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 Chapter One 
 
    Penny’s head ached. She’d known that the pain was coming for the last hour or so and the little squiggly lines making themselves known to her vision told her that it was going to suck. A lot. Since Father believed that any malady he couldn’t see didn’t require medication, her only solace was darkness and silence. If only she could make the rest of the settlement understand her need. 
 
    She was still a mile from home, halfway between her house and the closest outpost to the center of Highland Settlement, the human only village that had sprouted up half a century ago. Though “human only” was not the correct term. There were plenty of livestock, pets, insects, and various wild animals. The only thing they didn’t allow inside Highland Settlement was space aliens.  
 
    And she knew why. The attack at Bristol, the invasion of Goa, and what had simply been explained to her as the incident. 
 
    The universe had become a lot smaller and the planet a lot bigger in the hundred years since first contact. And if Penny’s father was to be believed, nothing good had come of the meeting. A few of the settlers had been caught in skirmishes on the edge of their territory, and another two had even fought in the far off galactic wars that were always raging. 
 
    And all of them agreed. Loyalty to humans was the most important thing. No alien was worth a human life. 
 
    Despite the harsh stance the settlement took, other information filtered its way to her. There was that cure for a disease that had been ravaging young children in Kansas, and the bridge collapse that had been halted by a tractor beam from a visiting alien’s speeder. Those two incidents had to be two of many. So Penny thought that the aliens couldn’t be all bad. 
 
    Though she wasn’t stupid enough to say something like that out loud, not when all words eventually made it back to her father. 
 
    Headlights flashed as an old truck bumbled down the road towards her. The engine was loud enough to wake the dead. It was over fifty years old and still ran on the first generation of non-combustion technology. Penny stepped further into the grass path to keep out of the gravel and her hair whirled about her face as the truck sped by. Whoever was driving couldn’t have seen her. As Kurt’s daughter, she knew that the driver would have stopped to offer her a ride in the hopes that she’d put in a good word with her dad. 
 
    Or maybe the driver knew exactly who she was and that she’d never handed out favors like that. She wasn’t a princess who could bend the king’s ear. She was just the boss’s oldest kid.  
 
    Penny put a hand up to her forehead and squeezed her eyes shut, trying to get any relief from the building pressure. Just one more mile, she told herself. One more mile until blessed peace and quiet. 
 
    Penny and her sisters officially lived with their father in the Residence at the center of Highland Settlement. But as both the leader’s official house and the hub of all activity for the town, it could get noisy and crowded and all together unpleasant. At twenty-four, Penny was more than old enough to take a small cabin for herself. Her sisters were still young, but as long as she kept them under her own roof and they stayed in line, her father didn’t care that they didn’t live with him. 
 
    So Penny had taken an out of the way cabin and set up rooms there. She kept food, clothes, and a heater and stayed over a few nights of every week. Usually when one of her sisters was ready to blow up and cause trouble.  
 
    Tonight she needed the cabin for herself. She needed dark and quiet and a place to rest until her headache dissolved into something that wasn’t about to split her head open. 
 
    She turned off the main road down a path that looked like it couldn’t accommodate a vehicle larger than a speeder bike. That was an illusion. The trees weren’t very dense and even a large truck could barrel through if it was determined enough. But only the most determined would even try. The path led to a few houses and terminated at the gorge over the river. Unless you lived down the road, there was no reason to travel it. 
 
    At dusk the forest was normally alive with the sounds of birds and bugs and all manner of life that lived around here. But on this night it was eerily quiet. Penny had made it halfway from the main road to her house before she even realized the oddity. 
 
    Penny stopped walking and looked around. Small lights were built into the side of the road to give her enough light to see by, even as dusk encroached. They’d been developed to have a minimal impact on the wildlife around them and only triggered when someone with a small remote, like the one attached to her keychain, walked or drove through the area.  
 
    She stood still, head pounding, and listened as hard as she could for any sign that she wasn’t alone. The trees rustled with the gentle breeze, but other than that, it was silent. 
 
    Penny blew out a breath and muttered, “Whatever.” Maybe the truck she’d seen had been too loud when it passed here. She didn’t care. She just wanted to sleep. 
 
    A few minutes later, she turned onto the small gravel driveway that led up to the cottage she and her sisters sometimes called home. It had three bedrooms, two main stories, and a basement. The kitchen had seen better days, but they had an old food processor and a cold box. The heater wasn’t strong enough to warm all the rooms, so in the winter they huddled together in the living room for warmth and slept on the softly carpeted ground. 
 
    But it wasn’t winter yet, and Penny didn’t need the heat. She unlocked the front door and closed it behind her, engaging the security system. As she set her cloak on a hook she realized that the system should have been engaged, but dismissed the thought. Perhaps one of her sisters was visiting and forgot to turn it on. She’d remind them both tomorrow. 
 
    It wasn’t the threat of space aliens that concerned Penny. No, Highland Settlement was made up of seventy percent men, and though most of them respected her father well enough to keep their hands off, she didn’t like the way a few eyed her or, even worse, her sisters. Nicole and Resa were still kids. Penny would shoot anyone who tried to lay a hand on them, and she wouldn’t be kind enough to use one of the ubiquitous non-lethal blasters. 
 
    She turned the lights on as she walked into the kitchen and spotted a canvas bag on the table, a handful of books spilling out of it. They were weatherworn and the images on the front cover were almost completely faded. But this was Nicole’s school bag. The Highland Settlement school had long decided to prioritize physical educational material over digital. Even so, Nicole was only one of a handful of students who could afford to use printed books for all of her classes. 
 
    If Nicole had made her way here, Resa wouldn’t be far behind. Neither of them stayed back at the Residence alone. Penny opened the cold box and saw they had plenty of food to get them through the night. Instead of going off to find her sisters, she set her bag down in the kitchen and climbed the stairs up to her room. If they needed her, they’d find her. But right now she needed sleep and to pray this headache went away. 
 
    *** 
 
    A clatter woke her from a dream of fire and blood. She felt a burr buried deep in her hand, but when she squeezed it into a fist, there was nothing there. Penny sucked in a ragged breath and sat up, shaking her arm to wake it up. The clock told her it was just after midnight and thankfully her head no longer pounded. 
 
    The door downstairs clanged shut and the sound propelled Penny out of bed. It was too late for the girls to be out, and if it wasn’t her sisters making noise, she needed to be doubly worried. She grabbed her blaster from where she kept it stored in the locked drawer beside her bed. Boots slipped easily over the soft fabric of her pajamas and a thick sweater finished the ensemble. She didn’t look intimidating, but once Nicole or Resa got a look at her face, they’d be cowed.  
 
    Big sister powers came in handy. 
 
    Penny moved swiftly and silently down the stairs, careful to step over the fourth step down so she didn’t make the old wood groan. She paused on the ground floor and listened. But after a second, it was obvious that she was alone in the cabin. She grabbed a flashlight attachment and affixed it to the blaster. There was no reason for both of her hands to be full if this wasn’t her sisters getting into trouble.  
 
    Cicadas buzzed all around, the night louder now than it had been at dusk. But the hair on the back of Penny’s neck stood on edge and she just knew that something was wrong. She took off in the direction of the gorge. The main road was well patrolled at night and no one would have come up that way. If anyone wanted to cause mischief, they’d need to be sneaky. The only thing out this way was an old shed on the edge of the property that she’d claimed. It looked abandoned, but Penny stored an old speeder bike and some other things in there. 
 
    At this late hour there was no one outside. Penny quickly abandoned thoughts of stealth and took off at a run towards the shed. She thought she saw a flickering light in one of the windows and suspected that her sisters were doing things that they shouldn’t be. Resa was only twelve, but Nicole had long ago learned how to rebel and Resa was an eager pupil. They’d probably purloined some weed or cigarettes from one of the other settlers in the compound. 
 
    Penny wasn’t their warden but she considered it her duty to catch them when they broke the rules. Not to turn them in, or to punish them that much, but to teach them how to disobey better. Kurt had a temper and with the wrong word it could fall on his daughters. 
 
    As she got closer to the shed, she was sure that she saw a light from inside. Penny stuck her blaster into the pocket of her sweater and pushed the door open, expecting to see Nicole and Resa. They’d lit an old gas lantern and left it sitting on the floor where one careless kick could set the wooden structure ablaze. 
 
    Resa jumped out from behind the door holding a thick plank of wood and screaming as she swung it wildly. Penny dodged and lifted up both of her hands, trying to stay out of the danger zone. “What the hell?” she demanded. “Resa, it’s me. Calm down. Put that down before you hurt yourself.” 
 
    The plank clattered to the ground and Resa looked up, eyes wide and panicked. She was in that awkward stage between kid and teenager. She’d taken to wearing makeup recently and mascara ran down her cheeks as if she’d been crying. But her dark hair was wet too and there were still splotches of water on her dark clothes. It hadn’t rained in a week, so Resa should have been dry as a bone. 
 
    “You didn’t go swimming in the river, did you?” Smoking was one thing, but swimming in the river at night was suicide. If the current didn’t get you, the falls would. 
 
    “It’s not that! I’m not dumb.” Her teeth practically chattered and the room was chilly. The shed had no insulation and it was cold, especially for a girl barely hitting five feet and only slightly drier than soaking wet. 
 
    “If you weren’t in the river, how did you get wet?” Penny asked, calling on a well of patience that she hadn’t gotten from either of her parents. 
 
    Resa bit her lip and looked down, tracing her foot in the dust on the ground. “I wasn’t swimming.” 
 
    “I’ll lock you in your room for the next month if you tell me you were in the river.” How could her sister be so stupid? Sure, she was a kid, but she was normally smarter than this. 
 
    A high-pitched yelp followed by a low groan came from beyond the door to the back of the shed. Penny’s head whipped around, looking for the source of the noise. Resa kicked the chair in front of her and knocked over an old box of tools that had been sitting on it, trying to draw Penny’s attention back to herself. 
 
    “What was that?” Penny asked, stepping closer to the door. The shed was split into two parts, the small anteroom where she and Resa now stood, and the larger chamber that housed the bike and could fit bigger vehicles. “Is Nicole making you stand lookout?” she asked. She took another step towards the door. 
 
    “No, don’t!” Resa lunged forward and grabbed her arm, trying to pull her back. “You can’t, she’ll kill me.” 
 
    “I’m bigger, I’ll kill her first,” Penny promised, yanking her arm away.  
 
    “It’s—it’s not—I—” Resa stuttered and dogged Penny’s steps, trying to keep hold. But a twelve year old was no match for a woman twice her age.  
 
    Still, Penny could remember being sixteen. She looked back at Resa. “Who’s in there with her?” As long as Nicole was with one of the kids from her class and not one of the adults, Penny might be able to let this go. And if it was one of the adults back there, Nicole wasn’t the one who’d be in deep shit.  
 
    Though Penny was ready to show mercy, Resa somehow became more bashful. “It’s… well… I don’t know his name.” Resa was lying. She knew something and she didn’t want Penny to know. 
 
    Too bad. 
 
    Penny jerked back around and grabbed the door. Unfortunately for Nicole, it didn’t lock. Penny was already flinching, prepared to see her younger sister in a state of undress with one of the boys or girls from the Settlement. So what she saw instead took several moments for her to process, and when she did, her stomach dropped and her eyes widened as shock cascaded over her. 
 
    Shit. Shit shit shit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Shit shit shit. 
 
    Pain radiated down Krayter’s spine and he knew without opening his eyes that he wasn’t in his speeder anymore. The last thing he remembered was losing altitude way too fast and crashing down through dense forest and splashing into a small river. The guy at the rental place had told him to be careful and mind the warnings posted on his map. 
 
    Krayter had, perhaps, been a bit more impulsive than advised. 
 
    At least his brother Kayleb was safe back at their quarters in New York City and not… wherever he was. Krayter groaned and opened his eyes. Well, tried to open his eyes. At first he had the disturbing notion that whatever had happened to him had cost him his sight, but the slight tug at something on his face and the brush of his lashes against a piece of cloth told him that he’d been blindfolded. A heaviness across his chest proved to be another binding, he discovered as he tried to sit up. 
 
    Krayter considered himself an adventurous Detyen and this wasn’t the first time he’d been trussed up like a prize. But he normally liked to know the name of his playmate first. 
 
    “What the hell?” a high pitched feminine voice practically shrieked. His translator took a moment and for a second he didn’t understand. She spoke English, not Interstellar Common. Krayter had only been on Earth and in the United States for a few weeks and it was strange that almost no one spoke the language he’d grown up with. 
 
    Krayter opened his mouth and was pleasantly surprised to find that he hadn’t been gagged. But another woman, or girl, judging from her voice, spoke before he could say anything. “You’re not supposed to be here! You were completely passed out! Just pretend you didn’t see this, we’ll take care of it.” 
 
    It. Krayter did not like the sound of that. He started to form an idea of where he’d landed. The guy at the rental place had marked off a section of the map in red and told him to stay far away. They didn’t take kindly to aliens, non-humans, in Highland Settlement.  
 
    Normal people didn’t find an injured man in a downed speeder and tie him up in a cold building on a very hard slab of something. They offered medical aid and contacted the authorities. Unless, of course, the authorities were more likely to murder the victim then render assistance. 
 
    He was in more trouble than he’d thought. 
 
    The older woman, the one who wasn’t supposed to be there, made an angry noise and footsteps crunched over the floor, getting closer to him. “You sit out there,” she commanded, “and don’t leave the building.” 
 
    “But, Pen─” 
 
    “Ah,” she, Pen, cut off the younger one. “Out. There.” He could imagine a slender hand, calloused with hard work, pointing towards a weather worn door. Krayter found that he liked the sound of the older woman’s voice. And if the circumstances were different, he might not have minded being trussed up for her pleasure. 
 
    But as he roused himself closer to consciousness, he was starting to come back to himself. His ankle burned like a pyrnar fire on Jaaxis and his teeth wanted to chatter from the cold. The crash into the river had seen him soaked, and he hadn’t been out of the water long enough to completely dry off. 
 
    One set of footsteps got further away and wood banged against wood as the door shut. Krayter could hear Pen’s labored breathing and he winced as she dragged something heavy across the floor and ended up next to him. He held himself as still as he could, as if he could trigger some sort of invisibility instinct. His claws were retracted deeply into their sheathes on his knuckles and he kept his hands relaxed to make sure they didn’t accidentally spring out.  
 
    No need to give away the secret weapon just yet. 
 
    “Are you injured?” Pen asked. She was closer than the other girl had been and he got the vague sense of her presence directly next to him. His wrists were tied down too and he couldn’t reach up to undo the blindfold and get a look at her. 
 
    How long had he been unconscious? 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. He needed to get untied and then get out of here. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about me,” she responded coolly. “Since I can understand you, I’ll assume you have a proficient translator. By now you must have realized that you’re not in a good situation. At present, I have no reason to kill you. Don’t make me change my mind.” 
 
    “Do you practice that speech?” The words popped out of Krayter’s mouth before he could even think to hold himself in check. He was sure that Kayleb was flinching somewhere back in the city, just knowing that his reckless brother was getting himself into trouble. Again. 
 
    “I don’t need to practice,” she said with complete sincerity. Krayter wondered if humor was a rare trait in humans. His friend Max had it, but so many of the creatures on this planet seemed to take everything so seriously.  
 
    “Do you ever give the speech when your audience isn’t tied up?” He was poking her, trying to rouse whatever beast lived inside. And he knew that he shouldn’t. But there was something in Krayter that wanted to see how far he could take it. At what point would this woman snap and… 
 
    He swallowed hard as his thoughts took a turn he wasn’t expecting. One second he imagined ripping himself free, fighting his way out, and reuniting with his friends and family like nothing had ever happened. And then he imagined this woman, Pen, leaning over him too close, her scent invading his senses as she raked sharp nails down his chest, strong enough to hurt. 
 
    Krayter clamped down on that thought and tossed it out the airlock. A few months in space away from his fun and willing partners on Jaaxis was doing a number on his brain. He wasn’t here to fool around, he reminded himself. As soon as he could disentangle himself from this mess, he had to get back to New York and search in earnest for his mate. And for Kayleb’s. And for every other damn Detyen out there. Earth was their best hope. 
 
    No one else needed to end up like his sister, Karwan. Not after they’d found Lis, Dorsey, Reina, and Max. Humans all and compatible Detyen mates.  
 
    “I’m uninjured,” he said with deliberate calm. “My name is Krayter NaMoren. I ran into difficulty with my speeder and crashed in a body of water. That girl you were talking to earlier must have rescued me.” He spoke quickly, imparting as much information as possible in the hopes of making this woman let him go. Or, at least, take the blindfold off. 
 
    The legs of the stool she was sitting on dragged against the floor and clattered back as she stood. “Your speeder?” she asked, half-panicked. “Where is it? Is it still near the river?” She spoke with the urgency that invited thoughts of pacing and nervous movements, but her feet remained planted on the floor.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” Krayter responded. “I was unconscious. I only just woke up.” 
 
    “Damn it,” she spat. And now her feet did move, stomping in the direction of the door before pausing. “Just… just be calm. We won’t—I’ll be back. I promise.” The door slammed behind her and Krayter was alone once again. 
 
    Wind howled through a broken window somewhere near him and he got the sinking suspicion that things were about to get worse. She’d promised she’d be back, but she hadn’t promised that he wouldn’t be hurt. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    *** 
 
    Penny let the door slam shut behind her and found her two sisters sitting close on an old bench beside the outer door. Nicole had an arm flung around Resa’s shoulders and both of them looked as pathetic as soaking wet puppy dogs. 
 
    At sixteen, Nicole already bore a striking resemblance to their long gone mother and had caught the eye of most of the boys in her school. She had the innocent brown eyes of an angel and gently wavy brown hair falling around a glowing golden face. But inside, Penny knew that she was as much of a devil as any of the White girls. 
 
    The door was thin, so she kept her voice down as she spoke, trying desperately to banish the disturbing thoughts of the teal alien from of her mind. He was trouble, tall and muscular, and as blue as the ocean in the Caribbean. Even when he was tied up, she could read the danger in him clear as day. Dark patches of skin in triangles and squares had peeked out of his ripped collar and she’d had the strongest desire to reach out and trace them. And then taste them. 
 
    Get a fucking grip, she told herself.  
 
    “Did anyone hear or see you when you brought him here?” she asked. Her sisters knew the guard schedules just as well as she did and they knew it was easier to avoid a squad than get caught and answer prying questions. 
 
    Both of her sisters shook their heads, eyes downcast.  
 
    If anger wasn’t steaming off of her in waves, Penny might have actually felt sorry for them. But her stomach was a mass of knots and she felt bile rise in the back of her throat. “Where’s his speeder?” The river was far enough into the territory that guard rotations only passed it every few hours, but her sisters could have found that alien—Krayter, her mind unhelpfully reminded her—any time after dusk. The interloper call hadn’t been sounded, but they were on borrowed time. 
 
    “It washed down the river,” said Resa. She was brave enough to tilt her head up and meet Penny’s eyes, if only for a second. One day she’d be formidable. But tonight she was just a kid. “We barely got him out before it got free of the rocks.” 
 
    They’d been near the rocks at night, saving an alien from his downed vehicle. Penny bit her tongue before she started demanding if either one of them had a death wish. It was obvious they both did and she didn’t have the time or energy to save them from themselves at the moment. 
 
    “Was it whole?” she asked. “Or is one of the patrols going to start finding parts over the next few days?” Because if that happened, the alien in the other room was a dead man. There’d be no way to save him. 
 
    “It was whole, we probably could’ve fixed it up if it wasn’t submerged.” Nicole found her courage to speak. She sat up straighter, but looked at Penny’s nose, not quite able to reach her eyes. “I think he ran into the Field.” 
 
    An invisible force field ran around the perimeter of Highland Settlement. Under normal circumstances, it tagged any vehicle that veered too close to their air space. But if someone unauthorized crossed the boundary, the Field could wreak havoc on electrical systems.  
 
    The rocky portion of the river was several miles from any border. If the alien had managed to pilot himself that far with faulty machinery, he was either an amazing pilot, or he’d been flying an amazing vehicle.  
 
    “At sunrise, the two of you are going to Lookout Point and scanning for alien tech. If Dad…” No, Penny couldn’t think of what her dad would do if he found the speeder. There’d be a Hunt for sure. “Right now, I want you two to go back to the cabin and get cleaned up. Keep the lights off and if anyone comes looking for me, you tell them I’ve got one of my headaches and will call them in the morning. Got it?” 
 
    Both girls nodded, sullen. They knew that they’d done enough damage for the night and weren’t about to start anything else. Penny watched them leave, walking into the woods with one weak flashlight shared between them. Like her, they could make it back to the cabin blindfolded with their hands bound. With all hands free and a source of light, they’d make it home faster than she’d made it to the shed. 
 
    Penny locked the door and looked back towards where the alien guest was tied up.  
 
    Options flashed through her mind, each one worse than the last. His presence in Highland Settlement put them all in danger. If word got out that there was an alien in the territory, anyone suspected of rendering aid would be punished, possibly expelled or executed. The river flowed swift and hard, and it was completely possible that every shred of the alien’s speeder would have disappeared from the territory by morning. 
 
    But it wasn’t likely. 
 
    Rocks bumped along the bottom of the river, sharp enough to tear up large boats and unsuspecting rafts. There would be evidence of the speeder’s presence and from that, evidence of the alien. Every second he breathed, he put her sisters in danger. 
 
    Penny bent down and picked up the plank of wood that Resa had wielded earlier. She held it on both ends and bent inward, testing the strength. It didn’t give.  
 
    She wondered what color the alien bled. Was it red like her? Or something else, something obviously otherworldly? If he was warm blooded, she wouldn’t need to find out. She could just douse him in cold water and leave him, letting nature do the job for her.  
 
    Could she really do it? 
 
    Penny tightened her grip on the wooden plank and took a step towards the door, but only one. Her mind conjured up Resa’s face, full of determination and ready to protect the alien. Her sisters had put so much work into saving him that they’d never forgive her for what she was thinking of doing. 
 
    Eventually, she knew that she’d be able to forgive herself. But that was a small comfort. 
 
    The alien was barely injured, and the girls had been smart enough to blindfold him. 
 
    Penny put down the plank. She couldn’t do this to an unarmed, tied up man. This wouldn’t be a mercy and this time she’d have no excuse to hide behind to help her sleep at night. It would be murder, plain and simple.  
 
    She opened the door and found Krayter laying just where she’d left him. His body looked relaxed, like he’d fallen asleep, but she doubted it. She’d only been gone a matter of minutes. The light was dim, only faint flickers from the gas lamp illuminating the narrow path between the door and the slab of a table that he’d been laid out on. Her sisters had tied him down tight with rope around his torso and his feet. Even more rope bound each of his hands and was anchored to the table legs. She made a mental note to ask where the girls had learned to tie up a man so efficiently. 
 
    And then she turned her eyes to Krayter. Tension hung above him like a coiled snake and she knew not to get to close, lest he strike. For a moment, she could imagine it. The ropes would fall away and then he’d be on her, towering over her and backing her up against the wall, all rage and power and might directed at her until she was breathless and wet with want. 
 
    No. 
 
    No, not going to happen. 
 
    Penny shook her head, trying to dislodge that crazy thought. She was not the girl to fantasize about aliens and what they could do with all of their alien… parts. Sensible down to her toes, that was her. No fantasies about being overpowered and lusted at by— 
 
    No! 
 
    She glared at the still form of the alien. Did he have mind powers? Could he manipulate her? Read this, asshole. She thought straight at him as she imagined climbing on top of him and dragging her imaginary sharp nails down his pecs and over his abs, scoring him. Marking him. She could even imagine his hard— 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    “Are you just going to stare at me?” Krayter asked. “Because it would only be sporting if I could see you as well.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Pen stood still for so long that Krayter began to question whether or not he’d actually heard her open the door. He hated being blindfolded like this. The child who’d affixed the cloth to his head had done well; even as he tried to move his head to shimmy the dark fabric away, it stayed firmly in place. Given enough time, he might get it off, but he wasn’t going to keep trying when he was almost certain that his most powerful captor stood at his feet.  
 
    “I can hear you breathing, Pen,” he taunted. It wasn’t quite true. The shed was too loud with the sounds of the night to hear a single woman breathe. But he sensed her, almost like he could feel the energy that swirled around her. 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” she snapped. 
 
    “It’s what your sister called you,” he countered, making a bet. Human familial relationships weren’t that different from Detyen, and the sibling social dynamic was one that Krayter could never escape. 
 
    Pen finally moved, scraping her feet across the floor, and she settled the fallen stool back into place beside him. “If you value your life, you’ll stop thinking about anyone you’ve met since you crashed.” She spoke with a quiet authority that might have disturbed Krayter in other circumstances. 
 
    He must have hurt his head in the crash because that quiet authority should have disturbed him now in these disturbing circumstances. The fact that he wanted to see her more than he wanted to escape was lodged in his mind, and he was beginning to worry for his sanity, if not his life. 
 
    He was a Detyen, though, so his life wasn’t worth much to begin with. 
 
    “And what if I don’t?” he asked. He turned his head towards her. It felt like the right thing to do. 
 
    “Don’t what?” 
 
    “Value my life?” 
 
    She breathed hard and stared at him with enough intensity for him to feel it. “I guess you don’t, if you were stupid enough to fly here.” 
 
    “‘Human murder cult’ wasn’t listed as a place of interest on the map,” Krayter felt the need to point out. “I came to this planet to change my wicked ways, not feed all my dangerous urges.” 
 
    That seemed to subdue her. For a moment. But then her voice roughened and Krayter knew that one of the hells was opening up and calling to him. 
 
    “Wicked?” The word dragged out of her like she’d wanted to say anything else. Krayter nearly groaned as he imagined just what those lips could look like. What they might feel like.  
 
    “All the mothers hid their daughters when I came to town,” he said. Though it wasn’t quite true. Any Detyen mother would have thrown her daughter in his path. That was the way of things.  
 
    “What about the girls without mothers?” she asked. She sounded a little closer, as if she were leaning into him. Krayter flexed his fingers and felt the edge of soft cloth. He hoped it was her clothes and that he wasn’t surreptitiously fondling an unfortunate bit of chair. 
 
    “They learned why their friends were so mad to be hidden away.” Krayter wasn’t exactly lying, though mothers had only hidden away their adult children from him on one occasion. Still, when a man earned a reputation like that, he was entitled to a bit of a brag. “If your mother was here, and if she’d heard of me, you can bet she’d have you locked up in an attic until I was long gone.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” Her voice turned cold and too late, Krayter realized why she might have spoken about girls with no mothers. “I’m going to lay things out simply,” she said, all business. “You’ve crash landed in one of the worst places a person like you can crash land. If they find your speeder, they’ll kill you. If they find you, they’ll kill you. If anyone hints that you’re here, they’ll find you and they’ll kill you. Now, I don’t have anything against you. And I don’t plan to do as my fellow citizens might. But you’re in the heart of our territory and I can’t risk you escaping until we have a plan.” 
 
    When Krayter got out of this mess, he needed to have a few words with his cousin’s human denya, Lis. When she’d encouraged them to come to Earth, she’d said nothing about murderous bands of humans who’d kill an alien just for existing. “This conversation would be easier if I could see you,” he said. 
 
    “No,” Pen insisted. 
 
    “Why not?” If she planned to let him go, she didn’t need to tie him up like some pirate’s hostage. 
 
    “Because I don’t want you to be able to describe me or this place to anyone who captures you.” Pen was a woman made of cool practicality and if Krayter hadn’t been trussed up in the middle of a murderous tribe of feral humans he would have taken his time to see her thaw. To watch her burn. 
 
    “We both know that it’s a bit late for that,” he replied. “Would you like to hear what I know already?” Krayter waited for her response, but she remained quiet, so he continued. “Three human females, one definitely a child and one significantly older than the other two. All three sisters, or perhaps cousins. The eldest is named Pen.” He angled his body towards her as he spoke. “If I were back in New York City, that might apply to many people. But in your tiny town?” He tried to shrug, but the rope got in the way. “I might die, but I can bring you down with me.” 
 
    “Unwise words from an alien whose life came down to a coin toss,” she said. Krayter noted that she’d called him an alien, not a man like she’d done before. 
 
    When she leaned over him, he braced for the impact of something hard or sharp, but instead felt the soft pads of her fingers brush against his skin over the abrasive rope. Wherever her fingers brushed, he burned and craved more. She laid her hands against the blindfold and Krayter thought she would remove it, but after a moment, she pulled back, and he realized that she’d merely ensured that his bindings were secure. 
 
    “If you make a sound, you’ll die. I’ll see you in the morning.” Her steps faded and the door closed behind her, leaving Krayter alone once more. 
 
    He flicked out his claws. It was time to turn his luck around. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    It was the height of stupidity to leave the alien tied up all alone in the shed without a guard. But Penny didn’t have another choice. She shouldn’t be out here this late and if anyone came to the cabin looking for her, they’d wonder why she’d left her sisters alone. He was tied up well—disturbingly well, considering that one of her sisters had done the work. And she’d put the fear of God into him, her God, if not his own.  
 
    If he was discovered, he did have enough information to damage her reputation, but Penny could still talk her way out of it. I was concerned for my sisters, she’d say. I wasn’t thinking clearly! And they’d believe her because they didn’t know that she could lie. 
 
    She closed the outer door as quietly as she could, both to not alert the alien inside that he was alone and in case there were any guards around. They didn’t normally patrol this patch of the woods, but she wasn’t about to leave that to chance. 
 
    Maybe she should have knocked him out. 
 
    Penny dismissed the thought. Bashing him over the head might render him unconscious, but she could just as easily accidentally kill him. And what if head trauma did nothing to aliens? She didn’t know where he kept his brain. 
 
    She trudged through the grass, the ankles of her pajamas getting wet with dew as mud soaked into her boots. She kept to the edge of the woods rather than walking out to the more defined road. She was less likely to be discovered here. Anxiety tugged at the back of her mind and she looked over her shoulder towards the shed. With the lights off, it was barely more than a collection of shadows. She almost turned back, something inside urging her that she shouldn’t leave the blue alien alone overnight. He might be discovered. 
 
    He might get free. 
 
    Penny stopped in her tracks. No, she decided. He would still be there in a few hours. He didn’t have a knife or anything else that he could use to saw his way out. And, she figured, if he had any special alien powers that would help with escape, he would have used them to subdue her or her sisters and get away earlier. 
 
    It made a sort of sense to a woman desperately hoping for logic to work in her favor. 
 
    She continued back home and didn’t have time to react when one of the settlement patrolmen appeared in front of her like he’d just teleported there. He hadn’t, and Penny knew that she had to start paying more attention or she was going to get caught and strung up for aiding an enemy. 
 
    “What are you doing out here so late, Penny?” Braxton, a citizen roughly her own age, asked. He was tall, with pale skin and floppy blonde hair that would look more at place on a beach than in the middle of a verdant wood. He’d joined the Settlement four years ago and quickly made friends with many of the men.  
 
    Though he was always scrupulously polite, Penny didn’t like the way he looked at her. There was a calculating glint in his eye and every time he tried to get closer to her, she got the sneaking suspicion he was doing it to earn her father’s approval. But it wasn’t like he was the only one, so she didn’t hold that too heavily against him. 
 
    “You’re on patrol?” she asked, a bit obtusely. He lived on the other side of the settlement and was openly carrying a rifle. Of course he was on patrol. 
 
    “There was a blip on one of the sensors. It showed a disturbance by the river a few hours ago. You haven’t seen anything, have you?” He didn’t seem suspicious, but her heart hammered in her chest and she had to fight the urge to look back towards the shed and make sure that nothing seemed out of place. 
 
    What if Krayter decided to yell for help? They were too close. If he was loud enough, they’d hear him.  
 
    Penny quashed that worry down and locked it in a deep, dark hole with all her other monsters. She kept her face pleasant and body loose. Calm, she projected at Braxton. I’m completely calm and normal. “I haven’t been down by the river lately,” she responded casually. “But nothing’s been stranger than anything else tonight.” 
 
    Braxton seemed to accept that. He leaned against one of the towering oaks and relaxed his hold on his weapon, keeping it pointed at the ground. “Yeah,” he said, “I doubt it was anything. They just patched the system and that always throws these dumb errors. But I drew the short straw, so here I am.” 
 
    “Aw, that’s too bad.” Something pulled on her attention, dragging her focus behind her and off past the shed. Almost like she could hear something, but not quite. Several twigs snapped, loud as gunshots in the quiet night.  
 
    Braxton’s head shot up and he straightened, stepping away from the tree and clutching his gun. “What was that?” 
 
    “Probably a deer or something. I thought I saw some scampering around earlier.” It wasn’t Krayter. He was tied up and he couldn’t get out. Twigs snapped in the forest all the time. 
 
    Braxton eyed her and looked back towards the shed. “I think I should still take a look. Wouldn’t want that blip to turn out to be an interloper.” He paused for a moment, eyes locked on hers as if he knew she was hiding something. 
 
    So Penny shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’m headed back home.” She took a step, brushing past him. 
 
    Braxton caught her arm, stopping her. “You never said why you were out here.” 
 
    That awareness moved behind her, circling around the side of the shed. Her anxiety spiked and she knew she had to move, had to get Braxton out of here. She looked down at his hand. It barely rested on the sleeve of her sweater, but she didn’t like the weight. Still, Penny raised her own hand and set it on top of his own. “My sisters were messing around. I needed to clean up. Time got away from me. You know how it is.” She met his eyes with a guileless smile. 
 
    Braxton glanced over her shoulder before looking down. Then he grinned. “Those two troublemakers making you miserable?” he asked. He didn’t let go of her, but the tension eased out of him. “You’re not meeting a guy out here, are you?” he teased, but there was an edge to it. 
 
    Krayter’s teal face appeared in her mind’s eye before Penny could try to banish it. “Don’t be silly,” she said. “You know my dad would kill any man who laid hands on me. No matter if I wanted him or not.” It took an almost Herculean amount of discipline not to look down at his hand on her arm, and when he pulled away, she let him go without a comment. 
 
    “Can I walk you back to your house?” Braxton asked. “I think I can safely say that the blip was just a blip. And it’s dark out. I wouldn’t want you to get lost.” 
 
    Of all the condescending… Nope, bitterness went into the dark hole with fear. “You’re the best!” They walked towards the road and Penny didn’t look back.  
 
    But part of her knew that it had been a mistake to leave Krayter alone.  
 
    *** 
 
    Krayter would give it to those girls. They were good with rope. But Detyen claws were sharp and he was flexible. It took several minutes of awkwardly sawing, wedging his arm into a position that it didn’t want to go into, but the rope around his right wrist gave way. His arm cramped as he tried to pull himself free and he bit down hard on his lip to keep a pained groan from coming out.  
 
    Once his right wrist was freed, he tried to reach over and release out his left, but the ropes around his chest kept his shoulders sealed to the wood below him. But he could bend his elbows and those ropes gave way faster. Once that was done, it was simple work to free himself from the rest of his bindings and that damned blindfold. Krayter sat up and swung his legs over the side of the table, coming down gently on his right foot. The ankle bore his weight, even if it complained and pounded in pain as he shifted and stretched. He had to have been tied for quite some time to be as sore and tight as he felt. 
 
    He stooped down and felt around for a lantern, finding a battery powered device that had been kicked under the table. But before he could flip the switch, he thought twice. It was so dark in the little room that he could have touched his eyeball and still not seen his finger. There was cool air flowing in from somewhere. If this room had a window, he’d be lighting himself up like a beacon and calling whatever guards could see him.  
 
    He believed Pen when she told him that his life was in danger. When a person’s first reaction to an injured stranger was imprisonment, the area couldn’t be friendly. And he also believed that her decision not to kill him could change at any moment. He had threatened her sisters. How could she do anything but hold it against him? He would have done the same if any of his siblings were threatened. 
 
    Moving on light feet, Krayter strained to hear if Pen was moving around outside the door. But the only sound in the room was the smack of the wind whistling through a window and jostling something high above him. He stayed low, fingers skimming along the floor to find his way to where Pen had exited the room. In a strange way, the blindfold had helped him. Since he couldn’t see now, he was forced to rely on the map that he’d drawn by sound in his mind.  
 
    He made it to a wall and stood, drawing his fingers against rough, dry wood. He found the crack between the wall and the door and then the handle. It wasn’t locked, a small miracle. The door swung to reveal a dimly lit room that almost seemed bright after the pitch black. 
 
    Moonlight illuminated a small chamber which seemed to store dozens of small knick-knacks, piled against the walls. Krayter quickly looked for anything he could use as a weapon. Unsurprisingly, there wasn’t a conveniently forgotten blaster or las gun, but he did find a nice, big plank of wood that would do some damage if anyone got too close. He scooped it up off the floor and tested the weight. 
 
    Claws were great, but they required close quarters, and Krayter preferred a bit of distance. He found a small flashlight in the top drawer of a cabinet affixed to one of the walls. There was also a small las cutter that could be used for repairing mechanics. He pocketed it as well. 
 
    The door to outside was locked, but only to keep intruders out. He unlocked the door and closed it quietly behind him, stepping out into the night. He took a deep drag of the clean, humid air and felt a pang of regret. The beauty of this place called to him and he wished he could stay to learn all its secrets. But it was not to be. 
 
    Taking off at night, on foot, with no map did not fall under “ideal circumstances.” Having arrived by air, he didn’t know how far he was from the border to safety or how heavily armed the guards he’d face on his journey would be. He needed a plan, something more thought out than “get untied.” 
 
    He was about to turn around and walk back into the shed to think, but something tugged on the edge of his consciousness, an awareness he couldn’t quite identify. It pulled him south, down the path towards the forest, urging him on. This way, it promised, this is where you need to be. 
 
    Without much thought, Krayter started to move. His survival instinct kept him hidden among the trees, but the compulsion almost overrode that, urging him to run forward until he found the end of this path. He heard voices and came to a halt, his foot crunching down on dry twigs, the sounds echoing like a gunshot in the dark night. Krayter put his hands out in front of him, resting on a tree lest he make another movement. 
 
    “You’re the best!” chirped Pen, somewhere not too far from him. Krayter peered around the tree, but all he saw was the back of a tall man. His veins turned to ice and his lips drew back in a scowl. He couldn’t say why, but he didn’t like his Pen talking to another man like that. 
 
    His? 
 
    Maybe he had hit his head. 
 
    Logic told him that he should stay clear of Pen and her armed friend, but Krayter found himself trailing after them, her voice whispering back over his skin in a soft caress.  
 
    They walked for several minutes, Pen and the guard out near the road with Krayter trailing well behind them in the woods. It was too dark to make out more than an outline of either of them, but they spoke to one another in low voices, which gave Krayter a path to follow. If Krayter didn’t know better, he would have thought that Pen was intentionally leading him somewhere. 
 
    They came to a house and the guard walked Pen up to her door. It was still too dark to clearly see them, but he thought that the guard stepped in for a hug, only to be rebuffed by a quick step back from Pen as she made her way up the stairs to the door. 
 
    Krayter’s claws shot out and he took a step forward before pulling back at the very edge of the trees. The moon was too bright, and Pen wasn’t in any trouble. The guard gave her a casual wave and walked off, heading further down the road, away from where they’d come. Krayter stayed where he was and watched the man go. Even from this distance, he could tell he didn’t like the man, and it had little to do with the guy’s opinions on aliens. 
 
    Pen closed the door behind her and flicked on a light inside her house while an impossible thought tugged at the back of Krayter’s mind. 
 
    It couldn’t be. 
 
    Could it?  
 
    If Krayter valued his life, he’d use this moment to get ahead of any search parties. He’d escape before they knew he was gone. But the tantalizing possibility that he’d stumbled to exactly where he needed to be teased him, and once the coast was clear, he found himself stepping out of the woods and closer to Pen’s small house.  
 
    Back on Jaaxis, his family owned an entire floor of one of the tall apartment buildings in Jaaxis City. He could have fit Pen’s little cabin into his home several times over. Even the dwelling that they’d rented in the city might be equal in size to her house. Krayter glanced around. There was so much space. Why did she confine herself? 
 
    He circled the house on silent feet, looking for an entry point. There didn’t appear to be any high tech sensors that could stop him. On the second floor, Krayter spotted an open window. No telling where it led, but there was no reward without risk. 
 
    He judged the distance to the window and backed up several paces. Then with a short head start, he sprinted and leaped, grasping the opening of the window and pulling himself up, his claws digging into the wood of the building for extra support. The smack of his body as it hit the house rang out like a gunshot. 
 
    Krayter moved quickly before anyone could come to investigate. He wrenched the window up and pushed through the thin screen. The window slid easily closed behind him and he found himself in an empty bedroom. The sheets were thrown back on the small bed, suggesting that its occupant had only just got up. A large sweater had been thrown onto a padded chair. 
 
    Even with few clues, Krayter knew exactly where he was. 
 
    Pen’s room. 
 
    He didn’t have time to plan his next move. Feet pounded up the stairs and the knob on the door turned, all in a matter of seconds. Krayter’s gaze darted around the room, searching for a hiding spot. He even glanced back towards the window, but he wouldn’t be able to get it open in time. Besides, the broken screen already gave him away. 
 
    He took a deep breath and the door opened. Pen stood shrouded in the light from the hall and the force of a tidal wave rushed over him. 
 
    Denya. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    When she heard something hit the house, Penny started running. Whatever it was, it was too big to be a bird and she couldn’t think of why any other wildlife would try to attack them. As her feet pounded up the stairs, her gut twisted and she just knew what she was going to find on the other side of her door. Who she was going to find.  
 
    The door swung open and there he was. Penny flicked the light on with one hand and reached for her blaster with the other. A sizzling awareness blasted through her, heat and desire and other darker things. Thoughts that tried to tug her eyes to her bed, even as she kept them trained on the alien. 
 
    She hadn’t been prepared for his eyes. They glowed red, a burning ember over coal black where the whites should be. 
 
    Penny’s fingers tightened around the grip of her gun. 
 
    Krayter held his palms out in a in a pacifying gesture. “Don’t scream,” he said quickly and quietly. 
 
    “You should tell me not to shoot.” She raised her arms, cradling the blaster and looking him down over the sight. In these close quarters, she couldn’t miss, but since she was only holding a blaster, it wouldn’t be fatal. Not unless she made a very lucky shot. 
 
    “Fine, don’t shoot.” He raised his hands further up in the universal sign of surrender. 
 
    Penny couldn’t tear her eyes away from him. In the shed, it had been intense, but nothing compared to this. Her eyes darted down to his lips. Something pulled between them, a taut cord tugging her closer to him. Penny dug in her heels. “Stop doing that,” she hissed. 
 
    “I’m not doing anything.” Krayter stood loosely, surprisingly at ease for a man—an alien—under the threat of blaster fire. 
 
    Penny kept her weapon trained on him. That couldn’t be right. She didn’t normally feel so… pulled. “What are you?” 
 
    He grinned, and that lopsided tug of his lips was further proof of the reputation he claimed to have. “Detyen, I told you already.” He took a small step towards her. 
 
    “Stay where you are!” Penny raised her weapon, having loosened her guard just a bit. Her focus narrowed in on him and she let her finger rest on the trigger, ready to pull if he made another move. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to startle you.” He stayed where he was, but dropped his hands down to his sides, as if he’d come to the conclusion that Penny didn’t plan to shoot. Too bad for her, he might have been right. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and caught sight of the broken screen lying on the ground behind him. “How did you get out?” 
 
    He raised a hand and wicked sharp claws flashed out, as big as a jungle cat’s and sharp enough to rip out a man’s throat. “Nifty trick, isn’t it?” The claws retracted and his hands were hands again, teal and covered with those dark markings. 
 
    “Sure is.” So he’d been armed the entire time she sat with him. And while her sisters took him in. If he’d woken up just a few minutes earlier, they both might’ve been dead. 
 
    But Krayter stared at her with a scary level of intensity, those red eyes actually glowing. “I promise I won’t hurt you.” He said it like a vow. 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” She hadn’t let go of the blaster, but she lowered it slightly. She couldn’t keep her arms up like that forever; already her fingers were tingling and turning cold. She had to be going crazy. There was an alien in her bedroom and she wasn’t shooting him. She even sort of believed him! 
 
    A stricken look crossed his face. “Because you’re… I won’t.” He changed whatever he planned to say at the last moment, which only focused her attention on it. 
 
    Because she was what? Under his influence? Being affected by weird alien pheromones? “What are you doing to me?” She wanted to spring across the room and capture his lips with her own, feel the hard press of his muscles up against her. And Penny had never felt that for anyone before. It had to be something weird and alien. No human had awakened her sexuality, so there was no reason to think an alien could. 
 
    Krayter flattened his palms and moved them back and forth, crouching down and signaling in every way that he wasn’t dangerous. “I promise you, I’m doing nothing.” 
 
    Penny opened her mouth to say… She didn’t know what she was going to say, but she was saved at the last moment by a sharp knock at the front door. Her heart was already pounding too fast from the strange alien and she couldn’t muster any more excitement. Not tonight. She shot Krayter a harsh look and holstered her blaster. “Stay here.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Penny didn’t even think of tying him up. Well, not until she was half-way down the stairs. Given the circumstances, he’d probably be gone by the time she got back. And, in the end, that might be for the best. 
 
    Strangely, even though her sisters were asleep in their rooms just down the hall, it didn’t occur to her to worry. If Krayter was no danger to her, he wouldn’t harm her sisters. That wasn’t exactly logic, but she could feel the truth of it deep in her soul. 
 
    Penny came to the kitchen at the base of the stairs and saw Nicole sitting at the table, an array of knives laid out to be cleaned and oiled. Apparently only Resa was getting a good night’s sleep tonight. 
 
    Nicole nodded towards the front door. “It’s Braxton,” she said. She had the front door monitor called up on the table screen and Braxton’s shadowy form was visible in the dim light of the porch. 
 
    “You should be asleep,” said Penny. It was too long after midnight and they’d had enough excitement to last a year. 
 
    Nicole blew out a sound so derisive, only a teenager could make it. “Like I could sleep tonight.” 
 
    With Braxton waiting, Penny didn’t have time to deal with this, so she settled for saying, “Don’t say anything.” 
 
    Nicole rolled her eyes. “I’m not dumb.” 
 
    “I know.” Hotheaded, a little too violent, and quick to act, Nicole was anything but dumb. 
 
    “What hit the house?” she asked, showing that inquisitiveness. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m handling it.” She wasn’t about to tell her sister that the alien had escaped and was probably now rifling through Penny’s closet. Or her panty drawer. Nope, she wasn’t going to worry about that. 
 
    “What are we—” Another knock interrupted Nicole. 
 
    “I’ll be right there!” Penny called, loud enough for the sound to carry. She shot her sister a warning look and left the kitchen, closing the door behind her. The faint light from Nicole’s lantern wasn’t strong enough to shine through the crack. 
 
    Penny took a deep breath before opening the door, trying to center herself and project calm. It might have all been for nothing. She swung open the door to find Braxton standing there, eyes peeled and gun in hand. 
 
    “I thought I heard an impact after I walked away. Did you?” he asked without greeting. 
 
    Krayter had smacked into the house loud enough to wake the dead. She couldn’t just pretend she hadn’t heard it. “I heard something,” she said. “I thought it was a branch snapping out in the woods. Happens all the time.” That excuse had the benefit of actually being true. 
 
    Braxton didn’t seem convinced. “Mind if I take a look around out here?”  
 
    “Of course not.” Denying him would only make this last longer. As long as Krayter stayed inside, he’d be safer than if she told Braxton to go away. After all, if Krayter was in her house, he couldn’t be found by patrol. 
 
    Why did she even care? 
 
    Braxton took her invitation and stepped forward, trying to crowd his way through the doorway, the gun making him too large to sneak around her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Penny demanded. 
 
    Braxton gave her one of those looks, like she was a small child in need of explanation. “Looking around.” 
 
    No. That wasn’t happening. Not with Krayter inside, and not after everything that had happened. Penny pitched her voice low and harsh. “My sisters are sleeping. It’s the middle of the night. I just checked the house and it’s clear.” She stepped towards him, staying within the door so he couldn’t get around her, no matter how he tried. “You’re free to check the grounds. But if you need to come inside, come back after sunrise.” 
 
    “I’ll be quiet,” he promised, suddenly conciliatory. “You know I nee—” 
 
    “I don’t know anything. It’s late, Braxton.” The guys in the Settlement forgot that there were rules. She was a citizen in good standing and he had no cause to enter her home. Not at 2AM. 
 
    And still he tried to bargain. “My comman—” 
 
    Penny cut him off. “Think it through before you say it.” The commanders answered to one man in Highland, and that man wasn’t going to take kindly to his daughter being harassed by a newcomer in the middle of the night. Penny didn’t often use her position, but when she did, it worked. 
 
    Braxton’s eyes widened and he finally stepped back. “Okay. Radio if anything happens. I won’t disturb you anymore.” He stepped back down the steps and walked off to the side of the house, circling back to the woods. 
 
    Penny closed the door and locked it, then leaned against it and took a deep breath. Finally, at least one thing had gone right. She had no idea what she would have done if Braxton had made it inside. 
 
    But Krayter was still upstairs and Nicole was awake. Penny had to manage the two of them, figure out what to do with Krayter, and determine how to get them all out of this mess before sunrise, or things would get bad. 
 
    Fast. 
 
    She opened the door to the kitchen and swore. Krayter hadn’t stayed in her room. No, now he was pressed up against the counter, Nicole standing in front of him with a knife to his throat. 
 
    *** 
 
    He hadn’t expected the human girl, which was one of the more idiotic mistakes of Krayter’s life. One moment he found himself compelled down the stairs, trailing off after Pen like a lovesick boy, and the next he was flush against a counter, held at knifepoint by a scarily competent girl. 
 
    His hand flashed up and latched onto her wrist, keeping that knife several centimeters away from the tender flesh of his neck. It wouldn’t take much to get out of this position. Slash at her arm, tug her aside, spin her around, and then she would be the one with something sharp at her neck. 
 
    Of course, doing so would risk injuring her, and Krayter couldn’t do that. Not to a member of his denya’s family. Recognition of the bond pulsed within him, a seething red mass of heat and desire and longing so potent that it was a sharp knife to his gut. 
 
    Pen stood in the door, her eyes darting between him and her sister, sizing up the situation and determining what kind of threat he posed. She narrowed her gaze at the weapon in her sister’s hand. “Put the knife down, Nicole.” 
 
    The teenager didn’t seem eager. “He’s an alien,” she protested. 
 
    She spoke calmly and quietly without inflection. “He could have ripped you in half by now.” 
 
    That was a bit of an exaggeration, but Krayter wasn’t about to naysay her. Nicole’s arm tensed up under his fingers, but he wasn’t sure if it was to hurt him or pull away. She stared at Krayter for several long seconds before tugging her arm away. He let her go and breathed a sigh of relief as she stepped back. 
 
    “Penny…” she whined. It wasn’t a tone anyone wanted a young woman with a wickedly sharp knife to take. 
 
    Penny. Not Pen. Krayter rolled the name around in his mind, letting it settle onto his tongue, though he didn’t speak. A sweet name for a harsh woman. He liked it. 
 
    “What did you think would happen?” Penny asked, dangerously quiet. “Did either of you have a plan that went a day past tying him up in the shed?” Exhaustion was starting to set in. It must have been a long day. He spotted the clock above the door and saw it was after 2AM. Too late for humans to be awake. Detyens as well. 
 
    “I…” Nicole hung her head, defeated. 
 
    Penny sighed and crossed her arms. She nodded to the stairway. “Go upstairs. Try to sleep. And if Dad calls, ignore it until morning.” She stared Nicole down, waiting for the younger woman to hesitate, but after only a moment, she passed both them by, climbing up the staircase beside the kitchen, one knife still clutched in her hand. Krayter glanced over at the table and saw there was a collection sitting out in the open. He’d been on Earth long enough to know that was unusual, but he was happy that Nicole hadn’t tried to wield the machete as long as his arm. 
 
    Once the sound of a bedroom door slamming reverberated through the kitchen, Penny turned her attention to him. The silent threat transformed into something darker, harder. “I told you to stay upstairs,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not one for orders,” he shot back, crossing his own arms and leaning back against the counter casually. It was much easier without the knife at his throat. 
 
    Penny narrowed her eyes. “Do you have a death wish? Or is it a problem with my orders specifically?” 
 
    “It’s the farthest thing from a death wish you could imagine.” Life pulsed between them, a fragile bond that he could almost see, and with it, the promise of hope. Of tomorrow. An evolutionary quirk would see him snuffed out at thirty, but Penny was the one person who could stop that, who could save him. If she wanted him back. 
 
    “Why didn’t you run away?” she asked. Her eyes darted to the window beside his head and Penny stepped forward and switched off the lantern on the table, leaving the kitchen shrouded in shadow. “Why did you come here?” 
 
    Krayter glanced out the window and saw nothing. Still, it could have been the man who was at the door earlier. “Friend of yours?” he asked. 
 
    “Not an enemy.” 
 
    The man outside with the gun, in the settlement dedicated to killing aliens, wasn’t an enemy. Not an encouraging sentiment from his mate. How great was the divide between them? She’d left him tied, abandoned in a shed, in the middle of enemy territory, and had never offered to help him. But when he freed himself, she didn’t move against him. 
 
    Krayter wanted her. She was tough and fair and if he got to know her for more than a few hours, he thought he would like her. A lot. But he held his tongue from telling her about Detyens and the denya bond. A normal human woman would have difficulty accepting it. A human raised to hate and fear aliens? That would take a bit of finesse. 
 
    When he didn’t respond, Penny filled the silence. “You can’t stay here.” 
 
    “I know that.” With patrols and weapons, he’d soon be discovered and there was no telling what would happen to the people who took him in. 
 
    “You’ll be killed,” she pressed. “I don’t know what my father would do to me, and if he knows what my sister did—” 
 
     “Penny, I know.” He wanted to step forward. His hands ached to touch her. But he held himself in place. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have come to my house. Why didn’t you just leave when you got out?” Her arms seemed to tighten around her, like she needed a hug. She sounded defeated, and Krayter wished he could do something to make it better. But she didn’t know him yet, couldn’t trust him. So all he could do was give her himself and hope that it was enough. 
 
    “I don’t know.” But he knew that he couldn’t leave her. Not now. Not until he’d sealed the bond between them. Not until he’d seen if she could find it in her heart to become his mate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    The wooden doorframe trembled as someone tested the knob and found it locked. Penny rolled over in her bed and glared at the door. Sun streamed in through the window, bright enough that it had to be hours later than she normally woke. 
 
     “Why is your door locked?” Resa demanded from the other side, still trying to open it as if determination alone was enough to counteract the bolt. Given the age of that door and the flimsiness of the lock, it might have been. Penny threw back her covers, grumbling under her breath. Resa was old enough to see to herself in the morning, and old enough to know about boundaries. She just didn’t care. 
 
    Penny swung her feet down to the floor and nearly missed the still form of the muscular blue alien. Krayter. She swallowed hard and her stomach dropped all the way down and a heavy knot settled inside. Fuck. Last night had actually happened like she remembered. She’d really hoped it would all turn out to be a migraine induced nightmare. Not that she’d ever had one before, but there was a first time for everything. 
 
    Her sisters whispered at each other through the door, harsh, but not loud enough for Penny to make out the substance of the argument. Eventually their feet shuffled away and Penny was left alone with the rescued alien. 
 
    After she’d sent Nicole to bed the night before, there hadn’t been much else for them to say. No, that wasn’t right. They could fill encyclopedias with what needed to be said, but at 2AM, neither of them was in any position to speak coherently on any subject. So, for safety reasons, she’d invited Krayter to sleep on the floor beside her bed. 
 
    If anyone, even God himself, had told her that she would an invite an alien to stay the night in her room, Penny would have called them a liar and a fool. And here it had happened, without even an hour’s acquaintance. 
 
    But if she had to choose an alien, Krayter seemed like a good one. She studied him, grateful for the sun and highly conscious of the creep factor. Maybe he didn’t have a conscious power that drew her to him, but he was doing something to her. Why else would she want to lay down beside him on the hard slats of wood on the ground and snuggle up against his broad, muscular chest? 
 
    He was as finely sculpted as any man, human or alien, could hope to be, standing over six feet tall with broad shoulders and muscles thick enough to crack a tree in half. Those mysterious markings of his peeked out of his shirt and she wanted to lean down and get a closer look. A closer feel. 
 
    Penny reared back, realizing that she had bent down. Nope. Not cool. 
 
    She forced herself out of the bed and into the bathroom, where she quickly washed and changed into regular clothes. By the time she was done, Krayter was awake, as she saw when she opened the bathroom door. 
 
    Those eyes of his belonged on a demon, but the rest of his face might have been from a strange angel. 
 
    She didn’t lick her lips while she looked at him, and for that she deserved a damn award. “You can wash up if you like,” she said. He was already standing and stretching, thankfully on the other side of the room from the window. Gauzy curtains hung down, obscuring the outside view, but a strong enough sniper sight might catch a glimpse of him. 
 
    She stepped out of the bathroom doorway to let him pass and Krayter brushed up right against her, sending an erotic sizzle of awareness shooting down the entire left side of her body. Without thought, Penny’s hand shot out to steady herself, landing on his naked bicep. 
 
    They froze and stared at one another. His skin was hot under her palm and that seemed strange. Blue might have been the color of ice, but he was an inferno. Her eyes darted down, finding those kissable lips of his. His own mouth opened and she saw that his teeth were sharper than a human’s. Not quite fangs, but scary nonetheless. 
 
    Still, she wanted him. 
 
    Penny pulled back, lowering her arm and stepping away, putting that much needed distance between them so he couldn’t use his weird passive mind control powers on her. No fancy sex powers! Not today. 
 
    “Come down once you’re dressed,” she said, striving for normalcy and immediately conjuring the image of him naked and wet. Did he look like a man when his pants came off? Or was she in for a—no, she wasn’t going there. “Unless you hear someone other than me, Nicole, or Resa,” she continued. “Or if we put something in place. Or, maybe just—” 
 
    She knew she was rambling and was thankful when Krayter cut her off with two simple words. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Good morning,” she responded. It was so normal it hurt. 
 
    “I’ll be cautious,” he promised, his eyes glowing that bright red again. They hadn’t done it when she first saw him. Maybe they were like pupils and reacted to the light. Or maybe it was something else. 
 
    Penny knew she was staring, and after another few seconds she tore herself away. Krayter closed the bathroom door behind him, leaving her alone in the bedroom. She left the room, walking slowly down the stairs into the kitchen, where she could already hear Nicole and Resa messing around. 
 
    Or, rather, cleaning and cooking. My my, her sisters were on their best behavior. Resa cooked eggs and sausages at the stove while Nicole had cleared up her mess of knives from the night before. The clock on the wall told her it was almost noon, but both of her sisters still wore pajamas. 
 
    “Is the alien upstairs?” Nicole asked once Penny came into sight. “In your shower?” 
 
    “Shut up.” Penny hadn’t had coffee and was still on edge. She did not want to deal with prying sisters. 
 
    Of course, that was the exact wrong reaction. Smelling blood in the water, they both grinned. Resa turned away from the stove, wielding her spatula like a sword, and pointed it in mock accusation, though Penny wasn’t sure of what. 
 
    “Seriously,” she said. “Shut. Up.” Little sisters could be the worst. And she didn’t even know why she was embarrassed. 
 
    They continued to giggle. 
 
    A confident knock pounded on the front door, freezing the three of them in place and cutting off Resa and Nicole’s giggling with startling efficiency. As one, they looked down the hall, and then their gazes turned upstairs, to where the sound of the water running in the shower was as loud as a waterfall. 
 
    No one could know Krayter was there. And no one could think that anything out of the ordinary was going down in this household. Penny recognized that knock and she knew they had only seconds before things started to look weird. 
 
    She turned to her sisters, whispering harshly. “Resa, go sit in my room and pretend you’re in the shower. Keep Krayter there unless we give the signal.” Resa nodded and padded away on her tiptoes, careful to avoid the creaks in the floor. “Nicole, upstairs too. Just in case.” The teenager went without a fight. 
 
    Penny stood and straightened her clothes, taking a deep breath. It wasn’t Braxton at the door this time, and she couldn’t count on the strangeness of the night to cover irregularities. A door upstairs closed quietly as she made it to the entrance. She swung the door open and saw a tall man with a mane of graying blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. The crags on his face ran deep, giving him an air of authority and making him seem older than his fiftyish years. “Hello, Father.” 
 
    Kurt White, her father and the leader of Highland Settlement, gave her the gimlet stare and stepped inside, knowing she’d step out of the way to let him. Something deep in her gut roiled, even as she moved. This was her home and he still moved like he owned the place. “So all of my daughters have abandoned me for greener pastures,” he said with all the air of a doting father. 
 
    They walked into the kitchen and Penny spotted the pans on the stove and her food at the table. She sat down casually and brought no attention to it, eating like it was normal. She wasn’t the cook in the family. But her father grabbed a cup of coffee from the thermos and took a seat beside her, seemingly oblivious to the food. 
 
    “Braxton and I spoke this morning,” he said while breathing in the aroma of the coffee. He’d always liked how she brewed it, and her sisters had learned well. 
 
    “I see.” Don’t react, she cautioned herself. But she could smack Braxton upside the head. How long had he waited to tattle? An hour? 
 
    Her father said nothing about her distress. “He mentioned that you were out late last night and that there might have been suspicious activity.” 
 
    “Did he?” A trick she’d learned early on was to never give more than needed. Her father loved to needle and he’d unravel a person with one careless sentence. 
 
    And then the bomb dropped. “I want you and the girls back at the Residence by nightfall.” 
 
    The water turned off upstairs and it took a great deal of composure to keep from looking up. Penny tried to figure out a way around his command. She couldn’t leave this house with Krayter, and she didn’t know how to get him out of the Settlement safely. “I’ll ask the girls,” she said. “But I know they like the quiet out here.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a request, Pen.” She scowled at the nickname, as always, and fought the instinctual urge to immediately fight back. 
 
    Penny tried logic. It rarely worked, but miracles happened every day. “Why do you need us out there? I trust the rotations to keep us safe. I do my duties. Why can’t we stay here?” She rarely put a toe out of line, and hadn’t done so since she was sixteen. 
 
    Of course, her idea of well-behaved and her father’s were bound to differ. “You haven’t done a guard rotation in over a year. Do you really want to talk about duties?” 
 
    Had it really been that long? She could still remember the mud of the forest squelching in her boots, feel the hot blood—no. She closed that door tight and locked it shut before it could swallow her whole. That was what nightmares were for and the sun still shone bright in the sky, protecting her. “Father…” 
 
    “You’re an adult,” he conceded, changing tack. “But your sisters will be at the Residence by night.” He didn’t need to add an ‘or else.’ That was the perk of being leader. “If you don’t come with them, so be it. But you will sign up for guard rotations starting on the next roster. You’re a soldier. It’s time to act like one.” He stood, leaving his cup on the table, and went back down the hallway the way he came. Never once did he ask to speak to his other daughters, and it wasn’t because he was sure that he’d see them at night. 
 
    He just didn’t care. His pretty little trophies would come to him. 
 
    Penny’s hands shook. She’d been so focused on how to get Krayter away from them that she hadn’t realized the danger lurking in the Residence. Her father had plans for her. He always had. That was what leaders did. But the thought of taking the reins, becoming the leader he surely wanted her to be, turned Penny’s stomach. 
 
    She’d slept beside an alien and never once worried about her safety. She’d protected him from a patrol and promised herself she wouldn’t kill him. She didn’t have the hate that lived in her father’s heart and didn’t know that she could conjure it to do what he’d command. 
 
    It came to her slowly, dawning like the winter sun. She had to leave the Settlement. With Krayter. It was the only way to guarantee that he got out, and the only way to keep her hands clean. 
 
    She didn’t have it in her to murder an alien. Not again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    The younger one, Resa, was sitting on Penny’s bed when Krayter opened the bathroom door. He was glad he’d put his clothes back on, given the way she stared at him. 
 
    She looked at him like he was a strange specimen in a museum. Or a zoo. Krayter fought the urge to flash his claws at her. She was only a child. No matter the species, kids lacked discipline. He should know—his parents had taken it upon themselves to repopulate the Detyen race and he had a dozen siblings spread out over several star systems. 
 
    No, not a dozen anymore. Eleven. The wound was too fresh. And each time he remembered it, it burned raw again. His sister, Karwan, was gone forever. 
 
    “Are you going to hurt us?” Resa asked baldly, with no sense of the pain roiling inside him. She sat cross-legged on her sister’s bed, her hands resting on her knees as she stared at him. 
 
    “What? Of course not.” The life that Penny had described was exemplified fresh by Resa’s question. He’d offered no violence and yet her first thought was of defense. 
 
    “Father says aliens eat humans,” she continued, her mind morbidly fixed on the threat of his presence. As she asked her questions, he wondered why she was in this room. Had she snuck upstairs? 
 
    “I’m sure some might.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he realized that he shouldn’t have said them. This was the cost of having little siblings. Teasing came too naturally. 
 
    “Do you eat people?” she asked, fascinated despite herself. She narrowed her eyes at him and Krayter realized she was trying to get a look at his teeth. 
 
    He flashed his incisors at her and she gasped. They were sharper than human teeth. Not quite fangs, but close. “Nah, too stringy.” He’d already started teasing, so what was the point in stopping? Besides, he wanted his denya’s sister to be comfortable with him. 
 
    Resa’s mouth dropped open. Perhaps he should have saved the teeth for a little later. 
 
    “I’m kidding.” He smiled and crossed the room, taking a seat on the floor where he’d slept and leaning his back against the wall. The kid wanted to talk and he was in no hurry. 
 
    “You’re weird.” She scrunched up her face, her eyebrows drawn down and her mouth pulled into a strange mix of smile and frown. 
 
    Krayter wasn’t sure of what to say to that. 
 
    “Why are you in here?” he asked. If she was making fun of him or insulting him, he didn’t need to humor her. Had his denya sent her to… guard him? Or to watch him like he was a child in case he became confused with the primitive human technology? 
 
    Resa rolled her eyes and sighed, leaning back on the bed and putting her arms behind her. “Dad is downstairs with Penny and if he sees you, he’ll kill you. Or torture you, then kill you. And maybe lock Penny up.” Most children didn’t speak about death or torture so blandly. Not even Detyen kids who lived with it every moment of their lives. 
 
    “I… see,” was the only response Krayter could muster. Strangely, he wasn’t scared. With the threat of discovery imminent, he knew he should have at least the smallest threat of panic. But with a girl sitting on the bed, explaining things with all the aplomb of a child, he couldn’t find that fear. His Penny was smart. If he’d been with the other girl, Nicole, he might not feel so confident. She seemed the type to play out all the possible bad scenarios. Out loud. Over and over again. 
 
    Footsteps pounded up the stairs, immediately giving lie to Krayter’s bravado. He half stood on the ill formed thought that he could protect Resa from any threat. She put up a hand to stop him. Of course. If it wasn’t Penny, it was her father outside. She wasn’t the one in danger. 
 
    But the quick knock at the door didn’t bear the tell-tale sign of a man who ruled his people with an iron will. Resa jumped off the bed and let her sisters into the room, Nicole following right behind Penny. All three of them settled onto the bed and faced him where he sat on the floor like a council in judgement. 
 
    Though when Penny spoke, it was to her sisters. “Dad has asked that we move back into the Residence.” From the way she said asked, it was clear it was an order. 
 
    “That’s his house,” Nicole protested, crossing her arms. 
 
    Resa nodded next to her and Penny looked ready to cry. If she knew that he was hers, Krayter would have stood that moment and wrapped his arms around her, offering her comfort. Instead, he stayed on the floor. 
 
    Penny was made of sterner stuff and soldiered on. “Even if I don’t agree, he’ll compel the two of you to do so.” 
 
    Resa and Nicole shot Krayter a look, as if they couldn’t figure out why Penny was spilling family secrets in front of an alien stranger. Krayter had to agree. He didn’t belong here. Not yet. 
 
    But when it became clear he wouldn’t be kicked out, Resa spoke. “I don’t like it there.” 
 
    “Me either,” Nicole agreed. Neither of the girls elaborated, but this seemed like a well tread topic. There was no need among the three of them to explain. 
 
    “I know. It sucks. But he’s pissed and he suspects me of something.” No one looked at him, but Krayter knew he was the something. “He gave us until tonight.” 
 
    “What are…” Krayter didn’t mean to speak, but the words popped out. 
 
    Penny leveled her gaze at him and waited. 
 
    “You seem to have a plan,” he said. 
 
    She nodded and spoke simply, as if the words didn’t put everything at risk. As if she wasn’t about to change her life. “I’m taking you out of here.” 
 
    “We’re coming too!” Nicole and Resa both shouted, no hesitation in either of them. 
 
    *** 
 
    She had more clothes in the cabin than she realized, Penny thought as she debated between two equally warm sweatshirts. After a moment, she settled on the darker gray and stuffed it into one of the packs on the bed. Both Resa and Nicole were in their own rooms preparing similar bags, and Penny’s heart thundered as she thought of the danger she was leading them into. 
 
    “Do you think I should have told them to stay?” she asked the alien sitting on her bed. Letting him roam around the house was out of the question. She couldn’t guarantee his safety if one of her father’s men decided to take a peek through one of the windows. He watched her move, those demon’s eyes of his trailing after her. She should have been unnerved, her stomach twisting under the constant scrutiny. 
 
    She wasn’t. Her stomach was fine. Or, as fine as it could be with her father’s threat bearing down on her. 
 
    “They seem old enough to make their own choices,” he responded, the most alien thing she’d heard come out of his mouth. 
 
    “Resa is twelve.” She still had the cloth doll that their grandmother had given her and she slept with it every night. 
 
    “My brother and I were that old when we signed on to our apprenticeships,” he countered. He sat with complete ease against the headboard, his legs crossed in front of him, mostly out of her way. 
 
    “What!” There was always work to do in Highland Settlement and children that young did have responsibilities. But an apprenticeship? Kids needed to worry about education and fun, not being shipped off to slave away the day. 
 
    Krayter shrugged. “It all makes sense because… well, in my culture…” 
 
    What hadn’t he said there? And would it be rude to ask? Penny didn’t want to tread over interspecies sore spots, so she changed her tactic, suddenly curious to know more about this stranger. “Are humans super weird to you? Are you… where are you from?” What brought an alien to Earth? There was so much out there in the universe, Highland Settlement had to seem quaint in comparison. 
 
    He sighed, probably having repeated his history a dozen times to curious humans. “I was born on a planet called Jaaxis, far from here. My people…” His voice hitched. “We used to be from Detya.” 
 
    The pang of sadness hurt her heart. Penny stopped what she was doing, placing her t-shirt down to study Krayter. He didn’t look hurt, his expression was upbeat, and yet she could almost feel the open chasm of sorrow in his chest. “Used to?” she forced herself to ask. 
 
    “It was destroyed, more than a hundred years ago.” He looked down and one of his hands played against the soft cotton of her sheets, drawing a pattern in the folds. 
 
    “How terrible.” For a moment, Penny tried to imagine what it would be like to be cast off from Earth, forever separated because of some nameless tragedy. Before counterfeit grief could swallow her whole, she pivoted. “I have some men’s clothes here that I think will fit you. There’s not…” 
 
    “What?” He looked up, interest piqued. 
 
    Penny swallowed and took the opportunity to ogle him shamelessly. Again. It was becoming a bad habit. “You’re not like hiding a tail or anything?” He looked so much like a man it was disarming. But she hadn’t seen him naked. 
 
    Not outside of her dreams. 
 
    “If I had a tail, why would I hide it?” Krayter asked, tilting his head to one side. 
 
    The alien had a point. 
 
    The matter settled, Penny dug into the bottom of her closet, pulling out an old duffel bag filled with cast-off fatigues and an old pair of boots. “Since we’re a ways out from central command, I brought some of my father’s old clothes. In case the men ever needed anything. They weren’t like my boyfriend’s or anything. Not that I have a boyfriend.” Her face turned bright red as she dumped the bag on the bed and realized what she’d said. 
 
    “You have no lover?” All of a sudden, Krayter was right in her face, having rolled forward onto his knees. He stared at her with an intensity that might have been frightening if she was the least bit scared of him. “Why?” 
 
    The bafflement was flattering. Penny glanced down at herself. In jeans and an old shirt, she wasn’t anything special, just another plain, skinny girl. “They never want me.” And that just slipped right out, the mortification piling on. 
 
    Krayter placed his hand on her chin and tilted her head up. Without conscious thought, Penny leaned into him. His fingers were calloused and a bit abrasive, but his skin was so warm that it burned, despite her blush. “They are fools,” he said with all the weight of a declaration. They were so close that all Penny had to do was lean forward an inch and her lips would find his. Just one taste, just to sate the curiosity. That was all she needed. 
 
    No. She pulled back, biting her tongue to keep him from asking him about mind powers again. If he didn’t have them, then she would just be giving away… something. Something that she couldn’t tell him yet, that she couldn’t explain. 
 
    “How much can you carry and still run?” she asked, putting her mind back to the task at hand and banishing all thoughts of distressingly sexy aliens sitting on her bed. 
 
    “More than your sisters.” He leaned back a little, but somehow the space between them didn’t shrink as he looked her up and down, assessing. “You seem quite strong.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you’re trying to slack or trying to flatter.” And the thrill that went down her back at his grin was something she was going to ignore. Completely. 
 
    Krayter’s grin blossomed into a laugh. “I’m not sure either.” 
 
    She tossed the duffel his way and piled the rest of her things into her own pack. “Why did you come to Earth?” she asked. “How long have you been here?” 
 
    Krayter sorted through the clothing in the bag, tossing some of the lighter weight items aside in favor of heavier, warmer clothes. “My brother and I got here a few weeks ago. We meant to come with my cousin and his de—his wife, but they were delayed. We’ve been waiting in New York for them, but soon we’ll need to move on.” 
 
    “And leave Earth?” Something about that didn’t sit right. She’d only known him a day, and yet she liked that they were on the same planet. 
 
    “No,” he said. “We’ve decided to stay.” 
 
    “On this dump? Even after last night?” Penny closed the flap of her bag and slid down to sit on the bed, observing Krayter while he took care of himself. 
 
    He looked at her, his expression confused. “Dump?” he asked. “I know that there are parts of this planet no longer satisfactory to human life, but I would hardly say it’s as bad as that.” 
 
    Penny’s cheeks heated as she remembered that he’d just said his planet had been destroyed. Here she was complaining because she didn’t like some people when he’d never seen his homeland. “Why Earth? Is it like where you grew up?” In the last hundred years, the galaxy had opened up as humans discovered faster than light travel and aliens discovered humans. Earth was hardly alone anymore. 
 
    Krayter grinned and Penny’s stomach did a flip, twisting itself into a small knot. God, he was cute. “Earth has a lot of things going for it. When you’re not being tied up by adolescents or hunted by men with guns.” 
 
    “Next time I tie you up, I’m using metal handcuffs. No rope for you.” 
 
    “Promise?” The grin blossomed into a full smile. 
 
    Oh, no. Those thoughts she’d barely been keeping at bay crashed back into her and Penny imagined Krayter tied up, not like he’d been in the shed, but with his hands bound above him, through the slat in her headboard, his shirt nowhere to be found and chest exposed to her searching fingers. His everything exposed. 
 
    Would he actually enjoy being bound? One of the reasons that Penny’s attempts at romance fizzled into nothing before they could start was because every man in the camp was made of rage and testosterone. They wouldn’t even let her on top in bed… or, well, they wouldn’t have done so if it ever got that far. 
 
    “I’ve seen that look before,” Krayter said, his duffel abandoned. He leaned in, placing one knee on the bed as he crossed some of the distance between them. “Are you wondering if the handcuffs would be enough? Or hoping that they won’t?” 
 
    He was right there, so close that he could pin her to the bed in a second. There wouldn’t be any question of handcuffs, not then. Heat pooled low and Penny shifted her hips, suddenly conscious of her body in a way she’d never been before. Her breasts were heavy and sensitive against the soft fabric of her bra and her nipples strained out, desperate for his touch. She wanted to kiss him so much it hurt and she didn’t know why. 
 
    She didn’t care why. 
 
    Penny licked her lips and watched those dark eyes of his dart down and flare red. “Would you keep them on if I asked?” 
 
    “There’s not much you could ask me that I wouldn’t do.” He reached up and brushed her hair behind her ear, his fingers trailing lightly along the edge and making her shiver. His hand travelled down her neck and rested on her shoulder, the touch feather light. 
 
    Penny raised her own hand and brushed it against the pointed ridge of Krayter’s ear, pausing when he drew in a harsh breath. She raised her eyebrows at him, silently asking if he wanted her to pull back, but the heat in his eyes told her to keep going, to give him more. 
 
    The distance between them dissolved and she pressed her lips against his in a chaste kiss. He cupped his hand behind her neck and held her close, not breaking the contact, but not deepening the kiss. The contact rocked Penny to her core. She surged up and wrapped an arm around him, pulling him flush against her. His body was all tight muscle, shoulders broad and strong. 
 
    His tongue probed at the seal of her lips and Penny opened under them, hungry for the taste of him. Strange ridges along his tongue gave her something new to discover as one of his hands dipped low, finding the bottom of her shirt and hiking it up until he found naked skin. Something thudded down behind them, perhaps the duffel hitting the floor, but Penny couldn’t care less. Not when she was wrapped up in Krayter and getting a bite of the unexpected. 
 
    “Oh my God, Penny’s making out with the alien!” It was a scream to her ears, but Nicole managed to not actually yell. 
 
    Penny pulled back, bumping her head against the headboard. Krayter didn’t move, his arms still wrapped around her and his expression dazed. She wanted to think she’d been the one to do that to him, but her kissing could—at best—be described as rusty. He stared at her, eyes twin blazes of red that slowly faded back to black. Only when the color died away completely did he glance over to where Nicole stood in the doorway, waggling her eyebrows at them and otherwise looking scandalized. 
 
    “Are you and Resa about ready?” Penny asked. Somehow it came out clear, her breath even, though her heart beat loud enough for blood to pound in her ears. 
 
    “You—you—” Apparently describing the scene had robbed Nicole of her vocabulary and she just stood there, mouth trying to form words. 
 
    Penny looked back at Krayter. “Finish packing, I’m going to take care of some stuff with them.” She slid off the bed and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    It hadn’t seemed possible, but Nicole’s eyes bulged even wider. Penny rolled her own. It was one kiss. And she was twenty-four! She shooed her sister ahead of her and took her to Resa’s room, where she’d hastily picked up a bag from where she’d dropped. Resa’s own face had gone pale and she looked at Penny like they’d never met. 
 
    So Nicole had been loud enough for Resa to hear. Wonderful. 
 
    Penny closed the door behind her and leaned against it, arms crossed. “Yes, Krayter and I kissed. You each get one question and then you have to shut up about it.” Telling them not to ask anything wouldn’t work; they were little sisters, and it was their job to annoy her. She only hoped that this stopped the worst of it. 
 
    “Why?” they both demanded at the same time. 
 
    Penny opened her mouth to answer and then closed it. She couldn’t tell her twelve year old sister that she’d wanted to jump Krayter’s bones almost since the moment she’d seen him, and it wouldn’t be good to tell the teenager either. 
 
    It was on the tip of her tongue to call it a mistake and be done with it. Sure, her sisters would tease her, but that was all. And she gave as good as she got. But Krayter was sitting only twenty feet away in her room. He couldn’t hear her, but her lips still burned, the press of his an imprint she wouldn’t soon forget. And given the chance, she’d do it all over again. Who knew where they would have ended up if Nicole hadn’t barged in. 
 
    So, no, it wasn’t a mistake. And she was going to do it again. 
 
    A litany of ‘big sister excuses’ flashed through her mind and Penny finally settled on one sure to raise their hackles, but possibly divert the attention. “It’s a bit complicated, and when you’re in your twenties, you’ll be able to understand. It’s just… we’re both adults. Okay?” 
 
    “He’s an alien!” Nicole hissed. Both she and Resa were looking through the wall as if they could see into the hallway and Penny’s room beyond that. 
 
    “You used up your question. Now, we’ve got shit to talk about.” Penny waited to see if either girl was about to object, but the rest of the day lay heavy on all of them. They knew what was coming, and a tiny distraction like an alien’s kiss wouldn’t stay on top for long. 
 
    “You’re not making us go back to Dad, are you?” Resa asked as she stuffed clothes into her bag. Her backpack was dark blue and covered with glittery stars she’d applied at school a few years ago, a harrowing reminder of just how young she was and how much she had to lose. 
 
    “I won’t,” Penny promised. “But you should consider it. This trip is going to be hard, and you can’t ever come back from it. If we get out, he’ll never trust you here.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” Nicole was all fire, eyes bright and ready for a fight. “He sucks and I don’t want to stay here.” 
 
    Resa opened her mouth, most likely to join in agreement with Nicole’s view. Penny nodded. “I get it, I really do. I’ve lived here longer than either of you.” 
 
    Resa didn’t give up. “But they said it wasn’t so bad before─” 
 
    Penny cut that off before it could get going. “You’ve got food here, shelter. Education, and some kind of future. Maybe not the best, but it could be a lot worse. You want to go live in one of those hollowed out cities out west? The ones where people don’t live past my age without becoming killers or victims of horrible violence?” Those stories had always been worse than the horrors aliens could inflict on people. A hundred miles west of them they’d find cities all along the lakes and rivers of the interior of the country that were little more than rubble and despair. No one there could walk among the trees or spend a quiet night at home. 
 
    “And what if the governor decides he doesn’t like what Dad’s doing? Or the army?” Nicole countered. She and Resa must have expected this last talk. “We only get to stay here until they cause too much trouble. All the kids at school know it. And then what?” 
 
    She was right. Life out here was just as fragile as anywhere else, even if it felt sturdy as an oak. “Once we leave, I’m not letting either of you change your minds. We need to get Krayter out of here and on to safety. If I let you back out, the men could track us down. Do you understand?” They both looked so young. Nicole had her hair down and it took a handful of years off her age, making her seem closer to Resa. 
 
    An inkling of understanding flared to life in the back of Penny’s mind, even though she tried to quash it. Outside of Highland Settlement was danger in all its forms. If she left the girls here, at least they’d be fed and warm. But she’d promised herself eight years ago that she would never abandon her sisters in this place. 
 
    “So you’re both in then?” she asked for the final time, even as it ripped a hole in her to take them into danger. 
 
    Both girls nodded. It was Resa who asked, “Where are we taking him?” 
 
    Penny’s head sank and her shoulders slumped as the words she didn’t want to speak tumbled out. “We’re going the one place Dad can’t take you back from. Mom’s.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    The sun hung high overhead, the yellow beams light and inviting on the soft fabric of his sweater. At Penny’s insistence, he’d pulled the hood up over his head, obscuring his face in shadow, and let the sleeves hang down low, covering his hands. The disguise wouldn’t stand up to close scrutiny, but from a distance, he might look human enough. 
 
    They hadn’t said much since the kiss. Krayter kept pulling his hand down as it tried to rise up and touch his own lips, trying to feel the echo of Penny’s. She’d kissed him. No tricks, no games, just the right moment alone between them. He’d be outed as a lovesick fool if he asked her for another kiss right now. But the woods were heavy around them and a tree would provide cover from her sisters for at least a few seconds. 
 
    But Krayter had control. And hope. His denya wanted him. She’d already chosen him in some form, taking him to safety in spite of her people, and in spite of the danger. 
 
    Of course, he didn’t quite know where safety was. After more than an hour of walking, the trees looked almost the same as the moment they’d entered the forest. All Krayter knew was that they were headed to Murphy’s. No one had told him what Murphy’s was, or how far they had yet to go. But neither of the girls was complaining and Krayter wasn’t about to be outdone by two children. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to make our escape once it’s dark out?” Nicole asked from behind him. They walked single file through the woods, led by Penny, then Resa, then Krayter. He’d been thinking the same thing and almost turned back to somehow silently thank her for asking. But he kept his head forward, not certain how she’d take a smile from him yet. 
 
    Both of Penny’s sisters seemed to be guarding her from him, and he wondered if Penny had caught on. He didn’t think she’d put them up to it. She seemed the type to say what she meant, not rely on protection from two kids. 
 
    “No,” Penny called back over her shoulder. She held a branch to the side and let all of them pass before jogging back up to the front of the line. “Dad gave us until night. I called and let him know that we wanted to be picked up at seven. That should buy us a few hours.” 
 
    They walked on in silence, with nothing but the sounds of twigs cracking under their feet and birds in the air. It would have been nice if it weren’t for the threat of armed men somewhere outside of view. Jaaxis didn’t have much in the way of greenery, which made upstate New York a wonderland, even if his legs were beginning to ache. Months on a spaceship followed by weeks in a big city made walking for miles and miles along uneven ground a somewhat unpleasant experience. 
 
    The trees thinned and Penny stopped, holding up a hand. Krayter and Nicole caught up and Krayter stood right behind his denya, subtly brushing a hand against her side while he looked over her shoulder. She leaned back a fraction into his touch, and Krayter didn’t try to suppress the smile that bloomed. Even with her sisters right next to them, she didn’t reject him. 
 
    Over her shoulder he saw a dilapidated white house with a half-caved in roof and grass growing up to knee height.  
 
    “Murphy’s?” he asked. The place was abandoned, the ancient road overgrown and not a person in sight. “Are we hiding out here?” They’d walked a long way from the house, but as far as Krayter knew, they hadn’t yet left the Highland Settlement territory, which spread for miles and miles. 
 
    “Not hiding,” said Penny. She smiled at him and pointed towards a small outbuilding beside the house. “Mr. Murphy left the settlement two years ago. And he left his vehicle there.” 
 
    “All the roads will be guarded!” said Resa, looking up at Penny like she’d suddenly lost half her brain. “No one will let us out.” 
 
    “The hover works now,” Nicole responded to the unanswered question. “He left it here because it was busted. I’ve been playing around with it.” 
 
    At that, Penny grinned. “That’s what I thought.” She clapped an arm around her sister’s shoulder and pulled her close, planting a big kiss on her cheek. “You’re the genius in the family.” 
 
    Nicole’s face scrunched into an expression that Krayter couldn’t identify and she pushed out of Penny’s embrace. “Ew! Alien lips!” She said it like a tease, but her cheeks turned bright red and she glanced back at Krayter, chagrined. “I mean, it was no big deal. I just needed to replace a thruster and fix some frayed wiring.” 
 
    Penny let her go and Nicole took a step to the side. They dynamic seemed familiar, as if the girl would rather shrink away than be acknowledged for her accomplishments. “Can you take Resa and get the transport started up?” Penny asked. If the girl wouldn’t take praise, at least she could have more responsibility. “Leave your bags here in case anyone is looking out. Just be casual.” 
 
    The girls shrugged their bags off their shoulders and left after a quick goodbye. 
 
    “That seems like a lot of responsibility,” Krayter observed as they left. 
 
    “If I baby them, they’ll just get resentful. I’m their sister, not their mom, you know?” She glanced over at him out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    Krayter stepped up beside her, more to keep himself from sliding his arms around her and hugging her from behind. There was no time to snuggle in the middle of an escape attempt. “Do you mind telling me the plan?” He considered himself an easy-going guy, but at some point he needed to know what they were actually doing. 
 
    “I’m taking Nicole and Resa to our mom. She has a… place, or compound, I guess, about sixty miles from here. I can’t defend them from my dad. But she won’t let them go back.” A touch of sorrow laced her voice, right along with a healthy dose of anger, though this time it wasn’t for her father. 
 
    “I thought that your mother must be dead, from the way you spoke of your father.” Unlike Detyens, humans didn’t mate for life. They had no denyai, except for the few like Penny who proved to match. Humans could leave their chosen mates behind, find new lovers and lives. It shouldn’t have shocked Krayter. Even some Detyens did not live happily with their mates and chose to live separately. But to abandon children? He couldn’t comprehend. 
 
    Penny pursed her lips and clenched a fist. “She left when I was Nicole’s age. Said I was old enough to take care of the girls; that she couldn’t stand him anymore but he wouldn’t let her take us. Resa was three. I don’t think she even remembers her.” She looked up at Krayter and he pulled back his hood so that he could see her better. His heart shattered for her, and his arms ached to hold her, but he held himself still. She wouldn’t break, not yet. Of that he was certain. “I’ve been planning escape routes since then. Mom sends cards on our birthdays and holidays. She included an encoded address once, so I would know where to go if I ever left.” 
 
     “You never planned to go to her, did you?” Though he phrased it as a question, Krayter knew the answer. This time he didn’t stop himself from putting a hand on her shoulder in comfort. 
 
    Penny didn’t shrug it off. “I was waiting until Nicole turned eighteen. I thought then she and Resa would be old enough to decide.” She looked out into the field in front of them as her sisters disappeared into the small garage on the far side of the house. “Maybe she’ll be just as bad as Dad, but she hated the isolation back then. And she’d worked with aliens when she was younger, she never… I guess if you live here, you still agree to all this shit, don’t you?” Penny turned her gaze to him, eyes full of a question he didn’t know how to answer and a vulnerability that rocked him to his toes. 
 
    “Children aren’t responsible for their parents’ hate,” he said. 
 
    “I’m twenty-four.” She tried to step away from him, but Krayter moved with her, grabbing both of her shoulders and holding her close, her skin warm under her top. 
 
    “You raised two girls who knew it was wrong to turn over an injured man to the slaughter. Despite the danger, you’re doing all you can to keep me safe. You’re not a part of that mess back there.” He didn’t want her to think that he saw her as a threat, as unworthy. Not when he’d worship the ground she walked on if she only said the word. 
 
    Penny stared into his eyes, piercing him deep. Her brow furrowed and she swallowed, the lump traveling down the curve of her throat as her muscles contracted. “If you don’t have mind powers, then what is it?” she asked. “Why do…” She trailed off and took a deep breath. “Why do I feel this way?” 
 
    “Do you really want to know?” 
 
     He hung in suspended animation, time freezing around them as he watched the decision blossom in Penny’s eyes. The denya bond held tight between them, not fully anchored, but pulsing with possibility. Krayter had never known it would be such a physical thing, but he could just about reach out and grab it and use it to tug Penny even closer. 
 
    “It isn’t just me, is it?” she asked instead of answering his question. She pulled one of her hands up and covered his with it, resting it on her opposite shoulder and curling her fingers around the edge of his wrist. 
 
    “It’s not.” They stood like that for several moments, until the sound of an engine starting ripped through the clearing, alerting them that the actual mission was calling. 
 
    “After we get to my mother’s, you can call for help in New York, or I can see you on your way,” she said as she pulled away. “My sisters need to be safe there first.” 
 
    “I understand. I’d do the same.” He hadn’t seen any of them besides Kayleb in more than a year, had known that leaving to come to Earth might mean that he never saw them again. But if there was ever any question of his siblings’ safety, that little brood would come before all others. 
 
    “You said you had a brother, right?” Penny asked, her gaze split between him and the garage where Nicole and Resa were still doing their work. 
 
    Krayter laughed. “More than one. My parents have taken it upon themselves to repopulate the Detyen race with NaMoren children. I have twelve siblings.” No, that wasn’t right anymore. “Had. I have eleven living siblings.” 
 
    “Had?” Now her eyes were focused on the garage where her sisters sat, the meaning of his words, and the cost, evident. 
 
    “My eldest sister, Karwan, died two years ago.” Despite her best efforts, she’d never found her denya. The pain of the loss was with him every day. 
 
    “Was she sick?” Horror crossed Penny’s eyes and she blinked a few times, shaking her head as if that would give her control of her emotions. 
 
    “It was not unexpected. But still tragic.” He wasn’t going to explain the Denya Price, not yet. Not until she knew him a little better and they were no longer running away from her more violent relations. Though, he realized she might mean to be done with him in a matter of hours, if not days. “How far is the journey to your mother’s?” 
 
    “Only a few hours, I hope. If we’re very lucky, we might just make it before nightfall.” She stooped down and scooped up Nicole and Resa’s bags. “It looks like they’ve opened the garage door. I think that’s our sign to get out of here.” She handed Nicole’s black backpack to him while slinging Resa’s over her shoulder. 
 
    Krayter took the burden and followed her out of the edge of the woods, his mind spinning, trying to find a way to convince Penny that he was worth more than a ride to safety and a message to friends in the city. If she said the word, he’d stay by her side until she found him worthy and be her man for the rest of their days. But if he asked her to come along with him and see his world, would she? 
 
    *** 
 
    They bumped along down the road and Penny’s arms were getting tired from wrenching the controls back and forth every time the automated steering failed. Nicole had done a lot of work on the vehicle, but it still barely functioned. And each mile she covered made her less and less sure of the path they were on. 
 
    “What were the parameters on your antigrav test?” she asked her sister. This truck was Nicole’s baby; Penny only knew the broad strokes. 
 
    Her sister sat beside her, nervously monitoring the fuel levels and ad hoc control system that she’d appended using an old entertainment tablet and a rope’s worth of wiring. “It works,” Nicole promised. “Just… keep us on the ground for as long as you can.” 
 
    That was promising. 
 
    Resa sat behind them, and Krayter was stuck on the floor of the cargo area behind her, covered in a stack of blankets arranged artfully to give him a few pockets of cool air. It had to be unbearably hot back there, but he wasn’t complaining. Part of Penny had wanted to let him sit beside Resa, or even in Nicole’s spot in the front seat, but it was too dangerous. Some of the patrols were done by surveillance drone and she wasn’t going to risk one of them getting a picture of Krayter. 
 
    So far, there’d been no sign of a patrol. It was by design. Penny could map out the patrol routes by heart, and had a handful of paths out of Highland Settlement that should see them free. The Settlement was built to keep others out, and any adult was free to leave. 
 
    In theory. Somehow, she doubted that her father would let her go. 
 
    With Nicole and Resa in tow, the point was moot. In the eyes of the Settlement, they were both still children and were stuck there until they turned eighteen or their dad gave them permission to go. Given his demands that morning, permission wouldn’t be forthcoming. 
 
    Nicole’s request to stay on the ground was more difficult that it might have otherwise been. To avoid patrols, they needed to stay off the main road. And staying off the main road meant careening through the woods, which could have been worse. 
 
    A hundred years ago, Highland Settlement had been a small town with a few hundred residents. The central part of the city was now the headquarters, but out on the edges, there were plenty of trails that had once been roads. Grass and trees grew up around them, but not nearly as dense as what they’d walked through to get to Murphy’s. 
 
    “So, not to second guess you or anything,” Nicole began, clearly about to second guess her. “But doesn’t this path lead to the old bridge by the power plant?” 
 
    Penny gripped the controls tight as they rambled over a particularly large branch. “It does.” There was a reason she’d kept most of her plan to herself. Mostly because it was just this side of crazy. 
 
    “You mean the old bridge that doesn’t exist?” Resa demanded from the back seat. “By the place where no one’s allowed to go because it’s full of nuclear waste?” She practically screamed the last bit. 
 
    Penny kept her eyes front and gritted her teeth. “They can’t patrol it because it’s too dangerous for people, and Nicole said the hover’s working. It’s the smartest place to get out of the Settlement. Besides, a few minutes in the red zone won’t kill us.” 
 
    She didn’t think. After all, the reactor had melted down more than a hundred years before. Plenty of wildlife lived around there and the deer seemed to survive just fine. A half hour wouldn’t do too much damage. 
 
    “Um, Pen?” That was almost enough to jerk Penny’s attention back. She hated that name. 
 
    “What?” she demanded, making it clear that it was Resa’s only chance to call her that. 
 
    “How sure are you that no one’s following us?” This time, Penny did risk a glance and saw her sister peering out the window and up into the sky. 
 
    “What is it?” Penny leaned forward, trying to see what Resa saw, but the trees were too dense in front of them. 
 
    “It looks like a drone.” 
 
    “Shit!” Penny pressed down on the gas, trying to move them along faster than the crawl she’d been reduced to. “How far away is it?” 
 
    “If I had a ball, I think I could hit it.” That wasn’t reassuring coming from a twelve year old who could only do one pull up. 
 
    Nicole set the car’s control panel aside and pulled a slim tablet out of her pocket. She held it flat and out of the corner of her eye, Penny saw the screen flash bright green. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked. 
 
    “It detects the signal the drones send back to base. Some of the kids at school were getting sick of being caught when they went to have s—when they were making out. So we put this together.” She flicked the screen, but Penny couldn’t take the time to actually watch what she was doing. The woods were starting to thin out as they neared the old power plant. The road didn’t head directly past it, but they’d be able to see one of the tall stacks in the distance as they made the final turn for the old bridge in a few miles.  
 
    “What’s it say?” Penny asked. 
 
    “There’s a drone behind us,” Nicole confirmed, rolling her eyes. “What did you think?” 
 
    “I was hoping it was a pigeon.” They were almost out of the territory. Even if it was a drone, they’d be out of her father’s grasp in fifteen minutes. Or at least farther away. She didn’t doubt that he’d expand the search beyond the land that they controlled. 
 
    “Are you hanging tight back there, Krayter?” she asked. It couldn’t be comfortable, and it had to be alarming to hear the latest turn of events. 
 
    “Never been better,” came his muffled reply. Despite the tension, Penny smiled and glanced in the rearview mirror, shaking her head slightly at his pile of blankets. She didn’t know how to joke at a time like this, but she appreciated his levity. 
 
    “It might get a bit bumpy,” she warned. 
 
    “Oh? And I thought I was floating on a cloud.” Despite the sarcasm, she knew he didn’t mean anything negative. She wished he was just a normal human man, one she’d met at a town social or through her work. Someone she could get to know beyond a day. Someone who wasn’t wrong in every way. 
 
    “Stop mooning over your space boyfriend,” Nicole snapped as they went over a particularly nasty rock. 
 
    “I’m not mooning.” Penny stuck her tongue out and took a turn. 
 
    “So that means he is your space boyfriend!” Resa crowed, laughing. 
 
    Penny was glad Krayter couldn’t see her blushing right now. She’d never be able to face him again. 
 
    “Yes!” Nicole shouted, holding up her tablet in triumph. “The drone’s flying away.” 
 
    Penny narrowed her eyes. “Or it’s going for backup. Maybe the signal isn’t strong enough this far out to transmit video. Or maybe it was flying in a set formation.” No matter what, it wasn’t good. She worried that they’d find men blocking the road when they reached the end, but if she turned back now, they were certain to be intercepted. 
 
    Penny placed her finger over the antigrav control and flicked the switch, engaging the thrusters and shooting the car up off the road. “It’s going to hold,” she told Nicole, half-commanding the car to do as she told it. 
 
    “Uh, sure it is.” Unfortunately, her sister didn’t sound so sure. 
 
    They didn’t fly high. The only thing different about gliding above the road rather than driving on it was the lack of jostling. And the speed. Penny doubled their pace, eating the last mile in three minutes and taking the final turn. 
 
    The edge of the old power plant’s smoke stack was visible in the distance and the BRIDGE OUT signs were little more than orange dots at the end of the road. Penny said a silent prayer and switched the controls to overdrive. 
 
    “Everyone hold tight,” she warned, mostly for Krayter’s sake. 
 
    “We’ve got more drones coming this way,” said Nicole, gripping her tablet tight. “It looks like a fucking swarm.” 
 
    “Language!” The admonishment slipped out, but Penny didn’t pull it back. She didn’t look behind them either. Unless the drones were going to shoot, they were too far away to stop them. And she seriously doubted that her father would risk killing them. 
 
    She hoped. 
 
    The road was clear from the final turn all the way to the bridge and Penny built speed, feeling it in the pull of her skin as they shot forward, covering the last mile in less than a minute, five times faster than they’d moved for the last hour. 
 
    Trees grew tall and birds flew overhead, darting out of the path of the oncoming drone army behind them. Something exploded on the ground beside their vehicle as a laser blast ripped out of one of the drones aiming straight for them. 
 
    “Fuck!” yelled Penny. 
 
    “Language!” both of her sisters retorted, but when the next blaster shot took out a small tree, they quieted. 
 
    “What is it?” Krayter asked. 
 
    “Fire incoming.” There wasn’t much Penny could do to avoid the lasers. With the spotty antigrav engine, evasive maneuvers might send them tumbling down onto the old railroad tracks below. And since they were in a regular civilian vehicle, there was nothing beyond basic anti-accident shielding. Nothing that could deflect weaponry. 
 
    They reached the old bridge and she shifted the antigrav to full, lifting them even further off the ground in an arc. The drones shot wide on either side, the trajectory calculations off by just enough to keep them safe. The air in front of them shimmered faintly, blue sparks jolting as twigs and pollen brushed through the Highland Settlement force field. 
 
    It couldn’t do much to stop them, but once they were through, they’d set off all sorts of alarms. With the drones closing in on them, that wasn’t an issue she’d been too worried about. They careened through the air and began to lose altitude as the car raced to meet the road on the other side of the gap. 
 
    The force field lit up blue as the hood of the car hit it, but they didn’t stop, didn’t even slow. When the car jerked to the side, Penny thought that the antigrav engine was faltering, but a window smashed behind them and she could smell the electric scent of a laser burning the car. They crashed down, barely clearing the gap and rolling forward, past the force field. 
 
    They tilted wildly, tipping forward, hood on a collision course for the ground below. Penny flicked the controls, trying to compensate for the mechanical failure, but the ground rushed up to meet them and the last thing she heard was a deafening screech as smoke filled the cabin and burned her eyes and lungs, squeezing her to the edge of consciousness and plunging her into darkness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Krayter held still as the vehicle settled onto the ground, fearing that if he moved, he’d send them toppling back over the space where the bridge used to be. His arms and legs strained to wedge himself in place so he couldn’t be thrown about, and his muscles screamed from the force. But when they came to a halt, he was unscathed. 
 
    He threw the blanket off. If they were past the force field, what was the use in hiding any longer? Besides, he didn’t like the silence coming from the front of the truck. Neither Resa nor Nicole had stayed quiet for long, but now he couldn’t hear anyone moving. 
 
    Slowly, he raised himself up to his knees, aware of the window broken behind him and the shattered glass all along the metal floor of the truck. A glance back showed the blue force field lit up with red laser blasts. The force that kept enemies from firing in seemed to be stopping the drones from firing out. 
 
    Thank the gods. 
 
    He bunched one of the blankets up beneath him, using it to avoid the glass on the floor, and climbed over the bench. From the silence, he expected to find Resa unconscious. She hadn’t quieted throughout the entire drive. But she sat in her chair, all tangled up in the restraints, her right arm jerked at an awkward angle and a small cut on her forehead. Her eyes were open and wide, but she wasn’t crying. Good. 
 
    Krayter didn’t pause to free her. He needed to check on Penny and Nicole first, and from the slight rocking of the vehicle, he worried that they could tip backwards and fall down the gorge the old bridge used to cross. At the moment, that worry wasn’t helping, and he pushed it aside to focus on what was important. 
 
    He squeezed through the space between the back and front of the car and wedged himself in between Penny and Nicole. Half of Penny’s face was covered in streaks of blood and a dark bruise circled her right eye. A fist clamped down around Krayter’s heart and froze him in place. He couldn’t reach out and touch her, too terrified that if he did, he’d find her cold and already gone. 
 
    No. 
 
    If she were dead, he wouldn’t still feel the denya bond. They may not have sealed it, but it was there and as strong as it ever had been. He reached forward and took her pulse, gratified to find its strong beat under his fingers. Next to her sister, Nicole looked better, but she was still unconscious. At least she wasn’t bloodied and bruised, though one of her tablets had shattered when it hit the floor. 
 
    Krayter slithered back to Resa, who was looking at him with fathomless brown eyes full of worry and more than a little hatred. “Are they…?” 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” he promised, hoping it was true. He’d turn back the course of time to force the issue rather than accept grievous injury or death for his denya or any of her sisters. 
 
    Resa didn’t look like she believed him, but all tangled up in the restraints there wasn’t much she could do to stop him. She struggled against the bonds and a distant part of Krayter knew he’d be amused by this if it weren’t for the threat of the drones and the injured women. 
 
    He glanced out the shattered window behind them and saw that the drones still fired on the force field. He would bet that meant that they were following a program, rather than being guided by guards from the Settlement. Even so, those guards would come soon and they needed to get away. Thinking people wouldn’t be dissuaded by a weak force field. 
 
    His knuckles itched as he almost unsheathed his claws, but a second glance at Resa made him pause. She was ready to scream and panic and one false move from him would trigger it. She reminded him a little of his middle sister, Kinsett. They were both full of fire and energy and spite and ready to bite as quickly as smile. 
 
    Gods above, he missed his sisters. 
 
    But he wasn’t Resa’s brother, and a lifetime of training urged her to distrust him. He couldn’t fix it all today, but he could start. “Do you want to see a trick?” he asked, turning his full smile on her and blocking out the drones behind them. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, and after nearly a minute of studying him nodded her head once. 
 
    He grinned. “Great!” He reached out slowly. “I’m going to try and unwrap the worst of this, okay?” He didn’t want to touch her without her permission. But Resa nodded again and he took hold of her arm, detangling her as best he could. “You’re not hurt, are you?” She seemed mostly fine, but her clothes were dark and the sun was starting to set. 
 
    She shook her head and whispered, “No.” 
 
    “That’s good,” he said softly. “You’re still caught pretty bad, so I’m going to cut you out. But you’ve got to hold still.” 
 
    “What’s the trick?” she asked. 
 
    Krayter held his fist towards her, a foot in front of her face. “Watch carefully,” he warned. 
 
    Her eyes focused on his fingers like she could freeze him with her mind. 
 
    Despite the urgency, Krayter struggled not to laugh. She was so serious that he feared she’d never been given a chance to develop a sense of humor. Well, not one that didn’t revolve around making fun of Penny. But making fun of an older sibling was an inborn trait. 
 
    In a flash, he snapped out his claws, the wicked lengths more than half as long as his fingers. When he made a fist, they were as thick as a thumb and sharp as knives. 
 
    Resa’s eyes widened and she bit her lip to keep from gasping. 
 
    “Cool, huh?” he asked, careful to remain still. He didn’t want her freaking out on him. 
 
    Her fingers jerked where they were stuck up near the top of the seat. “Can I touch?” she asked shyly. 
 
    And there it was. His in. He nodded and reached out, letting her fingers brush against the outside of the claws. After a moment, she curled her hand back, either satisfied or scared. But some of that resentment in her eyes had been replaced by wonder. And maybe, just maybe, she’d show a little mercy to Penny next time she caught them kissing. 
 
    “I’m going to use these to get you out, so I need you to stay still, got it?” he asked. Someone in front groaned and started to move, but Krayter didn’t look away from his charge. Even Penny could wait for a minute right now. But only one minute. 
 
    Resa held still and Krayter swiped, cutting the bonds and letting them sag against her. Once he pulled away, she extracted herself and shook her hands in front of her. She licked her lips and wiped her hair out of her eyes. “Thank you,” she said, not quite looking at him. 
 
    Krayter took a chance and placed his hand, claws sheathed, on her shoulder. “Grab your bag and wait outside the car. I’m going to need your help.” 
 
    She nodded and once she had the door open, he tossed Nicole’s, Penny’s, and his own bags out beside her. 
 
    The thumping of the lasers still had his attention. “Can you move to the front of the car?” he called out to Resa. If that shield failed, she’d be in the line of fire standing where she was. 
 
    She glanced back at the shield and nodded. Stooping over, she hooked two of the bags on one arm and two on the other and dragged them around the front, forcing her to bend over and move awkwardly. Only once she was relatively safe did Krayter climb out of the car after her. 
 
    His first instinct was to see to Penny, but he knew exactly what she’d say if she could. Nicole first. He would have done the same. So he went around to the passenger’s seat and opened the door carefully from the outside, unsure if it was supporting any of Nicole’s weight. 
 
    But the teenager stayed seated, her eyebrows furrowed and lips drawn tight. Krayter reached in and unfastened her restraint. She groaned as he brushed up against her and started to move her shoulders as if she were waking up from a long nap. 
 
    “Shh,” Krayter cautioned. “Stay still, it’s okay.” He kept his voice low, trying for comfort. 
 
    But Nicole stiffened and her eyes snapped open. The black of her pupils was ringed by only a small circle of brown and she hissed in a tight breath. “Penny. Resa.” Krayter backed out of the car and let her move. 
 
    “Resa’s in front,” he said, pointing. “I’m going to get Penny out. Find a med kit.” If she wouldn’t agree to it, he’d force a health scan on her later. But right now, if she could move, she needed to get out of the car. 
 
    He left her there and went around to Penny, who was starting to come to, though she was moving even slower than Nicole. By the time Krayter had her door open, she’d undone her restraint and was holding a hand up to her forehead. 
 
    “We got hit?” she mumbled, the words fuzzy around the edges and disbelief rich in every syllable. 
 
    “I think so.” Krayter took her arm and guided her out of the vehicle and to the front, where her sisters were waiting, Nicole ready with the first aid supplies. “Do you have regen gel?” he asked. It was worth its weight in diamonds out in space, but he didn’t know if the all-purpose healing cream was common on Earth. 
 
    He found a relatively large rock and eased Penny down, but didn’t let go. The girls were out of the car, and they were all safe for the moment, despite the ever present threat of lasers behind them.  
 
    Resa came over with a small tube of regen gel and handed it to him with a tentative smile. Krayter nodded his thanks. He squirted some of the cool cream onto his fingers and smoothed it over the gash on the side of her face. She flinched at his touch, but her fingers tightened where she clutched his arms, not letting go. 
 
    “We’re all okay?” she asked, cracking her good eye open and meeting his. 
 
    Words fled Krayter and all he could manage was a nod. Out of the corner of his eye he saw one of the girls set a small med kit down beside him. She offered a moist cloth to him before backing away. Krayter used it to wipe the blood off of Penny’s face, careful to avoid the regen gel. 
 
    “I don’t think the truck is going to make it,” he said. Even now smoke was beginning to billow out from the engine. “We’re going to have to continue on foot.” 
 
    Penny leaned her head against her shoulder for a long moment before rolling it to the side and taking stock of the vehicle. She sighed. “Great.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Penny’s face ached and she wanted to lay down on the nice soft dirt under their feet and take a long nap. But she put one foot in front of the other and hitched her bag higher on her back, regretting that she hadn’t taken Krayter up on his offer to carry the burden. But she’d already handed over her blaster and gun. He couldn’t defend them and carry extra weight. 
 
    Or maybe he could. But he shouldn’t need to. 
 
    He covered their rear, the danger more likely to come from behind than in front. They were outside of Highland Settlement territory now and while the guards did some level of surveillance out this way, they rarely ventured beyond the force field. 
 
    She’d let Nicole and Resa lead, giving them a list of landmarks to look out for. While Penny had hoped they’d be able to take the vehicle all the way to her mother’s property, she had memorized the lay of the land a long time ago just in case she ever had to cover it on foot. 
 
    “How’s your head?” Krayter asked, walking beside her. This old road was broad enough for two people to walk side by side, which made for a much more pleasant journey than the single file hike they’d been forced into on the way to Murphy’s. 
 
    “I don’t think I have a concussion,” she said, “but I’ve been better.” 
 
    He raised a hand as if to squeeze her shoulder, only remembering he was holding the blaster once it came into sight. Krayter smiled, abashed, and Penny’s heart did that little flip thing she was coming to associate with him. “You have used a blaster before, right?” 
 
    He puffed up, chest sticking out and expression affronted. “Of course! Did you know I was attacked by pirates on my way to Earth?” 
 
    “Really?” She turned towards him and almost stumbled, but did a little hop to catch herself. She winced as the hard impact against the dirt jostled her wounds. “You fought off pirates?” 
 
    “Well…” he grinned, “fought off might not be the right word. I guarded the civilians in the engine room. But I have shot a blaster before. In a range. When I was eleven. I even won a competition.” 
 
    Despite the danger, Penny laughed. “Please tell me that’s a joke.” 
 
    Krayter shook his head. 
 
    “Maybe I should have you give the gun to Nicole,” she muttered. 
 
    “What?” Nicole snapped her head back at the sound of her name. 
 
    “Nothing! Mind your own business.” She said it loudly, but there was no heat in the remark. When she glanced back at Krayter, his face had lost its light expression. All at once, she remembered that he had a whole passel of siblings many light years from here. “Do you miss them?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded and holstered the blaster. “How far away is our destination?” he asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “If we’re very fortunate and don’t run into trouble, we should be there by tomorrow night.” This part of Earth was hardly a war-torn wasteland, but it was sparsely populated and some of the people who lived out here didn’t take kindly to strangers. 
 
    “You anticipated losing the transport?” he asked. “I can’t help but notice that you didn’t hesitate once the engine started to smoke.” 
 
    Penny rubbed at the dull ache in her temple. The regen gel had done a lot of work, but she had a while until she was at 100%. “I have twenty three contingencies,” she told him. “But seventeen are moot now. No, eighteen. We don’t have access to a zeppelin.” 
 
    Krayter stopped moving and Penny made it a few steps before she realized. She turned and looked at him, eyebrows raised. 
 
    “That is very… thorough,” he settled on. “How long have you been planning this?” 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you? Since I was sixteen.” Now that she’d remembered the zeppelin, she wished they had access to something that could fly better than an old truck. But that contingency had never been serious, though she had once mused they could also use a hot air balloon. 
 
    “Most people don’t come up with two dozen plans for a moment that might never come. Not unless they’re locked in a cell.” He didn’t quite ask why, and Penny didn’t know what to say in response. 
 
    They walked on and caught up with her sisters. After several more minutes, he asked, “A zeppelin?” 
 
    Penny laughed. “One landed in the settlement when I was a little girl. I can’t remember why, but it always stuck in the back of my mind.” 
 
    “You’re amazing.” He didn’t say it with a laugh, and the sincerity in his voice scared her a little. She wasn’t anything special, just a girl stuck in a place she didn’t want to be with responsibilities she couldn’t give up. 
 
    “I just did what I had to do,” she deflected. 
 
    For a moment she expected Krayter to say something else. Instead, his fingers tangled with hers, light enough that she could easily pull away if she wanted. She squeezed tight and kept hold, not letting go for a long time, until the path narrowed and they needed to walk in single file again. 
 
    Before he let go, Krayter raised her hand up and kissed it, dropping it before she could react. Penny rubbed her own fingers over the spot his lips had touched, her skin burned, marked with the imprint of him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    It was a long time walking until they came to a stop for the night. Krayter hadn’t heard or seen any sign that the drones had pierced the force field, and nothing suggested that they were being followed by guards from the settlement, but it still felt like eyes crawled up and down his back, trying to catch them at their most vulnerable.  
 
    Penny was the one who chose the spot, a small patch of ground encircled by tall trees that provided a little bit of cover. They walked deep into the woods, away from the path, to find the sleeping area. But Penny had laid a subtle trail so they’d be able to find the road again come morning. 
 
    Krayter set his weapons beside a sleeping bag they’d let him borrow. He hadn’t been lying when he spoke of his weapon prowess—or lack thereof. But he knew it was a fool’s errand to try to sleep with a blaster holstered on his hip. He could almost imagine the tangle of blankets he’d need to fight before he could take out any threats.  
 
    They’d placed a heating block in a circle of stones to provide warmth and a little bit of light. It didn’t go bright like a fire, and there wasn’t any smoke, so no one from a distance would see where they’d set up camp. Resa and Nicole leaned against one another and poked at food they’d placed on the block to heat it up. He’d grabbed something from their food stash that didn’t need preparation. Though protein meal bars were one of the least palatable things he’d ever forced down, they’d keep him full. 
 
    The air swirled around him, bringing the sweet scent of whatever soap Penny used. She settled in beside him, the white wrapper of a familiar protein bar clutched in her hand.  
 
    “No food for you?” Krayter asked, watching as she balled up the material and put it in their temporary trash bag. 
 
    Penny leaned back against a large rock and broke off a piece of the protein bar, chewing carefully and grimacing at the less than natural texture. “The girls need it more. I can take a few days of rations.” They’d packed away most of the easily transportable food at Penny’s house, but protein bars were the easiest food of all to carry. Resa and Nicole would only be able to enjoy their jerky, cheese, and fruit for another day before they ran out. 
 
    They ate their ration bars quietly while Nicole and Resa ate dinner on the other side of the fire log. The girls were quiet and a little too far away to hear anything louder than a murmur.  
 
    Following the girls’ example, Krayter kept his own voice low. “How’s your head?” he asked. The regen gel had taken care of most of her bruise, but Penny’s face was still a little swollen and the skin under her eye was a sallow yellow.  
 
    She finished off the last bite of her protein bar and brushed her hand against her leg to wipe off the crumbs. “My ears stopped ringing a while ago, so I think that’s a good sign.”  
 
    “Good.” Krayter would gladly sit under a hail of blaster fire again if it meant he didn’t need to pull her unconscious out of any more vehicles. 
 
    Resa stood and deposited a wrapper in the garbage before stepping out towards the woods. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Penny asked, sitting up straight and just about springing off her feet to go after her sister. 
 
    “Um, I need to pee?” Resa crossed her arms and rolled her eyes as she said it, every bit the youngest sister. Krayter’s chest ached as he thought of his own family, so far away. 
 
    Penny started to push off her seat. “I’ll show you where─” 
 
    “I can find it, don’t worry about me,” Resa interrupted. Before Penny could stop her, she ducked into the trees and took off. 
 
    Penny looked over to Nicole and nodded in Resa’s direction. Without a word, the older girl followed her sister. 
 
    “It’s been a long day,” Krayter observed. The girls were tired and had to be sore. Tempers got short in those conditions. 
 
    Penny sighed and leaned back against the rock once more. “And they’ve both reached big sister saturation point.” She smiled and turned her head towards him. “I love them to death, but I’ll be happy for a few minutes alone.” Some tension seemed to dissipate from her shoulders and she rolled her head back, letting it rest against the rock.  
 
    Alone? Suddenly nervous, Krayter looked around for a spot from which he could give her space. “I can sit over there…” He pointed a few feet away, in between where he now sat and where the girls had been.  
 
    “I meant away from them.” Penny kept smiling and laid her hand on his thigh to keep him from moving. “I haven’t reached Krayter saturation point.” Her eyes widened as the words tumbled out and she snapped her mouth shut and bowed her head, hiding a blush that was all but invisible in the dark. 
 
    Delight poured through him. Krayter placed his hand over hers before dancing his fingers up her arm and over her neck. He pulled her close, their sides flush up against one another, and Penny snuggled into him. 
 
    She turned, and his lips came down on her, devouring like a starved man. She was heat and warmth and everything he’d come to this world to find. His arm was pinned to the rock, but that didn’t matter. Her tongue darted out playfully, tracing the edge of his lower lip in a bold exploration. 
 
    Krayter groaned and leaned into her, the press of her fingers against his thigh hot enough to burn steel. All she needed to do was slide her hand up the tiniest fraction and he’d be putty in her fingers. 
 
    Very hard putty. 
 
    He opened his lips, inviting her in, meeting her halfway and taking her taste into himself. He wanted to lick her from head to toe, and spend a lot of time in between, tasting the heat of her sex as she squirmed under him. He’d make any promise to do it, vow any oath. So long as she was his at the end. 
 
    Her fingers curled and Krayter had to leash everything that strained to buck against her, to push her back and lay her on the cold ground beneath him. But no, their first time wouldn’t be a hurried coupling on packed dirt, the danger of armed men riding them hard. 
 
    Especially not with her sisters only a few dozen feet away. 
 
    With more discipline than he knew he possessed, Krayter pulled back, putting just a little space between them. His arm still circled her shoulders and he laid his forehead against hers. “I’d trade a lot for fifteen uninterrupted minutes,” he confessed, swiping one last, selfish kiss for himself. 
 
    Penny’s lips curled against his. “I’d demand at least an hour.” She lifted her hand from his thigh and Krayter almost cursed, but then she laced her fingers through his free hand, heedless of the claws she had to know were just under the surface. 
 
    Krayter’s heart threatened to pound out of his chest. She wanted him. She’d wanted him for some time, but this was more than a stolen, secret kiss. Her sisters could walk back at any moment, and still she laced her fingers with his, heedless of the potential teasing. He contemplated speaking of the denya bond. Even though they hadn’t known each other long, he felt like he was lying to her by keeping it a secret. She had a right to know who she was to him. 
 
    But before he could open his mouth to confess, Resa and Nicole walked out of the forest. Resa dug in her bag and grabbed some hand sanitizer, slathering the gel over her fingers and chucking the container back towards her pack. Neither she nor Nicole paid any attention to him or Penny. They laid down in their sleeping bags and were soon muttering back and forth again, not loud enough to be heard. 
 
    “We should set up a watch,” Penny suggested, squeezing his fingers. “I had to ditch all of our electronics with the truck. Too much risk of being tracked. So if you and I each take a shift, that should get us through the night.” 
 
    With no electronics, they couldn’t both get a full night’s sleep. But it would be just as bad if one of them sacrificed a whole night of sleep and tried to operate at full speed in the morning. “I can take the first. You should get some sleep, see if your head feels better.” Krayter was in the best shape out of the two of them. And he knew from helping his brother recover from a head wound that sleep could be the best medicine. Even just a few hours. 
 
    Penny stood and pulled him up after her. “I’ll show you the path to a good observation spot. I’ve marked it so you can find your way back.” They walked down a path back towards the road and she pointed out several white rocks she’d placed at intervals, so neither he nor Penny would get lost in the woods. 
 
    The giggles of the two girls followed them into the woods. Krayter ignored it as he and Penny disappeared from the sight of the fire brick.  
 
    “You can’t see the road from here, but you should be able to hear anyone that’s coming. We just need a little warning. Do you have the blaster?” She didn’t mention that he wasn’t experienced using it.  
 
    Krayter patted the holster. “I’ll come wake you in a few hours.” 
 
    Penny bit her lip and glanced over her shoulder back towards their camp. In the dark, she was little more than the suggestion of a person, shadows and a glint of teeth. She looked back at him and stood on tiptoes, kissing him quickly before dissolving back into the night. 
 
    The moment she disappeared, the air grew colder and Krayter shivered. He pulled his jacket tight across himself and sat back against a tree, trying for a little comfort. But not too much. He didn’t want to end up sleeping.  
 
    In the dark chill, his mind wandered. By now, his brother Kayleb had to be concerned. Though they weren’t joined at the hip, a day hadn’t passed where they hadn’t seen one another. Not until today. Yesterday. He wasn’t quite sure of how long he’d been gone, but it was long enough. Would Kayleb trust the authorities and report him missing? Or would he begin the search himself? 
 
    They’d meant to come to Earth with their cousin, Ruwen, and his denya, a human woman named Lis. But something had delayed them on the final leg of Krayter and Kayleb’s journey and they’d gone on without them. So Kayleb had no one in New York he could depend on.  
 
    Even worse, Krayter worried for his brother’s health. Kayleb had sustained a traumatic head wound during the course of the pirate battle on their journey to Earth from Jaaxis. He’d said he was fine, but there were moments when he wasn’t as quick with words as he’d once been, and his memory suffered. The doctor he’d seen had cautioned that all he needed was rest and time. But the stress of Krayter’s disappearance could push back Kayleb’s recovery. 
 
    Showing up in New York with Penny could be a balm. They’d come to New York to find mates. If Krayter was successful in a matter of weeks, that would have to give Kayleb some hope. 
 
    If Krayter could convince Penny that she should give him a chance. 
 
    His cock stirred as he thought of her and the memory of her lips was a ghost against his own. He ran his hand over the seam of his pants, trying to get himself under control. But that, of course, was a mistake. He bit back a groan as he grew harder, imagining what his denya would look like if she were sitting out here, watching him. Would her eyes grow heavy and dark, full of arousal as he brought himself off thinking of her? Would she lick her lips, thinking of the places that she could put her tongue to good use? 
 
    Krayter rubbed a little harder, the friction of his clothes adding a layer to the pleasure, something different than his own hand for a change. Penny’s hand was the change he wanted, her slim fingers wrapped around him, sliding up and down steadily, gripping him tight enough to show that she had the control. 
 
    He’d been at her mercy once, and now the memory sprang back to life as he freed his cock, opening the fly of his pants, despite the cold air. Would she be a harsh mistress? Denying him release as she took her own pleasure, naked and panting before him while he was bound and at her mercy. 
 
    Bed games had always been fun, and Krayter played it both ways, dominator and dominated. Now he could imagine himself bound at Penny’s feet. And once the tables were turned, he’d torture her sweetly, bringing her to the heights of pleasure while he controlled every sensation she felt. 
 
    With a jerk, he released, spurting out as he imagined Penny gasping his name, her sex spasming around him as he pumped into her, unloading himself into her tight sheath. Krayter leaned back, gasping as he came back to himself. He looked down at his softening cock and felt his cheeks heat. 
 
    If he’d been a military man, there would have been a punishment for this. And not the kind he’d just imagined. He quickly cleaned himself off and put his pants back to rights, thanking all the gods that no one had stumbled upon him while he’d been in such a vulnerable state. 
 
    He kept his mind on less heated images as the minutes ticked by quietly, his only company the wind in the trees. When his timer buzzed later, he jerked up from a half-doze. He shook his head to wake himself up and quickly looked around. There was no one there. 
 
    He followed the rocks back to camp and found Penny and the girls as he’d left them. Penny’s sleeping bag was twisted around her legs as if she’d been rolling around and Krayter briefly wondered if she’d… 
 
    No. He wasn’t going there now. Not in the middle of the night when it was time to change shifts. 
 
    He placed a hand on her shoulder and gently shook her, rousing her from sleep. Her hair was in a halo all around her and as she rose to consciousness, she moaned, the sound going straight to his eager cock. 
 
    “It’s time?” she mumbled, barely audible. 
 
    Krayter kissed her forehead. “It’s time.” 
 
    She blew out a breath and pushed the sleeping bag down, crawling out of it. He pretended not to notice that she discreetly readjusted her jeans and pulled up the zipper, still refusing to think of what that could imply. 
 
    Penny grabbed a caffeinated drink from her bag and opened it, tipping it back and swallowing hungrily. With a gasp, she lowered the empty bottle and put it in their trash. “Mornings suck,” she told him. 
 
    Krayter laughed as he climbed into his own sleeping bag. “I’d much rather you were laying in here with me. But the watch is important.” 
 
    She looked at him and his sleeping bag for several long seconds, but finally shook her head. “You’re right. I’ll wake you in a few hours.” 
 
    And then she was gone without even a kiss. Krayter quickly fell into a black, dreamless sleep. 
 
    Hours later, he cracked open his eyes as a crowing bird went abruptly silent. He looked up just in time to see the barrel of a rifle aim right between his eyes from two feet away. 
 
    They were doomed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    The men with guns had overtaken her before Penny even realized that there was a danger. Her bones were heavy with exhaustion and she realized it had been a fool’s errand to try and keep watch overnight. She and Krayter would have done just as well if they’d both taken the full night of sleep. 
 
    In a matter of minutes, her sisters appeared, bags strapped over their shoulders, marched between more armed people covered all in black. She couldn’t see their faces, but the uniforms they wore looked nothing like those of the guards in Highland Settlement. Penny tried to look around to see if they’d brought Krayter, but the guard blocked her view completely. 
 
    The need to ask if he was there clawed at her throat, but she kept it contained. She didn’t want these scary armed men to know that Krayter meant something to her. How much he meant to her. 
 
    But that didn’t mean she had to embrace silence. “Who are you?” she demanded. “Where are you taking us?” She caught sight of Nicole and Resa and leveled a glare at them. She couldn’t predict what would happen if her sisters bolted. They might escape, but blaster fire could cut them down in an instant and she wasn’t willing to risk it. It occurred to her that while the soldiers had guns, they hadn’t roughed her or her sisters up. Better to cooperate now and work on escape later. 
 
    It was a short journey to the road, too short, really. Three all-terrain, hover enabled vehicles waited on the old dirt path, another half dozen soldiers with them, just as armed. Their leader, though, was not masked. She was a tall, dark-skinned woman with bright white braids, a smile on her face, and violence in her blue eyes.  
 
    The soldier leading their march opened the door and shoved Nicole and Resa in and reached out a hand for Penny. She looked back just in time to see Krayter being forced into a different vehicle. 
 
    Her heart clenched even as she breathed a sigh of relief. He was alive. As long as that was true, they could do anything.  
 
    She climbed in after her sisters, still choosing to be compliant. Ish. “I asked you who you are,” she said again when one soldier climbed in behind them and shut the door. The back of the vehicle consisted of two rows of seats that faced each other. She was crushed in beside Nicole and Resa, but Penny would much rather sit next to them than the guard. 
 
    Someone climbed into the front seat and engaged the engine and the vehicle glided forward with a smooth antigrav.  
 
    “We’re taking you to Jacinta,” the soldier said. He didn’t have a rifle like the others, but the butt of a smaller gun poked out from his side. He was older than Penny, probably in his forties, judging by the gray hair at his temples. But laugh lines crinkled around his eyes, and despite the situation, Penny didn’t feel threatened. Which made this man more dangerous than any of the guns. 
 
    But the name Jacinta lit a fire of hope in Penny, even as fear burned alongside it. “That man back there is a friend,” she said, pointing to the vehicle behind them with the hands they hadn’t bothered to bind. “Don’t hurt him.” 
 
    The soldier’s eyebrows shot up. “An alien? Highland Settlement must have changed a lot since I left.” She thought he would say more to her, but he murmured something into the radio on his shoulder and settled back into his seat. At the mention of Highland Settlement, Penny studied him closer. The community was small, and she could recognize its members on sight. But there was nothing familiar about this man. He must have left when she was very young. 
 
    “They’re taking us to Mom?” Resa whispered, leaning over towards her.. 
 
    Penny nodded quietly as her mind raced with all of the reasons that this had been a bad idea. She’d never anticipated that her mom would have as many men and guns as her father.  
 
    They drove down the dense country path for more than an hour, mostly in silence. Penny gave up asking more questions when the guard wouldn’t even give her a name. Penny bumped in her seat as the hover disengaged and they switched to manual steering. The vehicle turned down a side road that had long since been paved, but the other two vehicles continued down the other path. 
 
    “Where are they taking him?” Penny snapped, jerking her head to the side to watch the truck until it disappeared from sight. 
 
    The guard sneered, his non-threatening, smiling face dissolving into something sinister, something she’d often seen on the face of the men of Highland Settlement. “Don’t worry, your friend will be just fine.”  
 
    “He’s our friend too!” Nicole piped up unexpectedly. Penny squeezed her sister’s knee and gave her a quick smile of thanks.  
 
    But that brought his attention to Nicole, who he appraised from head to toe. “You don’t seem old enough to have friends,” he leered. 
 
    Penny’s hand snapped out and her fist connected with his nose before she even thought to move. No one spoke to her sister like that. But he was a trained soldier while she was only quick enough for sucker punches. The guard jerked on her arm, pulling her across the bench and wrapping his free hand around her neck and digging in until Penny started to see black spots swimming up over her eyes. She struggled, clawing at his hand even as she heard weapons drawn. 
 
    The car stopped and still the guard kept hold. She didn’t have the leverage to kick him and it was getting harder and harder to think as the pain swelled and the blood flow to her brain slowed. 
 
    The door opened with a crack and the guard froze, loosening his grip on her just slightly. Penny risked a glance away. Right outside the door was a woman who’d aged in the eight years since Penny had seen her, even if her eyes were just as bright and her hair just as shiny as it had always been.  
 
    “Dennis, explain why you’re hurting my daughter.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Penny could still feel the bite of Dennis’s fingers digging into her neck as she stood in her mother’s airy kitchen. It was ridiculously big, bigger than the entire first floor of her cabin, and rivaled what her dad had at the Residence. A gigantic island took up the center of the room and pots and pans hung from a fixture above it. The stove and food processors wouldn’t have been out of place in a fine restaurant—at least according to what Penny had seen in vids—and light streamed in from the large windows and the glass doors that dominated one of the walls. 
 
    It would have been paradise, if her mother hadn’t been there. 
 
    Nicole and Resa sat at the table, digging into big breakfasts laid out in front of them. The girls were still dirty from their day in the woods, but they’d all agreed that food was the most important thing right now. The soldiers hadn’t paused to give them protein bars. 
 
    Her mother’s people milled about, men and women and even an alien walking through the kitchen to get to other parts of the house that served as her headquarters. This, too, was like the Residence, but given the presence of the alien, it couldn’t be as strict. 
 
    Penny stood by her mother, far enough away from Nicole and Resa that they couldn’t easily hear. The steam coming off the bacon tempted Penny much more than any conversation with the woman who’d abandoned her children. She’d thought that she’d feel more when this day came. But right then, she was just tired. 
 
    “He finally got to you?” her mother asked. She leaned casually against a counter, her arms crossed. She was every bit the soldier that her people were, and Penny could see three different weapons in plain view. Jacinta had never been the cookie baking type, not even when Penny was a girl.  
 
    “I suppose he did.” She wanted to ask about Krayter, not talk about her father. They needed to get him back to his people, and though she’d planned to leave her sisters here, she wouldn’t force them to stay. She couldn’t throw them into the hands of a neglectful parent just so they could escape an abusive one. “This is quite the place. I guess it’s easier to build without three kids in tow.” A drop of venom rasped in her words.  
 
    Her mother had the grace to flinch, but Penny wasn’t moved. “I didn’t build it,” she explained. “I… took over when the last leader became too much.” 
 
    “And that’s easier to do without your children too.” A long time ago, Penny had dreamed of this reunion, of the words she could say that would make it so her mother had always loved her. How she could make it so she’d never left. But Jacinta Morales wasn’t worth that trouble. 
 
    “Leaving you was the hardest decision I ever made.” There was real pain there, and if Penny hadn’t been on the verge of exhaustion, if she hadn’t been fired on by her father’s people, and if she hadn’t shared two amazing kisses with an alien, she might have been moved.  
 
    All she could summon was indifference. She ignored her mother’s confession and moved on to important business. “Your men took my friend Krayter somewhere. I want him freed and safe, and brought to us. He needs to contact his brother in New York.” She’d have more demands for that later, but the first step was to be reunited. 
 
    “So you broke out of Highland Settlement for an alien?” Disbelief laced her words, as if any child of Kurt White must also be full of his hate. 
 
    But her mother needed to understand. Krayter was the catalyst, not the reason. “I couldn’t leave Nicole and Resa there. They’re just kids, and it’s no place for children.” She didn’t wait to hear her mother’s response. The words were enough to echo through the better part of a decade that separated them. After all, it’s no place for children had been the last thing that Penny’s mother ever said to her. 
 
    Before leaving her to suffer at her father’s mercy. 
 
    *** 
 
    Blindfolds had a place they belonged, and it wasn’t Krayter’s face. Though, given the ubiquity over the last day, he wondered if there was something that humans read that invited them to tie him up. Did his clan markings spell out bind me? He hoped not. 
 
    He’d been pushed into a little room that might have been a cell. There were no bars, but the walls were rough wood and there was no handle for a door. Whether it was dark or light, he couldn’t say, but the air was fresh, which told him there might be a window somewhere. He’d tried to rub his head against the wall to remove the blindfold, but it was tied too tightly to budge. 
 
    His hands had been bound behind his back with rope too far away to reach with his claws. It was becoming more and more obvious that his escape from Penny’s shed was a onetime thing. 
 
    Where was Penny? And the girls? Were they alright? He’d been marched out of the woods with no word about them and shoved into a car with enough force to leave his ears ringing. If he had the blaster, maybe he could have done some damage. But he’d left that with Penny when they switched watch shifts. 
 
    His guts churned. Had she been hurt? Had she fought back? Was she… no, she was alive. He’d know if she weren’t, he’d have to. 
 
    He strained against the rope at his wrists, testing for any give, but it held steady. Without his sight, he couldn’t see anything he could use to cut the bindings away, and until he could either see or use his hands, he was screwed. But Krayter needed to get out. He needed to find Penny and the girls and get them to safety.  
 
    The door open and Krayter froze, as if that would do anything to hide him. A slightly floral scent tickled his nose and the door shut once more. He breathed deep and the scent was still there, stronger now, and chemical. Something from a soap or perfume. 
 
    “You’re the friend?” a woman asked, not Penny. 
 
    “What?” Was he being interrogated? Did they have Penny tied up somewhere, demanding what she knew and how they’d gotten here? How was he supposed to respond? The harshest interrogation Krayter had ever gone through—before this week—involved his boss asking who’d arrived late three times in one week. He didn’t know how to handle this tied up and blindfolded business. 
 
    “My daughter says you’re her friend. Is that true?” He was almost relieved that it was Penny’s mother standing in front of him, if not for the bindings.  
 
    “Yes.” Friend didn’t quite capture it, but the rest of it was between him and Penny and Krayter wasn’t about to tell her estranged mother things that his denya didn’t even know yet. 
 
    Her footsteps were nearly silent as she approached and circled him. Krayter forced himself to stand still. He wouldn’t chase his tail like some small yapper. For a moment, fingers brushed against his hair and then his blindfold sagged. He was momentarily blinded by the bright sun streaming through a window and blinked wildly as Penny’s mother stepped away. 
 
    As his eyes adjusted, he saw the tall form of a woman who looked like Penny, only with twenty years added on and any soft edge filed down to hardness. She was made of hard muscle and strength, the lines on her face each marks to a life lived through adversities and triumphs. Her dark hair was held back in a tight braid and a thick scar peeked out from under the neck of the dark shirt she wore under a black leather jacket. 
 
    There was no question in her eyes about who would win in a fight between the two of them. And even with his claws, Krayter was pretty sure that she was right. 
 
    “Please, have a seat.” She gestured to the bench flush against the wall behind him.  
 
    Krayter eyed her for a long moment, but he shuffled back and sat, his arms awkwardly winched behind his back and fingers brushing against the wall. 
 
    “Who are you?” She stood relaxed, as if she was discussing plans for dinner instead of interrogating a bound man. 
 
    Krayter wanted to growl in frustration. He’d given Penny his answers and he’d offered no harm to anyone. But Krayter held that back. He might not have seen a weapon, but he’d bet all of his credits that this woman was armed and ready to shoot.  
 
    He jerked his shoulders around, flashing his bound hands. “I’m not very talkative when I’m tied up.” 
 
    She didn’t even twitch an eyebrow. “That’s too bad. Who are you?” 
 
    He could stay silent and risk at least a day of lock up, or he could play her game. Fine. “My name is Krayter NaMoren. I live with my brother in New York.” Maybe she was making sure that he told her the same story he’d told Penny.  
 
    “Clearly you’re not from New York,” she drawled.  
 
    “Clearly.” 
 
    Krayter met his eyes, but didn’t offer any more information. The moment stretched between them, the sounds from outside filtering and making every second crawl by. 
 
    Penny’s mother relented. She placed a hand on her waist and cocked her hip to the side. “Why should I let you go? Your presence has put my daughter in danger and I won’t stand for that.” 
 
    Rage burst forth, hot and heavy in his veins. This woman dared to say that to him? As if he would ever harm his denya! As if he wouldn’t lay down his life to protect her. “You lost the right to worry about that when you abandoned her,” he spat. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Is that what she called it?” 
 
    Krayter reined in the emotion. “I realize there are translation errors at times,” he conceded, “but the concept is clear enough.” Three daughters with no mother—there were only so many words that fit the situation. 
 
    “It wasn’t…” She shook her head as she cut herself off. “We’ll talk—” And once she began again, a commotion outside the room interrupted her. 
 
    With a bang and a clack, the door burst open, revealing Penny, breathing heavy, her cheeks bright and eyes on fire with determination. “Let him go, Mom.” 
 
    “How did you—”  
 
    “Untie him right now.” Krayter saw a soldier standing outside the door holding a blaster, but it was pointed down at the floor as the battle of wills raged between mother and daughter. Krayter bet on Penny winning. He’d always bet on her. And right now she was ready to shoot blasters from her eyes and blow this place down. 
 
    “You’ve known him for two days, how can you trust him?” Her mother had her arms crossed, but she was otherwise unmoved. 
 
    Krayter didn’t breathe after the question was asked. Penny’s mother had a point.  
 
    Penny’s voice dropped to barely above a whisper, but it had the force of a tsunami. “Because I do. Now untie him.” 
 
    She and her mother stared at one another, Penny barely in the room and ignoring the soldier at her back, her mother standing defensively. Finally, her mother’s shoulders dropped and she pulled out a wickedly sharp knife from an invisible sheath. Krayter did his best not to imagine what kind of damage she could do to him with that. Penny flicked her gaze his way and gave him a tight smile. In it he read a simple request: don’t do anything stupid. 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    His bonds were cut away and Penny’s mom left the little cell, taking her soldier with her. Penny pulled him up and led him out of the room and into the bright sunlight beyond.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Penny sat in a chair outside the secure communications room in her mother’s compound. She’d planned to stand, but as soon as the door closed she’d started pacing. Though her foot was tapping now, at least she was exuding fewer nerves. She hoped. Krayter was in there now, alone, making a call to his brother, Kayleb. She’d arranged it just as soon as she found a meal and a place for him to sleep. 
 
    And now Penny didn’t know what to do. 
 
    That was the problem with getting to the end of the road. All the forward momentum just… stopped. If she stood still for too long, her hands started shaking and her feet wanted to run. But where? Her sisters were safe. Krayter was safe. Ish. She was free.  
 
    And confused.  
 
    When she’d learned that her mother was keeping Krayter locked away like some criminal, all that momentum had found an outlet. The urge to free him had pounded hard within her, and she’d followed her instincts, racing along until she found the right outbuilding and intimidated the right person.  
 
    Her fierce need to protect Krayter confused her. It wasn’t like he was one of her sisters. He was an alien she barely knew. But she wanted to do right by him, wanted to keep him safe and healthy and… 
 
    She wanted him to be hers. 
 
    It was too early for wants like that. But she wanted things from him that she’d never craved before. Skin to skin, lips to lips, heat on heat. No one had ever awakened those desires in her. And she’d never known that it could happen so soon.  
 
    The door opened and Penny jumped up from her seat. Krayter was smiling and bouncing from foot to foot. A year’s worth of worries had been lifted off his shoulders and he looked like he was about to start flying around the room. 
 
    “How did it go?” she asked, grabbing his hand and lacing her fingers through his own. She remembered those sharp claws of his, but she trusted him to keep them sheathed. He wouldn’t hurt her. 
 
    They walked down the hallway and out a door leading to the green meadow that was ringed by all of her mother’s base. On the far end there was a small copse of trees and a picnic area that they headed for by unspoken agreement. It wasn’t complete privacy, but it was more than they’d had. 
 
    “Kayleb was relieved,” Krayter responded with a grin. “Though he still wasn’t sure if I’d truly disappeared or found a woman and holed up somewhere for a week of raunchy sex.” He snapped his mouth shut as the last word came out and looked down at her, eyes wide and a little panicked. 
 
    Penny almost laughed. “The week is still young.” Her cheeks burned with embarrassment and she couldn’t quite meet his eyes. She’d never spoken like this to anyone before, never flirted. But she loved saying things like that to Krayter. 
 
    A pair of armed guards passed by them, crossing halfway through the meadow. At least one of them glanced down at her and Krayter’s linked hands, but made no comment. 
 
    Uneasiness tightened Krayter’s shoulders. “They might get ideas if they see us holding hands.” The words came out stiff, like he didn’t want to say them. Like he didn’t want to let go. 
 
    Penny stopped. They were still a dozen feet from the picnic area and well within the view of any of the buildings, not to mention the handful of people out and about. Krayter stopped beside her and looked down, brow quirked up. Penny tugged on his collar and pulled his head down until she could brush her lips against him. Claiming.  
 
    “What about now?” she asked, more breathless than that little peck warranted. 
 
    Krayter swallowed. Hard. His eyes flared that sexy red, demonic and oh so tempting. He didn’t say anything, but his grip on her hand was a vise and his face failed to hold back every word he wasn’t saying. 
 
    After a moment, they kept moving, taking their seats at a small wooden table shrouded by thick, leafy trees. 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” Penny asked.  
 
    “Hmm?” He seemed distracted and caught off guard by her question, his brow crinkling as he hummed his inquiry. 
 
    “To get home?” She’d brought him this far to get him home, back to his brother. Where he belonged. Some banshee inside of Penny screamed at the thought of letting him leave, but he wasn’t hers. He didn’t belong in this place, especially not with her mother, who was just as eager as anyone to see him locked up. 
 
    Krayter smiled wryly, clearly not reading her thoughts. “I don’t think your mother would take well to my brother driving up in a rented car.” 
 
    At that thought, Penny returned the smile. “No, probably not.” Any vehicle’s nav system would record the location, and that would lead to a whole host of potential problems. Her mom’s compound wasn’t locked down like Highland Settlement, but it wasn’t for lack of trying.  
 
    Penny took Krayter’s hand and spread it out on the table, playing her own fingers across his absently. It felt so good to touch him, like he was a part of her that she’d never known existed until they met. She focused on his hand as her cheeks heated. They may have only kissed the night before, but she hadn’t been able to sleep, thoughts of touching him repeating in her mind. 
 
    Not until she’d done a bit of touching herself. 
 
    “What are you grinning about?” Krayter asked, ducking his head to find her gaze. He flipped his hand over in a blink and caught her fingers in a vise like grip, tugging her closer. 
 
    That wasn’t a question she was ready to answer truthfully.  
 
    And the other thing she could say, that she was glad they’d have little more time together, stuck in her throat. Penny didn’t know how to be vulnerable. She didn’t know how to admit to feelings or to reach out and hope that Krayter reached back. Yes, she’d kissed him in front of everyone. But somehow, actions were easier.  
 
    What was a kiss, after all? Krayter himself had said that he was the kind of man who kissed—and more—all the time. While she was trying desperately not to think of him in terms of something serious, he was probably happy to have a girl for the weekend. 
 
    “You’re not grinning anymore,” he said as she let the silence drag for too long. 
 
    “Did the moms of those girls you… knew ever lock you up or point weapons at you?” she asked. After his experiences with her, she wouldn’t blame him if he ran away and never looked back. 
 
    Krayter tipped her chin up until he could easily meet her eyes. “If my choice was to avoid incarceration or meet you, I’d invite your mother to lock me up again.” He leaned in close and brushed his lips quickly against hers. “I’ve traveled thousands of light years to come to this moment, this place. I have no regrets.” 
 
    Penny squeezed his fingers. “I’m going with you to New York.” 
 
    He kissed her again. “Good.” 
 
    *** 
 
    That night Krayter sat in his room eating a meal he’d purloined from the kitchen and playing a game on an entertainment tablet he’d borrowed from the media room. After their interlude, Penny had been pulled back to take care of her sisters and Krayter had decided that it might be wise to stick to the main house. 
 
    He’d been tempted to call Kayleb again, but he knew any call he made on the equipment here would be monitored and relayed to Jacinta Morales. From the look she’d given him as he passed through the kitchen, it would only take one misstep for him to end up back in lockup. 
 
    And Penny wouldn’t be able to pull him out so easily again. 
 
    There was a knock at his door and Krayter raised his head up from the tablet and just stared for a moment. A tentative second knock had him off the bed and across the room. None of Jacinta’s soldiers would knock like that. They would probably just barge through the door, weapons blazing. 
 
    But instead of a soldier, he saw Penny, her hair falling down in gentle waves over her shoulders and her clothing soft and made for sleeping. He glanced down and saw she even wore fuzzy slippers.  
 
    Her cheeks flushed that brilliant red that Krayter had come to associate with her. “My feet were cold. Do you have a problem with that?” Penny asked, preemptively defensive. 
 
    Krayter only smiled. “I didn’t say anything. I like them.” He opened the door further and let her in, closing the door quickly behind her. They were both adults, but that didn’t mean that there weren’t prying eyes all around. “What’s that?” he asked, spotting the small cake cupped in Penny’s hands. 
 
    Penny held her treasure out to him, her face carefully neutral. “It’s a cupcake. One of the women brought them by while we were eating dinner, and I didn’t want you to miss out.” She didn’t ask why he hadn’t joined them; she didn’t need to. Nor was there any censure in her offering. 
 
    “A cupcake? Is that different from a regular cake?” 
 
    Penny’s face scrunched up and her jaw slackened as her eyes widened in surprise. “You’ve never had a cupcake? I thought you’ve been on Earth for weeks.” She set the dessert on the small workstation beside his bed and let her hands fall to her sides. 
 
    “There isn’t any cup.” Krayter got close to the workstation and knelt down until he was eye level with the pastry. He squinted and poked at it with a single finger. “What is the purpose?” 
 
    “Seriously? What are they feeding you in that big city?” Now her hands were on her hips and the flush in her cheeks came from frustration rather than embarrassment. 
 
    Krayter bit his lip and did his best not to smile or burst out laughing, even as the guffaw bubbled up in his throat. “You must expect these cultural differences from time to time.” He swallowed anything else he was trying to say, lest the laughter escape. 
 
    “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?” She snatched the cupcake and held it over her head. “I try to do something nice, and you’re really making fun of me. Wow.” 
 
    Krayter sprang back up and stepped forward, reaching up to take hold of her wrist and steal the cupcake back. “You can’t just take back a gift.” He thought he had her, but she did some clever twist of her hips and her wrist and escaped, putting several feet between them. 
 
    “It’s mine now. You could’ve said you wanted it.” She took a big bite and frosting smeared across her lips. 
 
    His eyes were pulled down with the power of a tractor beam to the bright blue frosting that coated her. Penny raised a hand to wipe it away, but Krayter was there before he even realized he was moving. “Just a taste,” he promised, lowering his head and swiping his tongue against the cloyingly sweet substance. 
 
    Under the sugar, there was something tart like a berry, but the most important and overwhelming taste was Penny. Distantly, Krayter heard something thump dully against the floor as his denya dropped the cupcake. Her hands came up and dug into the small hairs at the base of his neck, as if by kneading there she could meld the two of them together. 
 
    Krayter nipped at her bottom lip and tugged, not enough to hurt, just to play. She groaned beneath him and one of her hands ventured down his back, her fingers digging into his muscles, marking him even through his shirt. 
 
    They pulled apart, each breathing hard, their faces overtaken by something feral. “I’d take that over a cupcake any day,” Penny confessed. 
 
    Krayter kissed her again. “I don’t know,” he said as he pulled back. “I think I like the combination.” 
 
    Penny glanced down at the floor and then flashed him a wry smile. “That’s the only taste you’re going to get tonight. I don’t think I could sneak you another one.” 
 
    “I’m glad you brought what you did.” He’d been contemplating a visit to her room once the rest of the house went to bed. But the last thing Krayter wanted to do was push. “Will you stay a while?” 
 
    “I was hoping to stay the night.” When she looked at him this time there wasn’t any hint of embarrassment or reticence. “If you would have me.” 
 
    It took all of Krayter’s strength not to rip her clothes off right in that moment and have her flat on the bed in the next. But even as the denya bond pounded within him, demanding to be sealed, Krayter knew that he could not take that step with the truth hidden. 
 
    His silence, and the conflicted expression he must have been making, gave Penny the wrong idea. “I’m sorry,” she stammered. “If I misread this, I didn’t want to…” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Krayter cut her off. “It’s never that between us.” 
 
    Now it was her turn to look conflicted. “There isn’t any obligation.” 
 
    “No, it would be all pleasure.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” she asked, arms crossed. 
 
    He just had to say it, there was no stalling anymore. Not if he wanted her. “Did I ever say why we came to Earth?” They’d had plenty of time to talk, but the actual reason had never come up. 
 
    “It was something to do with your cousin? And his wife? I really don’t…” 
 
    “It’s because of the denya bond. Something about humans is compatible with Detyens.” He was already making it too complicated. “We came to Earth to find mates. You’re mine. My mate.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Elation and horror warred within Penny as Krayter’s words sank in. You’re mine. My mate. She wanted to run, but he was between her and the door. She wanted to scream, but feared that one of her mother’s people might do something drastic. 
 
    And then she wanted to tug him down to the bed and do exactly what she’d already asked him. Make love to him until morning, until she couldn’t walk. 
 
    But she didn’t do any of that. Her face was a slab of marble, blank and cold. She’d learned the trick of remaining expressionless at a young age and it was paying dividends now. She opened her mouth and almost told him that this was some kind of mistake, that he’d confused her with another girl. But his eyes flared that demonic red of high emotion and he looked at her with such intensity that it was like sitting in front of a roaring fire. 
 
    No, he didn’t think he was mistaken. 
 
    Her tongue darted out and wet her lips. She blew out a breath and tried to keep her calm. “What does it mean? Why did you tell me before…” Now that this connection—whatever it was—was out in the open, she had trouble saying ‘sex.’ 
 
    “I wouldn’t let you seal the bond in ignorance.” Krayter held perfectly still and spoke quietly, afraid to spook her. “You have the right to make that decision.” There was a deep well of sadness in him, something she wanted to soothe, but she didn’t know how. 
 
    “Seal? As in…” Her eyes flicked over to the bed and then back to him. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And what does that mean?” Humans didn’t have mates, not like he meant. Most couples she knew didn’t last beyond a few years. The fact that her mother and father had been together for sixteen was almost a miracle. 
 
    Krayter furrowed his brow, probably wracking his brain for a way to explain something that was fundamental to his people. “We are more likely to have children than unmated pairs,” he said after a long moment. “And there is a connection between us. Can you feel it?” 
 
    Penny nodded once. 
 
    “I could not name every effect of the denya bond. But it is sacred to my people. And increasingly rare. Ever since my cousin found his mate, there had been a hope that─” He cut himself off. 
 
    “What?” Something wasn’t adding up here, and Penny needed him to keep talking so she could figure it out. 
 
    “There is hope now. Hope that we won’t go extinct.” 
 
    Because mated pairs had children? Penny’s fingers itched to cover her stomach, whether in defense or anticipation, she wasn’t sure. But she knew that there was no way in hell she was ready for a kid yet. “Why do you need human women?” That sounded like the plot of one of the media shows she wasn’t supposed to like. Every year a new alien appeared to steal away the most beautiful cast member. Of course, nine times out of ten he ended up being the villain. “Aren’t there mates among your people? Women?” She remembered that his planet had been destroyed just in time to stop from asking about it. 
 
    “Women are greatly outnumbered. Shortly after the destruction of Detya, our numbers were more equal. But now more males are born and many of our women have perished in the intervening years.” 
 
    “How do you know that I’m your mate?” The longer the idea sat within her, the more comfortable with it she became. Not accepting, not exactly… not yet. But she wasn’t running. 
 
    “I recognized you the first moment I saw you. It is instinctual.” He was watching her closely as he confessed, just waiting for her to turn on him. 
 
    But she understood. She’d felt it too. Still, he’d thrown enough bombshells for tonight. “I think I should go.” Even as she said it, reluctance settled over her like a mantle. 
 
    “There’s no need to seal the bond tonight,” he said as he took half a step towards her. He reached out a hand, but snatched it back before it could touch her. “We have time.” 
 
    “Time? Is there a limit?” Did this whole denya thing just go away if they waited a month? Would the choice be taken away if she stalled for long enough? 
 
    Krayter’s eyes were wide and his mouth hung the slightest bit open. “I simply meant that we are both young. I would never force you into anything. No matter the consequences.” 
 
    “If we do… seal the bond,” and that felt weird to say, “what then? Do I…?” She pointed down at her stomach and made a gesture to show it growing. “Or… what does it do? Is it like marriage? More than marriage?” She’d thought she’d had enough, but still the questions came. 
 
    “No, children would still be a choice. Sometime in the future. If you wanted them.” It came out fast and choppy. “As for the other. The binding is a binding. We belong to one another, for however long it should last.” 
 
    “So no more random space girls?” She smiled. “No dangerous mothers?” 
 
    “I only want you.” She’d been trying to joke, but he was dead serious. 
 
    They’d known each other for days, and yet Penny felt that same intensity, that same desire. And a large part of her wanted to throw caution to the wind and take him right there, to bind herself to him and see what the future had in store. 
 
    But what if he ended up just like one of those aliens in the vids? Standing in front of him, she couldn’t believe it. He was kind, and strong, and gentle. If she’d dreamed up a man, she might have dreamed up him. But she still needed time. 
 
    “We’re not having sex tonight,” she said. She needed that to be clear. 
 
    “As you wish.” He nodded. “No claiming.” 
 
    Penny looked towards the door. “I don’t want to go back to my room.” If she left him, all of her doubts and responsibilities would rush back, leaving her a mess of confusion. She wanted a night to just be… free. 
 
    “You don’t need to go back.” 
 
    The lights around them dimmed automatically as the house switched from its night setting to the sleep setting. Penny held out a hand. “Lay with me?” she asked. “Hold me?” 
 
    Krayter took her hand. “For as long as you want.” 
 
    He shouldn’t tell her that. She feared that it would be forever. Feared and hoped. 
 
    Krayter’s arms came around her as they laid down, the feeling all at once foreign and familiar. No man had ever held her like this before. And if she accepted him, he would be the only one. 
 
    “Put it out of your mind tonight,” Krayter whispered into her ear. “Leave your worries for the morning.” 
 
    She liked the sound of that. Penny tugged Krayter’s hand up and kissed the back of it. “If I can’t worry, how will we occupy our time?” 
 
    She could hear the heavy sound of his breathing and feel his muscles clench against her. His lips swiped her neck, his breath a hot brand. “I can think of something.” 
 
    They’d already said no to sex, but there were a lot of things she knew Krayter could do with those lips of his—and his hands, and his tongue—that weren’t technically sex. And at that moment, Penny was willing to only think about the most technical definition of the act. 
 
    “Can you?” she asked, arching her neck and giving him more space. “Like what?” His teeth rasped against the line of her throat and she shivered. He didn’t have fangs, but it was a close thing. 
 
    “Let me give you pleasure,” he commanded, his fingers fanning out to stretch from her waist to the underside of her breast. “I want to give you release. I’ve been fantasizing about this since the moment I knew who you were.” 
 
    The rational part of her knew that she should walk away right that moment and think things through. But that rational part was a single grain of sand on an entire beach of want. “Yes,” she said. “I want you to.” 
 
    In a blur, she was on her back and Krayter was above her, his arms twin bars on either side of her head. His eyes glowed that fiery red and somewhere deep inside of her twisted and clenched in hunger. He was a starved man before a feast. Before her. 
 
    “I’ll stop when you tell me to,” he promised. “One word and I’m done. I won’t even—” 
 
    She reached up and covered his lips with her fingers. “I trust you. You’ll stop if I tell you to.” But she wasn’t going to stop him. Already, she trusted him too much, knew that he wouldn’t hurt her. And when he said they wouldn’t have sex, he meant it.  
 
    He gave her a tilted smile, the expression at odds with his fiery eyes. “Just relax and enjoy this.” 
 
    Penny couldn’t relax, not with him straddling her hips and holding her exposed to them. Her clothes might as well have been invisible given the way he looked at her. Every breath she drew in caused her chest to rise and fall, bringing the focus down to her breasts. 
 
    Krayter slid one hand down, his fingers tracing the underside of her arm and sending chills across the sensitive flesh. When he got to her hand, he laced their fingers together, the fit tight and perfect. Meant to be. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking of ways to get you alone,” he said quietly, still staring at her with that scary intensity that she could grow to love. 
 
    “We’re alone now.” 
 
    He grinned. “I know.” 
 
    She watched his eyes like they were grappling, waiting for his next move, but Krayter held still, letting the tension between them build. Letting her anticipation build until she was squirming under him, her hips arching in want. 
 
    “I’ve never done anything like this before,” she confessed, feeling a little like a fraud. He looked at her like she’d seduced him. 
 
    But Krayter didn’t seem to mind. “Then we need to make sure you savor it.” He dipped down and captured her lips, sweeping his tongue in and tangling with her in a lazy kiss. All at once it was like their first and thousandth, the sensations brand new and as comfortable as a soft sweater on a cool night. When he pulled back, Penny tried to sit up with him, but he had her covered and she couldn’t move. “I’m going to take off your top now,” he warned. 
 
    Penny nodded, though he hadn’t actually asked if it was alright. She let go of his hand and held her arms up, letting him slide the shirt over her head, doing a bit of a shimmy because she was lying down. Though the sheets bunched up under her, it wasn’t uncomfortable. She hadn’t realized that Krayter’s eyes could get more red, but when he was left with just her bra on, he could have lit fires with his pupils. 
 
    He undid the front clasp and slid the cups to the side and Penny shivered. His hand came up to cup her, rough thumb scraping over her sensitive nipple and making her stifle a moan. 
 
    “I want to hear you,” he said, a mix of awe and demand in his voice. 
 
    “The others…” She spared a thought for everyone else in the house. 
 
    “The walls are thick,” he promised, laying a kiss on the side of her neck. “I’m the only one who’ll hear.” He dipped lower and closed his mouth over her nipple, sucking gently and swirling his tongue around. 
 
    She couldn’t stifle the moan if she tried, not this time. Penny’s hands came down on Krayter, holding him close to her, hips arched and open, waiting for a joining that she’d never known she could want so much. 
 
    Her head was a muddle of sensation and emotion, questions about mating and denyas flying out the window and landing somewhere past the moon. There was no past, no future, not now. Now it was just them. 
 
    She whimpered as Krayter pulled back, sweat beading on her brow and her sex almost painfully swollen with want. She clenched her legs together in a desperate attempt to bring herself to the edge, but he moved, kissing his way down her stomach to the waistline of her pants. 
 
    His eyes flicked up and she saw that same desperate want in his eyes that wracked her own body. “I’m going to taste you,” he said. “And I want you to give me everything you’ve got.” 
 
    For a moment, she didn’t understand. But when he peeled her pants and underwear down, revealing her pleasure damped sex to the night, she knew what he meant. His lips came down on her and her eyes rolled back into her head. 
 
    She might have screamed. But as he used those skillful lips and sinful tongue, time dissolved until she was nothing but pleasure, nothing but sensation, and when she shattered, her body convulsed and her legs jerked, leaving her shaky, breathless, and spent, spread out under him. 
 
    When can we do that again? 
 
    She hadn’t realized that she’d spoken out loud until Krayter’s laughter rumbled between her legs. And then his tongue was on her once more and she forgot how to talk. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Penny convinced him to come downstairs for breakfast, but Krayter was glad to see the kitchen empty when they served themselves from a meal that had already been laid out. The sun was already high overhead and climbing into mid-morning and an operation like this one must wake at the crack of dawn.  
 
    His denya had left him to search for her mother and see their journey supplied. New York was less than a day’s drive and would be smooth once they got to the roads. Despite the less than warm welcome and the terror of the day in Highland Settlement, Krayter found himself wishing that they weren’t yet leaving. 
 
    After all, neither he nor Penny had brought up what would become of them once they reached New York. He knew telling her about the bond was the right decision, but the clock within that beat ever closer to his demise was even louder today. The denya price was the one thing he hadn’t been able to bring himself to explain. 
 
    He didn’t want his denya to take him out of pity or obligation. He needed her to love him. As he loved her. 
 
    Many years ago, he’d been told how fast and strong the bond took a person. How absolute the emotion struck. He’d seen the glow between his own parents, but a part of him had always thought that he’d be stronger than that. Not that love was a weakness, but he hadn’t expected to plummet in half a week. 
 
    Yet he was now sipping coffee and eating cool eggs in the house of the woman who’d only yesterday imprisoned him. And he was doing it in hopes that her daughter might choose him, even if it meant he’d eventually need to stay in this place. 
 
    He had no doubt that Penny would want her sisters close. 
 
    “You can’t take her.” 
 
    Krayter looked towards the door and saw Resa standing, arms crossed and expression dark. She wore clothes that were too big for her, the pant legs rolled up several times and the shirt hanging down to her knees. Most of the people in this compound were tall and muscular, the opposite of a twelve year old girl.  
 
    The cascade of questions that tripped through his mind answered themselves. Krayter set his coffee cup down and motioned for the younger girl to enter the room. She stood in the door, defiant, but after several awkwardly quiet seconds, she took a seat at the far end of the table. 
 
    At least Krayter wouldn’t need to yell. 
 
    “I’d never take Penny anywhere she didn’t want to go,” he said. He didn’t go into the caveats. He’d drag her kicking and screaming out of a burning building or onto a space ship if the planet were collapsing beneath them.  
 
    Resa sneered. “I know what you all do. You’re going to do… stuff and hurt her. And then you’ll leave and she’ll have a weird alien disease and die and you won’t care!” It came out in a rush and Krayter’s translator struggled to make sense of everything. 
 
    “Disease?” He was at the peak of health, so long as one didn’t count the fact that he was going to die relatively soon. 
 
    Resa kept her arms crossed and didn’t respond except for a glare. 
 
    Did logic work on human children? He feared that none of the tricks he used to ease his own sisters’ fits of pique would work right now. “I’m not taking Penny anywhere. She is taking me to New York City, where my brother and I live. I don’t know what she plans to do after that. But her life is her own.” He only hoped that she chose to share it with him. 
 
    Resa narrowed her eyes. “You’re lying,” she accused. 
 
    Apparently logic didn’t work on Earth children. Before Krayter could say anything else, Resa pushed up from the table and stormed out of the room. All in all, he was grateful. He had no idea how to convince her that he wouldn’t harm her sister or steal her away forever. 
 
    Especially since a savage part of him wanted nothing more than to take her and keep her only for himself. 
 
    Krayter made short work of his dishes, depositing them in the auto washer, and fled the kitchen. Who knew what threats Nicole would level at him? He told himself that he wasn’t fleeing from two children. He was simply returning to his room, where he knew that none of the soldiers would hassle him. 
 
    If he and Penny didn’t get out by nightfall, he’d find a different way to deal with this situation. But for now, a strategic retreat was his best option. 
 
    *** 
 
    Penny found her mother in the armory, sorting through rechargeable blaster cartridges. Even though she walked on quiet feet, her mother jerked around as soon as Penny pushed open the door and the hinges squeaked.  
 
    “There’s no sneaking up on you, is there?” 
 
    “Not in my own house.” Her mother stowed the box of cartridges and swiveled around on her seat. Penny took it as a compliment that she didn’t reach for a weapon.  
 
    They weren’t technically in Jacinta’s house, but Penny supposed that the entire compound counted. “Resa and Nicole are wandering around. Leaving like we did meant pulling them out of school, and we don’t have any of their books or edtabs,” Penny said, referring to the educational devices that contained all of their school work and few distractions like games or media. 
 
    “Perhaps you should have laid out a plan before fleeing in the night,” Jacinta replied. She steepled her fingers on the table in front of her and leveled her gaze at Penny. 
 
    “As you know, when opportunity knocks, you need to answer. No matter who or what gets left behind.” 
 
    Her mother’s eyes flicked down and stared at the table. “I suppose that’s correct.” 
 
    “I want them to have lives of their own. To not be afraid. To not lose their names. And if I take them with me, that’s all I can offer. Dad will come for them. And if he gets to them before they’re adults, he can keep them. Legally.” And maybe longer than that. Her sisters hadn’t been the only thing keeping her in Highland Settlement.  
 
    “You’re all welcome to stay here, Pen. I do worry that there aren’t children the girls’ ages, but we aren’t far from town. There’s a school. And I can keep you all safe from Kurt.” 
 
    That was all Penny needed to hear. At least as far as Resa and Nicole were concerned. 
 
    “Has it occurred to you that they may have wanted to stay with their father?” Jacinta challenged, eyebrow raised. 
 
    “I gave them a choice. They made their own.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    She didn’t, but it was irrelevant. “If I don’t choose to stay, will you allow me to visit them? Or at least comm them?” 
 
    “You know, I’m not half the monster you seem to think I am.” She leaned back in her stool, becoming more comfortable the longer they spoke. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re a monster.” She hadn’t for a long time. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You were in a shitty situation and you made the best choice you thought you could make.” After nearly a decade, Penny was almost certain she knew her mother’s motives. But what she knew beyond a doubt was that in the same situation, she couldn’t make the same choice. 
 
    “I’ve lost you, haven’t I?” 
 
    Penny ignored the question. “Will the girls be safe here? You have enough weapons to arm a battalion.” Enough to challenge Highland Settlement, surely. 
 
    “The compound is secure. My outfit doesn’t take jobs in this territory. Not anything that would put us in any danger.” Jacinta stood up and pushed the stool back in. 
 
    “Mercenaries?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    So, not the best place for children. But perhaps the most secure. “You didn’t answer my question about contact with my sisters.” 
 
    Jacinta cocked her head to the side. “Would you still leave them if I said no?” 
 
    “If they wanted to stay.” Penny found herself crossing her arms and made an effort to uncross them. She hooked her thumbs into her pockets to try and keep her hands in place. 
 
    “So you’d do what you think is best for them, even if it hurt you?” 
 
    Penny wanted to yell that she was nothing like her mother and storm out. But that anger blazed hot and fast, burning to ash in seconds. There was no use in playing this game. There could be no winner. So she changed the subject. “I promised Krayter that I’d see him safely to the city. Will you provide us with a secure vehicle?” 
 
    “You know what he’s doing, don’t you?” her mother challenged. “Not that I blame you. Plenty of girls have fallen for that trick.” 
 
    The seed of one of her headaches threatened to bloom right behind her eyes. “What’s between Krayter and I is none of your business.” She wasn’t about to take dating advice from the mother that had abandoned her. A woman, as far as she knew, who’d never been in a healthy romantic relationship. 
 
    A romantic relationship. Penny almost laughed. Mating. A week ago she’d been a barely been kissed woman with no prospects and no hope for the future. Now the sexiest alien—man—she’d ever seen claimed she was his destined mate and wanted to have sex with her and claim her for his own. 
 
    But her mother didn’t seem to buy any of that. “Let me guess. He’s claimed that your his, what, his bride? His chosen? His… mate?” From the knife’s edge glance she swung at Penny, Penny almost believed that her mother had listened in on their conversation from the night before. Almost. Jacinta continued. “He’s travelled a hundred light years and you’re the only woman who’s been worth a damn. He’s going to take you back to his homeland where you’ll be a princess and treated to a life of luxury, wanting for nothing for the rest of your days.” Jacinta rolled her eyes. “That’s what the aliens tell all the girls. And 99 out of 100 end up liars. So what makes him so special? What makes it worth spending the night with him under your mother’s roof?” 
 
    “You lost any right to critique my bed partners when you left.” Penny scowled, but some of her mother’s words hit home. No, it wasn’t exactly the same. Krayter was no prince, and he had no home world to take her to. But the tragedy of his story could just as easily have been fabricated for sympathy. Even thinking that he might be a liar churned her insides until she was full of knots and misery. But her resolve remained the same. 
 
    “The vehicle? And supplies?” The drive to New York City wasn’t long, but who knew what kind of laser enhanced detours they’d suffer on this leg of the journey. 
 
    Jacinta flicked her hand. “It’ll be ready in three hours.” Then she pointed, her finger a dart aimed right at Penny’s chest. “But I want you back here for dinner in one week. You’ll always be welcome among my people.” 
 
    “And if Krayter wants to come with?” Penny knew, despite her mother’s accusations, that he wasn’t a liar. That the denya bond was a real thing between them. 
 
    “If your alien isn’t the liar he must be, then he will be welcome alongside you.” 
 
    There was more that Penny could say. But the eight years between them were a wall that couldn’t be climbed in one conversation. So Penny took what she got and fled. She had to pack. 
 
    Again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    The distant lights of New York City looked nothing like Jaaxis, but Krayter was coming to think of the place as a second home. And his homecoming could barely be happier. He had his denya by his side, unclaimed though she was, and his brother waited for them less than an hour away. 
 
    The old towers of the city twinkled in the twilight and aerial speeders whizzed through the air, their own lights streams of reds and yellows that gave the whole place a magical aura. 
 
    Penny leaned forward, careful to avoid the autonav controls, and stared out of the windshield. “Does it always look like this?” she asked, each word full of wonder. 
 
    Krayter had seen supernovas from ships and walked through cities that floated in the clouds. When he’d first come to New York, he’d seen the quaint beauty, but it was nothing to rival the rest of the universe. Until he looked at it through Penny’s eyes. 
 
    Some of her wonder seeped into him and tightened in his chest, expanding in a burst as a speeder flipped and twirled, jumping from wind to wind. “Tonight is particularly nice. Sometimes a dense fog rolls in and covers the view.” 
 
    “Then I’m glad that I got to see it like this.” She smiled shyly at him and reached out her hand to take his. 
 
    Krayter gave her a squeeze and didn’t let go. Despite the distance, they’d been mostly silent on the ride from her mother’s compound to the outskirts of the city. Happily, they didn’t need to worry about weapon damage. They could take a full blast from a fleet destroyer and still drive on as if they’d been hit by a bug. Given the weight and the shielding, the smoothness of the hover was surprising. The vehicle had to be worth a decade’s wages, but Penny hadn’t spoken a word about payment for the ride. 
 
    Nor had they spoken of the denya bond. It was a whip inside him, striking hard and demanding that he take her right there. Still, Krayter remained silent. She would make her choice, and all he could do was try to win her heart. 
 
    “This is your first time in the city?” No one got that starry eyed over aerial speeders after a few trips around a skyscraper. 
 
    Penny sat back in her seat and bit her lower lip in that way that made his cock start to stand at attention. “This is my first time out of Highland Settlement. The holovids don’t do any of this justice.” 
 
    They were on her planet, less than four hundred miles from where she’d lived for nearly a quarter of a century. And yet this city was his in a way she couldn’t claim. Krayter grinned. “I want to show you something. Let me drive?” 
 
    “This isn’t some dominance thing, is it? Are Detyen men as hung up about women drivers as human men?” 
 
    He laughed. “I want to drive since I know where I’m taking you. Your skills have been more than proficient.” 
 
    “You’re too kind.” Sarcasm dripped from every word, but her lips curled up. “Just put it in the nav.” She pointed to the console between them where the car’s computer was housed. 
 
    “Don’t you trust me?” He knew he kept asking it, but he couldn’t help himself. It was a compulsion of the worst kind, and he knew that it would hurt him one day. 
 
    But not today. 
 
    With an aggrieved sigh, Penny flicked a switch and shifted control from her seat to his. This model of transport had been designed with dual driver seats. The dash in front of him lit up as the controls went active and after a short countdown, the car jerked as he took complete control. 
 
    “My mother will never forgive you if you crash and get me killed,” Penny reminded him with a violent grin. 
 
    “If you came to harm, I’m sure that I’d join you shortly in the afterlife.” He only realized what he was saying as the words came out and Krayter stared straight ahead, afraid of what Penny would say. 
 
    But she didn’t interpret his words correctly. “Then keep me safe and my mom won’t kill you.” 
 
    “You will come to no harm with me. Not ever.” 
 
    She studied him for a long moment, her eyes laser focused. “I’ll hold you to that.” 
 
    Krayter nodded and said no more. What needed to be said?  
 
    He punched in the coordinates for their destination and guided the vehicle onto one of the aerial highways that led into the city.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Now that she no longer had control of the car, she leaned her head against the window, peering out into the night. 
 
    Krayter smiled sidelong at her. “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    Penny scoffed and rolled her eyes at him. “I’ve never been here before, everything’s a surprise. So where?” 
 
    Krayter just laughed. He knew she’d love where they were going. “You’ll see.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Krayter remained determined to keep their destination from her. But Penny knew New York. Not because she’d been there, but because every map she’d ever drawn to take her out of Highland Settlement eventually led here. And as they took the final exit off the aerial highway and turned onto 5th Avenue, she knew exactly where they were headed. 
 
    Central Park. 
 
    It had been a staple of the city for centuries, and no matter the encroachment of the buildings or the density of the population, it remained the green heart of Manhattan. These days, forests and trees were a precious commodity for most people. Highland Settlement and the surrounding areas were only so full of nature because of dedicated efforts in her grandfather’s time to preserve the area. 
 
    There were entire swaths of the continent completely barren. And Central Park still stood, arms open and accepting of any of her citizens. 
 
    Krayter found a place to park and looked over at her, smiling. “Come on,” he beckoned, getting out of the car.  
 
    As they walked down the path to wherever Krayter was taking her, Penny’s eyes nearly popped out of her head as she tried to take in everything at once. But it wasn’t the trees that held her attention. No, it was the people. There were dozens and dozens of aliens, some mostly human looking like Krayter and others that weren’t. Not at all. A collection of five glowing balls little bigger than her fist swirled around in formation. At first, Penny thought they were a trick or a machine of some kind. But as they got close enough to pass, she saw that they were covered in leathery flesh and one expanded and contracted like it was breathing. 
 
    A man who had to be nearly eight feet tall walked next to a tall human woman who seemed child sized beside him. His skin was a dark grayish blue and horns as long as her arm and as sharp as a knife shot out of his head. And no one along the path seemed to be paying any mind to him or to the glowing balls.  
 
    In one tiny dot of this city she was seeing more of the world—and the galaxy—than she’d ever seen at home. Rage threatened to bubble up as she thought of everything she’d been denied through the years, of how small of a box she’d been forced into. 
 
    But Krayter was tugging on her hand and looking at her like the world was only special if she could see it. And with him right there, it was too hard to hold onto hate. She let it go, determined to take his surprise and hold it close in her heart, right where it belonged. 
 
    As they walked into the heart of the park, children raced past them and the sound of laughter and music filtered towards them. They turned a corner and Penny stopped dead in her tracks.  
 
    Dozens of people floated around, flying through the air like gravity was nothing more than an afterthought. A child sprinted down the path and leapt, crossing an invisible boundary and flipping up into the antigrav field holding everyone up. As the young girl entered, pigtails tangling wildly, the field shimmered, and Penny noticed a line of dark stones that served as the demarcation point between gravity and antigrav. 
 
    “Do you want to try it?” Krayter asked. “It’s almost better than being on a spaceship.” 
 
    Penny looked at the flying people and then back at Krayter. She nodded, her heart kicking up in excitement as they got closer to the barrier. Kids and adults swam around like they were in a river, but part of her was apprehensive. What if she looked like an idiot?  
 
    But then they were at the border and for a moment, Penny didn’t even realize that she’d stepped over it. Then her arms started to float up and she went weightless. She flailed, one arm flying out and almost smacking Krayter square in the face. He laughed and tugged her close, easily floating her right over to him. 
 
    Up and up they floated, following a natural flow that led them up to the tops of the trees, where they bumped into an invisible border. Penny pressed against it, but could only feel pressure. There wasn’t any glass or a plas screen. “What’s stopping the field?” she asked. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Krayter responded. 
 
    No, it didn’t.  
 
    Penny pushed against the border and floated downward. She cradled her head in her hands and rested like she was floating on water on a hot summer’s day. Krayter swam a little ways off, flipping and spinning like he was the one feeling antigrav for the first time. 
 
    As she got closer to the ground, Penn flipped her legs over her head and spun around in a little ball, holding in a gasp as she turned much more quickly than she meant to. Her flip transformed into a corkscrewing turn that sent her rocketing back up towards the top of the field at what felt like a breakneck pace. But when a child who couldn’t have been older than seven sped by, she realized that speed in the chamber was a relative term. 
 
    Familiar blue hands grabbed her hips and Penny’s own fingers rested on top of her mate’s. They spun around together, her cradled up against him, their bodies moving through the air like birds in flight.  
 
    Penny twisted in his arms until they were face to face. She hooked her own arms around his neck and had to stop herself at the last moment from wrapping her legs around his hips. Not around the children, she reminded herself. 
 
    “This is wonderful,” she told him, resting her forehead against his. They swayed, as close to still as two people floating through thin air could manage. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it.” His eyes glowed red, that color of high emotion. Emotion for her, for new experiences, and for hope in this place that wasn’t quite home for either of them. But a place where they could make a home for themselves, if only she was brave enough to take that step. 
 
    Penny leaned in and kissed him, letting her lips rest gently against his own as they clung to one another on this magical night under the stars. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    The dim light of the sun had barely begun to trickle through the windows when Kayleb came through the apartment door. The difference between Earth and space time was beyond disorienting, and even after weeks, Kayleb hadn’t been able to fully adjust. When he stepped into the kitchen where Krayter was preparing breakfast, he froze. 
 
    Krayter smiled, the worry he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying dissolving as he saw his brother for the first time in nearly a week. Before their trip to Earth, they’d been parted for months at a time. They’d corresponded, and it had been enough to shorten the distance. 
 
    But now, mere miles could feel like light years, and days as bad as weeks. Especially an unexplained absence like Krayter’s. 
 
    They were nearly identical, but if anyone asked, Krayter could rattle off their differences. Kayleb was a centimeter taller, his skin more blue than teal, and his nose crooked from a fall he’d taken as a child. His eyes were also set just a hair further apart, and while Krayter’s clan markings climbed up over his shoulder, Kayleb’s didn’t. 
 
    At the moment, those differences melted away and there was only one thing that Kayleb looked like. Home. Krayter opened his arms and pulled his brother close, clinging to him for several seconds longer than strictly necessary. The danger and drama of the last week threatened to fall over him in an avalanche as he realized just how close he’d come to never seeing his brother again. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” he said, the words getting caught in his throat as tears threatened. Krayter held them back. They were here. They were alive. Everything would be okay. 
 
    “I’m glad that you’re home.” Neither of them acknowledged that New York was as far from home as they’d ever been. They had each other. That had to be enough. “How did you convince someone to bring you here?” Kayleb asked after a moment as they pulled back. “Or did they put you on transport and expect repayment?” 
 
    At one time, he might have meant that in jest. Even though Kayleb had always been the more pessimistic of the two of them, he’d once had a wicked sense of humor to rival Krayter’s. But since his injury, he’d grown dour. 
 
    Krayter wouldn’t let that bring him down. Not right now. “Once we escaped hostile territory, things became much easier.” He clamped a hand on his brother’s shoulder and smiled. “You should learn to trust people.” 
 
    Kayleb’s eyebrows shot up. “We?”  
 
    On their short comm call, Krayter hadn’t wanted to get into it. Things were complicated. And something as momentous as meeting his denya shouldn’t be shared while speaking over a monitored line. Besides, he knew that if he’d mentioned it there, Penny might have disappeared forever. She was an adult, but her mother still saw her as the child she’d abandoned eight years before. 
 
    The door to his room opened and closed, and footsteps padded away from them towards the main bathroom. A moment later, the shower turned on and water pumped. 
 
    “Penny,” Krayter explained. “My denya.” After saying it, he couldn’t quite meet his brother’s eyes. They’d come to New York for this, but he’d never thought that he would be the one to meet his woman first. 
 
    Kayleb’s eyes widened. “You…?” He pulled Krayter back into a hug and slapped him on the back. 
 
    The unconditional acceptance made his heart soar. The idea to come to Earth hadn’t been a desperate last act by dying men. But this changed everything. Now they might really have a chance. 
 
    “You’ve bonded?” Kayleb asked. 
 
    And that hope dampened, but not completely. Not after the last two nights. “I hope she will accept me before long.” 
 
    “Time grows short,” was Kayleb’s only response to that. 
 
    “I know.” And it was even shorter for Kayleb, who would turn thirty on his next birthday. Krayter changed the subject. “Where were you? I hoped to introduce you last night.” 
 
    “Walking.” 
 
    “Did you…” He cut himself off before finishing the question. After his injury, Kayleb had forgotten some things. And in the first days after he woke up, he hadn’t even known his own name or clan. The medical assistant on board had done everything she could to help, more than anyone would have expected, but brain injuries were delicate things. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me when you were coming and I… I just had to move. Like I was…” Kayleb shook his head, trailing off. He’d developed that habit lately. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Krayter had a response to that, but the bathroom door opened and Penny padded down the hall. She was fully dressed in pants and a tunic. Her hair was damp and pulled back. Krayter wanted to sweep her up into his arms and wipe the apprehensive look off of her face. But that would take time. They were in his world now, and all new worlds took a bit of adjustment. 
 
    He held out a hand, silently inviting her to join them. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said tentatively. In the morning she was just as beautiful as she’d been last night at the anti-grav park. After their play, he’d taken her for food and they’d arrived at the apartment late and exhausted, falling into bed in one another’s arms, but doing nothing more exciting than sleep. “You must be Kayleb.” She looked at his brother and gave a slight nod. She looked at Krayter’s hand for a moment before she reached out and took it. 
 
    Kayleb eyed her solemnly and returned her nod. “Thank you for saving my brother’s life.” 
 
    Penny froze up and looked down at the floor, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “Um, yeah. That was mostly my sisters. And then the holding him captive thing…” 
 
    Krayter pulled her close and wrapped an arm around her. “There have been worse meetings.” 
 
    The contact relaxed her and she melted into his side, leaning her head, damp hair and all, against his chest. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me,” Kayleb said abruptly. “I have not yet slept.” He gave them each a nod and walked down the hallway to his own room. 
 
    “He’s chipper,” Penny said as the door closed behind him. She leaned closer into Krayter’s embrace when he feared that she would pull away. 
 
    “Adjustment has been difficult.” 
 
    She tilted her gaze up towards him. “Did you come to Earth for good? Is he homesick?” 
 
    As she asked, Krayter realized the vastness of the things they hadn’t spoken of. He wanted to keep her forever, and he hadn’t even told her why he came to Earth. “We knew it was possible that we could spend the rest of our lives here. Though I know of many places I would still like to see.” 
 
    “On Earth?” She was skeptical that there could be that many exciting sights on her own planet. 
 
    Krayter’s arms slid down until he had them hooked around her waist. He let his fingers play against the fabric of her top, making circles and feeling her shiver. 
 
    “On Earth, and in space,” he replied. “I’ve seen vids of the Grand Canyon, I want to go there. And Niagara Falls. We chose New York because it makes it so easy to travel this planet. But I’ve barely seen anything.” It was easy to forget how huge a single planet was when traveling in space. 
 
    “You’ve seen more than me.” 
 
    He rested his head on her shoulder and spoke against her ear, his lips brushing with every syllable. “Say the word and I’ll take you anywhere.” 
 
    “I can’t leave my sisters,” she said, but she didn’t pull away. 
 
    “Then we’ll wait until they’re older.” Some problems were easy to solve, including that one. 
 
    But his words caused Penny to turn, to put a little space between them. “You’re that sure that we’ll… that I’ll accept you?” 
 
    Krayter leaned his forehead against hers and let his hands fall to her hips while he gave her everything that she would take from him. “I will be by your side until you tell me to leave. And even then, I would still wait for you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    When Krayter left her alone later that day, Penny was grateful and a little embarrassed. He’d been nothing but kind and welcoming and… loving? Maybe? But she needed time to process. Not long after Kayleb had fled to his own room, Krayter had taken off to deal with the agency who’d rented him the speeder that he’d crashed in her father’s territory. Penny’s mind had been spinning too fast to ask more questions. 
 
    Thankfully his admission that he’d be by her side wasn’t exactly literal. Sure, she liked him. A lot. But that didn’t mean they needed to be joined at the hip. Though being alone gave her more problems. 
 
    What did he mean by that? He called her his mate. He kissed like the devil. And he held her like he couldn’t let go. Did he love her? Did Detyens understand the concept? Or was that just a human thing? She needed to know what this whole mating thing meant and she was afraid she’d go crazy if she didn’t figure it out soon. 
 
    If Kayleb hadn’t been locked behind a door at the end of the hall, she might have bugged him. But she got the idea that the man didn’t like her very much. 
 
    Was it because she wasn’t Detyen? Maybe he thought his brother deserved better than a human mate. But that didn’t make sense. Kayleb was on Earth to find a mate too. And that led her to another question. What was the rush? Both Krayter and Kayleb were relatively young. And a lack of a mate hadn’t put a damper on Krayter’s sex life, which she wouldn’t think about. So why travel halfway across the galaxy on the distant hope that they could each pluck a woman out of the billions on Earth? 
 
    Penny put a hand to her head, hoping to staunch a headache before it started. She’d ask Krayter when he got back. He wasn’t hiding things from her, she reasoned. He just hadn’t told her yet. 
 
    She wanted to dive in head first, take everything he offered, and figure out the rest as it came at them. He respected her. He’d been kind to her sisters, even when they weren’t kind to him. He understood that she wouldn’t leave them behind, not under any circumstances. But the logical part of her yelled that she was rushing forward too fast. She had to at least hold on until he’d agreed to dinner with her family. 
 
    But she wanted him now. 
 
    How far could they go with this claiming thing before it went too far? Would she feel it? Sometimes, when she concentrated hard, she could almost feel Krayter, like he was anchored somewhere inside of her. Did that mean that they were bonded? Or would the connection hit her like one of the old freight trains she’d seen in ancient vids? Unmistakable and unstoppable.  
 
    She could find out. All she had to do was say yes and do the things her body was screaming at her to do. 
 
    The door opened and Penny spun around from her seat on the couch, expecting to see Krayter back from his business. Instead, a human woman with dark hair, an arm in a sling, and a fierce expression walked in. She stopped when she saw Penny and glanced back at the number on the door. As she turned, Penny caught sight of a large pack on her back and saw the shadow of another person behind her.  
 
    The woman looked back at her and they stared at one another for a long moment, as if neither wanted to be the one to speak first. Then the man behind her came into view and some things started to make more sense. 
 
    He didn’t look like Krayter or Kayleb, not immediately. His skin was a greenish yellow and his ears slightly pointed. Dark markings covered his arms where they weren’t covered by sleeves, and his eyes were as dark as Krayter’s. The cousin. 
 
    That meant the woman was his cousin’s denya. These were the two people who’d meant to travel to Earth with Krayter and Kayleb. “Hi, I’m Krayter’s… friend Penny. You’re his cousin? And his denya?” She knew she should probably get Kayleb for this since Krayter was gone, but Penny didn’t know if she should just leave the two travelers standing in the front room while she did so. She also didn’t tell them her true connection to Krayter. It was too new, too fragile. Too private. 
 
    The woman looked at her like she’d never seen another human before. But after a moment she seemed to relent. “I’m Lis, that’s Ru. I didn’t know…” She turned to Ru. “You didn’t say he had a girlfriend.” 
 
    Girlfriend. Denya. Should she correct her? Penny kept her mouth shut. It was close enough. 
 
    Ru smiled, flashing a hint of sharp teeth. But his expression was heart meltingly devoted. “Do you think I was smuggling along a communicator, sweet?” 
 
    They were all standing there, Lis and Ru half in and half out of the apartment while Penny stared at them as if she had no idea what to do. That snapped her into motion. “Please, come in. Kayleb’s asleep and I’m not sure where Krayter went off to. I’m sure he’ll be back soon. Can I get you something from the processor?” Penny knew how to host people. She’d done it often enough for her father, and once the words came out, it felt almost natural. Sure, this was an alien and a human stranger, rather than her father’s commandos, but everyone had to eat. 
 
    Her offer of food broke whatever lingering tension rested over them. Ru and Lis settled themselves on a couch while Penny went to make them snacks. She chose something hearty. Both of the guests were banged up. It hadn’t been obvious at first, but what she’d thought were clan markings on Ru’s neck were actually bruises. 
 
    She set a tray of food down in front of them and took her own seat. Ru had his arm draped casually around his mate, as if neither of them had a care in the world. Lis was snuggled into him, her legs drawn up on the sofa, and one arm disappeared behind his back. 
 
    Penny got a strange feeling in the back of her mind and looked towards the door a moment before it opened. Krayter stood there and smiled when he saw her. Then he saw Ru and Lis and his eyes widened. 
 
    The two Detyen men embraced and Ru beamingly introduced his denya to Krayter. 
 
    “What happened to the two of you?” Krayter asked. He settled in next to her, and while their thighs touched, they weren’t as openly affectionate as the other couple. 
 
    Lis rolled her eyes. “We ran into a bit of trouble on our way to Honora Station.” She glanced down at her arm. Penny winced. If she’d been injured weeks ago, the original injury must have been terrible. 
 
    “How long have you been here?” Ru asked, looking around the room. “This is a very nice place.” He and Lis shared a look that Penny couldn’t interpret. 
 
    “About a month,” Krayter answered. “We came into possession of a Tarnian amethyst. It helps with the cost.” 
 
    Penny had never heard of a Tarnian amethyst, but it obviously had to be worth a lot. She couldn’t guess at the cost of real estate in New York City, but she knew it was expensive. Especially for an apartment as big and beautiful as this one. 
 
    “You both look like you could use some rest. Let me take you to the guest room.” Krayter led his guests down the hallway and Penny watched him go. Just as quickly, he came back. 
 
    “You didn’t mention that you had a spare room last night.” There’d never been any suggestion that she sleep anywhere but with him. 
 
    Krayter grinned, even as he looked a little sheepish. “Then I wouldn’t have been able to sleep with you in my arms.” 
 
    Her heart did that weird little flip-flop it did when he said something sweet. She knew that even if he’d offered the guest room the night before, she would have chosen to stay with him. 
 
    But now that they had a moment alone, she could ask him what she’d been thinking about earlier. “My mom asked me to go back to the compound for dinner this weekend.” 
 
    “You called her?” 
 
    Penny shook her head. “No, she asked before we left. I haven’t programmed a communicator yet. I suppose I should get one to replace the one I ditched in the car.” She shook her head and waved a hand absently. “That’s not what’s important. “I’d like you to come with… if you want to.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Krayter said, “Yes. Absolutely.” 
 
    “It’s okay if you don’t.” She didn’t want him to feel like he had to do it. She’d stormed into his life and turned it upside down. He didn’t need to do every little thing just because she asked. “I’ll understand. Really, it’s not a big deal.” She couldn’t look him in the eye as she gave him the out. 
 
    “Penny.” 
 
    She tilted up, staring at his nose. 
 
    That was high enough for her to see his grin. He tilted her chin just a tiny bit further and their eyes met with that heart stopping electric zing. “I want to go.” 
 
    She smiled back. Good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Krayter worried that the sudden appearance of Ruwen and his denya would take away from his time with Penny. But they both understood without being told that he needed time with his mate. Kayleb, for his part, stepped into the role of host like nothing had ever been wrong with him. Days slid by, Penny fitting in like she’d known them all for years, and every night she slept beside Krayter in his bed. 
 
    Free of obligation, Krayter took Penny out of the apartment on a mission. “Do you have some aversion to telling me where we’re going?” she asked as they descended a staircase to the subway. 
 
    Krayter gripped her hand tight and grinned. She was smiling even as she chided him. “We’re going shopping.” 
 
    “And you couldn’t say that before we left?” She brushed close to him as several people rushed by in the other direction, exiting the station. 
 
    “I told you now.” But he made a mental note to tell her where they were going before they left in the future. Unless he meant to totally surprise her. “You didn’t ask where we were going,” he couldn’t help but point out. 
 
    They made it to the platform, where a few dozen other people waited for the train. The schedule indicated they had a few minutes to wait. There was a bench, but neither of them made a move to sit. Penny’s eyes flicked around, taking in all of the people near them. She glanced down at their joined hands but didn’t let go. 
 
    Krayter tried not to let his grin look too satisfied. 
 
    “Asking questions never really got me anywhere back home,” she said quietly. “After a while I just stopped.” 
 
    “Ask me anything and I’ll answer truthfully.” No matter how devastating the answer. He wouldn’t lie to her. And his decision to withhold the whole truth about their mating cut his heart to bits. 
 
    He needed to tell her. Before it got worse. 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” she said. “What do we have to buy?” 
 
    It was on the tip of his tongue to play coy, but he wouldn’t. Not after he’d just promised not to. “You said you needed a communicator. Now seemed as good a time as any.” He squeezed her hand and pulled her in close, hooking his other arm around her in a loose hug. “Besides, I wanted you all to myself.” 
 
    “There are fifty people here.” 
 
    “But only one that matters.” He bent down to kiss her, but she turned her head at the sound of the train and his lips brushed against her cheek instead. 
 
    Penny let out a delicate gasp as the hover train floated silently into the station. The door slid open with a gentle pop and passengers disembarked. “I never knew they were really that quiet,” she said with wonder. “How could something so big move that gracefully?” 
 
    “You’ve never been on a train?” During Krayter’s first week in the city, he’d spent hours and hours riding the rails, learning the layout of the city and getting lost in the gentle lull of a swaying carriage. 
 
    They stepped into the car with several other people. This time Penny did grab two open seats and Krayter sat beside her. “No trains,” she said. “No jets. No spaceships. I think my father would have banned cars if he could, but the territory is too large and they need them for supplies anyway. He should have been born in a different time. The modern world wasn’t meant for men like him.” 
 
    She said it like she’d heard it repeated many times. Krayter couldn’t excuse him so easily. Kidnap and murder couldn’t be explained away by temporal displacement. He’d been born a hundred years after his own planet ceased to exist and traveled the galaxy on the faint hope that he might live beyond his thirtieth year. And never once had he felt the urge to murder anyone because they were different than him. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” Penny asked. She was turned around so she could watch out the window. The dark walls offered little view, but she didn’t mind. 
 
    No lies. “I’d say that your father’s problem is much deeper than you’re saying.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. He’s a fucking psycho.” She said it casually, not even bothering to look away from the window. Perhaps it was easier to say it that way. “I can understand some of what he thinks. But that doesn’t mean I agree with it. I never have.” She turned her whole body towards Krayter and held up their joined hands. “You’re the only man I’ve ever wanted. And any hesitation, it’s not because you’re an al—because you’re Detyen. It’s just all new, and things are changing so quickly.” 
 
    Krayter cast his eyes around the quiet subway car and internally cursed the mother and small child on the other end. If she hadn’t been there, his lips would be on Penny’s, promising her that he’d always be the only man for her. 
 
    They rode for two stops before getting off and climbing into the bright light of day. Their destination was only a block away from the subway station, and even though it was hot out, neither of them had a chance to break a sweat by the time they made it inside. 
 
    A service drone floated up to Penny and started playing vids of the current specials. Penny poked at it with a curious finger and it turned around and floated away. 
 
    “I didn’t break it, did I?” she asked. 
 
    Krayter huffed out a laugh. “No. It’s okay to push them away if they get annoying.” 
 
    Penny found the display of communicators on the wall. They were all holograms, the actual stock stored at a nearby warehouse. But she was able to make her choice and he keyed in the payment details and scheduled the drone delivery while she was distracted by another sales bot. 
 
    “I can pay for it,” she said when he handed her the shipping slip. 
 
    “Consider it my thanks. For saving my life.” It would be months, perhaps years, before Krayter and Kayleb ran out of money, and neither of them were particularly thrifty. 
 
    When he thought she would argue, she relented. “Okay, I guess I can take that. But I don’t want this to become a thing. I don’t have a lot of money—or any money—now, but I can get a job. Or something. I can pay for stuff.” 
 
    “The job is a problem for next week.” They had her mother’s dinner to attend and plenty of catch up to play with Ru and Lis and Kayleb. They could deal with what the future held in the future. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You’re sure that you don’t mind leaving your brother and cousins behind so soon?” They were back in the vehicle and heading towards her mother’s compound. At least this time, neither of them was under threat of enemy fire, though Krayter did seem a little green.  
 
    “My brother will be fine for a single weekend. And Ruwen and Lis know how important you are to me. They won’t mind.” He smiled gently, as if his words didn’t have the power to pull her heart out of her chest and leave it exposed and vulnerable. 
 
    “Good,” was all that Penny could manage. She kept her eyes on the road in front of her as she navigated the heavy traffic of the city. Truly, the autonav did most of the work, but touching the steering wheel made her feel like she was doing something. Left to her own thoughts, she’d be obsessing. And it was bad enough to do that when she was alone, even worse when Krayter sat a foot away. 
 
    Over the past few days, she’d spent more time with him than she’d ever spent with any other man. And more time than she’d spent with any other person since she became an adult and more or less moved out of her father’s house. And never once had she felt constrained. Krayter seemed to understand her moods as well as she did, backing off when she was about to snap, and holding her tight when she feared she might break. Even stranger, she could sense the same things in him. 
 
    One night, when Kayleb disappeared on one of his lonely walks, Krayter had been fit to climb the walls… or punch them. And then Penny stepped in and forced him to watch a silly vid show about a child inventor who solved crimes. It was made for kids, but they’d both been laughing and cuddling by the time Kayleb walked in hours later, and Krayter had calmed down enough not to snap. But this weekend, tonight, would be the real test of their relationship.  
 
    And that was one hell of a word. Less than two weeks in, and she wanted to give everything to him. Every night she’d been on the verge of telling him yes. Every one of his sweet kisses had taken her closer to that edge, but Penny forced herself to hold back, as if he might pull off a mask at any moment and reveal that this was all one big con to get her into bed with him. 
 
    She didn’t really think that. She knew Krayter better. She trusted him. It was her father’s training, his poison, that made her hesitate.  
 
    “Are you worried about your sisters?” Krayter asked. He reached over and took her hand in his, playing his fingers across her knuckles. 
 
    Penny curled into his palm, the warmth of his skin comforting and achingly familiar. “I talked to them last night. Nicole is doing well. She and Mom are bonding over their shared love of violence. I think Resa is going to need some more time to adjust.” 
 
    “And what about you?” His thumb traced over her ring finger and Penny’s mind raced as she imagined what he was trying to hint at. Did Detyens have wedding rings? Did he know about them? 
 
    Still, she answered truthfully. She didn’t lie to Krayter; she found that she couldn’t bring herself to do it. “I never thought about what I would do once we got out,” she confessed. “All my time was spent planning the escape and making sure that Nicole and Resa would be okay that I never stopped to think about what I could do when I was no longer in Highland Settlement. And now you’re saying that we’re mates, and that if we have sex we’ll basically be married, and I…” want it so bad I could jump you right now. She stopped the last part from coming out. Barely. She didn’t lie to Krayter, but that didn’t mean that she gave him her every thought. 
 
    But Krayter was smiling. He pulled her close and Penny slid across the bench of the front seat. The autonav could handle the drive, she needed the cuddle more. “Kayleb and I became so focused on coming to Earth, on finding our mates, that I feel as if my whole life has focused on this one issue. I want to save my people, but until I met you, I never thought of what it meant to truly live.” 
 
    “You keep saying that.” 
 
    “Saying what?” He hooked his arm over her until she was held flush against his side. 
 
    “That you’re saving your people.” Now that he’d mentioned it again, it reminded Penny of a question she’d had before. “Why do you need mates? From what I understand, your people can still procreate without us.”  
 
    Us. Mates. She’d become so used to the thought that she belonged with Krayter that it didn’t even feel weird to call herself a mate anymore. 
 
    But Krayter had stiffened under her, and not in the good way. His body was held taut and she feared he would shove her away. She tilted her head up and saw his eyes shining with the bright red of emotion. His brows were drawn down and his mouth hung open as he sucked in a deep breath. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked.  
 
    Rather than push her away, Krayter held her shoulder tight. “Without mates we die when we turn thirty. That’s why we need you.” 
 
    If Penny hadn’t been flush against Krayter, she would have slammed on the car’s brakes. “WHAT?” Her stomach threatened to rebel and her heart pounded loud enough to drown out the sounds the car made while it drove. “Why didn’t you—how old—why…?” She couldn’t get a full question out as desperation and fear piled up inside of her mind. 
 
    “I didn’t want to force you into anything,” Krayter said, interpreting one of her questions correctly. 
 
    But that didn’t make Penny feel any better. How could it? “You think that I’d rather have you die than have sex? You think I want to lose you because of your pride?” She pushed out of his embrace and pulled the car to the side of the road. Now that they’d left the city, there was no one but the two of them and the trees for company. Penny got out of the car and slammed the door behind her. Her feet wanted to run, her heart was rooted to Krayter. 
 
    Krayter was more careful and let the door close quietly behind him. He came around to her side of the vehicle but made no move to touch her. Penny paced in a tight circle, mind reeling as she tried to come to terms. “You should have told me,” she finally managed to say. She stopped moving and placed both of her hands on Krayter’s chest. “I can’t be your partner if you don’t tell me the truth.” 
 
    He clasped his hands over hers and leaned down. “I’m sorry. At the beginning, I knew it would be too much for you. And after that, I was… afraid.” 
 
    The apology did more than she thought possible and her heartbeat settled into something like order. “Is there anything else? Any weird alien shit?” 
 
    He thought for a moment. “If we have children, I don’t know if they will also suffer the Denya Price. Ruwen and Lis were the first human and Detyen mated pair. This is all new.” 
 
    Their children. Of course, if she accepted Krayter, he would be the father of her children. They’d only be half-human. That didn’t bother her, but she hadn’t ever considered having a family of her own. She’d already been a mother to her sisters for so long. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m ready for kids,” she said.  
 
    Strangely, that made Krayter smile. “I am in no rush.” 
 
    No rush, except for the fact that his life would be cut short in a matter of… how long? “How old are you?” He’d become one of the three most important people in her life and she didn’t even know his birthday.  
 
    “Twenty-eight. So we have time.” He rubbed his thumbs over her index fingers. 
 
    “Two years isn’t a lot of time.” Another thought occurred to her. “How old is Kayleb?” They seemed to be close in age, but they weren’t twins. 
 
    Krayter winced and his eyes were enveloped in darkness. “He’s twenty-nine. His birthday is in three months.” 
 
    Compared to that, two years was a lifetime. Penny glanced between Krayter and the hood of her car. They were on a deserted stretch of road and more likely than not, no car would pass them by for an hour or more.  
 
    “I’m not making love to you on the hood of a car. Well, not the first time,” Krayter said, reading her thoughts. 
 
    “We’re going to deal with this,” she said. 
 
    He slid his arms around her and hugged her close. Penny melted into him, letting herself be comforted for the moment. It would be alright. Even before he’d told her, she’d chosen him. Now all she needed to do was make sure he understood that she wanted him, deadline or not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    They arrived as the sun set behind the trees, shrouding the compound in darkness which was punctuated with floating lights, giving a soft glow to the drive in front of them. In the hour since they’d returned to the car, Krayter hadn’t managed to let go of Penny’s hand. She was just as eager to keep touching him. 
 
    As the car shifted into park and shut off, Krayter looked over at her. There was no trace of the worry that had been dancing across her face. Instead, he saw grim determination and something he was scared to call hope.  
 
    She lifted their joined hands and kissed the back of his palm. The softness of her lips danced up his arms and echoed on his lips. “We’ll be fine. I’m pretty sure Mom won’t try to lock you up again.” 
 
    “That’s not as reassuring as you seem to think it is.” But he’d walk across the sun for her. One contentious dinner was nothing. 
 
    The front door banged open and Resa sped down the steps, Nicole and a compound guard not far behind. Penny threw open the car door and caught her sister in a tight hug. By the time Krayter got out of the car, Nicole had joined the two of them and they were all talking too fast for his translator to keep up. Instead of adjusting the setting, he gave them their privacy and grabbed the two small overnight bags out of the cargo area. 
 
    When he came around from the back of the car, he saw Jacinta standing in the doorway and looking at her daughters. She swung her gaze to him and raised an eyebrow. Krayter nodded a greeting, but made no move to approach her. He wasn’t a fool. 
 
    He brought the bags over to Penny and handed one over when she let go of her sisters. Though they’d only been separated for a few days, he understood the urge to cling tight and not let go. If he saw any of his siblings again, he would hug them for days. 
 
    Nicole was the first to notice him. She glared reflexively, but calmed her expression before Penny could catch her. Resa’s back was completely to him as she talked animatedly to her sister and she seemed to have no idea or care that he was there. 
 
    Movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention as Jacinta came down the steps to join the four of them. “Let’s get you set up in your rooms. Cook has put together a nice dinner and I know the girls are hungry.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t let us eat lunch,” Resa grumbled to Penny. 
 
    Krayter pressed his lips together hard to keep from grinning. 
 
    Penny turned to her mother, which caused Resa, who had one arm still slung around her waist, to turn with her. Only then did the younger girl catch sight of him. Though she looked straight at him, she pretended that she didn’t see him. Krayter supposed that was slightly better than a glare. 
 
    “I’m starving too,” said Penny. She hitched her bag over her shoulder, leading her sisters inside. To her mother, she gave a much chillier greeting, nodding a hello as she passed her by. Krayter brought up the rear, following them all in. 
 
    “Hector will show you where to put your things,” Jacinta told him, pointing to the guard who’d come out to watch the reunion. When he reached for Penny’s bag, Jacinta held up a hand. “Penny will be staying with her sisters. She’ll need to keep that with her.” 
 
    At the sound of her name, Penny jerked around. But before she could say anything, Nicole grabbed her arm. “It’ll be fun,” she said. “Like a sleepover. We have a lot to tell you.” 
 
    Then it was settled. It would be selfish to insist that Penny sleep with him when he’d had her all to himself for almost a week. He turned to Hector and said, “Lead the way.” 
 
    The stone faced guard said nothing, but led him down a hall towards a thick metal door. For a moment, Krayter worried that he was about to be locked up once more, but the guard placed his hand on the palm sensor outside and the door swung open to reveal four beds, three of which were covered in people’s things. The one farthest from the door was unmade, a set of bedding folded on top of it. 
 
    “Jackie said you can stay here,” said Hector, pointing towards the bed. “The door code is 62815. We’re eating in half an hour.” Information delivered, he left Krayter alone. 
 
    Krayter laid his bag on the floor and quickly made the bed. He looked at the other beds and couldn’t help but grin. In a strange way, he respected what Jacinta was doing. She wanted to protect her daughter, to make sure that she was okay. And while she hadn’t locked him up, forcing him to bunk with three of her people would make it impossible to sneak out unnoticed. 
 
    Krayter left his things there and went in search of dinner, following his nose and the people all headed out of the house and towards a giant tent that had been erected in the central courtyard. Lights had been strung up around the outside of the canopy, lending a magical air to the location, even as bugs fluttered around the larger lanterns. A few residents of the compound eyed him as he joined them, but no one questioned his presence. Word that an alien was coming to dinner must have spread. 
 
    He almost expected to be seated far off in a corner, away from the family and most of the residents. But Penny and her sisters had already grabbed a table and there were two open seats. One for him, and one for Jacinta. He walked quickly to make sure he snagged the one next to Penny, both to save her from several hours of sitting that close to her mom, and because if he couldn’t hold her all night, he needed as much time with her as she could steal. 
 
    When he sat, she joined him, placing her hand in his and leaning close, speaking softly, her words for him alone. “This room situation has put a hitch in my plans,” she confided. 
 
    Krayter’s cock twitched at the fire of desire in her eyes. “What plans were those?” he asked, the answer all but certain. 
 
    “I’m going to make you mine. For good.” She squeezed his hand and let go. 
 
    Krayter took several breaths, trying to bring his need under control. He couldn’t take her here. The table didn’t look that sturdy. Besides, she wouldn’t appreciate being fucked in front of her family and a bunch of strangers. 
 
    “I’m keeping you in our room for a week when we get back to New York,” he said. 
 
    Penny grinned. “We’re not waiting until we get back. I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    Before he could ask anything else, Jacinta made it to the table and they stopped talking. By some unseen signal, drones flew in carrying large trays of food and placed them on each of the twelve tables under the tent. A thick, fragrant stew simmered alongside warm bread and Krayter’s stomach rumbled. He didn’t know what was in it, and Earth food could be weird at times. But this smelled delicious. 
 
    He waited for the others to serve themselves before grabbing his own food, instinct telling him that Jacinta was judging his every move. Before Penny, he’d never stayed with any one woman long enough to be judged by her mother, and now he was walking on a tightrope above a pit of hungry pyorgan just itching to open their muzzles and swallow him whole if he said the wrong thing. 
 
    So he wouldn’t. 
 
    “How have you found the city?” Jacinta asked Penny. 
 
    “It’s busier than I could have imagined, but I think I’ll like it there.” She glanced at Krayter with a smile before picking up a spoon and digging in to her food. 
 
    “So you’re staying? You’ll always have a place here, you know.” 
 
    Penny swallowed and put her utensil down. “Do we really need to have this discussion here?” 
 
    She didn’t look at her sisters, but Krayter could feel the direction of her thoughts. She’d left them behind and run off to the big city, not ever offering to take them with her. Now she didn’t want them to think that she was abandoning them for a life with him. 
 
    He wanted to reach out, grasp her hand, and offer support. But this wasn’t a fight where he had any ammo. His laser blasts would go wide and do far more harm than good. So he kept his mouth shut and listened carefully, ready to do anything to save Penny from the pain of harming her sisters. 
 
    “And when do you think we’ll have this conversation if not now?” her mother demanded. “You left after barely staying a day before. When is the next time we’ll see you? Resa’s birthday? Or will you leave them here until they’re old enough to fend for themselves, living happily in sin with an alien stranger who fell out of the sky?” 
 
    His claws prickled under his skin, but there was no enemy here, only the decades old stench of hurt and distrust.  
 
    “Mom took us to the local school yesterday,” Nicole cut in, stopping the conversation before it could get any farther. 
 
    “Was it interesting?” Krayter asked. “I’ve never been to a school on Earth, you know. Though I took some classes with a human tutor during my apprenticeship.” 
 
    “Are there a lot of humans in space?” Resa asked, thoughts of school pushed aside. 
 
    Krayter leaned in and nodded. “There’s an entire solar system out there just full of humans. It’s called the Consortium. Have you heard of it?” He’d only been there for a few days, but the friends he’d met on the trip to Honora Station had come from those planets. 
 
    Nicole and Resa were shaking their heads, and even Jacinta looked mildly interested. Under the table, Penny placed a hand on his knee. “There are a few inhabited planets. I can’t remember all their names. But I landed on one called Tarni. There are millions of humans there, maybe billions. Many of them are descended from people who were abducted from Earth over the past several thousand years. Humans proved too troublesome for the aliens that tried to keep them, so they formed their own civilization. It’s not exactly like Earth, but I can see the similarities.” 
 
    Resa looked skeptical, but there was a dreamy look in Nicole’s eyes. “What’s it like in space?” she asked. “I saw something on one of the vid stations about a new Earth colony. I can’t imagine why someone would leave Earth for that.” But there was a note in her voice that suggested otherwise. 
 
    Krayter tried to find the right words. Space travel was almost as much a part of Detyen life as breathing. They hadn’t always been nomads, but since the destruction of their planet, they’d had little choice. Even as a young boy, he’d known he would take to the stars. The sense of wonder, of curiosity, had never been so strong in him. Adventure? Certainly. But never the thrill of the undiscovered. 
 
    “Imagine closing your eyes and jumping into deep water,” he said, searching for the right words. “There’s nothing as far as the best eyes can see, and it’s a cold so deep it seeps into your bones. But at the same time, the possibilities are limitless. You can do anything out in space. Find anything. Or anyone.” 
 
    He and Penny shared a smile. It hadn’t been space that brought them together. And it was Earth that held his people’s hope. 
 
    *** 
 
    Her mate was amazing. 
 
    He dazzled her sisters with stories of the stars, and every time her mom tried to cut in with some belittling comment, he dodged like it was a professional sport. By the end of dinner, Penny could almost see the Dancing Stars of Hydara that he described in such heartrending detail. As the meal wrapped up, her sisters walked back to the main house, animatedly talking about the different ships that Krayter had described. Neither paid attention to her or her mate. 
 
    Luckily, her mother had been pulled aside on official business. 
 
    Penny slid her hand into Krayter’s and nodded off to a small building nestled between two garages. “Come on,” she said. 
 
    Krayter followed her gaze. “Isn’t that where I was locked up the other day?” 
 
    She bit her tongue to keep from laughing. “I think it’s normally a storage shed. And it’s private.” 
 
    Private. Secluded. Almost perfect for what she had in mind. Of course, a bed would have been the best option, but she wasn’t waiting another two days. Not after tonight. If she’d had any worries about Krayter, they would have dissolved five minutes into his story about being chased by an Febysan sweating beast. Whatever he’d been through before, he’d travelled lightyears to find her. And ever since they’d met, he hadn’t once wavered. 
 
    If her mother got her alone, she’d have a hundred reasons why she should send Krayter away. But her mother had given up any influence over Penny long ago. 
 
    She wanted him. She liked him. And if she looked deep, and completely honestly within herself, she might just love him. 
 
    She pulled him down the path and swung the door open, grabbing the padlock off its hook and taking it in with them. She didn’t want to end up locked in here for the night, or be discovered by some wandering guard. She flipped the mechanical lock inside the shed and turned on the lantern overhead, casting the room in soft light and shadow. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close, their bodies flush against one another and swaying to the faint sound of music trickling in from somewhere outside. “We survived the dinner,” she said. 
 
    Krayter’s fingers played along her spine, dancing gently up and down. “It could have been worse.” 
 
    “I suppose my dad could have shown up. Let’s hope that never happens.” She could only imagine how that would go. Laser blasts would light up the night. 
 
    “Is this where you tell me that I’m your rebellion?” he asked lightly, but there was a note of some old pain in his voice. 
 
    Penny smiled up at him. “I’m my own rebellion. You’re a bonus. One that I’m never letting go.” He was beautiful in the dim light, his skin practically glowing blue while his eyes dimmed to that demonic red she was growing to love. Next to him, humans were boring. 
 
    Something crashed outside and Krayter pushed himself in front of her, claws out and ready to do damage, that animalistic beast inside of him rising to the fore to protect her. But laughter rose after the crash and he let out a breath, his claws retreating as quickly as they’d come. “You’re an amazing woman, denya,” he said as he turned back to her, his hands resting on her shoulders. 
 
    She shivered as he said the word. He’d been careful over the last week, giving her space, letting her make her own decision. But her mind was made up. She’d been his from the moment they first kissed. 
 
    This time their lips met with an aching familiarity. She’d grown to love the pressure of his tongue invading, conquering, subduing her until arousal spread, leaving her ready and wanting more. But Krayter was no despot, nor she a shrinking damsel. She gripped his sides tight, digging her fingers in until it had to hurt. It was worth any price to hold him close, to keep him there. She didn’t need air, not when she could have him. 
 
    They took their time, savoring one another as if the night would last forever. Krayter imprinted himself on her tongue and his taste would remain with her until long after morning. Penny couldn’t keep her hands to herself. First she gripped his shoulders, his corded strength sending a thrill down her spine. But it wasn’t the hard muscles of his shoulders that were her goal. Not tonight. 
 
    The thick length of his erection pressed against her, a welcome reminder of the desire between them. She snaked her hand down and placed her hand right over it, taking in Krayter’s gasping breath as he jerked against her lips. 
 
    “There’s no need to rush,” he said, voice on the edge of something harsh, something feral. Something barely chained. 
 
    Penny squeezed through the fabric of his pants and slid her hand up and down his shaft. “I want you tonight,” she said against his lips, her words half muffled in the kiss. “I want you now and forever.” 
 
    He pushed her back, keeping his hands anchored on her shoulders, and stared in her eyes as if he couldn’t believe what she was saying. Before he spoke, he glanced around, as if reassessing their surroundings. “Are you sure?” he asked, forcing the words out as if each one caused him pain. 
 
    Penny’s heart swelled even more. She nodded, afraid of what she’d say if she dared open her mouth. 
 
    Krayter’s serious expression snapped into a grin and he scooped her up with a whoop of joy. Penny clutched her legs around him to keep from falling and laughter bubbled out of her mouth. He set her down on a small table opposite the door and stood there between her thighs, only their clothes keeping them from joining. 
 
    “You deserve a bed,” he said, raining kisses down her neck and working at the fastening to her top. 
 
    Penny arched her head to the side. “We have a bed at home. Right now we’re being adventurous.” She’d never been one for this kind of excitement before, but Krayter brought out the lustful siren that she’d had hidden deep. With him, she was willing to do things she’d never before imagined. 
 
    His hands found their way to her pants, and with a clever use of leverage, he had her naked from the waist down in a matter of seconds. Penny tried to reach for him, but their hands got tangled on his belt and she ended up covering his fingers while he did all the work. 
 
    Then he was just as exposed as her and her cheeks flamed a hot red. She’d seen his cock before, felt it in her hands, and even dared to kiss the tip one night. But now it stood proud, blue and ridged and hard just for her. Had it always been so big? Could it really fit inside her? 
 
    Suddenly bashful, she kept her fingers to herself, though she longed to touch the silky hardness of him. 
 
    Krayter cradled her cheek, meeting her eyes as if her shirt wasn’t gaping open and her sex exposed. “I’m a little nervous,” he confessed, eyes full of emotion. 
 
    “You are?” He’d told her himself that he’d slept his way across half the galaxy. Of the two of them, how could he be nervous? 
 
    “I’ve never made love to my mate before and I want it to be good,” he said. He slid his hand up to tangle in her hair. 
 
    Penny’s heart melted. “Oh, I’m pretty sure that it’s going to be good,” she responded. “Because I’ve never made love to my mate before either, and I want it to be good too.” She took his hand and guided it down to the opening between her legs. “And it just keeps getting better.” 
 
    Krayter traced his fingers over the slick folds of her sex. “You’re so wet.” 
 
    Penny bit her lip as he dipped inside of her and moaned, thrusting her hips towards him, begging him with her body to give her more. And her mate knew what to do. He used his fingers, playing her like an instrument, bringing her to the edge of pleasure and pulling her back. He was a cruel god and beautiful partner, all at once, showing her what he could do with only three fingers, holding himself still and placing his whole focus on her. 
 
    But Penny wanted to feel him. She reached out and grabbed hold, sliding her hand up and down his shaft in the same rhythm he used to make her ready, and his own hips jerked as shakily as hers. 
 
    “Keep doing that and this all ends before we’ve joined,” he warned raggedly. 
 
    “Then join with me,” Penny demanded. Her mind whirled with pleasure, everything burned out except thoughts of Krayter and what his fingers were doing to her. 
 
    And then he was there, his cock, circled by her fingers, butting against her entrance. She guided the tip in, feeling his blunt invasion as he pressed himself inside. She was so close to cresting with pleasure that she quivered around him as he inched his way inside her, stretching her out and filling her up, showing her that she’d been empty in a way she’d never before realized. 
 
    Something snapped between them and Penny jerked her head up, catching Krayter’s eyes as an almost physical bond anchored itself within her. It stretched out, wrapping around her heart and ending somewhere near his, binding them together in a way she’d never thought possible. 
 
    “Is that…?” She didn’t know what to say, but she couldn’t stay silent. 
 
    Krayter crushed her lips with his own and moved, thrusting deep into her and taking her over that edge. She convulsed around him, her body a conduit to pure pleasure. 
 
    But her mate, her newly bound mate, wasn’t done with her. He kept thrusting, right through her orgasm, ripping her into the next. He tore his lips away and bit down hard on her shoulder, those not quite fangs of his breaking the skin and marking her in an ancient way. 
 
    With a final thrust, he spilled inside her, leaving her limp and quivering against him, spent and satisfied. Penny held him close as she shivered, the cool night air only then starting to seep in and make itself known. But Krayter was a furnace against her and she couldn’t have let go, even if she wanted to. 
 
    He looked up, but didn’t quite meet her eyes as he wiped his mouth with the back of one hand. “I’m sorry if that went—” Penny cut him off by placing a finger over his lips. 
 
    “Perfect,” she said, unable to manage sentences. It was perfect. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Penny placed her hand on her chest, right over her heart, where she could feel something that wasn’t a part of herself anchored. Her neck ached where Krayter had marked her and she was hesitant to call the delicious stretching between her thighs pain. She wanted to turn right around and join Krayter for the rest of the night, her energy levels were fit to burst out of her. But it was already late, and their absence had surely been noted. 
 
    Besides, she had come all the way out here to see her sisters again. She’d have her mate tomorrow, and the day after, and all the days after that as well. He belonged to her now, and she wasn’t giving him back, no matter what. 
 
    With a vague nod to discretion, he’d left first and she’d waited a few minutes to trail in behind him. No doubt anyone who noticed their absence knew exactly what they’d been doing, but Penny didn’t care. If they wanted to judge her for taking an alien lover, so be it, it wouldn’t change her mind one bit. 
 
    She came out of the shed to find the clearing deserted. The tent had been taken down and not a speck of litter dotted the ground. An outdoor light from the main house was the only artificial source of illumination she had, but the moon and stars were bright and it wasn’t difficult to see. 
 
    For a moment, she thought her ears and eyes were playing tricks on her. A door clanged shut and a shadow darted out into the forest. A short shadow with long brown hair. 
 
    Resa. 
 
    Penny turned towards her sister instead of going back to the house. It was too dark to be walking alone, and this compound wasn’t nearly as well guarded as Highland Settlement. There were too many dangers out there for a young girl alone, and Penny wouldn’t let Resa take those risks. 
 
    They quickly passed by the small nook where she and Krayter had stolen a moment several days ago. From there, the gravel path that Resa was on became more overgrown. The trees blotted out most of the light, and only a few shafts of moonlight were strong enough to spear their way to the ground. Branches snapped under Resa’s feet as she picked up her pace, and she was paying little attention to her surroundings. Penny made no move to hide herself and she was only about fifty feet behind her sister, but Resa never looked back. 
 
    Where was she going? 
 
    But a few feet later, Resa came to a stop. “Why are you following me?” she demanded. 
 
    They’d made it to the far edge of the compound and a fence peeked through the trees behind them. Unlike Highland Settlement, this one wasn’t protected by lasers or a force field. Something about that set Penny on edge. She didn’t like standing out this far, undefended and with no weapons.  
 
    “Why are you sneaking off into the woods?” If it had been safer, if their father wasn’t a constant threat, Penny would have let her be. Kids had to grow up and rebel sometime. But not now, not when the danger was still fresh. 
 
    “I’m not sneaking,” Resa sneered. “I’m just taking a walk.” She crossed her arms and held them tight, her eyes narrowed. “Why should you even care? You left us here to go off with that alien.” 
 
    Oh. That. She’d spent so much time worrying about her sisters’ safety that she hadn’t yet gotten around to that fear of abandonment. Of course it was a problem. Penny had left them behind a day after they’d made it to safety. And it bruised her heart to think that Resa might hate her for it. 
 
    “I left you here because it’s safer,” she said, and even if Resa did hate her for it, Penny couldn’t regret it. Not this. She’d do anything to keep Nicole and Resa safe. “And I promise that I’ll visit while you’re living here.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? And will you ignore us so you can go off with your boyfriend then, too?” Resa spun back around, but she didn’t go any further into the woods. 
 
    Penny came up behind her. “I knew we’d get to hang out tonight. We just needed a little time.” And Resa didn’t need to know exactly what that meant. 
 
    “So he is your boyfriend?” she grumbled. 
 
    He was so much more than that. “Yeah, he is. And we’re still figuring it all out.” 
 
    That wasn’t the right answer. Resa collapsed into herself even more. “I didn’t know you liked boys. I thought that you…” 
 
    Boys? At least this wasn’t about Krayter being Detyen. “You thought I was what?” But Resa just shook her head, unable to get the words out. Penny wrapped her arms around her and hugged her tight. “I know that things are changing,” she said. “But you and Nicole are still my sisters. No matter what. If you call, I’ll answer. No matter where I am, or who I’m with, you guys are my number one. Got it?” 
 
    After several moments, Resa relented and nodded. “Everything’s changing,” she said. 
 
    “And a lot of it is for the better, right?” It had to be. “Let’s go back and you and Nicole can tell me all about that school, okay? And I bet we can scrounge up some ice cream from the kitchen processor.” It was a bribe, but Resa nodded again, willing to be bought. 
 
    They turned back towards the house and walked arm in arm. As Penny stepped into a shaft of moonlight, the forest lit up as bright as day. She looked behind them and wind thrust hard at her. With a bright flash of some unseen ship, she and Resa were flung forward as darkness swam over her and swallowed her whole. 
 
    *** 
 
    Krayter stumbled as a hammer knocked against his chest, bowling him over until he stumbled to his bed like a drunkard. He sucked in a deep breath and winced as his lungs contracted over a wound he couldn’t see. A wound that wasn’t there. 
 
    Penny. 
 
    They’d separated no more than an hour ago, but something had gone wrong. She wasn’t safe. 
 
    He spun around, ready to charge out the door and find her, only to see one of the compound’s many armed residents standing in front of the door, arms crossed and a thick eyebrow raised in question. If Krayter remembered correctly, this one was named Brian. “Heading somewhere else?” he asked. 
 
    “I need to see Penny.” And he didn’t have time to waste talking about it. 
 
    “You already saw Penny. Curfew’s on now. No one but authorized personnel are allowed out of their rooms.” He seemed to relish the denial. 
 
    Krayter growled low in his throat and didn’t try to stop his claws from springing out. In a single nod to wisdom, he kept his hands down low, rather than offering a fight. Yet. “Something is wrong,” he ground out through clenched teeth. “Let me pass.” 
 
    “No can do. Boss’s orders.” He grinned broadly and leaned even further back against the door. 
 
    “Then get Jacinta here. Penny is in danger. I can feel it.” Did this fool require some kind of proof? Krayter didn’t have the time or the inclination to explain the denya bond. But he could tell that his mate was hurt or injured, and he needed to go to her. Now. 
 
    Brian studied him for several seconds, assessing. Finally, he nodded towards Krayter’s cot. “Go sit down and I’ll call Jacinta. She’ll confirm everything’s okay. Got it?” 
 
    He wanted to stamp his foot like one of those bulls he’d seen on the vids. But Krayter forced himself to nod and retreat. While Brian made his call, Krayter pulled out his own communicator and sent a message to Kayleb. 
 
    Something happened to Penny. May need help. Stand by. It might have been premature, but the feeling in Krayter’s gut was so sure that she was hurt, he didn’t hesitate to make the call. Kayleb, Ruwen, and Lis could offer him help that he could trust. He knew Jacinta wouldn’t do anything to harm Penny, she did love her. But she also thought she knew what was best. And Krayter wouldn’t put it above the woman to try and keep the two of them apart. 
 
    He also sent a message to Penny’s communicator on the off chance he was wrong, that this was a symptom of separation so soon after sealing the bond between them. If that was the case, he’d force himself to deal. So long as Penny was safe. 
 
    Are you okay? he typed out and sent quickly. 
 
    Seconds ticked by and there was no response. 
 
    Brian spoke into a small communicator sewn into his top, the whispers too quiet, even for Krayter’s sharp ears. His eyebrows furrowed as he spoke and his voice rose. “Then find someone who knows where she is,” he said before dropping his tone down once more. 
 
    Krayter’s heart sped and the mated and sated beast within roared to life, ready to tear Brian to shreds if necessary, all so he could find his mate. 
 
    His communicator beeped a response from Kayleb. Want us to head to your coordinates?  
 
    Yes. If Krayter was overreacting, so be it. This place had it out for him, it was time that he showed them he had his own friends, and his own strengths. 
 
    Brian tapped on his communicator to close the comm line and looked up. “Stay here, I’ll go check on Penny’s room. Jacinta’s doing a perimeter check, she can’t answer her comm right now.” 
 
    That made no sense. Even if she was at the farthest reaches of the property, she should remain well within the secure comm range. But Krayter let the man go. It was always easier to escape without a guard. Especially when he wasn’t actually a prisoner. 
 
    Krayter pocketed his communicator and left the room on quiet feet. No one was watching outside the door, though a security camera was mounted on the ceiling halfway down the wall. He didn’t try to hide from it, there was no point. 
 
    Instead, he went directly to Penny’s room. If she wasn’t there, he could at least ensure that her sisters were safe. That was what she’d want him to do. The hallways were deserted, but that could be from the time of night and not any other issue. He made it to the room without meeting anyone else and knocked on the door, waiting as patiently as he could in the hall. When no one answered after a few seconds, he knocked again, louder this time. 
 
    He took just a moment to breathe deep and sheathe his claws. He chose to believe that whatever danger Penny was in, it didn’t come from her mother. If that was false, he’d reassess. His brother and cousin were at least an hour away, and it was nearly the middle of the night. He needed to act quickly, and discreetly. 
 
    “I’m coming,” a muffled girl’s voice called. He couldn’t tell whether it was Resa or Nicole, but it definitely wasn’t Penny. 
 
    Nicole pulled the door open, her hair flying in all directions as if she’d just rolled out of bed. She rubbed at one of her eyes and stared at him blankly. “What?” she mumbled. “It’s late.” 
 
    “I need to speak to Penny.” Krayter tried to look over her shoulder, but the door was only opened wide enough for her to stick her face through. He couldn’t hear anyone behind her. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nicole asked, focus sharpening and posture straightening. “She ditched us for you.” 
 
    The charge stung, even as it rang true. No doubt he wouldn’t appreciate if one of his siblings chose to spend time with a new lover instead of him. And neither of the girls could understand the impact of the denya bond. He didn’t bother trying to defend their choice. They’d deal with it soon enough. “She left to find you and Resa an hour ago. Did she not make it back?” The wound in his chest was hollow, like his own heart had disappeared, only to be replaced with a gaping hole. When he focused on it, it hurt too much to breathe. 
 
    But in a strange way, Krayter was thankful. It meant she was alive. If the pain, and the bond, vanished completely, he didn’t know if he would survive. Without her, there wouldn’t be any point. 
 
    Nicole looked back over her shoulder. “Did Penny come in?” she asked Resa. 
 
    But the other girl didn’t respond. 
 
    “Resa?” she asked louder, trying to wake her up. Nicole stepped into the room and Krayter followed after, watching her approach a still pile on the bed pushed up against the far wall. With a yank, Nicole pulled the covers back to reveal a pile of pillows formed in the shape of a young girl. “Fuck!” shouted the teen. Then she slapped her hand over her mouth and looked at him guiltily. 
 
    Krayter didn’t give a shit if she cursed. Not when both Penny and Resa were missing. “Do you know where she would have gone?” he asked. He approached the bed and looked around for any clues that could point them in the right direction, but there was nothing that stood out. 
 
    Nicole got down on her hands and knees and looked under the bed. She stuck her hand under there and felt around. A moment later, she stood back up empty handed. “She put on her shoes. It probably means she went for a walk. She likes the night.” 
 
    A walk. Fine. Krayter could deal with that. But a walk in the dark wouldn’t trigger the dread in the pit of his soul. “Maybe Penny saw her outside and followed her,” he suggested. “It’s still dangerous for either of you to be out alone.” 
 
    Nicole rolled her eyes. “We’re not dumb.” 
 
    And yet a twelve year old girl had gone out into the forest alone at night. “Did she take a weapon?” He didn’t know what he wanted the answer to be. 
 
    Nicole flipped open the trunk at the bottom of her own bed and revealed a burgeoning arsenal. His friend Inrit, a former pirate, would be impressed. “Nothing’s missing,” Nicole said after taking a quick inventory. “Besides, Resa doesn’t like weapons.” 
 
    Now they had an unarmed twelve year old and a missing mate. 
 
    “Stay here,” Krayter said. “I’ll go see if anyone else knows anything. You need to stay safe while we look.” 
 
    The sound that came out of Nicole’s mouth held no syllables, but twelve tons of derision. She grabbed a small blaster from her trunk. “I’m not letting you go alone. They’re my sisters. Besides, Mom won’t let you do anything.” 
 
    Unfortunately, the kid had a point. 
 
    “Get dressed.” They didn’t have time to argue. 
 
    Krayter turned around, half expecting to be struck in the back of the head by one of Nicole’s many weapons. But a moment later, she had regular clothes and shoes on. They walked briskly down the hall towards the kitchen. It was there that a dozen men and women gathered, each wearing more weapons than Nicole had back in her trunk. They glared at him when he entered, but as Nicole stepped in behind him, none of them pulled a blaster. 
 
    He stayed a step ahead of her anyway. He doubted these people would hurt Jacinta’s daughter, but he’d take the blaster shot if any of them got ideas. Brian was in the middle of the action, speaking in hushed tones to a woman with dark brown skin and tight white-blonde braids stuck to her head and trailing down her back. When he saw Krayter, he glared. “You were supposed to stay in your quarters.” His eyes didn’t soften when he saw Nicole. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Krayter demanded. 
 
    Brian was ready to fight. But a hush fell over the room as the door to the outside opened and Jacinta stepped in. “The outer perimeter was breached,” she said. “Penny and Resa are gone.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Penny came to as their vehicle set down hard on land. They must have flown for some distance since all of her muscles had stiffened to stone. She bit back a pained moan and tried to hold still. She could feel Resa nestled in beside her, both of them bound by ropes and a metal bar of some kind. 
 
    Shuffling feet ahead of her alerted her to the guard sitting nearby. Giving up the pretense of sleep, Penny held her sister close, covering her body so that whoever had taken them would strike her if taken by the urge. But she doubted that either of them were in immediate danger of that. After all, there was only one person who might have taken them and gone to such care to make sure to use a non-lethal blast. 
 
    Father. 
 
    Hard hands pressed against her shoulders, shaking her. “Wake up,” a familiar voice commanded, Braxton. “He’s already pissed off. Don’t make this worse.” Was that meant to be comforting? 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    Penny eased open her eyes and took stock of the situation. They were in the back of one of the armored flight vehicles. The Settlement only had two and they were incredibly expensive to operate. Even traveling the distance between Highland Settlement and her mother’s compound would have cost thousands of dollars, and that was if they hadn’t cloaked. Yes, her father was pissed. 
 
    Resa’s eyes were shut tight and her body stiff. Penny ignored Braxton and squeezed Resa’s hand. “Stop faking,” she said, trying to sound light hearted. “We need to get up.” 
 
    Resa’s eyes squeezed even tighter and she jerked her head from side to side as if everything would turn out fine if only she kept her eyes closed. Penny traced over one of her sister’s eyebrows with her thumb, doing her best to offer comfort, even though she couldn’t offer safety. 
 
    She leaned in close, until she was only a centimeter away from Resa’s ear, and barely breathed as she spoke, careful so that Braxton couldn’t overhear them. “Mom will come for us. So will Krayter. We just need to be smart and strong. Okay?” She prayed that they were found fast. Her father had contacts who could see them hidden from the rest of the world in places where neither Jacinta nor Krayter would ever think to look. 
 
    But Resa opened her eyes and nodded. Penny pulled her up and finally looked at Braxton. He was decked out in full fatigues, a giant laser gun strapped to his back and a belt of grenades hung over his shoulder. He looked prepared to fend off an entire alien invasion rather than kidnap two unarmed civilians. Holstered to his hip was the blaster that had taken them out. It didn’t have a lethal setting, but the highest stun level could put a person into a coma. 
 
    “Were you supposed to find all three of us?” she asked him. “Or did he send you to destroy the place?” Penny knew her father. If he wrote Penny and her sisters off as lost, he’d destroy everything to ensure that they couldn’t make it without him. He’d probably been looking for an excuse to destroy Jacinta for years. 
 
    “You should’ve never left,” said Braxton, not answering the question. He had the gall to look hurt, as if she’d personally insulted him by leaving. 
 
    Penny didn’t respond to him. There was nothing to say. 
 
    A minute later, the hatch on the side of the vehicle opened and bright lights from the towers outside spilled in, making her wince. Tension grew behind her temples and though the blaster hadn’t given her a headache, she knew one was coming. Just one more thing to make the night worth it. 
 
    She and Resa maneuvered themselves up under the watchful eye of Braxton who, at least, had the courtesy not to point his weapon at them as they moved. Her own feet were shackled together, forcing her to shuffle step towards the ramp. Resa did the same. They both let their bound hands hang in front of them. Trussed up like this, running and fighting were both useless. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” she told Resa. “You have to trust me.” Already, Penny’s mind was turning with plans on how to get out. They’d already taken the easiest escape route once and it was, no doubt, now heavily fortified. But Penny had spent years studying the secrets of Highland Settlement. Given enough time, she could get them both out. The question was: how much time did they have? 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, her father waited for them, flanked by two other guards. They’d been the ones flying the ship. It stung to realize they’d been captured by such a small team and it highlighted the extreme differences in Kurt’s and Jacinta’s installations. 
 
    “Take Dolores to the Cellar. I’ll speak to Penelope myself.” He was using their full names. That was never a good sign. 
 
    Braxton clamped a hand on Resa’s shoulder and pushed her towards the house. The other two guards went with him. She didn’t cry out or resist. At this point, there wasn’t any use. 
 
    Penny watched them go until the door slammed shut behind them, leaving them alone on the driveway with only her father for company. The rest of the Settlement had long since gone to sleep. 
 
    “I’m disappointed,” he said, arms crossed. He didn’t say that he’d been worried, but Penny could see the lines on his face and the redness in his eyes. He’d lost sleep over the past several days. Had he truly been concerned? Or just angry that his daughters had outsmarted him? 
 
    Penny didn’t say anything. His voice was too even, like one wrong word would snap his control and unleash his fists. He’d never hit her, nor anyone else in her family, but his temper with the soldiers was renown throughout the Settlement. 
 
    “You almost got your sisters killed. You took them out of their safe home, in direct violation of my orders. And one of my men said that he spotted an alien,” he spat out the word, “in your vehicle. What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    He knew about Krayter, but he didn’t believe it. A knot that Penny hadn’t realized she was carrying loosened in her chest. She’d shout from the rooftops that Krayter was her mate and that she loved him to her soul. But before she’d do that, she’d make sure that he was safe from her father’s wrath. There was no need for him to be hunted. 
 
    “I did what I knew was right.” She stared defiantly at her father, daring him to strike her down. Before she left, all her acts of rebellion had been in secret. She’d never spoken to him like this, as an equal. But the last two weeks had changed her, and she was no longer a scared young woman with nowhere to go. No one to turn to. 
 
    He scoffed. “What you thought was right? I raised you to be smarter than that. And then you took my daughters to the woman too soft to stand at my side. Too soft to raise her own children or defend her land. Tell me, Penelope. How was that right?” 
 
    A strange sense of calm filled her as her father raged. If he refused to strike her down, there was nothing he could do to stop her. Eventually, she would win. “We are not property for you to hold tight behind laser grids. And we aren’t targets for your drones to fire on.” Oh, there was some more anger. She hadn’t had the chance to realize just how much that had hurt. “You would rather us die than be outside your influence, is that it?” 
 
    “That was a mistake,” he admitted. “The detection system should have fired in a containment pattern. It is being repaired.” 
 
    And yet he didn’t apologize for the weapons or his people who’d almost let his daughters die. “Let me and Resa go,” Penny said. “It’s not too late to do the right thing. Only Braxton and his men know about tonight. You won’t lose anything by giving us up.” 
 
    He pointed to the road behind him. “The path is that way. You’re free to go. I never told those men to bring you back.” 
 
    “What?” Her father’s men didn’t disobey orders. Not ever. So she found this claim hard to swallow. 
 
    “Perhaps Braxton was confused. But he was told to retrieve Nicole and Dolores. I told you before you left. You’re an adult. You can make your own decisions. You could have walked out in broad daylight and I would have let you go.” 
 
    And horses could fly. Kurt might have believed that, but Penny knew that if the moment had come, he would have never allowed it. “Resa wants to go, don’t keep her here. She’ll only resent you.” Like me. 
 
    “Resa is too young to understand what she wants. And without your influence, I’m sure she’ll learn that this is the safest place for her to be.” Her father took a step towards her, scowl deepening. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did you think I’d let you stay?” He raised his eyebrows. “You’re ungrateful and selfish. Just like your mother. And as soon as Nicole’s returned safely, you’ll no longer be my problem.” 
 
    Penny flinched. She was nothing like her mother, or her father for that matter. “I’m their sister.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” He said it with a finality that made her heart sink. All bets were off, and she had no idea how they were going to get out of this alive. 
 
    *** 
 
    Krayter managed to keep sane in the first hour after Penny’s disappearance. By hour two, he’d started to pace while Jacinta’s tech people analyzed compound security footage for the time period between when he’d last seen Penny and when her and Resa’s disappearance was discovered. 
 
    In hour three, Jacinta kicked him out of the room as he offered more suggestions and tried to make himself useful. But this wasn’t his world. He was a smart man, and he knew how to hit someone. But he wasn’t a fighter, nor a technological wizard who could scan footage from dozens of cameras and drones without missing a second. 
 
    The sun was beginning to crest over the horizon and his eyes felt coated in sand while all of his limbs swam through sludge. At no point had he managed to sleep, the connection between him and Penny thrumming a painful reminder that she wasn’t safe. 
 
    A commotion beyond the driveway dragged his attention from the blurry grass in front of him. Four of Jacinta’s soldiers ran down the path, weapons clutched in their hands. Krayter got up and followed, the shot of excitement enough to wake him up for the moment. 
 
    When he followed the turn down the main road, he saw what all the fuss was about. A sleek space cruiser sat on the grass, the hatch open and revealing Kayleb, Ruwen, and Lis. Lis and Ruwen were each as well armed as the soldiers, while Kayleb had a single blaster strapped to his thigh. 
 
    Hope surged. The three new arrivals ran down the ramp to meet him, his brother quickly clamping him in a hug before letting go. “Is there any news?” he asked. 
 
    Krayter shook his head. “As best we can tell, Penny and Resa were taken by their father’s men a few hours ago. Jacinta has been putting her troops in order.” He didn’t add that it felt like days had gone by and with every minute that passed, a small part of his soul curled into itself and dried out, threatening to die if anything happened to his mate. “I can feel her,” he told them. “She’s still alive.” 
 
    “The bond is sealed?” Ru asked. He stood next to his own mate, and though they didn’t touch, they were obviously a unit, postures and holsters matching. 
 
    “It is.” But there was no time for glee, not until Penny and her sister were saved. Still, Kayleb clutched him close once more in congratulations and Ruwen and Lis gave him quick hugs as well. 
 
    Krayter led his group inside to where Jacinta was briefing her people. She stopped talking as they entered, assessing the two new aliens and the strange human woman. “Who are these people?” she asked. 
 
    “My brother,” he nodded at Kayleb then pointed at Ru, “my cousin. And his ma—wife.” 
 
    Jacinta glanced between Ru and Lis, but she didn’t make a comment about the interspecies relationship. Good. “How did you get here so quickly?” 
 
    “We flew,” responded Ru. “And my ship is equipped with military grade cloaking and a laser gun, so you’re welcome to borrow it to retrieve your daughters.” 
 
    Jacinta’s eyebrows shot up and she nodded. “That makes things a great deal easier. Capacity?” 
 
    “It’s built for a small crew, but I can safely carry sixteen. We’d fit twenty-six if you don’t care about safety harnesses.” 
 
    She thought for a moment and then turned to the woman with the white braids. “Have your unit prepped in thirty minutes. Tell Cary to bring three of her best. It’s time to save my daughters.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    The cloaking technology wasn’t good enough to get through the shield without causing damage to the ship. Krayter knew from experience that flying through could completely fry all of the electronics, leaving them hobbled and vulnerable, with no means of escape. 
 
    Jacinta and her people sat strapped in seats in the cargo hold, ready to be dropped out at the agreed upon spot. It was up to Ruwen and his people to bring down the shield and keep the ship functioning while the recovery mission was underway. 
 
    Krayter sat up in the cockpit with Ru, Lis, and Kayleb, but he couldn’t force himself to stay here while the rest of the crew went out to save his mate. What kind of man would he be if he let others endanger themselves to save the person he loved? 
 
    “You’re going with them?” Kayleb asked when Krayter stood as they approached the outer perimeter. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you?” Penny was out there somewhere and he had to find her and bring her back to safety. 
 
    Kayleb nodded solemnly, a look of unspeakable sadness flitting across his face and disappearing in an instant. “Good luck.” He handed his blaster over. “You’ll need this more than I do.” 
 
    Krayter took the weapon and stuck it in his pocket. He hoped he didn’t need to use it, but if he did, he prayed he shot true. 
 
    Jacinta put up no argument when he appeared with her. She must have been happy that Nicole hadn’t managed to sneak aboard. She’d been sent away to wait back at the compound and no one had listened to the protestations that she was better with a blaster than half of her mother’s people. 
 
    “You follow Cary’s orders,” she said, nodding to a woman with a dark scarf covering her hair. “My team’s following the tracker we placed on Resa’s shoes. The most likely scenario is that Kurt’s holding the girls together in the Cellar. It’s his little hidey hole in the main house. On the off chance that isn’t the case, Cary is taking the secondary team to the Dugout. It’s where he keeps prisoners. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Krayter. “I want them back just as much as you do.” 
 
    She studied him for several seconds, but Ru’s voice came over the intercom and announced the drop off before she could say anything else. He set them down on the north end of the settlement, outside of the force field in an area unlikely to be equipped with laser drones. 
 
    As quickly as he set them down, Ru flew away, the ship barely more than a ruffle of leaves in the night. Krayter had never seen cloaking technology like that up close and he was determined to get a better look, once this hellish night was through. 
 
    He had questions for Jacinta, but they were long past that time. Now they needed action. They waited as close to the field as they dared, counting the time until Ruwen was meant to blow a hole in the force field on the other side of the Settlement. Once the guards in this quadrant were drawn away, they’d have little trouble getting through. 
 
    Exactly seven minutes later, the air in front of them fizzled and sparked just as one of Jacinta’s men’s watches beeped the time. Cary pulled a grenade out of her bag and rolled it towards the edge of the field while another guard took a laser scalpel to a small tree, pushing it in the direction of the Settlement. 
 
    With a pop, the lasers of the grenade exploded, cutting a deep hole in the ground and blasting a chunk of force field away. It wouldn’t last for long, as the kind of grid used here was self-healing, but they only needed a minute to get through. The second guard pushed the tree a final time and it fell, crushing against the field and widening the almost invisible hole. 
 
    If any guard saw it, they’d assume the disruption came from the tree, not their team. 
 
    They filed in, blasters drawn. Krayter’s claws peeked from the edges of his sheathes, but he didn’t let them out, not when he had a long range weapon that would do the job more efficiently. 
 
    “Remember, no deaths. We don’t want retaliation.” Jacinta had commanded them to place all their blasters on stun, but Krayter doubted it would be enough to stop Kurt from fighting back. 
 
    Krayter didn’t care, not as long as he got Penny back. 
 
    They marched in formation through the dense woods, moving as quickly and quietly as their small group would allow. A man called Rygan deployed sentry drones to lead their path and sense the enemy before they saw them. This portion of the force field wasn’t far from the central part of the Settlement, but ‘not far’ was still measured in miles. 
 
    At some unknown signal, Jacinta and her people split off from Cary, Krayter, and two other soldiers. Cary took them to the right while Jacinta went left. The night was alive around them, bugs of some kind chirping and others flashing bright for a moment before dimming again. If it weren’t for the imminent threat, it would be magical. They didn’t make nights like this on Jaaxis. 
 
    Krayter gripped the handle of his blaster and forced his mind back to the task at hand. His hands threatened to tremble as excitement rode him high. He’d thought the pirates he faced on his way to Earth were bad. They were nothing compared to this. The fear he’d known then seemed like a mild annoyance compared to the disaster scenarios that kept playing through his mind. 
 
    Penny would be okay. She had to be. 
 
    *** 
 
    Penny wasn’t okay. She’d been dumped in a dank hole somewhere far away from the Residence. Her feet and hands were bound and though she wasn’t blindfolded, the darkness in the room was black as pitch, an almost physical presence she could feel pressing in all around her.  
 
    She pulled at the rope on her wrists, but they were wrenched tightly behind her back and she didn’t have the leverage to find any give. When she kicked her feet, nothing happened; they were anchored to the wall behind her. A scream bubbled in the back of her throat, but she held it back, swallowing everything but a frustrated sob as she tried to make any movement. 
 
    She’d thought that Nicole and Resa were experts at binding. Her father put them to shame. She collapsed back, crushing her thumbs under the small of her back and straining against the pull in her shoulder. There was nothing relaxing about the pose and her fingers were starting to tingle from the lack of circulation. If she was kept here for long, the bindings alone might permanently injure her. 
 
    Tears pricked at her eyes and began to fall. Tied up, she couldn’t wipe them away. You’ve really done it this time, she thought, castigating herself. Who knows what Father’s doing to Resa? And if Krayter comes, he’ll kill him too. 
 
    She dreaded her mate’s arrival even as she prayed for it. Even tied up as she was, she believed that her father wouldn’t hurt her, not on purpose. Krayter had no such guarantee. If he came alone, he’d be dead. 
 
    Would she feel it? 
 
    The mate bond between them pulsed in her chest, right alongside her heart. If Krayter—she swallowed hard and took a deep breath before she could even think the word. If Krayter died, would that pulse disappear? Would it be torn out of her, the roots violently dragged out from where they’d begun to grow into her very blood vessels? She didn’t know if she could survive that. Not for long anyway. 
 
    No. Penny couldn’t let herself think like that. She had to be strategic, had to be smart. Krayter wouldn’t come alone. He had his brother, and his cousin and Lis. Her mother would lead a mission to retrieve Resa. A dozen people would be headed to Highland Settlement in the morning, just as soon as it was discovered they were gone. 
 
    And Nicole? Her sister was in more danger than she could imagine. What would happen if she discovered that Penny and Resa were gone? Would she sound the alarm? Or chase after them into the woods where her father would, no doubt, have a man stationed looking for her? 
 
    A sob tore out of her throat as she imagined one of her father’s more vicious men finding Nicole. Accidents happened, even under the best of circumstances, and a cruel man might be happy to orchestrate an ‘accident’ if it meant he could have his fun with a young woman who was almost fully grown. 
 
    Penny jerked her arms again, the ropes tearing her wrists raw and sending white jags of fiery pain shooting up her arms as she cut through skin and left herself bloody, still with barely two centimeters of give in the ropes. 
 
    Her ears popped and Penny’s head jerked up as she sensed a strange change in the air pressure outside. The wall behind her wavered for a moment, like a gust of wind was battering it, and then for a second, all was silent. Penny strained to hear, but the darkness around her seemed to smother her ears as well as her eyes. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut, as if that might trick her senses into dealing with the dark. At first it didn’t seem to work, but then the thumping of blaster shots broke through and pinged the outside reaches of her hearing. 
 
    Krayter? It couldn’t be morning already, she had no way of tracking, but she’d only been tied up for a few hours at the most. 
 
    But if he was here, she needed to be ready to go. Penny strained again, biting her lip to keep from crying out in pain as blood flowed from the cuts around her wrists. If she could get her hands free, she might just get out of this. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was chaos. 
 
    Krayter’s instincts pulled him in one direction, while Cary commanded her people away from the main residence and through the trees adjacent to the road. This wasn’t right. He could feel a string pulling at his back, a pressure telling him to turn around and find his mate right where he could feel her, not at the end of whatever path they were following. 
 
    Jacinta was wrong about the Dugout, where ever it was. She hadn’t been to Highland Settlement in eight years, and despite her beliefs, things had changed. 
 
    Krayter sped up, coming even with Cary and her second in command. They both looked at him on just this side of a glare. “Penny isn’t this way,” he said. In the distance, a fight was underway as blasters fired against the almost invisible ship attacking their defenses. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Cary demanded. 
 
    “I…” He didn’t have the right words to describe the denya bond. “It’s an alien thing. I just know.” If that made him sound psychic, so be it. 
 
    Cary glanced at her second and pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. “Nice try, spaceman. We’ve got a mission. You can come with us or not, but stay out of the way.” 
 
    She and the second sped up, breaking their jog into a run while Krayter stood in place and their third passed him by. He watched them go, knowing he had a better chance of fighting if he went with them. Four fighters would be better than one. 
 
    But Penny wasn’t there. 
 
    He turned around and sprinted in the other direction, holstering his blaster as he did so. A night like this, darkness closing in and the enemy all around, brought out the feral beast that his people had evolved from. Here, that monster, all claws and fangs, rose to the surface, determined to find and protect his mate, no matter the cost. 
 
    Blaster shots slowed Krayter down as he got closer to the Residence. But Krayter’s instincts kept him sharp, allowing him to fade into the slimmest of shadows and find hiding spots no human would ever think of. He scrambled up a tree, using his claws for grips and jumped from thick branch to thick branch, his movements nothing more than a thick wind. 
 
    The trees had been leveled in the final space before the house, giving way to a giant yard covered in floodlights and guards patrolling in a disciplined rotation. Though he saw one or two jerk from the sounds of heavy blaster fire, none of them ran to or from the blasts. 
 
    Rather than pull him to the house, the bond kept him heading east, away from the lights and the guards. Krayter crouched on a branch, waiting for a guard to turn away before he took sprinting steps and leaped, clutching a tree trunk and sliding down, snapping off thin branches under his weight. He waited at the base of the tree, straining to hear the running feet of soldiers, but nothing came, the sound of his fall disguised by the distant battle and the windy night. 
 
    Next to the main residence was a small building, probably used for storage. Krayter’s heart beat wildly and he knew that Penny was there, even if there was no sign of her from the outside. 
 
    No guard waited outside of the large retractable door, nor was there anyone posted by the side door that Krayter could barely make out. Unlike the Residence, there were no flood lights surrounding the building. The only light came from one bulb above the garage. 
 
    Just as Krayter was ready to step out into the open, a guard turned the corner. Krayter darted back into the shadows and didn’t dare to breathe. Okay. There was one guard. But the man calmly walked down the road and away from the building, merely checking to make sure the doors were closed and the windows weren’t broken. 
 
    On another night, one not under the constant barrage of blaster fire, there might have been more men here, but they’d been diverted, just as planned. Krayter moved low and quickly from the trees to the storage building. One look from a guard, and he’d be flattened. They killed aliens on sight here, he remembered. So he needed to be unseen. 
 
    He tried the handle on the door, but it was locked. As for the garage, there was a palm sensor that might have opened it, but Krayter didn’t know how to hack that. He didn’t see anything that indicated an alarm, and with the fight already underway, it was possible they’d ignore one from this building. 
 
    That wasn’t likely if Penny was inside. 
 
    Without hesitation, Krayter rammed his shoulder into the door, butting up against it with all his might. But it held firm, reinforced by metal and a solid lock. He tried again, backing up several paces and getting a running start before throwing himself at it. 
 
    All he got for that was a bruised arm. He expected more spots just as dark as his clan markings in the morning. If he made it that far. No, when. 
 
    Trying another tack, Krayter kicked at the door, trying to hit a weak spot and break the jamb. He thought he heard something crack, but he couldn’t be certain. He kicked again, and this time a thwop echoed past him. Success! But the door wasn’t opened, and a guard could come by at any second. Krayter kept kicking, ignoring the pain in his knee as he put all the force he could muster into one foot. 
 
    Finally, it gave, collapsing inward, a strip of wood inside the door clattering to the floor as it swung open. Krayter stepped inside and closed the door behind him as best he could. It couldn’t lock anymore, but most of the damage to the frame was on the inside. A quick glance outside wouldn’t show that there was any trouble here. 
 
    He hoped. 
 
    Inside, the room was lit by a naked bulb hanging from the ceiling. There was an old motor car and several racks of gardening equipment, but no Penny. Despite what his eyes told him, Krayter could sense her. She was here, even if she wasn’t right here. He looked around for a door or a closet, looking for any hint of where she might be hiding. He wanted to call out for her, and he even opened his mouth to do it, but stopped at the last minute. If there was a guard behind a door somewhere, he didn’t want to alert him. 
 
    But other than the garage and the broken door behind him, Krayter saw nothing. He could scream in frustration, but the same caution that kept him from calling out kept him from yelling. 
 
    The wood creaked under his feet and Krayter froze. He knelt down onto one knee and pressed his fingers against the worn boards. Most of the floor here was made of stone, but a small patch by the door had been laid with wood instead. Why? What kind of garage needed a wood floor? 
 
    He knocked gently against the rough floor and listened to the echo as it came back hollow. A pained groan floated up and Krayter snapped to attention. Now that he was focused on the wood, he found a catch for the hidden door after only another minute. The wood strained and creaked as he forced it open, but once it flipped up, he found a hidden staircase that led down into darkness. 
 
    He took the stairs carefully, even as he wanted to sprint. Penny was so close that he could hear her, but she still wasn’t close enough. He only knew he made it to the bottom of the stairs when he stumbled. There was no light, the darkness a thick presence around them. But in a way, that darkness was a gift. 
 
    No guard. 
 
    “Krayter?” Penny gasped somewhere to the left of him. 
 
    He spun around and squinted. She was barely more than an outline in the black. “I’m here,” he said. “You’re going to be okay. Hold tight.” He couldn’t see well enough to free her, or to make sure she wasn’t horribly wounded. 
 
    He scrambled back up the stairs and found a hand torch, returning as quickly as he could. He swung the light towards her and his mate recoiled away as soon as it touched her eyes. He flipped the light down, giving her time to adjust, but relief made his hands shake. 
 
    She was alive. 
 
    “I knew you’d come,” she said. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Relief washed the pain away as Krayter knelt in front of her and cradled her head. He kissed her hard, as if they’d been separated for years instead of hours. But if Penny could have held onto him, she would have sank her fingers in and never let go. Now that he was here, the dank little cellar they’d stuck her in didn’t seem so bad. 
 
    “How did you find me?” she asked when they came up for air. He was still running his fingers gently through her hair, hesitant to disturb the tangles she’d made as she struggled. 
 
    “I could feel you,” he said, thumping his chest, “right here.” 
 
    So it hadn’t been a hallucination. “Did you come alone?” She couldn’t hear anything that was going on outside, but she couldn’t imagine Krayter making it to the center of Highland Settlement without help. 
 
    He confirmed it by shaking his head. “Your mother is taking a team to retrieve Resa. She sent me and the others to find you, but they insisted on going the wrong way.” 
 
    She hadn’t realized that she could be even more relieved while still being bound to the wall, but her shoulders sagged as the weight of that task was taken off her shoulders. If she could trust her mother with one thing, it was getting Resa back. 
 
    “Can you get me out of this stuff?” She wiggled her legs and scooted to the side to reveal her bound hands. 
 
    Darkness fell over Krayter’s gaze, hatred so foul she prayed she never saw him look like that again. “I’m going to kill him,” he said as calmly as if he were speaking of the weather. 
 
    “No, you’re not.” Even after sitting in the dark for hours, fearing that rats would come to gnaw on her toes, Penny couldn’t go that far. 
 
    “He hurt you.” 
 
    She wanted to hug Krayter so bad she ached, so she settled for laying her head against his chest at an awkward angle. “There may come a time when we need to get that drastic. But it’s not tonight.” She swallowed hard. “He’s still my father.” 
 
    “Can I hurt him?” her mate asked, revealing a previously unseen violent side. 
 
    Penny smiled. He didn’t sound nearly as cold anymore. “We’ll see. Now get me out.” 
 
    Krayter nodded. He studied the ropes that bound her hands for a moment and then let his claws spring out, the wickedly sharp ends a good match for the thick rope that bound her hands and feet. When the rope around her hands sagged, fire shot up her arms, but she moved them anyway, savoring the pain of the blood flow. 
 
    Her wrists were a bloody mess, her hands covered in sticky red, and even bending her fingers brought tears to her eyes. Acting quickly, Krayter tore a line in the long sleeve of her top and made two makeshift bandages, staunching the sluggish blood flow and protecting her wounds from more exposure to the elements. 
 
    He then knelt at her feet and went to work on the ropes there. It took several more minutes of sawing, her legs more tightly bound than her hands. Penny took the extra time to stretch as best she could, careful not to accidentally kick her mate. 
 
    “Is it morning?” she asked. 
 
    “Not quite.” 
 
    Krayter hissed and the final sag of rope gave way. He jumped up and pulled her off her bench, wrapping his arms tight around her and holding her so close she could scarcely breathe. Penny didn’t care. She needed her mate more than she needed air right then. 
 
    But they were still in a basement somewhere in her father’s hostile territory and after another minute, they broke apart, arms still holding on to one another as a blast from inside shook the walls. 
 
    “That’s our cue to go,” Krayter said. 
 
    They made it to the stairs, but before Penny stepped up, she said, “Wait!” 
 
    “What?” asked Krayter. 
 
    “Do you have a weapon for me?” It hurt to move her hands, but it didn’t take much to clutch a blaster. 
 
    Krayter looked her over, studying her bandaged wrists for several seconds, conflicted. But he finally reached a hand into his pocket and produced a small blaster. “You’re a better shot than I am.” 
 
    She kissed him, checked the blaster controls, and headed up the stairs. 
 
    Outside the night was quickly turning to day with faint rays of sunshine beginning to peek above the far off horizon, painting the morning in faint grays. Penny’s muscles had frozen from being stuck in one position for so long, but every step stretched her out, and her mind was as sharp as ever, adrenaline burning away the heavy mantle of drowsiness that came from a sleepless night. 
 
    Krayter moved beside her, as silent as a cat. He prowled like a predator of old, something that would kill his prey long before he was ever seen. 
 
    They hugged the edge of the building, exposed by the ever lightening sky. Penny felt naked, despite her clothes. She’d never wished for a teleporter more, but Kurt had never bothered to install one, and they wouldn’t have the passcodes even if he had.  
 
    Two guards came around the corner, but Penny saw them before they saw her or Krayter. Before the first one called out, she already had her blaster raised and she fired. Krayter pounced on the other, taking him down in a hail of fists and claws, leaving him bloodied and unconscious on the ground. 
 
    They left them there and took off running, Krayter leading the way as he knew the plan. Penny kept her blaster primed, firing off shots as they came too close to guards, but none close enough for another hand to hand fight. 
 
    When they made it to the final line of people, she had the blaster raised, but a glimpse of a familiar face and unfamiliar weapons stalled her hand. These were her mother’s people, not her father’s. 
 
    Krayter kept a pace ahead of her, his body half covering hers in protection. She placed a hand on his shoulder and came to stand beside him. He was strung as tight as a bow, but didn’t try to push her back.  
 
    Out of the mass of people came her mother and Resa, who was in much better shape than Penny, despite a small bruise on her neck. She ran forward and they hugged each other close while their mother waited a few steps behind, and somewhere beyond them, blasters rained hell. 
 
    “Who’s still fighting?” she asked, meeting her mother’s eyes and giving a nod of thanks. 
 
    “When Cary realized that Krayter had taken off, her team turned to offer a distraction, along with our new friend.” She glanced up, indicating an airborne vehicle. “But we need to go.” 
 
    Resa clung tighter, and Penny pried her off gently. “Stay with Mom’s people, they’ll keep you safe until we’re home, okay?” 
 
    Resa shook her head and tightened her grip once more, her bony arms digging in to some bruises Penny hadn’t realized she had. Penny clenched her arms around her sister for another second. “Resa, come on. Don’t be a baby.” 
 
    The age old insult worked and Resa stepped back with a scowl. “Am not.” 
 
    Penny pointed to where one of their mother’s guards waited to cover her. Resa shrank back without another word. 
 
    “They’ll cover you too,” said her mother. 
 
    Penny held up the blaster. “Don’t worry about me. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Rather than argue, Jacinta gave the signal and they fell into a formation with Krayter and Penny sucked into the middle, protected by some of the soldiers, but still armed and ready to fight. No one offered Krayter a weapon, and he didn’t ask. His claws were dangerous enough. 
 
    Penny knew these roads like the back of her hand, but at this time of night and with the stress of battle in the distance it was a new world entirely. They jogged down an old dirt path that she’d walked a hundred times before, yet every sight was new as they turned a corner and passed the still form of one of her father’s men. 
 
    She didn’t recognize him, and she didn’t stare long enough to see if that would change.  
 
    They were almost to the break in the force field where they planned to rendezvous with Ruwen. None of the guards had caught them and everything was going smoothly. Penny couldn’t have been more tense, her shoulders tight and jaw clenched hard enough to crack a walnut shell. No one spoke, communicating in hand signals and looks instead to avoid being detected. 
 
    The final obstacle to freedom was a stretch of road covered in trees, still dark as night despite the rising sun. Her mother sent a sentry drone out to scan the area and they waited in silence, twelve still forms whose fate depended on an undefended stretch of road and a half a mile run to freedom. 
 
    Minutes ticked by as they waited for the scans from the drone. Krayter placed his hand on the small of Penny’s back and she leaned into him, taking the comfort that he offered. She spotted the top of Resa’s head at shoulder level to the rest of the group. If they had more time, she’d offer her sister another hug. But that was for later. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Krayter whispered against her ear, lips brushing her and sending a shiver down her spine, one that had nothing to do with fear or tension. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Hours seemed to pass, but her mother finally held up a hand and sent two soldiers down the road, covering them from their relatively hidden position. The first two soldiers made it down the road and set up long range blasters to cover the rest of the retreat. Two more soldiers followed before Penny and Krayter were waved on.  
 
    Penny gave her mate a kiss. She would have held his hand, but they both needed to be ready to fight, however this turned out. 
 
    She made it halfway, Krayter keeping pace beside her. And then the ground disappeared. 
 
    *** 
 
    Penny groaned and tried to move, but something had landed on top of her in the blast. She pushed against the solid mass, thinking it was a tree or something equally hard. But the pained male groan that puffed out on the other side of her head told her otherwise. She stopped pushing and began inspecting, feeling for any injuries that Krayter had sustained while trying to protect her. 
 
    “Hands off your weapons!” a harsh masculine voice called. “You’re surrounded.” 
 
    Now Penny’s instincts screamed at her to flip over and cover Krayter. As her ears stopped ringing, she realized exactly who that harsh voice belonged to. Her father. 
 
    She shimmied a little, trying to get close enough so that Krayter would hear her without them being overheard. “Keep your head down, they’ll look for any excuse to kill you.” 
 
    He turned towards her and his eyes flashed red. His claws sprang to life on the hand he’d placed over her hip, the tips delicately resting against her skin, but never a threat to her. Krayter kissed her cheek. “I love you.” 
 
    The ground fell out from under her again, but this time it had nothing to do with a bomb. She grabbed his wrist and squeezed tight. “Don’t die.” 
 
    They carefully climbed to their feet and Penny took a step in front of Krayter before he could stop her. She looked where they’d come from to see her mother’s people still holding their weapons and pointing them at the contingent of five men and three drones that her father had brought with him. 
 
    Penny didn’t dare glance behind to see if the people who’d already crossed to the forest were still there. Her whole focus belonged on her father and mother, separated by twenty feet and years of anger. 
 
    Braxton stood next to her dad, his blaster rifle aimed towards her. A look of absolute disgust washed over his face as he realized that the man standing behind her wasn’t human. 
 
    “You’ve lost, Jackie,” said her father. “Give me the girl and I’ll let you leave in one piece.” 
 
    Her mother gripped her gun tighter, rage and anger writ large over her features. “I’ve heard that deal before, I’m not taking it again.” 
 
    Distance muffled the words, but they were a shot right to Penny’s heart, and she would have stumbled if she didn’t fear that moving an inch would put Krayter in mortal danger. 
 
    Again? 
 
    “I’m stronger now, and you can’t take my daughters from me this time. They came freely.” Her mother wasn’t afraid, despite the guns. She kept her head high and defiant, almost daring Kurt to shoot her. “So you’re going to let us go and never bother my girls again.” 
 
    Her father threw his head back in laughter. “And why would I do that? I’m the one with the advantage.” 
 
    Penny’s ears popped and her hair ruffled as some sort of disturbance wafted near her. She took her eyes away from the scene unfolding between her parents and tilted her head up, looking for something in the sky. But the night was still there, fighting a battle with daylight, the rising sun casting a haze on everything. 
 
    “Are you?” Jacinta smiled and held up her hand. 
 
    Out of nowhere from somewhere near the trees behind them, blaster fire flashed bright, sending down a line of fire between Jacinta’s and Kurt’s people. Krayter gripped her arm and pulled her back. “Run.” 
 
    She didn’t need to be told twice. They moved, crossing the rest of the distance to the forest and diving behind the four soldiers who were already there, rifles trained but not firing as the remaining group ran back under cover of blaster fire. 
 
    Light shimmered in front of them and a door appeared out of nowhere, revealing a sleek space ship that had been hidden by an advanced cloaking mechanism, more high tech than anything available on Earth. Penny rushed in with the rest of the group and glimpsed Ruwen and Lis in the cockpit. Kayleb had seated himself by a group of three humans that were already on the shuttle. 
 
    The hatch closed behind them and a yellow light blinked madly. “Take your seats, please,” Ruwen announced over the intercom. “This will be a bumpy ride.” 
 
    Penny and Krayter took two seats right across from her mother and Resa. The rest of the crew sat further back in the shuttle, holding on to anything that was bolted down. 
 
    “What did he mean?” Penny asked. Her mother had made it clear eight years ago that she was leaving on her own. Had she lied? Why? 
 
    Jacinta looked down at Resa who was staring up at her with wide dark eyes, as desperate for answers as Penny. She smoothed her hand over her youngest daughter’s hair and Penny thought she saw the hint of a tear peek out from an eye. “My choice was to leave or to die. Kurt didn’t say it in so many words, but he was clear. I made him promise that he’d never lay a finger on any one of you. And then I became strong enough to stand against him.” Her eyes burned, almost as intense as Krayter’s at his brightest red. “I didn’t want to leave you, but I was no good to you dead.” 
 
    Penny didn’t realize she was crying until Krayter pulled her close and cradled her head. His shirt grew wet under her tears, but she didn’t know what to say. Emotion poured out, scouring her face clean, but her tongue might as well have been cut off for all the good it did. 
 
    Her mother gasped out, “I’m sorry,” but she said no more. 
 
    The weight of the night crushed down on her, along with the revelation that her mother hadn’t wanted to abandon them and her father had been treacherous—even worse than she’d ever imagined. But the steadfast loyalty of her newly found mate was like a balm. She curled her hands into his top and held him close, an anchor in an ever listing world. 
 
    “I love you,” she mouthed against his chest, the words barely coming out. But he understood—she felt it in the tight line of his body and in the hand he slid down to rest on her back. 
 
    Penny took a deep breath and sat back up, wiping her eyes. Her mother had the presence to ignore the outburst. They weren’t women who liked broad emotions. “Will he come back for Resa and Nicole?” she asked, voice creaking. 
 
    Someone handed some water to her from somewhere back in the ship and she sipped it gratefully. 
 
    Her mother shook her head. “Not if Cary did her job.” She glanced back and the soldier with white-blonde hair nodded at her. 
 
    “Her job?” 
 
    “I’m getting a sudden heat spike from the southern end of the central settlement,” Ruwen said over the intercom. “Friend or foe?” 
 
    Her mother grinned. “Friend. That would be the laser charges they laid after Krayter went to find you. We took out their reserve stores of food and their main weapon storage. With winter coming soon, your father will be far too busy to engage in kidnapping.” 
 
    Her emotions were too wrung out for her to feel anything but the mildest relief. She leaned into Krayter’s side and linked her hands with his. “I want to go home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    One week later 
 
    Krayter rolled over to find the spot beside him empty. He sat up and frowned, looking for the clock. This was their last day at Jacinta’s compound before heading back to New York, and Penny had told him she meant to sleep in. 
 
    And the night before, he’d done his part to make sure she was tired enough to sleep until noon. 
 
    But the numbers on the clock told him it was only a little after nine. The sun was high overhead and streaming in through their room. He listened, wondering if she’d merely gone to the bathroom or decided to take a shower. Silence. Nothing. 
 
    He pulled on pants and ran his fingers through his hair. When he picked up the shirt he’d worn last night, he spied a frenzied tear in the side and grinned as he remembered exactly what Penny had done to him. He chose a different shirt that he’d borrowed from one of Jacinta’s men and threw it on before leaving the room and following the sound of women’s voices down to the kitchen. 
 
    The Morales girls, as they were beginning to call themselves, sat at the table with their mother and Penny, all laughing as they cleaned knives and organized ammo. This wasn’t a family that would ever bond over baking pies. 
 
    Jacinta was the first to see him. She smiled broadly and waved him in, still laughing at something one of her daughters had said. Gone was the woman who’d locked him in a storage shed and threatened his life. Now she greeted him like an old friend and teased him and Penny for the besotted looks they couldn’t help but send one another. 
 
    He came up behind his mate and placed a casual hand on her back. She tilted her head up with a grin and kissed him, smiling throughout. Both of her sisters made scandalized sounds, but Krayter was getting used to it. It was almost like having his own sisters back and he savored it. 
 
    “Is your family still coming tonight?” Jacinta asked, referring to the dinner they’d planned with Kayleb, Ru, and Lis. 
 
    “They’ll be leaving the city soon. Now, if you’ll excuse us, I need to talk to Penny.” 
 
    The girls made even more scandalized sounds, but Penny just waved at them and let him pull her outside. Once they were through the door, Krayter swung an arm around his mate and held her close. 
 
    Penny curled into him, letting her fingers crawl along his back. “They’re going to start thinking you’re possessive.” 
 
    He couldn’t help the satisfied smile that pulled across his face. “Good. You’re mine.” 
 
    She grinned back and her eyes dipped down to his lips. A shadowed look fell over her gaze as she licked her own lips. Krayter’s cock twitched. He was growing to love that look.  
 
    But Penny shook her head and forced her eyes back up, much to Krayter’s disappointment. “Are you ready for us to go home?” she asked. “Thanks for agreeing to stay for so long.” 
 
    “Where you go, I go. Always.” And it hadn’t been that bad. Once he’d risked his own life to save his mate’s, her mother had grown more accepting. She hadn’t even blinked when they moved into their own room together.  
 
    “So you’re coming with me when I visit next month?”  
 
    Krayter nodded. Maybe someday in the future he’d be willing to endure a few days without her, but not now, not so soon after he’d almost lost her. And from the hopeful look on Penny’s face, he could tell she felt the same. 
 
    The denya bond thrummed strong between them, growing deeper every day. Utter contentment engulfed Krayter. He stood with the woman he loved, both of them safe and sound, on a green planet full of life. It was almost perfect. 
 
    “When do you think Kayleb will find his denya?” Penny asked, hitting on the one thing that hurt even as he glowed with happiness. 
 
    “I don’t know.” They’d come to Earth, and he’d fulfilled part of his dream and found a mate when he hadn’t even been looking. And yet his brother would die in months if he didn’t have the same fortune. 
 
    “I have an idea,” she offered. 
 
    “What?” They stood in the middle of the yard, in full view of anyone at the compound, but to Krayter they floated on their own island. 
 
    “What about a dating agency? He’ll meet a lot of women really fast. It could work, right?” 
 
    For a moment, Krayter considered it. And then he tilted his head back and let out a full bore laugh as he imagined the look on his brother’s face if he dared suggest such a thing.  
 
    Krayter pulled Penny into a full hug as his chest rumbled with laughter and she joined in, her eyes crinkling with joy as both of them thought of his prickly brother dealing with dozens of human women at once. 
 
    It was an idea. And now that they had each other, they’d have plenty more. That was what family was for. 
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 Also by Kate Rudolph: Stoan 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Stoan NaTakandey had been dreading this meeting since he watched Ty and his denya walk away. But it was inevitable. A man didn’t betray his mistress without consequences. He’d been summoned to her fortress and had no excuse to refuse the invitation. Not if he wished to continue living. 
 
    Commander Nina sat behind her desk. Few guests ever saw this space, and few of her retainers were invited here. This was where she did her work: planning her conquests, managing her territory, delegating her responsibilities. Stoan had sat on the bench opposite the desk exactly once, four years ago, when she hired him to do the jobs she couldn’t trust her normal operatives with. 
 
    She looked up from the computer pad she was working on when he took his seat. Her expression was grim and he knew this wouldn’t go well. 
 
    Then Nina did something unexpected. 
 
    She held up an old-fashioned metal key and placed it in front of him. “This was retrieved by your friend Tyral NaRaxos. One of General Droscus’s guard carried it.” 
 
    Stoan grabbed the key and studied it. It was brass and fit in the center of his palm, the teeth jagged and uniform. A twisting design in the metal made it look decorative rather than useful. But no one used metal keys anymore. “What is this?” 
 
    “I need you to find out. And I have someone I’d like you to meet. She’ll be assisting.” Nina looked up as someone entered the room behind him. 
 
    The hair on the back of Stoan’s neck stood up and his claws ached to spring out. His gut clenched, and he knew with absolute certainty that if he turned around his life would change forever. As if being controlled by puppet strings, his head turned, and he caught a glimpse of blonde hair and a human woman’s curvy figure. 
 
    Recognition tore through him, the universe realigning. Stoan’s mind revolted and his stomach churned. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Not here, not now, not her. And even if his body recognized her as his denya, there was only one thought in his mind. 
 
    No! 
 
    This could not happen. Stoan wanted to shoot up from his chair and retreat until the memory of this woman, her very scent, was burned from his memory. The human was of average height, her blonde hair hanging in unstyled locks down over her shoulders. She wore no cosmetics, though her lips were a natural, biteable red. Her eyes shone a blue as bright as the oceans of his home planet of Beothea. But there was a dark bruise along the ridge of her cheekbone, a black eye nearly healed. 
 
    Stoan’s hand curled into a fist and his claws pricked the inside of his skin. Someone had hurt his denya. His heart pounded for blood. 
 
    No, not his. 
 
    He had set his path, he’d made his choice. This woman, this human, could never be his. 
 
    She raised her chin by the tiniest fraction and their eyes met. If Stoan hadn’t been sitting he would have staggered back. It was a punch to his gut, a knife burying itself deep inside his intestines and scrambling the life out of him. And on the heels of that pain, of that betrayal, desire surged. He came to life, his cock ready and his blood pounding, bidding him to take her, to claim her, to make her his. 
 
    No. 
 
    He was a civilized man, not a beast controlled by the ancient urges of his dying race. He clung to the thought as he forced himself to nod once and turn back to Nina. 
 
    Nina scrutinized him, her thick brows drawn together. She glanced back at the woman for a moment and then back to him. But if she saw anything in his response, in their interaction or lack thereof, she said nothing about it. 
 
    “This is Reina Draven,” said Nina, pointing to the space on the bench next to Stoan for the human to sit. “I believe you’ve met?” 
 
    They hadn’t. This connection would have bloomed then if they had. But her name pinged his memory. She was the friend of Dorsey Kwan, the human woman who had taken a Detyen to mate. The woman who had saved them all just by existing. 
 
    He had a message to give Reina, but not now. Not when Nina sat less than two meters away. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” said the human, her voice low and husky. It shot straight to his core and Stoan had already lifted his hand from its resting place on his knee, trying to reach for her before he realized what he was doing. He pulled back and leaned as far away as he could without giving insult. 
 
    The distance did nothing. 
 
    Nina raised her eyebrow at Reina’s denial, but she nodded towards him. “Stoan is an agent of mine. I require the assistance of both of you for a sensitive project.” 
 
    Stoan straightened. He didn’t trust Nina, and she spoke with a careful tone that let him know she planned to send them into this mission, whatever it was, woefully unprepared with sky-high expectations. 
 
    “What do you want?” Reina asked. 
 
    Stoan heard sorrow and exhaustion. His need to comfort dueled with his need to claim, both instincts at war with the deeper one buried in his heart and soul. He kept himself rigidly still, suppressing the thrumming need within. He could not help her, he could not save her. 
 
    Nina steepled her fingers and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her desk. “You’re going to help me take something that Droscus cares about. Just as he took something from you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Was this what a blaster shot felt like? 
 
    It resonated through the hollow core of her chest and around that strange, insistent buzzing that had been growing within her since she walked into the room. Since she set eyes on the attractive blue alien. Though alien was the wrong word, Reina supposed. Humans were just as alien as his species, whatever it was. There was nothing indigenous to Tarni. 
 
    Commander Nina’s office was huge, easily as big as a hintrot court, the type of field where a popular ball game was played. Ten men could lay head to toe down on the floor and still not reach from one wall to the next. Despite the size of the office, the alien, Stoan, she reminded herself, was huge. His broad shoulders commanded the space of the bench opposite the commander and if he stood, she feared that he’d dwarf her. She was no petite girl, but Stoan exuded masculinity and power with his every breath. 
 
    He wore a long sleeved light brown robe and loose fitting, dark pants. Peeking out from the collar of his robe were strange geometric markings dark against his skin. They were mostly square and nearly black like a tattoo. 
 
    Reina forced herself to look back at Nina. Just like he took something from you. She made it sound like she’d been deprived of an heirloom or her lunch. Not that the rival general had killed her husband and kidnapped her brother. Not that his men had beaten her bloody and nearly taken her as well. 
 
    And all for what? A few pretty rocks? 
 
    Oh, Lex, she thought for the hundredth time, why did you drag me into this? 
 
    Seating herself beside Stoan, Reina could feel the heat radiating off his body. It was strong enough that she could practically feel a wall of it between them. But instead of keeping her out, she was invited in, connected to him in a way she didn’t quite understand. 
 
    It had happened in that moment before their eyes met. The strangest feeling had come over her. It was like she knew him. Not in the sense of his thoughts, fears, likes, and desires. No, it was something deeper than that, something molecular. 
 
    And if Reina didn’t know how to suppress her desires, how to hold everything that mattered in, she feared that she might climb right on top of him and find out if his mouth tasted just as good as those kissable lips looked. 
 
    She was going crazy. This was a weird manifestation of grief for a man she felt little loss for. Lex had claimed that he’d always be by her side, but in their marriage, he’d been off on jobs half the time and every minute he was home might as well have been a battle. 
 
    Reina hadn’t expected the call from Commander Nina. Not when things were finally beginning to settle into something like normalcy. One week before Reina’s life had tumbled into chaos after she received news of her husband’s mysterious death. 
 
    Just before he’d been murdered he’d sent her a transmission with evidence that implicated General Droscus, a man who ruled a large portion of her home planet of Tarni, in a scheme to steal from Commander Nina, the other planetary power and ruler of Reina’s home territory. In an attempt to cover up the scheme, she and her brother had been attacked and her brother kidnapped. 
 
    After that, Nina had graciously offered to house Reina until things settled down. As far as prisons went, the fortress was very nice. 
 
    Reina had a hundred questions and more, but she’d been left alone with no one but a floor maiden who saw to her needs and refused to speak about anything important. Reina knew her brother was now safe, though still recovering from his injuries. She knew Dorsey and that alien of hers—that alien of hers who looked a lot like Stoan—were nowhere to be found. 
 
    “I’m just an accountant,” Reina told Nina. Before everything she would have never spoken so plainly, with so much confidence. But now it felt like there was nothing to lose. What was the point in couching her language when everything was falling apart? 
 
    “You’ll do this because I said so,” said Nina, her patience clearly exhausted. “Though I cannot say when you will be needed. Trust Stoan and anyone he tells you to. Go with him when he calls, and all of your problems will be dealt with.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” It was suicide to take this tone, but Reina had already survived enough deaths. She was immune. 
 
    Strangely, Nina smiled, but the expression disappeared as quickly as it came. “For some reason, you caught the general’s eye. It wouldn’t do for you to end up in the Citadel without a protector.” 
 
    Ah, there was the threat. She should have known. There was never such a thing as a real choice. 
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