The woman broke him out of his daze. “You’re not a pirate, are you?”

Before he could answer, he caught a hint of movement and light out of the corner of his eye. He moved without thought, launching himself at the woman and tackling her to the ground, his hand clasping her wrist and keeping the knife away from anything important. For a moment, their hands met, skin to skin, and agony ripped through his body and he held it close with a silent scream.

Read Soulless Now
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