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Stealing the Star Stone




He’s a galactic heartthrob with abs and attitude. She’s a no-nonsense pilot with a grudge and a grudge-stick to match. 

They only have to survive a joyride without killing each other.

Instead, a fertility idol shatters, reality twists, and now they’re stuck…in each other’s bodies.

Arrested, hunted, and mortified beyond reason, the only way to switch back is to find another idol—the one buried on a planet crawling with man-eating vines and carnivorous natives.

Forced into close quarters and very personal spaces, they’ll have to navigate body-swapping chaos, jungle horrors, and an inconveniently growing attraction.

Because nothing says romance like sharing a body and stealing an alien relic.

Enemies. Strangers. Now unwilling allies with matching anatomy. What could possibly go wrong?
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Glossary




Amenkar – ah-men-car – Current chief of the Lethari. 

Artivar – aar-tah-vaar – space station orbiting Tarnis.

Bigeeli – big-eel-ee – old Lethari woman.

Haeldull – hale-dool – ancient alien race.

Invenire – in-venn-eer-ee – a gallery in Tarnis’ welcoming center.

Jedshe – jed-shee – a flesh-eating monster that lives in the lagoon.

Kegawa – keh-gaa-wah – asteroid belt on the outskirts of the Uyes system.

Khepan – keh-pan – the Lethari fisherman 

Kovari – koh-vaar-ee – ancient alien race

Laurus – law-russ – Lord Orien’s research vessel.

Lethara – leth-aar-ah – name of the moon orbiting Nyxara. 

Lethari – leth-aar-ee – people on Lethara.

Messis – mess-is – welcoming port for the planet, Tarnis.

Orien – orr-ee-in – Lord Vex Orien

Qidhari – kid-haar-ee – Lethari meaning god’s savior.

Quet – kett – rainbow-colored eels.

Senmut – senn-moot – ancient witch guardian of shols.

Shol – sholl – Lethari for ancient, sentient stone.

Skrillith – skrill-ith – carnivorous pygmies.

Tazoc – tah-zock – a line of witch guardians chosen by the shols to guard them.

Tilqea – till-key – a tree the Haeldull use to see if their females are pregnant.

Vael’Tir – vale-tier – the chief’s city.

Viator – vee-ay-torr – Orien’s shuttle/s

Vukuub – vue-koob – shimmering crablike spider adverse to noise.

Yuxmet – yucks-mett – massive hair-covered rhinos.

The Uyes System


Uyes – ooh-yes – Red dwarf – center of the solar system.

Scatheon – scath-ee-on –hot, hostile, volcanic – a hellish planet.

Velis – val-is – warm desert world with fast winds.

Auralis – orr-ah-liss – cloud-surfing paradise, bright skies.

Seia – say-ah – dusk-lit and balanced.

Caerule – sea-rule – cold, dreamy skies – ice-cloud surfing.

Tarnis – tarr-niss – deep oceans, lush – food basket.

Nyxara – nicks-aar-ah – tidally locked, cold, frozen – ice farming.

Lethara – leth-aar-ah – name of the moon orbiting Nyxara.

Eli Thorne’s Movies


Yeehaw in Zero G – A rootin’-tootin’ space cowboy, Nebula Slim, wrangles smugglers on the wildest frontier.

They Call Me Nebula Slim – Gunslinger-turned-bounty hunter Nebula Slim blazes through the galaxy with justice on his hip.

Bang Bang, Binary Baby – A cyborg assassin discovers love is the deadliest glitch in his programming.

The Lost Moons of Andara – Treasure hunters risk everything to uncover a vanished system hiding impossible riches.

Alien in Lipstick – He came to conquer Earth… but first, he has to survive a blind date…as a she.

The Quick and the Quasarian – Two dueling outlaws face off at the edge of a black hole, where only one can ride away.

Shadow Huntress of Andromeda – Queen of the Stars goes on a crusade against the scum of the galaxy with her trusty side-kick, Jax.








  
  
Chapter One




On the Entertainment Cruiser (EC) Valiance.


Of all the tourist cruisers in all the galaxies in the known universe, he walks onto mine…


Year of 2202, May


The oh-so-sexy Eli Thorne didn’t remember her. That was clear. A night of passion ten years ago that, as an ex-fan and ex-virgin, Nova couldn’t forget no matter how much she wanted to. She rubbed her hip where a tattoo of his name glowed white in the dark. And her poor late husband had thought it meant serenity. That tattoo was one of her more foolhardy decisions she hadn’t gotten around to rectifying. 

Meeting Thorne again after all this time had her fuming.

She flicked off the sec-vid, not needing to check on her ‘honored’ guest. The ass had enough sycophants to cater to his every need. Still, he was some serious eye-candy she couldn’t resist ogling…when no one watched her.

Before her, spreading out like an antique disco ball, the ship’s console displayed their course for the rings of Velis, confirming they would make good time. She huffed a bang off her forehead. The tip of her ponytail brushed her back. She cast a glance at the tiny digital image of her late husband, Seth. If he was here, with her, he’d tell her to take slow, calming breaths and find joy in the moment. That it would steady her. Joy? With Eli on board?

“Listen, Nova…” Petr peeked through the door.

She pinched the bridge of her nose then swiveled the chair to meet the concierge’s gaze. “What this time?”

“Yeah, I echoed that…but politely.” He ventured into the cockpit, all suave and collected in his deep-burgundy uniform. “Mr. Thorne wants to surf Velis’ clouds.” His voice took on a pleading note. “We’re on our way home. I know, but can’t we just do this one thing?” He rushed on. “Captain said to sweet talk you. Said it was my turn.” He slumped in the co-pilot’s chair and batted his eyelashes at her.

The last stop had been a twelve-hour delay while Mr. Popular partied in Auralis’ city, New Liberty. Two nights ago, she’d had to hunt his ass down and peel him from not one woman but two. Bile pooled at the back of her throat, and a shudder ran down her spine.

Now she had to alter course, park the ship, and leave it…unpiloted. At least the ass had the decency to ask when Velis and Seia were visible. It would have been an immediate hell-no had they been nearing Tarnis.

She glared at Petr. “And who’s going to surf with him? Do we even have the equipment?” She mentally ticked off what sat in their stores: boards, suits, oxygen tanks. As an entertainment cruiser, they had to cater for…joyrides. “Shit.”

“I’m all thumbs when it comes to anything requiring co-ordination. And Captain says he’s too old to even think about picking up a board. Sharon will break a nail, and Chef just waved his meat cleaver at me.” Petr paled and threw out his hand to catch hers. “Please, babe, do this for me. As gorgeous as Eli Thorne is, I’ve never had a more demanding passenger.”

She could second that. Their ‘first’ meeting had been when the crew had welcomed him aboard. Thorne had taken her hand, dusted his lips across her knuckles, and said something derogatory about how a little woman like her surely couldn’t handle a ship this big all by her lonesome.

What an ass.

Which had become evident a decade ago when his then-assistant had kicked her out of his hotel room, muttering that Thorne’s groupies—aka her—weren’t as pretty as they used to be. In her youthful madness, she’d sought Thorne out at the next premiere. He’d taken one look at her and treated her like an adoring fan. So, not only had she been a pity-fuck, she hadn’t been memorable.

And of course, the years had been good to him, his acting career reaching supernova, his appearance like a fine brandy, and his bank balance with too many digits for her brain to compute. While she’d gotten her pilot’s license, met the man of her dreams, lost him in a ‘freak’ mining accident, and now squandered her days flying spoilt rich folks across the known galaxies.

“It’s a few hours delay, nothing more.” Petr cleared his throat. “We need this. One raving review from Thorne will boost our dwindling credits.”

Business had been slow of late.

She scowled. At least she wouldn’t have to talk to him…much. “Fine, but I’m in charge. We can’t afford to have him die on us.”

Petr bounced on the spot, his smile wide. She hadn’t seen him grin like that since they’d stopped at Lunar Station VI to pick up Thorne, who’d been nothing but the award-winning pain in the ass she’d expected him to be. Petr had been run ragged.

“I’ll record you from here. We might need it for marketing.”

“Just don’t touch anything else.” She waved a hand then tapped keys on the console to add the detour to their trajectory. “Off you go. Tell the idiot he wins.”

“Confirming new course for EC Valiance; ETA in fifteen minutes,” the computer intoned. “Logging change with Artivar Station Docking Authorities.”

She pushed off, sliding the chair back on its designated rail. “Send him to the airlock.”

En route, she braided her hair—the only style suited to a helmet. Each step she took with sheer will and determination. Three days, that’s how close they were to getting home.

She thumped her boots on the polished floors made to look like Italian marble.

The ass’s head whipped up as she approached. He frowned, not paying attention to Sharon clinging to his side. “Thanks for this,” he said.

Nova met his gaze, tapped a panel, and offered him a suit. “Coming with?” she asked Sharon.

The petite brunette scoffed. “Of course not.”

“Then get out of the airlock,” Nova snapped. “Or you will be.”

“What bee flew up your ass?” Sharon muttered as she sauntered down the corridor.

“Do I strip?” Thorne asked, eyeing the thin spacesuit.

“Yes. Boots are here.” Nova opened another panel where various sizes were stacked in neat rows. “I’ll fetch the equipment.” And change. What she didn’t want was for him to see the tattoo. Sure, it was in an ancient alien language a xeno-archeologist had discovered in a then-unknown solar system. Still, she couldn’t risk Thorne learning about it.

She followed Sharon’s disappearing shoulders, intent on some privacy in the cold confines of the storeroom when Petr hurried toward Nova, boards under each arm. Shit. And the poor guy had been so happy to be helpful. She waved the suit at him, nudged her head at the airlock, and slipped into the first available room—a maintenance closet. Wiggling into the damn suit took the remnants of her patience. It was designed for short excursions in space, able to take pee, if needed, and keep her warm for a few hours. Across her back, heavy and awkward, sat the circular bracket to which Petr would attach the oxygen tanks.

Leaving her uniform hanging from exposed pipes and her boots on the floor, she padded to the airlock. In time to catch Eli mid-suit. Her heart leaped into her throat, her eyes widened, no doubt to absorb the absolute beauty of this man. Hours of hard work and discipline reflected in every ripple and bulge that formed his chest. His biceps and shoulders were masterpieces. He hadn’t been this sexy when he’d had her beneath him.

She forced her gaze away, the cold floor reminding her that she needed boots. The magnetic straps wrapped up her calves, ensuring no air or heat escaped. Same applied to the gloves, from fingers to her elbows. She dropped her pair and his on the floor, needing dexterity to prep him and herself.

“You’re not going to help?” he asked, his trademark green eyes narrowing.

“It’s a jumpsuit.” She didn’t flinch, meeting his glare head-on. “How useless can you be?” she muttered, scooping up a glove to peel onto his hand. Sure, his suit had tangled, the fabric almost too thin to feel. But she wasn’t touching his skin, even by accident.

He rolled a shoulder and, just like that, he could fasten the suit shut, finally hiding his gorgeous body from her. Petr buzzed around him, adjusting the suit, fixing the tank to his back, then offering him the helmet as she worked on the other glove.

She knelt, taking the boot from Petr and raised her gaze to Thorne’s.

He grunted and lifted his foot, allowing her better access to strap on the damn boot. But when he ‘lost’ his balance, pressing down on her head, she almost threw the offending footwear at him.

“Sorry,” he crooned, a shit-eating grin on his soft-looking lips.

A memory flashed of where he’d brushed kisses over her breast.

She scowled. “I don’t have to help you. Out there, you could die, and we wouldn’t be held responsible.” With one violent flick of his boot’s last magnetic strap, she stood and grabbed the helmet from Petr, who then shuffled behind her to lock a tank in place. The weight almost bowed her shoulders, but in space, it wouldn’t matter. “You signed a waiver, remember?” She beamed at an angry Thorne, showing all her teeth.

Petr’s wince meant her pseudo-politeness had come across as a grimace. Well, fuck that. She was doing this cloud-surfing bullshit against her better judgment. Niceties weren’t part of the deal.

Petr locked the helmets in place then touched his neck. “Check check.”

His whiney-twang came through the headpieces loud and clear. “Got ya,” she said.

“Same,” Thorne said, choosing the longer board Petr had leaned against the bulkhead.

“Fresh fuel canisters on the boards and in the boots?” she asked Petr when he handed her the other board and pressed the controller in her right hand.

“Yup.” Then the smiling idiot left the airlock and watched her through the porthole after the doors had sealed.

“When I say we return, we do so immediately,” she said to Thorne, clipping her feet to her board. “Velis’ clouds contain droplets of sulfuric acid so we can’t stay out too long.”

He balanced on his board with surprising agility as he too locked his boots in place. The click-click confirmed him good-to-go. “Acknowledged,” he said.

She gritted her teeth. That wasn’t an agreement. But if the ass wanted to get himself killed, she wouldn’t stop him.

While they waited for the airlock to depressurize, marked by the flickering red lights, he angled his head at her. “Don’t like me much, I see.”

She stiffened. “After your last stunt? Who would?”

The light flashed green, and she shot through the parting doors, micro-jets on the board’s tail-end propelling her. Puffs of white engulfed her. She’d parked the Valiance close enough as to limit the amount of time it would take to catch the first cloud. Aiming for Velis, she flicked out her legs to change direction.

He whizzed past her, the wall of rolling clouds heading toward them. Two bright plumes of his jets trailed him with every flick of his board. She followed, catching a cloud a little distant from him. His whoops and cheers sparked an answering bloom of excitement. Her breathing became ragged, a perpetual smile spreading her lips. The adrenaline rush was unparallel. She hadn’t done this in ages.

Maybe they should add this to their itinerary? They had the equipment so it wouldn’t be an additional expense. What else could they do? Climb the peaks on Scatheon? Add the nightlife which had been such a draw for Thorne. Ice farming on Nyxara? Maybe some unique shopping stops? The ideas had merit, but Captain had the final say.

As she caught another cloud, she had to admit she’d been playing it safe these past years. But never would she thank Thorne for making her realize this. Laughing, she switched off her board’s jets and glided back, content to watch him ride cloud after cloud while she caught her breath. Movement to the side caught her attention. She stilled, blinked, then gasped.

That shape was unmistakable. A mining scout.

“Valiance,” she whispered. “Confirm identification of unknown shuttle between Velis and Auralis.”

“What is it?” Thorne asked, heading toward her.

“I’m not sure,” she said, lying through her teeth. “Might be trouble. We’re sitting ducks out here, and you, Thorne, are worth a fortune…to someone.”

“Undocumented Warden Mining Corp scout,” Computer droned.

“Shit.” She pressed her controller and blasted toward the nearby Valiance gleaming like a juicy target. “Thorne,” she called, not bothering to check if he followed.

“But—”

“Stay then,” she snapped. “Your decision. I can’t force you. Computer, note time of passenger’s death.”

“Sheesh, dramatic much,” he said, falling in beside her.

“Mining scouts are notoriously hardy. Which is why they’re stolen for nefarious deeds.” She waved him past. “Only a heavy antimatter missile can destroy it.”

She touched down on the airlock’s floor, yanked open a panel, and withdrew a rocket launcher.

“What’s that?” he asked.

She gave him a look, vaulted into space, and aimed at the scout.

“Wait!” he called, floating toward her. “There could be—”

“Scouts are drone operated,” she said and fired.

The recoil shot her back. She tumbled, head over board, traveling out to space. Usually she wasn’t wearing the board and she kept the controller clutched in her hand. This time, she hadn’t done either.

“Target hit,” Computer said. “Noted in the ship’s manifests.”

She wanted to scream at it, that now wasn’t the time for protocol when she was on the verge of being lost in space. While scrambling for the controller she’d shoved into her pocket, she kept her grip on the launcher. As she closed her fingers around it, she came to an abrupt halt.

“Got you,” Thorne said, drawing her into his arms.

Relief burned bright then hit her with the urge to kiss him in gratitude. Fuck, that’s never going to happen.

With his arm wrapped around her waist, he propelled them to the airlock. She bristled, wiggling to be set free. He only tightened his hold. It didn’t help that she was ‘upside down’ with her ass in his face. The launcher dragged on the airlock’s floor when they glided in. The doors sealed, lights flashing red. All the while she fought him, trying to right herself.

“Dammit, Thorne. When gravity’s returned, I’m going to hit the floor with my head.”

He relented then, letting her struggle on her own. Seconds ticked by. Tension slowed her actions. Screaming, she released the launcher, grabbed the nearest bulkhead, and spun, just as the lights bloomed white. She hit the floor… Hard.

A splutter of curses slipped out, agony spiking along the outside of her knee. “Why is everything with you a pain in my ass?”

She staggered to her feet, gingerly putting weight on her leg.

Petr ran into the airlock, buzzing around them while he removed the oxygen tanks, helmets, and boards. Once he’d left them and nothing obstructed Thorne’s face, he cornered her, forcing her to limp backward until her back hit the bulkhead.

“I’m waiting,” he said, his voice low, his green eyes more beautiful than the rolling hills on Tarnis.

“For what?” she snapped, squaring her shoulders.

“I saved your life.”

“And I saved yours. You’re welcome.” She shoved past him.

He gaped, but she shut the maintenance closet door on his Adonis-like face. Changing took moments, used to the fastenings of the boots and suit. When she emerged, once more in her comfortable pilot’s uniform in burgundy, it was to Petr helping Thorne undress.

Flashes of his well-honed body weren’t for her eyes or spank bank. Those days were behind her. She marched off, intent on a steaming cup of Lady Grey.

“Fifty-seven scouts destroyed. Warden Mining Corp has filed a complaint.”

Nova settled in her seat, swiveled it to order a tea from the kitchen, then faced the ‘music.’ “Computer, record this: Undocumented ships of any sort are considered an immediate threat as per the Combined Planetary Alliance treaty. End recording.”

She checked the fuel tanks and smiled. “Let’s head home,” she said, pushing on the big lever at the center of the console.

“Recording communicated,” Computer said. “Tea is en route.”

She settled back, gazing at the stars and planets in her screens. If it wasn’t for that scout, she’d have considered today the worst she’d had since Seth was murdered. With a kiss to her forefinger and middle finger, she pressed them to his digital image. “For you, my love.”








  
  
Chapter Two




On an L-Class Entertainment Cruiser.


Heading to a movie premiere on Artivar Station. Against my will, mind you.


Year of 2202, May


As exhilarating as the surfing had been, Ms. Bee-up-her-butt had ruined it for Eli. What was Nova’s problem anyway? He’d been the picture of charming since he’d boarded this ship. If only she knew how he didn’t want to travel to the outskirts of the galaxy to where yet another premiere was being held... He sank onto the couch, letting the pseudo leather embrace him. 

Still, he couldn’t shake the image of her sexy ass from his memory. She had the best he’d ever seen. And those thighs… He swallowed hard and reached for a bottle of water on the coffee table. Long copper-tinted hair, amber-colored eyes, and plump lips downturned in a perpetual pout? He shook his head, trying to clear it. She hated his guts for whatever reason he couldn’t fathom.

The way ‘Thorne’ snapped off her tongue said it all.

He pushed off the couch, taking the bottle of water to the bathroom with him. The mirror above the vanity showed an all-too-familiar face, one plastered across the media. Fame hadn’t been the goal. He smirked and glanced away. Billions of credits were nice, though. What had drawn him to acting was the skills he’d be taught. As a child, he’d marveled at how actors had to learn to ride horses and solarcycles, fence, swordfight, archery, how to use all manner of guns, box, ‘speak’ languages, fake accents, and romance women. All while being paid. He doubted a better job existed. His last movie had required he learn how to fly speeders.

He hadn’t needed to earn his pilot’s license, but he’d insisted as part of the contract. Ten thousand hours to master anything, or so the urban legend went. He was far from that, but at least, he’d made a dent.

This cruise to Artivar was supposed to be a break from his many hobbies.

Doing nothing didn’t sit well with him when there was so much he didn’t know. He hadn’t always thought like this. In the early days of his career, the fame had swept him away on a tidal wave of drugs and sex. Those memories he left in the wasteland of his mind.

Although, this trip had introduced him to…Nova. Even her name promised something spectacular.

The shower was topnotch, the pressure almost too much. The spray pummeled his body like a mini-massage, easing the tension he hadn’t realized he’d carried.

She’d fired a missile like it was commonplace. No hesitation.

That ricocheted in his thoughts.

But her tumbling away had sent a shiver of fear through him. He grinned, flicking water off his cheeks. Her butt in his face…priceless. She’d filled his arms perfectly for that split second when she’d righted herself.

Just a pity she was such a viper.

Well, challenge accepted.

He washed his semi-hard cock, admitting Sharon’s ministrations were acceptable. But taming the shrew, now that was irresistible.

“Eli, you there?” Graham called.

“Yeah,” Eli said, wrapping the towel around his hips and padding into the lounge. “What’s the buzz?”

On the massive screen mounted to the wall, a perfectly coiffed Graham was in crisp focus. “Good. You ready for the premiere? Found a date? Emphasis on singular.” He arched a gray brow. “Let’s not repeat the last debacle.”

Eli grunted, although, said debacle had been fun.

“Galactic Studios wants you for another space western, if you’re up for it.” Graham chuckled. “If your ass has recovered.”

That hadn’t been his first…rodeo. Except hours, days, spent in the saddle had hardened him beyond the physical. “How soon?” he asked.

“In about two months. I told them you needed a breather.”

Eli smiled. “And that’s why I pay you an exorbitant salary.”

“You…seem different,” Graham said, his tone speculative.

Eli shrugged. “Just got in from cloud-surfing.” And blowing up stray ships. How could she get away with that? Surely some owner would be up in arms? And to state it was drone-operated without checking first? That woman was reckless, fearless…

He fucking loved that.

“Did you record it?” Graham frowned. “Publicity matters,” he said like a long-suffering father.

“Nope. Was having too good of a time.” Eli’s heart whispered it was the company, but being snapped at, glared at, and treated like a child… The latter had sucked, but the rest he hadn’t minded. For once a woman wasn’t swooning over him, telling him how handsome and rich he was. Some tried the ‘you’re such a good actor’ angle. With Nova, he got the sense her hatred was genuine and not a trick to get between his sheets.

His cock hardened at the thought of her beneath him.

Shifting in the chair, he angled his groin away from the screen. He didn’t need another lecture on abstinence and how amazing it was for the soul. If Graham wanted to be a monk, that was his choice. For Eli, orgasms were a mini-escape from reality. He could pretend he wasn’t stuck on a cruiser heading to yet another premiere. If he could skip those, he would.

It’s part of the job, Graham would say.

Been to one, been to them all. Eli learned nothing new except how to waste hours of his life. Sure, his fellow actors made fools of themselves. That was mildly entertaining, but again, nothing new.

He quieted. Now if he could get Nova to be his plus-one…

“You can work miracles, right, Graham?”

The older man narrowed his eyes. “What do you want now?”

“There’s a certain pilot on this ship who hates my guts. I want her to be my date.” Eli chuckled. Oh, she was so going to love this. Pity he couldn’t be there when she was ordered to do it.

“No way, Eli. That’s just going to lead to more shenanigans. I’m still recovering from your last mess.”

“Except for a reel of me getting champagne thrown in my face or my shin kicked, I don’t think it will be that bad.”

Her flushed cheeks, those amber eyes spitting venom at him, her breasts heaving with each ragged breath… Hell, he couldn’t wait. “Do this for me, and we won’t have to delay Galactic Studios.”

Graham’s eyebrows shot up. “Wow. I’ve never seen you this…interested. Why her?”

“She’s amusing,” he said.

Her muttered, “How useless can you be?” had been the final nail in the proverbial coffin. Here she thought him spoilt, coddled, his ego the size of this ship, no doubt.

But how could he change her opinion of him? Drowning her in gifts might earn him a slap. His breath lodged in his chest. He was tempted to order a shit ton of goodies just for her reaction alone.

“All expenses paid, of course. I can’t have her looking less than perfect.” His mind went there, conjuring images of her in a skintight gown, a slit exposing her toes to her thigh, her hair unbound… Fuck, he salivated just at the thought of seeing her curviness celebrated.

“Make it happen,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Promise anything.”

“Whoa, now wait a minute.” Graham jerked back. “Getting women for you isn’t in my job spec.”

Eli met his gaze. “You forget who you’re talking to.”

“Yeah, yeah, heart throb of the century.”

“I have less chance of her doing anything sexual with me than I do winning an award for my last performance.” He grimaced. Space westerns didn’t require stellar acting, no pun intended.

“Mm, maybe I should meet this angel.” Graham smiled.

“Fair warning; she’s more likely to bite your head off than give you the time of day.” Eli slid the closet door aside and chose a pair of yoga pants. Tonight, he wasn’t interested in anything carnal. Some time alone might just be what he needed. Hidden behind a wall, he dropped the towel and pulled on his sleepwear.

“Got plans?” Graham asked.

Eli peered around the partition. “An early night.”

“What? No woman to sing you a lullaby?” Graham sipped from a glass of green sludge: kale, spinach, lemongrass, apple and pear—all imported from Tarnis. “Maybe it’s your known philandering that’s off-putting.”

“Oh, you smooth talker,” Eli teased, settling on the couch again.

“Hang on a minute, let me talk to Captain Harolds.” Graham’s image switched to an ‘on-hold’ message.

Eli drank from his bottle, content to wait. It wouldn’t be long. He couldn’t see anyone forcing Nova to do anything against her will. Headstrong, opinionated, all fire, and hell, if she didn’t bring a little brimstone with her.

In the past days, what staff worked on board were but a handful. The chef was on par with some of the six star restaurants he’d frequented. But every other task fell on the captain, Petr, Sharon, and Nova. She’d been the one to drag his ass off Auralis, although, he’d been too stunned to react. With the help of the hotel’s security, he’d been hustled from between twins and into a shuttle, all in darkness. No publicity had leaked. No images of semi-naked him mid-fuck. No half-lidded blurred shots of him trying to hide his face. Nothing.

Graham should hire her hands down.

But that had been thirty minutes of his life he couldn’t recall well. Had he been less drunk, he might have enjoyed watching her move him around like he was a chess pawn.

Yes, she’d be the queen, all regal, standoffish, and proud.

He almost rubbed his palms together, the urge to cackle gripping him. Knocking her off her pedestal would be his interim hobby.

“The captain said he’d talk to her.” Graham’s face flickered to life on the screen, closer than before. “He sounded skeptical, Eli. Do you have a back-up plan? If you arrive at the premiere without a date, all hell’s going to break loose. They’ll be blaring it about that you’ve lost your mojo, are dying, are pining… Oh, dear Lord.” He rubbed his face, his manicured fingers trembling.

“Of course I have a spare,” Eli said. Although he’d prefer not to take Sharon, he couldn’t see her declining a night in the lights. After all, she’d succumbed to his wiles with not much effort on his part.

“Good boy,” Graham said, slumping. “Almost had me in a panic. The press would imply you hadn’t gotten over Bella yet.”

Ah, Bella. The second she’d slammed out of his life, he’d moved on. And yet, she tried every social event they both attended to win him back, turning nasty when he ignored her. As an actor, he saw too many sides to people. Which was fine when he was playing a role, but real life required honesty. Why hide who he was?

“Well, that’s it for me. I’ll let you know what the captain says.”

“Word for word?” Eli arched a brow.

“I’ll record it. Happy?” Graham clicked off, leaving Eli alone, in silence, with a muted hum of either the air filtration system or the engines.

He pulled his tablet nearer and typed ‘Nova Blake’ into the search engine. If he was to get under her skin, he needed ammunition.

Nova Blake. Age: 29. Marital status: widowed.

His finger hovered an inch from the screen, shock stiffening his shoulders. Losing a loved one changed a person. That explained much about her no-nonsense attitude. He flicked through images of her and four women, happier than he’d seen her since boarding the ship. One woman was much older, but the similar features said grandmother. The other three women had to be her sisters.

Top of her class in flight training, said one comment. That he would believe. He doubted she did anything without giving her all. Which meant, she’d loved her husband with her entire being.

What would it feel like to be someone’s world? He had no idea.

If it wasn’t for his aunt and uncle, he and his siblings wouldn’t have known what family meant. His chest ached, and he rubbed it, a sudden homesickness sweeping over him.

Thinking of you. He sent the text, not expecting a response. They knew he loved them. That was one thing his fortune had taken care of…a place for them to call home. How long since he’d visited? Guilt made his heart twinge.

Before the next acting gig, he’d pop by and spoil them a little.

Light tapping on his door stole his focus. Sharon. Not that he answered, instead, sinking deeper into the couch and cradling the tablet closer. He flicked through image after image of Nova and her sisters until a man’s face stopped him. This had to be her late husband. She clung to him, her gaze adoring.

He tossed the tablet aside. Researching her had done nothing to aid his mission. And he was damn sure not going to let her loss soften his resolve.

What he should do is find ways to annoy her. Regardless of whether she agreed to escorting him to the premiere, he needed more: between now and Artivar were many planets he could force her to ‘visit.’

What followed was an hour listing activities that would crack her shell—something he wanted with too much eagerness. Tarnis had orchards and tea emporiums. Nyxara offered ice farming and hot springs. If the Valiance had a speeder, stone skipping along Velis’ rings would be somewhat new. On Caerule, he could go kangaroo hopping.

He chuckled as he messaged Captain Harolds, copying Graham in the request. Now, if only he could be there when she reacted to this.

He tapped his chin, running his fingertip along the dimple in his chin. “Petr….”

A laugh slipped free, and he leaned back. Oh, yes, he’d convince Petr to share the security feeds or his name wasn’t Eli Thorne.








  
  
Chapter Three




On the EC Valiance.


Babysitting egotistical, selfish, and sexy Eli Thorne. Did the universe hate her?


Year of 2202, May


Familiar lips grazed the shell of Nova’s ear. She whimpered, squirming under the sheets as need pummeled her senses. Her fingers twitched, desperate to test the thick muscles of his chest. He gathered her close, stealing a sweet kiss before traveling lower—one destination coming to mind. 

Her thoughts scattered. But each kiss, caress, and flick of his tongue pulsed pleasure through her, evoking scents, textures, tastes, and memories.

Ecstasy loomed, bolstered by pure anticipation. Her breath caught. A tremble swept over her, skittering goosebumps across her skin. Her nipples puckered.

And the alarm blared.

The what?

Her eyes opened to the lights brightening, the window blinds sliding aside to the breathtaking view of outer space.

Sweat coated her, plastering strands of hair to her face.

Desire thrummed, unfulfilled.

For Thorne.

She smacked the pillow and scrambled out of bed. No way was she having sexual fantasies about that ass. And they’d better just be that and not long-buried memories. Both she couldn’t deal with. Stomping to the bathroom didn’t ease her frustration.

She gritted her teeth, almost biting off the head of her toothbrush. The shower was set to scorching, matching the anger burning inside her. She could count on one hand when last she’d had a wet dream. And this was number two. Both had been about Thorne.

She muttered curses, almost yanking out her hair while shampooing.

Her skin glowed when she stepped out, made worse by the thorough toweling she gave herself. Off went a magnet from her uniform, forcing her to calm herself, to inhale for four counts, hold, then exhale for four. Ruining her clothing would cost her credits, and for what? She couldn’t blame Thorne. He’d grin like the egotistical ass he was.

No, this…whatever the hell this was…would go to the grave with her.

Thankfully, no one was in the passages on the way to the cockpit. She might have chewed their head off.

She sank into her seat and blinked at the console. “Computer,” she finally whispered. “Anything to report?”

“All is well,” the pseudo-female intoned.

“Great,” Nova muttered. Nothing had changed in her world. That’s what she needed to focus on and not what dream-Thorne had made her feel.

“Um, morning, Nova.”

At Captain’s greeting, she slumped and pressed her temple to the right of the ‘deploy rocket’ button. “Morning.”

“How did you sleep?”

She spun the chair and glared at him. He couldn’t possibly know, right? “As well as to be expected.”

“Good.” He beamed, then inched closer, his hands clasped behind his back. “I need you to escort Eli to his premiere.”

She shook her head, disbelief making her question her sanity. But reality hit harder than 45g’s. “You want me to do what?” she boomed.

Her cheeks tingled with the heat flushing them. Her breathing had gone haywire, and for the life of her, she couldn’t keep her hands from curling into fists. Sensual visions didn’t help calm her heartbeat.

“You’re acting like I asked for a limb,” Captain said, his warm brown eyes so like a puppy’s.

She usually couldn’t say no to him, but in this case, there was no way in hell she’d agree…

He continued, not picking up on her cues, “Said they would pay for your time, cover all expenses, and book us for the return trip.”

She reeled, the world spun, and she sank into the pilot’s seat. “So, not only do I have to schmooze with the ass, I have to fly him home?” A giggle escaped her, bordering on hysterics.

“It’s just one night,” Petr whispered, coming around to massage her shoulders.

Now that took guts. Anger warred with disbelief with amazement, and here Petr took a chance she wouldn’t strangle him.

“And you get to keep the clothes.” He offered a tentative smile.

She giggled again, then hiccupped, giving up on the man to face the real authority in the cockpit. “I’ll stab him with a champagne flute if you make me go.”

Captain winced, then tugged on the hem of his pristine white jacket. “We need this.” He raised his sad gaze to hers. “I’m not above begging, sweetheart.”

She blinked, switching her focus between him and Petr huddling in a corner like she was about to explode. When Captain didn’t back down, she slumped and stared at her clasped hands in her lap, zipping between excuses that lost their shine when she examined them too closely.

“I know,” she said, keeping her tone gentle. “It’s just that… This makes me feel dirty, like you’re not above pimping out your staff. If I wanted to spread my legs—”

“No one said anything about sex,” Captain gritted out. “Just spend the evening at the premiere then head home. Or not. Your choice.”

“My choice?” she squeaked, then pinched the bridge of her nose. “You’re bulldozing me for publicity and credits. What’s that if not prostitution?”

Captain tutted, but he had the decency to blush. Such a gentle soul, and she did adore him, but still. That he thought he could ask this made a piece of her heart shrivel up and disintegrate into a puff of ash.

“You don’t like him?” He frowned. “The man’s handsome, rich—”

“Lacks morals, has an ego bigger than Jupiter,” she ticked off on her fingers, “not to mention his entitlement complex, his arrogance, audacity, sheer—”

“All right, I get it.” Captain waved his hands, one missing a wedding finger. “It’s a few hours of your time, Nova. Please.”

“Tonight’s the farewell dinner. Let me get through that.” Without imagining where his lips have been. “If he can…behave himself, I’ll think about it.”

Captain grinned. “Knew I could count on you.”

“I said I’ll think about it,” she snapped.

He shrugged. “I consider that a win. Come, Petr.” He nudged his chin at the door. “Let’s leave Nova to her thoughts.”

“Good idea.” Petr hurried out then peeked at her. “Whatya wearing?”

She glared at him.

He paled then bolted with a “I’ll have kitchen send you a tea.”

Alone, she couldn’t slow her heartbeat nor draw in calming breaths. Be his date? Why the hell would she agree to that? The man was an arrogant ass. And he’d no doubt dress her in something insanely slutty, not to mention parade her around like he owned her.

The evening would be demeaning, and everyone she knew would see her. His premieres were the talk of the town, so to speak. Talk she always ignored as best she could. Now her name would be on every man’s lips while women glowered at her.

Would he let her strap a blaster to her thigh? A dagger? Would that make it through security?

“No,” she squeezed past the lump in her throat. “Why can’t he go alone? Can that man not be single for a second?” She scoffed and shifted in her seat.

“Tea?” Sharon said, walking into the cockpit. She balanced a teapot on a tray, the cup rattling on the saucer. “What’s the matter, Nova?”

“Something Captain wants me to do,” she said, rising to help the poor girl slide the tray onto the flattest surface in the room—the shifting galactic map built into a side console.

“Well, he is worried about his ship,” Sharon said, leaning against the doorframe. “At the cost of fuel, he’s grateful the ship uses solar.”

Not to mention their salaries and other expenses Nova could only hazard a guess at. And here she was, bitching about spending a few hours at a party. She bowed her head, shame lacerating her conscience. “Thank you, Sharon. I needed that reality check.” She flashed a smile to soften her words.

“Um, okay. Nova?” Sharon wrung her hands. “What are you wearing tonight?”

“My dress uniform?” she said, gesturing to her clothes.

“Oh? Yes. May I borrow your blue gown?”

Nova studied the slender young woman. “It might be too short for you but sure.”

She beamed; a flicker of familiarity to Captain’s features—expected of his niece. As young as she was, Thorne should have left her alone. Seemed his morals had dropped lower than Nova had thought. She swallowed past the bile pooling at the back of her throat. A quick sip of Lady Grey eased a hot path down to warm her belly.

“I’ll drop it off,” she said when Sharon lingered.

“Thanks, Nova,” Sharon called as she hurried down the passage.

Nova ached to help Captain at Thorne’s expense, but she sure as shit didn’t want to spend any more time with the conceited actor than she had to. The trapped feeling made her stomach knot despite her beloved tea.

Sighing, she sipped from her cup while searching possible tourist sports and spots. When she brought the idea to Captain’s attention, she wanted to have all the information ready. He’d want to know costs, strategy, the target market.

Cloud surfing off Velis? They had the equipment. Although, a few hardier suits would help against the harmful chemicals.

Clubbing on Auralis? She winced. That didn’t align with the other options, considering the amount of trouble guests could get up to when alcohol was involved. The thought of babysitting them made her ass twitch. Getting Thorne out of the hotel and on board without the media finding out had solidified a few connections she could rely on if they had to visit Auralis. They’d have to hire muscle, because if this took off, she couldn’t see Petr taking anyone down; bless his soul.

Apple picking on Tarnis? She couldn’t find any orchards with seasonal pickings for non-farm staff. Which meant the Valiance would be the first to offer this if she could negotiate with the orchards.

Ice farming on Nyxara? The cold made her think of a bath, one she hadn’t had in so long. Storing water on board for the luxury of a bath was too cost prohibitive. But a dip in hot springs on Nyxara after an hour or two of chopping icicles might have great appeal.

Investigating the feasibility of these would require a hands-on approach. And an expense Captain would need to agree to.

They needed to end the package with something lavish. A special dinner at the end of the known universe? Mm. She’d have to give that more thought.

There were also shopping trips across space stations—all had upper levels targeting tourists, but she also wanted to show them the memorable pubs in the bowels—the best mining hopper, the sticky donuts made by Mrs. Lee on Artivar, where to get fake tattoos that were safe and lasted a while, and the antique book store in New Liberty on Auralis.

She blinked back tears. She and Seth had visited these places during their honeymoon, finding it an adventure to stumble on such hidden treasures. Sharing them with tourists would be an homage to her lost love and former life.

Flicking the tears aside amid sniffles, she scrolled through the first draft of her proposal. When they reached Artivar, she’d pitch the idea to Captain. And hopefully with Thorne’s endorsement, this would be, as Gramma would say, a slam dunk.


      [image: ]With her focus on the passing space, Nova lost herself in the view. No matter how many times she made the journey, the ever-changing beauty stole her breath. Even when the view was from the executive lounge and she had the ‘pleasure’ of wining and dining the guests.

“I would officially like to ask you to be my ‘date’ for the premiere.” Thorne’s baritone made her ears hum.

She smothered a shiver but could do nothing about her staccato heartbeat.

She met his gaze in the glass’s reflection, preferring that to meeting him head-on. Still, her cheeks heated, remembering where she’d dreamed his lips had been. “Why?”

“I want someone I can talk to. As pretty as Sharon is and I’m sure many other women are on Artivar, you I can trust.”

His honesty snuck under her skin and hit her in the solar plexus.

“You don’t like me.” He settled beside her, his shoulder almost touching hers. “Which means there’s no silly attempts to take advantage of me.” He studied his half-finished water. “It’s refreshing not to have to be on my guard around you. Maybe this once, I can enjoy the night without second-guessing everything you say and do.” He took a sip, rolled his lips, then offered her a smile. “No strings attached. Just good entertainment, food, and company.”

He sauntered off, pausing beside Captain for a chat.

Damn, the man was good. He’d gotten better at it, to be sure. Last time, he hadn’t had to do anything and virginal her had let him have his way with her. She scoffed. The poor thing, offered endless sex and adoration? It had to be too much for his sensibilities.

But he was right. She wanted nothing from him. Shit, she’d toss him into the pit of hell to save an enemy. She froze at her nasty thoughts. That was too mean of her. No one deserved eternal torment. If she could knock him down a peg or two, she’d snap at the chance.

Which meant…she was going. As his effing date.

She marched to him while he stood next to Captain. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

Thorne’s smile was breathtaking. Had he given her his smirk, she would have rescinded her agreement. But this…was genuine.

“No backing out?”

She bristled. “I’m a woman of my word,” she gritted out.

“Thank you, Nova,” Captain said, sidling between her glare and Thorne.

She huffed and set the wine aside before she shattered the glass. “I—”

“My agent Graham will be in touch to ensure all’s ready for our arrival.” Thorne bowed his head, his light brown hair falling across his temple. She’d once flicked it aside mid-thrust.

Anger stole her tongue even while she clenched her thighs together. There was no finding the man sexy. She knew damn well who Graham was. He was the ass who’d called her appearance lacking. Oh, how the tables had turned. She was tempted to ensure she looked hideous.

“Um, Nova?” Petr crowded her, snuck a glance at Thorne, then ushered her to the dessert buffet. “Since we’re passing Tarnis—”

“No,” she snapped. “We’re not going on yet another joyride.”







OEBPS/images/1be1c803-33b2-4792-b1e5-9cff409c2c6d.jpeg





OEBPS/images/daa73360-1566-45c3-bf77-35f43fc7726a.jpeg
g o

‘/l]ﬁﬁdlfﬂl. TWO BODIES. ﬁ

- ZER@ PATIENCE.

S Sk

SEVANNAH STORM





OEBPS/images/5c966984-9522-4dd8-9035-fd905f96ee6d.jpeg






