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      Sonja Grekov has spent her life in a gilded cage, trapped by her wealthy family’s expectations and the scroll tattoo on her face that declares her to be one of the coveted fertile women on Earth. No longer willing to be a pawn to further her parents’ ambition, she finally finds the courage to break free before she can be claimed in a loveless match. She is determined to set her own path, but never expected where it would take her...

      Trevar Storm and Deacon Wilde are Alliance Elites, but there’s nothing elite about their current assignment. They crew one of the oldest freighters in the fleet, ferrying goods across Alliance controlled space with just each other for company. With a reputation for trouble and no chance at promotion, the two men are planning for the day they can go into business for themselves and leave their military lives behind.

      A straightforward supply run turns into a life changing event when the two elites discover a treasure hidden in their cargo bay. Keeping their sexy stowaway may bring the full wrath of the Alliance down on their heads, but Trevar and Deacon won’t let her go without a fight. Will their journey end in heartache, or can three misfit hearts find love in the darkness between the stars?
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      The year is 3013.

      

      Earth barely survived the Alien Wars that have ravaged the planet, and an unknown virus had nearly wiped out the entire population. On the brink of extinction, humans struggle to rebuild their civilization, although nothing would ever bring back what once was.

      

      Enforcing martial law, a new age of mankind is born, where warriors rule and women are the ultimate prize. Only the elite earn breeding rights and are granted leave to claim a woman in pairs. Men dream of the day that they will be able to claim a woman to love, but for those chosen being claimed means the end of their freedom and a beginning to a lifelong bond with two strangers. The warriors may have the choice, but the battle for their woman's heart has only begun…
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      Sonja Grekov bolted across the stretch of empty tarmac, desperately trying to ignore the stabbing pain in her feet and the stitch in her side. The shuttle landing field was eerily quiet this time of night, the floodlights twisting the shadows into threatening shapes that made her feel like she was running across an open stage, dodging spotlights as she went. The darkness was her only ally against discovery. If they caught her this time, she’d never get another opportunity.

      This was it.

      Voices rang out from the far side of the field, every distorted syllable thick with frustration and fury. Yep, they’d figured out she was missing. It hadn’t been easy to distract her four bodyguards, but she’d managed it with the help of her gift. The trouble was, her precognitive abilities were limited to the short term. The genetic enhancements given to the elite soldiers and fertile women made them stronger, faster, and capable of accelerated healing. In some recipients, the enhancements produced rarer and far more interesting abilities, like Sonja’s gift for seeing into the future, which made her a Class-B Precog. She’d seen far enough ahead to manipulate and elude her escorts, but now she was free of them, she had no idea what to do next. All Sonja knew for certain was that she wasn’t going back home. She didn’t need to be a precog to know that future. Her parents had laid it out for her very clearly.

      Sonja’s mother had contacted her only a few hours ago to let her know that negotiations for her claiming were now concluded. Of course, her parents hadn’t bothered to tell her that they were even in negotiations. While she had been enjoying a few days of relative freedom in Fort Saken, celebrating her brother Nikolai’s bonding ceremony, her parents had been busy finalizing the details of her life. That was nothing new for Sonja.

      To the rest of the world, Sonja Grekov was the pampered daughter of Petr Grekov, Janice Burrows-Grekov, and Carl Burrows. Together they owned and ran G-Mex Robotics, one of the largest corporations on Earth. The truth was that Sonja’s life was not her own, and never had been. She was nothing more than a pawn to be used to further her parents’ unbridled ambition and greed. For years Sonja had accepted her role as family chattel, but not anymore. Alayna, her brother’s chosen, had shown her that there were other choices she could make. Not safe choices, but anything was better than what waited for her back home. She’d thought she had more time to arrange things and plan her escape, but that wasn’t how it had turned out.

      Her parents had selected a pair of elites from high ranking families, rich in both money and power. The men were also old enough to be her fathers. She’d met them both before, at quite a few of her parents’ many social functions. Neither man held any attraction for her. They were cold, arrogant, and disinterested in anything except gaining more wealth or extending their influence. Sonja wanted more out of life than to be transferred from one gilded cage to another. The laws of the Alliance stated that as a fertile female, she didn’t have the right to refuse a legitimate claim, and the men were a properly registered pair. She knew it was splitting hairs, but since the men had not actually told her they were going to claim her, she’d decided that it didn’t count. But if she wanted to stay free, she couldn’t return home. So here she was, fleeing into the night with a sketchy plan and no time to come up with a better one.

      She found a temporary hiding space beneath the outstretched wing of some sort of transport and huddled deep in the shadows as she activated the display of her wrist unit. Any second someone would see the glow of her readouts and come to investigate, but she had to risk it. With trembling fingers Sonja entered in a series of commands and then paused, her hand over the last key. If she confirmed the last order, there would be no going back.

      “Stars help me,” she breathed and sent the command. Within seconds every credit she owned was stripped from her personal accounts and transferred to an anonymous account with an off world bank. She had no doubt that would trigger an alert to her family. They had to be watching her finances, they monitored everything she did. They watched her brothers too, as much as they could, given the fact that all three of them were Alliance officers. Any minute now, her mother and fathers would know what she’d done.

      With a sigh she stripped the wrist unit from her arm and tried to quell the sense of unease that rose up at the mere idea of being without the small device. It was almost a part of her, interwoven with every aspect of her life, but she had to leave it behind. The damned thing was programmed to act as a beacon, ensuring that her parents and bodyguards could always find her.

      They called it a safety feature. She called it an electronic leash.

      Sonja took several valuable seconds to close her eyes and clear her mind, reaching for the elusive threads of probabilities. She tested several of them in quick succession, looking for the best outcome she could find. The longer she had to explore her limited views of the future, the more concrete the outcome would be, but there was no time for anything more than a cursory peek. The first chain of events that didn’t lead to her immediate capture was the one she took.

      Kicking off her dress shoes, she bolted out of her hiding place at a flat run, her midnight-blue party dress flaring around her legs with every step. She veered hard to the left, hurling the wrist unit away. It went sailing off into the darkness, and she spun around and ran in the other direction. It wouldn’t buy her much time, but every second counted.

      The voices behind her were getting louder, and she put on another burst of speed, running headlong toward the far end of the field where she could see the lights of several shuttles. The tarmac was rough, tearing at the soles of her feet with every step she took, but better bruised and bloody than falling and twisting an ankle while trying to run in her shoes.

      The next time I run away from home, I’ll remember to bring suitable footwear.

      When she got closer to her goal, Sonja could see that two of the vessels were being loaded, while the third one was being unloaded. Droids were doing the heavy lifting, scuttling back and forth between the ships and a series of lev-sleds. Three tired looking workers were leaning up against the largest sled, talking amongst themselves as they kept a casual eye on their automated workforce. Of course, the droids were G-Mex, made in one of her family’s many factories. Even out here in the badlands, where the scars of the Alien Wars were still raw, her family’s influence was strong. It was the story of her life.

      Faced with one final choice, Sonja couldn’t do more than a quick gut check, letting her intuition guide her. Her only goal was to put some distance between her and the thugs her parents paid to keep her safe... and firmly under their control.

      Her instincts screamed for her to head for the shuttle on the right, so that was the direction she went in, circling wide and keeping out of the light as much as she could. The night wind blew up, howling across the tarmac with enough force to send her long, dark, hair streaming across her face. Her mouth and nose were filled with the acrid fumes of rocket fuel.

      Shivering with cold and barefoot, Sonja finally stopped running and began a careful approach to the shuttle her talent told her offered the greatest chance at a successful escape. She swept her hair out of her face, clearing her vision so that she could track the comings and goings of the droids.

      Loaded lev-sleds were drawn up the ramp every two minutes or so, and she managed to fall in beside one, using the bulky cartons to hide from the men trading insults and jokes as they waited on their robotic workforce to finish. Once inside the crammed cargo bay, Sonja scrambled out of the way and into the assorted crates and packages that made up the shuttle’s inventory. Judging by the stacks of cargo already inside, they’d be finished loading soon, which meant she had very little time.

      Where to hide…

      One cranny seemed as good as the next, so she picked one at random. She banged her shin on the sharp metal edge of a container as she crawled over it, gave a muffled yelp of pain, and then wiggled herself down into a small space between two crates that were both bigger than she was. She had just managed to get settled out of sight when one of the droids stacked another pile of smaller items over top of her hiding place, sealing her in.

      Shit.

      With only a thin slice of light illuminating her newly made prison, Sonja did her best to make herself comfortable, tugging her dress down over her bare legs and tucking her purse behind her head as a makeshift pillow. With nothing else to do, she closed her eyes and leaned back against the bulkhead. Whatever her destination was, it had to be better than what waited for her back at home.

      Silence fell, the lights dimmed to near darkness, and in the first moment of peace she’d had since that morning, Sonja closed her eyes and tried to relax. She let her mind drift, once again casting her awareness down lines of probability and possibility. Everything she could see reassured her that she would not be caught by her bodyguards, at least not tonight. Strangely though, all the threads led to the same blank wall, and no matter how long she focused, she couldn’t see past it. Whatever was coming, it had to be beyond her limited abilities. At least by the time it came, she would have had a chance to recover from her headlong flight away from her family’s private shuttle, her overzealous guards, and the headache that always came when she tried to use her gift too often in a short period of time.

      When the shuttle’s engines fired up, she felt it as a deep rumble that worked its way into the marrow of her bones. This was it. Take off. Escape. She’d really done it. Her sister-in-law, Alayna, had once suggested that if Sonja wanted to change her fate, she’d have to do something reckless. Sitting awkwardly on the cold, hard floor of the shuttle’s cargo bay, headed stars only knew where, Sonja was certain Alayna would be proud of her.

      [image: ]

      Trevar Storm adjusted the mic and cleared his throat before making contact with the base’s flight control tower. He knew it wasn’t necessary. The onboard computer had already filed their flight plan, cargo and destination with the control tower’s AI twenty minutes ago. That never stopped him from making the final clearance in person, human being to human being. Besides, he and his engineer would be spending the next few weeks alone on their ship, with no one else to talk to but each other. Trevar was going to take every chance he could get to chat with anyone who would give him the time of day.

      “Tower, this is Lieutenant Trevar Storm on Alliance Shuttle Sierra Whiskey One requesting orbital launch clearance.”

      “Affirmative Shuttle Sierra Whiskey One, you are cleared.” There was a pause, and then the controller’s voice softened to an informal tone. “Thunder, is that you piloting that ancient relic?”

      Not many people called him Thunder anymore, but there were still a few in the universe who couldn’t shake the habit. It always brought back memories of another life, one he didn’t like to think about. This time though, it also brought recognition. Trevar “Thunder” Storm grinned to himself as he answered. “Could be. If this is who I think it is, then you still owe me thirty credits you cheap bastard.”

      “Son of a bitch, that is you! Where have you been hiding yourself?”

      “That’s classified information, Johnson. Maybe next time I’m in the area I’ll drop by and tell you what I can. What the hell are you doing dirt side, anyway? Last time we saw you, you were on X12.”

      “We? Shit. Tell me you’re not still dragging poor Deke around the galaxy with you?”

      “Who else in the cosmos would put up with his cranky ass?” Deacon Wilde deadpanned from the co-pilot’s chair, and then ducked as Trevar’s hand swung up behind him, narrowly missing the back of his head.

      Johnson chuckled. “Classified, huh? Next time you two are back this way, look me up. I’m a bonded man now. No more glory days in the big black for me. I’ll buy you both a drink while I’m explaining to you why I technically won that bet and don’t owe you shit, Thunder.”

      “You’re on. Say hello to that worthless bastard you picked as a bonding partner, will you? Along with my condolences on the two of you getting stuck bonded and planet bound. Shuttle Sierra Whiskey One, over and out.”

      Trevar removed the headset and hung it back on its peg before looking over at Deke. The red haired engineer was frowning and muttering as he called up screen after screen of data.

      “What’s bugging you?” Trevar asked, though he could already guess. After all their years working together, he’d gotten to know his engineer pretty damned well. Something wasn’t adding up, and there was nothing Deke hated more than incomplete data. It ruffled all his feathers and made him grumpier than hell.

      Deke scowled at the readouts as he answered without looking up. “According to the sensors, we’re overloaded. I swear those idiots on the ground crew need to start paying more attention to what the droids are doing and quit gossiping like old ladies. There’s something back there that isn’t on the manifest.”

      “How much are we over?” Trevar asked, knowing that he was a good enough pilot to coax the shuttle to escape velocity no matter how overburdened they were. He knew Deke wasn’t worried about that either. It was just that the younger man was hardwired with a need for order.

      “Not a lot. Less than a hundred and fifty pounds.”

      “We’re only going to the orbital platform, so fuel isn’t going to be an issue. I’ll dial down the inertial dampers and divert the power to the engines. Can you slap a containment field over the cargo bay? That should stop anything from shaking loose on the trip.”

      Deke’s hazel eyes narrowed and he scrubbed a hand over his close-cropped red beard, his frustration evident. “We should go back there and identify our mystery inventory before we take off, but you’re not going to do that, are you?”

      Trevar chuckled at his partner’s disgruntled tone. “Hell no, I’m not going back there to look, and neither are you. We’re already behind schedule. Bad enough that someone added this stop to our tour of the ass end of nowhere. It would’ve been nice if someone had told us the entire fucking base was off celebrating their leaders’ bonding ceremony today, we could have skipped this stop instead of sitting here for hours.” Trevar turned to grin at his engineer. “Besides, anything not on the manifest is fair game. So let’s hope that whatever it is, we can eat it, drink it or make a profit on it, because as far as I’m concerned, it belongs to us now.

      “With our luck it’ll turn out to be worthless, poisonous, or volatile,” Deke muttered darkly, but he was already keying in commands to bring up the containment field. Once activated, the field would hold everything in place no matter how bumpy the ride got.

      “Two out of three of those will still make us a profit, and profit’s the name of the game. Or have you forgotten our plans to leave the Alliance and start hauling freight for ourselves?”

      Deke managed to stop himself from rolling his eyes at Trevar’s last question, but it was a near thing. How could he forget their plans when Trevar was bringing it up every ten minutes? The Alliance had been the only real family Deke had ever known, but he had never fit in properly. Neglected and ignored by his mother, his childhood memories were mostly of hunger, cold and loneliness. When he’d been accepted for elite training at the age of ten, his life had improved, but one thing had stayed the same. He’d still been alone. Trevar was the only real friend he had, and that’s why the two of them were going to go into business together. They had each other’s backs. “I haven’t forgotten. I’d simply prefer to start life as a private citizen soon, and not after serving out a prison sentence at the Mars Penitentiary. Last time I checked, stealing was still illegal, and the Alliance doesn’t share your fast and loose application of the finders-keepers rule.”

      “You know, after eight years I sort of expected that my life philosophy would have rubbed off on you a bit more than this. You still need to lighten up.”

      Deke snorted with derision at that assessment. “If I did, who’d be around to point out the flaws in your plans? One of us has to be practical, and the shuttle launched on your chances of that happening a long fucking time ago.” Deke dragged the straps of his safety harness over his shoulders and secured himself for liftoff. “Now, can we please get off this hunk of rock and go home? I’ve had enough dirt-filled air and full gravity to last me a lifetime.”

      “Amen, to that.” Trevar fired up the shuttle’s engines in preparation for launch and initiated the countdown with the flick of a switch. When he drew on his own harness and snapped himself in, Deke knew it was going to be a rough launch. Trevar hated being strapped to his chair. Deke assumed it had to do with the marauder raid that had killed Trevar’s partner and left Trevar to pilot his crippled ship back to base while critically injured, but he’d never asked. It was a topic best avoided by anyone who wanted to keep their head attached to their body.

      “Containment field is in place. Let’s hope that whatever’s back there, it’s not vulnerable to g-forces.”

      Trevar’s eyes were gleaming with anticipation as he watched the launch counter tick down to zero. “Quit worrying. I left the dampening field at the minimum setting. There could be a crate of kittens back there and they’d be fine.”

      “If you define ‘fine’ as being subjected to g-forces strong enough to make them black out, then yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      Trevar responded by brushing his jet-black—too long to be regulation— hair out of his face while flipping off Deke. “Good thing there’s no kittens then, huh?”

      The engines ramped up, sending a deep rumble throughout the shuttle. Deke settled into his chair and closed his eyes. After all his years in service to the Alliance, he’d never gotten used to the stomach-lurching sensation of a planetary liftoff. Even a top of the line inertial dampening system couldn’t completely mask the feeling, and stars knew they weren’t being assigned top of the line equipment.

      Misfits like he and Trevar got old shuttles, an even older freighter, and assignments that took them to the ass end of nowhere and back again. They were unpaired, unbonded elites, with career paths that held no chance for advancement. Trevar’s freewheeling interpretation of Alliance regulations had ensured he would never be promoted past lieutenant, while Deke’s implants made him something of a social pariah.

      In a world where genetic modifications were the norm, cybernetics were still taboo. Deke had been one of a select handful of young elites chosen for a controversial program that saw each candidate implanted with bio-compatible hardware. As a result, Deke could interface with computers directly, manifesting part of his awareness on the datum plane where information and calculations flowed like rivers. He was something more than human, and the differences made him even more of an outcast than he had been before. His ability to sync with any computer system with an access port put him and every other elite to undergo the experimental program on all the wrong lists. He was viewed as a walking security risk, or a freak with a head full of hardware, but it was rare for him to be seen as a person. The only one who didn’t give a shit about his implant was Trevar.

      The universe was full of whimsical fuckery, as was proven by the fact that his best friend was a forty-three year old lunatic with a limited respect for the law, and a marked lack of self-preservation. When they’d met, Deke couldn’t imagine how he was going to manage to live with Trevar in the close confines of a freighter with only each other for company. Now, he couldn’t imagine his life without the other man, which was why they were planning on going into business together as soon as they had scraped up enough money to make a down payment on an interstellar freighter of their own.

      They already had the contacts and connections they’d need. Hell, they were already using every inch of available space to transport their own goods, selling hard to obtain luxury items to those assigned off-world. Those gray-market sales would get them to their goal, but it wouldn’t happen overnight. Once it did, though, maybe he’d be able to find a woman who wasn’t put off by his implants. Someone he could love, and be loved in return. Yeah, like that was going to happen. Deke laughed out loud at his own foolishness.

      “What’s so funny?” Trevar asked, his eyes never leaving the instrument displays.

      “I was just wondering what kind of woman would consider giving up a nice, normal existence to kick around the stars with me once we join the private sector, and realized the answer to that is…none.”

      Trevar felt like he’d swallowed a shot of Tarin fire brew. Deke had never mentioned wanting anything long term with a woman before. The two of them usually dealt with the isolation of the job with frequent visits to the holo-room aboard their ship, the Arca. They were both loners. It was one of the reasons they got along as well as they did, since they stayed out of each other’s space. “You thinking of getting bonded?”

      “Bonded? Fuck, no. I’m never going to get permission to claim a scroll. But you know, after we’re out I thought maybe…you know what? Forget I said anything. Even if I did find someone crazy enough to consider me, she’d run like hell when she figured out she’d have to basically live with your ugly ass twenty-four hours a day.”

      “Now you’re just being insulting,” Trevar said, but in the back of his mind old memories were stirring. He ruthlessly slammed a mental door on the past and focused on getting them back to the Arca in record time. They needed to get clear of Earth, that was all. That miserable chunk of rock always affected both of them in strange ways. When they were out of the Alliance, he planned on visiting his home world as little as possible. There was nothing down there for either of them but the ghosts of the past and the echoes of what could never be.
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      The moment the shuttle touched down inside the hold of their freighter, the Arca, Deke was out of his seat and moving. Both he and Trevar had a checklist as long as a comet’s tail to go through before they could leave the orbital launch platform, and he was feeling the itch to get back into the quiet solace of space. The first thing he had to do was to get all the cargo off the shuttle and into the main bay of the Arca, where it could be prepped for transport. While the droids were doing the heavy lifting, he needed to figure out what the hell had put them overweight.

      Deke opened the door, not bothering to wait for the shuttle to finish extruding the staircase for its passengers. Instead, he jumped outward, relishing the sensation of being back in the half gravity environment they maintained on the cargo deck. He landed lightly and bounded to the back of the shuttle, punching in the sequence to open the cargo doors. The droids were already moving out of their alcoves, their sturdy treads magnetically charged to keep them firmly attached to the floor as they headed toward the shuttle, multiple arms extending in preparation for the work ahead.

      Within seconds, he had the manifest transferred to the droids’ databases. They’d scan the crates for codes and store them in the proper sections, cross-checking everything as they went. With that done, he bounced up the ramp and into the shuttle cargo area. At first glance, everything looked good. Takeoff had been rough, but the containment field had done its job and nothing seemed out of place.

      He was halfway down the narrow aisle that divided the crates and containers when he spotted traces of blood. It was nothing more than a smear on the deck plating, but it didn’t belong there. Deke spun around in a slow circle, looking for more signs someone was back there. Now that he knew what he was looking for, it didn’t take long for him to find the trail, a smudge of red here and there, each one leading further back toward the shuttle wall.

      Climbing was easy in the lighter gravity, and soon he was sitting on top of the containers, trying to spot anything that seemed out of place. The change in vantage points did nothing to help him, however. It was possible that the blood belonged to one of the ground crew back at Fort Saken, but somehow, he didn’t think so.

      A muffled groan came from somewhere beneath him, confirming it wasn’t the ground crew. None of them would be careless enough to end up inside a shuttle heading for orbit. “Hey, is someone there?”

      Silence.

      “Hello? If you can hear me, make some noise.”

      Another groan, this one a little louder, reached his ears. Well, whoever it was, they weren’t dead. Though after experiencing blackout levels of g-forces while being imprisoned in a containment field, they were probably suffering from a headache that would make them wish they were dead.

      He carefully shifted several crates, tunneling down toward the sound. When he lifted the last box, his heart seized in his chest and he had to take a second look to confirm he wasn’t hallucinating. Nope. That was definitely a woman. Her dress was dirty and torn, and her dark brown hair was lying in a tangle across her face, but there was no way she was a hallucination. Neither was the delicate scroll tattoo he could see peeking out through the strands of her chestnut hair.

      Fuck.

      He toggled his wrist unit and sent a verbal-only message to Trevar. “Get down to the cargo bay, right fucking now. We have a problem.”

      “Shit. I don’t want problems, Deke, I want to get going. Can’t it wait?”

      “No.” He heard Trevar sigh heavily, the other man’s frustration a near tangible thing even through the comms.

      “What the fuck is it that can’t wait until we’re out of orbit? Did you find our mystery cargo? Please tell me it’s something valuable.”

      “More like priceless,” Deke muttered as their stowaway moaned softly and opened her eyes for the first time. Dark lashes framed a pair of blue eyes the color of glacial ice, and for a moment they stared at each other in silence.

      “Deke? What the fuck are you talking about?” Trevar’s voice broke the spell.

      “You’re going to need to see this for yourself. Move your ugly ass, and bring your med-kit.”

      “What the hell? Are you hurt?”

      “Not for me, for the kitten in the cargo bay.”

      Deke ignored the next outburst from Trevar and focused his attention on the woman staring up at him. “Who the hell are you, and what are you doing hiding in my cargo bay?”

      Sonja felt like she’d been run over by a transpo, twice. Her chest ached and her head throbbed like it might explode at any second. She remembered the engines roaring to life, but after that things went fuzzy. When her eyes finally focused, she found herself looking up at a handsome man with a stern expression on his face. He had a short, well-trimmed beard that was a shade darker than the cropped red hair on his head, and even from this odd angle she could see enough of his steel-gray uniform to know he was a member of the Alliance.

      “Had to…get away. Hiding. Didn’t want them to find me,” she said, her voice coming out as a gritty whisper. She hated how weak she sounded, and cleared her throat to try again. “I’m Sonja.”

      “Who was chasing you? No one said anything to us about trouble back at the base.”

      She shook her head, and then groaned as the small movement sent pain stabbing into her skull. “Long story. Where am I?”

      “You’re on board our freighter, the Arca, and you are a long way from home, Sonja.”

      “Good.” The further away she was from the base, the better. With any luck they’d gone deeper into the badlands.

      Someone came running, their footsteps loud enough to make her ears ring. There was something wrong with their stride though. It seems as though there was too much time between footfalls. Sonja stirred, ignoring her aches and pains to focus all her attention on her surroundings. She pressed down on the floor and found herself rising off the ground. The gravity wasn’t right. “We’re not on Earth?”

      “We’re in orbit around it,” the officer stated. “I’m Deacon, by the way. Are you hurt? I found blood on the bay floor.”

      Sonja ignored his question and asked one of her own, instead. “Are you going to turn me in?”

      “That depends on why you’re hiding in our cargo bay,” a new voice spoke, and Sonja realized this must be the source of the footsteps she’d heard.

      Deacon turned his head to speak to someone behind him. “I didn’t want to move her until you got here. I think she’s fine, but—”

      “I’m okay. I just wasn’t expecting my first trip into space to be so, uh, violent.”

      Deacon moved back and another man appeared in her field of vision. He was older than Deacon, with dark hair that was several inches longer than it should have been considering he was clearly another Alliance officer. His steel-gray eyes matched his uniform, and his expression was one of bemusement as he looked down at her. “Hello, kitten. I’m Lieutenant Trevar Storm, and you are not supposed to be back here.”

      As he helped their sexy stowaway out of her bolt hole, Trevar couldn’t help but enjoy the view. She had the potent curves and long limbs of an enhanced female, but there was something extra about her. Even shaken and hurting, she held herself with grace, and the fear he could feel rolling off of her wasn’t because of them, or what she’d been through on the trip up. The taint of whatever had driven her to hide in their shuttle bay still lingered in her mind, strong enough he could still sense it.

      He and Deke got her perched on the edge of one of the larger containers, and she gave them both a grateful smile before smoothing back the tangle of long, dark hair from her face. Both of them fell silent as they stared at the unmarked skin beside her left eye.

      Fucking hell. She was an unclaimed scroll.

      Deke had been right. Their unexpected cargo was priceless. Not to mention a shitload of trouble. If they were smart, they’d clean her up and kick her sweet ass off the Arca in record time. He glanced over at Deke and noted the way the engineer was looking at the girl. To anyone else, his engineer would look as impassive as always, but Trevar knew better. Deacon was interested. Hell, Deke was on the verge of actually smiling and Trevar could feel the other man’s emotions flare up.

      Well now, isn’t that interesting.

      One of the reasons he’d originally been paired with Deacon was because the other man’s emotions were so locked down, they wouldn’t be a problem for Trevar, who was a Class-B Empath, able to sense strong emotions. Five minutes in this pretty girl’s company and the ice man was starting to melt. Trevar contemplated their options for a brief three seconds, and then remembered that doing the smart thing had never been his style anyway. He wanted to know more about their sexy little stowaway before making the decision to toss her off his ship. “Here’s what’s going to happen, kitten. I’m going to give you something for that headache, and you’re going to tell me why an unclaimed scroll in a gown worth more credits than I make in a month is doing hiding in our cargo bay. Deal?”

      “Deal. My name is Sonja, by the way. Not kitten.”

      “Senior officer’s prerogative. Everyone on my ship has a nickname. Yours is now kitten. If you’re staying on board, then you’re going to have to deal with it.”

      She gave him a look of such hope that it actually made his stomach tighten and his heart beat a little faster. “You’d let me stay here?”

      Deke glanced over at him, and then back to the girl. For a split second, Trevar could have sworn the bastard actually cracked a smile. They were both fucking crazy. “You tell us who you’re running from, and yeah, maybe you can stay. Maybe.” He stressed the last word firmly. He was reckless, but not suicidal. If she was a criminal, there was no way she was staying onboard.

      Trevar grabbed what he needed from his med-kit and started working on their potential new passenger. He could tell the second the pain-blockers started working, because her color improved and she let out a soft sigh that had his mind going all sorts of places it shouldn’t be. Women like her were a complication he tried to avoid. So why the fuck was he suddenly thinking about what it would be like to have her sigh like that as he kissed her, or what her hair would feel like against his fingers?

      Get a fucking grip already, or get her off this ship.

      “I was running from my bodyguards.”

      Bodyguards. Only the rich could afford that sort of security. And she was unclaimed, despite clearly being past the age of eighteen. She was protected by her family, and that meant money, or power, or both.

      “Why do you have bodyguards, because you’re unclaimed?” he asked, running a hand-held diagnostic tool from her head to her feet as he talked. She was fatigued and under stress, which he could see for himself, but her feet were in bad shape from running barefoot. She needed to have them cleaned up, and then stay off them for a while until she healed. Six to eight hours would do it.

      Sonja started to speak, then hesitated as Trevar lifted his head to watch her. “My parents didn’t want me being claimed by just anyone. Not when they could use me as a means to increase their influence. Today they let me know negotiations were complete. I didn’t like their choice, so I ran away. My bodyguards weren’t happy about it. My fathers are going to tear them a new one when they find out I got away from them.” Sonja prayed she sounded more confident than she felt. Her head was clearing, but all that meant was that she was now painfully aware of how desperate her circumstances really were.

      Being off planet might be an advantage. It would be easier to vanish out here than it would be back on Earth, but only if she could convince these two Alliance elites to help her. Alayna, her new sister-in-law, had managed to hide the scroll tattoo that marked her as a fertile, claimable female, and Sonja had assumed she’d be able to do the same. Hiding somewhere in the badlands wouldn’t have been so bad, but now…now there was a chance she could actually travel off world. Sonja had watched her brothers become elite soldiers, vanishing from her life to live among the stars.

      Like every female child on Earth, Sonja had been tested for fertility on her tenth birthday. But unlike most of her peers, Sonja had wished with all her heart and soul that she’d be infertile. Infertile girls were tested further, and the best and brightest of them were allowed to join the Alliance, along with the best of the boys. When they’d given her the scroll tattoo of fertility instead of the star she’d hope for, she’d cried, frustrating and embarrassing her parents with her outburst. They had taken turns lecturing her on the way home, telling her again and again what a wonderful thing this was, and how grateful she should be.

      She hadn’t felt grateful. She’d been crushed. She had only been ten years old, but even then she’d understood that being fertile heralded the end of her freedom. Scrolls were to be protected at all costs. They were the future of the human race on Earth, and what few fertile females remained were cherished and safeguarded until the day they were claimed.

      By the time she had been given the first course of enhancing drugs, Sonja already had a bodyguard. By the time she turned sixteen, she had three. Her world grew smaller the closer she got to her eighteenth birthday, the day she could be legally claimed. She would have left, but her parents had found the one thing she loved, and used it as a bribe. Stay at home, and she could work at G-Mex. Watched, of course, but she could have her own lab and a chance to do something besides act as a lady of leisure. Now, even that would be gone. The chosen of men like Jasper Jones and Allan Forks would never be allowed to do something as common as holding a job.

      “And who exactly are your fathers, kitten?” Trevar asked, his casual tone belied by the intense look in his eyes.

      “My name is Sonja Grekov. My fathers are Petr Grekov and Carl Burrows.”

      “Holy shit,” Deke swore, and Sonja could swear he actually took a step backward.

      “What am I missing?” Trevar asked.

      “Sonja’s family is big in robotics. I’ve spent a lot of time working inside their systems.”

      Trevar knew an opportunity when he heard one, and an idea started to blossom in his mind as he asked, “How big?”

      “Very. As in, they own G-Mex robotics.”

      Jackpot.

      “That true, kitten?”

      Sonja nodded, her ice-blue eyes wary now. “That’s true.”

      “Then I think I have a proposal for you.”

      Deke groaned, but Trevar ignored him. If this worked, they could save the damsel in distress and get them closer to their dream. Regulations be damned, this was the chance of a lifetime.

      “I’m listening.” He had to give the girl credit. She wasn’t stupid. No open offers or tearful pleadings.

      “Twenty thousand credits. That’s what it will cost you for passage to Alpha Station X2. It’s out on the edge of what used to be Krytos controlled space, and it has a Krytos sanctuary. Once you’re there, no one will be able to touch you.”

      Instead of answering, Sonja closed her eyes and went silent. He waited for a bit, thinking that her headache had returned, but when she remained perfectly still for another minute, he tried to get a reading…and got nothing. No emotional ping at all. It’s like she simply wasn’t there. Damn weird. “Sonja? You okay?”
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