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Chapter One
 
   The planet was called Polai and it sucked. 
 
   When Lis Janyx was eight years old, the idea of traversing the universe and seeing everything it had to offer had sounded great. But now, at twenty-five, Lis hadn’t chosen to come here. Nor had she chosen to leave Earth. They said living in the Wastes, a slum near the hollowed out husk of Old Cleveland, lead to death, dismemberment, or disappearance. Lis had never believed that.
 
   Not then. 
 
   She’d been coming home from a late night of busting heads and tracking cheating husbands when a mountain of a man had literally appeared in front of her and knocked her out with one blow. At the time, she hadn’t realized they were aliens. Aliens didn’t come to Cleveland—no one did if they could help it. 
 
   But the next thing she knew, she was coming to aboard a spaceship, being examined by the most threatening medical bot she’d ever seen. They’d done tests and… stuff. She didn’t want to dwell on the stuff. It had been bad, some of it really bad, but it could have been a lot worse.
 
   In the weeks she’d been aboard, she’d only seen the inside of her windowless cell and the little med bay. Day by day, she could feel her sanity and her belief that she’d make it out alive start to fade. She didn’t know what they wanted to do with her, whether they’d make her a slave, eat her, or worse. 
 
   And then one day when she’d lost count of how long she’d been a prisoner, she woke up on Polai with a small pack of supplies and a note written in English.
 
   Apologies. Wrong girl. Humans can survive on Polai. 
 
   That was it. No explanation, no directions on how to get home. Just five energy bars, a canteen filled with water, and a thin jacket that didn’t do much to guard against the cold nights. Lis had taken to wearing it at all hours despite the lack of warmth. Polai’s sun did something strange to her skin, leaving painful bruises on every inch that she left exposed.
 
   On her second night it had begun to rain and Lis found shelter under the broad brown leaves of the squat trees that dotted the land. For a few moments, it seemed like the foliage would be strong enough to protect her from the worst of the rain, but then the large leaf directly over her head collapsed in the center and poured all the collected water down over her arms, like a spout. 
 
   Since then her left forearm had been covered in small welts. They were getting better, but Lis refused to risk drinking from the small stream that ran near the woods where she’d been camping.
 
   Humans in general may have been able to survive on Polai, but she wouldn’t last for long.
 
   Lis didn’t want to live here. She just wanted to find a ship and get on the first freighter or cruiser headed back toward Earth. And that was going to be harder than she’d first thought. 
 
   Her ever-benevolent kidnappers hadn’t fitted her with a translator, and nothing indicated that Polans could understand English. She’d scoffed at learning Interstellar Common, the language of trade in space, in school, but she’d memorize a freaking dictionary of it if it meant she could get home. 
 
   And the Polans weren’t friendly. Lis had taken shelter in a small swath of woods about two miles north of a small town. She’d tried to approach a pair of Polans once she’d gotten her bearings on that first day. They looked almost human in shape, though they were smaller, shorter than five feet tall. Their skin was a dark green and none of them seemed to have any hair. 
 
   She’d hoped that raising her arms and looking pathetic would give them pause. Instead, both of the aliens had shrieked and charged at her, chasing her out of town and up a tree. Once they’d lost interest in her, Lis had decided to steer clear of the town during daylight. She wasn’t going to risk getting hurt by a lucky hit.
 
   One night she’d stolen back into town, trying to find food. Nothing looked familiar in the small shop off the main street. It could all be completely harmless or extremely deadly. More out of spite than survival, she’d swiped a small bottle of a bright green liquid. There was an advert on the wall that showed two Polans drinking the stuff. 
 
   It wasn’t poison to them, but she hadn’t been brave enough to try it herself.
 
   So here she was, nearly a week on the planet, her stomach tied in knots of hunger and her mouth as parched as the desert. 
 
   She clutched her jacket closed across her chest and kept her head down as she walked through the woods. Before, she’d been afraid that if she walked in too deep, she would get lost. Now, she needed to get anywhere. The day before, she thought that she had heard a vehicle coming from somewhere within the forest.
 
   There could be people, or a house, or a conveniently abandoned spaceship. She didn’t expect the last one, but a girl could dream. While the leaves on all the trees were brown, the trunks themselves were a yellowish-orange. When the sun was up, they soaked up the light, and at night, they glowed faintly. 
 
   It was night now, but those trees gave her just enough light to see by. Lis hadn’t seen any Polans out after dark, and she was fairly certain they were a diurnal people. All the better for her. She’d always been a bit of a night owl.
 
   After a bit of walking, the woods came to an abrupt stop. The trees had been cleared for a hundred or so yards up to a large gray building in the middle of a field. But the vegetation around the building was overgrown, with yellow grass as high as her knees, weeds, and vines crawling up one of the walls.
 
   Abandoned. Perfect.
 
   Lis spared a quick look around, but she didn’t hear or see anything. As far as she could tell, she was completely alone.
 
   She made her way through the high grass, stumbling over the uneven ground underfoot. Her head spun, but she regained her balance without falling over. There had to be food in there. Hopefully energy bars that she knew were safe to eat.
 
   Lis made it across the clearing and found a door. Of course, it was locked, but she wasn’t going to let a thing like that stop her. She just needed a crowbar or something like it and then she was in.
 
   The hairs on the back of Lis’s neck stood up and she froze where she stood. She looked back around to check that she was still alone, as if some primal instinct had sensed danger. Lis looked around again, but it was still quiet and she saw no one. 
 
   But when she looked around for something to pry the door open, she moved with extra care. It felt like something was out there, coming for her. Something big and dangerous that could end her in an instant.
 
   The apprehension she now felt was different than what the Polans had brought up. Lis felt exposed, and she needed to get inside quickly. In her gut she just knew that whatever was coming was coming for her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   Ruwen NaNaran made landfall on Polai in the bright sunlight of morning. It was nice, as far as inhabited planets went, but he wasn’t there to sightsee. His small cruiser sat hidden under cover of dense foliage, fuel cells recharging and cloaking system resetting itself. He’d be grounded here for a week.
 
   More than enough time to get the job done.
 
   He was a Detyen mercenary, contracted out to an anonymous client in need of a piece of information that only the Polans had access to. Getting onto the planet hadn’t been difficult. His ship had one of the most advanced cloaking systems available and Polai had a lax incoming defense system.
 
   He expected that getting out would be another story entirely. Polans let people in, but all ships and transport off the planet were heavily monitored. Anyone caught fleeing without authorization was summarily executed by targeted rocket.
 
   That fact had greatly limited the number of mercs willing to take this job, and had greatly shot up the price. At first, Ru hadn’t planned to take it when it came up on the private merc forum where he found his jobs. 
 
   54% chance of failure. 41% change of death or permanent injury. 100,000 credits if completed before the end of the month.
 
   Only a Detyen—a twenty-nine year old Detyen—could like those odds. He’d be dead in a few months anyway, so what was the harm in taking the risk? If he cut his time short in the universe, at least he’d go down in a blaze of glory.
 
   And if he survived, 100k would go a long way on Hedonia, the planet dedicated to pleasure in all its forms. There, he’d go out with a bang.
 
   Some called it the Detyen Curse. Others said it was the denya price. For the longest time, Ru thought it was the biggest bunch of bullshit in the galaxy. How could a species survive if anyone who didn’t find their mate—their denya—by thirty perished?
 
   A hundred years ago, that would have been a silly question. The planet Detya flourished, the crown of its solar system and a principal planet in the Regek Quadrant. There’d been systems in place to match potential denyai to one another. Less than four percent of Detyens had succumbed to the curse back then.
 
   Now Detya was an uninhabitable husk, its oceans poisoned and all life extinguished. The only survivors had been the small percentage who lived off planet or had been traveling at the time of the attack. There had been no declaration of war, no warning of violence. One day Detya had been a happy place. The next it was dead.
 
   Now the survivors had scattered throughout the galaxy, most living in refugee cities on welcoming planets. And the curse took its toll, picking off Detyens one by one as they reached thirty. Only those lucky enough to find their mates survived. 
 
   And women were a scarce resource.
 
   As a boy and young man, Ru hadn’t liked to dwell. But the numbers didn’t lie. There were at least three Detyen men to each Detyen woman. Sure, some found themselves matched to multiple denyai, but it was so astronomically rare that he’d be luckier trying to garden on a star.
 
   With less than three months until his last birthday, Ru refused to contemplate the unfairness of his lot for long. There would be dozens of beautiful aliens on Hedonia to ease any suffering he might feel in his final days. 
 
   But he needed to earn the coin to take his place there first. There were no poor men on the pleasure planet.
 
   He’d been given a map to the Polan outpost and a rough schematic of the building’s layout. It was late summer now, and the building was only used in the winter. It relied on an outdated security monitoring system and physical locks to keep out intruders. For most people, there was nothing to find. The Polans stored no weapons here and few supplies.
 
   The computers, however, remained in this location even when those manning them left for their summer rotations. This was a government outpost and that gave him access to government servers. The tech-stick he’d been given would do most of the work. All Ru needed to do was plug it in.
 
   He’d been able to pick the lock on a door on the south side of the building. It was too dark to get a good look around outside, but he hadn’t heard any guards or animals. His own bio-scanner didn’t pick up any Polans, though he did scan other alien life in the area.
 
   It was too big to be an escaped pet, and he’d heard of the large felines that stalked the Polan highlands. It was possible one had come down from the mountains looking for food. His blaster would be defense enough against any wild animal, and as long as the Polans didn’t catch him, he’d be fine.
 
   The station had been powered down before it was sealed up for the summer. That meant no light, no temperature adjustment system, and no electronic security. He wore night-vision goggles to see down the dim hallways, everything cast in an eerie orange glow. 
 
   The halls were narrow and the ceilings low to accommodate the short, lithe Polans. Detyens all stood tall and broad, which meant that Ru needed to stoop so that his head didn’t brush against the roof. 
 
   According to his map, the control room was located in the center of the building. He’d need to follow the central hall until it intersected with the cafeteria. From there, he could cut through a series of small offices and meeting rooms to reach his destination.
 
   But his first order of business was to find the control room power breaker. He didn’t need to power up the entire facility, but he needed those computers turned on and connected. He headed to the central power station located near the cafeteria. 
 
   The power breakers had all been shut off and secured, but he was able to use a circumvention method that he’d picked up on another job. He bypassed the passive security measures and the independent alarm that was supposed to trigger when he switched on the power.
 
   When he heard an engine spin up, he knew that he’d been successful.
 
   But he froze when he heard a clatter from within the kitchens. It sounded like a person or possibly an animal had stolen away inside. Ru bit back a curse. He should have checked more thoroughly before switching the power on. It shouldn’t have affected the cafeteria, but if someone was in there and wandered any further into the facility, they’d see the lights and know he was there.
 
   He needed to handle the situation.
 
   Ru slid his blaster out of its holster and backed away from the breaker box. He slipped out of the small utility closet and took two steps down the narrow hallway to the cafeteria. He tried to get a good look at the room through the window in the door, but all he could see were a dozen long tables bolted to the ground and stacks of chairs piled up against the walls. Beyond those tables he spied an empty food dispensary, but there was no one in the room.
 
   He pushed the door open and entered, moving with caution through the empty room. He made his way to the storage room behind the food dispensary. That was where he found her.
 
   Ru froze where he stood. Something within him cracked. The room suddenly brightened, white light nearly flooding his eyes. It had nothing to do with his goggles. He forgot that those existed.
 
   Everything was secondary to the woman crouching in front of the storage closet in front of him. She wasn’t Detyen and she certainly wasn’t Polan. He could tell from her hair and the beige skin peeking out from the tattered edges of her dark jacket. Human, he thought, based on the ones that he’d met in his travels. A hardy species, similar to his own in so many ways. 
 
   She turned toward him and Ru was conquered. Suffering and desperation were painted across her beautiful face, her skin nearly gold and eyes wide and dark. Brown hair tumbled down over her shoulders, some matted and tangled from time lost in the wild. Shock suffused her face, her mouth falling open and eyes getting impossibly wider.
 
   This was not possible. His fate had been sealed a century ago, long before he was even born. But the planet shifted beneath him, the stars realigning, until the only thing that mattered was the woman before him. 
 
   “Denya.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
   Who was he?
 
   What did he want?
 
   Could she keep him?
 
   The last thought should have shaken Lis out of the crazy that was riding her. She needed to take off before this strange alien could call the Polans down. But Lis found herself rooted in place. 
 
   She knew him. 
 
   Not by any means so trivial as acquaintance. She was certain that they’d never met. Lis didn’t know his name, nor could she name his species. He was well over six feet tall, forced to stoop by the low ceilings in this building, and his shoulders were as broad as a soldier’s. His skin gave her pause. It was a vivid yellow and his hands were covered with either scales or spots. The rest of him was covered by his clothes, but she wondered how the pattern fit across his body. She couldn’t tell from all the way across the room.
 
   His eyes were larger than a human’s, completely black except for a bright spot of red in the center. She should have been scared, especially when she spied the wicked looking claws protruding from his knuckles. 
 
   But this alien was no danger to her.
 
   He was hers.
 
   How could she know that? What made her stand up, the three energy bars she’d found clattering to the ground? Why did she cross the room in broad steps until she stood in his shadow?
 
   When her hands clenched his hard biceps and her lips brushed against his, the questions washed away. Why she did it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she could not breathe one more minute without sharing her air with him.
 
   The kiss was everything. She broke apart and reformed under its spell. The alien’s fingers were soft when he cupped her cheek, tilting her head back and taking all control. Lis was powerless to stop it. She didn’t want to stop it. 
 
   She needed him. Needed to give herself to him and become one.
 
   What?
 
   Lis didn’t think like that. She didn’t need anyone.
 
   In a rush, she came back to herself. It was like she’d stepped out of her body for just long enough to be overtaken by some lust crazed beast. His lips felt good against hers, and Lis could still feel that cloying desperation deep within her soul. But she didn’t own it; it wasn’t hers. 
 
   She froze in his embrace. The alien seemed to sense her sudden reticence and pulled his face back a few inches, giving her just enough room to get a good look at him. Up close, the red of his eyes was even more menacing, and she spied strange ridges along each of his cheeks. 
 
   Despite her fear and confusion, she was fascinated. Who was this man? He might have been an alien, but he was very definitely of the male variety. Without meaning to, her fingers reached up and traced along the hard ridge of his cheek, what she would have called a cheekbone if he were human.
 
   "Kih wag Ruwen," he said as he tilted his head into her embrace. ‘I am Ruwen’ in Interstellar Common, the language of the stars. 
 
   "Kih wag Lis," she whispered. She only knew a few phrases of the language. No one on Earth used it. But now she had a name to put alongside everything churning inside her. Ruwen. Yes, that sounded completely right.
 
   He tried to say more, but she didn't understand. He realized it after a moment, watching the confusion that must have been evident in her own brown eyes. Did he think hers were as strange and menacing as she found his?
 
   Ruwen reached one of his hands up to place it over the one she held to his cheek. And when she spied the claws coming out of the first knuckles on his hands, she was reminded anew of the danger. 
 
   This wasn’t right. He'd done something to her.
 
   Lis reared back, spinning around and taking out his knees in a move that only worked because he wasn't expecting her to fight him. Before he could recover, she took off running, vaulting over him to get to the door and down the hallway.
 
   He tried to reach for her, but his hands only grazed her pant leg, one of those wicked claws tearing a three inch strip in the cloth right above her ankle.
 
   This man, Ruwen, posed more of a threat to her than any of the Polans. None of them had sent her into a lust crazed frenzy. None of them had made her want to lay back and be taken by an alien stranger.
 
   Desire still curled deep within her, her sex swollen with unwanted need. It made the run all the more painful as she became aware of the uncomfortable tug of her top across her breasts.
 
   Had he attacked her with some sort of sex-laser? Or maybe an odorless gas? Did he mean to take her as his sex slave or to sell her to the highest bidder? Was this the reason those kidnappers had let her go without warning or real explanation?
 
   Had she been placed here to be hunted?
 
   Lis could hear him hot on her heels. He was too big to run both fast and silently, and, unlike her, he wore thick boots that pounded against the concrete floor. Her stride wasn't long enough to outpace him for more than a few minutes. She sprinted for several seconds before realizing that he was no longer stomping along behind her.
 
   Lis slowed, wary. The entrance wasn't far now, but she looked around and kept her ears peeled, hoping she could get a hint of where Ruwen had run off to.
 
   It was no use. Either she'd lost him or he had some sort of advanced cloaking technology and she was screwed. She set her sights on the end of the hall and took off, knowing she was only two turns away from freedom.
 
   She made the first turn and ran flush up against Ruwen, unable to skid to a stop before she fell against his hard chest. She got so close that she could hear his heart pounding, the rhythm a familiar thump thump thump just like her own. In time with her own.
 
   He took two steps forward, forcing her to back up, and placed a hand on the wall behind her, boxing her in. He leaned in close until they were only inches apart and breathed deep, taking in her scent. Then he scowled.
 
   Served him right. She hadn't showered in weeks, and the stench had to be ripe. She hadn’t been able to actually smell herself in days, a small blessing.
 
   His moment of distraction should have given herself the opportunity to fight, but when Lis reared her hand back, she couldn't make herself strike out. The thought of doing him harm felt… not wrong, exactly. It felt impossible, unthinkable.
 
   What had he done to her?
 
   He tried to speak to her again in IC, but she didn't understand. 
 
   Lis tried again to hit him, but her arms wouldn’t work. She could imagine laying him out, her right hook renowned throughout northern Ohio for its swiftness and its sting. Still impossible.
 
   She pushed against him, trying to get out, desperation setting in. Ruwen placed an arm on her shoulder and smoothed it down, speaking words she couldn't understand in something that was supposed to be a soothing tone. 
 
   Lis couldn't hurt him. But she could give in to her most base instinct. The one thing she wanted to do slightly more than give into desire and taste him again.
 
   She sucked in a deep breath and let out a bloodcurdling scream only inches away from one of his pointed ears.
 
   He flinched, giving her just enough room to duck under his arms and take off running one more time.
 
   Lis tore out the door and into the field. Nights were short on Polai and the sun had already started to peek over the horizon past the forest. She couldn't count on the cover of darkness to keep her safe.
 
   Instead of heading toward the woods where she'd come from, Lis took off toward the south, down a small path that she thought led up into the mountains. 
 
   Ruwen couldn't be far behind, but she had to get away. She wasn't going to stop this time and let him cut her off once more.
 
   She heard him call out her name from near the door, but she kept running, the path becoming rocky and steep as she reached the first of the foothills that eventually led into the highlands.
 
   The rocks cut at her bare feet, but she didn't care. Let them bleed, so long as she escaped.
 
   He called out again, closer this time, his voice almost panicked.
 
   If she'd been thinking, it might have given her pause. But Lis couldn't waste the brainpower on speech or deciphering an alien language.
 
   She reached the top of the first little hill and stumbled, the rocks beneath her feet shifting and falling over a steep cliff. She reared back, trying to stop herself from falling. The edge began to give way, the path she'd been running along suddenly becoming shorter and shorter as the narrow tip of the hill collapsed under her.
 
   She was going to fall. She tried to step back carefully, but every step she took only made the ground give way faster, as if the rocks had been so precariously suspended that any pressure on them would cause a structural failure.
 
   Lis looked back over her shoulder and saw that Ruwen had stopped only fifty or so feet behind her, his feet still safe on solid ground. She felt a curious pang, unsure of why she felt regret. 
 
   She took a deep breath and looked out into the valley below the cliffs. She was lightyears away from home, and this was where she'd be buried, bones forgotten, the end of her story a mystery to the few friends she had back home.
 
   The ground shifted again and Lis took a deep breath, a strange sense of calm settling over her. 
 
   This was it.
 
   When she felt the laser pulse hit her between her shoulder blades, her cry was cut short, the beam freezing her completely in place. 
 
   Everything went silent.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
   Denya. 
 
   Ru had traveled the stars for more than fifteen years. He’d met more alien species than he could name and had seen sights that anyone bound to one planet couldn’t imagine. But he’d always known that if he were lucky enough to find his mate, she would be one of the few Detyen women scattered across the universe.
 
   Now that universe had shifted, an impossible possibility opening up before him. A human denya. 
 
   Lis.
 
   She was asleep in the vacant crew quarters, locked in the small room but not bound. His blaster came with a freeze setting, holding its target in a beam of light, locked in place and able to be transported with ease.
 
   Until Lis had nearly fallen off of that crumbling cliff, Ru hadn’t considered using the weapon. He understood that she was scared, that she could not understand the sudden bond that had bloomed between them. But he would not force her. And he would never hurt her. Not unless she was in utter danger that only pain could save her from.
 
   His heart had leapt into his throat when he saw the ground give way beneath her. Ru had moved without thought, shooting at her and holding her in place in the final seconds before what would have been a fatal accident.
 
   He knew that humans were a hardy species, but even they had their limits.
 
   Ru had used the small tractor beam blaster attachment to pull his denya’s frozen form back up, and the thought of leaving her in the woods had never occurred to him. Knowing that she’d sleep for hours—the blaster was hell on anyone’s physiology—he placed her in one of the crew bunks and left her to it.
 
   Well, eventually he left her.
 
   He looked his fill, drinking in the stunning features of her face and her uniquely human curves. When he’d seen his first humans, he thought that their skin was strangely lifeless, unmarked by clan patterns, stripes, or spots. They came in a variety of colors, but all along one spectrum from light beige to dark brown. No one had the bright green skin he’d seen in photographs of his grandmother or the burning orange of his brother.
 
   Among his people, Ru would have been considered plain, his skin only a bit more yellow than Lis’s human coloring. The humans he knew thought him just as colorful as the rest of the surviving Detyens.
 
   When he looked at Lis, he no longer saw a dull skinned alien. Her skin practically glowed a golden brown, smooth all over, or at least smooth as far as he could see. He took off her jacket, but left her to rest in the remainder of her clothing. They were still strangers, after all, and she would no doubt be offended if he were to leave her naked without her consent.
 
   But the thought of her nakedness set his blood on fire.
 
   He’d felt the hardness of the muscles in her arms and legs when he placed her in the bunk, but it was the swell of her hips and her breasts that intrigued him. Detyen women were shaped much like Detyen men, broad shouldered, narrowed hipped, and small breasted.
 
   As an equal opportunity lover of all intelligent life, Ru had always had a special place in his heart for the female Detyen form. Yet, looking at Lis, he could feel his own preferences shifting. Was it the denya bond growing between them? Or was his denya merely an incredibly beautiful woman?
 
   Beautiful even when she’d been clearly lost in the wild for some time.
 
   He didn’t know how a human had ended up on Polai, but it was lucky for her that he was the one that stumbled upon her and not one of the native inhabitants. They did not take kindly to strangers and loved to lock up aliens and place them on display for the Polan public.
 
   The hardship had been etched into her skin by the dirt that hadn’t been cleaned away in weeks, not to mention the stench of hard living that had seeped deep into her skin and clothes. If he were another man, he might have taken the liberty of cleaning Lis off while she was unconscious. But he knew of very few women who would have appreciated that effort.
 
   So after leaving out washing supplies and a fresh set of clothes, Ru only took one more liberty. He retrieved a small dermal translator and smoothed it against the skin on the back of her neck, fingers reveling in the softness of her flesh. She hadn’t understood when he’d spoken to her in IC after she’d given her name. Now, at least, they’d be able to talk after she woke.
 
   Then he let her sleep off the effects of the blast, knowing she’d be out until morning.
 
   His ship was hidden in a meadow near the Polan foothills. He’d set the defenses up so that normal scans could not detect him. His primary cloaking device would be useless until it was full recharged, but the passive defenses would leave them well hidden. And once the ship was recharged, they could be off the planet in minutes and on to the next adventure.
 
   He only had to convince her that he was worth it. 
 
   Ru went to sleep that night with hope in his heart for the first time that he could remember in years. The looming specter of demise abated for once and he dreamed of a small house on a green planet that he could call home.
 
   While he slept soundly, he did not sleep for long. A scarce four hours later, he rolled out of bed and began to get ready to show Lis the ship and what he hoped would be the beginning of her first steps at life with him.
 
   If she had been Detyen, there would be no question. She’d know what the connection meant both for their relationship and for her well-being. Among Detyens, it was always better to mate first and sort everything out later.
 
   But she was human. Their mating rituals could last for years and fizzle due to one wrong word or look. Some even considered unconsummated romance to be the highest form of love possible.
 
   He hoped that she wasn’t one of those types.
 
   Ru powered up the small onboard computer and brought up an informational page about humans. Normally he used this encyclopedia for information about other species’ weaknesses, but now he simply wanted to know what Lis would eat.
 
   Their diet was not completely unlike that of his own people. When Ru heard the water pump turn on, he knew that Lis had woken up. He got to cooking while she showered. Soon she’d discover that she was trapped in those quarters, and he hoped to provide her with a welcoming meal before she could become too angry.
 
   She was not quite his prisoner, but he couldn’t leave her stranded here on Polai. And he didn’t know how he could let her go without bonding to her.
 
   She took her time washing up. The water didn’t stop running for a solid thirty minutes. But by the time it did, Ru had finished preparing a small meal and had set it at the eating station beside the food processors.
 
   His ship was too small for much of a kitchen. It could house a crew of five, including himself, but not enough cargo to make a profit on any normal shipping runs. But it was fast, and it could easily be piloted by one person if necessary. That made it great for the clandestine work that Ru had become an expert in.
 
   Dangerous, illegal, and highly profitable.
 
   What would become of that work was all up in the air now. He’d already been set to quit, and while young Detyens had never been known to save their credits, he’d been very good at his job. But he knew he was getting ahead of himself.
 
   When the water turned off, he left the food on the table and went to retrieve Lis. This was the most important job of his life and he wasn’t going to screw it up.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
   Another woman might have tried to escape the moment she woke up in an unfamiliar environment after having been knocked out by an alien stranger who was too sexy for her well-being. But that hypothetical woman probably hadn’t just experienced the most restful sleep of the last month. So Lis took a moment to savor it.
 
   When she spied the pile of toiletries and the door to the small shower stall, her mind was made up before she could even think of leaving.
 
   She moaned as the stream of warm water hit her battered body and began to wash away the caked-in stink of the last several weeks. Lis scrubbed and scrubbed, washing her skin and hair until the water ran clear and her skin was red and tender from the effort. It took longer than she anticipated, and halfway through, she spared a glance back at the door.
 
   She had to be with Ruwen.
 
   So why wasn’t she freaking out? If a bit of soap and warm water washed away her fears, then she clearly had bigger problems than she thought. 
 
   Lis finished up her shower and toweled off, now taking the time to survey the small room. Four bunks were bolted to the walls and suspended with retractable cables. All of those beds could fold up to more than double the size of the room. Only the bed that she’d slept on was currently folded out. 
 
   The walls were made of a dull gray metal and a small bench was flush up against the wall opposite the bathroom, suspended much like the bunks. 
 
   It didn’t look a lot like the media shows she watched at home, but she was willing to bet that she was in a room on a spaceship. But judging from the pull of gravity in her feet, they were on land. 
 
   Probably still on Polai. Was that good? She wasn’t sure.
 
   Lis pulled on the clothes that Ruwen had left for her. He’d left her to sleep in the nasty outfit that her captors had left her, and she was grateful for the respect of her privacy, of her body. She wasn’t sure what the blast he’d aimed her way had meant to do to her, but he’d saved her life. And he hadn’t stripped her down.
 
   She’d fallen quite far considering the amount of relief she felt that a strange alien hadn’t assaulted her while she was unconscious.
 
   That being said, she wasn’t ready to go easily. She tested the strength of the cable holding the bed to the wall, but it wouldn’t budge. Given enough time, she might have been able to work a supporting bar free from the bench, but she doubted she had long. She didn’t have time to tear apart the room to make a weapon.
 
   She tried the door and found it locked. No surprise there. Though now that she was clean and dressed in fresh clothes, she wondered why he hadn’t tied her up. She never left any of the assholes she collected as a bounty hunter back home unbound. They got into all sorts of trouble.
 
   But before another minute passed, Lis heard steps coming down the hall. They stopped in front of her door, and a moment later, the lock disengaged. She only had a second before the door opened and she spared a glance back at the room, checking to see if a weapon had magically materialized.
 
   There was a strange pull on her neck and she raised her hand to feel strange bumps and lines just to the side of her spine. A control chip? The door slid open before Lis could try to get a good look in the mirror.
 
   Ruwen stood before her, hands clasped loosely in front of him and a mild expression on his face. He raised a brow when he saw her jerk her hand quickly down from where it rubbed against her neck. “Good morning,” he said, words coming out loud and clear in English. He gestured to his own neck, “I placed a dermal translator on you. I hoped it would make it easier to talk.”
 
   A translator, not a control chip. That was actually… helpful.
 
   Under the light of the ship she got a better look at him than she had in the dim light the night before. He’d changed his clothes from the dark fatigues he’d been wearing on his mission to a snugly fitting pair of dark pants and a light green t-shirt that practically made his skin glow neon bright. He didn’t look like any of the aliens who’d made their homes back on Earth. They mostly had horns and scary tusks protruding from their jaws.
 
   The strange punch of attraction hadn’t vanished. She could still feel it curled up in her belly, heating her from the inside and making her want to lean forward and pull him completely into the room so that she could have her way with him on the bunk.
 
   But it wasn’t like the night before. Sure, she wanted to let him take her long and hard until they were both spent, but she had control now. It was barely even a fight, more a minor struggle.
 
   “Thank you,” she said for the translator. He wasn’t threatening her yet, so she tried to keep her tone civil. Escaping would be so much more difficult if he was on edge. “Where are we?”
 
   Ruwen smiled and glanced around, “My ship.” He said it with the same pride an Earth man would use to speak of a well-maintained twentieth-century vehicle. 
 
   His ship. She’d gathered that. “On Polai?” She bit out each syllable with immense caution, worried that she’d need to run again if she said one thing wrong. This was her first chance to get any information since she left Earth and she needed to use it.
 
   Ruwen nodded, seemingly unperturbed by her caution. “Yes. I’ve prepared a meal, if you would follow me. I am certain you must be hungry.”
 
   Her stomach growled at the mention of food, ruining her chance to bluff. Her mouth watered. “I could eat,” she replied, trying not to imagine just how good anything would taste after so many days of energy bars.
 
   He led her down a narrow hallway covered with small compartment doors sealed shut with leather straps. Extra storage was the most precious commodity on a spaceship. The hallway led to a small galley where Ruwen had placed food on the table and plates for two. The chairs sat opposite each other. The galley was more hallway than room. She spotted a door leading somewhere unknown but most likely to the cockpit about five feet beyond Ruwen’s chair.
 
   Talk about cozy. His ship might not have been any longer than a freight truck.
 
   She took a seat and the smell of the food on her plate hit her. Lis hadn’t eaten anything but protein bars in days, and they had come nowhere close to satisfying the hunger that gnawed in her belly. But still, she exercised caution. He could have done something to the food. So she waited.
 
   Ruwen studied her, those red eyes of his tracking her every tic. They should have scared her. Back on Earth it was said that demons had red eyes. Some ancient monk might have mistaken Ruwen for one, but Lis didn’t fear for her soul. It was absolutely absurd, but sitting across from him, she felt comfortable and at ease. Two things she couldn’t remember feeling very often even when she was at home.
 
   He seemed to realize that she wouldn’t eat until he did. Ruwen picked up his utensil and cut off a small slice of the meat on his plate and piled it onto the slice of bread. He took a bite, chewed and swallowed with deliberation, and then smiled at her.
 
   She didn’t smile back. And the paranoid part of her whispered that he could have poisoned her plate. But when Ruwen reached for her food and swapped his plate for hers, she could have fallen out of the chair from shock.
 
   Her hand flew to the translator at her neck.
 
   “It doesn’t allow me to read your mind,” he said, reading her mind. “And if you would prefer something else, my processor is at your service.”
 
   Lis lowered her hand and grabbed the edge of the small metal plate, pulling it close. She ate in silence, trying to wait at least five seconds between every bite. If he hadn’t been there, she would have swallowed it all as quickly as she could.
 
   She finished off the plate, leaving nothing but a few crumbs from the surprisingly delicious and filling bread. Cobwebs cleared from her mind as her body began to process that she was well fed for the first time since she’d left Earth. 
 
   Ruwen took her plate. “Would you like some more?” he asked in a tone one would normally reserve for a feral cat.
 
   Lis shook her head. He seemed to understand that it meant no.
 
   He came back to the table with two bottles of water and sat one in front of her. That he hadn’t tampered with the food made it easier to trust him, and she didn’t wait for him to drink first. She drank down half of the bottle in greedy gulps. She’d taken several long sips of the hot water in the shower, but she hadn’t come close to satiating her thirst. When she finished off the bottle, she was finally ready to talk.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked. A name was not enough.
 
   He leaned back in his chair and rested his hands on the table. The claws at his knuckles had retracted so that only the smallest tip peaked out, a subtle reminder of deadly power. “My name is Ruwen NaNaran. But everyone calls me Ru. I’m a Detyen and a contractor. I came to Polai for a job.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of Detyens.” Every week there was a media story on a newly met alien race, so Lis had heard of plenty of aliens before.
 
   His eyes darkened, the ruby irises going nearly black, and his postured tightened. “We are… limited.” He didn’t explain further.
 
   There was a hurt in him that she couldn’t bring herself to disturb. She forced herself to be satisfied with that explanation. “Why did you bring me here?” If he was going to answer her questions, she wouldn’t stop asking them. She needed all of the information that she could get.
 
   But Ruwen—Ru—stumbled over her query. “Polai is no place for a human.”
 
   “I gathered that.” Despite the circumstances that had brought her to the ship, she was grateful for the food and the reprieve from the harsh sunlight. “But…” She really didn’t want to bring this part up. Still, Lis had made a life out of doing things she didn’t wish to do. “But that doesn’t explain why I’m here. Or why last night we…”
 
   “I would like to apologize for my behavior,” he interrupted in a rush before she could accuse him of anything.
 
   “What?” She couldn’t remember a man ever apologizing for kissing her, especially when the kiss had been unwanted and unexpected.
 
   Ru stood and pushed his seat flush against the table in a practice motion. He leaned against the wall opposite the table and looked down at her, crossing his arms. “I did not expect to find yo—no, that’s not right. Let me start from the beginning.”
 
   “I think that would be best.” Was he a threat to her? Or was this all the result of some larger than life misunderstanding?
 
   Ru’s lips pulled into a wry smile. “You see, you’re my mate.”
 
   Wait, what? 
 
   “M-mate?” she stammered out. Lis pushed back from her seat at the table and took a few steps away from him, keeping her chair between them. She stayed in the galley, but only by an inch. There were weapons she could use in there, if she just had a second to find the knife drawer. She wasn’t letting him get a step closer.
 
   Ru lifted up a hand, the smile vanishing from his face. “I mean you no harm. I swear it on my life.” He said it so seriously that it gave her pause.
 
   “I don’t have a mate.” Humans didn’t. That wasn’t their thing. She’d heard rumors of alien species that bonded through strange quirks of DNA, but she’d never heard of a cross-species—cross-planet!—bond. It wasn’t possible. Even though… No, it couldn’t happen.
 
   Ru placed his hand on his heart but stayed in place as if he was afraid he’d cause her to run again. “I know this is difficult to understand—”
 
   “No, no, no,” she interrupted, head shaking, “Not difficult at all. That was some weird fight or flight thing. I don’t just make out with any random hot alien I see. I was starving and delusional.” Did she just call him hot? Shit.
 
   Sure, his shoulders were broad and muscular and she thought she could climb him like a tree and he wouldn’t feel the strain. And, all right, his lips were unexpectedly soft under her own and she’d felt almost safe in his arms. And… as the madness whirled in her mind, she realized that she’d taken a half-step toward him, an arm outstretched.
 
   Okay, she conceded internally, there might have been some strange connection.
 
   Lis didn’t know what to do with that information. She couldn’t be this alien’s mate. But, a dark part of her whispered that she could use that. Her eyes narrowed and she studied him again. He seemed content to wait for her to come to some sort of decision. Ru held still, posture relaxed, but with the bearing of a fighter. 
 
   This was no warrior standing before her. She could tell from the shape of his ship and the small blaster hanging from his belt. He’d called himself a contractor earlier, but that was just the polite way of saying gun for hire, or maybe smuggler. She’d done a fair bit of ‘contracting’ herself.
 
   She knew his type, and she knew that fighting him head on wouldn’t see her back on Earth anytime soon. Mate. Payment. It sounded the same to her, and if he thought she belonged to him, he wouldn’t let her go.
 
   But… well, he’d definitely get her off of this goddamned rock. And she now had a translator, something she’d need if she was ever going to find her way home. Lis could ignore the strange attraction and suppress any weird thoughts about mates or anything equally impossible.
 
   What she couldn’t ignore was an opportunity. Ru wanted her. She wanted off Polai. It seemed like they were a match made somewhere in the Milky Way.
 
   He just didn’t need to know that he wouldn’t get to keep her.
 
   Lis schooled her expression into something less guarded and placed her fingers on the back of the galley chair. She took a deep breath and tried to look like she was barely collecting herself. She pulled back the chair and sat once more. Life in the Wastes had given her plenty of practice at fooling people who wanted to believe in hope.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, slipping into the role of the beleaguered victim. “So much has happened in the last few days that I just… I need time. Can you start again? And explain slowly?”
 
   She needed every nugget of intel that he would give up.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
   Ru knew that he should have trusted his denya. If she had been Detyen, he would have. But Lis had calmed too quickly for him to believe that she was ready and willing to join with him on this journey.
 
   He’d need to move with caution. No doubt she would try to run at the first opportunity, perhaps even risking herself in the wilds of Polai rather than seeing what he had to offer. It should have frustrated him. 
 
   Instead, he was intrigued.
 
   This was not the type of challenge he’d ever expected to encounter. Still, as with all things, he’d face it and triumph. If he needed to make her love him so that he could claim her, he’d throw his entire heart into the campaign.
 
   There was nothing more important than mating with his denya.
 
   He could sit here all day and explain the entire history of his people, but Ru wasn’t ready to bore her with a school lesson just yet. He stepped up to the table. “Would you walk with me?”
 
   Lis narrowed her eyes, her fingers curling against the synthetic tabletop. “Where?” 
 
   Ru kept his smile to himself. She reminded him of the angry stray cats that lived on every space station on this side of the galaxy. They bit the men and women who fed them and then ran back for more. But Ru could endure a few scratches. “I would like to show you my ship.”
 
   Lis eyes widened and her lips pulled into a close mouthed smile. Her hands quit moving and she held herself still as if any movement would send her bounding up from her chair and down the passageway to spy everything on the ship.
 
   Ru silently revamped the tour, cutting out any visit to the cockpit. The cruiser ran on a biometric key system so she could only get it started if she somehow rewired the ignition. Or if she dragged his unconscious body to the pilot seat. 
 
   Yes, he’d hold off on that part for now. No need to tempt her into doing him harm.
 
   As she stood up, Ru offered a hand, hoping to feel the soft pressure of her skin against his once more. But she placed her hands in her pockets and looked away from his offering as if by refusing to acknowledge it, it would disappear.
 
   Without another word, Ru led her back toward the sleeping quarters. “You’ve seen the crew quarters.” He didn’t bother to open up the crew door or his own room.
 
   “You mean the prisoner hold?” she shot back.
 
   For a fleeting second, Ru sent a prayer to his gods that he would wake up and discover that this was all a mistake and his denya was actually a wonderful Detyen woman who understood the way of their universe. Almost as quickly, he banished the thought. Lis was his and he would not betray her by thinking her unworthy.
 
   But the thought of her out on this planet alone chilled his blood. “Polai is no place for a human,” he said. “I was concerned that you would be confused when you woke.”
 
   “After you shot me?” She was incredulous, but then took a deep breath and smiled, her tone softening. “I mean, the shower was nice.”
 
   Did all humans dissemble? And did they do it so poorly? He doubted she would enjoy the question or answer it truthfully. “I am glad you enjoyed it.” 
 
   A few paces down from the crew quarters, Ru opened a completely ordinary door to a room black as the oceans of Nuxeria. He turned a dial on the wall and suddenly they were standing in the middle of an inky field of stars stretching out for lightyears. “I like to come here when the ship feels too small,” he told her. Even the air changed. It no longer felt like they stood in the middle of a tiny, insignificant cruiser.
 
   Lis gasped, and he saw her reach a hand up and wave it in front of her, grasping one of the sparkling stars between her fingers. Her voice was full of wonder when she spoke. “The planetarium back home had something like this, but it was an antique. Barely better than one of those big old movie projectors from a hundred years ago.” 
 
   Ru’s heart lightened, and for the first time since she had awoken, he believed that she might truly be enjoying something. Now that she wasn’t looking at him, her shoulders relaxed and she made little sounds of awe as the stars swirled around her. He didn’t know what she meant by a ‘movie projector.’ His holoplayer barely functioned on the best of days and it should have been replaced a decade ago, but it was good enough for him.
 
   He reached back to cycle through another scene and trees popped up around them, blotting out the stars. Ru smelled the forests of his ancestors and heard a crying bird that had gone extinct before he was born. He turned the wheel once more before the rest of the vid played out. He didn’t need to see that. Not now.
 
   The next turn of the dial brought up an idyll beach, green waves gently lapping against bright red sand as the warm salt air circled around them.
 
   But Lis had seen Detya and her curiosity was piqued. “What was that?”
 
   “Nothing.” And Ru would not discuss it. Two chairs appeared almost out of nowhere and he gestured toward them. “I thought humans enjoyed the sun.”
 
   Lis blew out a derisive breath. He was learning to love the little sounds of emotion she made. “When it’s not trying to murder us.” She took his cue and sat on the chair and let one hand fall off the side, playing in the sand. He knew it wouldn’t feel like the real thing, but it was close. She didn’t look at him when she asked, “How do you know so much about humans?”
 
   Ru took his seat beside her. “I did my research,” he explained. “Besides, I’ve traveled around. Your lot may have not been in this universe for long, but you do certainly get around.”
 
   “We’ve had interstellar travel for nearly 150 years!” she protested, as if a century and a half meant anything on the galactic scale. “First contact was more than a century ago.”
 
   He laughed. “My people have traveled the stars for two millennia.” There were hundreds of planets that Detyens had discovered that had been ground to dust in that time.
 
   “Then how come I’ve never met them?” She didn’t mean it as a probing question, but it struck a chord.
 
   Ru thought of his parents and his brother and of all the countless lives that had been lost to senseless violence and an idiotic evolutionary quirk. No, now was not the time to explain his people to her. She’d run off the ship before he could finish the first sentence. He changed the subject. “I’ve three more days before this ship can safely breach orbit. The Polai are renowned for keeping people on planet.”
 
   “Why?” She stopped playing with the sand and finally looked up at him, eyes wide and concerned. She no longer looked at him as if he’d chase her down and capture her… again.
 
   But the Polans were easy enough to explain and not a subject that hurt his heart. “Their laws prohibit them from exploiting native Polans. No slavery. But anyone from off planet is fair game and not subject to the law. They can exploit them or ransom them for personal gain.” It was a disgusting arrangement, but Ru could not pretend that it was only the Polans who practiced it. 
 
   For some species, the only intelligent life that existed was that native to their own planet. They found ways to justify it through religion, or commerce, or twisted logic. But Ru had never considered their reasons good enough to kill and enslave. It had made taking the job against this planet an easy enough decision, despite the danger. He would never hesitate to screw over slavers.
 
   Lis went pale and turned her gaze over to the distant horizon. “Do they ever buy people from off planet?” she asked quietly.
 
   “I couldn’t say.” He was not familiar with all of the ins and outs of the planet. So he told her what he did know. “But it’s not an unheard of place to drop off excess passengers. There are always bounties.” He wanted to ask her how she’d ended up on this wretched place, but he held the question back. She would open up when she was ready, not merely a few hours after she found herself in his company on less than willing terms. 
 
   “And why three days?” she asked, not offering the explanation he hadn’t asked for.
 
   “The cloaking device burnt out on entry. It takes five days to re-cycle. I landed two nights ago. If we try to leave without cloaking…” he trailed off.
 
   She finished for him. “Kaboom?”
 
   “If that is the sound of an explosion, then yes.” They shared a little smile. His watch beeped, reminding him that he had preparations to make for the night. “If you are amenable, I would take you off this planet.”
 
   Lis froze, looking just past his left ear. “Just like that?” she asked.
 
   Was it so complicated? Even if she were not his denya, he hoped he would be a good enough man to rescue her from this hostile place. Seeing as she was his, the matter had never been in question. “Just like that,” he confirmed.
 
   Her mouth opened and closed and she gripped the edge of the beach chair. “That’s… what…”
 
   Ru wanted to reach out and comfort her. If she couldn’t take a simple kindness, one he was certain that he had been angling for, he knew that she must have endured something truly terrible. The humans he knew had never been unkind, but there had always been rumors of an unbearable harshness for some of their people.
 
   Humans endured, no matter what. To do so, they could be both the most kind-hearted and the most cruel people in the entire universe. And if she had been subjected to the cruel, he feared what he thought he would demand of her.
 
   Ru held up a hand in peace. “I have only one request. And one demand,” he added after a moment.
 
   She raised up her brows. “Yes?”
 
   “For the demand, until we leave Polai, do not leave the ship without my company. It is dangerous and I’ve no way to track you.” He would not budge on that.
 
   Lis considered it for a moment and then nodded, “That seems reasonable.” She didn’t need to be told of the danger again. “And the request?”
 
   This was where he could go completely wrong. She’d reacted so poorly to merely the mention of mating that he knew he shouldn’t push his luck. And yet Ru could not help himself. She was a smart, snarly, beautiful woman who would be perfect with him if only she gave them a chance. 
 
   The fact that she would save his life barely rated.
 
   But Ru needed to ask it. He could not let her go and he had no wish for subterfuge. So he spoke slowly and with great care. “My assignment is a matter of some urgency. And because of that, I would ask that you agree to accompany me until its end. That may take a little more than a month. And in that time,” he took a deep breath and said a silent prayer, “I would like to… get to know you. And for you to get to know me. And for you to perhaps consider…”
 
   “Are you asking me to sleep with you? Because it’s taken me less time to fuck guys than for you to ask.” Sarcasm laced through her tone, but there was a hint of curiosity there as well. It gave Ru hope.
 
   He would have expected jealousy at the thought of her past lovers, but instead, a smug sense of superiority invaded him. He would bring her pleasure that they could not dream of. If her old lovers finished in the space of a sentence, they’d never been good enough for her.
 
   “Pleasure, such as it is, should be savored,” he said. “But while you are the most beautiful woman I’ve had the pleasure to lay eyes on,” and that sentiment grew truer by the second, “That is not what I ask.” Though he’d be dreaming of her until the moment she let him into her bed.
 
   “Then what do you want?” The playfulness had leaked out, leaving her voice flat. Not from lack of emotion, but almost like she was trying to keep it in.
 
   “Merely that you consider me. Both as a friend, and that you’ll allow something more to grow, if it will.” It would, he knew. How could the bond do anything but? But she needed to be ready to accept it and him.
 
   Lis pulled her legs in and rested her head on her knees, hugging her ankles. “Yeah,” she said, voice faint and muffled by her skin, “I can consider you.”
 
   Ru smiled. That was a step in the right direction.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
   As if he realized that he'd given Lis a lot to think about, Ru left her alone in the holoroom after giving her quick instructions on how to change the settings on the holoplayer. All she had to do was turn the dial and she could be just about anywhere in the universe.
 
   She stayed on the beach.
 
   She wasn't sure how the tech worked, but it really felt like she was sitting on a cotton lined chair on an utterly alien beach. She'd never seen naturally occurring red sand before. 
 
   One day with Ru and he was opening up her horizons in ways she hadn't thought possible. Back home on Earth there weren't many opportunities for an orphaned gutter rat from the Wastes. She'd been tough and as lucky as they came. But she'd had to fight for every single scrap she’d ever made.
 
   There hadn't been time or space to imagine red beaches or sexy aliens that kissed like the devil.
 
   Already, the plan she'd formed to get off Polai was falling apart. She'd expected that she'd need to barter things that she’d rather not sell. Instead he simply offered to take her away with nothing to gain.
 
   Could a person truly be so genuine? So kind?
 
   For the last month or more, she'd been subjected to inexplicable cruelty at the hands of strangers, but her entire life had seemed to lead to it on an indifferent path. Her last two lovers, the only two who'd ever bothered to stay around for longer than a few weeks, had both cheated on her. Garth, who'd seemed like exactly the kind of guy who could save a girl from sorrow, had even tried to steal a job out from under her.
 
   No one she knew back home, not even her closest friend, would offer to save her without payment. Garth and Brody would probably both demand sex and forgiveness. Her boss, Kim, would want her to do jobs as payment. The bad kind of jobs that she normally refused to take.
 
   And Lis would have paid those prices, no question. She already hated her exes, so a little casual… whatever… couldn't make that worse. As for Kim, at least she was fair about it. She’d never demand payment beyond what she was owed.
 
   Lis had been certain she'd need to play Ru to get away. Whatever that mate thing he was talking about sounded like a whole bunch of nonsense to get into her pants. And if that had been his price, she would have paid it as well. She would have hated him for it, and herself as well. 
 
   But she was a survivor, not a saint.
 
   Would it really be so bad to give him a shot like he asked? She'd agreed without truly considering it. In the grand scheme of things, a few weeks was nothing. 
 
   And things would be good between them. There was no question about sexual compatibility. She'd felt just about all of him during their kiss and all those parts would fit. When he grew tired of her after he learned exactly what she was and how she'd lived, it might actually hurt. She didn't question her certainty that things would end. 
 
   Ru was a kind, generous man. Sure, he hunted bounties. But he despised slavers and rescued damsels.
 
   This had to be Stockholm Syndrome. Lis never realized that it could strike so quickly. 
 
   But no, this wasn't anything quite so simple. She liked Ru. Not just in the sex way. Back home she'd needed to learn to judge people quickly from a young age. Dangerous or safe. Scammer or mark. Abuser or not. 
 
   The crowds she ran with and worked for would never tolerate an honest man, nor a good one. But in those very, very rare instances when they showed up, she could sense that bright strain of something pure within.
 
   And it shone bright in Ru. She didn't get it, and yet, she was so thankful that she wanted to repay him even though he hadn't asked for anything.
 
   Well, nothing besides a chance.
 
   When he asked for that, he'd looked at her like he truly saw her. And it left Lis feeling strangely exposed and vulnerable. Not physically, but like her soul sat open for anyone to stomp on. She didn't want him to see that; she didn't know what he could discern when those fiery red eyes turned on her. 
 
   But he still wanted her.
 
   She wasn't even sure what that meant. It wasn't sex. That was clear. A relationship? Marriage? Mating? He'd used that word, but she had no idea what he meant by it. Wolves mated for life and all that crap, but humans didn't.
 
   And yet… the more she thought about it, the more acceptable it sounded. Sitting beside Ru and talking logistics had felt so damn right that she was terrified of it. He'd just fit, like he was a strange and vital piece of her life that she hadn't known had been missing.
 
   But she didn't know him! And she was sort of, kind of his prisoner at the moment. Though she wasn't sure that he would stop her if she really wanted to leave. He might force her off Polai, if she was crazy enough to try to stay, but she doubted he'd lock her up beyond that.
 
   It was scary to consider giving him a real chance to… win her? Was that the right term? Maybe date her. But it was the good kind of scary, like sky diving. Not the bad kind of scary, like jumping out of a burning plane with no parachute.
 
   She knew both from experience.
 
   Lis didn't need to make her final decision now. But she decided to be open to it, to him. Whatever that meant. And if all she got was a very fun story, then at least she'd have that.
 
   She stood up from her beach chair and did a little stretch. She'd been sitting for so long lost in thought that her muscles had begun to stiffen up.
 
   The dial on the wall was barely visible beyond the holo projection, but Lis reached for it and turned blindly. It flashed through several scenes, from waterfalls running in reverse to planets made entirely of diamond. 
 
   But Lis remembered the stricken look that had flashed across Ru's face right before the beach. She turned the dial back until she returned to the dense forest that he hadn't wanted to show her.
 
   Ru had said she could check out any of the scenes. She was almost certain that this one would show her more about Ruwen the Detyen than any other option at her fingertips.
 
   ***
 
   The forest around her was giant, dense with broad trunked trees as far as her eyes could see. Unlike the beach, this forest could have been on Earth, but somehow she knew she was looking at a planet she’d never seen before.
 
   The wide green leaves rustled as a gust of wind blew through. It even ruffled Lis’s hair. And she breathed in the scent of green and old wood.
 
   Two Detyens walked in front of her. One had greenish-yellow skin similar to Ru’s, but the other was red with markings in dark lines and squares all around his neck. Both wore dark clothing and carried heavy packs on their backs.
 
   The yellow one said something, but even with her translator Lis couldn’t understand it. She didn’t know if it was because of the holo-projection or something else.
 
   The red Detyen scoffed and replied dismissively to whatever his companion had said.
 
   The first Detyen didn’t like it. His voice got low and intense, eyes narrowed as he enunciated every word, each as much a mystery to Lis as the last.
 
   Their argument was cut short by a yellow Detyen woman running up behind them. She started yelling and waving her arms around, trying to get their attention. At first, neither of the Detyens seemed to pay her any mind, but as she got closer, they both turned to her, curious.
 
   The woman quickly overtook them, running for her life from an unseen foe. She briefly glanced over her shoulder and urged the other Detyens on, but she didn’t wait for them to catch up.
 
   Lis felt the heat warm against her face before she saw it. It crept up on her, and then with a surprising swiftness, she was engulfed, the forest a hell of red and orange flame that ate everything in its path. It sucked up all the air, burning her lungs, the taste acrid. Even through the thick, dark smoke, Lis could still see the woman. She ran after her, afraid that the flames would somehow come to life and take her with them through the holoplayer.
 
   The woman dived into a waiting ship at the edge of the woods. As Lis ran in behind her, she watched the woman wait in the doorway, lips tight as she watched the fire grow and grow. Lis could tell she was waiting to see if the two men had made it. But second by precious second ticked by, and they didn’t emerge from the flickering flames.
 
   The woman let out an anguished yell as the fire reached the last tree and jumped to the grass less than twenty feet from the ship. She slammed her hand down on a button and the door dropped shut with a resounding bang.
 
   There wasn’t much room in the ship, but it wasn’t real and the woman couldn’t care that Lis stood there watching her. With practiced swiftness, the Detyen strapped herself into the pilot’s seat and fired the rockets, launching from the quickly burning ground before her only escape could be destroyed.
 
   If Lis had really been there, she would have fallen flat to the floor as the ship leapt vertically, climbing through the air until it could break through the atmosphere. As it was, she wobbled for a second, but remained upright. 
 
   Lis stepped up to the door and looked out the porthole window. The land glowed with the destruction of apocalypse. The forest had succumbed to the utter blackness of death, but as they got further and further away, Lis could see that it wasn’t only that one swath of land.
 
   The entire planet was dying. Fire and decay crawled over every inch that she could see. 
 
   And then, as quickly as the fire had destroyed the forest, she was back in it, standing in front of the yellow and red Detyen men. 
 
   She watched again in fascinated horror with the hollow certainty that these men had been swallowed in the flames she knew were coming but could not yet see. She studied the red one, looking for some sign that he could sense his impending doom. But as his argument started with his yellow companion, they were both oblivious to the danger.
 
   There was a noise behind her, but she ignored it until she saw the woman start running toward them once more.
 
   The video cut off, Ru standing beside the holoplayer control dial.
 
   Tears burned in Lis’s eyes as she looked at him. He bore little resemblance to the yellow man and woman from the vid, being both taller and leaner. But they had unquestionably been his people. And he looked hurt after only catching a few seconds of the show. Lis knew that Ru must have studied that footage over and over, taking what little scraps he could of a home world to which he could never return.
 
   “Why couldn’t I understand what they said?” she asked. The translator he’d given her should have been loaded with plenty of languages.
 
   Ru slowly lowered his hands and curled his fingers into a fist. His other hand cradled that fist, massaging it with practiced restraint. 
 
   “They’re speaking Detyen,” he said. “There’s only about 20,000 or so of us left who speak it with any fluency. And we all speak IC anyway.” Unlike her, his eyes were dry, but that didn’t mean that he didn’t mourn.
 
   “What happened?” It looked like the planet had been destroyed in minutes. Not even a hundred nuclear bombs could do something like that.
 
   Ru shrugged. “War. Destruction. It was long before I was born.”
 
   That might have been true, but she knew that seeing part of that vid must have brought it all back. Lis crossed the room and pulled him close. The pain of the loss must have never been far from his mind. How could it? He was a man without a planet and with few people of his kind left.
 
   Ru stood frozen in her embrace, as if he was scared to move. But Lis didn’t let go. "I'm sorry," she whispered against his neck.
 
   Ru breathed deep and his arms came around her, holding her until she was flush up against him. He smelled hauntingly familiar and just right: a mix of something woodsy and spicy with just a hint of engine grease. It was the smell of his work mixed with the fundamental scent of him. Lis just wanted to roll around in it until she was covered in him.
 
   Her hands crept up and down his back, feeling the delicious pull of his taut muscles under her fingers. She felt little ridges flicking away from his spine, the skin gathered in hard lines that she could trace her fingers across. 
 
   But that was not the only stiffness she felt. His cock was right there between them, hardening as she touched him. 
 
   Lis dragged her fingers over one of the denser lines on his back and heard Ru suck in a ragged breath, arousal thick in the air. She did it again, and this time, the air rushed out of him in a whoosh.
 
   So this was the power she could have over him, if she wanted to take it.
 
   His lips came down and brushed over the pulse of her neck, causing Lis to let out her own little gasp. She arched into him, chest heaving. This was no longer about comfort. Ru might have suffered from a generational sadness, but she knew that now his entire attention was focused on her.
 
   His teeth scraped her, not quite a bite, just giving her the slightest suggestion of menace. The fingers on one of her hands curled, digging into his flesh. His teeth felt sharper than a human’s, not quite fangs, but dangerous. 
 
   It was the sexiest thing that Lis could ever remember feeling.
 
   She wanted to lay down and let him slide into her tight sheath and fuck him until they were both dazed and spent. She wanted to take his cock into her mouth and taste the most masculine part of him. She was on fire, her pussy wet and lips swollen with need, desperate to be filled. 
 
   God, she wanted him more than she needed to breathe.
 
   Lis tapped on the brakes, the thought a step too far. Breathing was too important to ignore. And yeah, it might have been hyperbole, but that didn't mean that she couldn't take a step back.
 
   She stilled against him.
 
   Ru sensed the change in her and pulled away. He took half a step back, but he kept her in a loose embrace, his arms casually clasping her own. Lis didn't mind. It felt too good to be held by him to try and stop it.
 
   “I’ve prepared a meal,” he said, one thumb casually making circles on her bicep. “You’ve been in here for quite some time.”
 
   Lis realized that she was hungry. After days of starvation, it was hard to believe that she could sate her stomach when it was merely empty, not trying to devour itself from the inside. “I could really go for some food right now.”
 
   She followed him out of the holoroom on unsteady feet. Something undeniable had shifted between them. And Lis was terrified that if she let him truly get to her, then she wouldn’t know how to let go.
 
   Even worse, she couldn’t make herself run away. Not anymore. She wanted Ru too much.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   As Ru worked on finalizing his plans to complete his mission, he couldn’t help but smile. All hope wasn’t lost. He almost whistled, but he knew that his denya might find that strange. 
 
   After their brief interlude in the holoroom the night before, Ru had been concerned that Lis would pull back. She’d seemed uncertain, lost. Though he supposed that anyone would feel out of sorts after watching the vid of the destruction of Detya. If she’d had to watch any vid, he was glad it was that one. The other dozen or so that had survived the carnage were blood-soaked and even more nightmare-inducing.
 
   But she was neither running nor retreating today. In fact, she sat only a few feet from him, her entire form engrossed in a game he’d found that could run on one of the entertainment tablets he’d picked up in a pile of cheap toys on a trading station.
 
   Every so often, he caught her looking up at him out of the corner of his eye. But he always waited until she turned away to look back at her. His eyes were so thirsty to drink her in that it almost pained him to concentrate on the schematic in front of him.
 
   He heard her stand up and put the tablet aside. “What is this?” she asked as she moved toward him, waving her hand over the green paper in front of him.
 
   Ru looked up and smiled. “It’s supposed to be the interior design for the base we both infiltrated two nights ago. I need to go back and retrieve the data I was supposed to acquire then.”
 
   Lis furrowed her brows and studied the plan in front of her. Ru turned it sideways so that she could get a better look.
 
   “There’s something off about this,” she said, running a finger over a white line indicating an inner wall. “It didn’t look the same.” 
 
   They hadn’t discussed what happened after their initial talk, but there was no awkwardness when Lis described the facility. And she leaned so close that he could feel the heat coming off her skin.
 
   Ru leaned in. She was gesturing to the room opposite the computer station that he needed to break into. He hadn’t gotten a chance to get that deep into the facility. 
 
   “How so?” he asked. 
 
   Lis shrugged. “I think there was a door here. Really solid looking. The schematic says it’s a wall. No entrances.” She dragged her chair over to sit close to him, and pulled the plans back in front of them. 
 
   Ru breathed deep. She smelled of his soap and something light and airy. But he didn’t let her seductive scent distract him. If there was a door in that wall, he could cut his time in the building in half. “Was the lock electronic? Physical?”
 
   Lis sucked in a breath and slowly released it while she thought. It took more strength than Ru knew he had to resist reaching turning his head and kissing her. 
 
   “I think it had both,” she said after a long moment.
 
   He could deal with that. With the power disengaged, circumventing a magnetic electronic lock was child’s play. And any contractor worth his paycheck was capable of picking a standard door lock. He reached out and laid his hand over hers where it rested on the map. With only inches between them, he wasn’t strong enough to resist touching her. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said. “I should be able to return to you even sooner now.”
 
   “Return?” She looked at him. “You’re leaving me behind?” Ice edged her words and Ru knew to tread carefully.
 
   “If I don’t finish this job, I don’t get paid,” he explained. “And, even more importantly, if the people who hired me find out that I abandoned the job, I’ll never work again. For various reasons.” He doubted the job broker would kill him, but the outcome was never certain. Ru had only ever failed to complete one mission before, and that hadn’t been his fault.
 
   “I could help,” Lis offered.
 
   Ru wanted to say no. But he snatched back the denial before it could escape his lips. Lis was no retiring damsel. She’d been able to fight him off while starved and half mad with exhaustion. She clearly had lived a tough life; it was written in her scars and the tattoos he’d spied on her arms and back. 
 
   If his luck held, and he’d been a damn lucky bastard on this mission so far, then he wouldn’t need the assistance, and she wouldn’t be in any danger. If he got in trouble, she might be all that stood between survival and failure.
 
   But if she got hurt or if the unthinkable happened…
 
   Ru really wanted to leave her on the ship. But there was a gleam in her eye and he feared that if he said no, she’d follow right after him.
 
   “Can you shoot?” he finally asked.
 
   Lis laughed and waved her hand in a flourish, “Anything that fires a bullet or a laser and was made for five fingers.”
 
   “There’s a spare blaster in the cargo hold. I’ll get you some proper clothes.” She couldn’t go into danger in the glorified pajamas that he’d lent her. He turned her hand over so that he could clasp it and met her eyes. “But please promise me that you’ll be careful.”
 
   Lis studied him and then leaned forward and brushed a gentle kiss against his cheek. “I could say the same for you.” She got up and walked back to retrieve the blaster before he could respond.
 
   Ru took a deep breath before standing. He prayed to every god he could think to name that he wouldn’t regret taking her along. But she could never be his mate if she wasn’t his partner as well.
 
   He found an outfit she could wear hidden away in the back of the tiny closet in his room. It had belonged to his cousin and he hadn’t been able to part with it after her farewell ceremony two years before. But he thought that Karwan would have liked Lis.
 
   He set the clothes outside of Lis’s room and went back to study the schematic. She joined him a few minutes later clad in black, with the small gray blaster slung by her side in a hip holster.
 
   Ru’s mouth went dry.
 
   The black fabric was built to stretch and allow its wearer to move as she pleased. But that stretch also hugged her curves, accentuating every beautiful inch of her. She placed a hand on her hip and flashed him a crooked smile. “Will I do?” Her fingers brushed against the barrel of the blaster, but Ru felt it all the way to his groin.
 
   “Yes.” He let the word out on a ragged breath.
 
   Her own breath caught and she ran her hand down her hip. For a moment, a shadow of something real and complicated flashed across her face before Lis smoothed out her expression and smiled again.
 
   Ru wanted to howl in frustration. Then he wanted to push her back against the wall and show her all the pleasures that he’d learned just to satisfy her. He’d wipe all thoughts of lying or hiding her emotions from her mind until she was his and wanted everyone to know it.
 
   He quashed those thoughts for the moment. If he spent his time thinking about what he was going to do to Lis the moment that she surrendered, he’d never be able to finish this mission. And if he didn’t finish this mission, he’d never be able to dedicate his life to her.
 
   They headed back to the facility on foot. He’d landed only a few miles away, but under other circumstances, he would have preferred to take a speeder bike. Unfortunately, there was no room on his ship for a bike and stealing one from a resident Polan would bring unwanted attention.
 
   Ru kept his senses tuned, listening for anything that sounded out of place. He caught Lis doing the same. The forest around them gave no hints that two aliens with ill intent crept through it. He heard nothing that suggested the Polans had increased their security or realized that he and Lis had already infiltrated the facility once before.
 
   They climbed over fallen branches and walked single file when the path narrowed to only allow one of them through. After more than half a mile of near total silence, Lis held up a hand.
 
   Ru stopped and listened. He took a deep breath, breathing in the different scents that swirled around them. He caught a hint of smoke and heard the faint rumbling of engines.
 
   They were no longer alone.
 
   Ru stepped up close to Lis, holding his lips only an inch above her ear and draping a loose arm around her waist from behind. She softened under his touch, leaning back until his lips barely brushed against her ear. “Wait here while I scout ahead.”
 
   He took off before she could try to argue, trusting her to stay out of sight. Slinking through the trees, he stayed low and hugged the trunks, hoping that he blended into the shadows. It wasn’t long past sundown and the last twinkles of light still shone over the edge of the horizon. If the nights weren’t so short on this planet, he would have waited until true dark to approach the building.
 
   The light made him wary and he moved with more caution than he may have exercised at night. It took Ru several minutes to make it to the edge of the trees, and what he saw didn’t surprise him, based on what he’d heard.
 
   One truck idled outside the loading zone of the squat building, an armed Polan guard leaning against the back door of the vehicle. There would be more guards, but if this was the only truck, there wouldn’t be many. Ru waited a few moments and saw that someone sat in the driver’s seat. 
 
   The truck was large and could carry at least a dozen soldiers and guards. No Polan contingent would go out with fewer than four. And four appeared to be the magic number. Two additional guards opened the docking station garage from the inside and waited for the truck to back in. Once it did, the two that had been by the truck got out and started to unload several boxes that had been piled into the back of the vehicle.
 
   There could be more people in the building, but Ru doubted it. It wasn’t the right time of year. He headed back to where he’d left Lis, but when he got there, he found the spot empty. He walked around, looking for her hiding behind a tree or near a boulder. She was nowhere to be found.
 
   That was until she dropped out of the sky right in front of him and landed in a near silent crouch. With a smooth, cat-like move, she stood and stalked next to them until they were separated by the barest breath of air. The scent of the trees had mixed with hers in an alluring perfume.
 
   “Company?” she asked.
 
   “Four guards and a truck,” he confirmed. He wanted to call off the mission. They were outnumbered at least two to one. And if he’d been with a different partner, one whose safety was secondary to the mission, he would have pushed on. They had the advantage of surprise, and the truck hadn’t been designed to tackle combatants fleeing into the woods.
 
   But Lis was smiling, her fingers casually stroking the barrel of her blaster. “Let’s see what you’re made of.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
   This was what she lived for. Adrenaline coursed through her veins and all of her senses were on high alert. She wasn’t cracking heads or chasing bail jumpers, but this was just as good. Maybe even better. The forests of Polai smelled so much better than the back alleys in the Wastes.
 
   With the guards, their plans changed. Ru needed to get in that building and retrieve something. That made her his backup. That made it her job to make sure that he got in and got whatever he needed.
 
   They took it slow through the last half mile of forest. By the time they made it to the building, only one of the guards was standing by the truck. Ru took his blaster out of its holster and pointed away from where he stood, telling her silently to circle around.
 
   She moved carefully, making sure to stay out of sight. A minute later, a blaster shot whispered through the air as Ru took out the single guard. He didn’t kill him, though after she’d learned of this planet’s practice of slavery she couldn’t say that she would have cared if he did.
 
   Gravel covered the ground outside the loading bay and it crunched under Lis’s feet. It sounded as loud as a gunshot to Lis’s sensitive ears. By the time she made it to Ru, he’d just finished dragging the unconscious Polan to a shadowy spot on the side of the building.
 
   She followed him up to the door and waited, blaster drawn and eyes peeled, while Ru cracked the lock. It felt like it took forever, and Lis felt completely exposed even though it was almost completely dark and there were no lights around the building. 
 
   After a few more tense seconds, the lock gave and they were in. 
 
   If Ru hadn’t told her about the guards, she wouldn’t have realized they were there. None of the lights had been turned on inside the building and hollow silence rang out around them. But Lis kept her weapon out and they both hugged the wall and kept an eye out for security measures.
 
   Once they were a few hallways away from the loading dock, Lis began to breathe easier. She hoped that the guards were retrieving items from storage and wouldn’t care about what went on in the center of the building.
 
   When they passed through the cafeteria, Lis shivered and glanced sidelong at Ru. He was looking at her and their eyes locked. His nostrils flared and her mouth softened, pulling into a smile.
 
   Oh, hell. 
 
   If they weren’t under threat of three strange guards, she might have jumped him right there and finished what they’d started two nights ago.
 
   A grin pulled at Ru’s lips, but he tore his gaze away from her and spied the door she’d told him about. Just as she’d remembered there was both a physical and a digital lock. Ru pulled out a small device and knelt before the door to tackle them both.
 
   Lis went back to the door to the mess hall and kept a lookout. Still, she neither heard nor saw the guards that were lurking around somewhere.
 
   Ru made it through the door, but she waited outside. There was another entrance to the room he needed to access, but it was so well secured that he’d hear anyone coming long before he was in danger. 
 
   It was too dark to see well. She wondered if Ru or the Polans had any sort of enhanced night vision and hoped not. At least, she hoped the Polans didn’t. She wanted Ru to have any advantage that he needed.
 
   Lis was so confused. If she hadn’t been holding a weapon and waiting for hostile aliens to wander her way, she’d be a fucking mess. She needed to get her emotions under control and her head on straight. She couldn’t depend on Ru just because he’d been nice to her. She needed to remember that he’d also shot her with a blaster and technically kidnapped her.
 
   Though, she reflected, not many kidnappers armed their captives less than two days later.
 
   He was taking too long. She could feel each second tick by, inviting company from the people who really wouldn’t want them to be there. The facility might have been big, but that didn’t mean they were impossible to find. All the Polans would need to do was turn on the security system and she and Ru would be screwed.
 
   Lis heard something down the hall and froze, not even daring to breathe. She strained her ears, trying to figure out if something had merely fallen over or if it were one of the three remaining guards. 
 
   One second ticked by, and then another, and she heard nothing. A full minute passed before she was willing to believe that no one was coming down the hall in their direction.
 
   Finally, finally, Ru finished whatever he was doing and silently closed the door to the secure room behind him, careful to lock it once more. He held up a device in his hand that looked a little like a computer drive and grinned before sticking it into a pocket in his pants.
 
   Lis let out a breath, a tight line of tension releasing from her shoulders now that she saw him once more. In silence, they left the way they came, sticking close to the walls and moving slowly enough so that they didn’t make a sound.
 
   And then it all went to hell.
 
   Ru led them around the final corner to an exit on the other side of the building from the loading dock. As soon as they turned, they came face to face with the three Polan guards who’d been silent since they’d entered.
 
   Even in her shock, Lis moved, raising her blaster and firing at the first Polan before she registered what she was seeing. He was a threat; he needed to be taken out. And down he went, leaving the two remaining Polans. 
 
   They were clad in dark grey and were a head shorter than Lis. One wore a black hat and the other a pair of red glasses. But their short, lithe bodies gave them speed, and before she or Ru could fire off another shot, the Polans had dodged, ducking behind a stack of crates pushed near one wall.
 
   Ru pulled her back around the corner, dragging her whole body and practically carrying her. Laser blasts whirred past her ears, singeing her hair, but they got out of the line of fire, both uninjured.
 
   “Nice shot,” Ru said, a hand running over her shoulder and down her arm.
 
   Lis realized that he was patting her down for injuries. “I’m okay,” she reassured him. “Nice reflexes.”
 
   The way he looked at her, like he couldn’t bear for the smallest hurt to befall her, did strange things to her heart. It clenched and then unfurled, a strange emotion blossoming within. Lis leaned in close and gave him a kiss. If she hadn’t been riding high on a wave of battle euphoria, she might have resisted. But Ru was right there and he looked so good and tasted so sweet that she didn’t even try to stop herself.
 
   The blast from one of the Polan guns caught the edge of the wall, taking out a chunk of concrete near her head. Both she and Ru ducked down low and kept their weapons primed. 
 
   Blasters were a blessing and a curse. Unlike traditional guns, ammo was practically limitless. It would take hours for the power cell to deplete or overheat, and they didn’t take long at all to recharge. But that unlimited power had a limited punch. Blaster shots could injure someone and knock them out, but they were rarely deadly. Only a very lucky shot would kill a blaster victim.
 
   Lis stuck her arm out around the corner and shot blindly to discourage the Polans from advancing on them.
 
   “Can we get out another way?” she asked.
 
   Ru fired off his own rounds. “We’ll be too exposed. And by the time we make it across the building, they’ll be able to power up the security system and call for backup.”
 
   Damn it all.
 
   There was nothing complicated about what they had to do. It was two on two with each side sitting under cover. Unless the Polans had some significant firepower that they were holding back, the bolder team would be the one to win out. 
 
   Lis looked around, trying to find anything that would turn the advantage in their favor. But the facility had been shut up for the season and there was little detritus lying around for use in spontaneous blaster fights.
 
   Ru touched her lightly on the shoulder and pointed up. Lis followed his direction and spotted the small spout on the ceiling. The fire suppression system. Yes, that might do.
 
   Ru held up three fingers. “Run like the chasm is opening beneath you. We won’t have long.”
 
   She nodded and flexed her fingers around her weapon. This would work. It had to.
 
   He raised his blaster and fired off a shot, hitting the fire suppressor dead on. For a moment, nothing happened, and then the room started to fill with a liquid thicker than water and freezing cold.
 
   Lis and Ru took off, running toward the Polans before they realized what was happening. Lis fired in their direction, hoping for a hit, but mainly just trying to keep them from coming out from behind their cover.
 
   The door was fifteen feet away and wide open. She slipped in the liquid coming down from the ceiling and almost fell, but steadied herself at the last moment. Blasts shot out all around them, most going wide, but one or two nearly made contact.
 
   She thought she heard Ru cry out, but his face was just as determined as her own. They dove out the door and kept running into the woods, not bothering to finish off the Polans. It was too much of a risk. The walk to the facility had seemed to take forever. Now, in the pitch black, wet from head to toe, and being chased by angry aliens, the seconds rushed by. Eventually the blaster strikes stopped as they ran too far for the Polans to find them.
 
   When she stumbled into the clearing where Ru had parked his ship, she could have kissed the ground. It took her a moment to make out the shape of it. The passive cloaking technology made it almost impossible to see to the naked eye. 
 
   But the bright moonlight shone down and Lis caught it glinting off a piece of metal near one of the engines. As soon as she caught that edge, the rest of the ship seemed to appear.
 
   She turned to find Ru stumbling just behind her. They’d both made it. Her breath came in harsh gasps as the toll from the sprint hit her. It hurt to breathe and she felt like she was about to throw up.
 
   She could do that inside.
 
   But first, Lis holstered her blaster and stepped up to Ru, wrapping her arms around him. She was so damn glad that he was okay that she wasn’t sure what to do. But she needed to touch him, needed to reassure herself that he was right there with her and that he wanted her too.
 
   He raised his arms to clasp her close, but she could feel him wince and suck in a breath.
 
   Lis pulled back and one of her hands came away wet with a dark green substance. 
 
   His blood.
 
   Ru’s face lost its color and his eyes rolled back in his head going, from sinister red to pitch black in a second. Like a marionette whose strings had been cut, he tipped forward onto Lis and she just barely kept from falling.
 
   “Ru?” she asked, hoping it wasn’t bad. She let him down gently and laid him on his back. Then she saw the horrible gash in his abdomen where his shirt had torn open and revealed a nasty cut several inches wide and nearly as thick as her arm. 
 
   Blood poured out of him and Lis held her hands over the wound, trying to stem the tide. It wasn’t enough. She backed toward the forest, terrified that the Polans had caught up and had figured out where they were. Ru needed medical attention and they needed to get off this planet. 
 
   She didn’t know what to do. She wasn’t a doctor and her med kit back home had consisted of bandage gel, towels, and a roll of duct tape. 
 
   If she didn’t fix him up, he could die. Panic arced through her. He could not die. Not yet, not now, not when she was only beginning to get to know him and definitely starting to like him.
 
   “You can’t die,” she said out loud, as more of a prayer than a command. She pressed harder against his wound. “Please, just wake up!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   There was blood. And pain. 
 
   But there was also the sweetest touch that he could ever remember. 
 
   Ru rose to consciousness slowly, first feeling the nervous fingers rubbing up and down his arm and gripping his fingers every few moments. Then the less pleasant sensation of bruised and tattered muscle made itself known. He could feel the injury pull in his abdomen, whatever healing salve Lis had found doing its work, but burning him up as it functioned. He’d never been able to afford the good, fast acting regen creams.
 
   He cracked open his eyes and found himself laying down in his bed, his shirt cut open down the middle and his pants pushed down to almost expose him completely in the dim light of his quarters.
 
   Lis sat next to him, her face drawn and pale. When she saw that he was awake, she tried to drop her hands, but he held on, needing the contact. 
 
   “You got shot,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, it hurt.” He couldn’t remember the exact moment, but in one instant he’d turned to see if the Polans still pursued them and had been caught in his side by a blaster shot. If he had stopped running, he would have been fine, but the ship was still a mile away. Running with the wound had torn it further open. The last thing he remembered was collapsing in front of Lis and the horrified look on her face.
 
   She tried to pull away again, but Ru held on. Lis slanted a look his way and a wry smile crossed her lips. “I’m not going anywhere. I just need to check your bandage.”
 
   “I need you to stay with me.” The words slipped out in a whisper and when Lis quirked up an eyebrow at him, he realized that he’d said the words in Detyen. He didn’t repeat them in Interstellar Common. He didn’t want her to run. So he let go of her hand and let her do her work.
 
   She stood over him and peeled back the thin bandage hastily applied to his wound. From the amount of healing gel she used, he was certain she’d never received any medical training. There was more than three times too much. It wouldn’t do him any damage, but it was wasteful.
 
   “There wasn’t much gel left in the container,” she said. Instead of replacing the bandage, she left his skin exposed. Ru glanced down to see that the wound had almost completely healed, the skin a bit bruised and shiny. “You need a fresh first aid kit. Even I know your supplies are dangerously low.”
 
   Until he met her, he didn’t need the supplies. Buying anything that would last beyond the next couple of months was a colossal waste. But Ru kept it to himself. He couldn’t expect Lis to stay with him freely if she knew he would die without her. Though he doubted she even realized it, there was a streak of goodness within her that shined bright. She’d take him whether she wanted him or not to save his life.
 
   He didn’t want that. He wouldn’t bind this wonderful woman to him because of an annoying evolutionary threat. Maybe he was dooming himself, but Ru could still feel the warm imprint of her hands against him, taste the memory of her kiss. Doomed? He wasn’t so sure.
 
   Lis looked like she’d been through hell, like his injury had put her through it. If he could spare her even one moment of pain, he would do it in a heartbeat, but a selfish, animalistic part of him reveled in her tenderness. She was beginning to care for him.
 
   Ru grabbed a small towel from the pile she’d placed on the bed beside him and rubbed off the excess healing gel. He moved over, creating enough room on his cot for Lis. It would be a tight fit, but they could snuggle close.
 
   “Lie with me?” he asked, patting the pillow beside him. His skin ached to feel her against him. His flesh was fine but his soul needy. 
 
   An unsure look flickered across Lis’s eyes, as if she was remembering that she barely knew him. She didn’t have the reassurance or knowledge of the denya bond and if she felt the connection between them as sharply as he did, she had no vocabulary to understand it. 
 
   So Ru added a gentle, “Please?” 
 
   Lis’s resistance melted and she slid in beside him. There wasn’t enough room for both of them to sit comfortably or even lie flat on their backs. Ru turned to his side and Lis snuggled in next to him, her curvaceous form pressing gently against his chest. Ru’s arm came down across her, holding her close.
 
   She laced her fingers through his, the soft pads gently against the sheathes of his claws. She had to know that they were there, but she seemed completely at ease, her breath rising and falling evenly.
 
   This was contentment. Nothing could be more perfect.
 
   “You’re really heavy, you know,” she muttered in the dim light of the room. He could feel the tension eking out of her shoulders as she eased in against him.
 
   “What?” He laughed and wondered if he was leaning too hard against her, but there was no room for him to move back, his own shoulders brushing against the wall of the ship.
 
   She traced her thumb in circles on the pad of his hand. “You passed out outside. I had to drag you in. I thought…” She turned over so that she was facing him, letting go of his hand to let it hang loosely over her hip. “I was scared.” She let the last word slip like it was a dirty secret.
 
   “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he vowed. “You’ll get off this planet.” He hadn’t been afraid for himself when the blaster struck. No, it was all for her. Lis could not get stuck here if something happened to him. He wouldn’t doom her to a life on the run.
 
   Lis flicked her gaze up to meet his. Her eyes were so brown and soft, with that strange bright whiteness around the iris. She raised her hand to cradle his cheek and Ru leaned into her curled fingers. “I was worried about you,” she said.
 
   “I’m not that easy to get rid of.” But still, concern laced her expression. While he cherished the thought that she wanted him safe, the idea that his minor injury had caused her a moment of pain was too harsh a blow. “Two little green men are nothing,” he said. “Last year I outran an Oscavian warship through two sectors.”
 
   Despite her worry, he could see that she was impressed. She moved a little, letting her legs tangle with his. “Yeah? And why were they chasing you?”
 
   “That’s classified.” It wasn’t, but explaining that he’d stolen DNA samples from the royal family was not something that he could just let out.
 
   But Lis wouldn’t let it lie. “Is it now?” Her hand slid down his chin, tracing a path down his side and over his hip. “And if I use my skills to get it out of you?”
 
   Arousal surged as her fingers brushed against his sensitive flesh and his cock began to harden. He could see it in her eyes when she felt his length pushing against her, but now he saw lust rather than fear. “What kind of torture do you suggest?” If her fingers went any lower, he’d spill every secret he knew.
 
   Lis’s lips slid into a wicked curve. “All men ever think about is torture. How do you hit it? How do you break it? You never just think to ask.” She breathed out the last word and slid her fingers under the unbuckled band of his pants. 
 
   When she took him in hand, Ru hissed. But this wasn’t pain. It was heaven. He expected her to slide her lovely long fingers over the length of him, but instead, she teased him mercilessly, using only her fingertips to arouse his sensitive flesh.
 
   "Please," Ru gasped, unsure of what exactly he was begging for. He just knew he wanted—no, needed—it.
 
   "Do you like this?" she asked, all innocence, as her index finger circled around and around, playing him like a yurlu.
 
   "Yes," he said, arching into her grasp.
 
   But Lis just laughed and pulled her hand away with a negligent swipe. She used her other hand to push at his shoulder until he fell down to lay completely flat on the bed. She took the opportunity to climb on top of him and raise herself just over his cock. Her fingers were gone, now playing with the subtle hair on his chest. But the friction of her sex against him was enough to make him growl. 
 
   She leaned down over him and put her lips right next to his ear, licking the outer rim until Ru's eyes nearly crossed. She couldn't know how sensitive, how erotic, that one movement was to a Detyen. 
 
   "And what would you give me to keep going?" She punctuated that last question by biting down gently on his earlobe.
 
   "Anything," he promised, no longer certain if he was speaking IC or Detyen. He gripped her hips to keep her in place and ground his pelvis against hers. "I'll conquer galaxies in your name, just say the word."
 
   The husky sound that came from her throat might have been a laugh, but it was so twisted with her arousal that he couldn't be certain. "That sounds great," she said, regaining some composure as she lifted herself further onto her knees, taking away the delicious friction. "Even if I couldn't understand a word."
 
   So he had been speaking Detyen. It was harder to focus when his entire being was enthralled with her, but this time Ru concentrated on speaking the right words. "I'll do anything, just come back here." He tugged on her gently, not enough to force, but to make his point.
 
   Something glinted in Lis's brown eyes. "So you'll tell me why they were chasing you?"
 
   "What?" Who was chasing him? Whoever they were could wait.
 
   "The Oscavians?"
 
   Oh. That. Was that all she wanted? "I stole three royal DNA samples for a rival family. Don't know why they wanted them."
 
   "Which family?" she pressed, her fingers dipping down under his waistband once more but not quite finding his cock.
 
   Ru remembered what she was doing now and laughed, the full throated sound coming from deep within his lungs. He sat up in one motion, leaving Lis clinging to his chest lest she fall backward and bang her head against the low ceiling near the foot of his bed. "Oh, I am lucky that you aren't evil, denya."
 
   "How do you know?"
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   She hadn’t meant to play. Actually, Lis hadn't done much thinking or planning since dragging Ru inside the ship, sealing the door, and hoping that the regen-gel she found would work. He was too still for the longest time and fear had churned in her gut, keeping her glued beside the bed. 
 
   All thoughts of escaping him evaporated as she said silent prayers for his health. At least the thoughts of escaping him before leaving Polai. The desperate, feral survivor in the darkest part of her still knew that she had to take her chances once they were no longer tethered to this hell-hole. She couldn’t surrender to the bond between them. Not if she wanted to keep herself intact.
 
   Seducing him had most certainly not been in the cards. But now that she was kneeling on top of him, slick and ready with the feel of his hard cock nearly imprinted on her fingers, it seemed like an excellent idea. 
 
   Cradled against Ru's body, she was on fire with lust and protected in a way that she'd never felt before. Clinging to him wasn't some trick. It just felt damn good to let go.
 
   Now when he called her denya, thoughts of running away were silent. She wanted to know more. Was she his mate? Could she be, even though she was human and he wasn't? 
 
   Ru pushed a strand of her hair back behind her ear and answered the question she'd meant as a joke. But it had come out too vulnerable, too serious, to play it off with a laugh. "An evil person would have left me out there to bleed and stolen my ship."
 
   "I don't know how to fly your ship," she pointed out, not quite sure why she was trying to have this debate. Lis knew she wasn't evil. Right?
 
   Ru captured her lips quickly. "Evil is all hard edges and sharp points," he said. His fingers took hold of her hips and slid down until he cradled her ass in his hands. "You're much too soft."
 
   "You know some humans would take that as an insult." But she saw the heat in his eyes, the red only making the fire brighter. She loved that he loved her curves. There was no room for self-consciousness in his arms.
 
   "Why?" he asked, his puzzlement delighting her.
 
   "Earth women can be… sensitive… to our shapes. And some women aren't considered desirable because…" She really didn't want to get into this discussion.
 
   Ru's scoff was enough to stop her from trying to. "You are the most desirable woman that I've ever known."
 
   "So you've met a lot of humans?" She needed to learn to take a compliment! But her own cheeks were heating up and she couldn't quite look at him. It was almost wrong for him to say all these nice things that couldn't be true.
 
   "No," Ru said, waiting until she met his gaze before he continued. "You're the most desirable person of any species that I've ever met."
 
   "I'm already in your bed, there's no need for sweet talk." She really didn't mean to push him away, but what else could she do. He was the hottest guy she'd ever been flush up against, and if he kept saying things like that, he was going to crack her heart wide open.
 
   She could see that he didn't like the joke. His eyes were so serious, and a little concerned. Perhaps his people never used humor to deflect. If that were the case, they were truly doomed. She didn't know how to do anything else.
 
   He nodded as if coming to some momentous decision. "Yes, I think this calls for drastic measures."
 
   Before she could ask him what he meant, he had her flat on her back and was kneeling at her feet like a conquering hero. He reached for the zipper that held her bodysuit up and slowly undid it, inch by inch, revealing the layer of thin protective clothing she wore underneath. In the vids, the heroines were always completely naked under their suits. In real life, Lis had to worry about undergarments and weapon blasts. She'd take as many protective layers as possible.
 
   But Ru didn't have a problem with that. He stopped unzipping when he reached the bottom of her undershirt, where his fingers crept underneath, brushing lightly against her until she started to break out in goosebumps. 
 
   She stared at him, hypnotized, as he moved over her like he needed to see every inch of her before he could let her up. And Lis wasn't about to stop him.
 
   He hitched up the thin material until he exposed the underside of her breasts. When the suit was fully fastened, she had more than enough support, but when it was unzipped like this, she was completely open to him. His thumbs brushed the sensitive skin and Lis shivered.
 
   An alarm blared, red lights flashing, causing Ru to jerk back. “Did you set the passive shielding?” he demanded, rolling off of her and smoothing his pants down. All seductive intensity was gone. He grabbed a shirt from a drawer beside the bed and pulled it on.
 
   “I don’t think so.” Lis pulled down her own top and zipped her bodysuit back up. “Unless it was that big red button by the door, I didn’t do anything.”
 
   The curse he hissed out needed no translation, even though it was Detyen. “That’s the perimeter alarm. We’ve been discovered.”
 
   There wasn’t any more time for discussion. Ru ran for the cockpit and Lis followed close behind, unsure of what else to do. “You said you needed to recharge the cloaking system for one more day. Can we make it off planet without it?”
 
   Ru strapped himself into the pilot seat, “Sit there,” he told her, pointing slightly back and to the left of the pilot seat to where the weapon master would normally sit. “We’re at 87% charged. It should be enough.”
 
   Should. That was the kind of wishy-washy word that got people killed, but Lis kept that to herself.
 
   Ru flipped down a visor in front of his face and Lis found something similar attached to her seat. She mirrored his motion, looking out through the visor while she clasped the seat buckle in front of her. The weapon master was responsible for defense of a small vessel like this, and that made it Lis’s job to fire the blasters and laser cannons at the enemy.
 
   “Don’t take a shot unless we lose our cloaking,” Ru instructed. 
 
   “Got it.” There were dozens of buttons arrayed in the panel in front of her and the armrest of her chair ended with a joystick she could use to aim and fire. She turned one of the dials on her weapon’s panel to its highest setting. She’d seen a Central Fleet ship in a museum once and that was what the sign said that control was for.
 
   She hoped that was the standard because Ru didn’t have time to teach her any of this.
 
   The visor in front of her eyes didn’t give Lis an exact view of the Polans coming for them. What she saw instead was a grid with dots of varying sizes heading toward the center of her grid. Only one of them looked big enough to do them any damage; the rest she guessed were ground locked vehicles which couldn’t pursue them once they lifted off.
 
   The anti-grav engine engaged with a lurch, throwing her forward and jolting her back in her seat. She expected a lot of noise, but it was near silent, and she was afraid that if she breathed too loud it would tip off the Polans. Logically, that wasn’t going to happen. But she didn’t care about logic at the moment.
 
   They lifted off, and there was no way for her to tell that the cloaking shields worked except for the fact that none of the Polans started shooting. Lis kept her fingers hovering over her weapon controls, ready to fire the moment she needed to. Her heartbeat nearly deafened her and a fine sheen of sweat popped up on the back of her neck. Her hands barely shook, but that was only due to years of experience in dangerous situations.
 
   This one felt so much worse. She didn’t like not having control.
 
   “The cloaking holds,” Ru said as he pulled up on the throttle. “Charge is 84%.”
 
   Lis reached up and felt around the edges of her visor. She found a button and pressed, changing the view to get a look outside the ship. They’d just climbed above the trees, their engines ruffling the clouds. She cast her gaze around, trying to find the Polans who were after them.
 
   “I see a ship in the air,” she said. “Definitely within firing range.”
 
   “Hold your fire,” Ru commanded, all business. “I see it too.” His hands moved over his controls, but Lis couldn’t tell what he was doing.
 
   She turned her attention back to her visor. They climbed inch by grueling inch. Every minute or so Ru gave her an update on the cloaking charge. They’d climbed high; Lis could see for miles around them, and they’d left the scary looking ships behind. 
 
   “Charge is down to 26%,” said Ru. “It’s not going to hold.”
 
   “What?” Lis jerked up, grasping the firing controls and switching her visor view back to weapons mode.
 
   “I need to engage the turbo engines to break through the atmosphere. It normally eats up 31% of a cloaking charge.” He sounded incredibly calm considering the situation. “That means that once we break atmo, we’re going to be visible to the satellite defense system. Shoot down anything that approaches us. We’re not going to have any friends until we’re through the nearest gate and out of this sector.”
 
   “And how far is the gate?” she asked, trying to match his calm.
 
   Gates were like magical doors between different sectors. Flying through one cut lightyears off a ship’s flying time and made interstellar and intergalactic travel possible for regular ships without FTL drives.
 
   “We can make it,” Ru promised. He reached out and held his hand up. Lis placed her own in it and gave him a tight squeeze.
 
   “Let’s see what this thing can do,” she challenged. They held onto each other for three more seconds, neither willing to be the first to let go. But if they were going to escape, they needed both of their hands.
 
   Ru straightened in his seat and began pressing buttons with quick fingers. “Engaging turbo in three, two, one. Engaged.”
 
   This time Lis both felt and heard it as the engines let out a deafening roar and they rocketed forward, up and up, through the last bits of Polan sky, and encountered the thick barrier of the atmosphere.
 
   She knew the determination on her face matched Ru’s, but she couldn’t look over at him. Her entire focus belonged to the readout in front of her. They’d evaded the ground patrols, but that wasn’t the only thing they had to worry about.
 
   Lis warmed up one of the guns, setting it to ready mode and waiting for the grid to light up with enemy fire.
 
   The ship rocked as they blasted through atmo, and then Lis felt the weightlessness invade her body as gravity dissipated around them. A second later, synthetic grav engaged and she could move normally again. 
 
   Two large dots appeared on her grid on opposite sides of the ship. In moments they’d be passing right between them. Lis’s finger rested on the fire button, just waiting for the cloaking to fall.
 
   “1% left,” Ru warned.
 
   They flew as straight as possible for as long as possible, but Lis felt it the second that the cloaking shield gave out. The lights in the cockpit grew slightly brighter and Ru started swerving madly, not staying on any one trajectory long enough for the defense systems to get a lock on them.
 
   Lis watched as the two large satellites swiveled toward them. She fired at the first, letting off a laser shot, but going wide when Ru turned again. Lis bit back her curse and aimed once more.
 
   “We’ve got incoming!” she yelled, “Right on our tail.” She tried to shoot at the blasts of energy coming toward them. Ru had said to shoot everything. This had to count. Her shots acted as a barrier, deflecting the laser shots and keeping the speeder safe.
 
   Lis aimed for the satellite once more. She lined it up along her grid and shot. The blast fired an instant before Ru swerved again, jolting her in her seat. But one of the two large blobs on her grid went dark.
 
   “Hit!” she yelled. “That’s one of the satellites.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Lis rolled her shoulders and tried to take aim again. She didn’t see the shot that hit them, but the lights flickered for a moment. It wasn’t enough to stop Ru. “That’s enough of this,” he said. “We’re getting out of here. Now.”
 
   Lis fired blindly behind them. She hoped to hit the unharmed satellite, but as long as she stopped them from being hit again, she’d consider it a success. Her ears popped, and suddenly the blob on her grid was getting smaller and smaller as they sped away from the planet.
 
   “One minute to the gate,” Ru said.
 
   “Got it.” Lis focused on the firing grid in front of her, looking for any speck of an enemy ship that would keep them from escaping. The satellite was nothing more than a vicious memory now, but she didn’t know what else the Polans had left to throw at them.
 
   “Thirty seconds,” Ru counted down.
 
   An array of dots crept up on the edge of the screen, hundreds of them gaining fast. Lis started to fire, laying down a wall of laser blasts. But for every one she hit, two seemed to take its place.
 
   “Stop firing or we won’t make it through!” Ru yelled.
 
   But they were too close. If Lis stopped shooting, they’d be overrun. She let out a shriek and fired three more shots directly behind them, opening up a hole in the Polan attackers before tearing her hand off the firing stick and holding it up in the air.
 
   “Get us through before they’re on us!”
 
   Ru didn’t respond, but he didn’t need to be told twice. Her ears popped once more and she felt a great weight press down against her skin. It became hard to breathe. The deeper a breath she tried to take, the less air she could pull into her lungs. Lis panted, trying for smaller gasps. It didn’t seem to help.
 
   And then it was over. 
 
   She looked down at her readout and saw nothing. They were through the gate and home free.
 
   “They won’t dare pursue us through there. It would be an act of war.” Ru flipped up his visor and pushed his chair back from the controls. “We survived.”
 
   Lis unbuckled everything she could as quickly as possible, one arm getting tangled in her restraint. But after a short struggle she was free.
 
   She launched herself at Ru, clutching him close and hugging him with all her might. His own arms wrapped around her and he cradled her head with one of those big alien hands of his. She couldn’t make herself let go. They could have just died and she was only beginning to figure out what he meant to her. 
 
   She tried to make herself pull back so she could get a handle on her emotions, but she couldn’t let go. It felt too damn right to hold him close. Now that they were in the relative safety of a new sector, all of the things that could have gone wrong were blasting through her mind.
 
   No, she wasn’t letting go. Not until she was sure she could survive without him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   The blast did a number on the ship. Ru spent a few hours trying to determine the extent of the damage after they made it through the gate, but after scanning all of the obvious systems, the only conclusion he had was that it was too early to tell. When he was certain that they weren’t being pursued and the auto-pilot would last for at least a few hours, he took the time to get some actual rest.
 
   Lis made herself scarce, though he wasn’t quite sure why. If it weren’t for her, he would be dead. Untrained though her technique was, she’d laid down enough fire to combat an entire army, not merely one blast from a Polan defense satellite.
 
   When he woke the next morning, her door was closed and a quick consult with the ship’s computer let him know that she was still asleep in her room. Ru didn’t try to wake her. She’d had a big scare the day before and no doubt needed a rest.
 
   Instead, he started to fix his ship. The work consumed him and before he knew it, his muscles were sore from holding awkward positions for hours, and he was entirely surrounded by hundreds of feet of colorful wire.
 
   No one system had been completely taken out by the blast, but the only things that hadn’t been affected in some way were the life support and cloaking systems. 
 
   Navigation had been nearly fried to a crisp and if he hadn’t known the coordinates for Honora station by heart, they would have been lost in empty space. Few ships jumped through the Polan gate, and they were floating in one of the least populated shipping lanes in the entire galaxy. 
 
   Ru knew that they wouldn’t see another ship until they hit the next gate. And with the fried systems and nearly nonfunctional navigation computer, their trip had just gained a few days. He’d hoped to be at Honora station by the end of the week. Now, that wasn’t going to happen. They couldn’t fly at top speed, and he would need to watch the flight computer with a keen eye to make sure they stayed on course.
 
   But he had friends on Honora. They’d be able to repair his ship. Or take it off his hands, if Lis decided to leave him.
 
   No, he wouldn’t think of that. 
 
   A noise in the kitchen caught his ear. He disentangled himself from the wires and cords and stood up, taking just a moment to stretch. He exited the cockpit, leaving the door open behind him, to find Lis standing before the food processor and drawing on the input screen.
 
   He stood in the doorway, one arm resting casually on the ceiling of the ship, and just looked at her. She already seemed so at home on his ship and in his life. Her hair was pulled back and secured with a torn piece of cloth. It was messy and comfortable and so damn homey that for a moment, Ru was struck by a feeling of longing for something he’d never had before.
 
   Her brows were furrowed in concentration as she tabbed through all of the options in the processor. In one hand, she held a spare tablet he’d left in her room for entertainment. Since she couldn’t read IC, he figured she had a dictionary app open so that she could stumble through food preparation.
 
   Lis looked over to find him staring, and her mouth pulled into a bright smile. “Morning! I thought you might like some breakfast.”
 
   “That sounds wonderful.” A fragile awareness blossomed between them, born of danger and protectiveness and a heady dose of attraction. Ru wanted to hold it tight, but he knew if he grasped it too hard, it would disintegrate into dust.
 
   So they’d start with a meal and move slowly. After all, preparing food was a long held courtship custom among his people. With no planet to call their own any longer, a next meal was never guaranteed. Sharing food and culture was the ultimate kindness. He kept this from Lis, not to lie, but because he wasn’t sure what she was ready to know. She’d already run from him once and he would not let her contemplate doing so once more.
 
   Ru took his seat at the table, sitting on the pillow covered bench along the wall of the ship. Lis pulled out plates and prepared drinks, not giving him one hint of what she’d made. It smelled different and delicious and his mouth watered. He hadn’t eaten yet and only now did he realize how hungry he’d become.
 
   She turned around with two plates in hand and set them on the table. “There’s no maple syrup in your processor,” she explained. Ru had no idea what ‘maple syrup’ even was. It must have been a human thing. “But I think we’ll be able to make do with what I’ve put together.”
 
   Ru took a deep breath, breathing in the sweet aroma of the small stack of cakes piled beside links of sausage. “It looks delicious.” She was biting her lip and looking down at him expectantly, just waiting to see what his opinion would be. Ru was happy to oblige. He sliced into the fluffy cake and dipped it into the dark syrupy mixture she’d put in a small bowl. 
 
   It was delicious. He took another bite and then another, finishing off the cake with aplomb. Then he tried the sausage and the salt and protein was the perfect balance to what she’d just made.
 
   But Lis wasn’t yet satisfied. She slid into the seat beside him and said, “No, try them together.”
 
   Ru didn’t know what she meant. The sweet cake couldn’t possibly pair simultaneously with the sausage. They would taste too different.
 
   Seeing that he wasn’t about to take her advice, Lis tore into one of his cakes and used it to wrap up a small bite of sausage. She dipped them in the syrup and held her fingers up right in front of his mouth.
 
   “Trust me,” she said.
 
   With her seated flush up against him and her fingers only a breath away from his lips, there was no way that Ru could make himself refuse. He opened his mouth and let her feed him, catching the edges of her fingertips with his lips as he bit down on her concoction.
 
   As the flavor exploded in his mouth, he bit back a moan. She’d been so damn right that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d tasted anything as scrumptious.
 
   Well, except for her lips.
 
   She settled back to sit beside him, but Ru threw his arm around her shoulder to keep her from moving too far away. Lis readjusted herself, leaning up against him and pulling her plate closer so she could eat her own food. She didn’t try to pull away, leaving Ru preening and oddly satisfied. 
 
   Lis cut up her food and explained, “It’s the only meal that the mother at the orphanage could make. Everything else was… blech.” She scrunched up her face and scoffed. “She thought she could cook, and that’s just about the worst decent thing you can do to a bunch of half-starved kids.”
 
   That she’d lived a hard life had never been in doubt. It had made her strong, but her edges were sharp.
 
   “Were you there long?” he asked. Human adolescence lasted so much longer than Detyen. He’d been apprenticed to his first intergalactic mission before he turned ten and completely trained by thirteen. 
 
   Lis took a bite and shrugged. “A few years. I wandered in off the street when I was seven and was put into job training when I turned twelve.” She smiled, a glint in her eye, “It didn’t take.”
 
   With the hand draped over her shoulder, he played with a strand of hair, wrapping it around his finger and letting it fall loose. It was so soft that it was hard to stop touching it. “Always the troublemaker?”
 
    “I was an angel!” Lis laughed as she protested. “What about you?”
 
   Ru shook his head, a mock look of confusion on his face. “I don’t know what you’re asking. I, too, was perfect.”
 
   “Really?” There was a hint of vulnerability in her gaze, like she would believe him if he said he spoke the truth. When she used that tone and that look, he was powerless to lie.
 
   “I may have—only once—caused a ship to become stranded half a lightyear from civilization.” And in doing so he’d learned more about interstellar engineering than ten years of classes could teach him.
 
   “No shit? What happened?” Lis casually picked at her food while she spoke, but she stayed cuddled up close to him as if it were the most natural thing in the universe. 
 
   Ru sat on the knife’s edge of worry and bliss. She was opening up for him, but it could all disappear. He let none of the concern out when he spoke. “It was in the second year of my apprenticeship. I’d been begging my boss to allow me to make small, common repairs that I had watched him take care of dozens of times. At every turn, he said no.” Ru still remembered the harsh expression Yov levelled at him every time he asked the question. “So one shift I was left to watch for any issues. If one arose, I had been instructed to fetch one of the journeymen or masters if anything went wrong. And in the middle of the night, one of the sensors started to blink.”
 
   Lis’s eyes widened as she said, “Oh, no,” in a tone of voice that said she knew exactly what would happen next. Her fingers curled casually into the fabric of his top.
 
   Ru placed his own hand on top of hers. “It looked like one anti-grav engine was on the verge of overheating. That’s about the simplest thing to fix on any ship. Recycle the core, flush the coolant, refill it, and you’re done. It takes five minutes. Under normal circumstances.”
 
   “What happened?” she asked.
 
   He could still feel the heat of the engine room on his cheeks, smell the tang of oil in the air. “The engine was actually failing. Same sensor, but a quick diagnostic would have revealed the problem. Only I wasn’t authorized to run diagnostics by myself.” At the time it had seemed completely unfair, though now Ru understood the method. “So I did what I thought would fix it. And the engine blew.”
 
   She gasped. “Was anyone hurt?”
 
   He shook his head, “Luckily, no. But I was demoted and given extra chores for three months along with a dock in pay to cover 10% of the cost.”
 
   “How expensive was it?” He was close enough to read every minute expression on her face. He would talk all day if only to catalog her every tic.
 
   “We were assigned to a military grade freighter out of the Nyglan Conglomerate.” At the time, the Conglomerate had been on the verge of war and in need of every ship it could get. Training was hard, fast, and incredibly strict. “I could not take a payment for more than a year.”
 
   She winced in sympathy and he was reminded that she’d lived the life of contract muscle as well. She understood the need for payment. “That must have sucked.”
 
   “At least my meals and board were provided at no cost.” And he had gotten what he’d paid for. The processors had been stocked with flavorless meal packs and protein drinks, and he’d bunked with three other apprentices for five years, well into his journeymanship.
 
   The sound of a bell ringing caught his attention. The hourly alarm he’d set to remind him to check the navigation course rang. He didn’t want them to stray too far off course if the system failed. He looked down at his plate and was shocked to see that he’d eaten all but a few crumbs. He’d been so caught up in talking with Lis that he hadn’t realized that he’d been slowly eating. Still, he said and meant, “This was truly the best meal I can remember having on this ship.” He packed decent, nutritious meals, but rarely bothered to enjoy anything that took more than a few seconds to make.
 
   Her cheeks turned an adorable pink. “Thanks.”
 
   “I need to check the navigation system and do some rewiring.” He’d left everything in a pile when he saw her in the kitchen. He dreaded going back to tangle with those problems alone, but it was necessary. “The system will need to be checked once an hour for the next few days to make sure we are on course for the next gate.”
 
   Her eyes widened. “Were we that damaged?” 
 
   Ru shrugged, now used to the extent of the damage. He wasn’t happy that his ship had taken fire, but he knew the truth. “It could have been much worse were it not for you.”
 
   Lis looked down, her face fallen. “I let us get hit.”
 
   Ru hooked a finger under her chin and lifted her face up so that she saw him. He needed her to know exactly how much he valued her, not just as his denya, but as the woman who had saved his life. “You took out a satellite and only let a single blast through. I’d hardly fault you for one shot.”
 
   She gave him half a smile. “Not bad for a first timer, I guess.”
 
   Ru kissed her forehead. He would have done more, but the alarm still rang and he wanted her too much to be satisfied with one chaste kiss. “Not bad at all,” he said. They cleared the table and placed everything in the recycler. Before Lis could walk away or Ru could stop himself, he asked, “Would you join me?”
 
   He didn’t know what he expected. She looked at him with an odd expression, her brows drawn down and lips turned in what could almost be called a smile. She was silent for a few seconds before nodding once, slowly, and saying, “I think I’d like that. A lot, actually.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   Lis was falling for Ru. Hard. It had started sometime back on Polai. Maybe when they’d made out just before they were caught, or even some time before then. She couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment, but the emotions had caught up to her now and were a storm churning in her brain.
 
   Though 'falling' might not have been the right term. She was terrified and excited that she'd already fallen and was just waiting for one little hint from him to admit it. 
 
   Because that was the weird thing. They'd escaped Polai more than a week before and in that time, they'd spent a good portion of their time together. They would talk and laugh, casually brush up next to each other, share their meals, and generally do everything that two people who really liked each other did. But Ru hadn't kissed her, not really kissed her, since they'd been interrupted. 
 
   And things were getting uncomfortable. 
 
   Okay, she was horny. 
 
   Her feelings weren't only hormones, but there was a definite chunk of her that wanted to climb on top of him and ride him into ecstasy. Goddamn it, that would be fun.
 
   The cockpit seemed a little cramped to get the job done, but they each had their quarters and there was the holoroom, so it was not a lack of space that kept them apart.
 
   It was Ru. 
 
   She caught him looking at her when he didn't think she noticed and he had that smoldering look in his eyes that told her she belonged in his bed. It lit her up, and her dreams had gone from steamy to creatively wicked. Four nights in a row she'd woken up panting and on the verge of screaming out his name. She tried to hint that she was open to him, that she wanted his caress.
 
   First she made sure to stand too close, invade his space. She'd bent over at times, showing off her ass. She'd touched him, brushing her fingers against his thigh and coming within inches of his cock. Every single action she took would have been obvious to a red blooded Earth male that she was hot for him.
 
   He still wanted her. She was certain of it. It was evident in those stolen glances and the words he almost said to her. Each time he slipped and called her 'denya,' she saw him wince as if he wished that he could stop himself. At first, the term had scared her. Now she wrapped it around herself like a warm blanket. She didn't understand fate or magical bonds, but it made Ru hers and that was all that mattered. Even if the attraction evaporated once they made it to civilization, he was hers now, and she was done pretending otherwise.
 
   Eight days after jumping through the gate and escaping Polan territory, Lis sat in the cockpit with Ru. Wiring seemed to grow out of every panel of the walls, and every day, there was more and more tangled all around Ru's workstation. 
 
   And every hour the alarm sounded for one of them to check the nav system. In eight days, it hadn't once led them off course. But Ru wasn't content to trust it. Half of the wires he fiddled with interacted with the nav controls in some way, and if he cut the wrong one, they could easily lose their way.
 
   But it was too much work for just one man. He hadn't been completely caught up in his wiring. He'd taken time to teach her how to check the system against the maps he kept stored in a separate database. And after she'd absorbed that, he'd shown her how to manually fly the ship. She wouldn't be able to practice breaking atmo or landing until they found a suitable planet, but she could take over if something happened to Ru and the autopilot.
 
   After she'd learned how to monitor the nav system, she and Ru had fallen into a pattern of sleeping in shifts. One of them was always up to monitor the controls, and when they were both awake, they spent most of their time together, either sitting in the cockpit or the kitchen.
 
   She'd been cooped up with other people before and been on the brink of violence within a day or two. With Ru, it felt… nice. Comfortable. Right.
 
   At the moment, she wasn't doing much. But her gaze dropped to where Ru sat, propped against the wall, his brows drawn down in harsh contemplation.
 
   He scowled and threw down the handful of wires he'd been working with. “Damn it!” he said. Apparently he hadn't gotten the memo on 'comfortable.'
 
   “What?” Lis asked. He'd been working all day, occasionally talking with her, but mostly just staring at his project.
 
   “Nothing." Ru blew out a breath, the hair that had fallen across his eyes momentarily flying away before settling back down. "I’m merely frustrated. I mis-spliced the cords," he explained, holding up a bright yellow piece of wire.
 
   Lis put down the small piece of equipment she'd been studying and stood up. “Okay, that’s it.”
 
   Ru had to tilt his head back to look at her sudden height. “Excuse me?”
 
   “We’ve both got cabin fever or something. It's time for a break.” They'd spent too long working. Every single waking moment was connected to keeping the ship flying. And right now she suspected Ru was working on the wires just to keep himself busy, not because they would fall out of space without it.
 
   “Cabin fever?” he asked.
 
   Lis waved her hands around and said, “Small space, nowhere to go, only the two of us. We’re stressed.”
 
   He kept his tone deliberately even, but she knew he was still on edge. “The trip will only take a few more days. I can keep track of the nav system if you need some time…"
 
   “Ruwen.” She cut him off. His face jerked and his eyes glowed red. How she’d ever read that look as demonic, she didn’t know. That was pure desire.
 
   “We both need to relax,” she said, trying not to get distracted. “So we need to take a break.”
 
   He pointed to the central computer, “The nav system…”
 
   Lis wasn’t interested in that just now. She had other ideas. “Just three hours. We can check it after.” 
 
   “If it goes off course…”
 
   “It hasn’t yet and it won’t do much harm if it does.” They could spare a little time to unwind. And, at worst, they’d end up a little off course. That could easily be corrected. They were in empty space; there wasn’t much danger of flying into a star or hitting a planet.
 
   Ru grinned. “What do you propose?”
 
   “A walk in the park.” She held out her hand and he rose from his nest of equipment and took it.
 
   After they set the alarm for three hours, Lis lead Ru down the hallway to the holoroom. When she wasn’t sleeping or sitting in the cockpit with Ru, she’d spent a little time experimenting with the different settings of the holoplayer.
 
   She set it to the one that she wanted and watched the forest of maple trees sprout up around them. “It’s not quite home, but it’s close.” It looked a little like the movies she’d seen of parks from the end of the twentieth century. The sky above them was a clear blue interspersed with fluffy white clouds. Trees shot up fifty or more feet in the air with green leaves providing a bit of shade.
 
   There was nothing like that in the Wastes, but it still felt almost like Earth. 
 
   She took Ru’s hand and walked with him down a leaf strewn path. The air was fresh and whispered around them, tousling her hair, not cold enough that she needed a coat. Birds chirped off in the distance and it smelled fresh, green, and lively, everything that she imagined a forest should smell like.
 
   But it wasn’t just the forest she wanted to see.
 
   The little path terminated outside of a small cottage. The woods blocked them from walking any further, but the wooden building looked completely inviting. If some fairy tale witch had claimed it, she must have been one of the good ones.
 
   Lis smiled at Ru. “I saw it last time I chose this holo, but I didn’t go inside.”
 
   “Why not?” he asked.
 
   “Because I didn’t want to go alone.” There was something special about this place, something that she wanted to share with him. That might have seemed silly. This was his holo program, after all. He could have gone into the cabin any number of times, but from the contemplative look in his eyes, it was new to him as well.
 
   They walked up the gray stone pathway to the door and climbed the three steps onto the porch. It was a log cabin made of reddish wood with dark tiles covering the roof. Lis saw smoke billowing out of the chimney. 
 
   She opened the door and stepped in, Ru right behind her, his body heat seeping into her skin through her clothes. She leaned back, pressing herself lightly against him. Ru placed a hand on her hip and was about to slide it away when Lis covered it with her own fingers. He stilled.
 
   Physics had been thrown out the window. 
 
   From the outside, the cabin had appeared small, one story and perhaps a few hundred square feet. They'd been in the middle of a forest and it should have been surrounded completely with trees.
 
   But the inside of this cabin was enormous. The roof soared above them, probably twenty feet high or more. It was too tall to make out the detailing of the decorated wooden beams on the ceiling. Along one wall there was a fireplace that would have fit into a palace; it was taller than her and the fire that roared within was hot and big enough to roast a boar. A big furry rug was laid out before the fire in between two high backed leather chairs.
 
   However, the cottage had only one star. A four poster bed took up an entire quarter of the room. A dozen people could sleep comfortably without any risk of rolling over onto each other. 
 
   Opposite the front door, a large window took up most of the wall. It looked out over a cliff and onto the ocean, where waves crashed against rocky outcroppings.
 
   "Is this what all of your dwellings look like?" Ru asked, voice full of wonder.
 
   Lis couldn't stop the laughter that bubbled up on her throat. "God no. I can touch the opposite walls of my room if I really reach for it and there aren't any windows." Even the crew quarters she was sleeping in now were nicer, though she knew if she were sharing that room with three other people she wouldn't have the same opinion. "This place is special." And not just because it would be a palace on Earth.
 
   He stepped in past her and looked around, slowly turning so he could drink in all of the details. But his eyes finally settled on her, bright red with his inner fire. "Yes, special."
 
   Lis's heart skipped a beat. He wasn't talking about the cabin.
 
   The kiss had been days in coming and when they closed the distance between themselves and his lips covered hers, it was like taking her first gulp of water after months in the desert. This was what coming home felt like. She didn’t care that he was an alien, that his tongue was slightly pointed with strange ridges on it, or that his body was covered with the most fascinating patterns that she’d ever seen on a person. 
 
   A distant part of her thought that he should have tasted strange. None of Ru’s building blocks had come from Earth. He’d never eaten an apple or petted a cat. But as her tongue rasped against his, nothing could have felt more familiar, more like home. It wasn’t that he was something that she knew, it was that he was everything she needed.
 
   Her fingers grasped his shoulders, digging in deep.
 
   Ru hitched one hand under her thigh until she wrapped her legs around his waist, letting him take all of her weight and support her completely. She was wrapped around him, clutching him close as his lips devoured hers. This wasn’t like kissing a human man. His tongue had those delicious little ridges and his teeth were too pointy. 
 
   He pressed her up against the wall, letting it do most of the work to keep her in place. But wild horses couldn’t have dragged Lis away from him, not right now, not when she was on fire with desire and more than a little in love with the way his tongue played against hers.
 
   When he tried to pull back, Lis dipped in again, keeping him flush up against her. She felt the growing hardness of his cock against her stomach. Her insides clenched and she knew that she was wet at her core. It would take little work to slip out of her clothing and take him inside of her.
 
   God above, she yearned for him.
 
   She arched her hips up, rubbing against him, her most sensitive flesh against his own. Ru groaned and lightly bit on her lip, tugging at it. Lis set one foot down on the ground, trying to find some semblance of balance, but that only brought her into closer contact.
 
   Why wasn’t she naked right now?
 
   Ru kissed down her jaw and over the rapid pulse in her neck. His fingers splayed against the swell of her breast and she bit her lip to keep from moaning as he stroked over the sensitive flesh.
 
   “Do you like that?” he asked, his voice husky and full of lust. 
 
   Lis let the moan free, barely able to say, “Yes.”
 
   “You’re more sensitive right here, aren’t you?” It was only when he asked that she realized he’d never made love to a human before. 
 
   Lis reached up and placed her hand over his own. “It’s sensitive here,” she confirmed. And then she took his hand lower until his fingers barely brushed the juncture of her thighs. “And very sensitive here.”
 
   The red of Ru’s eyes darkened to almost black as he gently stroked one finger against her. For a moment, Lis remembered the claws he could summon up at any moment, but she felt no fear. She knew to the very foundation of her being that Ru would not hurt her.
 
   She thought he would fall to his knees right there to bring her pleasure, but instead, he tugged gently on her hand and led her across the room, where he laid her down on the bed.
 
   “Let me give you a taste of what we could be,” he said.
 
   Lis didn’t know what the we meant in that sentence, but all she cared about was the taste. “Do whatever you want,” she responded, unclasping the button above the zipper on her jumpsuit.
 
   He revealed her, inch by glorious inch. And it was short work of sliding out of the top and shedding her undershirt before her breasts were bare before him. His hands smoothed over the skin of her stomach and Lis wasn’t self-conscious of the swell of her stomach or the curve of her hips. 
 
   Ru looked ravenous. 
 
   He leaned down and pressed his lips to the skin above her navel, letting that tongue of his lap at the soft flesh. Lis shivered under him, her legs unconsciously spreading wider to accommodate where he knelt between them. He kissed and licked up a straight line from her navel to her chest, only stopping when he met the soft mounds in his way.
 
   “Are they always this big?” He rolled his eyes up at her to ask.
 
   Lis grinned, the possessive desire in his eyes making her squirm against the soft white sheets. “Human women come in all sizes. But I’m a bit… curvier than most.”
 
   “I love your curves.” He spoke with naked honesty and then proved his point by taking the tip of her breast into his mouth, carefully lapping at the soft, sensitive flesh. 
 
   The sharp points of his teeth barely scraped against her skin, sending a warning skitter of ice across her shoulders. It melted into a puddle of hot wax as Ru’s fingers reached deeper, diving into the seam of her jumpsuit and laying against the tender folds of her sex.
 
   Yes, she wanted to cry out. But her words were suddenly caught in the supernova bursting somewhere in her chest. Her heart unfurled as her legs spread, her sex aching for the pleasure that only Ru’s fingers—or his cock—could give to her. She was an eager slave to it, wanting in a way that she didn’t know she could want.
 
   And then his fingers were brushing against the wet heat of her sex and Lis’s mind gave up trying to think about anything but the sensations he was giving her. Ru was a quick study, listening for every one of her indrawn breaths and little pants. 
 
   When his fingers found her clitoris, he circled it, repeating the motion over and over as she arched her hips up against him, trying to take more contact. And he gave and he gave, whispering words to her in a language she couldn’t understand. She didn’t need to understand it. They were speaking a language beyond words now.
 
   His eyes practically glowed as he focused on her like some kind of ferocious predator. Maybe that intensity should have scared her, but it only ratcheted up her desire for him. Sweat poured off of her and she couldn’t suck in a breath while he played her like a finely tuned instrument. 
 
   Ru dipped a finger inside of her and then another, his thumb still rubbing around at that knot of pleasure at her core.
 
   “Please,” Lis whimpered, unsure of exactly what she wanted.
 
   Ru jerked up, his eyes twin flames. “Let go, denya,” he commanded and added a third finger, stretching her, making her ready for him.
 
   Lis shattered, convulsing around him. Her thoughts all scattered away as the pleasure took her under, powered entirely by Ru’s hands and the gruff order in his voice. She bucked against him, her body jerking as his unrelenting hands brought her to a second orgasm right on the heels of the first.
 
   It was too much and Lis cried out, the sound ending in a moan that Ru captured with his lips against hers. 
 
   Only as she quivered against him and made little sounds of overloaded pleasure did he begin to show mercy, removing his fingers and petting her lightly, bringing her down for the razor’s edge of pleasure.
 
   With his lips against hers, Lis shouldn’t have been able to catch her breath, but little by little, she came down from the high. But she couldn’t stop herself from kissing him, tasting his tongue against hers and feeling his cheek cradled in her palm.
 
   This wasn’t just sex. Not when she felt so safe in his arms. Not when she could almost let herself believe the promise in Ru’s touch.
 
   “You’re thinking,” Ru chided when he pulled back. In the dim light of the room, she might have almost confused him for human if it weren’t for those eyes. His cheekbones were cut from pure granite, but the tilt of his mouth to one side let her know that he was only teasing.
 
   “Only about you,” she promised. She lifted Ru’s shirt up until he read her intent and took it off himself. Then she pressed her hand flat against his naked chest, her fingers tracing over the bottom line of his markings. “Roll over.”
 
   Though she knew that he would not always accede to her commands, he followed this one until he was the one vulnerable on his back. The swell of his erection pressed tightly against his pants.
 
   “I need to feel you,” she said, only realizing the depth of the confession once the words were out.
 
   But Ru didn’t push for more. He gave himself completely over to her. “I am yours.”
 
   She sat up beside him, conscious that her breasts hung free in her jumpsuit. Rather than zip back up, she pushed down the sleeves until she was half-naked before him. Lis shivered at the heat in his eyes. She was still hungry for him, still desperate to have him buried inside of her, but something held her back from getting completely naked and taking that step.
 
   That was a line that couldn’t be uncrossed. And she knew it would change everything.
 
   But she could give him pleasure just as he’d given it to her. After all, that was only fair. And she wanted him naked and panting beneath her fingers.
 
   She took care when she undid the catch of his pants. Ru’s cock sprang free from its confines and Lis had to bite back a moan at the sight of it while she pulled his pants down to his knees. 
 
   His cock stood proud out of a tuft of dark hair. It was the same greenish color as the rest of his skin, but the markings that covered his chest and shoulders reappeared to cover it from base to tip. She ran her finger down the length of him and discovered that each of those markers were actual soft ridges.
 
   Her pussy clenched as she imagined him inside of her.
 
   Ru hissed and bucked his hips as she repeated the movement.
 
   She rolled her eyes up to the head of the bed to see his hands clenched against the rails of the headboard, keeping himself tightly in place while she played. “Do you like that?” she asked.
 
   The “yes” that ripped from his lips was more guttural curse that encouragement, but his added “don’t stop” kept Lis enthralled. She loved the power she could have in the bedroom, loved that he let himself be so exposed to her.
 
   She curled her fingers around him, her fist not completely able to close around his length. He was hot ice and soft steel, thick and heavy in her palm. And when she moved her fist up and down, she knew it was taking all of his control not to jerk up and take her there.
 
   His every move fascinated her, and when she saw him bite his lip to keep a moan from escaping those amazing lips of his, Lis moved her hand faster, bringing him closer and closer to the blinding point of pleasure.
 
   His head tilted back and he sucked in a breath and she saw that he was trying to keep himself from coming, trying to hold out. But this was about giving him pleasure, not about endurance. Not when she was already sated for the moment. And Lis wanted him desperate and sated under her fingers.
 
   With a cry, he came, exploding in her hand, his claws slashing out and ripping into the sheets. He bucked up with a moan and sunk into the bed, his muscles loosening as the pleasure took him over.
 
   Lis watched him, knowing that he had just become her favorite object of study. She wiped her hand against the sheets and curled up next to him. Ru turned over and pulled her into his arms. 
 
   She could feel his heart beat, though it wasn’t in exactly the same place as her own. But the rhythm felt right and it settled Lis down even as her own thoughts began to twist and turn. She wasn’t falling for Ru anymore.
 
   No, she had fallen in love with him. Now she just had to figure out what the hell that meant for her future. Because she had no clue how she could let him go.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
   After a twelve days’ journey, Lis and Ru arrived at Honora Station. Ru was bursting at the seams with energy as they docked in one of the mechanic bays. The ship would go into the queue before they could have someone look at it for any issues that the Polan blast had done to the hull, but he assured her that it wouldn’t take more than a week to fix.
 
   As they climbed off the ship and into the mechanic station, Lis’s eyes couldn’t focus on any one thing. She was on a real space station! She’d only seen vids and photos of the ones near Earth. 
 
   This one didn’t look anything like that. Seoul Station, the busiest and most technologically advanced station near Earth, was all smooth lines and bright colors. One of her favorite vid programs took place on the station and it seemed to be half pleasure-palace and half high-tech wonder zone.
 
   The mech bay on Honora had clearly been cobbled together over the years, built, rebuilt, expanded, and contracted as the traffic through this sector fluctuated. Metal in half a dozen different shades decorated the walls where tools and supplies hung suspended by dark cables. Even the air smelled faintly metallic. The ceiling reached up hundreds of feet in the air where it could be opened to an air lock where ships could fly inside like she and Ru just had.
 
   She’d never seen anything like it. Not in person.
 
   Her eyes finally settled on Ru, who was watching her watch the station. “I need to see about getting a new part from an old friend.” He held up a mass of melted metal and wires he’d pulled from the engine room. It seemed to be the reason the nav system wasn’t cooperating. “Would you like to join me?” he asked.
 
   “If you don’t mind, I’m going to take a look around. This is my first time on a space station.” She needed to walk around. They were still in artificial gravity, but not even the holoplayer could mimic the pathways she could walk on this station. There were miles and miles of hallways and shops. For the first time in more than a week she’d be able to properly stretch herself out. 
 
   A small part of her, so miniscule that the thought barely flickered, whispered that she could walk away right now and not look back. There was nothing to stop her. 
 
   Nothing except her heart.
 
   A shadowed look fell over Ru’s eyes and he smiled, but there was melancholy in it. “I’ll see you later?” he asked, hopeful.
 
   Lis nodded, “Sure. That would be nice.” She gave him a quick hug and kiss before heading down the main hallway to explore.
 
   She’d made it several feet before she realized that they hadn’t planned where or when to meet. Lis turned around to call back to Ru, but he wasn’t there. For a moment she felt lost, suddenly untethered from the man who had become the source of her gravity.
 
   She wanted to turn right back around and hunt him down. But Lis made herself stand in place. This was the first time that she was truly alone since she’d met Ru. She needed to take a little time, even if it was just a few hours, to gather her thoughts. 
 
   The hallway terminated at a pair of double doors that slid open when she waved her hand over the sensor panel on the wall. Lis turned right, going toward where she could hear a mass of people and see more lights. She was in no danger on Honora Station. Ru had told her that she could even leave her blaster—his blaster, technically—behind on the ship. But she kept it strapped to her side. It might have been safe, but she wanted to be sure.
 
   The second hallway led her to a bright room filled with people and shops. It looked like a space-age bazaar. A few permanent shops were located in offices along the walls of the huge room, but for the most part, people were set up in tents and corrals around the entire floor. Walkways existed, but they were in waving lines more like a river than a city street.
 
   And everything was alien. Lis walked around, her eyes darting from species to species, noting the differences and trying not to stare at the people and creatures who looked so different from herself. She’d become accustomed to Ru’s strangeness, but now, seeing beings with four arms or tentacles slithering out of their chests, she was struck by just how similar he truly was to her. 
 
   Lis chose a path and walked it, taking her time at every stall which caught her eye. A pink woman with bright eyes offered her a sample of a scrumptious, sparkling cake. Lis took it and swallowed it whole, laughing as it popped and fizzled in her mouth.
 
   A whole new world opened up to her in the marketplace, one she’d imagined when she was sitting in that orphanage as a little girl but never imagined that she’d ever see. She spotted dozens of different aliens, some of whom seemed to be trying to take on crew. 
 
   She could walk up to any one of them and see if they’d take her away from here. Away from her old life.
 
   And away from Ru.
 
   It felt so fundamentally wrong to even think it that she forced herself through the process. She couldn’t let camaraderie and a few decent—well, mind-blowing—orgasms dictate what she did for the rest of her life. 
 
   Lis studied several of the tents. In one, an alien who looked a little like a bipedal rhinoceros talked to two aliens who each had four legs and almost looked like centaurs, except their legs were covered in scales, not fur. There was also a gathering of aliens like the pink one who’d given her cake. They talked to a person who was nearly seven feet tall and completely covered by a dark cloak.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw the distinctive dark green skin that she’d seen on Polai. But by the time she turned her head, whatever she thought she’d seen was gone.
 
   There were no Polans here. They didn’t leave their planet. They weren’t going to follow her and Ru across lightyears. Why would they?
 
   She forced herself back to the decision. The Polan was only her mind playing tricks on her, trying to distract her from thoughts of leaving Ru. 
 
   She could really do it. He probably half expected her to. She’d caught the sad look in his eyes. A part of him didn’t think that he’d ever see her again. All she had to do was walk up to one of the people recruiting crew and sign up. She didn’t need Ru to take her home. She didn’t even need to go back to Earth if that was what she chose.
 
   In this moment, she was completely free. She just needed to make the choice.
 
   “Human girl!” The sound of someone shouting at her shook Lis out of her daze. She looked around until her eyes caught on two human women she hadn’t noticed before. One was over six feet tall and looked like she could lift up a house. Her lithe partner sat in a chair, feet propped up on a little table. Since her translator buzzed against her skin, she knew they weren’t speaking English. From the looks of it, they might have been Korean.
 
   Lis realized that she’d been standing in the middle of the walkway for some time. She hustled over to the two human women. “It’s nice to see someone from home.” 
 
   The muscular woman eyed her and said, “Honora Station is a bit out of the way for a grounder like you.”
 
   “Grounder?” Lis hadn’t ever heard the term.
 
   “This is your first time in space,” the other woman explained, not bothering to get up.
 
   “Is it that obvious?” Lis wanted to laugh. She must have been staring at everything like a tiny child.
 
   Both women smiled and the one standing in front of her said, “Yeah.” But she offered, “Please, join us for tea.”
 
   “Who’s us?” she asked.
 
   “I’m Sung Mi,” said the tall woman. She pointed to the one in the chair. “That is Bitna.” Sung Mi pointed to two empty chairs and waited for Lis to take her seat before producing a small teapot from a storage panel in their table.
 
   “I’m Lis. Lis Jaynx.”
 
   “You’re American?” asked Bitna. After a swat on her feet from Sung Mi, she finally sat up with her feet on the ground.
 
   “Yes, out of the Wa—out of Ohio.” No one knew about the Wastes if they weren’t from the midwest. She doubted most people outside of the States even knew where Ohio was.
 
   “We operate out of Seoul Station,” Sung Mi said as she set out three cups and poured the tea. 
 
   “Wow! I’ve seen it in vids. That’s so cool.” She must have seemed like some country bumpkin if these two worked out of Seoul. 
 
   “How did you end up here?” Bitna asked. “Humans don’t vacation on Honora.”
 
   She didn’t mean to tell them everything. Really, Lis had completely meant to offer a few pleasantries and a highly edited version of what had happened. But once she started talking, it all just tumbled out. She explained being taken from Earth by forces unknown, being dumped on Polai. She kept some things about Ru to herself, but that was because it was private, and she wasn’t quite sure what it meant. 
 
   “And he’s Detyen or whatever, and I’m human,” she said, winding down her rant. “So I don’t even…” She couldn’t finish the thought.
 
   Bitna narrowed her eyes. “Detyen?” she asked. “They are those weirdos who die or whatever ‘cause they don’t fuck?”
 
   “What?” Lis must have heard her wrong, because Ru had never told her anything like that.
 
   Sung Mi shook her head. “No, that’s Kantans.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Bitna held firm.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Lis looked away, trying to clear her head. In the distance, she thought she saw a Polan, but when she tried to pick him out of the crowd, he wasn’t there.
 
   Bitna held up a hand, drawing Lis’s attention back to her. “No, I remember. One signed on for that run to… wherever.” She shared a glance with Sung Mi and said nothing about where they’d worked. “He was all sad because he hadn’t found his, he had some weird word for it. Denda or something.”
 
   “Denya?” Lis asked, a pit opening in her stomach.
 
   Bitna pursed her lips and nodded. “Sounds right.”
 
   Lis remembered the sad state of his emergency supplies and his carefree attitude at the thought of refilling them. They’d spent hours talking about their pasts, but any words he spoke of the future had been vague. Lis hadn’t realized it at the time, but he’d spoken like a man with few tomorrows.
 
   “Why do they die?” she asked.
 
   The women shrugged. “Why do humans age?” Sung Mi asked, “It’s all weird evolution stuff.”
 
   Lis needed to talk to Ru. She needed to find him right this instant and demand that he tell her everything. Was he about to die because she hadn’t mated with him? Was he trying to make some stupid sacrifice because she hadn’t said she loved him?
 
   But Sung Mi didn’t catch the change in Lis’s tone. “Can you work?” she asked.
 
   “Yes. Why?” Lis needed to go, but she wasn’t just going to rudely leave the only humans she’d met in weeks.
 
   “Because one of our crew decided to jump ship for another freight run,” said Sung Mi. “We’re swinging near enough to Earth that we could drop you home. If you’re willing to work for the cost of the trip.”
 
   Lis didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Not until she found Ru.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
   Lome had owned the workshop on Honora Station for the better part of fifty years. In brighter days, he and his denya had been a well-oiled team, fixing up ships and selling used parts to any traveler that needed them. Ru had spent a good chunk of his childhood in this shop when his aunt or uncle passed through Honora.
 
   And now he was here by himself with a busted converter, praying that the man didn’t shut the door in his face.
 
   He’d put the trip off as long as possible after splitting from Lis. But delivering the package from Polai to his broker, Munq, had only taken an hour. Even so, Ru had lingered for several more minutes as Munq offered him a contract to extract an embedded agent of the Oscavian Empire from a hostile planet. But it was a two-person job, and it would take months to pull off.
 
   Two weeks ago, he would have said no out of hand. Or rather, he wouldn’t have listened to the proposal at all. Now, shaky though they were, he had options. He had… hope. The part of him that had long ago given up hope of living past thirty wanted to jump on the nearest transport ship to Hedonia and carry out his plans as intended. 
 
   But the thought of taking pleasure from anyone but Lis repulsed him. She was his denya, and he belonged to her completely. Even if this was the end.
 
   Ru walked into the shop and saw that he’d startled Lome, who stood behind a waist-high counter working on the wiring of a circuit board. Lome was tall and broad, his skin a rich teal and his markings bright against it, and while he had to be edging on ninety, he didn’t look a day over thirty. That was how it was for mated Detyens. Even ones like Lome. 
 
   Once he recovered from the momentary shock, Lome set aside his tools and straightened. “Now there’s a face I never expected to see again,” he said.
 
   He walked out from behind the counter and clasped a hand around Ru’s shoulders. Ru hugged him back. Lome was like another uncle to him. It was good to see family. And he didn’t exaggerate. The last time Ru left, he expected it to be goodbye for good. 
 
   “I ran into a bit of trouble,” Ru told him, though it might have been an understatement.
 
   Lome thumped his hand against Ru’s back and let him go, a broad smile hanging on his face. “Starting wars again?”
 
   No one ever seemed to let that drop. By the gods, he’d been doing his job. “That was one time,” he insisted, “And it was more of a family squabble.” No planets had been destroyed, and it all ended up all right in the end.
 
   Lome shook his head and settled back against the counter. “So what brings you here?” he asked.
 
   “Converter blew out during my last job.” Ru held up the mangled mass of wires he’d pulled from the center console in the cockpit. “I need a replacement.”
 
   Lome’s eyebrows shot up. “I’ve never heard of a converter blowing out.”
 
   That was the problem with family. They were always asking questions and making uncomfortable observations. “Then, perhaps,” Ru conceded, “was blown out would be more appropriate?”
 
   “You’re a damn fool, boy.” The laughter evaporated from Lome’s face and now he stood before Ru as a Detyen elder chastising an unmated male nearing his end. “You think you can waste your final months simply because time is short?” 
 
   Ru heard the fear there, and the heartbreak. It wasn’t only because they were nearly family. With every life cut short by this idiotic quirk in biology, they lost one more hope at regaining their place as a people. The Detyens were dying out.
 
   “Lome—”
 
   “No.” Lome waved his arms in front of him like he could put up a wall to keep from looking at Ru. “We said our goodbyes. Your aunt came crying here not two weeks ago. And your cousin, oh ho…”
 
   “I—” He didn’t want to think of Aunt Gwy crying or the scene that Tabra would have caused. It wasn’t his fault that he was nearing his birthday, and he didn’t know how to stop his people from hurting for it.
 
   But Lome wasn’t finished. “When we say goodbye, it’s for a reason—”
 
   Ru had to stop this. “I met my denya,” he said.
 
   Lome’s eyebrows shoot up. “When? Where? How? Where is she? Why are you still here?” The questions tumbled out, at first excitement, but the last one edging into sadness. Lome’s own denya had taken off long ago. Ru didn’t know all of the details and no one liked to talk about it.
 
   “She’s still on the station. I think.” He’d know it if she left. He’d feel it in his soul. And despite whatever nascent doubts lived in his mind, he knew that she would never leave him without saying goodbye.
 
   “Ruwen, if you are not the fool I’ve known you to be, you will find her right this instant and not let her out of your sight until she has accepted that you are hers.” His tone was deadly serious and Ru was reminded why he never wished to cross Lome.
 
   But he was not a boy any longer. And even though he cared for Lis and wanted her with every breath, he could not ignore the facts of their situation. “It’s not that simple,” he objected. “She’s not…”
 
   “Interested in men?” Lome scoffed, “I’ve never heard the bond form like that.” Neither had Ru, there was no such thing as a denya bond forming where desire and love could not.
 
   “She’s human,” he stated plainly.
 
   Lome’s eyes widened and he leaned forward. “Human?”
 
   “Yes. Not Detyen. And she’s… It’s complicated.” She was lightyears away from home, brought here by strangers and rescued or kidnapped by him. He wasn’t sure how she would define their journey together. Humans were not like Detyens. They didn’t bond in the same ways. He had dedicated his own heart to her from the first kiss, but even now as they found their pleasure in one another, she held herself back. 
 
   But those were not sentiments he was prepared to share with Lome.
 
   And Lome did not seem to care. “Do you want her?” he asked.
 
   “Of course.” With his every breath and the spaces between.
 
   “Is the bond true?”
 
   “Yes.” She was with him always, a shadow of her essence a presence in his consciousness. 
 
   Lome nodded and Ru thought he was satisfied. But after a beat, Lom asked one final question. “Do you care that she’s not one of us?”
 
   “No.” The denial sprouted before any thought. So Lis was human, why should that matter. She was his denya, the only person in the entire universe truly meant for him. Frankly, it was a miracle that he was the only Detyen to ever meet his mate outside of the species. 
 
   Lome looked at him, eyebrow raised, and said nothing.
 
   And that one eyebrow said it all. Ru was a thrice damned fool if he let Lis leave this space station without fighting for her. He needed her to know that he wanted her, not because of fate, or survival, or anything so vast. He needed her because she was his breath and he would do anything to keep her.
 
   He set his busted part on the counter and said, “I’ll come back for the converter in a few days.”
 
   “And you’ll bring your human with you?” Lome asked.
 
   Yes, he would.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
   Lis left her fellow humans behind and went in search of Ru. At first, she planned to go back to the ship, hoping that he would eventually end up there. But as she turned down the hall outside the marketplace, her intuition pinged, telling her to go right instead of left.
 
   She had no reason to trust it, but Lis could feel a pull of some kind coming from that direction. She was absolutely certain that Ru was there. She just had to find him.
 
   Running on instinct, she took the hallways quickly, barely noticing where she went. In the end, she stumbled into a small cove of shops just in time to see Ru step out of one, the door closing behind him.
 
   The rest of the people in this section of the station might as well have ceased to exist. She could feel the universe shift, the axes realigning until it was only her and him, bound together through something greater than themselves. 
 
   On the ship, it had been him and her against the universe. She’d felt security beside him, but everything that had grown with it had been too tangled. Now, off the ship and with the prospect of returning to Earth a real possibility, she could begin to differentiate the threads of the emotions running through her. What she couldn’t do was untie the knot in her heart that tightened every second she stared at Ru.
 
   The corner of his mouth lifted up in a smile and he stood up straighter when he saw her. The distance between them dissolved until they were standing face to face in the center of the walkway. Ru placed his hand on Lis’s back and led her a little way down the path until they could stand in a little recessed alcove.
 
   “I thought you were exploring,” he said, a finger casually drawing circles along her spine.
 
   “Two women from Seoul Station offered to take me back to Earth with them.” The words tipped out of her mouth without thought. But she couldn’t keep them in, couldn’t lie to him. 
 
   Ru’s hand stilled on her back. “I see.”
 
   Lis leaned into him before he could pull away and said, “I don’t want to go.”
 
   His eyes widened, irises flaring a bright ruby. He sucked in a breath and tipped her chin up toward his face with his free hand. “Lis.” Her name dragged out of his lips like a prayer.
 
   “Are you dying?” She’d meant to ease into it, but standing so close to him, smelling his spicy, masculine sense and feeling the heat of his skin, it was all too real. She couldn’t let him die. She didn’t know what she would do in a universe without him in it.
 
   She could see the answer in his eyes the moment she asked. He froze beside her, his fingers practically digging into her hip. And then, very slowly, he nodded. “How did you find out?”
 
   Lis placed her hands on his cheeks and dragged his head down to swipe her lips over his. Her hands slid back until her fingers were grasped behind his neck. She held on so tight as if the power of her kiss would be enough to keep him safe, keep him alive. His mouth opened and she tasted his tongue, the strange ridges that had brought her to the heights of pleasure now delightfully strange and familiar.
 
   God above, she loved him.
 
   She pulled back as the emotion overwhelmed her, tears threatening to prick at the corners of her eyes. But emotion wouldn’t make her weak and Lis had more than enough experience in schooling her expression. 
 
   She stayed clasped close to him, needing the heat of his body more than air. “The humans I met mentioned it. Were you ever going to tell me? How lo…” She couldn’t even finish the second question.
 
   Ru smoothed one hand over her head, gently patting her hair. “I didn’t want you like that.” Before the sting of rejection could even begin to bite he continued, “I want you to take me because you want me, not out of some damn pity.”
 
   For a moment, a sense of calm settled over Lis. And then the dam broke and she was laughing, the sounds coming out of her mouth full of mirth and barely human.
 
   But Ru was concerned. “What? Was it something I said?”
 
   Lis sucked in air, trying to get her breathing under control. Her fingers curled against his chest. “You say it like fucking you would be some sort of hardship,” she smiled. “I’ve wanted you inside me since our time in the holoplayer, before that, really.”
 
   “What are you saying, Lis?” he asked with a ragged whisper.
 
   The words, the acceptance, were so simple. “I’m saying I’m your denya.”
 
   Those words put the fire of FTL engines into him. They were moving so fast that Lis couldn’t keep track of the twists and turns. When he took her down a secluded hallway, she thought he was stopping for a quickie before they made it to wherever they were supposed to end up. But he led her up two flights of stairs and down another hallway to a non-descript door with a small plaque beside it with IC numbers written on it.
 
   “Where are we?” she asked, almost out of breath.
 
   He glanced back and her and grinned. “My family’s suite. None of them are on the station now so we have it all to ourselves.” And from the fire in his eyes and the heat in her core, she knew they’d definitely need privacy.
 
   Back on Earth, the room might have seemed tiny. But after weeks on the ship and before that, being crammed into a tiny slaver’s cell, this place felt positively palatial. A small kitchen was tucked in against a wall with a living area laid out beyond it. On the far wall, faux windows looked out onto a simulated pastoral scene. They were on the interior of the space station, but from the looks of the windows, they were on some sunny, verdant planet. A sliding door hung open, and beyond it, Lis spotted a bed more than large enough for two people.
 
   Excitement and anticipation hummed through her. 
 
   Ru closed the distance between them, looming over her and trapping her between the door and the hard wall of his body. Right then he was a little wild, his eyes full of animal hunger, the almost invisible markings along the edges of his hairline becoming visible as the lust within him grew.
 
   “Say it again,” he said, the words a gruff command.
 
   Heat curled deep within Lis. She reached up and traced her fingers over his cheek and out until she framed the point of his ear, watching him suck in a breath in pleasure as her fingers traced over the sensitive tip. “I’m your denya,” she said once more, firmer now that they were alone and he was looming, the promise of pleasure in his wild eyes. “And you’re mine.” She pulled his head down, but after a second pulled back. “You are my denya, right? This does go both ways?” The questions tumbled out between brief kisses.
 
   Ru’s lips curled against hers. “I’m not the sharing kind,” he confessed. “And I could no sooner betray you than harm you. Yes, I am your denya. The bond works both ways.”
 
   She could feel something almost physical snap between them with those words. Before Ru, she’d never contemplated the concept of commitment. It just didn’t exist. No one stayed loyal forever. But right now, she knew to the deepest depths of her soul that he was hers and she was his, and there was nothing on the planet that could possibly change that.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The denya bond was more beautiful than he could have ever imagined. Ru had never known that it would be a physical thing, or that it could begin to blossom before they completed their joining, but he could see a soft golden light haloing Lis even in the dim room. It could only be their bond.
 
   He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, a surge of tenderness overtaking him. "You're beyond beautiful," he said. And she was. The denya light illuminated her dark hair, making it a burnished gold. Those secretive soft brown eyes of hers were suddenly open to him. The bond gave him no power to read her thoughts, but he could see her desire clear as day. It was a desire that matched his own.
 
   It took more control than he would ever admit to trail his fingers gently down her shoulder and to her arm, where he linked their fingers together. He wanted to use his claws to tear off her clothes until she was naked and panting before him.
 
   His cock ached, thick and hard with desire. But this was their first joining, the beginning of their lives as one, and he would not dishonor that with some hurried coupling powered by hard driven lust. 
 
   He'd save that for later.
 
   Lis seemed fond of the curve hugging bodysuits that were popular in the Brasix Consortium. Humans had made a home for themselves there and the styles flowed freely. Ru planned to buy stock in the finest clothiers there if it kept her kitted out like this.
 
   "What are you thinking?" Lis asked, a small smile quirked to the side of her lips. 
 
   Ru leaned in and kissed the corner of her mouth, unable to resist. "I like your outfit," he said. 
 
   She laughed. “Really? You’re thinking about my clothes right now?”
 
   Ru grabbed the zipper and pulled it down until the tops of her breasts nearly spilled out. "I'd like it even better on my floor."
 
   She gasped as he pulled the zipper down further, all the way down to the bottom. And when he pushed at her shoulders and helped her step out of it, she didn't resist. And then she was before him, completely naked and more stunning than he could imagine.
 
   "You're a little overdressed, dear," she told him, the affectionate name coming easily from her lips. But she raised her fingers to her mouth and traced them over as if she could pull the word back.
 
   Ru stepped close and tilted up her face, his fingers on her chin. "Never hold your words back from me. Never hold anything back. Not between us." He would lay down his very soul for her, there was no need for walls between them. Not any longer.
 
   She dropped her hand and nodded, not able to move too much because he didn't let go. "I… this is all so new to me. I don't know how to do this."
 
   "Liar," he said as he leaned in and captured her lips, the curve of a smile caught between them. "I've felt your hands on me."
 
   For a moment she didn't respond, her lips busy with the much more intimate discussion. There was no need for words when the taste of every breath passed between them. But after a moment, she placed a hand against his chest, sliding it down to the center, finding the beat of his heart. It beat only for her.
 
   "Not sex," she said. "I've never done the relationship thing. Not like this, not with so much…" She trailed off, eyes stricken as she couldn't find the word.
 
   But the primitive, possessive side of Ru bared its teeth in a lethal grin, satisfied that he would be the only man to ever hold her heart. He leaned his forehead against hers. "I will never betray you," he vowed. "You are my denya, the one person I shall cherish above all others until I am no more than dust." 
 
   Her mouth dropped open in a surprised, silent gasp, and after a pause, she swallowed and said, “Good.” He heard the promise in that word, all of the things that she didn’t know how to say. But Ru didn’t push. He didn’t need her to say the things that he knew were true, not when she stood naked before him.
 
   She reached down and placed her hand on the closure of his pants. “You need to be naked,” she teased.
 
   He wasted no time. In a haze of speed, his clothes came off, and somehow they ended up on the bed, Lis scrunching back as he advanced on her, intent on taking her in the most primal sense. 
 
   She was laid out before him like a banquet, and Ru planned to feast. He took one of her dusky nipples into his mouth, sucking and laving at her until she moaned and squirmed under him. He couldn’t keep his hands off of her, petting her sides and stroking little patterns into her flesh.
 
   One of his hands trailed lower to the juncture of her thighs, gliding over the dark curls of hair. She gasped when his fingers found the tight bud of her sex and he rolled around it, taking his cues from the little sounds and movements that she made.
 
   He lifted his head up from her breast to kiss over her collarbone and scrape his teeth gently against the skin of her neck. The urge to bite down, to mark her as his in the ancient ways rode him, but he held himself back. 
 
   Not yet, he told himself. Wait for it.
 
   She tilted her neck to the side, giving him more room to taste, and Ru took advantage, using his lips and tongue to tease her sensitive flesh at the same time his fingers brought her closer and closer to the edge of pleasure. She was so wet beneath him, his fingers were slick. He loved her responses, loved that she didn’t hold back from expressing herself as he loved her.
 
   He slipped a finger inside of her and she moaned out a breathless, “yes,” the ‘s’ sliding across his skin as it dragged out. When he added another finger, her breath hitched. And when he started to move them in and out of her, she moved her hips with him, rolling as he opened her up.
 
   Her fingers dug into his hair and desire surged in Ru, his cock already close to bursting. The heat was a raging inferno between them. “I need you,” he said. “Need to be in you.”
 
   “Yes!” she said. “Now,” and hooked one leg around his hip, bringing them even closer together.
 
   Ru needed no more encouragement. He positioned himself at her entrance and guided the blunt head of his cock inside her, biting back a curse as the delicious friction closed around him. She was so wet, but so tight that he moved slowly, easing himself centimeter by steady centimeter until he was fitted all the way in.
 
   They stayed locked that way for a moment, gazes caught up in one another. Lis lifted her hand and rubbed it against his cheek. 
 
   And then he began to move, and it was like nothing Ru had ever felt before. Lis was right there with him, gasping out his name and clinging to him as her hips jerked with his own, his speed increasing as his pleasure ratcheted up, making him into some kind of rutting beast.
 
   He could feel her everywhere, not just on his cock, but pressed against him, her lips finding purchase against his chin, and even in his mind. It wasn’t a psychic connection, but rather one of emotion, the bond solidifying between them with every stroke of him inside of her.
 
   “Can you feel it?” he demanded, his words ragged.
 
   And even though he didn’t explain, he knew that Lis understood, her eyes bright with pleasure and love. “It’s amazing!”
 
   And then she was gasping and crying out, her body shuddering over his as her orgasm swept through her. Ru didn’t give up, pumping into her unrelentingly, taking her again as she began to come down from the first wave of pleasure. She gripped his shoulders tight and Ru had to focus his concentration more than he had ever done before.
 
   When she crested again, he felt himself let go, light behind his eyes exploding as the pleasure made him more animal than man.
 
   And in that moment he pulled her tight and placed his lips against her neck, biting hard enough to mark, to claim.
 
   She was his, completely.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
   Ru couldn’t stop himself from draping his arm across Lis’s shoulders as they walked down one of the pathways back to his ship. She turned in toward him, her arm going around his back to pull him close. Some might have called the expression on his face ‘smug,’ but her scent was embedded in his skin and her lips were still swollen from their lovemaking.
 
   He would have gladly stayed with her in that room until the processor ran out of food and the life support system sputtered out. In the end, it was Lis who convinced him they couldn’t live in that small room forever. And when he mentioned Lome, she’d practically jumped at the chance to meet him.
 
   “Should I be jealous that you’re so eager to meet another male so soon after we bonded?” he teased, his fingers playing with the soft locks of her hair. They might have left the room, but he couldn’t stop himself from touching her now that she was truly his.
 
   Lis laughed. “You’ve discovered my ruse!” she confessed facetiously. “I’m collecting a score of Detyen mates. Maybe more, so I have enough for one for every day of the month.”
 
   A warning flash of heat pulsed through him and he could feel a growl starting in the back of his throat at the thought of Lis claiming any other man. But he caged the impulse. Humans joked like this, they spoke things that were not true for the sake of humor. He’d encountered the trait in several species and even among some of the more well-traveled Detyens. He would not take her words as a threat to himself. 
 
   Still, his eyes flashed red and he scowled when he spotted an Oscavian male checking Lis out. She could joke all she wanted, but that did not give strange males the right to leer at her.
 
   “You’re going to be possessive, aren’t you?” she asked, her fingers tracing a thin line up and down the edge of his hip. 
 
   Ru wanted to take her again, right there in the middle of the hall. He’d never get enough of her, never become tired. “You’re mine now,” he said, his voice rougher than intended. But when she shivered, he was vindicated. “Do you think I’d ever let you go?”
 
   Lis met his gaze, her strange human eyes bright, and said, “I’m not running.”
 
   They made it down the final hallway and to the door to the hangar where his ship sat awaiting maintenance. That would begin the following day, and neither Ru nor Lis would be able to access the ship until it was deemed safe by the engineers. But they could gather any belongings up until it went into the repair dock.
 
   The hangar doors slid closed behind them and the lights flicked on in rows. A handful of other ships sat in the huge hangar awaiting their timeslots. These were all small vehicles built for crews of half a dozen or fewer people, just like Ru’s ship. Anything larger than that remained in a stationary dock outside the space station. There simply wasn’t enough room for them to park inside.
 
   “It seems kind of quiet.” Lis observed.
 
   From what he could see, they were the only two people in the hangar. It was early morning according to station time, but this was a hangar. There was always crew hanging around their ships. “I agree,” he said.
 
   But there wasn’t anything out of place, except for the silence. The moved forward cautiously by unspoken agreement. Lis’s fingers brushed against his own before she grabbed his hand and held it tight. This was a human sign of affection, one he liked very much, even if it meant one of his hands could not grab for weapons. 
 
   They walked slowly down the center aisle, keeping their ears open for any of the noises that should have been there. But Ru could only hear the sound of their breathing and his heart beating erratically, blood pumping in his ears. Something was wrong, and his instincts screamed at him to take Lis and run for safety. But there was no clear danger.
 
   The lights cut off, plunging the room into pitch darkness.
 
   “What—” Lis started to say.
 
   Ru squeezed her hand, cutting her off. “Quiet.”
 
   They were no longer alone.
 
   It wasn’t anything he heard, not at first. But the inside of his ear itched and suddenly the air felt almost damp, despite the stringently regulated environmental conditions in the hangar. Ru crouched down, pulling Lis with him as he shuffled them behind a freestanding locker case near the ship.
 
   Nearly a minute went by as they crouched in silence with nothing but the darkness and a nagging feeling yelling at him that they were in danger. The longer they waited, the more he expected Lis to protest. He’d made it clear that they were safe on Honora Station. Why would she believe otherwise now?
 
   But Lis pulled her hand out of his grasp and he could hear her repositioning herself so that she knelt on one knee. She wouldn’t be able to stand as quickly, but it made her more stable, more ready to defend herself from attack. The quiet pop of a button being undone told him that she’d carried her blaster and had taken it in hand, ready for a fight.
 
   There was chatter near the entrance. It was too dark to see them, but his darkened vision made hearing easier. He didn’t understand the words, but he recognized the shapes of those sounds enough to know it was Polan.
 
   When Lis stiffened beside him, he knew that she’d come to the same conclusion. She sucked in a deep breath, and started moving her lips up and down, silently saying words he could not understand. When she began to repeat herself, he realized that she was silently counting, trying to keep herself calm.
 
   “I can hear three of out there.” It was less than a whisper, the barest hint of air bursting from his lips. “It’s probably a crew of seven.” That was how Polan attack crews worked on their own planet, and he doubted they’d deviate from the training now.
 
   Though Polans never pursued, so any data he had was next to useless.
 
   Lis echoed his thoughts. “I thought they wouldn’t follow us.” If they had been more than a hand span apart, he wouldn’t have been able to hear her. As it was, his ears strained.
 
   Guilt was a jagged iceberg in Ru’s guts. They had no reason to follow Lis; she’d been on their planet by accident and all of the destruction that she’d done had been because of him. If he hadn’t completed his mission, they would have been left to roam freely out of Polan airspace. 
 
   He glanced over at the amorphous shadow of his ship. One of the laser blasts must have tagged it with a tracker. That they hadn’t blown them out of empty space told him that the Polans wanted him alive. And with each second that ticked by, the Polans got closer to discovering them.
 
   A surge of protectiveness roiled to life within him. “They only want me,” he said. “I can get you out.” It didn’t matter if they took him, so long as she was safe.
 
   The movement of her head drew his gaze and in the dim light, she was made of little more than the alluring curve of her nose and the sweep of hair on her brow. “You stupid man,” she said, voice full of something that sounded a lot like love. “I didn’t claim you just to give you up at the first sign of trouble.”
 
   Ru’s heart scarcely beat. She’d chosen him. He’d claimed her. They were one, and yet he expected at any moment to wake and find this a soul-crushing dream. Even with the enemy at their heels. “You’re the best thing that has ever happened to me.”
 
   In the dark he could feel her smile, “You can kidnap me anytime.” She leaned in and kissed him, her hand a hot presence on the back of his neck. 
 
   She pulled back and Ru set fresh senses on the hangar. They were getting out of here and then he was going to deliver on the promise of the kiss that she’d just given him. He’d like to see a hostile alien try to stop him.
 
   There were only two realistic ways out of the hangar: through the door the Polans had come in through, and through the entrance to the mech bay across the room. Ships could enter through the air lock when docking from open space, but Ru didn’t even consider some frantic ploy to get them out that way. It was too high up and they’d be dead in minutes if they tried.
 
   He tugged on Lis until her body was flush up next to his own. “Mech bay door,” he breathed. “Don’t fire until they start shooting.” 
 
   It was across a wide expanse of open garage, but if they kept it low and slow, they could make it. He only hoped that no Polans waited in ambush on the other side of the door. He grabbed a heavy wrench off the nearest tool bench and breathed deeply.
 
   Then they were moving, crouched as low as possible and saying prayers to their gods and ancestors that nothing unseen tripped them up in the dark. A trill of voices behind him let him know that the Polans knew they were on the move. They’d trusted that the lack of light would hinder Ru and Lis at least as much as it did them. The Polans were wrong.
 
   He’d walk blindfolded through the boiling hells for his mate. What was one dark hangar?
 
   They cleared the ships and got into the open space before their salvation, and Ru began to hope that they could sneak out without violence. And then Lis tripped.
 
   She righted herself immediately, but the sound reverberated through the open air and the Polans turned on them with a harsh cry.
 
   “Run!” he yelled, no longer caring for stealth. Speed was their only saving grace now.
 
   She sprinted ahead of him and Ru followed a hairsbreadth behind as blaster shots echoed around them. Lis made it to the door, but instead of trying to open it, she turned her back to the wall and began firing, covering the rest of his escape. 
 
   He heard a cry and thought one of the Polans must have been hit. He made it to the door and threw it open with a yank.
 
   And in the split second between wakefulness and darkness, he spied the ambush he’d feared. He didn’t even feel the blaster hit him before he fell to the ground, and the last thing he heard was Lis’s scream.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
   Ru!
 
   Lis rose from the darkness, his name on her lips. Black closed in on her, and it took her a moment to realize that the lights were out and she was still sitting in the hangar that she and Ru had tried to escape.
 
   She looked around, trying to make out the shape of her mate in the darkness, hoping that her unconsciousness had saved them rather than doomed him. But the hangar was empty, the sound of her breathing echoing in the barren room. They’d taken Ru and left her alone.
 
   No!
 
   She wanted to scream, but rage lodged in her throat, keeping her silent. They were supposed to be safe! They’d made it off Polai, she’d shot down the satellite. And in Ru’s arms, Lis had finally started to believe that this could be a new beginning rather than some too short interlude in the massive pile of suck her life had become. 
 
   Fuck that.
 
   She sucked in one ragged breath and then another, heart racing but the beat even. Adrenaline coursed through her veins. 
 
   The Polans had Ru. But he was hers and there was no way in hell they were going to keep him.
 
   Lis pushed herself up from the floor, her palms cool against the dark tiles beneath her fingers. Though she was alone and the Polans and Ru were gone, she didn’t think that she’d been out for long. The scent of danger and laser blasts still hung in the air. She could almost taste the sparks of electricity still floating around her. 
 
   The door to the mech bay lay open next to her and the room beyond it shone with pale light. Lis listened for a moment before charging in, but both her ears and eyes were in agreement. There was no one there.
 
   Where are you, Ruwen? 
 
   An awareness she didn’t quite understand pulsed deep within her, a spark so fragile that Lis scarce breathed, afraid to blow it out. But that little nugget told her that Ru was alive. Maybe not well, but alive and within reach. All she had to do was find him.
 
   Determination powered the long steps Lis took out of the hangar and back to the hallways of Honora Station. At first she didn’t know where to go, but turning a corner, she realized that the marketplace where she’d met the two humans from Seoul Station was close.
 
   She didn’t let herself doubt. Ru had been taken and she was going to get him back, whatever that took. She’d steal a damn spaceship if she had to. But when she burst into the marketplace and sprinted to where Sung Mi and Bitna had been sitting, she found the space occupied by unfamiliar aliens. 
 
   Lis eyed the bright pink women for a moment before turning away without a word. 
 
   “Lis Jaynx?”
 
   She heard her name and turned with a snarl to find Sung Mi standing near her, a foaming drink in her hand. Sung Mi nodded to the women behind Lis, but said nothing to them.
 
   “I need your help.” Lis was breathing hard, the words and demands clambering to get out. But Sung Mi seemed to understand that the matter was urgent. 
 
   She handed her drink over to one of the pink aliens and placed a hand on Lis’s shoulder. “Let’s go someplace more private.”
 
   Every step took an eternity, but Lis knew Sung Mi was right. She didn’t need anyone interfering and getting Ru hurt. Not today, not ever. There were too many people in the marketplace, and every time Lis brushed up against one, nails raked against her skin. Her nerve endings felt exposed and they wouldn’t settle down until she had Ru back.
 
   Bitna met them near a small alcove with a door that closed when Sung Mi swiped her station card to rent it out for a short time. Ru had mentioned that there were hundreds of these soundproof workstations across Honora available to anyone who could spare the credits.
 
   The two Korean women sat opposite her and waited for Lis to speak.
 
   “Do you remember how I asked you about Detyens the other day?” she said. She wanted to plow into her demands but that would only lead to more questions she didn’t have time to answer.
 
   Neither of the women was stupid and Bitna confirmed that they’d guessed why she’d been so interested. “So you are enmeshed with a Detyen? I’m sorry, but I don’t know of any way to lengthen his—”
 
   “That’s not it,” Lis cut in. “My… Ru’s been taken by a group of aliens called Polans. We escaped from their planet a few weeks ago and they’re not happy with him. I need your help to get him back.”
 
   Sung Mi furrowed her brow. “How long ago did this happen? Have you gone to station security? Or perhaps you could appeal to representatives of the Galactic Council. We’re just freighters, how could we help?”
 
   Station security? Yeah, cause cops never made problems ten times worse. “He’s still here; if he’s not on the station then he’s still close enough to save. It hasn’t even been an hour. I’m sure. I can feel him.” She placed a hand on her heart where the certainty had lodged, a reminder and a hope.
 
   “Then you need to go to station security,” Bitna insisted.
 
   “That’s a waste of time!” Lis smacked her hand against the table and curled her fingers against the sting. Sung Mi jerked, but Bitna remained completely still. Lis’s heart was pounding too fast and for a moment, it felt like all off the air had been sucked out of her lungs. She tried to breathe, but she couldn’t open her windpipe. Her vision went hazy around the edges, stars dancing.
 
   And, as suddenly as it came on, the fit stopped. “They knocked him out,” she said with a certainty she couldn’t possess.
 
   “How can you know that?” asked Sung Mi. She sounded skeptical, but there was a hint of belief in her dark eyes.
 
   “He’s my denya. We’re connected.” She could feel the bond as real as if a string was tied between them.
 
   For a moment, Sung Mi and Bitna held themselves still. Then they shifted their eyes toward one another in a silent conversation that Lis couldn’t hope to parse.
 
   After a moment, Bitna nodded. She set her eyes on Lis and said, “We’re in.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The Korean women told Lis to meet them in an exit bay in thirty minutes to give them enough time to gather a few supplies and cancel a standing appointment.
 
   Lis almost ran directly to the meeting place, but at the last minute, she remembered the man she and Ru had planned to meet later in the day. Lome. If anyone on this station would want to rescue Ru nearly as much as she did, it would be his almost uncle.
 
   She found his shop exactly where Ru had said it would be. The man was reviewing something on a tablet. The light from the screen only made his teal skin even brighter. He didn’t look like Ru, not really. But there was something in the marks she could see on the exposed skin of his arms that reminded her of Ru, and when he looked up at her, Lis saw the same red gaze she’d come to associate with her lover.
 
   “Ru’s in trouble,” she said before Lome could even begin to greet her.
 
   He set down his tablet and stood. And even from a distance, she could tell he was near six and a half feet tall. 
 
   “So, you’re his human.” There was ice in his voice, and she didn’t know if it was for her or for Ru. From Ru’s description, she’d expected a kindly man ready to welcome her with open arms. 
 
   Lome was… not that.
 
   “I’m his denya,” she said. “And I’m trying to save his life. I need your help.”
 
   “What’s he done now?” She wanted to scream to disrupt his calm, but Lome didn’t look easily ruffled.
 
   “Polans took him. They left me. He’s on the ship or near it. I’ve got two humans to help, but you’re his family. You know this station. Please.” She could feel tears threaten to fall at the corners of her eyes, but Lis held them back. She couldn’t break down, not until Ru was safe. Panic didn’t solve problems.
 
   “Where do you need me?” Still cold as ever, but not hesitant.
 
   She gave him the location of the ship and left him to make his decision. Ru didn’t have time for her to wait.
 
   Bitna and Sung Mi were waiting for her near the exit bay. A few moments later, Lome joined them. He’d covered himself in combat gear, completely obscuring the markings on his arms with a bodysuit made of tough-looking synthetic leather.
 
   “I’ve alerted a friend in Security. A Polan ship is scheduled to leave the exit queue in ten minutes. It suddenly rescheduled its departure this morning.” He nodded to the two other women but didn’t introduce himself.
 
   “Did he give you their identifier?” Sung Mi asked, having determined that Lome was friend, not foe.
 
   Lome held up an iridescent silver disc. “I have many friends on the station.”
 
   “What is that?” Lis asked, feeling ever more out of her depth.
 
   “It’s a teleport key,” Bitna explained, an assessing look in her eye as she studied Lome. “And those are highly guarded.”
 
   Lome shrugged, not explaining further. “It holds the signatures of all of this morning’s teleports. Which means,” he said before Lis could interrupt him, “that we can get onto their ship and retrieve Ru. But we need cover.”
 
   “I’ve got a blaster.” And Lis was suddenly very glad that she’d thought to go to him. It seemed he had the answers to questions she hadn’t known to ask.
 
   “We can cover you in our cruiser,” Sung Mi offered. “It doesn’t have much range and only one gun, but Bitna’s a crack shot.” Bitna just shrugged off the praise.
 
   Good, this was all good. 
 
   “Then let’s go. What are we waiting for?” asked Lis.
 
   Only then did Lome hesitate. “We’ll be vulnerable in the few seconds after the port. So whoever goes first will be at the most risk.” The station teleporter only could handle one biological specimen at a time. Anything more caused splice risks. 
 
   “I will shoot anything that tries to keep me from rescuing my mate. If you’re too chicken, then I’ll happily go first.” Lis let all of the resolve sink into her voice until her words were pure steel.
 
   Lome nodded once, his expression finally softening into something besides ice. “I think that you’ll be good for Ru.”
 
   The approval warmed some unknown corner of her gut that hadn’t ever known a parent’s love. But Lis didn’t have time for that right now. She could try to unravel the mystery of Lome later when Ru was safe in her arms.
 
   “Let’s do this.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
   Ru woke up to the sound of sirens blaring. At first he thought the klaxons and blinking lights were coming from inside his head, souvenirs of the blaster shot that had knocked him out. He didn’t know where he was, but there were bars and he was shackled to a wall, ropes threaded through a bar a half a meter above his head.
 
   He felt like he’d been pulled behind a freight truck through the high desert of Bynko III and his mind was filled with tufted cotton. If the blaster the damn Polans had used on him had been set any higher, he might not have woken up with a mind of any use to anyone. He rotated his neck, trying to shake his thoughts into some sort of order.
 
   The siren and the lights really weren’t helping. Why wouldn’t they shut up?
 
   No, he thought, trying to think through the fuzz. Why were they ringing in the first place? Those were emergency alarms, and they weren’t from Honora Station. He only knew that due to a near fatal leak in the life support system that he’d run afoul of three years prior. Sometimes he still heard those klaxons in his nightmares.
 
   What blared in his ears now sounded completely different. It was too high pitched, with a rapid beat tempo that kept his heart racing. The siren made him want to run, but straining against his bonds wasn’t going to do him any good.
 
   The fog began to clear as his heart raced and Ru sucked in deep breaths to keep himself under control. If he wasn’t on Honora Station, it meant that the Polans had placed him on one of their own vessels. Even now, they could be speeding back across dark space toward that cursed planet.
 
   But he didn’t think—at least, he hoped—that he had not been out long.
 
   He wasn’t strong enough to brute force his way out of the ropes binding him, but Detyens had never been built to rely on pure strength alone. He flexed his hands until his claws shot out from his knuckles. They weren’t very long, extending only a few inches out, wickedly curved and sharp enough to disembowel a Leru Ox if given the chance.
 
   Ru strained, trying to find a way to swipe at the fibers rubbing his skin raw. After several uncomfortable moments and one cramp that left him cursing silently, he was able to reach up and saw at the rope. It wasn’t quick work. The fibers were thick and coarse and he had very little leverage to get the job done.
 
   But after several painful minutes, his shoulders sagged as the final strands gave way, loosening the bindings on his wrists and freeing him from his place on the wall.
 
   His freedom was limited by the bars in front of him. The cell was fairly large, and judging by the faint scent of flour in the air, he would wager that under normal circumstances it was used to hold excess supplies rather than prisoners. All the better for him. They might have missed something in trying to make it ready to hold him. So many every day supplies could be used offensively. He only needed one.
 
   Beyond the cell there was a small room with a desk and chair jutted off to one side. A heavy gray door stood closed less than two meters away. Tantalizingly close but completely out of reach. Ru tested the bars, happy to find they weren’t electrified. He could deal with the pain, but every small obstacle made getting back to Lis that much harder.
 
   And there was no way they were going to keep him away from his denya, not now that he’d found her, now that he’d claimed her.
 
   Footsteps pounded beyond the door and slowed as they approached. Ru heard the creaking groan of heavy metal moving and jumped back to where he’d been tied, holding his hands in place so it looked like the rope still bound him. There was no use in giving up what little freedom he had if he could avoid it.
 
   At first he could barely make out the green skin of the short Polan who walked in and closed the door behind himself. But then his captor flung off the dark cloak he wore and hung it on a hook on the door. He wore dark combat gear and carried a stunner stick in a sheath on his belt. 
 
   Those beauties could incapacitate a 500 kilo Yorgluf with one blow, but they were close contact weapons. More powerful than some blasters, but few liked to give up the range offered by projectile weapons. 
 
   That meant that this Polan knew how to fight and he wasn’t afraid to get close. 
 
   And that was just what Ru needed.
 
   The Polan looked him over, first examining the ropes wrapped around his hands and then taking stock of the rest of him. Ru tried to look as pathetic and dazed as he could. Anger simmered but he kept it contained. 
 
   Not right now, not yet, he told himself. He needed to wait until the moment was right.
 
   The guard pulled out his stunner stick, but he didn’t engage the power. Instead, he walked up close to the cell and started to run the staff against the metal bars, taunting Ru.
 
   But he wasn’t close enough. Ru doubted he’d be able to reach him before the stick powered up and took him down. So he watched with heavy lidded eyes, a sneer glued to his lips.
 
   The Polan trilled something at him in indecipherable Polan.
 
   “I don’t speak green asshole,” Ru replied in IC. 
 
   The Polan hissed and surged forward as if he understood the insult.
 
   Ru took his chance. He sprang up from where he sat and with one hand grabbed for the stunner. The other swiped for the Polan’s throat, claws still extended and beyond deadly.
 
   Sulfurous orange blood pulsed out as Ru’s claws hit home. He stepped back as the Polan fell, one hand clasped to his throat and a desperate, clinging look in his huge eyes. Maybe Ru should have felt some level of remorse for taking a life. It was an action that should never be taken lightly. But all he felt was the beating sense of determination to get out and get home.
 
   The Polan fell close enough for Ru to reach out and grab the keycard to unlock the cell door. One swipe later and the door swung open to allow him freedom.
 
   Ru stepped around where the Polan fell to get to the door. His hand was on the knob when he saw the cloak hanging right in front of him. He pulled it on and pulled up the hood to cover his distinctly non-Polan features. He pocketed the keycard that had let him out of his cell, hoping it would offer access to anywhere else he needed to go. If the dead Polan had high enough clearance to open a prisoner’s cell, it stood to reason that he’d be able to get into other restricted areas of the ship.
 
   Areas that would let Ru escape.
 
   He just needed to get to an emergency life pod. All ships had them in some form or another. They were small vessels that could carry between one and ten people depending on the size of the ship. The big cruisers carried actual escape pods that could hold dozens or hundreds. And once he found the life pod, he’d be on his way to freedom.
 
   They couldn’t have made it far from Honora Station. He refused to believe it. 
 
   He also grabbed the stunner stick from where it had fallen out of the dead Polan’s grasp. There was no use going into hostile territory unarmed. 
 
   He opened the door and faced the white-bright hallway. The lights lined across the ceiling might has well have been suns. Compared to the cell, it made Ru’s eyes ache. But after a few moments, they adjusted, and he was on his way, shoulders slumped down to try and affect a more Polan height. It wouldn’t fool anyone up close, so he couldn’t get close.
 
   The hallway was deserted. Ru went right on instinct and followed several bright corridors in what felt like an outward direction. Truth was, he had no way of knowing if he was headed in the right direction. All the signs along the white walls were written in Polan script and he couldn’t hope to decipher it.
 
   He was about to turn down another hall when the zing of a blaster shot cut him off, almost hitting him in the shoulder. He threw himself back and crouched down, trying to stay out of the eye line of his attacker.
 
   But the shots flew past him and down the hallway where he’d planned to turn. A firefight on the ship—that would explain the sirens.
 
   Ru powered up the stunner, ready for anyone to run his way. He looked back down the hallway that he’d come from, but something rode him hard, telling him to stay in place. If he went back now, there was no telling what trouble he’d run into.
 
   And so he waited, biding his time.
 
   After several minutes, the blaster shots stopped. With a final blast, the shots down one end of the hall ended, finishing off the last of whoever they were shooting at. Ru hoped they were the ship’s attackers. Anyone attacking the Polans right now was a friend of his.
 
   Even pirates.
 
   Footsteps started toward him and he could hear the quiet murmur of voices speaking something that wasn’t Polan. But he was too far away to make out the words. As they got closer, he gripped his stunner tighter, ready to lash out if potential friend turned to foe. 
 
   Then the steps were right next to the junction in the hallway. He raised up his stunner, ready to strike.
 
   And then Lis appeared, stunner drawn. They stood frozen for a moment before a smile broke out on her face and she lowered the weapon. She surged forward, heedless of his weapon, and wrapped her arms around him tightly. “I knew you were here, I could feel it.”
 
   He switched off the power of the stunner and grasped her with his free arm. “How did you find me?” He wanted to push her up against the wall and kiss her senseless and then yell at her for putting herself in danger. 
 
   “Save the celebration for when you’ve earned it,” another familiar voice spoke. Ru looked up to see Lome come into view.
 
   Ru opened his mouth to say something, but Lome slapped a teleport-tracker against his chest before the words came out. He pressed the giant blue button and Ru’s ears popped for a moment before everything went black.
 
   It lasted only a second, and then he was back on Honora Station, standing in a transporter pod and looking at a woman with purple skin and bright blue eyes. Oscavian, if he had to guess. 
 
   “Step out of the pod, please,” she told him.
 
   Ru moved, knowing that they could only transport Lome and Lis back once he was safe. His heart beat raggedly as the seconds ticked by. Every moment that they were left in danger because of him was a moment that he couldn’t breathe.
 
   The transporter engaged again and this time it was Lis that appeared in the pod. She clutched her hand to her side and he could see the red stain of blood beginning to spread. But she stepped out of the pod without being told, barely limping. 
 
   It was only when she made it to him that she sagged, the strength leaving her. Ru tugged her close, pressing his hand over her own, trying to staunch the flow of blood. “No,” he commanded, “you don’t get to leave me. Not now, not after we’ve just found each other.”
 
   She sucked in a ragged breath. “Just… a flesh…” She licked her lips before finishing. “Wound.”
 
   “You need a medic,” he said, watching the color drain from her. Distantly, he heard the transporter engage again. 
 
   Lome stepped out and took one look at Lis and Ru before letting out an expert strain of expletives.
 
   “You stupid human. Why didn’t you say you were wounded?” Lome demanded as he knelt beside them. He gestured something to the Oscavian woman, but Ru couldn’t look away from Lis to see what he wanted.
 
   “Hey,” Lis said, this time her voice growing stronger. She tilted her head toward Lome. “You don’t get to yell at me. Only he gets…” Her voice trailed off before she finished the sentence. Then her head lolled back as the fight went out of her and she gave herself over to unconsciousness.
 
   “Lis!” Ru shook her, trying to wake her up. But it did no good.
 
   She was completely out.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
   Her mouth tasted like cardboard and thorns had started to grow out of her side as Lis began to feel again. Everything was dark around her, but after a moment, she realized that it was only because her eyes were closed. Opening them up took too much effort, so she let her head settle back against her pillow as she tried to remember why it felt like she’d been dragged behind a racing speeder.
 
   It came in flashes: Ru, the Polan ship, an unlucky blaster shot just before she teleported, the transporter, then black.
 
   She felt something pulling on her arm and tried to jerk away, but it was like she was moving through syrup. Lis forced her eyes open and turned her head to spy an IV stuck in her arm, brightly colored fluids being delivered directly into her bloodstream.
 
   “Ru?” She tried to call out for him, but it came out like a sad sound between a gasp and a whisper. She licked her lips and tried again, voice gaining strength. “Ru?”
 
   A look around the small room told her he wasn’t there. It didn’t look like any hospital room that she’d ever seen on Earth, though she couldn’t actually remember the last time she’d been to a functioning hospital. The room was small and she lay on a cot-like bed pushed against one wall with a little space on either side for doctors to stand. Her vitals pulsed on one wall, undecipherable to her uneducated eye.
 
   An empty chair sat flush up against the bed. It looked well used and horribly uncomfortable, the thin layer of padding having flattened completely after what appeared to be years of use.
 
   The door opened quietly and a familiar alien, her alien, stepped into the room. Their eyes met and she tried to smile, but whatever drugs she’d been given made the movement difficult. 
 
   Ru shut the door behind him and took a seat beside her, placing one hand on top of hers. “Good morning,” he said softly.
 
   Lis squeezed his fingers, “How long was I out?” She was beginning to wake up more, gaining her voice back.
 
   “A few hours.” From the tousled look of his hair and the bags under his eyes, she would have thought it had been days. But with the stress of his capture on top of her injury, he had to be nearing collapse.
 
   “You need to rest,” she told him, reaching over to stroke his cheek. 
 
   He leaned close until she could touch him. “You should talk. Sleep.”
 
   “Nah, I’m tough. No stupid blaster shot can keep me down.” But she would have greatly appreciated some regen gel at the moment. Regular treatment sucked compared to it. The fact that it hadn’t been used told her that her injury was worse than either she or Ru were admitting. Surgeons only operated in dire cases.
 
   “That wasn’t a blaster,” he said, the fire in his eyes bright with emotion. “It was a las shooter.”
 
   Lis’s eyebrows shot up. Las shooters were serious weapons. That she was awake after a few hours told her the blow had been glancing. Las fire got into a victim’s veins and ate them from the inside out if it wasn’t caught quickly enough.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked, afraid to think of what that shot might have done to her. “Is Lome? And what about Su—”
 
   He placed a finger on her lips. “As far as slapdash rescue missions go, it couldn’t have gone better. We’re all safe. I was just talking to Lome’s friend in station security. They’ve detained the Polans and will issue a hefty fine before banning the entire crew from the station. Polai will deny all involvement, but what else would you expect?” Anger simmered under his words, but he spoke gently.
 
   “Are they going to come after us again?” Because they couldn’t have Ru. Las fire or no, he was hers and she was keeping him. Forever.
 
   He laced his fingers through hers and leaned forward to kiss her hand. “I can’t say. I wouldn’t be too shocked if I’ve got a bounty out on me.”
 
   “They can’t take you,” she vowed, “You’re mine.” 
 
   He grinned and the stress of the day disappeared. “I wouldn’t dare disappoint you.”
 
   “So how long are they going to keep me tied to this bed?” She wanted out, wanted to take Ru back to their rooms and show him that they both survived and make love to him until day and night lost their meaning.
 
   “The doc said tomorrow. They’ve got some fancy thing in your IV healing you.” He leaned back in the chair, but didn’t let go of her hand.
 
   Lis’s heart clenched. “You look exhausted, you should go sleep.”
 
   Ru shook his head. “I don’t think I could fall asleep away from you. Not after today.”
 
   The naked honesty shook her to her core. She realized that when Ru said he wasn’t holding anything back, he meant it. There would be no secrets between them, nothing but complete honesty.
 
   She scooted to the side, opening up a narrow gap in the mattress. “Keep me warm?” she asked.
 
   He didn’t need to be told twice, but Ru positioned himself carefully. He avoided her wound and her IV, draping his arm over her shoulders and pulling her close. The clean scent of his skin told her he’d showered, but underneath, he smelled like Ru, like home.
 
   “I love you,” she said. And despite what she’d feared, it wasn’t hard at all to let the words out. “I’m so glad you found me on that shitty planet.”
 
   “I love you, too.” Ru kissed the top of her head. “And thank you.”
 
   She tilted her head up. “For what?”
 
   The look he gave her said it all, his brows drawn down in disbelief. “You were just nearly killed by Polans! For saving my life!” But he let out a small, relieved laugh when he said it, and she knew that despite his yelling, he wasn’t mad at her.
 
   Lis traced her hand up and down the fabric of his shirt. “I think this relationship needs some rules.”
 
   He quirked up a brow. “Oh yeah?”
 
   She nodded. “Number one, no more kidnapping. Or getting kidnapped.” They’d more than filled their quota on that mark.
 
   Ru tapped a finger against her nose. “Number two, lots of sex.”
 
   “Oh, yeah,” she said, nodding. “Lots.” And then Ru was kissing her and for a few moments Lis was able to forget about the pain in her side. Until she tried to turn further toward him and she pulled on something. With a gasp of pain, she pulled back. “Lots of sex later. When I can move.”
 
   Ru looked worried, but when she settled in beside him, he seemed to realize that she was okay, just tender. “The others, those humans that helped, wanted to see you. I told them to wait until you’re better.”
 
   “Good. I need to thank them.” She sighed. “Lome, too. Without him, we wouldn’t have made it.”
 
   “They can all wait,” he said, protective possessiveness in his words.
 
   “So what’s next?” She wasn’t going to be injured forever and they had their whole lives ahead of them.
 
   “How would you like to meet my family?” He asked it like he expected her to say no.
 
   But Lis wasn’t about to do that. “Hell yes, I want to meet your family. And I want to go back to Earth.” He looked startled and she realized how it sounded. “I’m not saying we need to go live there or anything, but I had friends, sort of. I want to see them again, to show them I’m okay. And,” she added with deliberate nonchalance, “maybe to show you off.”
 
   His chest puffed up. “Show me off? Are you saying I’m someone your friends would find worthy?”
 
   Lis laughed and snuggled in closer to the now familiar scent of her denya. “It’s not every day a poor Earth girl like me finds a sexy alien mate. They’re all going to be so jealous.” 
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Rafe Blackwood is the Wolf of Falcon Point. He rules the pack as werewolf alpha and takes what he wants. And he wants Jess. Her curves draw his eye and ignite his imagination, and her willingness to stand up to him makes him realize that Jess is more than a lover. She is his mate. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

The alpha keeps what's his...

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

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

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

Luke isn’t doing any better. 

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

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

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

Vengeance is best served hot…

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

Falling in love has never been so deadly…

In the midst of all of this, Luke and Mel have found each other. But Mel doesn’t know how to do relationships, and Luke’s pack isn’t keen on having a thief as their female alpha. When Mel and Luke are together, their relationship is explosive. But the fires will either cleanse, or destroy.
 
    
 
   Sci-Fi Romance
 
   Crashed
 
   A malfunctioning escape vessel, a deserted planet, and an angry warrior…

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

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

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

A science fiction romance short story.
 
    
 
   Find more by Kate Rudolph at www.katerudolph.net
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