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        Space Pirate Rick Hayes flies the high skies searching for mischief. It looks like she finally found him.

      

      

      From NY Times & USA TODAY Bestselling Author, Michelle M. Pillow, a space adventure romance!

      Space pirate and all-around bad boy, Rick Hayes isn’t looking to change his ways. He’s one helluva pilot, has a crew he thinks of as family, and women seem to want his company. What more could a guy want? Life is too short to settle down, and he knows firsthand the less you care about, the less it hurts when you lose it. Too bad his logic doesn’t always get through to his heart. When fate tempts him with a beautiful woman that appears to see through all of his defenses...

      Well, actually, the frustrating star beam took him prisoner, hit him over the head, and stole his memories. Regardless of those few minor hiccups on the road to romance, Rick has to decide if love is worth the risk.

       

      
        
        A Qurilixen World Novel

        Space Pirates, Science Fiction Romance

      

      

      
        
        MichellePillow.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Space Lords Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        His Frost Maiden

        His Fire Maiden

        His Metal Maiden

        His Earth Maiden

        His Woodland Maiden

      

      

      
        
        Can’t find the books?

        Updated Reading List and Links:

        MichellePillow.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome to Qurilixen

          

          Qurilixen World Novels

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dragon Lords Series

        Barbarian Prince

        Perfect Prince

        Dark Prince

        Warrior Prince

        His Highness The Duke

        The Stubborn Lord

        The Reluctant Lord

        The Impatient Lord

        The Dragon’s Queen

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Lords of the Var® Series

        The Savage King

        The Playful Prince

        The Bound Prince

        The Rogue Prince

        The Pirate Prince

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Qurilixen Lords

        Dragon Prince

        Marked Prince

        Feral Prince

        More Coming Soon!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Captured by a Dragon-Shifter Series

        Determined Prince

        Rebellious Prince

        Stranded with the Cajun

        Hunted by the Dragon

        Mischievous Prince

        Headstrong Prince

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Space Lords Series

        His Frost Maiden

        His Fire Maiden

        His Metal Maiden

        His Earth Maiden

        His Woodland Maiden

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Dynasty Lords Series

        Seduction of the Phoenix

        Temptation of the Butterfly

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Having trouble finding the books?

        Updated Buy Links Here

      

        

      
        To learn more about the Qurilixen World series of books and to stay up to date on the latest book list visit www.MichellePillow.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Updates

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Join the Reader Club Mailing List to stay informed about new books, sales, contests and preorders!

      

      

      
        
        http://michellepillow.com/author-updates/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Readers,

      Rick finally met his match!

      I know we’ve all been waiting to see what kind of woman would take this bad boy pilot down. Don’t worry, she’ll keep him on his naughty little toes. I’m so excited-nervous-excited that release day is finally here!

      I’m also a little sad. This is the last planned book in the Space Lords series installment. I love this crew. But, not to worry, I’m sure they’ll make appearances in other Qurilixen World novels.

      I hope you all know what the Qurilixen World is by now, but if not it is a collection of several series within the Qurilixen story world. If you’re new to my work—you are in for an exciting reading treat!

      This may be the last planned Space Lords series book, but that doesn’t mean the space adventures are over. I have several ideas in the works for more series installments. *squee* By the end of this book, you might be able to guess one of the ideas.

      Thank you, readers, for loyally flying the high skies with this mischievous crew. I’m sorry Rick is now taken, but he might have a doppelganger or two flying out there looking for love. So watch out if you’re outside at night and see a spaceship. It just might be a bad boy pirate looking for some intergalactic love.

      
        
        Happy Reading!

        Michelle M. Pillow
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        Lin Yao Mines, Planet of Lintian

      

      

      Rick Hayes couldn’t remember most of the journey to the purple jade mines, but he remembered her. He didn’t have a name for her. She hadn’t given him one before hitting him over the head and taking him prisoner.

      The smell of dank earth filled each breath. At least they’d put him on a portable chair and not the rocky ground. It wasn’t luxury, but it was something. His eyes had long adjusted to the dim lights strung across the mine’s ceiling. It cast the jagged edges of the stone walls into contrast. His hands worked against his ties. He knew very little about this planet and had no way of knowing what manner of creatures called Lintian home. So, when he escaped it should prove interesting.

      Her, otherwise known as the dark-haired enchantress, had smiled at him while they were docked on Leinad’s star port where they’d stopped for fuel. He knew the look of feminine invitation and assumed she wanted him to follow her as she left the bar. It was only after he pursued her into some kind of criminal meet-n-greet that he realized his assumption might have been wrong. Being a space pirate himself, Rick usually fit right into such questionable situations. This had not been one of those times.

      Rick and his crew had been on their way to Qurilixen, the homeworld of their ship’s captain. Prince (aka Captain) Jarek’s family ruled half of the planet, so they were always treated like royalty when they visited—soft beds, endless food, drinking, and gaming. Unmated females were rare, so it did lack one thing. Still, a soft bed would be better than being trussed up like a human sacrifice.

      “The bosses aren’t going to like this,” he heard one of the men whisper from an adjoining tunnel. The rest of the kidnappers hadn’t given their names either. “This pirate doesn’t factor into our plans. We should have killed him before leaving the star port.”

      Rick had been able to figure out he was being held by intergalactic drug traders. For the most part, his abductors had made it very clear they wanted to kill him. It was only the woman who’d kept him alive.

      Rick tried to suppress his grin. Not surprising since he did have a way with the ladies.

      Currently they were near some place called the Lin Yao Mines located in Singhai near the Shan Gung Din palace. The information meant little to him except where there was a civilization there would be a ship he could steal to escape the planet. Rick could fly pretty much anything.

      His crew would come for him… if they knew where to look. Since he’d been unconscious when the enchantress’ ship left the star port, he wasn’t sure if his friends knew who’d taken him. That meant he was on his own until proven otherwise.

      A series of loud thuds sounded from the tunnel. He craned his neck and tried to jerk his feet free from the binds. The drug dealing enchantress appeared in the yellowed light. Blue lines encased her dark eyes. Only, her gaze wasn’t sparkling with mischief like he’d grown accustomed to seeing. She came to him in a panic.

      “Change of plans,” she whispered, digging in the pouch at her thigh only to pull out a syringe.

      “Oh, hold on babycakes, there’s no reason to do anything rash.” Rick leaned away from her hand, not knowing what kind of threat was in the syringe. “We’ve come so far. No reason to resort to killing me now.”

      “I had planned on wiping your mind and leaving you on some remote fueling dock with a couple of hundred credits so your space pirate buddies could find you, but it looks like I’ll have to do this our normal way.”

      “What do you mean our normal way? We have a normal way?” He pushed his feet against the floor, trying to move the chair and unable to get it to do more than rock back and forth.

      “I know you won’t remember this, but you need to stop following me, Rick. I hope this thought embeds deeply in your mind. If you see me, walk the other way. I can’t keep saving you. This has to be the last time.” She licked her lips.

      “What are you talking—?”

      The words were cut off as she pressed her mouth to his. She kissed him deeply, grasping the back of his head with one hand. It wasn’t a sweet, testing kiss, but one from a woman who’d done this to him before. Surely, he’d remember such a thing. Her touch felt familiar. His body responded instantly, and he groaned, fighting against his ties.

      A sharp jab pierced his thigh, but he hardly cared. When she pulled back, breathing as hard as he, Rick tried to follow her mouth to continue.

      She put her hand to his lips to stop him and said, “You won’t remember this, but I am sorry. Good luck.”

      Rick blinked hard. She threw the syringe down a dark crevice and turned toward the tunnel where her men were.

      “Release him,” a loud voice ordered. Rick detected a flash of red trimmed in gold as a man entered the cave. More was said, but the words became muffled as his vision darkened. He felt his body slumping forward but was too weak to stop it.

      “Wake up.” A hard slap pulled Rick from the darkness.

      He flung his arms, trying to remember where he was and how he’d gotten there. He sat on a hard floor, pressed against an uneven wall. A sharp, jagged rock poked his back. Golden firelight burned from a torch, revealing the corners of the dark cave walls.

      His cheek stung as he glanced around the cave only to focus on a woman tied to a chair. The memories were foggy, but he knew that face—his kidnapper from Leinad’s star port.

      What was going on?

      “Who are you?” Rick turned his attention to the man who’d presumably rescued him. He wore loose red pants and a black silk tunic shirt. It hardly looked like what one would wear spelunking.

      Using the rock wall for support, he pulled himself to his feet. Rick’s thigh ached, and he felt weak.

      Seriously, what had happened?

      “I am Prince Zhang Haun of the Muntong Empire, heir to the Zhang throne,” the man answered, though he spoke in the Old Star language his accent matched that of a few of the drug queenpin’s men.

      They were on Lintian. He was starting to remember.

      Sort of.

      The prince’s companions—guards maybe—were standing out of the way in a tunnel. It was impossible to tell how many there were.

      “What exactly is happening?” Rick moved on wobbly legs to look down at his former captor all tied up. She glared at him, although a gag kept her from speaking.

      “I was hoping you could tell me,” the prince said. “What is she doing here?”

      Rick opened his mouth to answer but couldn’t. He frowned. The answer was right on the edge of his thoughts, but he couldn’t form it.

      The woman began an angry tirade of words muffled by the gag in her mouth.

      “Oh, babycakes, don’t be angry,” Rick said, stroking the woman’s hair. He leaned closer to whisper, “Look who’s tied up now. Be a good girl, and maybe I’ll save you from this predicament.”

      The animated tirade only continued as she tried to say something to him, thrusting her sexy body against the ties.

      The prince merely watched.

      Rick wasn’t sure who to trust. Considering the situation, he thought it best to play on the side of the prince. Plus, it was too much to resist taunting the enchantress as she had him.

      “I believe you told me to behave when I was in your situation.” Rick patted her on the head, which only irritated her more. “Though I do understand that behaving is such a broad term, open to interpretation. When I said I’d behave, I didn’t say how.”

      She slammed her feet against the stone ground. Her chair lifted by small degrees. Her expressive eyes said more than her mouth ever could.

      “Ah, sweet cheeks,” Rick touched his chest, “you’re breaking my heart.”

      She stopped moving, though her glare remained.

      “I’m not sure what I am witnessing,” the prince admitted, his words low. “Why were she and the others keeping you here?”

      “Can I assume I have you to thank for rescuing me?” Rick asked.

      The man nodded. “Though I’m not sure it was much of a rescue. They did not put up a fight.”

      “Is that so?” Rick turned toward the queenpin. There was plenty he’d wanted to say to her, only he couldn’t recall what at the moment. Maybe he’d hit his head? His thoughts were fuzzy. The smart thing would be to worry about his own escape, but he couldn’t bring himself to abandon her. He had no idea what would happen to her if he left her with the prince. To Haun, he said, “This prisoner is mine. I’ll make sure she gets off this planet and never bothers you again.”

      How he wasn’t sure.

      The prince began to protest, but Rick talked over him.

      “Frankly, honey pie, I’m disappointed in you,” Rick said to her. “All this time and you were so easy to catch off guard. What? Nothing to say now? No smartass command? No snide remarks? It’s not fun being tied to a chair, is it?”

      She yelled and pitched her body forward as if to headbutt him. His boot slid as he caught her and kept her from falling.

      “We are not going to get answers this way.” The prince lifted his hand to stop any protest that might come. “As soon as my men return with a mode of transport, we will take her to the prisons and you will come with us until we can figure out what is happening—”

      A roar interrupted his words, echoing from the tunnel opposite of where the prince’s men waited.

      Rick and the prince turned in surprise.

      “Holy space balls!” Rick exclaimed seeing Jarek halfway shifted into the form of an upright man-cat. Within seconds the captain could become a full tiger. Claws, fur, and fangs created a scary-ass figure. His arm was pulled back, ready to strike. Rick rubbed his eyes in surprise. “Captain? Is that really you?”

      Jarek’s gaze darted over the room.

      “Rick?” Jarek lowered his arm, stopping his aggressive attack plans. It wasn’t clear if it was confusion or relief that the man felt. “You’re… free? How? I don’t understand.”

      Rick had never been so happy to see someone in his life. He rushed to Jarek and threw his arms around him. “Blessed stars, Jarek, it’s good to see you. How did you ever find me?”

      “You should’ve known I would.” Jarek pushed him away. “How did you get free? What is going on here? I come expecting a rescue, and I see you tormenting some woman…” His words tapered off as his eyes moved toward the prince.

      “Oh, yeah, sorry, Cap. This is Prince Zhang Haun of the, uh, Moon Empire,” Rick said.

      “Muntong,” Haun corrected.

      “Right, right, Muntong.” Rick grinned, patting Prince Haun on the back. He had no clue what he’d forgotten but was happy this ordeal appeared to be almost over. The prince stiffened at the familiar contact, but Rick ignored the reaction. “Anyway, ole Haun here saved my sorry ass. He said we were waiting for someone, but I never thought he meant you. I thought it was my lucky day.”

      He couldn’t wait to be free of the mines.

      “Sacred Cats, Rick, you need a bath.” Jarek wrinkled his nose.

      Rick glanced down at his dirty, tattered clothing, and then at the woman tied to the chair. He felt a mix of emotions when he looked at her—confusion and lust being the most prevalent.

      “Jarek?” a woman’s soft voice questioned as she joined the captain. She was a pretty, slender little thing.

      “Meimei,” Haun said.

      The woman ran toward the prince, wrapping her arms around him.

      “Who’s that?” Rick whispered, thinking his crew had kidnapped the woman to exchange for his safe return. “His woman?”

      “That is Princess Mei, his sister. We had her on our ship. She helped us find these mines.”

      “Don’t tell me you kidnapped her in exchange for me.” Rick arched a brow. If it was true, they were all idiots. Kidnapping royalty was never a well-conceived idea. He and the rest of the pirate crew had learned that lesson. Though, by the way Mei hugged her brother, all was well this time.

      Rick felt dizzy and wanted nothing more than to leave the mines. All that mattered was his freedom, the fact his crew had found him, and he was going back where he belonged—off the planet and into the high skies.
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      Harper Virant peered through a seam in the spaceship’s ceiling at the two idiots below. They lounged in the ship’s commons, one draping his limbs over a chair and the other a couch. Loud sighs and long pauses in their conversation attested to the men’s boredom. A cleaning droid buzzed and clanked between them as it rolled over the floor. Its numerous repairs evident by the piecemeal way it was put together.

      The ship had not left the planet, so they were still on Lintian’s surface, but it had moved away from the purple jade mines, where they had apprehended her. Since Princess Mei was with the crew, that probably meant they had landed in Muntong territory. There had been some conversation about returning a map to Mei’s family.

      Not that it mattered to Harper. No one would be coming to her rescue regardless of what side of the planet she was on. Not this time.

      “You should have let me pull for myself,” Lucien said, referring to when they’d drawn lots to determine who would stay with her on the ship. He was a pale, thin alien with red-brown eyes. A bowl of tiny, round food pieces rested on his stomach, and he absently dropped them in front of the droid to force it to move back and forth to clean the mess. “Why did you have to bring me into your bad luck? Now I’m stuck here guarding a drug queenpin with you instead of venturing on-world.”

      They still thought she was a queenpin dealing the drug chandoo, which was being produced in the Lin Yao Mines. That was something, at least. The truth was, she hated chandoo and what it did to people. It lured the user in, made them feel alive, but eventually would rot their brain and leave them little more than a worthless mass of nothingness. Luckily, one of the local royal families was fighting hard to destroy the drug, and production would hopefully be stopped. At least at the Lintian site.

      Once she was off this ship, the odds of her crossing paths with this crew again should have been almost nil. But, for some strange reason, Rick kept popping up in her life like a bad luck charm and she had to keep taking his memories from him. This time she was dealing with his entire crew and didn’t have the means to erase herself from their minds. Hopefully, if they tried looking for a queenpin, they’d never track her. After today, she’d become someone else.

      “You’re just mad that you won’t see what Princess Mei’s sister looks like,” Viktor answered. He appeared to be of the same alien classification as Lucien, but with green-red eyes. They bickered like brothers, and by their looks she assumed they might be related. From what she’d gathered as they brought her on board, Viktor was a mechanic, and Lucien was in charge of the ship’s communications. There was also a security officer named Jackson who moved like an elite soldier. She could see the training a mile away. Thankfully, he had not been left to guard her. She highly doubted she’d be in the process of escaping so soon if that were the case.

      “Rick should be the one looking after the prisoner. She kidnapped him, not us,” Lucien continued complaining. “Why does he want to take her with us, anyway? We should leave her with the emperor. Let them deal with the lowlife. I’m surprised they agreed to let us take her.”

      Lowlife? Harper frowned. That was rich coming from space pirates.

      “I think Mei arranged it.” Viktor gave a small laugh. “What do you think the queenpin did to him? Rick looked pretty shaken. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him that upset before. There has to be a reason why he wants to keep her.”

      “She probably gave the rocket boy attention.” Lucien chuckled. “He did trail after her like a lost semikin.”

      “Rick in love,” Viktor snorted. “Can you imagine?”

      “Sure.” Lucien grinned, craning his neck to look at the other man. “He tells himself he loves himself every chance he gets.”

      “Seriously, though,” Viktor insisted, “it’s not like we’re going to ransom her back to her criminal family.”

      “Maybe she has something else of value.” Lucien threw a handful of food on the floor for the droid.

      “Maybe she was trying to kill him.” Viktor rubbed the heel of his hand against his eye. “I honestly didn’t think we’d find him alive. I didn’t want to say it, but I thought we were on some kind of revenge mission.”

      “We might still be,” Lucien answered.

      Harper had never intended to kidnap Rick, but he’d shown up at the worst possible time, and she’d had two options—take him or kill him. The fact that his crew came after him was about the best possible scenario. Otherwise, she wasn’t sure how much longer she could have kept the smartass alive. The life of a space pirate ranked low on her bosses’ list of concerns, and he was more trouble than he was worth.

      Satisfied that her guards didn’t act concerned with checking on her at the moment, Harper crawled through the ceiling of the ship. A thick layer of dust covered old engine parts and abandoned pipes. A metal box was wedged next to a grate. There wasn’t a lid, and it appeared to be a collection of holo-discs. Someone on the crew was trying to hide their stash of contraband.

      Most of the light came from the halls beneath, casting a soft glow through the seams, cracks, and removable grates. The few times she lifted the grates was to find she was over sleeping quarters. Ship designs had been uploaded into her brain, but unfortunately, this particular class of ship wasn’t one of them, so she had to guess her route. She turned around when she came to the metal construct of a VR. The wires and control panels needed to run the virtual reality room created a thick jungle that she couldn’t squeeze through.

      Her pants snagged on a piece of jagged metal, slicing through the thick material to cut her upper thigh. This was not her finest escape.

      Harper frowned and automatically felt the wound. Her fingers slid in blood. The injury wasn’t critical, but it would need attention sooner rather than later. She picked up her pace, ignoring the pain. The last thing she wanted was to spend the rest of eternity as a skeleton stuck in the ceiling panels of a pirate ship.
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        Virtual Reality Advanced Technology and Programming Conference, Planet of Nozando, Several Years Later…

      

      

      A technical conference focusing on virtual reality programming code sounded like the beginning of a promising nap. Rick Hayes had only agreed to land there for a few reasons. First, being the pilot of the Bound Virgin, he pretty much had to go wherever the captain told him. Second, since their ship was a flying piece of reconstructed—um—beauty, they needed to scavenge parts wherever they could find them to keep her going. This conference was a treasure trove of free (and questionably free) gifts. Third, being a space pirate sailing the high skies in hope of an adventure wasn’t as glamorous as it sounded. New VR programs would go a long way toward alleviating months of boredom floating in space—not that the married crew members would agree to the type of VR programs he had in mind.

      “What they don’t know, they don’t know,” Rick said to himself. Then, grinning, he thought, Maybe they’d be into it. I’ve never been married. Who am I to judge?

      Tickets to this thing were difficult to acquire and very exclusive. Lucien, who was in charge of the ship’s communications, had intercepted a transmission wave about a Trogarthian game of chance. That was how Lucien had ended up winning the VR crew pass for the conference.

      “Nice space-trash costume,” a man called to Dev, laughing.

      Rick hid his smirk. Dev was dressed in his usual garb—all black and ready for battle. The jokester was brave, if stupid. The half-Bevlon, half-human man could have thrown him across the pavilion without breaking a sweat. Dev’s father had been a demon. Well, the equivalent of a demon, anyway.

      “What are you smiling about?” Dev glanced back to Rick from where he walked with his wife, Violette Stephans. “He was talking about you, rocket boy.”

      “Don’t take it personally, big fella. I think you’re handsome.” Rick winked at him.

      Dev was their ship’s head of security. Well, he was if anyone bothered to look at their ship logs. As long as credential codes cleared upon landing and they had their passes, no one at these events wanted to upset their wealthy clientele by digging around in their records. They wanted them to be happy because happy rich people spent an insane amount of space credits upgrading VR units and buying programs.

      It was only after he’d followed Dev through the docking lot to the main pavilion that he’d figured out his fourth (and best) reason for coming.

      Ladies.

      “Come to Rick, babycakes.” Rick grinned as two women walked past in tight black skinsuits with bright blue gun belts slung around their waists. They each had patches of fake yellow fur glued down the center of their foreheads. They were into roleplaying. What a coincidence, so was he. “What planet are you from? Because you’re breaking a dozen intergalactic treaties just walking around with bodies like that. You looking for someone to play…?”

      The women ignored him, and he let his come-on line fade away. They went to a portable VR display labeled “Fur Play” and held up the back of their hands to show where metal chips had been embedded into their flesh. The hairy vendor scanned them, and seconds later the door to the VR slid open. A bright light flashed as strange animal noises sounded from within.

      Rick quickened his pace, hurrying to get a glimpse inside as the women entered. Thick foliage blocked the view, and the door closed before he could detect anything remotely fun. No matter, there were plenty of other things to look at.

      The organizers had set up portable VR booths. The small metal domes formed rows that flanked four open walkways; two walkways on each side of an enclosed hallway down the center aisle. Apparently, the adventure tunnel, as the central VR enclosure was being referred to, was the highlight of the show. It consisted of multiple, highly interactive displays. A line of people waited to go inside. According to the holographic map floating near him, the enclosure let out in the auditorium where there would be a keynote speaker later—some boring scientist type with an even more boring name. Rick would not be attending the lecture.

      “Did I honestly just hear you say to those women that they’re breaking a dozen intergalactic treaties just walking around with bodies like that?” Violette arched a brow as she and Dev caught up to him.

      “Sounds like Rick has been practicing ways to talk to women again,” Dev answered in his usually dry tone.

      “He does need all the help he can get.” Violette directed her comment to Dev but obviously said it for Rick’s benefit.

      “How else will he end the curse?” Dev agreed.

      “Maybe you should give him some pointers.” Violette smiled up at her husband.

      Rick hated hearing about the stupid curse and wished his crewmates would let it drop already. So what if he’d pissed off some spirit? Out of the five men who’d been hit with Zhang An’s wrath, he was the only one yet to break her curse. What they never considered was, he didn’t necessarily want to break it. He was fine being a bachelor.

      After being taken prisoner by a drug queenpin and dragged through the far reaches of space, something Rick still wasn’t sure how he survived, he and five others from their crew had been taken to meet Emperor Zhang. Captain Jarek had been in charge then, and during Rick’s rescue the catshifter had fallen in love with the emperor’s daughter. It was not a union that was met with celebration on the planet of Lintian. The emperor and his wife were upset. An ancestral spirit had shown up and stirred emotions even more. The situation had been tense.

      Rick’s brain had been a little jumbled from whatever had happened in the mines and so maybe his judgment had been off at the time. Regardless, being his naturally charismatic self, he’d tried to ease the tension by making a joke, and five of them ended up cursed. Jarek escaped it because he’d already fallen in love with Mei. Rick and fellow crewmen Jackson, Dev, Evan, and Lochlann had not been so lucky. Lucien and Viktor only escaped because they’d been stuck on the spaceship poorly guarding the prisoner who had escaped on their watch.

      Zhang An’s curse had to do with finding love under the guise of the Lintianese elements of water, fire, metal, wood, and earth. As far as curses went, it wasn’t all that scary.

      What had she said?

      “Together you travel and together you’ll remain. Tied and joined like the five elements of our people.”

      Something, something, roads, happiness, underwear, dying alone.

      “You will find your love hidden within the mystery of the five elements. One element for each of you. The corresponding element will hold the secret to your future happiness. But fate is not clear. If you do not recognize it, you will lose it and be forever alone.”

      The prediction itself wasn’t the curse. It was the not knowing which element for which person, and what all that gibberish about the elements even meant. The old spirit had given just enough clues to consume their thoughts without saying anything useful.

      If anything, the cursed crewmen should be thanking him. It could be argued that his curse helped the others be prepared for love once it showed up. Evan was now living off-world with his wife Josselyn, a woman they had saved from a stone prison—literally she’d been encased in stone.

      That led to Dev being taken by Josselyn’s estranged sister, Violette. They’d fallen in love and gotten married. The couple currently walked in front of him.

      Their new captain, Lochlann, had met Alexis thanks to Rick sneaking her onto their ship. Captain Lochlann was a dragonshifter from Qurilixen and Alexis’s past was, well, complicated. Yet again, another couple happily mated.

      Which left Jackson, who worked closely with Dev doing ship security. He had most recently fallen in love with Raisa. She programmed food simulators, creating recipes on a molecular level. He had never eaten so well in all his years flying the high skies. She was also part Angelion, which meant she had a way with mechanical devices and electricity. She could read the inside of a ship just by touching the wall in front of it.

      Rick grinned. Four out of five parts of the curse broken. They should be thanking him, not teasing him. He was like an intergalactic matchmaker.

      No, he was like a love god.

      Oh, yeah.

      Love god. He liked the sound of that.

      “I think we hurt his feelings,” Violette said. “Rick? You still with us, buddy?”

      Rick realized he’d gone off into his own thoughts. Everything around the time he’d been rescued from the mines bothered him. With the sole purpose of aggravating Dev, he said, “I was just wondering about something.”

      Dev had the sense of humor of a rock sometimes. Rick assumed it had something to do with the demonic upbringing of his father’s people. Bevlons had a torture-is-love parenting style. Then again, so did a lot of parents. At least the Bevlons admitted it.

      “I’m waiting,” Dev answered.

      Rick stepped closer to Violette and fell into stride next to her. “Vi, do you think it’s because your father was a general that you ended up with a guy like Dev?”

      Violette arched a brow. Her green eyes studied him as if waiting for the rest.

      “I hear women often marry men who remind them of their fathers. Is that why you chose Mr. Personality over me? You were raised on a military base, and he’s all about discipline? You got daddy issues?”

      It worked. Dev scowled.

      Rick wasn’t surprised when Violette took a swing at him. Her punch wasn’t as forceful as it could have been, and he was able to duck out of the way.

      Rick winked at her as he put distance between them so she couldn’t swing again. “Easy, love, you know I’m just jealous you chose him over me.”

      “Stop flirting with my wife,” Dev stated, his tone flat.

      “Was that flirting?” Violette asked, caressing Dev’s chest. “I couldn’t tell. See, I think he does need you to teach him how to talk to women. He’ll never meet someone at the rate he’s going.”

      Rick pretended to be wounded by her comment.

      She looked pointedly at Rick. “And I have no issue with who my father was.”

      They both knew that was a lie. The general had been a complicated man.

      “You two have fun. Try not to impregnate any Murkernals.” Rick spun away before giving his friend time to respond, intent on disappearing into the crowd. Dev had innocently given fruit to an alien species, and they’d instantly procreated to the point their population doubled. It was a story they liked to remind Dev of often.

      “I just gave them fruit—” Dev started to protest, but his words were cut off by the murmur of conversations coming from the surrounding crowd.

      Rick wanted to be lost in the crowd, alone in a sea of distractions. He needed to be surrounded by something other than the happy couples on the ship. Yes, he liked being a bachelor, but as one of only three single men remaining of the crew, it was getting harder and harder to go anywhere on board where he wasn’t met with paired-off unions. He didn’t begrudge the marriages, but there were enough kissing sessions and suggestive whispers to remind him he crawled into bed alone at night.

      A man could only romance himself so many times.

      Groups of aliens passed by him. Their appearances used to draw his notice, the extra eyes and bony protrusions, but it was rare that anything surprised him anymore. A woman with yellow reptilian skin narrowed her eyes at him and appeared to be ready to do battle. Her oval head flared out at the cheeks, widening her features. She undoubtedly reacted to the fact he’d smiled at her.

      Rick waggled his brow and suggestively glanced toward a nearby VR pod. Her long tongue slithered out, and she hurried away from him as if he were the ugliest invitation to sex she had ever received.

      He couldn’t help but laugh.

      For Rick, smiling was as natural as breathing. The expression was on his face regardless of what he felt inside. No one needed to know what he was truly feeling at any given moment for, whatever bad emotions filled him, they would soon be buried deep where no one could find them. In many ways, existence was a fluid, pointless thing.

      A life spent sailing the high skies had taught him one thing. It wasn’t that life was short, or that everyone’s time was limited, or that the endlessness of deep space became tedious after months in the black. It was that in the grand scheme of everything, what he did mattered. Some greater force out there didn’t seem to want him dead. It wasn’t for lack of his trying. When he was younger, he’d put himself in all kinds of stupid situations, ones that no humanoid should get out of, and he kept surviving. Now that he was older, he put himself in even more dangerous situations, only for better reasons (mostly). His risky lifestyle was as good a reason as any to remain single.

      He was one damned lucky fly boy.

      He’d be even luckier if he managed to score some amazing VR equipment while at the conference. If not for filling the lonely time adrift, then for helping to keep him from dwelling on his past. Rick hated to dwell. The past couldn’t be changed, so he found no reason to let his thoughts wander in that direction. The future was uncertain. Now is what mattered. He needed to focus on what was happening right in front of him.

      “Rick, you have to try the adventure hall.” Viktor approached, looking very much like a cadet who’d just been introduced to a Galaxy Playmate for the first time. His brother Lucien was behind him, trying not to look excited even though it was evident that he was. The brothers were half-human, half-Dere. Their blanched complexions were nearly identical.

      “You’ll love it. They have Old Earth scenes in there,” Lucien said. It was no secret Rick had a mild obsession for twenty-first-century Old Earth memorabilia. “Just make sure the safety override is turned on when you go through so everything remains a hologram. If the override is shut off, the tunnel is fully interactive until everyone who went inside is finished with their tour.”

      “Sounds more fun that way,” Rick dismissed the warning.

      “Seriously, don’t. Once you go in you can’t turn back,” Lucien warned. “There are some creatures even Jackson and Dev wouldn’t want to face. We watched a Syog emerge covered in strange bites. Another guy was floated out by a medic stretcher.”

      “Any luck scavenging for programs?” Rick asked.

      “Not yet.” Viktor worked as their mechanic. To his credit, the man could rig almost anything, including a scanner that could (theoretically) bypass security protocols and record VR programs.

      “He’s been too busy exploring,” Lucien admitted.

      “We’ve been too busy,” Viktor corrected. “Forget deep space travel. I want to live here.”

      “They clear out the pods when this is over,” Lucien said. “Though it’s too bad we can’t stay. I hear the Medical Alliance conference is coming up. We could undoubtedly scavenge some new tech at that one. It’s not like anyone can afford to buy most of the stuff they sell, anyway. The markup on medical booths is out of this galaxy outlandish.”

      By scavenge, of course, they meant steal but the word had a nicer ring to it.

      “And they call us pirates,” Rick muttered. The Medical Alliance for Planetary Health (MAPH) had direct ties to the Medical Mafia. Together they controlled nearly everything from medical booths to scientific studies to galactic drug supplies. The crew had run-ins with both groups more times than they cared to think about.

      “I think we can all agree to stay off the mafia’s radar,” Viktor said. “Captain was clear. No mafia, no Federation Military, no Larceny Casino, no—”

      “What’s left?” Rick frowned, thinking over every less-than-upstanding organization they’d tangled with in the last few years. “Are we going to start flying vacation transports to Quazer? Next, you’ll be saying the Galaxy Playmate ship is off-limits. I draw the line there.”

      “Captain can’t do that,” Lucien said before turning to his brother, looking horrified at the idea they might no longer be permitted access to ships full of beautiful women. “Tell me he won’t do that.”

      “There’s supposed to be a Galaxy Playmates VR world somewhere around here. Keep an eye out.” Viktor patted his jacket pocket. “I’m going to try to scan the programming and see if I can get a copy for us.”

      Rick understood Viktor’s excitement. VR companionship would be better than watching sexy Old Earth transmissions on the viewing screen in his quarters. At least the women would hold a conversation with him, even if it was programmed.

      Rick placed his hand on Viktor’s shoulder. “It’s a noble and dangerous mission ahead of you, friend, and I promise if you succeed, I will not leave you behind. Even if the entire security team is trying to kill you.”

      “Thanks—Wait, what if I try and I don’t succeed, and the security team tries to kill me?” Viktor asked.

      “Well, it will have been swell knowing you. We will miss you, and I’ll wish you the best of luck in your escape.” Rick grinned, walking a few paces backward. “By the way, if you fail, when they’re chasing you, try to make it out of the pavilion. I hear the mountain folk on this planet are very welcoming to newcomers. They hardly ever sacrifice them.”

      Lucien laughed as Viktor grumbled a response.

      Rick made his way toward the center of the pavilion. The stone floors were polished smooth, and the glass arches of the ceiling let in enough outside light that not much else was needed. Metal seams held the panes into place. Occasionally, the shadow of a security drone would cross his path.

      He scanned the crowd, looking for potential problems. It was an old habit, but one that had kept him alive more than once.

      Everyone walked around in pairs or groups. They didn’t seem the least bit bothered by the increased security at the conference. They were all in their own little worlds, hardly noticing anyone or anything around them.

      “Did you see the rendering of the hogbeast? I’ve fought many and I doubt the programmer has even seen one in real life,” a woman with small horns protruding from her head like a crown boasted to her friends. She had the leather-plated clothing of someone who found herself in trouble more often than not.

      Rick could relate.

      “I want the one with the triangle bed.” A humanoid woman stroked her hands down the white feather wings of her partner as they came from the opposite direction.

      The Angelion lifted his wings slightly to shake her off. “I’ll bet you do. I saw the way you eyed those two servants holding the pot of oil.”

      “But watching torture is so much fun,” she persisted. “Please?”

      Rick made a mental note. A full-blooded Angelion at the same event as Dev could be a problem later. Although a good brawl would be a fun way to alleviate boredom. Bevlons and Angelions went together like angels and demons. Incidentally, since half-Bevlon Dev and half-Angelion Raisa both had a human parent, their proximity had never caused a problem on the ship.

      The woman glanced back to look over the crowd, hate in her eyes. Her gaze met Rick’s and narrowed.

      Second mental note, the female torturer was more of a threat.

      He again searched the crowd as he made his way toward the adventure tunnel line. The faintest melody of a laugh caught his attention. It sent chills of recognition over him. He knew that voice. He thought about that voice often.

      As if in a trance, he followed the sound, looking for the source. A memory tried to pull itself from the murky trenches of his mind. It was the place where all the pains he did not allow himself to feel lived.

      A woman moved past him. Her dark hair coiled around the crown of her head. A thin veil covered the locks. She turned to the side. He saw the line of her neck and the angle of her jaw as the sheer fabric rippled with movement.

      It was enough. He remembered her.

      She had not given him an actual name, so his memories had nothing to call her.

      She didn’t look like herself, not like when she’d sauntered around her ship’s prison cell and threatened to eject him into the deep black. Now her clothes were demure, thick and flowing, almost laughably so considering she was a drug dealer. Even so, she was the same woman who’d abducted him years before and had taken him to the Lin Yao Mines on the planet of Lintian.

      There was something about her the first time he’d seen her on Leinad’s star port that had made him want to follow. She moved with confidence as if she belonged in her surroundings. Her body had flowed through the crowd. He’d tried to talk to her, to get her attention, to see why she was different from the other women he’d seen. His heart had been beating so fast, so hard. He wanted her, the surge inside his body like a blast from a starship. Her eyes had locked on his and then… nothing.

      All emotion had disappeared. He remembered what happened next with the same dispassion he recalled the food menu at a fuel dock diner. He’d followed her into a private room and right into a drug deal. The painted metal walls had been a strange backdrop to the twinkling of the floating chandeliers as if the proprietors had tried to dress up a sinking ship. Guns had been drawn. He’d made some wiseass remark as he’d tried to back out. The woman had struck him over the head, surprisingly strong. He’d woken up restrained in a chair.

      All that, and he felt nothing.

      Rick considered himself a fairly easygoing guy, but he had to admit the lack of emotional memory was strange. Sure the actions were there, but that was it. No hint that he’d felt anything during it whatsoever. When he was passed out, it was possible they’d done something to him to take away his feelings, but the medical booth scans had revealed nothing.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. His crew had found him. He’d escaped her, then she’d escaped him. He’d moved on from that adventure to the next, and then the next, and then…

      It was her. She was here.

      Rick found himself compelled to follow. It was curiosity. No, it was more than that. It wasn’t lust, at least not purely. He was a man who enjoyed female company, after all, so of course he was attracted to her. It was an itching in his brain, a tingling in his nerves. It was a thought on the cusp of being born, but still elusive.

      The high coil of her hair acted like a beacon to guide him. He found himself weaving through the crowd, lifting his arm to part groups when they would block his path. Something whispered in his mind to turn around, to leave it in the past.
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