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CHAPTER ONE
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KAYLEB NAMOREN DIDN’T want to die. He walked down a small street near the apartment he shared with his brother and Penny, his brother’s mate, and tried to block out the yawning chasm of despair that clawed at his heart. 

He was out of time. 

As a youth he’d never cursed the Denya Price. His parents had found one another, as had several other family members. Yes, some Detyens died at thirty because they couldn’t find their mates. But that didn’t happen to NaMorens. Not until Karwan. And once his elder sister died, everything changed. Suddenly thirty was no longer some far off age, an impossible threat that would never come. No, he and his younger brother Krayter had barreled toward it at speeds faster than light, each day a little closer to the end than the last.

Until Krayter met Penny and everything changed once again. As selfish as it was, Kayleb had always assumed that he would meet his denya first. Krayter was his brother and best friend—he’d choose no other Detyen to stand beside until the end. But Krayter was... enthusiastic with his lovers, never caring for them beyond a night, never minding that somewhere in the vast fields of space his denya had waited for him. 

Then Krayter crash landed his speeder in her back yard and found his salvation. And Kayleb was left to rot.

He clenched his fist and ground his teeth against the uncharitable thought. Penny had been nothing but kind to him since she came into their lives. She’d made every effort to become his friend. If anyone had been rude, it was Kayleb. The days until the end had grown shorter and shorter and he’d hoped to spare her the pain of his loss. And he hoped that her presence helped his brother muddle through. When Karwan had passed...

No, Kayleb didn’t need to think of that now. Not today. The sun shone bright overhead, a final gift given the tumultuous spring weather. The scent of rain still hung heavy in the air and the ground carried the memory of an overnight storm. Kayleb tilted his head up towards the sun and let it wash over him. The heat on his home planet of Jaaxis could melt the skin off a weaker species’ bones in the hot months, and in comparison, Earth was pleasant.

Almost like the home he’d never known.

The ancient loss of his home planet, Detya, hung over every waking and sleeping moment. It was more than a hundred years gone, his people eking out existence on other planets and moons, poor substitutes for the paradise they’d once held, but Kayleb and his brethren held that loss close and never let go. To forget the grief was to forget home. 

He’d grown maudlin. More maudlin. Someone jostled his shoulder and he realized that he’d come to a standstill on the middle of the sidewalk, practically a capital offense in New York City. Kayleb shook his head and looked around, but he’d wandered off his normal paths and out of the neighborhood he’d refused to think of as home. 

An ancient bodega sat on the corner, its sign so old that it had no holograms, and a trio of cats lay on the stoop, basking in the midday sun. Across the street was the even older church, stonework dating back centuries, all the way to the founding of America. Parents played with their children in the churchyard and an old human man in black robes watched over it all with a small smile on his face. Though Kayleb felt no affinity for human religion, this wasn’t the first time he’d wandered here when his mind went... wrong. 

Red flashed in the corner of his eye and Kayleb whipped around, but it was only the brightly colored headscarf of a woman going into the bodega. 

He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to summon the memory that teased his mind, the reason he’d been winding up on unfamiliar streets, his gaze drawn to red hair on human women. All he found was the gaping hole in his mind where a week’s worth of memories should have sat. After his injury a six months ago, he’d worried his brother to the bone with bouts of sickness and amnesia. But since Krayter had met and bonded with Penny, Kayleb had made an effort. Not to get better, but to seem better so his brother needn’t worry when he should be focusing on someone else.

The sickness had gone. And the memories had returned. Almost. He didn’t remember the blow that had struck him from pirates aboard their ship from Jaaxis to Honora Station. The last thing he remembered was the morning before a different injury, when he’d met a fellow Detyen named Inrit and the cyborg who ended up being her denya. After that, nothing. The specialist he’d consulted a few months ago, before he’d given up hope of full recovery, had told him his brain was intact and undamaged, but that trauma could do things that humans didn’t yet understand. The memories would come back or they wouldn’t, and Kayleb needed to accept that.

Bullshit.

Even on his last day, the day before his thirtieth birthday, he couldn’t quite accept that he’d never know what had happened in that week on the ship. There was an emptiness in his chest, something he knew he should remember, but it was shrouded behind a wall of impenetrable fog. That was the part he’d never told his brother. Who knew what Krayter would do? His reckless brother might hunt down Captain Morvellan and demand all of the security footage from their stay, piecing together with technology what Kayleb couldn’t manage for himself.

Kayleb smiled at the thought. At least one of them would live to see their parents and siblings again. At least one of them had found love. 

He walked up to the iron fence lining the church and placed his hands on it. A few humans glanced his way. He was the only alien on this part of the street, his blue skin a dead giveaway that he hadn’t come from Earth. With a quick tensing of his hands he could bring out wickedly sharp claws and show everyone that Detyens had once been the top predators on a faraway planet. But that was all ancient history and he had no wish to disturb the peace.

Kayleb turned away, letting go of the iron fence and the nagging sense that he should continue down the street until he found what he was looking for, that lock of red that would be just right. After all, this wasn’t the first time he’d found himself searching it—her—out, but it would be his last. For him, tomorrow wouldn’t come. And though he feared that spending this time with his brother would only bring him more pain once Kayleb was gone, he retraced his steps until he found himself back at their midrise apartment building.

Penny was gone for the day, spending the time with her sisters and giving him and Krayter a final night to say goodbye to one another. 

His brother sat on the couch and jerked around when Kayleb opened and shut the door with more force than necessary. Gravity on Earth was a little different than Jaaxis and far different from the ships they’d taken to get here. He’d still been getting used to it and when he didn’t watch himself, his strength took over and he hit things too hard.

Of course, that had been his way of life on Jaaxis, but those days were long gone, never to be revisited.

Krayter’s eyes flashed red for a moment, emotion riding high, but he smothered it and they settled back to the normal black after a moment. At first glance, some mistook them for twins, but Krayter’s skin was closer to teal while Kayleb leaned toward blue. Kayleb also edged his brother out in height by a centimeter and carried a bump on his nose, first broken as a child and rebroken in a fight several years back. 

“It’s nearly sundown,” Krayter said, haloed in light from the window behind him. 

“I needed to move.” The words tumbled out, something Kayleb had muttered time and time again over the last months. It was true, in its way. But it hadn’t just been movement he needed, it was the hunt for something he couldn’t articulate. Something he’d never wanted to share with his brother, no matter the worry that it caused him. 

Krayter swallowed whatever he’d been about to say, his skin going a bit pale around the edges. He blinked his eyes hard and gulped, dragging in a huge, shaky breath. “Of course,” he said once he’d gained control of himself once more. “You should do as you wish today.”

Guilt washed over Kayleb and he was forced to face the real reason he’d needed to move today. Tears pricked at his eyes as the chasm inside of him widened even further, the darkness reaching out to pull him in, to take him away from this place that was supposed to become his home, his haven. “I’m sorry, brother,” he managed around the ball of emotion that had lodged in his throat and refused to move.

Krayter blinked again, holding back his own tears. “You have nothing to apologize for.”

But that wasn’t true. He’d been so caught up in pain and denial of what was coming that he’d pushed his own brother away in the past weeks until all he could feel was the time wasted. He shouldn’t have ventured out to chase ghosts when the only person that mattered was right here waiting for him, reaching out even as he began his new life. 

“I’m glad you found her,” Kayleb said. “I’m glad that you’re not alone.”

Krayter shot up and wrapped his arms tight around him, the warmth and care and brotherly love everything he’d been pushing away for far too long. “We don’t have much time, but we’ll make it last. I promise.”

Midnight came and went while they reminisced. If they’d kept to the old ways, Krayter would be sitting vigil as Kayleb prepared himself for the spiritual journey across the stars, following the guiding lights of Detyens gone before. But neither of them had attended the temple back on Jaaxis and Kayleb wasn’t sure he could recite the old prayers even if he tried to remember them. So he and his brother made their own ritual, one of life and love and memories. Kayleb recorded messages to send back to the family on Jaaxis and trusted that Krayter would see them delivered.

As the small hour of morning ticked by, exhaustion took him in a tidal wave and that chasm in his soul snapped at him. He swallowed hard against the fear and looked where Krayter sat beside him, their arms resting against one another. “I think it’s coming,” he said, unsure of what exactly the rest of the morning held in store for him. The priests of the dead kept the secrets of the Final Night, and he hadn’t been with Karwan, instead forced to spend the night in a delinquent cell on Jaaxis for a fight that had gone too far.

“I’ll stay by your side,” Krayter promised. “Maybe it would be best if you tried to sleep?” 

With a jolt, Kayleb remembered that Krayter hadn’t been with Karwan either. Neither of them knew how this night would end, whether Kayleb would fade in peace or die screaming. If this was the end, he couldn’t go without saying one last thing. “I love you, brother. And I have no regrets about making this trip. I wouldn’t change it,” he promised.

As the first beams of the sun crested the horizon, Kayleb laid back on the couch and closed his eyes, letting the darkness take him. Death in sleep would surely be less painful than succumbing while awake.

His thoughts faded into cloying darkness and he dropped out of consciousness and into something beyond.

***
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HE REMEMBERED THE SHIP. The Kella. He and Krayter had booked passage to take them far away from home in the dim hopes of finding mates and lives for themselves. But the ship was made of pain. Broken rails and piercing metal, falling debris. Nothing a person could relax around. Though Kayleb recognized the place, he knew something was wrong. 

Lights flickered overhead, casting strange shadows, and the gray walls undulated as if something passed under them, a great beast in the walls of the ship, breathing in space and hunting the passengers until none were left.

But he couldn’t stop himself from placing his hand against the hard surface, still for the moment, despite whatever lurked. As his fingers brushed against what should have been cold and lifeless, he jerked back as it gave way, soft and bouncy like her...

He turned around and the thought faded. 

A jagged stripe of red colored the opposite wall, the color of human blood. Cutting through the heart of it was a river of dark green, the color of his own blood which had once pooled in these halls, painting the floor and almost killing him in one fell swoop.

They were supposed to be safe here. He’d never quite said it to Krayter, but the thought had swirled and swirled as he spent far too many hours in the infirmary with—

“Kayleb.”

His head jerked up and he turned again, but where there’d only been a wall behind him before, now it opened up into the black of night, stars visible for as far as he could see, shining in the cold, mocking him with their radiance.

“No!” The word tore out of him and Kayleb ran, his feet pounding on the grated floor under him, a metallic clang echoing down the hall and fading into nothingness in the vacuum behind him. No, he wasn’t ready. Not now, not yet, not until—

He slammed into a wall, and the pressure of it flattened him even though he felt no pain. 

“Kayleb.”

A feminine voice called his name, coming from nowhere and achingly familiar. He knew her, deep in his heart. “Who are you?” he asked, even though he saw no one else, even as he knew he had to run before eternity swallowed him whole. Before it snatched him away from her. Whoever she was.

But the voice went silent.

Kayleb turned and saw the stars had retreated, though they still sat threateningly close, no wall blocking them away from him. Two paths set out before him, one bright and wide, the footing sure and the railing sturdy. Beside it, branching in a different direction, was the path from the ship, grated floor, harsh metal, and the threat of certain danger if he stepped incautiously. 

“Kayleb.”

She was there, just down the path of the ship, and Kayleb stepped toward her, choosing his way before he realized what the choice could mean. As his feet touched the metal grating, reality snapped around him, slingshotting him back to the invisible wall and slamming him down hard. Something buzzed in his ears, the sound growing too loud to ignore until it was the totality of his being.

White bloomed between his eyes and exploded, taking him with it and thrusting him out of the dream and into the hard, cold morning.

Kayleb woke up.

***
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THE FIRST THING HE heard was the click of the front door closing. A blanket lay heavy and too hot over his chest and there was something off about the air around him. Kayleb sucked in a deep breath and realized the problem.

He was supposed to be dead. 

Kayleb took another breath, keeping his eyes squeezed shut as he focused on the beat of his heart. Steady, strong, there, and it really shouldn’t have been. For a crazy moment, he thought he might be a ghost, forced to haunt this foreign planet, his brother’s shadow in death in a way he’d never endured in life. But when he cracked his eyes opened and moved his arms, he could push the blanket down. An experimental press of fingers against his cheeks showed him to be solid and warm.

Alive.

How?

Footsteps sounded down the hallway and Kayleb froze. He felt like an intruder in his own home, as illogical as that was. But he wasn’t supposed to be here anymore, he was supposed to be... done. Dead. Finished. And something almost like disappointment snapped through him. He hadn’t wanted—didn’t want—to die, but he’d met his end with honor like a proper Detyen. And now he’d woken up at home like it was just any other day.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Penny Morales, Krayter’s human denya, asked quietly. She must have slipped in the door behind him. If she’d looked over at the couch, she would have seen him move, seen the rise and fall of his chest. But he didn’t blame her for averting her gaze. This was hard enough for a Detyen, let alone someone without the denya curse living in her blood.

“What’s there to say?” The footsteps must have belonged to Krayter. His voice had taken on a cadence that Kayleb had never heard before, vulnerable and sad. Everything they’d normally keep hidden from one another. “He was...”

Kayleb sat up and cast the blanket completely off of himself before they could say anything else. He didn’t want to know what they would say when they thought he couldn’t hear. Those words weren’t for him.

Penny shrieked for a breath and Krayter cursed. Kayleb stood up, bracing himself on the back of the couch. He didn’t feel physically unsteady, but his mind was still catching up to the fact that he wasn’t dead like he was supposed to be. “Um... good morning,” he finally managed after several moments of staring blankly at his brother and Penny.

Penny’s skin drained of color and her eyes widened until they were larger than he’d ever seen before. Her mouth dropped open and she looked from him to Krayter and back again. Her mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out.

Krayter stared at him, an unreadable expression in his blazing red eyes.

He felt like a fool. He couldn’t find the words to say anything that needed to be said, and his feet were rooted in place just as surely as the trees towering over Central Park.

And then Krayter let out a whoop and vaulted over the couch, wrapping his arms around Kayleb and almost tipping both of them onto the floor. “You’re not dead!” he practically yelled into Kayleb’s ear. “Why aren’t you dead?” 

“I don’t know.” Kayleb pulled out of the embrace, but he didn’t step away from his brother. His heart beat too fast and he couldn’t quite get a deep breath, but it didn’t feel like he was about to drop dead at any moment. 

“I think we need coffee,” Penny said before she retreated to the kitchen, leaving Krayter and Kayleb alone again.

Several minutes later, in possession of both coffee and pastries from the bakery on the corner, Kayleb, Krayter, and Penny sat at the kitchen table and stared at their food. Krayter took a nervous sip of his drink before setting his cup down and idly running his thumb over the lip of the mug. “Have you considered that you might have calculated your birthday wrong?” he asked quietly.

The same thought had occurred to Kayleb. He’d been born on Jaaxis, which was lightyears from Earth and on a completely different calendar. Though his birth had been recorded in Interstellar Common Time as well as on the Jaaxis calendar, he’d still needed to convert it from IC time to the Earth calendar. “I did the calculation three times and had it confirmed by the extraterrestrial immigration agency.” He looked up from his coffee and saw that neither Penny nor Krayter seemed willing to meet his eyes. Kayleb pulled his communicator out of his pocket and brought up his identifying data. “See for yourself if you still have doubt.”

Krayter’s arm twitched but he didn’t reach for the device. Instead, Penny grabbed it. Her eyebrows drew down in concentration, but after a moment she handed the communicator back to him with a nod. “That looks correct to me. What else could it be? Is it because you’re so far from home?”

“If distance were an issue, the destruction of Detya would have been a...” He couldn’t bring himself to call it a gift, but when Penny bit her lip, Kayleb figured that she knew what he meant. “The curse is something that lives inside of us, it can’t be outrun. The only cure is to find a denya.”

“So no one has ever tried to get around it before?” she asked. “Really?”

Krayter sucked in a breath and studied Kayleb with new eyes. After a moment, he shook his head, and Kayleb was confused anew. “What is it?”

“You don’t remember that old story?” Krayter asked with a slight frown. “About that man... I can’t remember his name. The scientist and his daughter.”

“That’s just a legend and I’m clearly not one of the soulless, if they ever existed at all.” Kayleb scowled at the thought. 

“Wait, what?” Penny shook her head. “Anyone want to take pity on the human and explain?”

Krayter smiled at his denya and reached over, lacing their fingers together. “It’s an old story, ancient by the time Detya was destroyed. Like one of those grim ones that you told me.”

“The Brothers Grimm? So it’s a fairy tale?”

Kayleb didn’t know what they were talking about; fairies, whatever they were, didn’t exist on any planet he’d been on. His translator didn’t offer a better word. 

But Krayter nodded. “Exactly! It is a myth. Hundreds, maybe a thousand years ago, a scientist went mad. His denya died and none of his children could find their mates. He dedicated himself to study, to find what causes us to die at the age of thirty. And he found it. He called it our soul, though I don’t think that means the same thing to humans. It is the heart of our personality, our emotions. Anyway. On the eve of his final daughter’s thirtieth birthday, he performed a procedure to remove her soul and save her life. And it worked. But the next day she awoke and killed her father, destroyed his lab, and then flung herself off a cliff because whatever he’d done to her was too horrifying to let happen to anyone else. Whispers of the soulless have been around forever. They are like...” he paused to think for a moment, “they are like your vampires. Not quite living, dangerous. But imbued with life after they should have died.”

“And they don’t exist?” Penny asked. “You’re sure?”

“If they ever did, I’m sure they didn’t survive the destruction of Detya,” Kayleb said before Krayter could talk more of the stories of their youth. They had more pressing issues than so-called fairy tales at the moment. “And I still have my soul, I promise.”

Krayter opened his mouth as if he wanted to argue and Kayleb glared at him, resting his hand lightly on the table. He didn’t let his claws out, but Krayter glanced down and snapped his mouth shut. “Fine, this didn’t happen because you had your birthday wrong, and it’s not going to be solved by the old stories. Maybe we can find other Detyens on this planet. There might be an elder who has an idea. At the very least we should call Ruwen.”

Their cousin was the first Detyen to find a human mate. Right now he and Lis were off on a journey to meet Lis’s friends back where she’d originally come from. Though both Lis and Penny had questioned Ru’s decision to leave before Kayleb’s final night, it was the way of their people to not crowd the dying but to celebrate life while it lasted. 

“There’s one possibility, isn’t there?” Penny asked, as if whatever she planned to say was the most obvious solution. 

Kayleb had no idea what she might say. “There is?”

“Isn’t it possible that you found your denya somewhere? That you slept with her and... I don’t know, forgot? Isn’t that the simplest solution.” She looked between the two brothers and shrugged.

“No,” said Kayleb, shaking his head and pushing back from the table. He paced the length of the small kitchen, his mind whirling. “That’s something I wouldn’t forget. I’m certain.” 

Right?
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CHAPTER TWO
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PAVEMENT POUNDED BENEATH Tessa Greely’s feet as she sprinted the distance from Conner Street up Contact Row. Dilapidated buildings crumbled around her and the people in this part of the city barely spared her a glance. She didn’t need to worry about any cops calling for her to stop; the police only came here to collect the bodies once the blaster fire subsided and all the dangerous criminals were dead or gone.

It also meant that no one looked twice at the man and the thing chasing her. She’d seen plenty of aliens over the past six years that she’d spent in space, but some of those guys were just gross. What needed that many tentacles? From the half a glimpse she got before taking off at a sprint back at the bus depot, it looked like four squids had plastered themselves to its face and then gathered up an octopus or two to hang down from its arms. If she had time to think more, she might have wondered how it could run so fast, but she was too occupied with getting away from the thing to worry about mechanics.

Fucking pirates. They were supposed to stay in space, leaving her safe on Earth. But no, of course the assholes had to come for her, as if this year hadn’t been bad enough already.

She should have just stayed on the Kella.

Tessa darted down an alleyway, her backpack bouncing against her back and heavy enough to throw her off balance. The honk of a passing car gave her a second’s warning and she ducked behind an old-fashioned dumpster, her foot slipping in something slimy enough to have once been food. She bit her lip to keep from making a noise and tried to breathe shallowly, the air so stinky she could practically see it. Voices floated down the alley, too quiet to make out. Tessa’s heart threatened to beat out of her chest but she held herself as still as a statue. 

She’d never meant to come back to Earth, back to New York. She’d thought that she’d found her place on the Kella, that she’d learn her healer’s craft and travel the stars, seeing sights that most humans would never begin to dream of. It was moments like these when she knew that she should have let Kayleb NaMoren die. That was when everything went sideways.

One of the people chasing her spoke again and Tessa strained her ears, trying to make out their footsteps. But New York City hadn’t slept in centuries, and in the middle of the day there was no hope of making out the small noise over the everyday din of life in this wretched place. The alley she’d run blindly into didn’t dead end, a small miracle that she would have thanked God for if she were the praying sort. The other end of the alley opened onto a footpath with tall buildings shading it on either side. Across from her, a fire escape hung just out of reach. But Tessa feared that if she moved an inch her pursuers would be on her. And even if they only made it halfway down the way they’d see her; she only had cover from one side and the dumpster sat flush against the wall. Only rats could hope to slither behind it.

Papers rustled and she thought she heard chittering as if thoughts of rats had summoned them close. A whimper caught in her throat and she kept her lips snapped tightly shut lest it escape and betray her.

She didn’t want to die. God, she’d been so stupid.

The straps of her backpack dug into her shoulders, reminding her of her choice and her mistake. At the time, it had seemed like the only path to take, but looking back at the bodies she’d left behind in the last weeks made her resolve slip. Maybe she was just delaying the inevitable and taking her friends and allies down with her. Maybe if she abandoned her bag here, they’d stop chasing her and let her disappear into the shadows of the city, never to cause trouble again.

But Tessa hadn’t survived in space for years by being stupid. There was only one end to this deadly game.

She chanced popping her eyes up over the dark lid of the dumpster and almost collapsed in relief when she saw neither a man nor a terrifying squid monster waiting for her. But experience told her not to run, that she’d gotten away too easy and the people who chased her knew how to run their quarry down. One little alley wasn’t enough to trick them. So she looked again, taking in every brick in the walls and all of the garbage littered along the ground. At first her eyes passed over it, a small black box that might have been another piece of refuse. But she’d seen something like that before and the damn thing had cut a hole in her favorite pants and seared the skin off of her calf. The cheap healing cream she’d been able to find had sealed the wound but left a nasty scar from ankle to knee.

God, she missed the Kella with its shoddy medbots and almost unending supply of regen gel. 

Tessa looked back down at where she squatted, squelching the revulsion at whatever gross shit had mixed together to make the sticky soup that coated the ground. Instead, she picked up a small metal lid to some jar that must have been thrown away in a shoddy bag. She flung the projectile out, hoping it skipped across the ground more like a rat than a piece of trash thrown by a person. 

The black box jumped into action, shooting a red burst of blaster fire straight at the lid. She took a deep breath and nodded. Okay, she could handle that. A blaster box like that usually didn’t have a transmitter, and the battery wouldn’t last long. Either the pirates didn’t think she was hiding in the alley or they didn’t particularly care. Her thighs burned and the smell of the alley had faded to her senses enough for her to know that she’d smell of garbage all day, no matter how many times she showered.

She found another piece of fallen trash and threw it in a giant arc, watching as the red beams swiveled and sighted the target. Tessa threw and threw, the stench of burning trash and blaster fire sizzling in her nose, but she couldn’t stop. If she left the blaster box there before it burned itself out, someone might get hurt and she didn’t need another death or injury on her mind. Her heart hurt enough already.

It took several minutes and Tessa cringed at all of the germs that had to be crawling over her hands, sticky as they were with grime and filth. With a final burst of fire, a screech went up, echoing down the alleyway, and the acrid scent of electric smoke tickled her nostrils. Tessa threw one final bit of trash and no laser found it. It landed and rolled to the opposite wall unopposed.

Without another look down the alley, Tessa took off down the footpath and made her way to the hole in the wall motel she’d heard about from her sister, a New York prosecutor who used to handle criminal cases. The half-collapsing stone building that dated to the twentieth century had once been a respectable brownstone and now served as a den of prostitutes and unsavory characters. No guards there would ask questions about her presence and, even better, the android attendant at the door took cash. No trace that Tessa Greely had checked in, no way to track her.

Cheap plaster hung on three of the little walls of the room, the place barely big enough for a bed with a suspiciously stained quilt on top. Tessa grimaced but decided it would have to do for the night. She found the shared bathroom on her floor and nodded mutely to the made up woman who washed herself with a dirty cloth. Neither of them said a word, it wasn’t that kind of place. Tessa scrubbed at her arms and once her brown skin had turned red from heat and friction she splashed water on her face and ran a hand around her neck, trying to get the worst of the stench to go away. 

Her clothes needed to be burned, but she only had one other set and couldn’t afford to lose these. She headed back to her room and switched into the cleaner pants and shirt before bringing the stinking pile of cloth back to the bathroom, where she submerged it in the sink and let the steaming water run for several minutes until it drained clear, rather than a dingy grayish brown. 


Gross.

She wrung everything out and took the not quite sopping mess back to her room with her, where she hung it on the back of a rickety chair and on a rusted hook on the door. She doubted it would dry by morning, and that was just one more annoyance to add onto the shit sandwich that her life had turned into in the last three weeks.

Tessa collapsed back onto the bed, ignoring the stain, and pulled her bag up and let it rest on her lap. She unzipped the top and glanced inside to make sure that she still saw the glowing blue light from the little device that had given her so much trouble since negotiating her escape. The pirates would kill to get it back, which meant she needed to get it to someone who could use it against them first.

The first person that came to mind was her sister. Tamara had been prosecuting cases for the city of New York since Tessa was a kid, and while the age difference between them meant that they weren’t that close, she knew exactly how smart and resourceful Tam was. But Tessa couldn’t bring this kind of danger down on her with no warning. She had no communicator and she wasn’t sure what the pirates knew about her. They’d done a cursory scan when she’d been taken prisoner, but whether it was diagnostic or identifying she didn’t know.

Inrit would have known what to do.

Tessa remembered the red Detyen woman with a fondness she hadn’t felt when they’d shared space on the Kella, a ship that had seemed like home at the time. Inrit, it turned out, had an unsavory piratical past, but with her mate, the cyborg Max, they’d been able to get the ship out of one hell of a scrape when pirates attacked and boarded it.

If only they hadn’t taken off at the next space station. She and Inrit hadn’t really been friends, but if there was anyone she could walk up to and say hi, I stole some important pirate documents and now they’re pissed and following me and expect concrete suggestions rather than panic, it was her.

What about Kayleb? the traitorous corner of her mind that she’d shoved into darkness and tried to forget asked. Kayleb, who’d said wonderful things with that wicked sense of humor of his. Kayleb, whose eyes glowed red when he looked at her for too long. Kayleb, who’d kissed her like it was more important than breathing.

Kayleb, who’d looked at her after his injury and only seen a stranger.

She hadn’t been bitter at first. A little hurt, sure, but it wasn’t his fault that he’d been hit in the head and his memories jumbled. The doc on the ship had been certain he’d completely recover. But whenever Tessa tried to get close, his damned brother was there to shoo her off, as if she didn’t have a claim.

Then again, if Kayleb hadn’t told his brother about their... thing, then maybe it had all been a pack of lies from the beginning. Maybe it was all stupid tricks to get her into bed and take his pleasure. You’re my mate, I’d die without you.

Yeah, right.

When she closed her eyes she could still see him over her, one arm cradling her face as if she was a precious gem. She could almost remember his scent, part soap and part something hot and spiced and all hers.

No.

Tessa sucked in a ragged breath and pushed thoughts of Kayleb aside. Something in her chest ached and she absently rubbed her hand against her breastbone. It wasn’t like heartburn or anything she was used to, and she’d been feeling it since she made it to this damned city. Her heart was tugging at her chest, trying to pull her somewhere she needed to go.

She’d started feeling it sometime after she and Kayleb were together and if she had a knife, she’d dig in and cut whatever it was out of her and be done with him forever.

She stuffed the pirate device back into her bag and lay down, slinging the straps over her shoulders and cradling the bag in front of her so that it would be harder for someone to come in and grab. She buried thoughts of Kayleb and the Kella and her sister and closed her eyes. A few hours of rest and she could run again.

If the pirates didn’t find her first.
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[image: image]


SIX MONTHS AGO

The Consortium was weird and Tessa didn’t like it. The colony of humans abducted from Earth and abandoned in this system was barely whispered about back home. It wasn’t exactly a secret, but it was so far away that few people saw the point in caring about it. Of course, that was how Earth reacted to so many alien overtures and threats. Their little solar system was out of the way of the major shipping lanes and on the other side of the galaxy from the ever growing Oscavian Empire. No one was a threat to Earth and so they were content to stay in their own safe corner of space.

Most of them. Not Tessa. 

Her family would have paid for medical school at any of the top establishments on Earth, the moon, or Mars. But she didn’t want to be stuck in one place when there were sights to see that humans couldn’t even imagine. She loved seeing planets made completely of gemstones and aliens with six legs and four arms but no heads. She loved learning about anything and everything she could on the outer reaches of the galaxy.

But the Consortium freaked her out. It was too... human. They’d been abducted for thousands of years and yet she could see the roots of Earth in the shapes of the buildings and they spoke a language she could almost understand when they stopped speaking IC and she disabled her translator. Space was supposed to be strange and unimaginable, not hauntingly familiar.

So she’d spent most of her time on Nina Station, one of the four permanent space stations that orbited the planet, and said a prayer of thanks when the captain hired the necessary people and called an end to their overly long stay on the planet. 

As the assistant doc on board, her time was split between training with the doc and his medbots and treating minor wounds that any first-year student could handle. Tessa wanted to do more, she knew she was capable, but Doc Grxa had his procedures and he promised that he’d give her more responsibility in good time.

She’d already been traveling on the Kella for months after four years of training on another ship. She wanted to scream at every delay, but this was a good place and she was learning things she hadn’t known before. It was just taking too damn long. 

They had only been a few days out of the Consortium when everything went to shit. An Oscavian passenger had gone into labor while one of the medbots was in maintenance mode and the other was broken. The doc had his hands full with getting her seen to and she was left to monitor the comms and triage any other emergencies until the doc had the Oscavian in stable condition.

If the bots had been operational, they could have done it and she could have been learning at his side, but life on a ship required flexibility. No matter what Tessa wanted.

Still, she almost jumped when the call came in on the emergency line.

“We have a severely injured passenger, I’m relaying the location. Request immediate assistance.” She recognized Symes’s voice, a longtime crewwoman, though they’d never spent much time together.

“The doctor is currently engaged,” Tessa replied, giving the authorized response. “Please stand by.”

“Damn it, he’s bleeding out!” Symes didn’t yell, which only told Tessa how serious it was.

“Stand by,” Tessa said again and disengaged the call. She looked around and peered through the door to where the doc was tending to the Oscavian. He had the ‘do not disturb’ code engaged and Tessa was under strict orders not to override it unless the captain was close to death.

Symes had been close to panic and she didn’t get emotional, not unless she was on the comms with her wife or daughter. That meant whatever was going on was very bad. Tessa grabbed her bag and left her station.

The procedure itself was a blur. A red Detyen woman had done her best to save Kayleb, but neither she nor the cyborg beside her had the proper training to tend to him. His brother hovered over him like a mother hen. But once she started, it was relatively quick work to get the injured man to the med bay where he could be treated properly.

And then Tessa forgot to disengage.

It was an important part of being a medic. She had to step back from the injured, not take their pain into herself and tie her emotions to the prognosis. But there was something about Kayleb NaMoren that drew her in and didn’t let her go. 

Several hours after his injury began to heal and she’d shooed his brother away with strict orders to take a shower and sleep for no less than four hours, Kayleb woke up. Something inside Tessa snapped to attention and she rushed into the small area where he rested to see him clawing at his bandages and trying to sit up.

Oh, hello, her mind whispered, I’ve been looking for you. Recognition tore through her, though she couldn’t say why. All she knew about him was that he was Detyen, injured, and had a brother named Krayter. And yet, she couldn’t help the smile that tore across her face when their eyes met. Though they were in deep space, far from any star, it felt like the sun rose, casting its warmth and light on her face and giving her hope for something she’d never known to wish for.

He smiled back and settled onto the bed, no longer fussing with his injury. “I’ve been waiting for you,” he said.

And just like that, it was perfect.
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CHAPTER THREE
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WHEN KAYLEB DIDN’T drop dead by sundown, he began to breathe easier. And as night turned back into morning, he let himself hope that the impossible had happened and that he’d been spared. 

Though his feet tapped on the tile of the kitchen, begging for one of his long walks, he didn’t dare leave the apartment. Not yet. Krayter and Penny kept shooting him looks, somewhere between hope and pity and disbelief. And except for the moments he’d stolen away in the bathroom, neither of them had left him alone.

He loved his brother and liked Penny, but if this babysitting went on for too long it wasn’t going to end happily for any of them. Before Krayter came to him with the crazy plan to leave Jaaxis and find Earth, Kayleb had lived alone, despite the large apartment that housed the rest of his family. He’d never liked the crowds.

His head got too full, a pounding pain and pressure that didn’t let up until he found his own space where no one looked at him, no one cared. Visiting his family was great, letting Krayter stay for weeks at the time was welcome, but he’d always been the one a little different from the rest of the cheery NaMoren clan.

He’d been the one who brawled and tossed out insults like they were charity donations. He’d spent nights in lockup and had been kicked out of three schools for unlawful conduct. And while he’d left most of that behind, the longer he was left under a microscope, watched every moment for some sign of deterioration, the more his skin itched and his bones begged him to lash out.

If he was already feeling that after a day, he shuddered to think of what would happen if Krayter and Penny were still in the apartment at the end of the week.

“I don’t feel like I’m going to drop dead at any moment,” he told Krayter once he settled onto the couch next to his brother. Penny had stepped outside to take a call from her mother, which eased Kayleb’s tension by a degree.

He was still as tightly wound as an old fashioned clock and his feet tapped even faster when he tried to sit still. He stood back up and tried to look casual as he paced to the book case and picked up a small glass statue that he’d bought at one of the markets that he’d found on one of his walks.

Krayter looked at him and didn’t need to say anything. Kayleb tossed the statue up and down, watching the swirl of color in the clay as it spun. After a few moments, even tossing the statue wasn’t enough and he started to pace the small space of the living room. He was told that their apartment was big by New York standards, but the family home back on Jaaxis had much more space.

Kayleb’s own house had practically been designed for pacing. “Do you plan to watch me every second for the rest of our lives?” he demanded. “I don’t think that your denya would appreciate it.”

Krayter sighed and leaned back into the sofa, crossing his arms. “Don’t do this,” he pleaded quietly. “I don’t know what’s going on, and I’m not going to leave you to deal with it yourself. Especially after less than a day.”

“More than a day.”

Krayter groaned and pressed a hand to his forehead. “Kay...”

For a moment, Kayleb’s body released him from the compulsion to move and he stared at Krayter, waiting for whatever trick his brother had up his sleeve to somehow make this whole thing Kayleb’s fault. But Krayter let the word hang and didn’t say anything else.

“I’ll go to a doctor if it would make you feel better,” Kayleb offered. And he bit his tongue to keep from adding not that there’s anything a human doc could see. Detyens didn’t sicken and perish, they just dropped dead, hearts stopped, breathing ceased, brains silent. 

But the offer seemed to make his brother happy. “I talked to Ru yesterday. He gave me the contact information for someone nearby, in the Alpha Centauri system. If we leave tomorrow, we could be back by the end of the month.”

No!

Kayleb didn’t realize that he’d spoken or stepped towards Krayter until his brother flinched and Kayleb saw both of his hands in front of him as if he were about to fight. He took a deep breath and lowered his hands to his sides, leaving his fingers loose, no matter how much he wanted to clench them into fists. “No,” he said again, calmer this time. “I don’t think I should leave the planet.” He turned and looked out the window. They didn’t live in a stylish area of Manhattan, but from the window he could look out and see the glowing lights of skyscrapers and the flashing vehicles in hover mode sailing over the city. But Kayleb’s eyes were drawn south to the darkness of the warren of slums that he and Krayter had been warned to steer clear of if they appreciated keeping their wallets in their pockets and their blood in their bodies.

No matter how much Kayleb’s body sung for a fight, he’d heeded the warning and stayed away. But today his feet itched to walk out the door and explore the darkness, to find the end of the path he could almost feel himself being led down as if a point on a map was embedded in his chest. 

“Is there a reason you want to say?” Krayter asked, coming to stand next to him, but keeping enough distance between them that Kayleb couldn’t easily lash out. That was the problem with brothers, eventually they got too good at knowing you.

Kayleb tried to find the words, any excuse that made sense. If their cousin Ru knew of some specialist that might be able to explain why Kayleb hadn’t succumbed like all of the unmated Detyens before him, he should be jumping at the chance to find out why. But the thought of leaving Earth right now caused everything within him to rebel. He’d jump off the ship before it ever left land. He couldn’t do it. 

“Do you think anything could make you forget Penny?” he asked, recalling what she’d suggested the day before, that he’d met his mate and left her behind somewhere. “Or was there any way you could have met her and...” he searched for the right way to say what he meant, mind circling the problem, “not known?” It wasn’t possible, it couldn’t be. He’d know if he were mated. And yet, he was alive past his thirtieth birthday.

Krayter stepped closer and placed a tentative hand on Kayleb’s shoulder, patting it twice as if that was sufficient comfort. “I know her in my soul,” he said. “I can’t imagine that I’d ever see her and not know that we belong to one another. And as for the other... no, I recognized her the first second I laid eyes on her. Actually...” 

When he trailed off, Kayleb looked at him and saw that his brother was smiling.

Krayter let out a little laugh. “I guess I didn’t know the second we met. Her sisters had blindfolded me and tied me to a table.” And from the smile on his face, it was all one big joke. “Even just hearing her voice, I knew that she was special. I don’t think I could forget her. But,” he conceded, “I didn’t suffer from a massive head injury.”

“I need to think.” He’d had enough of standing around in the apartment all day. He left his brother standing by the window and walked out, passing Penny in the hallway and not managing more than a wave. His feet pulled him south, so south he would go. No matter the danger.
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THIS WAS STUPID. IDIOTIC bordering on suicidal.

Hundreds of light years from home and Kayleb could still recognize exactly the type of neighborhood that he was walking too deep into. He couldn’t hear the roar of fight pits, but night was a long time coming and they had to be here somewhere. If not fight pits, then something similar, some place where violence coated the air and money changed hands and the poor fought, risking their lives for their next meal. 

No prostitutes walked the street, but he saw plenty of posted flyers advertising the services of people and bots for fewer credits than he’d spent on his lunch. The further he walked into the slum, the cheaper life got. Garbage littered the streets, no cleaning bots traveling their scheduled routes. Either they’d been destroyed for parts or the city government had left this area to rot to save the money on maintenance.

Was this where he belonged now? He’d never been pulled to a place so strongly, even as that lunch he’d hastily eaten threatened to come back up at the stench in the warm air. New York City had all the modern amenities, but from the smell of things here, some people didn’t even have indoor plumbing. Or if they did, they didn’t bother to use it.

He turned off the main road and tried to convince himself that he’d circle the block and then head home. He’d been walking for hours and Krayter had to be worried sick right now. Kayleb could remember the feeling, like worms were crawling around in his organs, from when Krayter had gone missing a few months ago. He shouldn’t be subjecting his brother to this, should have agreed to go see the specialist and figure out what was wrong with him.

But Kayleb hadn’t figured out how to tell his brother his most secret thought about the last day. He couldn’t make himself say the words.

He was afraid. Afraid that if they found this specialist and spoke with him, then the only solution would lead directly to his death. Or he’d discover that his soul had shriveled and he was walking in a living death any way, his emotions draining away until he was less than a husk of his former self. Even worse, he was afraid that he’d discover that he’d bonded with someone and she was long gone, nothing more than a memory and a life preserver.

He’d been waiting his whole life to meet his mate, had held off on pleasures of the flesh because he saw no point if it wasn’t with the one person that he knew was meant for him. He’d dreamed of the life he could build with this woman, the home they’d live in, the children they’d have, the dreams they would share. They were the things that he’d never felt comfortable voicing to Krayter. And if he couldn’t say them to Krayter, then he couldn’t find anyone else to speak with.

He loved his parents, but they’d always put each other before their children, even if they hadn’t meant it. They had a love that he envied and resented and if he spoke any of his fears and longings to them, he didn’t know that they’d understand. They’d mated so young that they hadn’t needed to worry about the Denya Price, they saw it only as a gift.

And they’d certainly never understand the possibility that he’d forgotten his denya.

How? It wasn’t possible. It might have been the simplest explanation to the problem at hand, but that didn’t mean that Kayleb could accept it. If he’d forgotten her, what would she think of him? Did she think that he’d abandoned her? Or had they simply shared a night together and gone their separate ways with her not knowing who she was to him?

Could he have done something like that back on the ship or at Honora Station after he was recovering from his injuries? Would he have made love to his mate without telling her just how special she was to him, just how perfect? He’d never thought of himself as that kind of man, but anything was possible today.

A strangled shout broke him out of his reverie and he looked down the street to see the shadow of a woman in a dark red sweater dart down a road followed by two men, one human and one not, their faces full of fury and their strides long and sure.

Kayleb ran. 

His feet struck the pavement loud enough to echo down the narrow stretch of road and the force of his speed reverberated up his leg. He threw his body around a corner without thought and slammed into the human attacker from behind, pushing him to the ground. A blaster flew out of his hand, arcing up and clattering down onto the broken cement. The human’s friend, a tentacled alien breed that Kayleb couldn’t name, hissed at him and one of its arms shot out, close enough to wrap around him and reel him in if he hadn’t jumped back in time.

Without pausing to think why he did it, he reached out and grabbed for the sucker covered arm and pulled with all his strength. The tentacled alien stumbled and fell over its human friend, who’d been trying to stand. Kayleb spared them one last look and took off running after their quarry.

His quarry.

Though his mind hadn’t quite caught up, his body knew that he needed to follow this path and see where it led. He’d seen something in that glimpse of fabric that picked at his mind, and unless he ran after it and saw what was there, it would haunt him to the end of his days.

He couldn’t hear her footsteps anymore, but he turned right by some instinct and then left down the first path he found. A huge piece of wood swung wildly in front of him and Kayleb hit the ground at a roll, popping back up as his would-be attacker staggered from the force of her miss. He held both his hands up and kept far enough back, both to show that he wasn’t a threat and so she wouldn’t try to hit him again.

“I’m here to help! I won’t hurt you, I promise.” He was panting and feared that his eyes glowed red from the violence and the chase, but his claws remained sheathed and all he could do was hope that she wasn’t scared of aliens.

The light hit her face and he caught sight of brown skin, curly red hair escaping from where it was held back, and eyes as brown as a dwarf star. Recognition tore through him and Kayleb took a step forward, reaching out for her without thought, with nothing driving him but the desperate need to be near her, to touch her.

Denya.

The woman’s eyes widened and a sound between a squeak and a gasp escaped her throat. Then her gaze narrowed and she scooped up her plank and threw it straight at his head, the move so unexpected that the edge of the wood scraped his face, opening a cut on his cheek. She sprinted down the alley and away from him.

Kayleb clutched his hand to his face and strained to hear her, but her steps were silent. Unlike the plodding run of the man and the thing coming up on him. He picked up the plank and tested its weight. And unlike his denya, he didn’t miss when first one of his denya’s would-be assailants rounded the corner. The human went down with a nasty thunk and while the squid thing tried to fight back with its tentacles, a few knocks on the head was enough to take it down and leave it writhing on the ground.

Kayleb tossed the plank far away from the men on the ground and took off running. He had a mate to find.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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TESSA RAN LIKE ALL the demons of hell were chasing her. 

Kayleb. Here. In New York.

Bile rose in her throat as she remembered the sickening crack that the wood had made as it scraped against his face. Her hands would have been shaking if she weren’t sprinting so fast, and she wanted to throw up at the thought that she’d done him harm.

Really?!

She hadn’t seen the man in months and now he was somehow in proximity to the pirates who were following and her only thought was for his well-being? Clearly something had broken in her back on the Kella. She needed to get her head examined when she got out of this damned city.

Though she’d been able to sleep through the whole night, she’d been running from almost the second she stepped out of the hotel door. It wasn’t just the two brutes that she’d seen both now and the day before—there were more combing the streets, mostly human and rough enough to look like they belonged in this neighborhood.

Tessa darted past the stairway down to a subway stop without giving it a backward glance. The train might take her somewhere slightly safer, but if one of those men got down into the subway tunnels with her, she’d be a goner. She couldn’t outrun someone on a narrow train, and her only hope for survival was to be smarter and faster.

For the first time in two days, her shoulders relaxed a fraction and she couldn’t sense any of the pirates around her. She’d never believed in psychics before, but her sixth sense had been keeping her alive for more than a month and she wasn’t about to turn down that guidance now. Tessa took the opportunity to enter a half-abandoned building. The windows on the bottom floor had all been boarded up, but the chain that held the door closed was loose and there was plenty of room for her to slip in.

Once inside, she saw the evidence of humanity: blankets and food wrappers, the stench of bodily waste, and an abandoned sweater piled in the corner. She found the stairs and climbed. She wasn’t the only person in the building, but she hoped that the dilapidated structure would be overlooked by her pursuers. When she heard the chain rattle, Tessa picked up her pace. All she had to do was hide away for a little while. She’d been running for hours and her legs burned and her stomach rumbled. Just a little rest.

Please.

On the third floor she found a promising room. It looked like the place might have once been a doctor’s office. She could recognize an exam room on any planet. One of the cabinets had been torn off the wall and when she tested the tap on the sink nothing came out, but there was a little cot that supported her weight and she didn’t see any mice or rats. Practically paradise. Even better, the door closed and locked. 

If the pirates found her, she’d be trapped, the window was too high to jump out of, and even if she’d been on a lower floor, her hips would have never wriggled through it. But that was a problem for a little later. If they couldn’t find her, they couldn’t trap her.

Tessa dug into her bag and pulled out a small device she’d purchased at a kiosk in the space port when she landed on Earth. With a simple press of a button it disabled all wireless signals from coming to her devices or leaving them. Parents normally used them to control the content on their children’s devices and teenagers used them for cheap pranks.

Tessa needed it to survive.

The pirates kept finding her and she worried that they had some kind of tracker on the technology that she’d stolen. But she couldn’t ditch the device, so she’d taken to tampering with the potential transmission. And since her sleep hadn’t been interrupted by pirates for the past few nights, it seemed to work. Unfortunately, the device only worked for a max of six hours at a time and she didn’t have the cash to find a new one. Even worse, they were technically illegal. She’d had to tamper with the toy she’d purchased to make it fit her purposes. If she was caught with the dampener, she could be arrested, and then she’d be a sitting duck for the men who hunted her.

Heavy footsteps pounded up the stairs and Tessa’s heart beat in time, anticipation licking through her veins, but not fear. 

Kayleb.

There was nothing about that step that betrayed who it was. It could have just as easily been the squid man, but Tessa knew. She’d spent so long fearing this moment just as much as she secretly hoped for it and now her palms were sweaty and she couldn’t pull in a deep enough breath. She’d hit him with a fucking plank of wood. He had to be furious. Why had he found her, today of all days? How? Was he somehow working for the pirates? There’d always been an undercurrent of violence to him, unrestrained and feral.

And by God had Tessa loved it.

Right now she should be afraid of him. She’d done him physical harm, he was near the men who were chasing her, he might even be working with them. He’d abandoned her in space and not sent any word, not even that he’d made it to his destination safely. He’d made it abundantly clear that anything she’d thought was between them was nothing more than a delusion.

The footsteps stopped in front of her door and Tessa spotted the shadow of feet under the crack over the floor tile. She gave the window another look as her heart beat wildly, but it hadn’t grown any wider in the few minutes that she’d been sitting here, waiting and hoping that her hiding place was secure. 

He didn’t knock, and for a wild moment Tessa thought he might go away. Her stomach lurched at the thought and she tried to bring her mind back into some kind of order. She wanted him to go away. That was the only way she’d stay sane. She couldn’t do this again.

“I don’t think they followed me,” Kayleb said, his voice traveling easily through the rotted wood of the door.

Tessa clenched her fists as those words washed over her. She’d barely heard what he’d said in the alley, her mind too preoccupied with freaking out over the fact that Kayleb, the man who’d said she was his forever, was standing right there. And now she could do nothing but hear him.

She could leave him out there, stay silent as a mouse and hope he gave up. But if he didn’t, if he decided to sit and wait in the hall like some patient suitor, then he’d give away her hiding place just as surely as a brightly colored sign. 

It was okay, she tried to tell herself. This had to be done. Kayleb didn’t get to just waltz back into her life and pretend he’d never left. She’d give him a piece of her mind and send him on his way. That was all. Never mind the thrill that went through her as she stood back up or the hum of anticipation that sang in her blood.

This was over.

She swung the door open, bracing herself for the onslaught of emotion that the supposed bond between them would throw at her.

God he was beautiful. Even in the dim light, his skin practically glowed a rich blue. His dark clan markings trailed down one of his arms and she could remember tracing the pattern one night, promising herself that she’d learn every inch of him. She’d followed those markings down his side, over his hip, and traced her tongue over the single mark that ended on the muscular flesh of his ass and he’d paid her back by throwing her on her bunk and tasting her until she writhed under him and promised to do any wicked thing he wanted so long as he brought her off.

He’d cut his hair, she realized with a start. Now it was cropped close to his head, not enough for her to grab onto and enjoy. And those dark eyes of his weren’t the same passionate red she’d dreamed of. Now they were dark and a question settled there, though she must have lost the knack for interpreting his looks, because whatever he was asking her right now didn’t make any sense. 

Kayleb stepped into the room and closed the door behind him, somehow dwarfing all of the space until she couldn’t find any place to move without this damned awareness of him. How did he do it? Was it some trick of his species? Or was it just Kayleb and all his height and muscles and that scent that smelled like coming home?

He stared at her and his throat worked as he swallowed. His eyes roamed up and down, but she didn’t see any of that affection that they’d built in their days together on the Kella. Her heart dropped as a nasty thought formed within her and she took another involuntary step back, her calves bumping into the cot.

“I’ve met you before,” he said, as if he’d never promised the universe to her. “You’re my...”

“Don’t say it.” Once she said anything to him, the words were easier to form. And she didn’t know what he was playing at now, if this were a trick or a joke or some sick punishment from a god she’d never met, but if he said anything else she was either going to cry or scream and he didn’t have the right to those things. Not anymore.

“Who are you?”
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SIX MONTHS AGO

The regen gel did its job, though Tessa insisted that Kayleb stay in the med bay for longer than was strictly necessary. His brother and friends had tried to move in, visiting at all hours to make sure he healed. And every second Tessa could steal away from them and from work, she was next to Kayleb, finding little excuses to touch him, to meddle with his sheets, or just talk.

They could talk for hours.

It started when she was fiddling with one of the medbots that had been broken for a long time. The power system didn’t cycle steadily and it had a bad habit of turning off or short circuiting at inopportune moments. Like in the middle of surgery. Rather than risk patients, the doctor had decommissioned the device, but Tessa was determined to bring it back online. 

“I thought you were a medic, not an engineer.” Kayleb had a clear view of everything she did. The walls around his bed were retractable and during the day hours she let him sit out with her. It was a little against protocol, but the doctor hadn’t said anything about it. She liked the company.

“With cyborgs running around these days, all medics have to know a little engineering.” Tessa flicked her eyes up with a grin. “And on a ship, a crewman is useless if she can’t do at least three jobs.”

Kayleb’s flirtatious smile turned into a laugh and he winced as the movement upset his still healing insides. Tessa put the bot down and went to his side, sitting on the edge of the bed instead of the perfectly functional chair that was right there. She’d gotten into the habit with him and it was too much of a bother to try anything else.

“I’m fine,” Kayleb said as she placed her hands on his abdomen and flicked his shirt up to examine the wound. He placed a hand over hers, letting those big blue fingers of his lace with her own. “Really, I just pulled at it.”

She shouldn’t let him touch her like this. They weren’t on Earth, the rules were different, but she still couldn’t get involved with a patient directly under her care. It wasn’t right. But his fingers were warm and a little heavy, present in a way nothing else on the ship was. Tessa couldn’t make herself pull away. “I still have to check,” she reminded him. “I think your brother would throw me out the air lock if something happened to you.” She meant it as a joke, but Kayleb stiffened and some noise—a growl? No, it couldn’t be—lodged in his throat.

He slid his hand up to circle her wrist. “He’ll never hurt you, I won’t allow it.” His eyes glowed red and Tessa had to look away before she did something stupid.

Like kiss him.

She didn’t get off on playing doctor, didn’t have fantasies about her patients falling in love with her due to her bedside care. But every moment away from Kayleb was a moment where she was thinking about him, wanting him, wondering if she had the nerve to lean in and kiss him.

Not while he’s still in sick bed. She made the bargain with herself, though she had no clue if she’d be able to keep it. “You’re going to get better,” she said, her voice firmer than she felt. “I highly doubt that your brother will do me any harm either way.”

Though she’d seen him when Kayleb lay on the floor, blood in a pool around him. She doubted there was anything Krayter wouldn’t do for his brother, and that went the same for Kayleb.

Unless there was a threat to her.

She was going crazy. Tessa knew she needed to pull back, to put distance between them, but the soft weight of Kayleb’s fingers around her wrist warmed her, made her feel safe. She didn’t want him to let go. But she needed to do something, she couldn’t just sit there and stare into his eyes all day. She reached over and fluffed up one side of his pillow, moving it around until he looked a little more comfortable. 

Some of the red leached out of his eyes and he smiled that dangerous smile that did things to her secret places. “How much longer are you going to keep me here?” he asked.

She couldn’t help but grin back. “How much longer do you want to stay?” 

“By your side? Or in this room?” His grip tightened for a moment, not painful, but a reminder of his strength.

This was the time to pull back. She had to do it, had to put up the wall for her own sanity and professionalism. “I think I—”

“Because I’m eager to be on my feet again,” he said, “and I’d love to show you my room.”

She didn’t kiss him. Not on the lips. But Tessa’s cheeks flamed all the promise in his voice and she leaned down, brushing her lips against his forehead. “Impress me with your recovery and we’ll see.”

He let her go then, but Tessa could feel the warmth of his fingers on her for the rest of the day. 
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CHAPTER FIVE
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MAYBE HE SHOULDN’T have said it like that. Kayleb watched thoughts flitter through the eyes of the woman in front of him. His mate. His denya. Had she known that she was his? Had he tried to keep her? 

“You were on the Kella,” he said, trying to piece things together. It made sense, but he didn’t actually remember. The desire for recognition beat at his brain until an entire side of his head pulsed with the need to know. He reached a hand up to somehow staunch the pain at his temple and winced when his fingers met broken skin and came away wet with blood.

The woman sucked in a sympathetic breath, wincing along with him. At least, he hoped it was sympathetic. He was relieved to see that there weren’t any more long planks of wood within reach.

“We must have...” He didn’t mean to say it out loud and when Kayleb realized what he was doing, he cut himself off. He’d already blundered enough today. “You’re in trouble,” he said instead.

“We must have what?” the woman with the curly red hair demanded. 

He couldn’t say it. He shouldn’t say it. But she was asking and he felt the bond. He couldn’t deny his denya, even if he didn’t remember her. “We must have had sex.” He winced again, half from the pain in his head and half from saying something so important like it didn’t matter.

Her bitter laugh stabbed him in the heart. “I guess I shouldn’t have believed ‘oh, Tessa, you’re the one I’ve been waiting my whole life for.’ What a load of crap.” She shook her head, her lips firming into a tight line even as her cheeks flamed. It was hard to make out with her brown skin, but she blushed the color of cherries, sweet and tart and delectable.

Tessa. His denya.

He could do this, he could explain what had happened and maybe she’d open up, tell him why those men were after her, and let him help. Give him a second chance. He barely dared to hope. 

“I was injured a few months ago, since then I’ve had issues with my memories. But what’s between—”

She cut him off. “There’s nothing between us.” Tessa gritted her teeth and took a breath, steadying herself. “Thank you for your help today,” she continued in a much more even tone, “but I would like you to leave now.”

“You don’t understand...” He stepped forward, his soul demanding that he find a way to make her listen.

“I was there when it happened, Kayleb!” she yelled. “I saw the shot that hit you! I was by your side for every day after and when you woke up you looked at me like I was nothing. And even though I knew I couldn’t hold it against you—” a sob tore out of her. “Even when I asked you to write, to let me know you were okay, you forgot. Weeks into your recovery. So, no, I’m not doing this. The door’s right there.” She pointed behind him as if there was any other option.

Kayleb dragged his gaze to the door and his vision spun. He stumbled, slamming a hand against the wall to right himself. Maybe that blow to the head had been worse than he thought, or maybe the last two days were starting to catch up with him. 

A warm shoulder inserted itself under his arm as Tessa crossed the room. She said nothing as she eased him down to the floor and unselfconsciously straddled his lap, trying to get a look at his wound. The light in the room was poor, the only illumination streaming in from the small, dirty window. But at midday, it was enough to see clearly. He tilted his head to the side to give her a better look. Kayleb almost groaned when her fingers brushed against the skin on his forehead and he looked away, certain his gaze had deepened to red. There was no pain now, nothing but the forgotten pleasure of his mate’s touch.

How had he forgotten? Why couldn’t he remember?

“This doesn’t look too bad,” Tessa said, all professional. He could feel the anger simmering under her skin, but her instincts to heal had kicked in and Kayleb would steal these moments and hold them close until he could convince her to give him another chance. “Do you feel dizzy? Nauseous? Tired?”

“Only for the moment there, I’m fine now.” He wanted her to keep tending to him, but he wouldn’t force her attentions with lies. He couldn’t do it. “You barely scratched me.”

“Head wounds can be aggravated—never mind.” She leaned backward, arching her chest so close that Kayleb had to push down another kind of groan. He curled his hands into tight fists and pressed them hard into the cracked tile of the floor to keep from doing something suicidal like touching her. Tessa tugged something closer and sat back up. She stuck her hand in her bag and pulled out a small first aid kit. “I don’t have regen gel, but there is a healing cream in here. It should do the trick.”

Kayleb nodded, afraid that if he opened his mouth to say anything she’d push away. The bleeding had already stopped on the wound and he could bandage it when he got home, but he didn’t tell her that. This much contact he could steal, until she gave him more. Until she was ready to give him another chance.

Tessa wiped at the wound with a moist cloth and then applied an astringent cream to his temple. Kayleb didn’t try to hide his wince or stop his sharp intake of breath. Regen gel didn’t sting like this, but that was probably one of the reasons it was so expensive. Despite his pain, Tessa kept going. She applied a bandage and smoothed her hand of the adhesive. Kayleb watched her work, no longer caring if his eyes glowed red. He wanted so desperately to reach up and touch her hand that he clenched his fists until his fingers threatened to draw blood. Her thumb brushed against his cheek and he turned his face into it, brushing his lips against her palm. He didn’t kiss her and for one eternity of a second she sat there with him, his face cradled in her hand. 

Their eyes locked and Kayleb willed himself to remember as emotion, need, and want, all in one tangled mess of desire, poured through him. He could feel these things for her, know she was his, and yet he knew nothing more than her first name. Knew nothing more than that he’d loved her once and that he’d do anything now to win her back and remember why.

Something must have shown in his face. Tessa’s eyes shuddered and she pulled her hand away, standing up and shoving her bag under a ragged blanket on the small cot in the room.

“You should go. And see a doctor sometime soon, in case of concussion.” She wasn’t looking at him, instead staring at the door right over his shoulder. Her cheeks carried that cherry red color of her blush and her eyes sparkled with flecks of gold, reflected from the sun outside.

Kayleb didn’t move. “Who were those men chasing you? Are you in trouble?” That much was clear. They were sitting in an abandoned building in one of the worst neighborhoods in the city. If he’d met Tessa on the Kella, she’d fallen far in the last few months, and he needed to know why, needed to know how he could help.

“It’s nothing you need to worry about.” Tessa’s expression had closed off completely, lips pressed together in a tight line, and shoulders drawn back. “I have everything under control.”

The setting suggested otherwise, but Kayleb kept that thought to himself. Now that the buzz of seeing her for the first time—well, not technically—was starting to wear off, Kayleb spotted the dark circles under her eyes and the sallow undertone her skin took when her blush faded. Tessa looked exhausted, like she’d neither had sufficient sleep nor food in weeks. But Kayleb didn’t point that out. He’d been around humans long enough to know that they didn’t like to be contradicted, even when they were clearly wrong. “I have friends here, we can help you.”

She let out some sound that might have been related to a laugh, but there was no humor in it. “I don’t need your friends. Just pretend you didn’t see me and this will all be over soon. Now go, and make sure you’re not seen.”

He could refuse. They both knew that she couldn’t physically force him to leave, not with his height and his strength. But battles weren’t won by brawn alone. Kayleb reached into his pocket and pulled out a scrap of paper. He had to scrounge around for a pen, but he found one and scribbled down his contact information. Instead of handing it to her, he set it on the floor and slid it over. “If you need anything, anything, I’ll help. Even if you never want to see me again.”

He stood and left without looking to see if she reached for the paper.

***
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TESSA WAITED FOR THREE minutes after the door shut behind Kayleb, staring at that tiny strip of paper he’d left on the floor. She was frozen in indecision, one part of her demanding that she swoop down and hide his address away for safe keeping while the part that remembered the pain and heartbreak of their parting screamed at her to leave it be. They were done, it was over, nothing could change her mind.

But he’d been standing right there.

God, Tessa could still taste the scent of him on the air, even over the stale stinky miasma of the building. She should have never touched him, she’d be remembering the warm give of his skin under her fingers for days. Weeks, maybe. 

She couldn’t stay here, though. Not when Kayleb knew the location, not when there was a risk the pirates had staked it out and would see him leaving, giving her away. Tessa could pretend that it was only a matter of safety that made that decision, but her hands shook as she zipped up her bag and without giving too much more thought to it, she stuffed Kayleb’s note in a zippered pocket.

After all, if the pirates searched the building, she didn’t want to lead them straight to him. She was pissed, that didn’t mean that she wanted him dead.

Tessa staggered and put a hand on the wall beside the door to steady herself. Kayleb dead? No, that wasn’t allowed. Her heart had been torn out of her chest when he didn’t recognize her anymore, but she couldn’t bear the thought that he wasn’t somewhere living his life.

She groaned and banged her head against the hand plastered to the wall. She hadn’t gone to space to fall in love, so why was that giant mistake still anchored around her heart, unable to let her go?

He’d be out of the building by now, she was certain. It was time to go. Tessa slung her bag back over her shoulders and made sure there was no sign that she’d hidden in the room. The wipes she’d used on Kayleb were secured in her first aid kit for later disposal. Other than a bit of disturbed dust, the room bore no hint of their presence.

Tessa took off, closing the door behind her. 

She buried thoughts of Kayleb as she walked back down the stairs, on the lookout for the pirates who’d been on her ass. When the tug she’d been feeling in her chest since she came to the city urged her down one street, she chose another. She knew who lay at the other end of that bond, and if she wanted to meet him again, all she had to do was call.

But she wouldn’t. Not now. Not ever. She’d get out of this mess herself and then get off the planet. 

She did her best to ignore that pulse inside her. She’d learned a few tricks and after some minutes of concentrated breathing, the awareness subsided into something like white noise. She’d have to concentrate hard to know where Kayleb was.

That was for the best. Certainly.

She didn’t let herself dwell on the red glow of his eyes as she’d dragged her fingers across his temple. She didn’t think about his strong thighs under her own. And she definitely didn’t remember what his skin felt like under her lips, the taste of him as fresh after six months as it had been the day he first kissed her. At least she hadn’t kissed him today. She had that much control.

That scrap of paper was the heaviest thing in her bag and she wanted desperately to grab it out of its pocket and cradle it in her hand. The straps of her bag dug into her shoulder with the psychic weight of possibility, but Tessa made sure that her feet kept moving. She had another place she could use to catch a few winks of sleep.

Tomorrow she could deal with thoughts of Kayleb. No, tomorrow she’d deal with the tech she’d stolen and then get out of New York before she risked seeing him again, before she went completely insane and used the information that he’d given her to contact him.

Given enough time she’d break. Already her resolve was weakening, her memories taking on a softer tone as if his presence made up for the utter shit her life had turned into.

That wasn’t his fault.

Tessa ground her teeth. But her traitorous mind was right. Kayleb wasn’t responsible for the fact that pirates had kidnapped her. Maybe she wouldn’t have been there if he’d invited her to go away with him, to come to Earth. But she could have just as easily asked him to stay, and then they’d both be on the run like this.

Or worse.

Oh, no. She swallowed as her brain supplied those nightmare-inducing images of Kayleb lying on the ground of that catwalk on the ship, his head bleeding and breath wheezing in an unhealthy rhythm. She’d thought that she’d lost him that night, and in a way, she had. He still walked and talked, but there was no recollection in his eyes when he looked at her.

Even today, when he’d stared at her like the stars revolved around her head, he hadn’t seen her. He didn’t remember, he’d said as much. And if he didn’t remember her after all these months she doubted he ever would.

Tessa almost wished she was brave. If she was brave it wouldn’t matter, she could put her heart on the line again and try and build something new from the ashes. She could get close to him to see if he’d really meant what he said back them, all that crap about fate and lifesaving sex. 

She could ask for help and not be so damned alone anymore.

Tessa took another turn and noted the street. At least her sense of direction hadn’t betrayed her, even as her mind reeled at thoughts of giving in to her heart and chasing Kayleb down. But she wasn’t going to do that. She couldn’t. Because it had hurt too much, letting him go the first time. She couldn’t do it again.
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CHAPTER SIX
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SIX MONTHS AGO

The Kella was big, but that didn’t mean there were a ton of places for a romantic rendezvous. Not that this was a romantic rendezvous. All Kayleb had said was that he wanted to meet. And since the med bay seemed suddenly empty and lifeless without him, Tessa had jumped at the chance. She wished she could have told him to meet in her quarters, but she shared space with Symes and didn’t want an audience. Since Kayleb was bunked with his brother, he had a similar predicament.

But Tessa had been on the ship long enough to know her nooks and crannies. All the crew knew the perfect spots for quick hook ups and the subtle signs to use to mark a space as occupied. She’d never before even thought of stealing away into the passenger storage deck, but there was a perpetually empty cubby with more than enough room for two people. She’d placed a jacket on the hook at the end of the hall to tell the crew that the space was used and now all she had to do was wait for Kayleb to show up.

He was late.

They’d only been separated for less than a day, but her heart hammered when she heard heavy footsteps making their way up the metal stairs. A shadow crossed the door and then he stepped inside, mouth wide in a grin, the rest of him shadowed from the dim light.

Tessa grinned back, her heart light. Fizzy bubbles swam through her blood and she felt like she could fly. She’d never felt this way before, never known it was possible to feel so much so quickly for a stranger. But there was nothing strange about Kayleb, not even with his blue skin, sometimes red eyes, and retractable claws. No, he was completely perfect. 

Kayleb reached for her at the same moment Tessa opened her arms to embrace him. He spun her close in a clever move that belonged on a dance floor somewhere and she came with a yelp of laughter. His arms wrapped around her and they swayed from side to side before stilling. She heard his heartbeat where her ear pressed against his chest, strong and sure, with no sign that only a few days before he’d been on the verge of bleeding out.

“How’s your side?” she asked. He no longer needed bandages and the last time she’d checked, the only evidence of his injury was the shiny new skin that had grown over the wound.

“All better,” he promised. “Sorry I’m late. Krayter wanted to watch a vid and I needed to give him an excuse to get away.” Kayleb’s fingers tangled in her hair.

A secret thrill went through Tessa. When the brothers boarded the ship, they’d been inseparable. And now Kayleb was choosing to spend time with her instead, she was that special to him. “Don’t worry about it,” she reassured him. “I have the whole night off.”

“Do you?” he asked wolfishly, even though she’d mentioned it before.

“Yes,” she said. “And it’s just you and me, all alone. No risk of interruptions up here.” She trailed a finger down his chest, watching as his eyes shifted from their normal dark color to that demonic red that meant he was feeling something intense. “So what are we going to do about it?”

Possibility hung in the air between them. It had nearly suffocated them in med bay when there was nothing they could do about it, tension so thick that Tessa could practically see it in the air. She’d wanted to climb on top of Kayleb the moment his wound could take it, kiss him for days, and never let him go. But the med bay was almost as busy as the mess some days and she couldn’t risk it. 

But Kayleb wasn’t her patient any more.

He covered her tracing hand with his own, crushing her hand to his chest. When he leaned in, his kiss was gentle, tasting her with utter care and smashing her to pieces in a single press of lips. Tessa’s mouth quivered as he swiped his tongue against the seam of her lips, tenderly requesting entrance and conquering her with fragile strength.

Could she fall in love from a single kiss? Maybe. Yes. Absolutely. She’d never had a chance against him.

The embrace turned from sweet to hot in a single inhalation, a moan escaping her throat with the headiest promise of more. Kayleb stepped closer, backing her up against the wall of the room, and she wrapped her legs around his waist, the hard press of his erection a promise of things to come. But not yet, not while they poured all of their promises and hopes into this tangling of tongues.

Her hands tugged at his shirt, pulling it up and away and tangling between an ear and his neck. But as soon as she chucked it away they were back to kissing, her lip curving against his, unable and unwilling to quell the happiness bubbling within her. It was so right, so freaking perfect that she didn’t know what to do with herself. When her hands found the buckle of his pants, Kayleb flattened his hand against her, preventing her from unbuckling him and freeing the hard press of his cock.

“Wait,” he mumbled against her, “there’s something I need to tell you.”

“Hmm?” She kissed down the edge of his jaw, her lips brushing against almost invisible stubble. Kayleb arched his neck and his hands dug into her hips as he let out a groan that went straight to her core and only made her hungrier with desire.

But Kayleb’s moans turned frustrated and he somehow put some space between them. “It’s really important.”

With a deep breath, Tessa stilled. The intensity in his eyes was a vise around her heart. Her hands still lay on his shoulders. They’d put a little distance between themselves, but she couldn’t step any further away. “What is it?” she asked, her mind racing with all the possible disasters that could come from hooking up with a passenger.

Kayleb grinned and reached up to grab one of her hands. He laced their fingers together and gave her palm a squeeze. “This isn’t just one time. Not for me. It’s...” he paused, searching for the word. “It’s everything.”

Tessa didn’t dare to breathe, but her heart opened up and her lips curled up into a smile so big her face threatened to crack in half. “Oh?” she said, deceptively light. “Is that all?”

Kayleb just stared at her, waiting to see what else she had to say. But they didn’t need words. She closed the distance between them and kissed him once more.
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TESSA STIFLED A MOAN as the memory released her and she rose from an unsatisfactorily fitful sleep. Light filtered in through the broken hole in the wall and though it would be warm by midday, her hidey-hole was freezing. She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself, rubbing up and down in hopes of generating a little warmth.

“I’d be happy to give you a hand with that,” an alluringly familiar voice offered.

She reared back, eyes wide and mouth hanging open. She’d hidden away on the fourteenth story of a half-finished building and the only way to access the room she was in involved some very precarious climbing across a patch of floor that hadn’t yet been put in. And yet Kayleb was sitting at the foot of her makeshift little bed as if he belonged there.

“What are you doing here?” The words came out a little muffled from exhaustion and Tessa pressed herself back against the wall as if she could somehow put enough space between them to escape the pull. Of all the dreams he had to interrupt, it was that one! Did the universe actually hate her? It was the only thing that made sense. “How long have you been staring at me like a creep? It’s not cool to watch people while they’re sleeping.” She hitched her jacket up, keeping it over her shoulders and chest like a blanket. It did little to keep her warm, but she’d take any shield she could get right now.

Kayleb watched her pull back, his expression unreadable. She didn’t like it and she didn’t like that she didn’t like it. He leaned until there was less than a meter of space between them and something in her chest loosened, making it a little easier to breathe. “I just got here,” he said softly, or it seemed soft. The wind this high on the building blew something fierce and normal speaking was softer than a whisper. “And I came because you need help.”

“I’m fine,” she said, her words belied by the sharp burst of wind that hit an exposed strip of skin and made her gasp from the cold. She bit back a curse and grit her teeth against the discomfort. “I told you to stay away.” She couldn’t deal with fighting off pirates and Kayleb, and she didn’t know what to do if he made this hard for her.

“This is fine?” Kayleb asked, looking around. “You’re being chased and sleeping in half constructed buildings, how is that fine?” His eyes blazed and he held himself taut, like if he loosened his shoulders at all he’d lunge forward and sweep her up into his arms and never let her go.

Which Tessa did not want. At all. Never again.

Right.

Anger burst over her as the last remnants of sleep fell away. Tessa pushed herself up from her makeshift bed, towering over Kayleb where he crouched. She balled her fists up and tried to figure out what she was supposed to say. If he hadn’t been in front of the only door, she’d be out of there in a flash, but he had her trapped. “You need to let me go,” she said as calmly as she could manage.

“I only just found you.” The naked emotion in his voice almost undid her, but the chill and the wind anchored her in place, reminding her of everything that had come to pass.

“Well isn’t that great for you,” she scowled. “I’ve got actual problems now, and I can’t sit here and babysit you while you try and figure out what you want this time. I’m not letting you... back in and I want you to go.” She’d almost confessed too much, and he didn’t get to know that he’d torn out her heart once before. She’d told him enough.

Except he wasn’t moving. He stared at her, eyes wide and nostrils flared, his expression absolutely human on a startlingly inhuman face. His sharp cheekbones made him look harsher than he’d ever been, a little too angular for the man she knew—had known. “I can’t let you go,” he said, and this time she had to strain to make it out, his voice oddly flat. “Please.”

Something inside her chest cracked and Tessa took a step back when all she wanted to do was step forward and hold him close. The anger went out of her and her shoulders slumped. “Go back to your brother and forget about this. I don’t—” the word want you dead on her tongue. For some strange reason she couldn’t lie to him, nor herself, apparently.­

“You don’t what?”
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KAYLEB WAS FROZEN, crouched in the little room where Tessa had hidden away. He’d followed his instincts and the tug in his heart until the pull brought him here, the decision to find her and offer help made by his soul before his mind could catch up and object. 

She didn’t want him and he barely remembered her. But whatever he’d felt all those months ago was still there, unmoored in his mind, unanchored by knowledge, but still strong and fierce. He couldn’t let her remain in danger while he went about his business like nothing was wrong. He couldn’t leave his denya to suffer while he enjoyed his stolen time without her.

He didn’t think he could enjoy his stolen time without her. After all, he’d stolen it from her.

His question hung in the air between them and Kayleb stood slowly. She couldn’t leave unless he moved away from the door and they were both achingly aware of that fact. Her eyes were focused on the unfinished tile at their feet, unable to look at him. He wanted her to, wanted to see what she felt in those deep brown eyes of hers, but he kept his hands to himself, unwilling to touch her if she didn’t want to be touched.

But he couldn’t walk away, not until she was at least safe. He could offer that much.

“Please just leave,” she said again, misery in every word. But he didn’t think the misery had to do with his presence.

“I don’t think that’s what you want.” He’d never been great at reading people, he left that to Krayter. And he knew that Tessa had every reason to want him gone, but his heart demanded that he stay. She was his mate, he couldn’t abandon her.

Finally, Tessa looked up and the pain and confusion in her eyes pierced his heart. He’d done this to her, unintentionally, but that didn’t matter. He’d put pain in his denya’s eyes until even in her darkest hour she couldn’t bring herself to lean on him. Kayleb swallowed the apologies and promises that tried to spring out of his throat. She’d made her opinions on those clear enough. “I will do anything you wish,” he said, continuing before she could interrupt, “except abandon you again. You need help, and if you will not take me as your—as yours, then please take me as your ally. At least until you are no longer in danger.” He didn’t know what he’d say if she told him to leave once more. 

But finally Tessa took him in, looking at him not as the man who’d abandoned her, but as the one who offered to help. “I don’t want anyone else to get hurt because of me,” she said, her gaze dropping back down to the floor, only meeting his eyes for a few seconds. “Not even you.”

Kayleb didn’t respond to that, there would no argument that could assuage her conscience. If she was going to let him in, she had to make that decision herself. He’d made it as clear as he could that he was willing to take the risk.

Something from within her bag beeped and Tessa jumped, startling Kayleb. She reached in with efficient movements and silenced the alarm, lips tight. “That’s time,” she said. “This damn thing has to reset.”

“What thing?” 

She huffed out a breath and hitched the bag over her shoulder, her movements slow, telegraphing exhaustion. If she’d been one of the pit fighters he’d known back home, her match would have been over before she stepped into the metal ring. 

“I think there’s a tracker on this thing,” she said, patting her backpack. She didn’t say what was inside and Kayleb decided to save that question for later. “I have a dampener, but it only has six hours of charge. Every time it turns off, they’re on me again. And they’ve got eyes on every way out of this neighborhood. It’s like I’m in some sort of cage.”

Them must have included the men he’d seen earlier that day. “Who are they?” He wanted to let the dozens of questions he had about this situation out, but Kayleb forced himself to limit his interrogation to one question at a time lest he spook her. At least she was talking now.

“Pirates,” she said succinctly. “I don’t have time to explain now.” She surveyed her sleeping nook one last time before nodding, her belongings retrieved and in her pack. 

“Can you toss the tracking device?”

Tessa gave a hollow laugh. “I’d have done that a week ago if I knew how. I can’t risk destroying...” She shook her head. “Let’s go.”

Explanations were over, but she wasn’t telling him to get lost. Kayleb would count this as a win for now.

He followed Tessa over the treacherous path out of the building, his attention divided between looking for threats and making sure he didn’t fall. His legs wobbled as he stepped onto an exposed beam to walk across a large hole in the floor and he shot both arms out wide to keep his balance. Tessa never looked back and for once he was glad that his mate was ignoring him. At least she didn’t see him flailing about like a child.

Only when they made it to the open stairwell did Tessa glance at him. She said nothing but nodded, as if confirming that he’d made it. There were no railings on the stairs and instead of a wall there was grating to keep people and animals out. It did nothing to stop the wind and the chill, but they both ducked their heads and kept moving to stave off the discomfort. At the bottom of the stairs, Tessa led him away from the gate he’d used to enter to a break in the fencing around the construction site. 

All the while, Kayleb’s senses were on high alert waiting for the threat that his mate said was coming. Her exhaustion and jumpiness were evidence enough that she was on the run. He would have known that even if he hadn’t seen the men chasing her or hunted her down to a place that wasn’t yet fit for anyone to sleep. 

She turned to head south toward the broken down buildings at crime infested streets she’d been sleeping in, but Kayleb reached out a hand, barely brushing her on the arm. She spun around, but he was already pulling back. “I know a place that should be safe for a little while.”

Tessa narrowed her eyes. She looked over her shoulder and Kayleb’s gaze followed hers, lighting on the boarded up windows of old brownstones and the streets littered with garbage. The sun was just starting to rise and it might as well have been a ghost town. 

“Where?” she asked.

“There’s a gym with a relaxation chamber. They disable all but emergency communications from an entire floor of the building.” Kayleb had never seen the need for such a thing before, but today it might be just the thing.

“Near here?” Tessa was understandably skeptical.

“Two subway stops away. There’s a whole chain. They’re open twenty-four hours a day.” That part Kayleb had understood and loved. As he’d recovered from his wounds and the listlessness and absence he hadn’t understood until recently set in, he’d needed a place to escape at any moment. 

“They could corner us on the subway.”

Us. Yes. Kayleb tried to keep the triumph off his face at the first sign that she was going to accept his help. “Then we’d better move quickly.”

Tessa blew out a breath and nodded. “Fine, let’s go.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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THOUGH HER HEART THREATENED to pound out of her chest every second they were underground, they made it to their stop without an incident. Two stops away and it might have been a different world. The streets practically gleamed in this neighborhood and clean, expensive cars hovered in the air around them, the suited passengers on their way to office jobs uptown.

When they reached R&R Fitness Suites, Tessa let Kayleb do the talking. He’d known about the place and was apparently a member. Though the receptionist gave her a funny look, she let both of them through with a somewhat pointed comment that the showers were on the third floor.

As they walked down a plushly carpeted hall, the walls lined with marble, Tessa couldn’t help but gape. This wasn’t a gym, it was a resort for the rich who wanted to sweat a little. “How much does this cost a month?” she caught herself asking before she remembered that she wasn’t making small talk with the alien beside her.

Kayleb shrugged. “I can’t remember. I live further north and go to a different location. It’s not as...” He waved a hand around and she understood his meaning. Not all of the locations were fancy.

In the elevator he pressed the button for the fourth floor and the lights shifted from the standard yellow to a soft purple. An electronic woman’s voice came over the speaker. “Hello, you have chosen the relaxation suite. Remember that you will not be able to access any communications network outside of the clearly marked communication zone. If you have need of an attendant, use the call button located on the wall of your suite. May your day be invigorating.”

The elevator opened with a chime and the woman’s voice faded.

As she stepped out of the elevator, Tessa noticed there was no hint that they were in a super fancy gym. With no windows, the city melted away and they might have been anywhere: a luxury space station, a fine hotel, Kansas. Something deep inside of Tessa unclenched for the first time since she’d set foot on solid ground. She didn’t for a second think that she was actually safe, but the subtle scent of eucalyptus and the gentle glow of the lights lulled her into something like comfort.

There was no one else in the hallway, and it was early enough in the morning that she could believe the gym was deserted. Kayleb found them a room and entered a code on the panel by the door, waiting for it to slide open and then motioning her inside.

Once inside, she spotted what looked like a massage table, a plush loveseat, and a rectangle of padded flooring not much bigger than a yoga mat. There was no window, but where a window should have been there was an electronic panel on the wall glowing with faint light, the colors shifting through the rainbow almost imperceptibly. 

Tessa sank down onto the loveseat and tossed her backpack next to her. Kayleb took a second to look around and chose to lean against the wall opposite her. Despite the furniture, the room wasn’t really designed for two people and she could feel him in the air with every breath she dragged in. 

This was a bad idea. She probably should have told him to get lost. But the loveseat was comfortable and the temperature verged on a little warm, a luxurious indulgence after days on the run.

“So what happened?” Kayleb asked, arms crossed, pose deceptively casual. He’d never said much about what he used to do on the planet he came from but she was beginning to wonder if he had experience in interrogation.

Tessa thought about her choices, and this time she forced herself to examine them honestly. The pirates were closing in. She’d had enough lucky breaks in the last week to know that she couldn’t last much longer on her own. She’d made no progress in getting the tech to anyone who could do anything with it. All she’d managed to do was evade capture. 

Her bones lay heavy with exhaustion and it weighed down her eyelids. She wanted to curl up into a ball and sleep for a month, after enjoying a two day long hot shower and a nice bowl of soup. 

If she was going to survive this, she needed help. Kayleb was offering and though something seemed... off... about him, he was in better shape than she was. 

What’s wrong with him? her mind wanted to ask, but she squelched the thought before it could grow. She wasn’t going to let herself care.

Tessa took a deep breath and told the story, looking down at the pale carpet on the floor the entire time. She couldn’t quite manage to look at Kayleb while she spoke. “Not long after you and Krayter left, I was captured by pirates. When they found out I had medical training, they decided I was useful to them as more than a slave.”

Kayleb cursed under his breath but didn’t interrupt her. Tessa’s heart squeezed and she kept her head down. If she allowed herself to feel, she wouldn’t be able to say enough.

“They got sloppy and I was able to escape. But I took something with me. At first I thought it would work as insurance, make sure that they didn’t kill me while I ran. But when I realized what I had, I knew I had to get it to someone who might find it useful.” She risked a glance up at Kayleb, curiosity for his response overwhelming whatever else she felt.

He studied her, expression carefully blank. Tessa gulped; she didn’t like not knowing what he was thinking. He’d been so easy to read when they first met.

She cleared her throat. “Something in the major interstellar shipping lanes is compromised, making it easier for the pirates to prey on cargo ships. Whatever that is, it’s on the tech I stole. I figure someone in this city could use it. My sister is a prosecutor, she would probably know, but I didn’t...”

“You didn’t want to risk getting her hurt,” Kayleb finished for her when she trailed off.

“Yes.” Her family had been through enough. Tessa didn’t need to bring them any more grief. “But I don’t know who to trust other than Tamara.”

Kayleb flicked his eyes down to his watch. “It will be a few hours before she’s in her office. They can’t track us here. Why don’t you give her a call this morning and see if she can help?” he suggested. “There’s no reason we can’t crash here for the morning.”

Was it that simple? Tessa felt like she’d been sprinting through the woods for days and suddenly come to a cliff, the path dissolving without warning. But with Kayleb’s suggestion, the race might be over. “That is actually a really good idea,” she said.

He gave a hollow laugh. “I’ve been accused of having one or two in my life.” Before she could respond, he straightened and pushed off the wall. “Get some sleep, I’ll keep watch. You’re safe now.”

And for this one moment, Tessa let herself believe that might be the case.
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KAYLEB LEFT TESSA TO her sleep and wandered to the second floor of the gym where the building directory promised a food station. Luckily it was manned by an android rather than a person, so he was able to get provisions despite the early hour. 

As an afterthought, he checked his communicator and his eyes bugged out when he saw that he had seventeen messages from Krayter and three from Penny. He read through the first couple and when it became clear they were all variations on the same theme, he found a private nook to use to call his brother rather than wade through an additional fifteen messages.

Krayter answered before Kayleb even realized the call was engaged, his brother’s voice hanging on the edge of panic. “Kayleb?” he demanded, “are you okay?”

Kayleb could hear someone in the background who he thought was Penny, but her words were too faint to make out. “I’m sorry for disappearing,” he said. “It’s been a busy day.”

“Where are you? Do you know what time it is?” Now that he knew Kayleb wasn’t dead somewhere, Kayleb could hear the censure seeping into Krayter’s voice. Maybe he should have waited to call.

No, this was too important.

“I found her,” he said.

“Found who... oh.” The line went so quiet that Kayleb thought they might have been disconnected. But a moment later, Krayter spoke, voice tight but composed. “I’m glad.” Kayleb knew his brother well enough to hear the hidden layers under those two words, the questions he wouldn’t ask until Kayleb was ready to answer.

“Her name is Tessa, we met on the Kella, and she’s in trouble.” He didn’t go over the whole story, his own mind was still processing. But Krayter wouldn’t need it. If Kayleb asked for help, it would be there for him. It worked the same for Krayter.

“Tessa?” Krayter sounded surprised. “I remember her. You never said anything.”

And why in all the hells hadn’t he? Kayleb growled, more upset at himself than anyone else. “That’s a mystery for another time.”

The silence hung between them, and Kayleb wasn’t sure what to say. He’d met his mate, kept it from his brother, and forgotten about her. Now that the reality was settling in, he found it came with a healthy dose of shame and he wanted to hit something. Or to be hit by something, he definitely deserved a few blows and a bloodied nose.

“She’s in trouble?” Krayter finally asked. 

“Yes.” He gave a quick summary, trying to keep his emotion out of it. “We’re in a safe place now, and I think we can end this soon. I’m... she doesn’t really like me and I’m not sure what happens next.” It hurt to admit it, but if Kayleb had made the mistake of not talking to his brother once, he wouldn’t do it again.

“Give her a little space,” Krayter suggested. “But not too much. Not enough to run again. And find that NaMoren charm that I’m sure is buried somewhere in there. Deep, deep inside of you.”

Kayleb barked out a surprised laugh. “Bastard,” he said, smiling.

“Love you too, bro.” His tone became serious. “Do you need anything from me—what?” the last wasn’t directed at him and voices whispered on the other end of the line. “From us, I mean. Penny says that her mom can help and that woman is scary.”

That kind of help wasn’t something that Kayleb would dismiss. Penny’s mother, Jacinta Morales, ran a mercenary crew out of upstate New York and she wasn’t a woman to be trifled with. If the authorities in the city couldn’t help, she had the resources to fight off a few pirates who weren’t on their own home turf. 

“I’ll let you know.”

Krayter sighed. “I know that you’re going to do your own thing. But don’t disappear on me,” the again went unspoken, “and bring your girl around. I want to meet her.”

“We’ll see about that. I’ll get in touch.”

They disconnected and Kayleb took a seat in a small lounge by a water fountain fixture, the burbling spring the only company for his thoughts. He tried not to imagine what horrors his mate had endured at the hands of pirates in deep space. Unfortunately, his mind unhelpfully reminded him that if only he’d remembered her than she would not have had to endure the hardship. She would have been safe with him.

He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to force memories to the surface. He could almost picture the look of the med bay, the shadowy form who’d treated him for his wounds almost coalescing into a real person. A sense of safety and belonging imbued him as he conjured the thoughts, telling him that he was on the right path.

But she still wasn’t there.

Now that he knew what he was missing, Kayleb thought he should be able to find it. There was a Tessa shaped hole in his mind that he needed to fill, but he had no tools to use to dig. 

Why hadn’t he told Krayter about her? They’d all met on the ship and there was no reason to keep his denya a secret, not unless she’d asked him to remain silent. And given everything that Tessa had said so far, he didn’t think that she’d asked that of him. 

Krayter couldn’t take it.

The thought swam up out of nowhere and Kayleb straightened in his chair. What? Krayter was the strongest man he knew, what couldn’t he take? And then Kayleb remembered.
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SIX MONTHS AGO

“Where were you?” Krayter asked the moment Kayleb stepped into their quarters, still glowing from the time he’d just spent in paradise.

The anti-grav wasn’t strong enough to keep his spirits grounded and he wanted to sing. He felt drunk, light, and happier than he’d ever been before. This harebrained scheme wasn’t so harebrained after all and he could prove it. He couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.

But his brother’s arms were crossed and his toe tapped against the floor in impatience. “You told me that you’d be back three hours ago.” Panic edged his voice but he hadn’t started yelling, not yet. That was bad. Krayter didn’t normally get mad.

“Where could I go?” Kayleb asked. “We’re on a ship, it’s not like I can get lost.” The glow was fading and something darker was seeping in, something that wanted to keep his discovery to himself until she was fully his. Something that didn’t trust another Detyen not to try and take her away.

“I already almost lost you once!” Krayter clamped a hand to his mouth and looked away. 

The darkness evaporated at once. Kayleb stepped forward and clamped a hand on his brother’s arm. “You’ll never lose me, I promise. My wound is healed. I simply wished for some time for myself.” It wasn’t a complete lie and Kayleb had plenty of experience of bending the truth with his family, especially when it came to his own well-being.

Looking at Krayter, he wasn’t sure that his brother would be happy for him if he said that he’d found his mate. Things were bound to change between them once she came to light and though nothing could ever cause him to forsake her, to push her away, a small part of Kayleb mourned the loss of the life he and his brother had lived before.

He’d tell him soon, Kayleb decided, just not yet. They had plenty of time before the ship reached Honora Station where he and Krayter would disembark to meet their cousin Ruwen. So Kayleb would keep just a little more time to himself, time to get to know his denya, and time to steal with his brother before the world changed for good.

What could go wrong?
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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TESSA DECIDED THAT ten AM would be the best time to call. Tamara was a creature of habit, or she had been for the entire time that Tessa had known her before she sought her fortunes off Earth. And Tamara’s habits meant that she wasn’t in her right mind before mid-morning. The woman ran on coffee and wasn’t quite human until the third cup.

Kayleb didn’t question the decision. He’d come in sometime while she slept and curled up on the yoga mat silently, as if he didn’t wish to disturb her. Despite his efforts, she’d felt the moment he entered the room. He sucked the air out and replaced it with his own essence so that she was breathing in his scent, her body loosening as it remembered everything they’d done together.

Which hadn’t actually been that much. Sure, they’d had sex a few times and made out even more, but she’d done way more with guys she felt way less about, and it had never destroyed her to let them go.

For the millionth time, she wondered how much of a mistake it was to accept his help. The turmoil in her heart told her that she should have run and never looked back, but the prospect of actually getting away from the fucking pirates who’d been hounding her gave her a slightly different perspective. 

No matter what, she had to remain on her guard. Just because she’d let Kayleb help didn’t mean that he was allowed back in her life like he’d never left. He’d have to do a lot more if he wanted her to take him back and accept him as her mate.

Damn it.

Tessa’s head fell into her hands and she cast a subtle glance at the huge blue alien lying on the floor not far from her feet. Her mind might have been putting up a fight to his presence, but her subconscious had other ideas if she was already thinking that there was anything he could do to get back into her good graces.

There wasn’t, she wouldn’t allow it. They’d get rid of the stupid tech and go their separate ways, just as she’d planned a few hours ago. One comfortable nap in a warm, safe room didn’t change anything between them, it didn’t make their problems go away. 

“Is everything alright?” Kayleb asked, dangerously perceptive. He lay on the yoga area, one hand acting as a pillow and pulling up his shirt so she caught a strip of tight blue flesh where his shirt normally met his pants. He was all hard muscle and heat, she remembered, and her hands ached to touch.

Tessa pulled her knees in close and wrapped her arms around them, as if hugging herself would ever be a tenth as satisfying as touching the man in front of her. As she looked at him, she realized she wasn’t even that angry anymore, which set off a spark of reflexive anger that he’d dared to finagle his way so close.

“It’s fine,” she said, her voice dangerously controlled so she wouldn’t let out any of the confusing shit she was feeling. “I’m just trying to decide what I’ll do once I’m free.”

He nodded and looked at her for an intense moment before tilting his head away. She could tell he wanted to say something from the way he held his body taut, but he kept his mouth shut. He didn’t offer her promises or tomorrows, not even a simple tonight.

Smart man.

Idiot woman.

She clamped her hand down on the opposite wrist to keep from reaching out. He was doing this on purpose, had to be. There had to be some weird alien pheromones that made her want him even when she knew exactly how bad it would be if he walked away again.

When. She needed to get it in her head that she couldn’t trust this guy. That had been easy a day ago. Now? Not so much.

“Do you remember anything?” she found herself asking by accident. The words were out of her mouth before she realized she was thinking them.

His eyes snapped back up to her, widening slightly. They didn’t flare to red and the pang in her chest felt something like disappointment. But that was stupid. The red flare only came in times of heightened emotion or passion, not because of unwise questions from ex-girlfriends. Mates. Whatever.

“I’m trying to,” Kayleb said, staring at her like his eyes could tell her something his mouth couldn’t. “I think I didn’t tell Krayter about you to protect his feelings. That’s why he didn’t know. Why none of us understood...” He trailed off and shook his head before rubbing a hand against his face. “Never mind.”

“Didn’t understand what?” Now that her curiosity was piqued she wasn’t going to stop asking.

Kayleb leveled his gaze at her, scarily serious. She could tell thoughts were flying through his mind as he calculated whether or not she’d push him away again. Before she could give him any reassurance, he spoke. “Detyens die when they turn thirty, if they don’t have a denya, a mate. My birthday was three days ago.”

“Your thirtieth birthday?” Ages hadn’t come up while they were on the Kella; they were both adults, the exact numbers weren’t an issue. Besides, that shit got complicated when working with the numbering systems of different planets.

Kayleb nodded.

“You thought you were going to die.” It wasn’t a question. If he didn’t remember her and his brother didn’t know that she existed, then he’d gone into the eve of his birthday not expecting to wake up. “Are...” She had to lick her lips, her mouth suddenly dry. “Are you dealing with it?”

“Some Detyens choose to end themselves before the choice is taken away,” he said. All of the emotion had leeched out of him and Tessa found herself leaning closer, her feet falling off the couch until her toes could practically touch him. Kayleb didn’t seem to notice. “It’s one final gasp for control, I take it. Krayter and I never talked about it. He just found his denya and they were convinced...” He stopped again and breathed deep. “I’m glad that I decided to see the night through.” All of a sudden their eyes connected and he smiled. It was like the sun breaking through the clouds and Tessa’s heart flipped.

“I am too.” She couldn’t stop herself from returning his smile and after a minute she stopped trying. They sat locked like that for several moments until Kayleb’s hand reached out and accidentally bumped her toes, snapping her out of it. Tessa busied herself by checking the clock. “I should call Tamara,” she said. It was only a few minutes to ten.

Kayleb leaned back against the wall and watched her gather her things. Tessa looked at the bag with the pirate tech in it. She couldn’t make the call from the privacy suite, but if she took the bag with her, the aliens could track it. 

“Will you watch it?” she asked, heart hammering. He had no reason to take it, no reason to harm it. But Tessa had decided from the moment she stepped off her transport that she wouldn’t trust anyone but herself with the tech until she got it to the proper authorities. Not even for a minute.

Kayleb seemed to get that this was a big deal for her. He nodded solemnly. “It won’t leave my sight. There’s a communication station just east of the elevators one floor down from here. You should be able to make the call uninterrupted from there.”

She thanked him and fled, grateful for the excuse for a few minutes alone.
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THE COMMUNICATION STATION was just where Kayleb promised, but as soon as Tessa saw it she kept walking down the hall. Unlike the relaxation suite floor, this one was covered in a rubberized tile that was hard under her feet. The scent of sweat in the air warred with weapons-grade disinfectant and cleaning supplies, but no matter how much bleach they used, the cleaning people couldn’t disguise the fact that she was in a gym. A fancy gym, but a gym nonetheless. 

At the end of the hall, Tessa saw a first suite of workout equipment. A single woman worked at an anti-grav station, using momentum and muscle to spin around and dance in the air. When she turned at the end of the hall and found the door to the stairwell, Tessa rested her hand on it, thoughts racing. She had to get away from Kayleb. He wasn’t holding her hostage, but the more time she spent with him, the more she didn’t want to leave. He wouldn’t expect her to take off, not when he had her bag.

And she couldn’t. Even if she wanted to. Which, she feared to admit, she didn’t. Not yet. Not until this was done.

Tessa gathered her courage up and went back to the communications station. A comm device was embedded in the wall, both video and audio calls enabled on the touch screen. She had to pull up a directory to find the number for her sister’s office, but as soon as she gave her name to the receptionist, she was patched through without question. Tessa kept the call audio only. Even with the sleep she’d caught, she had to look like hell.

“Tessa?” Tamara asked, out of breath like she’d run to receive the call. “You’re on the planet?”

“How did you know?” She hadn’t sent word; the last call she’d placed to her sister had been from a space station light years away.

“You’re calling from a terrestrial number, one in the city.” Of course she’d realize that. But Tamara didn’t press, didn’t question why Tessa hadn’t called her sooner. “What’s up? Do you have time to meet before you leave?”

Guilt assailed Tessa at the hope in her older sister’s voice. The last time they’d seen each other, it hadn’t ended well and since then she’d barely ever called. But Tam was still the only member of her family that Tessa called at all. “I would like to meet up,” she said, and was surprised to find that she meant it. “But first, I need your help. I’m in trouble.”

It took a few minutes to give her a rundown of what had happened and Tam interrupted several times with strings of curses that sent Tessa’s eyebrows skyrocketing. When Tessa had been a kid, Tam was careful not to curse. It looked like those days were over.

“This tech you have is relaying a signal?” Tam asked to confirm.

“I think so. The assholes kept finding me. I wouldn’t have got out at all if it weren’t for a...” How to describe Kayleb? “A friend,” she went with, after a tellingly long pause.

“Care to elaborate?” Tam didn’t become one of the foremost prosecutors in the city without a strong eye for detail.

“I do not.” Tessa barreled through before Tam could latch on. “Anyway, we’re holed up in a place with built in signal blockers. I’m using a comm on another floor. Do you have a way to transport this thing without relaying the location? I have a jammer, but it’s still not fully charged.”

“Please don’t confess to possession of illegal devices over the phone with me,” Tam begged and Tessa felt her cheeks heat. “I’ll need to conference with NYPD. Are you safe where you are?”

“Yes.” As safe as she’d been in the last few days, at least.

“Okay. Good. Hold your position. Give me a call back in two hours and I should have something set up.” Tam sounded like she wanted to say more, but after getting Tessa’s agreement to call back, she disengaged.

Tessa checked the clock on the panel and saw that they’d been talking for nearly fifteen minutes. When she was little, she and Tam could talk about nothing in particular for hours on end. At some point that became too hard and they stopped talking at all. And then Tam had left home and Tessa was left alone. At least her sister still remembered who she was. Maybe that wasn’t fair to either Kayleb or Tam. Tessa pushed the thought aside and shook her head. Talking with her sister was enough to bring bad memories to the surface and prick her emotions with a thousand tiny needles. It felt like a limb falling asleep, but the pain and discomfort was all in her mind. Tessa flexed her fingers as if improving circulation would make it go away.

It didn’t.

She didn’t run into anybody on her way back to the room but she had to take a deep breath before opening the door. Kayleb was in there, waiting for her, and again she wanted to run. She pushed through the emotion and opened the door, closing it silently behind her. Kayleb didn’t look up as she entered and his eyes were closed, lids drawn down over those intense dark eyes of his.

Tessa found herself frozen beside the door, one hand pressed against the hard surface. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from the man, the alien, sitting calmly on the floor. His chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm as if he were sleeping, but he sat straight up, hands resting lightly on his knees while meditating.

This was the side of Kayleb that he hid away from everyone. To others, he was angry and quick to lash out. But he kept his violence caged, cutting with words rather than the deadly claws hiding under his knuckles. Anyone who met that caustic man could not imagine the one sitting before her right now, his breathing even and face serene.

She sank down to the floor next to him, sitting cross-legged, her head turned to the side to study him. A ragged scar cut down his temple, the skin a nasty white reminder of the damage done to him by the pirates aboard the Kella.

Her heartbeat kicked up as she remembered that terrible day. When he was struck by blaster fire Tessa had feared that he’d been ripped from her, leaving her heart a tattered wreck. He survived, but she’d been right.

For the last six months she’d survived on anger to suppress her grief and fear. But at some point over the course of the morning, that anger had disappeared. Her fingers ached to reach out and caress the naked length of Kayleb’s arm. She needed to feel his warm skin, needed to know that he was alive with her.

How had he survived the last months, knowing he was doomed? How did any of them do it? Tessa knew she would die one day, that was how it worked. But to know the exact date? To know there was something that could stop it, or at least delay it for a long time? What would she do to find that? How thankful would she be? 

And if she had escaped death when it seemed impossible, could she jump back into the fire and risk her life for someone who kept pushing her away?

God, she didn’t want to push away. But the ache from his absence was still there and she could still remember the black chasm of grief and hopelessness she’d been falling into since he left.

She couldn’t do it again. And when this was over, she had to walk away. For her own survival.

Kayleb opened his eyes.

She was trapped in his gaze, embarrassed to be caught staring and sitting so close. But she didn’t move away; if she did that would be admitting something. She wasn’t quite sure what.

“How did it go?” he asked, as if they were not close enough to touch.

If he was going to be normal so could she. Heh, normal. Yeah right. Things had stopped being normal the moment they met. “Fine. Tam is calling the cops. I need to call back later, but we might be out of this mess soon.”

“That’s good.” Kayleb was staring at her, and she could feel the heat of his gaze boring into her cheek. Tessa stared straight forward, afraid of what she would see in his eyes.

“And then we go our separate ways.” She didn’t know whether she was saying it for him or for herself. Maybe for both of them.

Kayleb didn’t respond to that. He was thinking about them, he had to be. Them as they’d been on the ship, not whatever this pale imitation of the connection was now. But, she reminded herself, he didn’t remember the ship, and he didn’t remember her. And she realized she didn’t know what he was thinking at all.

Kayleb sighed, and when he spoke the gentleness that only the closest to him knew about came through loud and clear. “I don’t think I said it yet, but I’m sorry.”

She might have been sitting still, but her heart beat so fast that it felt like she’d just sprinted ten blocks. “For what?”

“Leaving you.”

She forced herself to shrug and to keep her tone light. “You said you didn’t remember. You can’t be responsible for something you don’t know.”

Warmth scraped against the side of her fingers and Tessa looked down, staring at where Kayleb’s hand rested beside hers, barely touching but rooting her in place as strongly as chains. Her fingers splayed, and she hooked her pinky over his, linking them together.

“My brain forgot,” he said quietly. “My heart didn’t.”

If the need to touch him had seemed great before, it multiplied one hundred-fold. What did that mean? Because she couldn’t force the words out. Instead, she flipped her hand over and slid it under Kayleb’s, entangling their fingers in a firm grip. “I don’t know what to do with you.” They were in grave danger, and the comfort of the suite gave them a temporary illusion of safety.

Kayleb squeezed her hand. “I’m here for you when you figure it out.”

She didn’t know how to respond, so she said nothing.

***
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TESSA’S SISTER SET up a meeting with the police for 3 PM, and Kayleb tried not to be disappointed. His mate would be safe after this, and that was what mattered. He didn’t know if he could convince her to give him another chance. The longer Kayleb spent in Tessa’s company, the more convinced he grew that she pushed him away to save herself, not out of hatred for him.

He had hurt her. He’d left and forgotten and only found her again by chance. There was nothing he could do to make up for that, no apology would heal the wound he’d torn in her soul.

Not every mated pair could make it work. The denya bond pulled them together, but it didn’t foster love. It didn’t stop mistakes or fix problems. And though Kayleb had been waiting his entire life for his denya, he’d come to the sobering realization that he might need to let her go.

He couldn’t imagine anyone that he wanted more than Tessa, he loved her. And because he loved her, he would walk away if she told him to. If she couldn’t take the leap and trust him again.

But until that moment, he would protect her with his life and try to prove that he was exactly the man, the mate, that she needed.

His leg muscles had started to stiffen from sitting on the ground for so long. As the time got close, he rolled up to his feet and stuck his arms in the air, arching his back in a big stretch. When he looked over at Tessa, her cheeks had gone a promising pink and she was looking anywhere but at him. He bit back a smile and forced himself to speak in an even tone. “It’s about time.”

Tessa nodded and pulled her bag close, digging inside until she found a small device. She held it up. “The portable jammer is charged. Tam said that the cops would have something to protect the drive. But...”

“You don’t want to be exposed while we’re waiting for them,” Kayleb guessed.

“Yes.”

Though it would be safest for the police to come up to the relaxation suite, the fitness club had a strict policy of requiring warrants before letting the authorities enter their buildings. They didn’t bother with that kind of paperwork on Jaaxis and Kayleb found himself missing home more than ever.

“Use the jammer,” he said. “I don’t want to risk you getting hurt.”

Tessa studied him for several seconds before she finally said, “The feeling is mutual.” She flicked the power switch on the jammer and stuck it back in her bag, sealing the opening and slinging the straps over her shoulders.

They left the room without another word and Kayleb felt exposed as they stepped out of the elevator into the lobby. This was another world, the sounds of people working out filtering down one of the hallways, almost drowned out by the subtle music piped in from invisible speakers.

He let his gaze roam out the windows, scanning for anything that might be a threat to Tessa. The street was busy at this time in the afternoon, vehicles congested on the ground and in the air, almost blotting out the bright blue sky. He didn’t see the police, but they still had a few minutes.

“Do you have somewhere to stay tonight?” Kayleb asked. He didn’t want Tessa going back to that neighborhood, and he and Krayter had plenty of space.

“I...” Tessa began to speak but cut herself off and then shook her head. “I’ll figure something out.”

“You can stay with me. Just for the night, I mean. I’m not asking—” He didn’t know what he wasn’t asking, so he let that hang.

His denya was silent for a moment before she gave him a firm nod. “Okay, one night. I can do that.”

Before he could ask what she meant by ‘that’ an NYPD vehicle came to a stop in front of the building.

Tessa took a deep breath and shot him a glance. “Let’s get this over with.” 

Kayleb nodded and followed her outside, his every sense on high alert, waiting for something to go wrong. His claws ached to shoot out and he had to bite back a scowl and a hiss as a pedestrian walked too close to them, not even bothering to glance in their direction. Something was going to go wrong, the certainty of it settled in his bones and made his blood pound, ready for the fight.

And unlike almost every other fight in his life, this was one that he’d die to win. No one was allowed to get close enough to Tessa to hurt her. She’d been hurt enough for one lifetime and if the only thing Kayleb could do for her now was prevent physical pain, then he’d do it better than any bodyguard she could hope to find. 

Even though he could feel the threat somewhere, he saw nothing out of place. Maybe on Jaaxis he’d recognize the unfamiliar, but Earth was still too new to him, everything foreign even when it was strangely familiar. Unable to do anything else, he stuck close to Tessa and kept his senses on high alert.

Two police officers stepped out of their illegally parked vehicle and came to meet them on the sidewalk. Finally the pedestrians seemed to pay some attention to their surroundings and gave the officers and by extension, Kayleb and Tessa, a wide berth. A few brave souls shot dirty looks at the officers and Kayleb filed that piece of information away for later.

On Jaaxis, security officers could easily be bribed to look away from certain crimes. The system meant that normal citizens never knew who to fear or respect. His limited interactions with the police of this city hadn’t given him enough time to form an opinion. This place wasn’t like one of the many dictatorships he’d visited where security, corrupt or not, could wield absolute power. At the moment, the important part was that the officers were here to help.

“Ms. Greely, I’m Sergeant Dores,” said one of the two humans, a woman with dark brown skin and hair the color of fire, which was pulled back into a tight bun. “This is Officer Wixon,” she nodded to her male companion, a shorter, pale man with light green eyes and dark hair. “We’ve been sent by our captain on behalf of Prosecutor Greely to retrieve something from you.”

Kayleb stood silent beside Tessa, taking his cues from her. She studied the police for a moment before nodding and reaching into her bag for the tech. “I hope this helps, considering all the trouble it’s caused me.” The officer took it from her and placed it in a sturdy, heavy-looking box that he sealed with a bio-lock and hand print scan.

Dores nodded. “Yes, we had a few questions about that trouble. Would you mind coming to the station with us? Your sister said that she would be happy to meet you there.”

Something was off. Kayleb didn’t catch it from the words, but from the stiffening of Tessa’s spine. He leaned closer to her, ready to step in between her and the officers, and Dores swung her gaze to him, almost strong enough to pin him in place by a look alone.

Almost.

Kayleb kept his mouth shut and trusted Tessa to do the talking. She knew the currents of this planet’s politics much better than he did and she’d proved herself to be a survivor. 

“It’s been a long day,” Tessa said carefully. “How about I come in tomorrow morning?” Her hand dropped to her side, partially hidden behind her back, and she brushed her fingers against his thigh, the action hidden from the police. 

Kayleb took it as a warning and kept close, ready to spring into action if she gave a sign.

Dores’ lips flattened into a thin line of displeasure as she looked between the two of them. “This isn’t something we should wait on.”

Some of Tessa’s tension dissolved and she pulled her hand away. “First thing in the morning,” she said again. “I’m too tired to be of any use to you right now, I promise.” Her shoulders sagged a little and she offered a wan smile.

Dores sighed and nodded at her partner. “Come down to the 7th precinct tomorrow. We’ll be waiting.”

“Bright and early,” Tessa promised.

The two officers got back into their vehicle and drove away, engaging the anti-grav and sailing up and over the road, causing one flying vehicle to swerve out of the way.

“What was that?” Kayleb asked, clinging to calm when all he wanted to do was bundle Tessa in his arms and keep her safe any way he could.

“I don’t know,” Tessa admitted. “But something felt off about that shit. I need to call Tam.” She pulled her bag forward, but Kayleb put a hand on her arm to stop her.

“I think it’s best that we find somewhere secure before taking any steps.” The crowd on the street had gotten much thinner since the cops arrived and Kayleb’s instincts were screaming at him to move.

Tessa gave him a look, but nodded and secured her bag back in place. “I don’t think we should go to your place right now.”

We. Triumph soared through Kayleb and he did his best to hide the victory, his momentary delight souring as he realized what Tessa meant. “You think they mean us harm?”

She nodded and started walking, Kayleb following close behind. “I don’t want to put your brother in danger.”

“How—” He cut himself off as he remembered that she’d met Krayter several times. “Staying at a hotel would risk other people, I wouldn’t want to do that, either.”

“My brother keeps an apartment in town, but he won’t be there now. If he hasn’t changed his security codes, we should be able to get in.” 

“Adam or Chance?” Kayleb asked off-handedly, glancing behind to make sure they weren’t being followed. He ran into Tessa, who’d frozen in place.

“What did you just say?” she spun around and asked, dangerously low.

“I asked which of your brothers... oh.” She had two brothers and a sister, he remembered, but she only had a relationship with Tamara. Chance was a doctor and Adam a politician. She’d been amazed when Kayleb listed off his dozen siblings and that he was close to all of them in some form or another. And she’d hugged him tight when he explained his elder sister Karwan’s death. 

His mind reeled and he tried to chase down the thoughts, following trails and dregs of memories where Tessa lived within him. But the harder he sought, the quicker they dissolved, until they were as inconsequential as sand slipping through his fingers.

Something must have shown on his face as Tessa’s surprise shifted into something softer. “Adam,” she said after several moments. “He’ll be in Albany right now for the legislative session.” She reached out and grabbed his hand, wrapping her fingers tight. “Come on, we’re not that far.”
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CHAPTER NINE
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HER BROTHER HADN’T changed the codes. Tessa let herself and Kayleb inside and tried to scan herself into the security system. The screen was dead and, for a moment, she thought the power had failed in his house, but the lights came on with ease and she realized that her jammer was still functioning. She decided to leave it on rather than engage the security. She didn’t want Adam calling with questions until she had the right story to tell him.

The brownstone was located in an upscale neighborhood on the Upper West Side. When in residence, her brother employed a human housekeeper and a fleet of robots to keep the place clean and stocked with food. At the moment, the robots were set to a standby protocol, dusting a few times a week, but otherwise remaining dormant. She couldn’t hear them running at the moment, and they wouldn’t bother her or Kayleb if they turned on. They weren’t in place for security.

Adam’s house was elegant in a refined and distant way. He probably had hired a decorator to fix the place up and she didn’t see anything that reminded her of her brother in the entryway. The artwork on the walls was beautiful, but it belonged in a hotel or office building, not a home. But Adam met with clients and constituents here and it was better to be bland than offensive.

At least that was what he would say.

The hallway off the entry led to the kitchen, a sitting room, and a study or office. Judging by the framed photo of Adam with the former president and the large generic painting hanging between two windows, Tessa pegged it for the place where he conducted his meetings.

She continued through the house to the kitchen, where she found Kayleb rooting through the coldbox, looking for food. From across the room, she couldn’t see anything, but he blocked out most of the view. “There might be something in the pantry,” she said.

Kayleb straightened up and threw a grin over his shoulder, making her heart flip. He didn’t grin like that for other people. Just her. She grinned back, unable to stop herself.

He’d remembered her brothers’ names. His memory might be coming back. She didn’t dare to hope and she wasn’t sure that it mattered, but it had been a long week and the troubles weren’t over yet. But they were in a nice house, with a nice soft bed upstairs, and she didn’t want to fight him, not tonight.

One day for yourself, her mind whispered, a seductive taunt. Keep him tonight and worry about tomorrow later.

It might hurt, tasting him once more only to say goodbye. But her heart had been in tatters since the moment she saw him again and she didn’t know if she could live with herself if she didn’t give him a proper goodbye.

Her mate abandoned the coldbox and opened the pantry. Tessa came to join him, standing so close that she could feel the heat coming off his body. She wanted to touch, but snapped her hand back, clapping it against her side.

She eyed the collection of dehydrated foods with a practiced eye. “At least it won’t be as bad as ship food,” she said. The food for crew on space ships ranged from disgusting to palatable, and almost anything on Earth tasted better.

Kayleb shot her a glance. “I’ve never heard of any of these things. Why doesn’t he have a processor?”

“He does.” Tessa was almost certain. “But I doubt he keeps it stocked when he’s not here. It’s probably in storage.” She leaned forward, using the motion as an excuse to brush against Kayleb and grab a box of flavored pasta with protein. “This will do,” she said, flashing the package at him. “Just like Nanny Rosa used to make.” She bumped him playfully with her hip as she turned around and looked for a pot to boil some water.

When she had the food simmering, she turned to find Kayleb right there, less than a meter of space between them. He’d snuck up on her, silent as a cat, and she almost jumped. She couldn’t breathe as he reached up and gently brushed at her cheek with the pad of his finger, going back and forth a few times until he pulled his hand back and blew on it.

“Eyelash,” he explained.

Tessa reached up and brushed where he’d touched, his fingers imprinted on her memory. “Thanks,” she said, voice husky and full of promise.

Kayleb’s eyes flashed to red and his nostrils flared. He stepped closer, close enough that their chests brushed together and all she’d need to do was tip her head up to meet his lips and taste him like the last six months hadn’t happened. She placed a hand on his arm, whether to keep him in place or push him away, she wasn’t sure.

And when the buzzer on the stove beeped, she cursed and spun around to deal with the food. But Kayleb didn’t take that as a hint to quit. He let her deal with the pan, careful to avoid the hot dish. Once it was set down and cooling, he wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her close, nuzzling against her neck.

Tessa arched to the side, giving him access and pressing close, the feel of his body as familiar as it had been when they first met, first made love.

Lips brushed against the strong beat of her pulse, sending a shiver of pleasure down her spine and directly to her core. A moan escaped her lips and Tessa clenched her hands on Kayleb’s arms, keeping him close. She didn’t want him pulling back, didn’t want him to stop.

One of his palms flattened against her stomach, his fingers teasing the waistband of her pants, the fabric of her shirt a flimsy barrier that gave way with a simple tug. And then his hot hand pressed against naked skin and Tessa adjusted again, leading his arm down until he teased the skin of her abdomen, so close and yet so far from where she ached for him. His tongue trailed up the side of her neck until his teeth nipped at her ear, not enough for pain, but grounding her in his presence, his control.

“Want you,” he growled, feral and demanding.

“Yes,” Tessa gasped. She forgot about dinner, about the police, about all the troubles chasing them and surrendered to the sensation. Whatever problems this brought, she’d handle them in the morning. Tonight was for them and for all that had always been right between them. 

Kayleb spun her around, and before she could get her bearings his hands were on her hips, hoisting her up onto the counter. She spread her legs and watched him step close. His eyes were twin flames, glowing red all for her, and seeing him like this was coming home. Desire painted itself across his skin, those intense eyes, the way his lips were parted and ready for her kiss, the focus of his entire being, all just for her. She’d never been scared of him, and this was why. When they were alone together, he worshiped her, and she almost felt worthy of the praise.

Tessa reached forward, all hesitancy dissolved in the heat of the moment, and dug her fingers into his soft hair, pulling him close, covering his lips in a searing kiss and yielding to his tongue as it swept inside, intent on showing her that she was his. And right now she was, there was no denying it, no will or want to do so. 

Her entire body was heavy and pulsing with want, her tight heat empty and yearning to be filled by the hot erection she could feel pressed against their clenched bodies. She savored the want, let it wash through her and bundle her close, need an old friend she’d refused to admit that she missed. But, by God, she missed Kayleb and the press of his skin against her.

He tasted like the wind and something earthy, not like any man she’d ever known. The taste of him washed away any pale memory of past lovers until he was her entire world, the only one that would ever matter. She hadn’t even looked at a man in the last six months. They might have been parted, but distance didn’t matter when it came to the bond between them. It held them tight and true, no matter how far apart they were.

She pulled at the neck of his shirt, breaking the kiss. And when he stood there before her, she drank him in. The blue of his skin grew darker, almost like he was flushed, if that was something that Detyens could do. His clan markings stood out dark against the blue, almost black, the squares and triangles trailing down one of his arms like they told a story. When she’d first seen them, she thought they were tattoos, but he’d been born with them. And she’d memorized every dark spot, first with her eyes, then her hands, and then her tongue.

It was all the same, the marks on his arms that reappeared on his hip and dipped down to be hidden by his pants. She knew if she got him naked she’d see the scattering of a few on the top of his right thigh. It was all the same, and yet looking at him was a revelation. He’d always been sexy, always been hers. But now the ache of time spent apart and the sorrow of the distance whetted her appetite and made her study him with new eyes.

Nothing had changed, except everything between them.

If she were stronger, she would have pulled away. Instead, she trailed her fingers over his clan markings, tracing the tougher flesh with a feather light touch until he shivered. And then, because it was only fair, she pulled her own shirt over her head and tossed it aside, until she was sitting on the counter in only her bra and pants.

Kayleb sucked in a breath and if it was possible, his eyes went redder. His hands spanned her waist, anchoring her in place, twin infernos against her flesh, and she reveled in it. This was right, everything she’d been waiting for.

He crushed his mouth against hers and she opened under him, taking his kiss once more like she owned it, like it was her due. She couldn’t do anything else. This moment was too perfect, too long awaited to reject.

When he pulled away again, the sound she made might have been a whine. But his lips found the line of her jaw and kissed their way down, over her neck, along her clavicle, and down further, until he feathered sweet little touches against the edge of her bra, teasing her with flicks of his fingers and laves of his tongue.

She shivered under him and arched further up. “More,” she demanded, her hands tracing over his naked flesh. If she never stopped touching him, it would be too soon. She hadn’t realized how hard it was to separate, hadn’t realized the strength of the hunger her body had for him. When he unclasped her bra and let it hang loose, his mouth finally finding the sensitive peak of her nipple, she moaned again.

“I’ve got you,” he murmured as he tasted her, his lips devious and warm. “Let go.”

Her head lolled forward, body strung tight and full of pleasure as Kayleb took his time with her. Despite the urgency coursing through her, he didn’t rush, giving her pleasure at an agonizingly slow pace, as if he wanted to drive her mad rather than get her off. Somehow, her bra fell off and landed somewhere in the kitchen, but Tessa was beyond caring. 

One of Kayleb’s hands found the opening to her trousers, and this time he didn’t stop too soon. He brushed his fingers over the tight heat at the junction of her thighs, making her squirm under the twin ministrations of his lips and hands. Her legs fell open even further, giving him room to maneuver. She could do nothing more than take the pleasure he gave, half-leaning against him as he ratcheted her up.

He found her wet and wanting, open for him and desperate for the slide of his cock within her. “Please,” she begged. “I need you in me.” She lazily hooked a leg over his hip, but he flicked his hips back, denying her the friction she desired.

“Is this what you want?” he asked, pulling back from her breasts and dipping a single finger inside of her, testing her.

“Not what I meant,” she muttered and thrust her hips up, physically demanding that he give her more.

Kayleb’s lips curved in a seductive smile that had her heart fluttering and heat coursing through her even more. A second finger joined the first, slowly working her, in and out in a hypnotic rhythm that kept her spellbound under his touch.

Tessa let a hand crawl down his body to find his pants. She rubbed a hand over the hard length straining against the fabric, cupping him tight. “In me. Now.”

He thrust toward her, not bothering to suppress the groan she tore out of him from the hand on his cock. But he didn’t move to undo his pants and Tessa couldn’t make her fingers work well enough to get them down and free his length. He wasn’t human and she could feel it through his pants, the subtle ridges on his cock a reminder of just how different he felt within her.

His thumb brushed over her clit and Tessa jumped at the sudden shock of pleasure, stroking him even as her hips bucked against his fingers.

“Won’t last if you keep doing that,” he said, lips trailing down her neck. He sucked hard on her flesh and she knew there’d be a mark in the morning. The dark heart of her, the cavewoman who only he could bring out, loved it. She wanted everyone to know that she was his.

“Come in me,” she said again. “I need you.”

The resistance within him snapped. His fingers were gone and he flicked her hand away for just a moment, sliding his pants down before sliding her own down enough to give him room to maneuver. It was awkward and fun and Tessa tipped her head back and laughed as her foot got caught on the cuff of a leg, whipping the fabric of her pants against Kayleb’s thighs. With a growl, he ripped them off of her, almost tearing the fabric in two.

He palmed his cock and her eyes were drawn to the thick blue length of him, mouthwatering. She wanted to taste, but her body wouldn’t be denied. She covered his hand with her own and guided him close until the blunt tip of him rested against her entrance.

He pushed his way in, the tip teasing her. Kayleb traced his fingers along her jaw, tilting her head up until their eyes met, the red intensity still hot and strong. “Denya,” he breathed it like a promise and the word sunk its hooks into her heart, burying deep and lodging within her.

Words and emotion warred in Tessa’s throat, her heart beating to declare itself while her mind made a valiant attempt to save her. She didn’t know what she was supposed to say or think, didn’t know what this meant or how she could go on. 

Instead, she responded with a kiss, bringing herself closer to him as he sank in deep.

She was already almost there as he thrust, and the combined work of their kiss, and his cock, and their fingers flicking hard against her clit had her bucking against him and crying out as he emptied himself into her, claiming her in the most primal way.

Her mind whited out with pleasure; the only things existing in the entire universe were her and him and the connection bright and strong between them, an impossible bond that had saved his life and made her whole. For a single moment she thought she saw it, thick strands reaching from his heart into hers, wrapped tight, unable to let go.

And in a blink it was gone and the world rushed back. Kayleb’s flesh was hot and damp under her lips. The tile was warm under her ass, but hard, and now that the pleasure was fading, uncomfortable.

The smell of food teased her nose and her stomach growled, reminding her of how long it had been since she’d eaten anything besides an energy bar. Kayleb’s laugh rattled through her as he eased himself out of her, pulling away just enough to give her room to breathe. 

She didn’t know what she was supposed to say or to feel. He was right there, but everything that had felt so perfect in the heat of the moment blew away, gossamer threads of connection dissolving. Tessa searched for the right words, but they weren’t there. Instead, all she said was, “I’m going to go clean up.” And left Kayleb behind with his own thoughts and expectations.

She didn’t know what else she could say.
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SHE’D LET HIM IN, BUT she hadn’t taken him back. Kayleb found a second bathroom and cleaned himself quickly while the shower ran upstairs. He was back in the kitchen before Tessa and decided to reheat the food so they wouldn’t suffer through a disgusting dinner of cool and congealed pasta.

Several minutes later she came back down, her skin a little red from the heat of the shower and hair still damp. Kayleb wanted to cross the room and kiss her before laying her down on the kitchen table and feasting on her rather than dinner. But there was a stiffness to her that lovemaking should have chased away. He caged his inner beast and forced himself to remain in place, even as his soul still sang from the harmony of their joining.

Had it been like that before? Memory teased the edge of his senses, but he couldn’t be sure. He didn’t know why he could recall the names of Tessa’s siblings, but it gave him hope, the same way the blush on her cheeks and the slight smile teasing her lips did.

This wouldn’t be their last night together. He just had to convince her of that. And this wasn’t a battle he could win by fighting it head on. Instead, he prepared two plates and sat them on the table so they were facing one another rather than sitting side by side. Tessa took the seat facing the window with a word of thanks and Kayleb took the other. 

“You were uncomfortable,” he said. And from the way her head snapped up and her eyes widened, he realized he’d said the wrong thing. He held up a hand and shook his head a little frantically to keep her from getting the wrong idea. “With the police, I mean. Not—” he cut himself off. She sat on the edge of her seat, her body angled a little away from the table, ready to bolt. If he mentioned the mind-blowing sex, she’d run and he didn’t know if he could find her again.

That was a lie. He’d always find her.

But he was glad that he’d had the presence of mind to tidy up in the kitchen before she came back downstairs.

Tessa relaxed back into her chair and something loosened in Kayleb’s chest, momentary worry passing. “I don’t know why,” she finally admitted. “If Tam was really waiting for me...”

“You think they lied?”

She sighed and slumped back in her chair, flicking her spoon around in circles in her bowl. “Maybe? I don’t know. I just think she would have mentioned if she wanted me to go to the station.”

“Perhaps she didn’t think that you’d want to meet her?” Kayleb offered. “You said that your relationship was strained.”

Her eyes snapped to him once more and if she’d been Detyen, he knew they’d be glowing red. “I said that six months ago.”

Kayleb put his spoon down and traced his fingers along the grain of the wood table, unsure of how to respond. “Did you?” he finally asked. He couldn’t remember the conversation, but maybe that didn’t matter as much.

“If you’re lying—”

“I would not lie to you.” It might have been rude to interrupt, but she needed to understand. “You are my denya.” She flinched and he gentled his tone, keeping his temper leashed so he didn’t scare her or make her run. “No matter what, you have my honesty and my protection. Always.” If it came out too vehement, so be it, this she needed to understand if there was any hope for them at all.

She opened her mouth, shoulders drawn back like she was ready to do battle. But then she shut it again with a click and shook her head once. “Okay,” she relented. “You’re not lying. We’ll worry about the memory stuff later, right now I want to figure out whether we should go to the precinct tomorrow. Or if I should, I guess. I don’t want you to get in trouble because of this.”

He bit back a growl. Had she not just heard what he said? “I’m going with you.” 

“You don’t need to get mixed up in this. They don’t know who you are.” Her own voice grew in volume, and Kayleb realized she wasn’t arguing to shut him out.

She wanted to protect him.

He smiled, and that caught her off guard. But hope lived within him, growing stronger with every moment. He could see the mark on her neck where he’d kissed her, claimed her, though not like he’d bitten her when they first sealed the bond.

He filed that tidbit of memory away for further examination later.

Whether Tessa had admitted it to herself, she wanted to accept him again. The denya bond still held them tightly together. It was her mind that he still had to convince, not her body or her heart. 

And because it was her mind, he argued with logic rather than emotion. “It would not be difficult for them to learn my identity,” he said. “Krayter and I registered with the authorities when we first arrived.”

That seemed to stop her. “Very well,” Tessa acknowledged. “I need to call Adam and Tam. Once my jammer is turned off, Adam will know that someone is here. And maybe Tam can give us some answers.”

They had a plan. That was a good first step. “I’ll call my brother. He worries.”

Tessa grinned. “Oh, I remember.” They shared a conspiratorial smile and Kayleb wanted to kiss her again. But he let the moment pass and they ate their meals in companionable silence while thinking of things to come. 

When she was done eating, Tessa put her plate in the cleaner and left him with a quick peck on the cheek. Kayleb caught her hand and raised it to his lips, kissing her gently before she pulled away with a soft smile.

Things were going well. They were on the right track.

So, of course, when they awoke the next morning, everything dove straight into the hells.
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CHAPTER TEN
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“TAM SAYS SHE’LL MEET us at the precinct this morning,” Tessa told Kayleb when she came downstairs after a fitful night of sleep. Sex normally calmed her down, or rather, cuddling after sex normally calmed her down. Despite the mind-altering orgasm from last night, she’d slept alone. Which was the right decision. She had to keep telling herself that and hoped that eventually she’d believe it was true.

She couldn’t quite look at the counter beside the stove.

“Was she there yesterday?” Kayleb asked. He handed her a bowl of oatmeal and kept a respectful amount of distance between them. 

She hated it.

He hadn’t said much about what they’d done last night and it left her mind reeling. Did he think that nothing had changed between them? Or everything? Did he expect her to let him fuck her again? Did she want him to?

Well, yes. She’d make love with him for days if it weren’t for their stupid past and his stupid betrayal that still hurt her heart. But it no longer hurt with every breath. No, now it was somehow worse. Between those aching memories of betrayal, hope had begun to bloom, tentative blossoms of fragile green leaves that could be crushed by the slightest misstep. She was fool to consider ever trusting him again.

But forgetting her hadn’t been his fault.

“No, she wasn’t,” Tessa answered before her mind could take her down more unwanted pathways. “But she wasn’t surprised. She said if I don’t talk to the cops now, they’ll just become persistent and they may make trouble for me when I try to leave the planet again.”

“You’re leaving?” He sounded casual, but even she could tell it was false.

Tessa shrugged and took a seat at the counter, taking a bite of oatmeal to delay her answer. After she swallowed, she glanced over at him and found him studying her like a deadly predator. Her heart skipped and she snapped her gaze back to her meal like that would keep her safe. “I guess,” she said. “I haven’t had much time to think about it. But I’m a ship medic. That kind of requires, you know, being on a ship.” Why was she so apologetic? She needed to get ahold of herself. “Are you planning to stay on Earth?” she asked, still not looking at him.

Kayleb moved, passing close enough behind her that the air stirred at the base of her neck and she shivered. “We came to Earth in the hope that humans would be the key to saving our people. And we were right. My brother plans to build a place for Detyens to call their own. Someone will need to travel to spread the word. And I have family back on Jaaxis. I would like to see them again.”

None of that was an answer. “So you’re not staying?”

“Are you?”

Time for a change in subject. “We should head out. Tam will be waiting for us.”

Kayleb didn’t argue. It took a few more minutes to collect their things, disengage the security system, and tidy up the small messes they’d made. Tessa wished she had a blaster, even though she’d rarely gone armed in the past. But walking openly down the streets after the week she’d had made her jumpy.

Those assholes were after the tech, she reminded herself. They had no way to track her anymore. If only that were enough to calm her nerves.

They took a cab to the precinct and Tessa kept her eyes peeled. Was the white truck she spotted in the mirror following them or merely heading in the same direction? A speeder cycle whizzed by and she flinched back. Kayleb’s fingers curled around hers in silent support and Tessa didn’t pull away.

At this time in the morning, it took nearly an hour to make it to the precinct. By the time she stepped out of the cab and into the harsh sunlight of morning, her skin was on fire with nerves and she jumped at every small sound and unexpected sight. She knew she had to look like some sort of unsavory character when they walked up the old stone stairs and checked in with the officer at the front desk, protected by a sheet of plas glass. But he buzzed them through the door and directed them back to the bullpen on the fourteenth floor where Dores and Wixon waited with Tam. 

Seeing Tam was a shock. Tessa somehow hadn’t expected her to look older than she’d been the last time they spoke. The degraded quality of vid calls hid the changes. She hadn’t been able to see the lines at the corner of her sister’s eyes, and the gray hair starting to make itself known at her temples was hidden. They both took after their father, with frizzy hair that was normally brown, though Tessa dyed her own, and large brown eyes and broad noses. But Tam got her bearing from their mother. She stood like a queen under the harsh lights of the precinct and all eyes automatically were drawn to her.

She could be mayor one day, Tessa thought. Maybe even president. But it was their brother Adam who was the politician. Tam liked to get her hands dirty when it came to keeping bad guys off the streets.

Wixon sat at a desk and rose to his feet when she and Kayleb exited the elevator. Dores and Tam were talking and both ignored the officer when he came to stand by them. Greetings took a moment and Tam stared between Kayleb and Tessa for several seconds, a dozen questions flicking across her face at light speed. She asked none, but Tessa expected the interrogation that her sister would give her to be much worse than anything the police could throw her way.

“Thank you for coming in,” said Dores as she led them all back to the elevator and requested access to the top floor. “We’ve turned the device over to our technology team. They were very interested in what it had to offer.”

“So they could access the information?” Tessa asked. If so, why did they need to talk to her?

Dores shook her head. “Not quite.” The seventeenth floor looked more like it belonged in a corporate office than a police precinct. The walls were painted a light grey and impersonal art hung at intervals. The floor was carpeted with a subtly patterned rug and the room Dores led them to looked like a conference room from a media program about lawyers or media publishers, not an interrogation chamber.

Maybe if Tessa had real life experience with the police and hadn’t based all of her opinions on media shows, she would have known what to expect. A darted glance at Kayleb didn’t show any discomfort. In fact, his face was completely blank and she wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.

Probably bad. Kayleb didn’t like to hide.

Wixon took a seat with his back towards the door. Dores gestured for them to sit on the other side of the table, backs toward the window with its view of the rest of the city. Tam sat beside the officer and unease—more unease—settled in Tessa’s gut. Shouldn’t her sister be on her side? Should she have brought her own lawyer? She’d thought Tam would help her out on that front.

Distantly, Tessa heard a persistent beeping, but when the door to the conference room slid shut it went away. It must have come from another office.

Wixon played with the table and it glowed, information from what must have been her file projecting on the holo in front of them. The image of the box looked real enough to touch and Tessa wanted to grab it and chuck it across the room and smash it to bits after all the trouble it had given her. But it was just a holo and if she tried, her hands would go right through the image.

A hand rested on her knee, warm and heavy and oh so familiar. She didn’t glance at Kayleb, but she breathed a little easier, knowing that he was by her side. 

The beeping started again, a little louder, even through the door. Kayleb squeezed her knee, but the officers and Tam didn’t seem to notice. It had to be nothing. She was just freaked out and jumpy.

“We’re going to need you to walk us through how you got the device, Miss Greely. Please spare no detail.” Wixon brought up a digital recorder program that requested her consent to record the interview.

Tessa placed her hand on the table and gave her acknowledgment. She opened her mouth to begin talking, and a blast rattled the building, throwing her from her chair as debris rained down around them and the window behind her and Kayleb disappeared.

Someone screamed and from the pain in her throat, she realized it was her.
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GLASS SHATTERED AROUND him as Tessa toppled over with a scream. Kayleb launched himself after her, heedless of the danger to himself. Pebbled remains of the window plastered his exposed skin and an errant shard tore a gash in his leg. Kayleb barely felt it. The smell of blaster fire rose around them, singeing his nostrils as the wind and noise of the shots nearly deafened him.

He covered Tessa, her voice quieting as she realized who he was and what was going on. Her body trembled under him and she clutched at his shoulders, holding him close. He spotted a boot under the table, the limb inside it unmoving. Wixon or Dores? He neither knew nor cared. All he knew was that he and Tessa needed to get out.

“I thought the tech was secure,” Tessa yelled at him over the cacophony in the room.

“It is!” came Dores’s shout from the other side of the table. Kayleb risked a glance up and saw the sergeant covering Tam. Poor Wixon hadn’t been lucky enough to avoid the shots.

Tessa tugged at his shoulders and slid backward, close to a supporting wall, partially hidden from the window. Kayleb followed, crawling carefully over her to avoid glass and keep her covered. 

A suspicion tickled the back of his mind, but Kayleb pushed the distraction away. He pressed back against the wall beside Tessa and surveyed the room. Neither of them had weapons and they couldn’t make it to Dores without crossing a field of blaster fire. 

Beside him, Tessa had gone pale. She stared out what used to be the window at the busted ship made of blue and gray and black metal, bursts of red shooting out in a shower of flame and death. “Pirates,” she said. “Ground to space vessel.”

That explained why the glass couldn’t shield against their fire. The pirate’s ship was probably designed to take out space ships. A terrestrial building would be nothing to their blaster fire.

Dores was yelling a request for backup into an unseen communications device, her words barely audible over the chaos. Her eyes met his across the room and he saw the regret written across her face.

Metal clanged against the floor, coming from the vehicle hovering outside. Footsteps echoed, eerily loud.

With no weapons and no way to retreat, he and Tessa were doomed. 

Kayleb put himself in front of his mate, blocking her from view of the pirates. “When I charge, take cover,” he said. They both didn’t need to die today.

“What!” she yelled back at him, one hand clutched against his forearm. “Fuck that, they can’t have you, you’re mine.”

Under any other circumstances, Kayleb would have been overjoyed. But it was too late for that. He pressed a hard kiss to her mouth and forced himself to pull back before he lost himself. “I love you. Run.”

Without waiting to see what she did, he turned and charged. Either he’d been well hidden behind the pillar or the pirates didn’t expect such a suicidal move. They both froze for an instant and that gave Kayleb the slightest advantage. And for a street fighter from Jaaxis, that was all he needed.

He pushed forward, sending the smaller of the two fighters plunging off the plank that extended from the ship. He didn’t waste time checking to see if the man had any sort of anti grav device because the second pirate was on him, blaster firing too fast for Kayleb to dodge. The first hit took him in the side and he yelled in pain, the second scored across the wound on his leg, sending him to his knees.

He looked up, scowling and defiant, ready to meet his death head on. But the pirate simply shot his other leg, sending him sprawling on all fours. Another shot rang out, but it didn’t hit Kayleb, and he was too close for the pirate to miss.

No.

He forced his head to turn, despite the pain and scorched neurons scrambled by the blaster. The pirate had Tessa frozen in a tractor beam, pulling her effortlessly from wherever she’d managed to run. He grabbed a second blaster out of his holster and aimed it at Kayleb, using the secondary tractor function to snag him as well and carry him along. 

Under the force of the beam, they couldn’t be injured by blaster fire. This pirate must have had some other form of protection on since he paid no heed to Dores’s shots. The door burst open behind them, boots pounding against the carpet, but Kayleb couldn’t turn and see who it was.

They moved onto the platform and it retracted after the pirate. The ship’s door closed behind them and the pirate guided the tractor beams over something that looked like a vent before releasing both of them into the bowels of the ship.

A grate closed over them at the same time the tractor beam released them. Kayleb slammed into the wall and bounced back, barreling gracelessly into Tessa as they spun. They managed to hold onto one another and the ship rolled, sending them skidding against a wall but slowing their velocity from breakneck to bruising. Something crashed below them, the only warning before the walls disappeared, and they landed in what passed for a cell on a small ship like the one the pirates were using.

Tessa breathed heavily under him and Kayleb was at least thankful for her breath, though the situation could be much improved. “Are you hurt?” he asked, unable to make himself let go just yet.

Tessa took a few more deep breaths before answering. “Just bruised, I think. What about you?”

Kayleb grit his teeth and pressed a hand against his leg. It came away green with his blood. “A minor scratch,” he admitted. “Annoying, but not life threatening.”

“Let me see.” The confusion and fear he’d heard earlier dissolved as she shifted into medic gear.

On instinct, Kayleb jerked away, but Tessa reached out and grabbed his arm with unexpected strength. Steel threaded her voice as she spoke. “If you bleed out, I’m not dragging your body back home. I need you ready to run. So let me look.” Passion blazed in her eyes and the fire of her determination practically manifested around them.

Kayleb shifted to give her a better view of his thigh, cursing a bit as the cloth scraped against the cut. Tessa was careful and quick, her fingers examining the wound since the light around them was too dim to see much. Kayleb bit his lip to keep from hissing in pain or cursing again, and it took more effort than he wanted to admit not to flinch away from her ministrations.

“You’re right,” she said after several moments. “I want to bandage this to staunch the bleeding, but it doesn’t look like anything important was hit. Running won’t be fun, though.”

“I’ll live,” he promised.

Even in the dimness, he saw her mouth quirk up in a grin. “Good. You better.” She patted the ground around them, turning away. “See if you can find anything we can use as a bandage.”

They were in a metal box with a grated ceiling and floor. There was nothing in there except for the two of them. Kayleb shrugged off his coat and shirt. “I can rip up my shirt and use it. It’s not too dirty.”

Tessa held out a hand. She got onto her knees and crawled close, leaning over him, her lips right next to his ears. Now was not the time to remember the soft push of her flesh against his, remember the taste of her on his lips. His cock didn’t seem to understand that. “Surveillance?” she whispered against the pointed tip of his ear, her lips brushing against the sensitive flesh.

Kayleb shivered and placed a hand on her hip, grounding himself in her presence. He wanted to tilt her head and kiss her, press her against the wall and take her. But they’d been captured by pirates who’d left a police station in ruins to retrieve them. Now was not the time.

His night vision was better than a human’s. He tilted his head around, looking for anything that might have been a camera or surveillance drone. Nothing stood out, but he couldn’t believe that they weren’t being watched. Now that he thought about it, he could feel eyes crawling over him and he didn’t like it. “Not sure,” was his reply.

Tessa kept herself anchored over him. “Use my body to block your claws.” Her hand slid around and cupped the back of his neck and Kayleb knew his eyes had gone red. Tessa stared straight at him, challenge in her gaze.

Damn it all. He stole a brief kiss, barely enough for a hint of her taste. Then with quick motions, he let his claws out and tore into his shirt, leaving enough to make it look torn rather than cut. Once he was done, Tessa sat back and got to work bandaging him. The cloth was tight around his thigh, though not enough to cut off circulation.

Kayleb wondered what he’d give for some regen gel, but that was the least of their worries.

The ship rocked again, moving far more slowly than he would have expected. They were in the middle of the city, the police or the army had to give chase. And yet it felt like a stately glide through a park rather than evasive maneuvers.

“They have cloaking tech, don’t they?” he asked.

Tessa rolled her eyes. “They’re pirates. Of course. Now come on, we need to get out of here before they break atmo. I don’t think I can escape in space a second time.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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PANIC BIT AT TESSA’S heels and the sticky remnants of Kayleb’s blood on her hands wasn’t helping anything. Sweat clogged her pores even as the chill in their little chamber was enough to leave her shivering. She wanted so badly to crawl back into Kayleb’s lap and cling to him that she forced herself to stand. This wasn’t some nightmare. She wasn’t going to wake up in the morning, cold in her lonely bed, wishing that she’d joined him in the middle of the night.

No, the pirates had found her. They’d taken her, and her mate, and for that she’d see them destroyed.

Was Tam okay? Though she knew there was nothing she could do about it now, she added the uncertainty over her sister’s fate to the growing list of grievances against the assholes who’d taken them.

“See if you can find a way out,” she told Kayleb. “If not, then a weapon? Anything we can use.” Her thoughts swam dizzily around her head and she didn’t have anything resembling a plan. But she knew they needed to move. The longer they stayed, the closer they were to dead.

Kayleb gave her a silent nod and started to examine the walls, looking for a seam where there might be a door. They’d been deposited through a grate in the ceiling and the walls appeared solid. Then again, this was a space ship. Once they broke atmo and lost gravity, she might forget which way was supposed to be up and which wall was meant to have a door. She snatched a forgotten bit of fabric from Kayleb’s tattered shirt and tied it to a piece of grate on the ground. She didn’t know if it would help, but didn’t see how knowing up from down could hurt.

“How did you escape last time,” Kayleb asked. Anger rode the edge of his voice, dark enough to send a shiver down her spine. She’d feel sorry for whoever made him sound like that if she didn’t want to kill them herself.

“They needed a medic,” she replied, unwanted visions of an unexpectedly clean ship swamping her vision. Their medbay hadn’t looked anything like what she’d expected of a pirate ship. “It look a little while, but they eventually loosened the leash. I was able to smuggle myself out with medical waste at a supply station.” Nothing she’d done then would be useful now and that made her even more angry.

“Hmm,” was Kayleb’s only response.

Had they been after her all along? Or did they want to barter her for the piece of tech that she’d stolen? She didn’t ask it out loud, didn’t want Kayleb any angrier than he already was. She needed him to focus, and she didn’t trust herself not to spiral down and join him in anger if she thought about it for too long.

It didn’t matter. Neither of them were going to be here long enough to be used as hostages.

Kayleb gave up on the walls and turned his attention to the ceiling. It was a bit too high to reach, but he wedged himself onto a step in the wall and reached, straining. Sweat beaded on his brow, and the pressure on his leg must have hurt like hell, but he suffered in silence.

The grate moved.

Tessa bit back the shout of triumph that tried to escape her traitorous lips and rushed to Kayleb’s side. He kept pulling at the flap of metal and it let out a strained howl as the hinges protested. God, he was strong. A shiver of delight went through her and she appreciated the swath of blue chest that peeked out of his open coat, even if she hated that he was only shirtless because of the injury to his leg. 

With a final groan, the door snapped into place. Tessa froze where she stood, senses strung tight as she listened for the sound of an alarm or enemy footsteps pounding from somewhere. But there was nothing.


“Hopefully they’re worried about something outside,” she said, half to reassure herself.

Kayleb reached a hand down. “We know this leads to the cargo bay, it might go somewhere else. It’s all better than here. I can boost you up and then climb behind you.”

She took his hand and clambered up over his shoulders until she was half in the chute and still held by Kayleb. Placing her arms on opposite walls, she wedged herself in, using her back and her legs once she started to climb to cover the distance. Unlike the journey down, she was squeezed and it was slow going, centimeter by tortuous centimeter earned through burning muscles and a slide of cloth against metal.

Every few meters, vents no bigger than her hand crisscrossed the chute. Tessa eyed one cautiously. Air didn’t seem to pump out of them and one was blackened around the edges, the metal appearing burnt. She really hoped they didn’t shoot fire or acid or anything that could eat through her or Kayleb before they had a chance to know what killed them.

“Is everything alright?” Kayleb hissed from below her, barely panting from exertion.

Tessa realized that she’d stopped and nodded before speaking. “Yes, I’m fine.” She kept moving.

They’d fallen in seconds, but climbing up from the depths of the ship was hard work. Muscles strained and burned and more than once Tessa wanted to give up and surrender to the darkness, to take the easy path and fall back down into pain and suffering and loneliness.

It was hard work, to recover from an unexpected hardship, but once they were free it would be worth it.

Kayleb’s arm brushed against her ankle and Tessa tried to stop the startled smile that bloomed. At least he couldn’t see it. When they got free, he could have her smiles. Maybe.

Maybe there was more than one hole for her to climb out of.

Tessa’s hand shot out when she went to find her next handhold and she slid, legs flying out and accidentally kicking Kayleb as she shot her hand out and gripped down a secondary tunnel. “There’s an opening here,” she said once she got her breath back. “Turn or keep going up?”

“Is it steep?” Kayleb asked.

Tessa wedged herself up and her arms came perpendicular to the way they’d been climbing. Her thighs burned and her arms ached and she wanted to nap for a week after a long soak in a tub somewhere far from all the excitement. But she wedged herself into the gap and climbed a little, trying to get her bearings. “It looks like it leads to a storage closet or something. I can see a door through a grate.”

“It’s still a long way to the cargo deck,” Kayleb’s voice echoed, now that she wasn’t beside him to muffle it.

That decided them.

It took a bit of jostling for Kayleb to make it into the little tunnel she’d found, and even more to get him in front. But he was the one with stronger legs and though she’d tried, Tessa couldn’t more than budge the grate that led to the closet. At one point, they ended up splayed around one another, Tessa pressed flat against the metal under them while Kayleb crawled over her, his scent enveloping her and giving her ideas. She’d never loved tight spaces before, but she was beginning to think of the possibilities.


Kayleb got them through the grate in two kicks. Climbing out was much easier than climbing in and Tessa stumbled and fell to her knees as soon as she tried to put weight on her suffering legs. Kayleb clamped his arms around her, but he was barely steadier. They clung together, holding one another tight as the ship bobbed around them. Gravity still felt real, for that she was grateful. Artificial gravity was a good approximation, but nothing could quite replicate the real thing, and as long as it was real, that mean they were still on Earth, and they still had a chance to escape.

“Any idea why they haven’t broken atmo yet?” Kayleb asked, echoing the question in her own mind. She might have been grateful, but that didn’t mean that it made any sense.

“Don’t want to lead anyone to the main ship?” she guessed.

“That would be promising,” Kayleb replied. What he said next almost knocked her off her feet. “So how did they find you?”
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TESSA LOOKED AT HIM like he’d bared fangs and claws at her, but Kayleb didn’t remind her that he’d never cause her harm. They needed to solve this problem before they were hunted down once more. When she said nothing, he kept speaking. “The device you gave the police was secured. If they had the means to find it, they could have retrieved it before we got to the precinct. But they knew you were there. How?”

Tessa let out a frustrated growl and put her hands on her hips. Her feet tapped like she wanted to pace, but the closet they’d found was barely big enough for both of them. Kayleb had wedged himself into a corner to try and give her more space. It didn’t do much.

“How the hell should I know?” she demanded. “This isn’t my fault. Maybe they had a lookout. Maybe someone sold me out. Don’t blame me for this!”

Kayleb grabbed her shoulders and yanked her close before she could punch a wall and risk bringing attention to them. That her body was soft and familiar against his was a side benefit. “I’m not blaming you.” He found a well of calm and tried to exude it, but he’d never been the most serene person. He wanted to find each of the pirates and rip them limb from limb for giving his denya even a moment of trouble. “But if they have means of tracking you, they might find us even if we evade any security measures on the ship.”

She let out a breath and seemed to deflate against him, arms hanging around his waist and giving him her weight. “I don’t know,” said Tessa. “They’ve been on my ass since I got to Earth. I thought it had to be the tech I stole.”

“Were you close to Earth when you escaped?” he asked. Earth wasn’t exactly a backwater, but it was out of the way of many shipping channels, and it took planetary defense seriously. Pirates usually avoided it for wilder solar systems.

Tessa let out a hollow laugh. “God, no. It took a while to get this far. I didn’t even know the ship I found was coming here. But it was a big ship. Easy to hide on, hard to attack. They must have followed.”

“What are the odds they put a tracker in you?” Geo trackers implanted in living beings were popular in the slave trade and it turned Kayleb’s stomach to think of what they’d had planned. Rending the pirates limb from limb was too fast and painless for what they deserved.

“That’s... that’s definitely possible.” Tessa slumped and slid down a wall until she was seated on the floor. “They knocked us out not long after they nabbed us. They could have implanted trackers... or worse. Not a control chip, thank God. I couldn’t have escaped with one of those in me.”

A control chip was another popular tool of the slave trade, though they were prone to malfunctioning and killing the subject, which wasn’t good for business.

The light in the closet wasn’t good. A thin band of wiring along the ceiling pulsed with pale blue lights, giving them enough to see by, but not in any detail. Kayleb used a hand to feel around near the door and found a control pad. He swiped up and the lights brightened a little more. He kept them relatively dim in case anything escaped beyond the door; he didn’t want to draw attention. With gentle hands, he sat and pulled Tessa close to him. She came without resistance and his heart hurt for the pain radiating out of her. 

He parted her hair and ran his hands over her scalp and the delicate length of her neck. She had such strength, and yet was so fragile under his fingers. It didn’t take long to find. Trackers were rarely well hidden, from what he’d heard about them. Just to the right side of her neck, a sliver about the size of one of Tessa’s fingernails bumped out of her brown skin. Kayleb placed a kiss over the spot and murmured in her ear, “I found it.”

Tessa nodded. “Take it out.”

He didn’t have a knife or a scalpel and unlike his instincts when he thought of the pirates, now his claws itched to stay in his skin rather than shoot out. Taking out the tracker would cause pain to his mate, something he never wished to do. And yet, if he didn’t, then she—they—would be in even more danger. “I’ll be as gentle as I can,” he promised.

Tessa placed a hand on his thigh and squeezed and in any other circumstances, the feeling would have shot up his leg and given him different ideas. “Just make it quick,” she said.

Kayleb nodded, even if she couldn’t see. With a snick, the claws on his hand shot out. He used his other hand to hold her head steady and keep her hair pushed back. He pressed the tip against her skin and gritted his teeth as harsh red blood beaded under his hand. He had to do this, hesitation would only hurt her more. With a quick jerk of his claw and gentle prodding, he had the thin metal transmitter out of her and gathered up some of the discarded cloth from his t-shirt that he’d kept in a jacket pocket to stop her bleeding.

“Give it to me,” Tessa asked, holding out a hand. Kayleb’s claws retracted and he placed the metal in her hand. She squeezed her fist around the tiny device as if she could crush it.

Then Tessa pushed back against him and pulled out of his embrace. She clambered back into the tunnel and down towards the chute they crawled up. A moment later she was back empty handed. “I don’t know if they can track it in the ship,” she said, “but if they’re looking, hopefully that lands back in our shitty little cell and they don’t spend too much time looking for us.”

He hoped she was right. “Let’s find a way off this piece of shit and go home,” Kayleb said, getting to his feet and offering a hand to Tessa.

She grabbed it with a smile. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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WHEN THE SHIP STOPPED moving, Tessa and Kayleb each let out a sigh of relief and the knot of tension that had coiled along Tessa’s spine relaxed until she could finally drag in a deep breath, something that had evaded her since Kayleb cut the tracker out of her. The back of her neck was tacky with blood, but the flow had stopped, thanks mostly to the bandage of torn shirt that Kayleb had kept pressed against her.

A tracker.

She was a fucking idiot. How had she missed the damn thing? She’d been so convinced that the pirates were tracking the tech she’d stolen that she hadn’t for one second considered that they might have been tracking her. And now she’d gotten both herself and her mate captured just because she hadn’t paused to think about consequences. She was lucky to have lasted as long as she did, lucky that the jammer she’d used had cloaked the signal from the tracker embedded in flesh when she thought she was stopping something completely different.

Kayleb squeezed his arms around her. “Don’t blame yourself,” he murmured against her ear. They were still in the little closet they’d found and the most comfortable position they’d managed was with Kayleb’s back to the wall and her nestled against his chest, between his legs. 

It had been too trying of a day for her to put up even a token protest at the intimacy of the position, and Kayleb, the smart man, said nothing when she nestled in closer to him, tilting her body sideways and laying her head against his chest. “I should have checked for a tracker,” she argued.

He didn’t have a reply for that. A few minutes passed and footsteps pounded in the hallway beyond the door. Both of them stiffened and didn’t dare to breathe. But no one tested the door, nor did the pirate even pause. For the moment, they were safe.

“My cousin has a craft like this,” Kayleb whispered against her, his breath tickling the inside of her ear and making her shiver. “He said it has some of the best cloaking tech in the galaxy. But when it’s used up, it takes days to recharge. That’s how he met his denya.”

That tickled Tessa’s memory. “This is the cousin you and Krayter were going to meet, right?” She couldn’t recall his name, or the name of his denya, but she remembered the excitement that had laced Kayleb’s voice when he spoke of the match.

“Ruwen, yes. And Lis. She was stranded on a shithole of a planet and he was hired to steal something from the locals. They escaped together, and the rest is history.” His thumb stroked idly against the cloth of her jacket and Tessa reached over to lace their fingers together.

“What are they like?” she asked. 

“They’re good together.” She could hear Kayleb smile. “But, honestly, I don’t know them very well. The last few months have been...”

“Yeah.” She knew all too well how they’d gone. And they didn’t have time to dwell on the budding relationships of Kayleb’s family while they were at risk of discovery by the pirates who owned the damn ship they were on. “How long does it take your cousin’s ship to charge?” she asked.

“About a week, I think. I’ve only been on it once, and it’s smaller than this one. Whether that means the pirates need longer, or their generators are larger and they’ll be ready by night, I’m not sure.” And he didn’t sound happy about that uncertainty. He squeezed her hand and leaned further back against the wall, his muscles a hard wall behind her. “We’d best do some exploring if we’re going to get off this thing.”

“Do you have a plan there, Mr. Big Shot? Or are we just going to go with a suicidal charge?” The pirates had blasters for sure, and she wouldn’t be shocked if at least one of them had a las gun. She’d seen what las fire could do to naked skin, and she didn’t want to be the victim of that unrelenting fire any more than she wanted Kayleb to suffer from it. “We need weapons, and intel. How many of them are there on the ship? Can we fly it if we incapacitate them? Stuff like that.” She wracked her brain, trying to come up with different things they needed to know, but most of her ideas came from the media shows she sometimes devoured during long, lonely stretches of space. There wasn’t excitement like this on normal merchant ships. She’d hoped that the pirates she faced at Kayleb’s side on the Kella would be the worst thing she’d ever face.

And she’d been so, so wrong it wasn’t even funny.

“I’m beginning to think that I should have been a soldier,” Kayleb groused. “We need to get a look out first,” he decided. “See where we are. And you’re right, we need weapons. So, weapons and recon. We can do this.”

“You watch the same media shows as I do, don’t you?” Tessa guessed. The tension was riding high, but Kayleb was keeping her grounded, making this entire awful situation alright. As long as he was there next to her, she could figure out how to put one foot in front of the other and make it out the other side of this damn mess. She wasn’t quite sure what she was going to do with him once that was done, but she’d figure it out when they got there. When they survived and were safe.

“If they’re charging the cloaking shield, it probably means that we’ve landed somewhere,” Kayleb mused. “And while I’d love to overpower anyone here and triumphantly steer the ship back to New York, I’m not a pilot.”

Tessa agreed, though something bloodthirsty in her wanted to rebel. “Do you think there’s an information station in the hall? We had them on all the ships I’ve travelled on. It will give us a map of the ship.”

Kayleb shrugged. “The longer we wait, the bigger the risk of discovery. I say we go out there and find out.”

***
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KAYLEB WANTED TO WRAP Tessa up and keep her safe. Being trapped aboard a pirate ship, that wasn’t an option. There was nothing he could give her for extra protection, and with the wound in his leg, he risked becoming a liability for her if he wasn’t careful.

So he was careful.

They waited a few breathless minutes, listening for any pirates who might be walking by. But no one joined the one they’d heard before. With steady hands, Kayleb eased the door open, sliding it into the wall beside them. 

His claws itched to shoot out and face any unseen threat, but he kept them sheathed, a secret weapon in case they ran into trouble. More trouble. No one waited for them in the hallway. It was a simple corridor that could have belonged on any short range ship. A door, identical to the one they’d been hiding behind, stood opposite them and Kayleb assumed it also led to storage of some kind. Space was at a premium on ships and every crevasse that could be used to stow things was used. 

Tessa stepped out beside him and the door slid shut with barely a hiss of sound. His denya stepped forward and opened the door opposite them and glanced inside, closing it after a few seconds. She looked back at him and shook her head—nothing useful.

By unspoken agreement, they turned right, heading in the opposite direction of where the pirate had walked earlier. Kayleb’s skin pulled tight and his instincts were on high alert, ready to jump into action at the slightest provocation. But their goal wasn’t to fight. The best option was to get off of the ship with no one realizing they were gone.

The metal of the corridor echoed as they walked, no matter how soft their steps. A passenger ship might have put down carpeting or a dampening fiber to muffle the sound, but the pirates didn’t need such luxuries. While they walked, Kayleb’s jaw set and he wished for something that would let them walk like the silent predatory beasts that stalked the deserts of Jaaxis.

But when footsteps pounded their way, walking at a fast clip, he rethought his desire for a rug. Echoes, it seemed, had their uses.

Adrenaline flowed through his veins and he quickly realized they had no place to hide. They’d passed another pair of doors, but they couldn’t make it back without running and alerting someone to their presence.

Kayleb pushed in front of Tessa and waited, breathing in and out slowly while the calm of the fight settled heavily on his shoulders.

The pirate rounded a corner and froze, his mouth dropping open in comical exaggerated shock. He was human, and short. He would barely come up to Tessa’s chin if they stood side by side. A blaster hung loose in his holster and Kayleb was on him before the short man could try to fumble for it.

They slammed against the wall, the crash of their bodies too loud to Kayleb’s ears, but he pushed that concern aside. He punched, hitting hard at the man’s ribs and giving no quarter. With a jut of his hips and a quick flip, he had his arm around the man’s throat and squeezed, cutting off the flow of blood to his brain. The man jerked at his arm but Kayleb’s hold was too tight. 

As he went limp, Kayleb let him down. “He won’t be out for long,” he warned Tessa. “Should we...” He couldn’t make himself say it. Now that the pirate was unconscious, doing anything worse to him felt... unfair.

Tessa sucked in a ragged breath, some color draining from her face. She jerked her head back as if straining to hear if anyone were coming from where the man had run from. There was nothing. But the pirate was already starting to moan and grumble under them. Kayleb placed his leg on the man’s chest to keep him from moving.

His denya reached down and grabbed the blaster from the man’s holster. “Step back,” she warned Kayleb. Once he’d done what she asked, she shot, stunning the man in place. “That will keep him out for a while.” She examined the gun closely and then let out a curse. “It doesn’t have a tractor beam, we’ll need to carry him and hide him somewhere.”

Tessa tucked the blaster into her pocket and took the man’s legs while Kayleb grasped him by the shoulders. They dragged him back to the last storage space they’d found and laid him on the wall beside the door. Tessa pulled out the blaster and Kayleb opened the door, both of them pressing themselves against the wall in case anyone was standing inside waiting for them. But all that was in the closet were crates of dehydrated food and what looked like a busted water processing machine. Kayleb dumped the pirate and Tessa shot him a second time, just in case he thought of getting up.


They hurried back the way they’d come. The corridor seemed to go on forever, with turns and bisecting hallways to break up the monotony. Kayleb wasn’t sure how far they’d gone or how long they’d been running. There were no windows in the corridor and time seemed to bend strangely around them. After another turn and a heart wrenching second where multiple sets of footsteps seemed to surround them, but must have come from a different floor, they found an information terminal and took it as a sign to pause.

Tessa let out a hiss of “yes!” when the screen lit up under her fingers. She grinned over her shoulder at him and handed him the blaster while she worked. “They don’t have it locked down. Idiots.” And in a matter of seconds she had a map up of the small ship. Kayleb trusted her to map the way while he kept his eyes open for any threats coming their way. He didn’t like stopping out in the open like they were, but walking around aimlessly would be even more dangerous. 

“Does that tell you how many people are on the ship or where they’re located?” Kayleb asked. His fingers tightened under the hard metal of the blaster’s hilt, the weight unfamiliar in his palms. He’d always used his fists and claws when he fought, the battles about dominance and skill, rather than a need to kill. 

She poked at the screen a few more times and then shook her head. “Looks like we used up our lucky break on logging in to this thing. Hopefully that means they can’t track us either. Now let’s get out of here, there’s a side hatch one floor up. I think it’s our best shot.”

They took off running, sounds of the ship echoing around them as they made their escape. As they made it to a ladder and climbed to the next floor, Kayleb started to hope they’d make it out without being seen by anyone else.

But when the first shot of the blaster fired next to his head, he knew that their luck had run out.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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TESSA SCRAMBLED UP behind Kayleb and started shooting, blindly following him in hopes that he had his eye on cover. From the sizzle of the blaster fire as it impacted the metal around them, the pirates hadn’t been kind enough to set their weapons to stun. Blasters couldn’t normally kill a person, but neither she nor Kayleb would be able to walk if they were hit.

Two large, long stacked crates acted as enough barrier for them to hide behind. Rather than peer over the top, Tessa leaned to the side and tried to get a look at who was shooting at them. Kayleb must have been doing the same. “I see two,” he grunted, ducking down as a shot almost hit him in the face.

Tessa winced, but she held her position. They needed to be smart about this. Her mind wasn’t doing any favors, flashing back to another moment when the two of them had been under fire from vicious pirates intent on taking the ship.

When Kayleb looked out again, she placed her hand on his jacket and tugged him back. “Just, stay behind cover. Please. I have the blaster.” She leaned out and shot a spray of laser fire before he could argue. When she leaned back, he stared at her, a question in his eyes. “We’ve been here before. I can’t—” She shook her head and shot again. A cry and reduction in the rate of fire told her that she’d hit someone.

Lights flashed around them, a siren ringing out, and Tessa’s hope for a swift and painless getaway dissolved. She could see the door that would lead them to freedom. They only had a handful of meters to go before they were off the ship and in the middle of whatever place the pirates had set down. They could be hanging off of a cliff, for all she knew, or buried deep in a mountain. But as long as she and Kayleb could get away, at least then they’d have a chance to escape.

She didn’t let herself worry about the wound in Kayleb’s leg, or the fact that they only had one weapon. And she certainly couldn’t worry that they had no food and water and could have been hundreds of miles from civilization.

She really hoped they weren’t in one of the Waste Zones, where contamination from leaks of old nuclear waste made life unlivable. That would be very bad.

All those things she shoved away, focusing on the blaster still firing at them. Kayleb placed a hand on her arm and she jerked to look at him. He studied her with a scary amount of intensity before holding out his hand. “I can see him. Let me.”

She remembered Kayleb’s blood gushing out under her fingers, the memory of his trauma at the hands of the pirates blending together with the first time she’d seen him, nearly bled to death by a shoddy rod on the ship. He’d been hurt so many times when she was around, she didn’t want to put him in any more danger.

But she handed him the blaster and did her best to hold back the tears that wanted to fall as her mind flashed through all of the things that could possibly go wrong when he stuck himself out to shoot.

Her mate took a breath to steady himself before leaning out, pointing with care, and pulling the trigger. The blaster fire coming their way stopped, but the siren still rang out and footsteps pounded down one of the corridors, coming towards them fast. There were definitely more than two people headed towards them and she and Kayleb no longer had the element of surprise.

“Make a break for it,” she said, tugging at his arm and standing up swiftly. As Kayleb rolled to his feet, she took off running, eating up the distance to the door in seconds. This one didn’t slide open as easily under her command, and it took Kayleb’s strength once he got there to push it out and release the seal that kept it shut.

Fresh air rushed in, the smell of green and living things. Even better, they weren’t perched over the side of a cliff. The ship was tall, but a careful jump and she and Kayleb were free.

This ship had set down in the middle of a clearing, woods surrounding it everywhere that Tessa could see. She grabbed onto Kayleb’s arm as he landed beside her and took off, sprinting for the coverage of the trees that was so close she could taste it. As the grass thickened under her feet and twigs beat at her arms, blasters shot off behind them, but Tessa didn’t risk a glance back. They needed cover. Once they were in the relative safety of the forest, she’d take the time to breathe.

She stumbled over a fallen log and Kayleb ran ahead, jerking her arm before he realized she’d fallen. He let go and skidded to a stop, throwing a look back over his shoulder to see if she was okay. Tessa pushed herself back up to her feet and gave Kayleb something passing for a smile. His skin had gone a bit pale, as pale as a hulking blue man could get, but once she waved off any need for assistance and assured him she wasn’t injured, they were off.

Shots should have rung out behind them, the panicked bursts of blaster fire shot blindly from pirates picking off easy targets. But the shots never came. After a punishing pace and a few more minutes of running, she slowed, bringing Kayleb to a stop beside her. She tried to listen, but birds chirped and bugs buzzed, all oblivious to the danger from the people around them.

“They’re not following us,” she said. “Why?” Not that she wasn’t grateful. She wanted to launch herself into Kayleb’s arms, spin around, and celebrate. But it didn’t make sense.

Kayleb heaved in a breath and turned around, eyes narrowing as he studied the way they’d come. If he’d been a cyborg, she might have thought that he was analyzing the terrain and using whatever enhancements he had to calculate the chances of their survival or to sense where the pirates lurked. But she’d peeked inside his head months ago and there was nothing but a brain, a bit battered, but dangerously smart. “I don’t like it,” he said quietly, his words almost lost among the chirps. “We should keep moving. Maybe we’ll find a road nearby, or a settlement.”

Tessa hoped he was right. In the last century, much of the land in New York state had been reclaimed by wilderness, surrendered by the clutches of the city in an effort to make the world into something livable once more. The effort had worked, but now it meant that where once there’d been miles and miles of sprawl and hope of an easy trek home, now they were left with woods as far as the eye could see, and the type of people that thrived in a disconnected wilderness. She’d heard complaints about the enclaves of humans who hated aliens and thought they should be barred from the planet, if not outright destroyed. She had to hope that they didn’t run into any of them.

“I hope we don’t bring trouble down on anyone,” she muttered, half to herself.

Kayleb didn’t respond, but from the set of his shoulders, she was pretty sure he agreed. At some point in the last few days, Tessa had come to know him well enough to read those little tics and tells of his, until sometimes he didn’t need to speak for her to understand his half of the conversation. She’d started on that journey back on the Kella, but back then, he’d talked for hours with her, the words between them flowing as strong as a river. They’d neither needed nor wanted silence, too wrapped up in each other to pay attention to the ship around them. 

Tessa had resented her duties for the first time since she’d signed on with the ship, wishing she could shirk her responsibilities to spend the days in bed with Kayleb. She’d even resented his brother for the time he came to the infirmary to watch over Kayleb as he recovered. The ship’s doctor had to have guessed that something was going on between her and her Detyen patient, but he’d said nothing.

“I should have told Krayter about us,” she said as she brushed the back of her hand against Kayleb’s. They’d been walking for several minutes and there was still no sign of the pirates. She glanced up at the sky to make sure they hadn’t taken to the air in their search, but the clouds only had birds for company.

Kayleb jerked his head toward her, eyes wide with shock. He stared at her for a long moment before he replied. “Why didn’t you?” There wasn’t any accusation there. He didn’t try and tell her that it was just as much her fault that they’d been parted as it was his. Hell, it was probably more her fault.

She hadn’t fought for him, after all.

Tessa tried to speak, but the words choked in her throat. Why had she said anything? She could remember the blank look on his face the first time he opened his eyes after she spent hours fearing that he would slip away from her. The polite, distant smile he’d given as he thanked her for her help had stabbed her in the heart and she’d spent the night crying her eyes out as one thing became abundantly clear to her.

“I thought you lied about it.”
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HE DIDN’T REALIZE THAT whispered words could hit like a physical blow. Kayleb staggered as the enormity of what she said slammed into him. He wanted—needed—to yank her close and make sure that she understood that everything between them was as real as the sun in the sky.

But he forced himself to look at her and what he saw broke his heart. Those soulful eyes of hers were glassy with unshed tears and her face had lost some of its color, now washed out like a piece of wood left on the bank of a river for too long. Her lip quivered and there was terrified hope writ plain across her expression.

“And what do you think now?” he forced himself to ask. He remembered that moment at the police station, the last minute before the pirates took them when he was prepared to sacrifice himself. 


She reached out and squeezed his hand, keeping it in a loose hold. “I think I was an idiot.”

Maybe he should have been angry. For some reason, it hadn’t occurred to Kayleb that Tessa might have said something before they left the ship. He’d assumed that time had worked against them and that he and Krayter were gone before she could realize that she needed to speak up. And every time anger tried to rear its head, he reminded himself that he hadn’t said a thing to Krayter. Any blame on Tessa’s shoulders fell equally on his own.

“I should have told Krayter the moment I saw you,” he said. “Or,” he added after a moment, “at least after we were certain.” Had he really only wanted to protect his younger brother from heartache? Or had he wanted to keep Tessa a secret, something that was only his for as long as he could? “I told you about my siblings, right?” His memories were still a mish-mash of conjecture and half-formed thoughts, but he couldn’t imagine that he hadn’t spoken of them.

Tessa smiled and huffed out a little laugh. “Oh yes, I almost made up a little song to try and remember all of their names. Twelve? Right... or, I guess it’s eleven since your sister...” She trailed off before mentioning Karwan’s death. 

The heartache lodged home in his chest, just where it always was when he remembered the last time he’d seen his sister. She’d been a bright light, full of love and laughter and the fact that she’d never been able to find her mate was one of the greater injustices in the world. But that wasn’t what this was about, and she wouldn’t want him to give up on Tessa, or on love because she was gone.

“With so many of us, it’s difficult to have things of our own,” he admitted. “I missed those brats so much, but even when I was back on Jaaxis, I tried to make my space.” He’d insisted on his own apartment, despite the fact that the family had more than enough room, and he’d been street fighting for money even when he had dozens of other, safer, opportunities. It had been his, and no one in the family knew how to take it away from him.

“I was so much younger than my brothers and sister that I was practically an only child,” Tessa said. “My parents...” She shrugged and let out a breath. “I don’t even know what to say about them.”

He let go of her hand and slid his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close and savoring the warmth and give of her soft body. “I was... afraid,” and that was a hard word to get out, “if I told Krayter, he’d tell everyone, and then they’d all be there. Not physically, but they’d intrude on our space and it wouldn’t just be us. I never thought that I could forget, that’s just... it’s not possible.”

She was quiet for a long moment, walking in step with him, before she finally asked, “Is that something that you actually remember, or is it why you think you didn’t tell?”

“Does it matter?” Thoughts and memory and theory were all tangled up and he wasn’t sure how to sort it all out any more. “I don’t know that I’ll ever remember everything about those early days,” he admitted. “But some of it is coming back and I’d rather die than forget you again.”

She stiffened beside him. “Don’t say something like that.”

The woods fell abruptly away before he could respond. Kayleb looked at the buildings in the distance and the vehicles driving around the neatly paved roads and a laugh escaped his throat, echoing through the open space loudly enough to startle a group of birds in one of the trees to fly away. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said, though he wasn’t certain who he was talking to. Not Tessa, certainly. Maybe the old gods on Jaaxis. It was time one of them offered him a bit of help.

“Do you know this place?” Tessa asked, tugging on his sleeve to drag him back to the cover of the trees in case the humans in the distance offered up resistance.

But Kayleb couldn’t keep from smiling. “Now I know why the pirates didn’t come this way,” he said.

“Why?”

“Krayter’s mother in law.”

They’d been spotted. Kayleb let go of Tessa, but stood close by as a jeep rattled off the road towards them. He couldn’t see any weapons, but they were too far away to make out anyway. “They won’t hurt us,” he promised, hoping it was true. “But they like their weapons. Just be cautious.” If anyone else had been coming their way, Kayleb would have told Tessa to hide and primed the blaster, just in case. But Jacinta Morales wasn’t a woman to trifle with, and since she’d saved his brother’s life, he would never raise a hand against her.

As the old truck stopped in front of them, her people didn’t seem happy to see them, but she was all smiles. A middle-aged woman with light brown skin and long hair pulled back, she didn’t look like she should have a daughter in her mid-twenties. But from the way she carried her weapons and the bulge of her muscles, he’d never had trouble believing that she ran a mercenary outfit with an iron fist when she wasn’t making the effort to reconnect with her two younger daughters and Penny, Krayter’s mate.

“I can’t say I’m shocked to see that you’re responsible for the disturbance we sensed in the area,” she laughed as she climbed out of the vehicle and crossed the small clearing towards them. She offered him a handshake, not a hug. His own mother would have swept him up in her arms and clung tight, but Jacinta wasn’t the type.

Thankfully.

“Who’s this?” Jacinta asked, nodding to where Tessa stood.

Kayleb opened his mouth to answer, but she beat him to it.

“Tessa Greely,” she said. “I’m his mate.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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AFTER A BIT OF EXCITEMENT and a bumpy ride in the jeep, Tessa and Kayleb were taken to the main house and given a room where they could clean up, rest, and were promised food once meal time rolled around. Since neither of them had eaten since the morning—and they weren’t sure how long ago that morning had been—they’d been handed a half a dozen nutrient bars out of pity.

But Tessa wasn’t that hungry. Not yet. She tried to tell that to her growling stomach, but it kept begging her to eat at least one.

Without asking what they preferred, Jacinta had her people put her and Kayleb in the same bedroom. Well, Tessa reasoned, she’d called herself Kayleb’s mate. Why would they need two rooms? That was like giving two rooms to a married couple. Some people might get insulted by something like that.

Oh God. Married. 

She plopped down on the bed and shot a hand out to catch herself before she could fall flat on her back. Was that what they were now? Did announcing it like that mean she was going to take him back like nothing had happened? What did he expect from her? What did she want from him?

Was it too late to run back to the pirate ship and go down in a blaze of glory? At least that would be less confusing. 

Thankfully Kayleb was still in the shower, she could hear the water running. She’d ducked into another room and used the facilities there, but her alien mate seemed to be taking his time. That was good, that was what she needed. Her hands shook a bit when she lifted them off the bed and her lower lip trembled.

They’d almost been killed by pirates! What the fuck! She couldn’t breathe.

Tessa pushed back up from the bed and paced back and forth, wearing a hole in the synth-wood boards on the floor. She’d never imagined that her problems would chase her to Earth. Her home planet had its issues, and its dangers, but pirates were not on the menu. Those monsters kept to the less populated systems and the far off shipping lanes. There was no use in waging war against a planet when the profit was in theft and slave trade. Which meant that she’d really pissed them off. Whatever she’d stolen was worth enough to risk destruction on Earth.

Damn.

She didn’t hear the water shut off, so when the door opened and steam wafted out of the bathroom, Tessa stopped in her tracks. Kayleb stood there wearing a thin robe that didn’t quite fall to his knees. Water dripped down off of his dark hair and ran in a rivulet down his neck.

She wanted to lick it up.

The sensation grabbed her so quickly that she took a step before she realized what she was doing. And once she realized, she didn’t stop. She’d been pushing Kayleb away, both physically and in her mind, to try and stop a hurt she’d already suffered. Whether she’d been trying to protect herself or pretending that she could go back and make it so she didn’t ever feel the hurt in the first place, she wasn’t sure. But when she looked at him now, those fears and anxieties and all the uncertainties the pirates wrought settled, calmed within her. They weren’t gone. They wouldn’t be gone until she blew their ship out of the air and ensured they’d never come after her and her man ever again.

But with Kayleb right there, she could breathe. And breathe she did, taking in his damp scent, warm and a little heady from the mix of steam and soap and pure male. Her mate.

Kayleb stopped her in her tracks with four little words. “We need to talk.”

The little drop of water she’d been following dipped under the fabric of the robe and Tessa dragged her eyes up to meet Kayleb’s. His nostrils flared, but his eyes weren’t the impassioned red she saw when they made love, and she needed to change that. But first... “So talk.” She thought the situation was pretty clear, but maybe he needed assurances.

“You told Jacinta that you were my mate,” he said. He took a seat on the bed and the robe gaped, showing her a delicious slice of skin but still hiding all the good parts. 

Tessa squeezed her legs together and took a seat beside him. “Yes, I did.” Hadn’t they just discussed that in the woods? If he hadn’t kept his silence when they first met and if she hadn’t kept her silence when Krayter took him away, they wouldn’t be in this position. How could she turn around and say nothing to Jacinta?

Kayleb sat completely still, close enough that all he had to do was shift a little and he’d be pressed flush against her. Instead of movement, he might as well have been made of stone. “Are you?” He asked it with a sense of fractured hope. This was a man who could lay a man flat with one swipe of his fists, who didn’t blink from fighting pirates or defending her no matter the risk to himself. But his heart was bruised and battered and she realized he was just as afraid of the connection between them as she was. Just as afraid of the hurt they could give one another... and of the love.

He could be her everything, the person she’d never expected or hoped to want, but who meant the world—every world—to her. And if it came crashing down again, she didn’t know that she could survive it. But she wasn’t the woman who she was six months ago, and she understood him better now, understood the connection between them. The fear was still there, she couldn’t make it dissolve with a second’s thought. But the hope, oh, the hope burned bright enough to blot out the sun.

Tessa licked her lips and leaned next to him, sliding her arm across the heat of his back and tracing her thumb over the base of his spine. “Yes,” she said, “I’m your mate.”

And that was all the discussion they needed.

***
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SHE VIBRATED AGAINST him, a thrum of energy pinging between the two of them, her heat imprinted on his flesh. Kayleb’s cock was hard as a rock, tenting the flimsy barrier of the robe and making its presence known. He’d barely held himself back when he stepped out of the shower and caught her looking at him like he was the finest dessert at the most expensive restaurant in town. And now, three little words sent him into the best madness a man could ever hope for.

Silence hung between them for a timeless second, and Kayleb was the first to break. He turned towards Tessa, capturing her mouth and falling back onto the bed with her under him, her legs open for him to nestle between, his cock pressing against her abdomen in delicious torture. She tasted like the mint of the toothpaste they’d both been given to clean with, but under that was the taste of his woman, fresh on his plundering tongue. All his.

Finally.

But this wasn’t relief. Relief didn’t come with an aching, straining cock and a woman arched under him making small noises and moans that threatened to send him over the edge before they could bring each other their pleasures. Instead, this was exactly the kind of torment he’d never known that he needed, never known that this was the kind of pain and desire a man could dream about forever without knowing just how vital it was to his existence.

If he ever stopped kissing Tessa, he’d cease to exist. There was no Kayleb without her, not anymore, and he had no idea how he’d managed for months with the hole in his soul that only she could fill.

He gave his thanks that Jacinta’s people had provided them with pajamas while they searched for more sturdy clothes. It was quick work to peel Tessa out of her flimsy layers and the robe he’d worn to dry was gone before he could register the feel of Tessa’s hands running hot over his skin. He shivered against her, breathing deep of her scent, dragging her close enough to dissolve the air between them. 

This was no practiced seduction. Kayleb’s thoughts scattered at the touch of her tongue to his neck and his hands went everywhere, aching to feel every inch of her skin at once. He wanted to wrap her up and keep her safe and devour her and pleasure her until she couldn’t walk. And the only thing that mattered right then was her.

Her fingers found his cock and Kayleb gasped against her mouth, thrust against her as pleasure blinded him. She played him like an instrument, wringing him out with a deft hand that knew him well enough to kill with only a few strokes. Mind drunk on pleasure, he couldn’t wait to find out how they were together in a year, in a decade, in a lifetime. No matter how long they had together, it wouldn’t be enough for him, not with so much time already wasted.

Kayleb pulled away from the heat of her touch, shifting his hips back a fraction. “Don’t want to end this too soon,” he managed to grumble, though he had no idea if his words made any sense or if it was all just a groaned slur of desire. Tessa huffed out her frustration, but her hands traveled around to his waist and cupped his ass, keeping him on the tight edge of desire. 

He kissed a line down her neck and through the valley of her breasts, promising himself that one day he’d spend hours teasing her there. But today he had other quarry. Her legs clenched around him, holding him close to her, but a little push from one hand and he had her spread, her sex open and glistening and ready for a taste.

Detyens didn’t have a heaven, but Kayleb might have discovered it between his mate’s thighs. He kissed down gently, teasing her and smiling as she arched up, the sound from the back of her throat a demanding plea for more, for completion. Her fingers tangled in his hair, nails pressing against his skull like she was the one with hidden claws rather than him. He might have worried that he’d nick her in his excitement and desire, but his own weapons lay dormant, in no danger of ever doing harm to his mate. 

A devious swipe of his tongue sent Tessa cursing something so creative that his translator couldn’t quite grasp the meaning. Her fingers curled and she pressed him harder against her sex and Kayleb showed her mercy. A little mercy. He swiped his tongue against her folds, breathing her in as he tasted her and felt her tremble around him. Her cries spurred him on and as she quivered around him, Kayleb had never felt more powerful than he did in that moment, bringing his mate her pleasure.

Orgasm ripped through her, leaving her an arching, panting mass of desire under his tongue, flooding him with her taste as she came down from the first of many highs he’d bring her to. He kissed the inside of her thigh and worked his way back up until he captured her lips, seating himself back between those sensitive thighs where he belonged.

Tessa’s eyes were dazed, pupils blown out and cheeks flushed. Her chest rose and fell with gasping breaths as she tried to center herself and Kayleb knew he wasn’t helping by kissing her and curling his hands around her hips. But from the press of her lips under his own, she wasn’t about to complain.

Her pulse was a heavy beat under his fingers and she trembled in his grasp. Kayleb slowed himself down, giving her enough room to find her calm. But he didn’t let go, he couldn’t remember how. She was his now, had given herself to him, and there was no longer any backing down. Never again.

His fingers played along the edge of her sex, finding that sensitive flesh wet and swollen, but no longer pulsing with passion. He dipped his fingers inside, finding her wet and ready and wanting. Tessa’s own hand found his cock and guided him to her entrance. “Now,” she demanded, her lips still hot under his, the word dancing along his own tongue as she spoke inside of him.

He moved slow, almost painfully slow, fitting the tip of his cock against her tight heat and easing in with a groan that echoed with the guttural sound that Tessa made. 

The wet heat of her enveloped him and though he wanted to thrust himself fast and deep, he needed to savor this moment, joined so intimately with his mate, the first time in a long chain of days stretching out forever when they would be together. He sunk in slowly and her fingers gripped him tight, her hips arching up to take more of him as she wrapped her legs around him and pulled him deep. She wanted it just as fast and hard as he did.

And who was he to deny his mate anything?

Kayleb plunged in to the hilt, seating himself fully inside her with a gasp of pleasure that echoed around the room as she milked his cock inside of her. Tessa hooked a hand behind his neck and pulled him down, capturing his lips in a wet kiss that he felt down to his bones. He moved in her, pulling out and plunging in, working his pace up until his world came down to him and her and the soft bed beneath them.

She moaned as he sank deep, the sound wrapping around him and squeezing tight until Kayleb had to clench his jaw to keep from spending before he brought his mate to her peak. His teeth ached and an ancient drive to mark his woman rode him hard. He buried his face in the crook of her jaw and tried to keep himself from going over that final edge. It was something primitive, something no civilized Detyen would speak of. But Tessa seemed to understand. She arched her neck, her fingers still clenched tight.

“Do it,” she begged. “Mark me, make me yours.”

She already was, and he wanted all of the worlds to know it.

He nipped at her neck, careful in his bite in a way he wouldn’t expect his desperate pleasure to allow. Tessa gasped against him as he kept her teetering on the edge between pleasure and pain. She arched and moved her hips in time with him, shivering and crying out with orgasm as she shuddered around him, pleased and desperate sounds escaping her throat.

With a roar, Kayleb buried himself deep and let go, his teeth on her throat and cock pulsing, marking her with his fangs and spend. 

All was quiet for several moments while they came back to themselves, Kayleb lying beside Tessa, a hand draped casually over her hip. And then his mate let out a rippling laugh, practically convulsing against the sheets. It was infectious, and the joy invaded him until his lips pulled back in a smile and he felt like running around and cheering. 

She found his hand and laced their fingers together. “When we get home, let’s stay in bed for a week,” she suggested.

Kayleb couldn’t wait.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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THEY MADE IT DOWNSTAIRS. Eventually. And Tessa tried her damnedest not to blush when Jacinta sent her a smirk and a wink, but her cheeks fired and she grabbed for a glass of water and took a deep drink, as if that would erase the knowing look from the older woman’s face.

“It’s important to keep hydrated,” Jacinta said when Tessa put the glass down.

Tessa sputtered and blushed even harder. Kayleb was a rock beside her. He placed a hand on the small of her back and traced his thumb over her spine. Oh, what the hell. She burrowed into his side and leaned her cheek against his hard chest. He belonged to her now and none of Jacinta’s remarks could weaken the bond between them. 

Though Jacinta had an entire compound populated by mercenaries and enough firepower to take over a small country, they’d arranged themselves in the kitchen of her house. A picture of two young girls and a woman about Tessa’s age was hanging on the wall beside the door and Tessa could easily see the resemblance of all of those girls to the warrior in front of her. The oldest must have been Penny, Krayter’s mate and a woman Tessa was now looking forward to meeting. A week ago, she would have run from the thought.

But a week ago she’d been acting very stupid.

She and Kayleb sat down beside one another at the kitchen table that was laden with enough food to feed the small army that Jacinta was hiding somewhere. But it was only the three of them in the kitchen at the moment. Whether that was because Jacinta didn’t trust their story or because everyone else was busy, Tessa didn’t know. 

“Thank you for letting us stay here,” Tessa said once the worst of her embarrassment abated. Ships were small places and it was almost impossible to hide when and with whom a person had sex, but on a ship, everyone else knew not to mention anything. At least not without invitation. Strangers didn’t tease one another, and the whole thing with Kayleb was new and something she still needed to figure out completely. It wasn’t fragile, no, the bond between them was a strong as steel now, but that didn’t mean she wanted to share every aspect of it with someone she’d only just met.

“Penny explained part of the situation,” Jacinta replied as she fixed herself a plate from the various bowls. Tessa waited until she was done and then did the same, not wanting to appear rude. Besides, her stomach hadn’t stopped growling since the scent of grilled meat had first hit her nostrils. As soon as she’d served herself, Kayleb followed her lead.

“Which part?” Kayleb asked. “It has been... an eventful week.” He smiled over at Tessa and her heart flipped, a silly grin painting itself on her lips.

“She stayed here the night you were supposed to die.” Jacinta said it as calmly as if she were relaying the weather and Tessa’s heart clenched. She reached her hand under the table and squeezed Kayleb’s thigh, assuring herself that he was still there and healthy right beside her. “And while I’m sure she hasn’t given me every piece of information,” frustration tickled her words and there was a story there, Tessa was sure, “she explained about the incident at the police station, as well as she knew it. It appears she and Krayter were informed of your kidnapping a few hours after it happened, though they’d surmised that something had gone wrong based on the media reports.”

“I need to call my brother,” said Kayleb.

“Of course, the communications room will be made ready for you.”

“And I need to call my sister,” Tessa added, “unless you’ve already contacted the authorities?” She wasn’t at all surprised when Jacinta shook her head. The woman didn’t seem like the type to invite law enforcement into her business. 

“I would be happy to send you both back to the city once my people have dealt with the nuisance you’ve alerted us to,” she offered, as if an alien ship were no more bothersome than a wasp’s nest. “We can have you safe in your own home by tomorrow night at the latest, I’m sure.” Tessa made a note to talk to Kayleb about what home was going to mean to the two of them. It was part of the growing list of things they’d need to deal with once they returned to civilization.

Then the rest of what Jacinta said sunk in. “What do you mean you’re dealing with the pirates? That’s my—our—problem, we can’t just ask you to risk your lives because we brought danger to your door.” Beside her, Kayleb nodded. Something warm expanded in her chest, despite the danger. She’d never had a partner before, and the thought that he’d stand beside her, no matter the danger, made Tessa feel like she could face anything and come out stronger.

Jacinta was unmoved. “I’m not taking two untrained civilians into unfamiliar territory to fight dangerous criminals.” She held up a hand to cut either of them off before they could object. “Believe it or not, I know how this feels. I’ve had to sit out on fights that I was dying to take on. But that’s how you’d end up if you went out there. Dead. From the sounds of what I’ve heard, you’ve used up all of your luck and then some in your various scrapes with these assholes. We’re not going out to fight them on your behalf. They landed in my territory and that makes them a threat to my people. The best help you could be is to give us all of the information you know and let us do the heavy lifting. It’s not cowardice to know when to back down.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Tessa spotted a tic in Kayleb’s jaw and she was pretty sure he was trying hard not to say anything he’d regret. Something a little like disappointment churned in her guts. They’d made it this far and were supposed to just sit out the fight? She’d survived for days with them right on her ass! She could take them. But... Tessa sighed. “Jacinta’s right,” she told her mate. “We’re not soldiers.”

Kayleb nodded. “If staying back keeps you from danger,” he told her, “then we stay back.”

She might have called him out for doing the macho protector thing, but she’d just spent days with him and never once had he doubted her capabilities. She’d held his life in her hands back on the Kella when she healed him and again when she shot that blaster at the pirates. “I don’t want you in danger either.” There’d been enough of that for both of them. “I think we could use a vacation.” Between the stress of her capture and escape and his journey to certain death on his birthday, the two of them were balls of anxiety running on adrenaline and not much else.

“Save your plans for later,” Jacinta interrupted before they could do anything more than think and agree with her. “I have one of my guys coming over. You’ll need to tell us everything and this will all be over soon.”

Tessa nodded and leaned against Kayleb. She couldn’t wait to get home.

***
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AN EERIE CALM SETTLED over the compound. After briefing Jacinta and her lieutenant on what they’d encountered on the pirate ship, Kayleb and Tessa were left to their own devices, instructed not to leave the inner circle of houses that made up the central part of the compound but otherwise free to roam. Kayleb put in a call to his brother while Tessa used a secondary communications device to call her sister.

When the screen resolved and Krayter appeared, the look on his face would have been comical if not for the fact that Kayleb had suffered too many brushes with death in the last week.

“You’re not Jacinta,” was what his brother finally said after gaping at him for several long seconds.

Kayleb huffed out a small laugh. “No, I’m not. But apparently her compound is the best to call from when one is fleeing imminent danger.” Months ago Krayter had been standing in this same place, making a call to Kayleb after he disappeared deep into the upstate wilderness. Then, it had been humans with a distaste for aliens hot on his trail. Kayleb wasn’t certain which of them had faced the more dangerous foe.

“What happened?” Krayter demanded. He gestured wildly over his shoulder and Penny came into view in front of the screen as well. She waved hello instead of speaking.

Kayleb gave them the shortest recounting possible. Before his brother could offer help, Kayleb cut him off, explaining that Jacinta already had the matter in hand. This, at least, wasn’t as dire as last time. Neither he nor Tessa were being held any longer and people with a lot of training were handling the danger. Penny looked a bit worried at the mention of her mother going into battle, but she agreed that it was best that he and Tessa stayed behind.

“Tessa and I should be home tomorrow, if things go to plan,” he said, unable and unwilling to stop the smile that bloomed when he said his mate’s name. She’d chosen him, chosen the life they could have together, despite the pain they’d already endured. She believed that they were stronger than that hurt and he’d spend the rest of forever showing her that she’d made the right choice.

“Home?” Both Penny and Krayter were smiling the conspiratorial grins they smiled whenever they started to get ideas about him. 

But today Kayleb didn’t have any room in his heart for even the mildest irritation. He nodded. “I can’t wait for you to meet her. She’s...” He stumbled over his thoughts, a dozen words for everything that Tessa was and meant to him vying for supremacy. “She’s amazing,” he finally said, though even that wasn’t quite right. He knew that Krayter and Tessa had met before, but this time it was different. This time there was no holding back, only honesty and love.

“I’m happy for you, brother. Now stay safe and get back here. I think it’s time we relay a call back home to tell our family the good news.”

Kayleb agreed, though he was trying not to think of the danger that lurked in the woods outside the compound. He disconnected from Krayter and Penny and left the communications room in search of his mate, who he found standing in the hall studying a piece of art hanging on one of the walls.

She smiled when she saw him and his heart squeezed with joy. “All good?”

He nodded and took her hand. “And you?”

Tessa shook her head and sighed. “I think Tam is happy I’m alive. It means she can kill me herself.” She grinned so he could tell she was joking, but he understood the impulse. No one wanted their younger siblings to put themselves in danger. “I need some air.” She nodded her head towards the stairs. “Walk with me?”

Kayleb took her hand. “Anywhere.”

The silence outside was even heavier than the one indoors. After a moment Kayleb realized that Jacinta and her crew of mercenaries must have already left on their mission. He could see a few people patrolling the edge of the settlement, but there was no hint of anyone else. “I guess they didn’t want to delay.”

“Hmm?” Tessa’s mind seemed to be wandering. She came back to herself with a slight jolt and looked around. “Oh. They’re already gone?”

“It appears so.” Though Kayleb wasn’t a fighter in the same way of Jacinta and her mercenaries, it rankled a bit to be dismissed. He’d been part of the fight to defend his brother. His cousin Ruwen’s ship had been instrumental in turning the tide of that skirmish. But here he could offer nothing.

“Waiting like this feels wrong, doesn’t it?” Tessa asked, reading his thoughts. She tugged on his hand and led him between two of the houses circling the inner courtyard to a picnic table hidden by a grouping of trees. Jacinta had told them to stick to the inner courtyard, but Kayleb thought they were close enough to remain safe, so long as they were in shouting distance of the guards. “I mean, every time that I’ve thought it was over, the pirates seem to one up me. That’s probably all this is, right? Nerves?” She sat down on the wooden bench and laid her free arm on the table.

Kayleb slid in beside her and tugged her close, holding her against his side as if he could shield her from any harm. “Jacinta does not strike me as the type to leave survivors behind.” There was nothing of a doting mother in her, she was solid warrior, except for when she mentioned her daughters. If he had to rely on any human general, he thought that she was not a bad choice. 

Tessa laid her head on his shoulder. Their thighs pressed together, but this wasn’t sexual. Now his mate needed comfort. Of course, if she wanted anything else, he’d be happy to give it. 

“Do you think we should have locked ourselves in our room and waited until the coast was clear?” Tessa muttered.

“Might have been boring.”

Her hand dropped to his thigh and Kayleb’s cock twitched. “I think we could find a way to entertain ourselves.”

“That’s certainly safer than charging into battle.” His voice had gone a little ragged as her fingers danced up his thigh, teasing him, just out of reach of his cock.

Wood snapped in the distance and a bird took off from its perch with an angry squawk. Both Kayleb and Tessa jumped in their seats before turning to each other and dissolving in a fit of laughter. 

“I don’t know if I’m ever going to relax again,” Tessa muttered. “How does a desert isle sound?” She looked up at him from beneath her eyelashes, a grin tugging at her mouth. “Just you, me, and the coconuts. No pirates, no explosions.”


“And we’ll sleep all day in those...” He trailed off, trying to find the right word, his translator struggling. “Hammocks?”

“We wouldn’t want sand to get anywhere unpleasant,” she agreed. 

“Sand’ll be the least of your worries when we’re done with you.” Kayleb heard the click of a blaster as the shot ripped through him, and then everything went black.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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DON’T PANIC. DON’TPANICDON’TPANICDON’TPANICDON’TPANIC.

She was panicking. 

Tessa woke to darkness with a warm, still form slumped over beside her. As her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she made out a faint sliver of light coming in from between the slats in the ceiling and she got the idea that she was being held in some sort of building made of wood, rather than back on the space ship. 

But Kayleb was so still beside her that she couldn’t spare any more of her attention. Not until she was sure he was breathing. She moved carefully in case he had any injuries that she might disturb. Judging from the thrumming pain in her own bones, she was pretty sure they’d both been stunned by a blaster. Her teeth ached and her head threatened to explode if she moved too fast, but it meant she wasn’t bleeding and none of her bones were broken.

Kayleb’s chest rose and fell under her fingers and his heartbeat was strong. With featherlight touches she examined him for anything worse than a bruise from the blaster and found nothing. A small mercy. 

Satisfied that her mate wasn’t about to keel over, her mind spun. Were these more pirates? Had Jacinta’s men turned on them? Was this a completely unknown threat? Why were they in what looked like a storage shed? If she busted down the door, would she be immediately shot? Or was there no one out there to guard them?

She sucked in a deep breath and counted to ten, and then twenty, and then thirty when ten wasn’t enough to make her calm down. Her nerves were on fire, screaming at her to take her mate and get out of wherever they’d been stashed. She forced herself to remain still and listen. Somewhere in the distance wood groaned like the creaking of a floorboard in an old house. Only the fanciest of space ships had any sort of wood embellishments; the material was too expensive and easy to damage for workaday vessels. So if she could hear something that sounded like wood, that probably meant that they weren’t on a ship. And judging from the state of her clothes and the pull in her muscles, she hadn’t been out too long.

They were on Earth, probably near Jacinta’s compound or in one of the outbuildings. That made sense, she supposed. If the pirates had come for them one last time, they couldn’t get back to a ship that was under attack by a band of mercenaries.

She hoped Jacinta’s people were winning. She hoped they’d been stolen by cowards who didn’t stick around to fight, not that the fight had gone wrong and Jacinta and her people were injured... or worse.

No. She wouldn’t allow herself to think that, not until she didn’t have another choice.

Kayleb groaned and rolled to his side, hissing in a breath as something pulled unpleasantly. He cursed under his breath and Tessa’s heart flipped over. She reached over and placed a hand on his arm. “I’m here, I’m alright,” she said.

He cursed again as he sat up, the sound ending with a pained hiss and groan, but he didn’t seem to have a problem moving. “Desert isle,” he said, “as soon as we’re done with this.”

It took Tessa a minute to make sense of what he was saying, and when she did she couldn’t help but grin. A worry she hadn’t realized she’d been harboring dissolved as he immediately recalled the last minute of their conversation from before. She squeezed his arm. “Vacation,” she promised. “Beach, cocktails. Lots of sex.”

Kayleb eased up to his knees and pressed her back towards one of the walls. He crawled carefully towards the door and pressed his ear up against it, straining to hear. Tessa took the other side of the room, feeling around the floor and walls to see if there was any convenient exit or makeshift weapon they could use. By the time Kayleb eased back, she hadn’t found anything more dangerous than a roll of tape.

He crouched beside her and whispered. “I can hear one person out there walking around. He might be waiting for someone else. Or multiple people. And he’s probably armed.”

“You got that from listening for a minute?”


He kissed her cheek. “No, that would be from the bruises on my chest. Blaster shot.”

“Rushing at a weapon doesn’t sound like a great idea.” Even if they could bust down the door and take out the guard, at least one of them was sure to go down.

“I’ve got an idea.”

***
[image: image]


THERE WAS NO WAY THIS was going to work. But Tessa didn’t have anything better to offer, so she kept her doubt to herself and did as her mate suggested. She didn’t see how things could get worse, even if this all did go wrong. 

Kayleb grabbed her hand and kissed her palm. “Have faith,” he said and got into position.

She rubbed her fingers lightly against his cheek and nodded. “I do. In you.”


“Ready?”

She nodded. Tessa had never considered herself much of an actress before now, but with her mate’s and her own life at stake, she couldn’t afford to be anything but convincing. She took a deep breath, leaned down, and kissed Kayleb’s forehead for luck and got up.

She slammed against the door with all the force she could muster, banging so hard that her fists threatened to bleed and she was sure there’d be bruises. “Help!” she screamed. “Please help. I think he’s dead! Oh, god, I need help.” Some distant part of her wanted to pause to see if anyone was coming, but she had to keep up the act or they’d never buy it.

Her knuckle scraped against something and the skin broke, but she hissed through the pain and kept yelling, desperate to draw attention to their position.

A shuddering knock on the other side of the door almost sent her sprawling back. Instead, Tessa yelled again. “Please! You have to help him!” Her voice croaked out the last word, breaking as she remembered the fear and the pain of six months ago when she’d truly thought pirates had killed Kayleb. Tears pricked at her eyes and she had to suck in a deep breath before she could yell again.

“Shut the fuck up!” The pirate pounded against the door again. “I’ll do worse than kill you.”

Kayleb growled where he lay on the floor and Tessa spared him a glance and a jerk of her head. She held up a hand to her lips, urging him to keep quiet. “Please, I think he’s dead. Why? Oh god, please you have to help him.”

It was quiet on the other side of the door and Tessa was afraid that the plan wasn’t working. If they just planned to kill them anyway, the pirates wouldn’t care if one of them was already dead. But, Kayleb had argued, if they just planned to kill them, why weren’t they already dead? 

And his theory paid off. “Back up,” the pirate grumbled. “All the way against the wall with your hands up. I see you move and I kill you quick. Got it?”

“Yes.” Tessa backed up, stepping over Kayleb’s prone form and keeping her eyes glued to the door. Light escaped through the crack under it and she saw the shadows move as the pirate approached. Even better, it looked like there was only the one shadow. If he had a friend, he wasn’t there to act as back up for the moment.

The door swung open and a human man stood, haloed in light, holding a blaster pointed straight at her.

He was the human who’d been chasing her with his tentacled friend back in the city, and he looked a bit worse for wear. His left eye was swollen and bruised and his lip split by a nasty cut. But the blaster in his hand didn’t waver at all as it pointed straight at her. 

“Turn around,” he growled, glaring at her. “Face the wall.”

Tessa wanted to protest. She didn’t want this guy at her back, but he had the blaster and Kayleb needed her to be strong, to play her part. Keeping her hands in the air, she turned slowly, stopping when she had her back completely to the pirate. 

The light coming in from outside gave her a better idea of the room they were in. It was little more than a shed that wasn’t being used at the moment. The smell of cut grass tickled her nose, so she figured the door opened to the outside, not into a hallway. She hadn’t had enough time to see when the pirate walked in.

Her heart beat madly as his cautious footsteps came closer. “What happened?” he demanded. She expected to feel the blaster pressed against her back, but all she felt was empty air.

She swallowed and her hands unconsciously clenched into fists before she released them. They were getting cold, the blood struggling to pump up as she held them high, and her arms ached. “He just started convulsing,” she forced out, doing her best not to imagine it actually happening. “Then he stopped and I couldn’t find a pulse.”

“You’re the doc, bitch. Why you need my help?” His breath tickled the back of her neck and she shivered. He wouldn’t do anything to her on top of the supposedly dead body at their feet. Right?

“She doesn’t.”

Kayleb surged up, forcing the pirate’s hands up so the blaster shot uselessly towards the wooden roof where it couldn’t do much damage. Tessa jumped to the side to get out of their way. Kayleb was the hand to hand fighter, not her.

The scuffle didn’t last long and when it was done, the pirate’s other eye was swollen shut and he cradled his wrist close to his chest. He crumpled to the floor, holding his legs up to his chest to protect his more sensitive organs. Kayleb held the blaster and gave him a stun. The man went limp.

“This one had a friend back in the city,” she told her mate. “Giant guy with tentacles. He might be waiting outside.”

Kayleb studied the pirate on the floor for a long moment, his hand still holding the blaster steady, and pointed right at him. She could see the decision he was struggling with in his eyes. Every time they’d left these guys stunned, it ended badly for them.

But Tessa placed her hand on top of Kayleb’s and slowly helped him lower the weapon. “You’re not a killer,” she told him. “Let’s tie him up.”

Kayleb swallowed hard and after another infinity of a moment nodded and stuck the blaster in the band of his pants.

They took a few minutes to look for something to use to tie the man up, but there wasn’t anything around the little shed they’d been shoved into. 

“I guess that’s why they didn’t tie us up,” Tessa mused.

Kayleb just nodded, expression still grim from the encounter in the room. 

They ducked back in and found the man still unconscious. A quick search revealed that he was wearing a belt which they used to tie his hands up behind his back. Tessa found a communicator in the man’s pockets and stuck it in her own. Other than the blaster, he didn’t have another weapon.

They left him in the dark and locked the door behind him. 

“Let’s see if he had any friends,” said Kayleb.

“Let’s finish this.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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HE’D ALMOST KILLED a man and his only regret was that it wouldn’t be quick enough. Kayleb might have been the violent type back home, but he’d never been one for death. But he’d seen the look of unholy glee on that pirate’s face when he thought he had Tessa to himself. The depraved possibilities flashed through his eyes, and it had taken all of Kayleb’s restraint not to bash him against the wall and kick him while he was down.

A single stun to render him unconscious had been too good for that monster, and if he were alone he didn’t know that he’d have the strength to leave him locked up rather than finishing the job.

Beside him, Tessa looked shaken. He forced the violent thoughts away. They’d do nothing to save his mate. 

“There can’t be many of them, can there?” Tessa asked. They stood in the shadows outside the shed. The compound was just as quiet as it had been before they were snatched and Kayleb was thankful that they’d not been taken somewhere else. 

Smoke tickled his nostrils and Kayleb turned around, trying to pinpoint the scent. Night had fallen and though the moon shone bright, he couldn’t see very far because of the trees. But the dark bursting plumes in the distance didn’t look like any sort of clouds he’d seen on Earth. “That’s not where the ship was,” he said.

“Distraction?” Tessa ran her fingers over the cuff of his sleeve, the little touch grounding him. He’d never realized how much he could crave something as simple as the brush of fingers on his skin, but now he ached for it. 

“It would be easier than fighting the big scary mercenaries. Especially if it was just this asshole and his friend.” And now the only question was where that friend, or friends, was. “We need to be careful.”

“Comm hub is in the house.” Tessa tore her gaze away from the smoke and peeked past him around the edge of the building. 

Kayleb knew exactly what she would see. A lot of nothing. None of Jacinta’s crew were walking around the compound, but neither were any wandering pirates. The lights were set to low, giving the peaceful valley a romantic ambiance he might have appreciated under other circumstances. Around them, the woods were practically silent. It still felt early, even though he didn’t have a time piece or any other way of judging the time of night. Birds should have been screaming and chirping as they settled in for sleep. Bugs should have been buzzing. Even the wind was silent, leaving the trees around them still.

It sent unease crawling up Kayleb’s spine. Danger lurked around them somewhere, and nothing gave a hint as to what angle it would come from. 

“Let’s keep to the sides of the buildings, I don’t know if anything is waiting for us out there.” His instincts screamed at him to find somewhere safe and make sure Tessa stayed there until the trouble was past, but she’d never accept that role. It didn’t make moving away from the relative cover of the shadow any easier. 

Grass crunched under his feet, loud enough to echo in his ears. His every breath was as loud as a shout and his heartbeat drowned out all other sounds. He led the way, Tessa only an arm’s length behind him. She walked on silent feet and he knew it was his own hyper awareness of the noises he made that caused his steps to seem so loud. 

A small break behind the shed crossed a paved road and then there was a garage that stood open and empty. Kayleb peered into the darkness of the cavernous room, but nothing moved in the shadows. He looked to either side of the road and back towards the trees, but no one had appeared in the minute since they’d walked away from the shed. Crossing the road was as treacherous as crossing a churning river, but they did it quickly and passed the open garage without interruption.

The hair on his arms stood on end and his claws itched to come out, but the blaster was a better weapon for now. He didn’t need to be close enough to touch.

“This place wasn’t so damn creepy a few hours ago,” Tessa hissed behind him. She pressed against an outer wall of the garage and shimmied along in his steps. 

“We’ll be on that desert isle soon enough,” he promised, even while unease coated his veins. Had all of Jacinta’s people abandoned the compound to investigate the fire? Or were there bodies lying hidden somewhere near? He hoped that he hadn’t brought more death to this place, and if he had, he’d take the payment from the pirate’s skin.

Tessa’s hand smoothed down his back. The bond didn’t allow them to read one another’s thoughts, but they could get a sense of the other’s moods. From her he could read stress and a little fear. He reined the bloodthirstiness back in before she could grow more concerned. It was even harder now than it had been standing over the pirate.

“It’ll be okay,” Tessa promised.

They passed three more buildings without trouble, but Kayleb had to stop before they went any further. To get back to Jacinta’s they had to cross over half of the central courtyard. There was nothing resembling cover. If there was a sniper sitting in one of the buildings...

Best not to think of that.

“We need to make a run for it,” he said quietly, the sound uncomfortably loud in the silence of the night. “Don’t stop until you’re at the front door. No matter what.”

Tessa sucked in a breath. “You think there’s trouble?”

He gave a jerk of his head that wasn’t quite an answer either way. “Kiss for luck?” He turned and angled his head down and Tessa was already there to meet him, brushing her lips against his but pulling back before either of them could get carried away.

“Let’s do it.”

They ran and Kayleb’s senses sizzled with the fear that they weren’t alone. But no shots rang out, no one came to attack them, no one shouted for them to stop. By the time he bounded up the steps to the front door, only two paces behind Tessa, he was almost ready to believe that the pirate they’d tied up was acting alone.

But the door to the house had been busted open and a wet trail of something slick stained the floor.

“We’re not alone.”

***
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THEY HADN’T BEEN SHOT, so that part was good. Tessa decided she had to focus on the good things in life now: her lack of bullet wounds, Kayleb, the fact it wasn’t raining. If she didn’t savor the good, she might break down screaming in panic and that would just leave Kayleb in more danger.

So the big tentacled alien that looked like a monster out of some movie might be in Jacinta’s house. They could handle it. No big deal.

“We’ve had worse, right?” If her voice was a little panicky, at least Kayleb didn’t comment on it. 

“We can try our luck in the woods,” he offered. They were both standing against the wall beside the door, but whatever monster was in there couldn’t hear them, unless it was standing just inside waiting to ambush.

“Who knows what’s out there.” She wanted to wake up in her own bed, wrapped up beside Kayleb and completely safe. She hadn’t been safe in so long that she wasn’t sure she’d know what it felt like when it happened, but almost anything would be better than this.

At least they weren’t locked up any more. Embrace the small good things.

“Comms room,” Tessa reminded him. “We can do this.”

Kayleb handed her the blaster and in a snap his claws were out. They were wicked sharp and could rip someone open with a single jerk of his arm. They reminded her that somewhere in the Detyen past, they’d been the predators on their planet, not beings of reason and diplomacy. And today Tessa couldn’t be more thankful for that.

They entered carefully, taking stock of the front room and finding it empty. The comms room was upstairs, but the staircase was in the back of the house near the kitchen. The wind picked up outside and beat against the windows, but Tessa couldn’t hear anything in the house. She imagined the tentacled alien waiting for them somewhere, lurking.

Kayleb led the way. He had the fighting experience and knew the house better. The blaster was a heavy weight in her hand and her fist squeezed around the grip to reassure herself just how solid the thing was. She was a healer, not a killer. But she’d take out anything that threatened Kayleb, and she wouldn’t feel bad about it.

The kitchen showed evidence of disturbance. Not a fight, but something had been knocked off the counter and another trail of slime led towards the stairs. Kayleb nodded to it and then to her, making sure that she saw it. Tessa really hoped Jacinta didn’t have an easily accessible weapons store upstairs. 

Her mate edged towards the staircase and leaned forward, getting as best a look as he could. He stepped cautiously, moving only on his toes as he took the stairs, careful not to make any sound. If Tessa hadn’t been gripping the blaster so hard her arms would have been shaking from the tension, but she did her best to move as silently as Kayleb, taking each step slowly and carefully. Wood groaned under foot and she froze. Kayleb snapped his head back but the noise hadn’t come from her.

It had come from upstairs.

A second step sounded and whatever it was, it wasn’t right at the top of the stairs. They kept moving. Tessa’s blood rushed loud in her ears and sweat plastered her hair to the back of her neck. She expected some scene of carnage, bodies ripped open, cries of the dying, terror heavy in the air. But when they came to the second floor, it was just as quiet and empty as the entrance.

Except for the creak of wood under distant footsteps.

Neither she nor Kayleb dared say anything. She pointed down the hallway to the comms room. The footsteps seemed to be coming from the other direction. The comms room was secure. All they had to do was get there, make the call, and barricade themselves in until help arrived.

Simple.

Terrifying.

Kayleb moved faster now and Tessa had to take a jog-step to keep up. She kept throwing glances behind her to make sure nothing was on their tail, but it was just the two of them and the empty hallway. Any movement she spotted out of the corner of her eyes ended up being frayed nerves. She carefully kept her finger off the trigger of the blaster, not wanting a stray shot to give away their location.

She didn’t let out a relieved breath when they got to the comms room door, she couldn’t believe that they’d made it. Instead, she tried to keep her calm and kept the blaster poised. Kayleb swung the door open and stepped inside.

Before she could step in behind him, he let out a strangled yell and something awfully heavy thumped to the floor with a disturbing squick. Tessa tried to move forward, but something soft and too strong to be human latched onto her leg and pulled her off her feet.

***
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FUCKING PIRATES.

The red haze of rage in his vision was an old friend that Kayleb welcomed with open arms. The pirate in the comm room was neither human, nor Detyen, nor whatever tentacled beast might wait for them outside. He was a little shorter than Kayleb with neon green skin and three eyes. When he grinned, his teeth were as sharp as the sharks that Penny had shown him at the aquarium. But he didn’t have claws, and when his blaster went flying that sharp smile faltered.

Amateur. 

Kayleb was on him in an instant, a flash of claws digging into the heavy layers of clothing that protected the pirate. He growled and pushed forward as his claws tangled, unable to rip his enemy to shreds in a single swipe.

The pirate recovered quickly, getting a hold of Kayleb and flipping him over his hip until he crashed down to the floor and landed on something soggy. Kayleb rolled up just before a foot smashed down where his throat had been and came back for the pirate, using fists this time instead of claws. Some of the street fights back home hadn’t allowed for anything more brutal than fists and feet.

Kayleb had still been the winner, even then.

They settled into a rhythm, an exchange of blows one way and then the other, and after several back and forths, Kayleb’s arms were heavy and his breath came in labored pants. A fight couldn’t last forever. And as soon as he slowed down, it would be lost. But his pirate foe wasn’t in any better shape. He bled from several cuts and his face was a mass of bruises that turned his green skin into a sickly yellowish gray. But Kayleb could feel the fullness of his own bottom lip and knew his skin must be a mottled purple.

He’d hurt in the morning because he was going to be the one to walk out of this mess.

In the back of his mind he wondered where Tessa was, but until the threat was dealt with, he couldn’t split his attention.

The pirate came at him again and the fight shifted in a blink. His foot landed in something on the floor and he wobbled, arms swinging for balance. Kayleb lunged, taking the guy down. This time there was no thought of mercy, no instinct to tie him up rather than end him. And with a swipe of his claws and a hot burst of blood gushing over his fingers, it was done.

Kayleb took a moment to breathe and instantly regretted it. The place smelled like rotten fish and sweat.

He pushed himself up off the ground and was about to go searching for the blaster when a scream sounded and was immediately cut off right outside the door.

Tessa!

He ran, shooting into the hall so quickly that he slammed against the opposite wall. His mate was wrapped up in the tentacles of a third pirate, one clutching her leg while another had her around the waist. A third was wrapped tightly around her throat and though her hands were up and trying to pull it down, her face had turned a bright red as she struggled to get enough air.

The blaster she’d been using had fallen to the ground beside them. Kayleb dove for it, but a fourth tentacle swung at him, flinging him out of the way. How many tentacles did this thing fucking have?

It didn’t matter.

Claws out, he went for the blaster again, ready for the swing of the appendage this time. He clawed at it and was satisfied at the hiss of pain that came from the thing’s hidden mouth.

Tessa struggled and managed to get its arm out from around her neck. She drove an elbow back into the mass of body behind her and threw herself forward, trying to get away. While she distracted it, Kayleb found her blaster.

He tried to get a shot off, but they were moving too much and he couldn’t shoot it without hitting her. And he wasn’t going to shoot his mate.

Kayleb ducked under a waving tentacle and sank a punch into the being’s side. It couldn’t move much while it used most of its limbs to subdue Tessa. It tried to twist around when Kayleb got behind its back, but with Tessa’s struggling, it couldn’t stop him without letting go of her.

Finding the biggest mass of flesh on the alien’s oozing body, he pressed the blaster against its skin and fired. It lit up like a candle and Tessa gasped.

“Fuck!” she bit out. The alien didn’t go slack, but its hold loosened and she struggled while Kayleb stood there. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he couldn’t fight it while she was stuck. She jerked her head towards him. “Shoot the damn thing again!”

It snapped Kayleb out of his hesitation and he fired once and then once again. Tessa hissed as the alien conducted energy through its flesh and into her, but with a hiss it let go and slid bonelessly to the floor. She fell with it and for a moment he worried that she was about to pass out, but she crawled on hands and knees until she’d escaped the gooey mass of tentacled beast and propped herself up against the opposite wall, right next to the dent he’d made in it.

This skin around her neck was darker than it should have been, with circular sucker marks from where the tentacles had latched on. Her head tipped back and her chest rose and fell as she sucked in deep breaths and tried to calm herself down. Kayleb stumbled over to her, heedless of the mess he made, covered in blood and slime and other gross shit. 

They’d come this far to make a call, but even the distance across the hallway seemed too far to cross, his limbs as heavy as Jaaxian iron. He managed to seat himself beside Tessa and she leaned against him. 

“You smell,” she muttered, but she didn’t pull away.

He let his head rest against hers, her hair soft against his cheek. He gripped the blaster and stared down the hall towards the stairs, willing them to stay empty while he and his mate did their best to get their energy back.

Footsteps pounded over the wooden floor, determined to shatter the illusion of safety they’d just managed to pull over themselves. Kayleb struggled to his feet, legs wobbly as the fight took its toll. Even as Tessa stood behind him, he placed himself in front of her, guarding her. Giving her time to run.

A human head came into view and Kayleb held up the blaster, but when he got sight of who was coming down the hall, he sagged in relief.

Thank the gods and devils. They were saved.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

[image: image]


FOR THE FIRST TIME in a week, the only pain Tessa felt when she woke up was the pull of muscles well used from lovemaking. She snuggled into Kayleb’s side in their bed in New York and squeezed her eyes shut against the rising sun. But her slight movements must have been enough to disturb her mate. His lips brushed against her forehead and he smoothed a hand down her side.

“Good morning,” he said, far too chipper for any time before ten AM.

She mumbled something, but it definitely didn’t include the word good.

They’d been in New York for five days. The mess at Jacinta’s had taken a little time to clean up, and after two days of being put off, Krayter and Penny came to collect them. The brothers had reunited to hugs and smiles and Tessa had finally met Penny, Krayter’s mate. The ride back had been long and a little awkward, but the threat of pirates no longer hung over them and for that Tessa was grateful. Jacinta and her mercenaries had disabled the ship and disposed of the pirates, already returning when one of her men sent a distress call about the fire. If Tessa and Kayleb had stayed where they were tied up in the shed, they would have been rescued within a few minutes.


The pirate they’d captured was the only survivor and he’d been handed over to the police and Tessa’s sister Tam. What would happen to him, she wasn’t sure, and she didn’t particularly care. The proper authorities had the technology she’d stolen and a band of pirates were no longer out there threatening peaceful ships. Even better, she’d found her mate. She’d call that a win despite all the hardship.


For the moment, she and Kayleb were staying in the apartment he shared with Krayter and Penny. He and his brother had originally come to Earth with the intention of setting up a colony for Detyens in search of their mates. Human women were compatible and Earth had the highest concentration of human women to go around. The idea made sense. But Tessa had figured out a problem with their scheme.

“I’ve been thinking,” she muttered with a bit more clarity as morning invaded her mind and made her wake up.

“Hmm?” Kayleb hadn’t stopped stroking her hip and if he moved his hands just a little she’d start to get ideas.

“About what we should do, now that we’re...” She made a vague hand gesture when the right words failed her.

“Yeah?” He sounded sleepier than her, but she’d figured out it was mostly an act for him. He loved being lazy in the mornings until he had his coffee. Or sex.

But this was important. Sex could wait. For a few minutes. “Does Krayter know that you want to travel?” They’d talked it over several times and Kayleb got a dreamy look in his eyes when he talked about far off planets and distant empires. Tessa could feel the call of the stars in her heart echoing his.

“We’ve... it hasn’t come up,” Kayleb finally said.

“Well, I think someone has to go out there and spread the word about this scheme Krayter’s concocting, right?” She placed her hand over his and laced their fingers together. “Maybe even go back to Jaaxis for a bit.”

Kayleb sat up, bringing her with him until she was draped across his naked chest. “You want to go to Jaaxis?” His eyes had flashed to red and he was grinning.

“You’ve met my family, haven’t you?” Tam, at least, seemed to like him. “It only seems fair that you subject me to yours.”

Kayleb tilted his head back and laughed, the sound filling the room and wrapping around her as tightly as his arms. She smiled up at him and lay her head against his chest. “First Jaaxis, and then the stars are ours.”
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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.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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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.”

Buy Now


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
" KATE RUDOLPH






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
— N\





_page_map_.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




inserted_file_331187107_001_svg_raster.jpeg
" KATE RUDOLPH






d2d_images/scene_break.png





