
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]

Captives of the Kratzen

(Destiny’s Legacy: book 3)

By S. C. Mitchell

[image: ]

Acknowledgments:

Big thank you to my beta reader, Helen. Also, thanks to Debby Gilbert of Soul Mate Publishing (the original publisher of this book) for believing in me.

Edited by Cheryl Yeko.

[image: ]

Cover Design: Beth Stensvold

Second Edition

[image: ]

Text copyright © 2017 & 2022 by S. C. Mitchell

All rights reserved. Published by Lake Scrawls Publishing. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic of mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher. All resemblances to real people are purely accidental or used fictitiously and are a result of the author’s imagination.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Chapter 1



[image: ]




Warning tingles slithered up Tina’s spine as the white blips on the radar screen turned blood red. The alert claxon blared and the emotionless warning message echoed throughout the base. “Hostile ships approaching.”

Frack.

Her stomach knotted as the computer display confirmed the worst. Bug attack ships.

Fingers flying over the keypad, she brought up the base’s shields, not that they’d do much good. Then she sent a message off to the Fleet...not that that would help either.

Damn it. The Fleet was out of position because of a previous attack. Help would never arrive in time.

Still, Andromeda Star Base One was far from defenseless. The frigate-class MFC Tartin had been left behind as rear guard. With a crew of nine and two heavy phase canons, the attack ship could easily handle four or five of the bug’s attack ships.

The Andromeda One station had two of its gun batteries operational as well. And Tina had two able bodied gunners in residence.

She hit the button for the base-wide intercom. “Carter, Kirtl, get to those guns, we’ve got...”

She checked the radar display. Crap! “Nine ships incoming.”

“Roger that.” His deep, resonant voice echoed back over the intercom. Calm amidst a storm, but that was Carter.

She paged the Tartin. “Captain Myers?”

“I see ‘em, Ms. la Cross. We’ll do what we can. I’ve already sent a distress call to the other ships, but it doesn’t look like they can make it back in time.” The strain in his tone told Tina how overmatched they were. This was going to be a tough fight.

When finished, Andromeda One would have a permanent crew of over two hundred and twenty gunnery stations for defense. The current crew, however, consisted of only three individuals: Tina, Carter Arcturus, a Fleet marine, and Kirtl, a young Blarmling.

And they were only babysitting the place while their ship, The Starboard Mist, made a run back through the wormhole to the Milky Way for supplies and a new work crew.

A click and low hum resonated in the air as the station’s generators kicked into high gear. The two photon gun batteries came online, indicating the guys were at the gunnery controls in the cavernous supply bay below where Tina sat in the station command tower.

As she watched, monitoring the impending confrontation, a tenth ship flew into scanning range.

“Frack! More?”

But this ship remained white, unrecognized by the scanning software. A different ship design than any yet encountered by the Galactic Fleet’s extensive database. Could it be a friendly? They’d yet to discover any star-faring race from the Andromeda galaxy that didn’t regard them as hostile.

Slightly larger than the single-manned bug attack ships, the mystery ship was nowhere near as large as the massive motherships, yet it flew with the other ships in formation, so it was probably part of their armada.

Great, that’s all we need. Some new kind of ship, with completely unknown design and weaponry.

The scanning computers were working overtime analyzing the new ship, but it would take time.

More time than they had.

She tried to get a visual on the new ship through the steelglass portal.

Outside in space, shots were already being exchanged. The Tartin’s big guns took out one of the foremost attackers almost immediately, but as a half dozen of the others swarmed the bigger craft, its phase cannons missed more than they hit. More support than assault craft, the frigate-class starship wasn’t equipped to handle such close combat.

“Guys, the Tartin is going to need your support.”

As the station’s two big guns changed targets to aid the Tartin, Tina redirected energy to the Star Base One’s deflector shields. Two of the attacking ships broke off from the swarm to head toward the base. Behind them came the larger unknown craft. But their guns weren’t firing.

What are they up to?

Sensors indicated a scan coming from the larger ship. Was that craft some kind of scientific research vessel?

The bugs hadn’t seemed interested in anything other than death and destruction to this point. Attacks usually consisted of a mothership and a swarm of single manned—single bugged?—attack ships. All attempts to communicate or negotiate had been met with silence.

But humanity’s only real data on these aliens was what had been gleaned from the wreckage after attacks. If the aliens even had a home world, there’d been no indication of where it was. Andromeda was a vast galaxy, and exploration here hadn’t really begun yet. This base needed to be in place before any concerted effort could begin.

Sensors picked up a pulse radiating from the larger ship in an expanding sphere of energy. As the pulse waves passed through each of the bug attack ships, Tina’s scanners lost the signal only to have it pop back on the screen a few seconds later. What the hell is that?

As the pulse radiated through the Tartin, its signature on the scanner also disappeared. Through the portal, Tina noted lights on the craft had gone dark. Its guns no longer fired.

“Frack, that has to be some kind of power disruption weapon.”

And the pulse was headed right toward Andromeda Station One.

As it hit, lights flickered, her instrument monitors died, and the thumps from the gunnery stations went hauntingly silent.

She pulled her blaster from its holster. Even the readout meter on the side of the weapon was dark.

The flickering lights died as the last of the power in the circuit drained. Dim starlight through the steelglass viewport cast haunting shadows across the floor of the control room.

In the eerie silence, Tina’s heartbeat thundered in her ears.

Through the dim viewport, no longer electronically enhanced, the dark outline of the Tartin showed only because it blacked out the stars beyond. A bright blue plasma bolt flashed from one of the small ships, striking the frigate. A silent explosion followed.

More bolts from the bug ships. More explosions all along the hull of the Tartin. Then one bright blast and the stars beyond shown through. The vessel was gone.

“By the galactic gods, no.” Tina’s heart fisted in her chest. Nine lives. People she’d known.

Captain Myers, with his easy smile and twinkling eyes. Ensign Duke. He’d recently signed on. He couldn’t have been more than eighteen years old. All the others, just doing their jobs.

“Damn you. It isn’t fair.” She brought her fist down on the dead control panel.

A thump on the outer hull. Something had landed on the station.

Click. Lights flickered again, and machinery came back to life, but the systems were all rebooting. It would take minutes to bring everything back online. Minutes Tina doubted they had.

She scuttled down the control tower access ladder to the main deck. “Guys.”

“Power outage took out the guns.” Carter Arcturus strode toward her, a blaster in each hand. His deep cobalt eyes scanning side to side, he stalked like a Cerillian rappanther ready to strike its prey.

Kirtl trailed behind, an X-12 phase rifle at the ready. His silvery fur stood on end. His deep purple eyes whirled with alarm. “They’ve landed on the outer hull. I hear their thoughts. They want something. I don’t know what. Just a jumble of thought patterns and images.”

Blarmlings, an ursine, bipedal race from the planet Blarm, could read thoughts. Kirtl had been working hard to translate the bugs’ language to hopefully open-up lines of communication. No one understood their alien thought process better, but his reports showed he’d translated only a few words, and mostly picked up pictures from the bugs consciousness. There was a long way to go.

The hiss and sizzle above drew Tina’s attention up. Sparks lit a circular pattern in the titanium panel overhead. “They’re lasering through the hull.”

The chamber was vast and empty, ready for the supplies and construction materials on their way here. There was no place to hide.

Bristling, Carter’s gaze swept the room. “We’re sitting quackdingers out here.”

Then he pointed toward the storage bay doorway. “We can better defend from there.”

They’d also be trapped, but at this point they were pretty much trapped anyway unless help arrived. Lifepods wouldn’t get them through the wormhole, and they’d be defenseless targets for the bug ships to pick off. Holding the invaders here in the base until help arrived was their only hope of escape.

Carter’s shoulder muscles bulged as he lifted a heavy metal shelving unit and slammed it down across the doorway of the storage bay. The three of them crouched down behind it, watching the bug’s cutters burning an opening through the hull into the ceiling above the work bay.

With an echoing clunk, the circular, titanium hull piece fell to the floor. Construction dust lifted in a cloud around it. As the alien warriors dropped through the hole, blasters at the ready, the air filled with their oily stench.

Giant cockroaches. It was the best description of the insectoid race from the Andromeda galaxy. Blaster weapons held at the ready, the creatures formed a circle facing out as more of them dropped to the deck.

“Well, this sucks.” Carter popped up above the barrier, firing with both his blasters toward the growing group of invaders. Sweat sliding down the side of his face, his teeth clenched tightly, he spewed a wave of destruction through the bug’s ranks before dropping back down behind the barrier. Three bugs fell before the others could even bring their weapons up and around.

The impacts from the bugs’ response shoved the shelving unit blocking the doorway back a few inches.

He dove to one side as Tina pulled Kirtl to the other.

Brow furrowing, Carter shook his head. “I don’t know how we’re going to get out of this one.”

No place to run. No place to hide. This is where they’d have to make their stand, and judging by the number of their attackers, this is where they’d die.

But I’m taking as many of those little frackers with me as I can.

***

[image: ]


Blasters at the ready, Carter prepared to slide around the doorframe once again, looking for his next target. For an instant, his eyes locked on Tina’s.

Rage knotted his gut. By the galactic gods. It wasn’t fair.

Long, ebony curls framed beauty on a level greater than the Sculpted Wonders of the Imperium on Lunarious 9. Her deep copper skin tone took her beauty into the realm of the exotic.

He’d been much too busy the past weeks to pull her aside and tell her how he felt about her. How he’d felt since he’d first laid eyes on her months ago.

It seemed more like years. Had there really never been a chance to approach her, tell her he liked her?

But even then, dressed in rags, Tina had a certain regal presence, a confident, assured stance. Beauty, poise, strength.

Face it. It wasn’t that I didn’t have the chance. I just didn’t have the balls.

And now they were out of time.

His mind whirled. Was there a way to save her and Kirtl? Even if it cost him his life, it would be well worth it.

He pulled his gaze from her as he slid further around the door frame.

A quick glance, counting at least a dozen bugs skittering toward them. He fired off a shot, scattering them, then ducked back into the room, but not before he caught sight of something new.

Something different.

Mantis-like, in mottled shades of olive drab, it stood tall, towering above the black roach troops. It emitted a high pitched skree and pointed a long, twig-thin limb at him.

“A different kind of bug out there.” He hoped the station cameras hadn’t been damaged and were still recording. The others needed to know about this development. Any information on these aliens right now was important. Knowledge of the enemy could be vital.

Kirtl’s eyes glazed, the look he got when listening to thoughts. “Smarter. In command. Wants something.”

A thump from outside sent a smoking canister into the room. Gas, probably harmful to humans and Blarmlings.

Carter held his breath and vaulted over the shelving unit to face the enemy outside the room. Better to die in combat then choking on poison gas.

He fired both blasters, taking down more of the bugs as he sprinted along the perimeter of the chamber.

They fired back. These plasma bolts had a greenish tinge now, another effect he’d never seen before.

Just when we thought we knew our enemy—

The green ray struck him in the chest. A burning sizzle radiated from the point of impact. His joints locked and he tumbled, face first, to the floor. An electrical tang overlaid the coppery taste of blood in his mouth. Paralyzed, his mind clouded and darkness threatened. His last conscious thoughts were regrets. Regrets he’d never taken the time to ask Tina out and get to know her better. That he’d never even attempted to kiss her.

Now, he’d never get the chance.
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Chapter 2
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The fog in Carter’s brain swirled as he fought his way back to consciousness. Pasty dryness glued his tongue to the roof of his mouth. A strong chemical essence permeated the air and burned his nasal passages when he breathed in. Bright illumination had his tear-filled eyes blinking continuously. He would have wiped the dampness away, but his hands would not lift off the cold surface they were bound to.

Wrist straps kept him firmly against the metallic surface he lay upon. Straps also clasped his ankles, binding him spread-eagle, naked, and helpless.

Blinking away the blur brought the eyes hovering over him into frightening focus. Two multifaceted orbs scanned up and down his body.

Bug eyes. The same as on the roach-like Andromeda-based aliens. But these eyes were farther apart, situated along the sides of the mottled pea-green triangular head. One of the mantis-like bugs, like he’d seen in the base.

Still, he was alive, and that was something. More than he could have hoped for.

The creature examining him did a Bzz-klik-squee. Its hand, if it could be called that, featured two long, talon-like fingers plus an opposable thumb. Still, it had no problem grasping a long needle like object connected to a slender, flexible tube.

Oh, that can’t be good. “Please tell me you’re not going to stick—”

The needle entered his lower abdomen, right above the base of his groin.

“Arghh!” Gritting his teeth, he pulled at the restraints on his wrists and ankles. The stinging pain, centered right in his crotch, spread out in shockwaves throughout his whole body.

The creature continued to emit strange noises, picking up a cadence and nodding its head as if singing or humming to a tune.

“Bastard terraleach.” He writhed. Even during the time he’d been captured, beaten, and tortured by the deranged pirate, Kristin Devenport, he’d never experienced pain this intense. It felt like hours, but was probably only moments, before the creature extracted the needle and the lancing agony eased.

The air burned his lungs and caused him to cough as he gasped for breath. Sweat slid down his brow and into his eyes, stinging and forcing him to blink once again.

“What the hell do you want?” His cry barely drew the creature’s attention.

He craned his neck to look around.

Strange machines blinked lights and featured gauges and meters with markings that made no sense to him. On a table across the vast chamber, a sleek, copper-skinned form lay limp, strapped to a metal table like he was.

Tina.

Tina’s naked breasts rose and fell, pulling his attention. She was breathing.

Beside her, Kirtl lay similarly strapped down on another, smaller table. They’d all survived the encounter only to end up here.

Wherever here was.

To be sure, the bugs had them, and were examining them. At least he, Tina, and probably Kirtl as well, were alive.

Another needle prick, this one to his arm, was much less painful but it brought his attention back to the mantis-like alien hovering over him. This was a new type of creature. He needed to get this information back to the Federation. He also needed to save Tina and Kirtl. And to do that, he needed to stay alive.

He needed to survive.

It was his final thought before the darkness of unconsciousness closed in on him once again.

***
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The brain fog lifted and Tina pulled herself toward wakefulness. The gas from the bug’s canister weapon had overwhelmed her before she could follow Carter over the upended shelving unit.

Gods, he’d charged right into their mass. But staying back hadn’t helped her either.

What am I saying? At least I’m alive. Carter had to have been—

A soft sob escaped her lips.

Carter.

She’d heard the blasters firing. The bastards didn’t have a shred of mercy in their insectoid bodies.

Steeling her will, she locked down the hurt and anger. She needed to figure out where she was, and why she was still alive. Not that she was complaining about that.

Keeping her eyes closed, she lay quietly listening. Air moved freely over her backside. Warm air, but a covering would have been nice. She was completely naked.

From somewhere behind her, water trickled.

A soft breeze blew on her hair and forehead, puffing at a steady rhythm, in time with a low rumble. Her head lay on a warm, slightly fuzzy surface that yielded somewhat, but not to the extent of a pillow.

She pulled in a deep breath and the tantalizing, musky scent of Tranzian Cedar filled her senses. Could it be?

Taking the risk, she opened one eye.

A broad, tanned expanse of skin, well defined musculature, and a nipple, dark brown and slightly puckered, appeared in her view. Sandy blond hairs dusted the landscape and prickled her cheek where she lay. Beyond, a firm chin sported a day’s growth of blond whiskers.

She lay on a man’s bare chest. Light snoring accompanied his breath as it puffed lightly in her face. The scent minty, fresh, familiar. That long-lasting, Tarnanian breath-freshener the crew had gotten last Fastmas from Captain Mazar.

Opening her other eye brought Carter’s familiar visage into focus. Thank the galactic gods, they’d both survived the bug attack.

But how? Why?

She could see nothing else without moving. She couldn’t hear anything beyond his soft snoring and the trickle of water somewhere behind her.

Slowly she lifted her head.

Dark gray panels lined the walls of a square chamber she estimated to be about twenty meters on each side, and roughly four meters in height. The panels filled the gaps between a framework of metal beams, giving the room an industrial feel. The flooring had a gentle give, like dense foam under a plastoid covering.

Carter lay on the floor, completely naked.

Tina had seen him in swim trunks once and admired his physique. The parts she hadn’t been able to see, now on full display, were equally as impressive.

He snorted, rolling to his side.

Gods, that butt. Tight, toned, and dimpled. Had the galactic gods ever created a more perfect male specimen?

This is wrong. I shouldn’t be looking.

For so long she’d resisted the feelings growing inside, drawing her toward the sexy marine. She wasn’t supposed to be attracted to someone like him. Everything she’d been taught from early on screamed against it, yet she couldn’t deny she’d wanted him.

I need to concentrate on where we are and what’s happened to us.

She wrenched her gaze away from his nude form to the bubbling basin behind her. Clear liquid filled a large sink and spilled over a spout in the side to fill an oblong pool in the floor easily five to six square meters in area that looked to be a bit over a meter deep.

Pulling herself to her feet, she crossed to the basin, dipping her finger in the clear, cool liquid and bringing it to her nose. No smell.

She cautiously touched her tongue to the droplets on her fingertip. Tasteless.

Water, she hoped. Thirst prodded her to cup her hands and take a small sip. Cool, refreshing. Still, she waited before taking any more.

The smooth gray walls on one side of the room had a glass-like sheen. She approached one and brought her eyes right up to the panel. When she did, she could see objects through it.

Like a one-way mirror perhaps?

They were no doubt being observed, and she was as naked as him.

She scanned the chamber for a blanket or towel, any scrap of cloth that could be used to cover up.

Nothing.

She did note the raised, bench-like area at the back with a hole that dropped to flowing water below. A toilet? Ugh. No privacy at all. As if this all wasn’t embarrassing enough.

“Fiery Faculae,” she cursed under her breath. Like caged filtchrats.

In almost any other circumstance, getting naked with Carter Arcturus would have been the highlight of her day. Something she’d dreamed about in her most erotic flights of fantasy.

But not like this. Not like some laboratory test-animal.

He groaned and shifted. She noted his growing erection. What was he dreaming about? Who was he dreaming about?

She probably didn’t want to know.

***
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Haze clouded Carter’s mind as he pulled himself from deep slumber. The vision—memory?—of Tina lying naked next to him, bounced in his mind. But he’d been strapped to a table. She’d been unconscious. Not really sexy at all.

Still, Tina naked.

It had to be a dream.

His body responded, tightening at the thought. Why had he waited so long to approach her about his feelings? The worst that could happen was that she’d reject his advances, crush his dreams. That would only be devastating.

Not knowing how she felt was probably killing him worse.

Okay, no more putting it off. The next chance I get.

He fisted his hands and knuckled the grit from his eyes. Sitting up he blinked away the last of his drowsiness.

Where the hell was he?

As his blurred vision cleared it settled on a figure standing in front of him.

Tina.

Naked.

The deep coppery tone of her smooth skin glistened in the soft lighting. Long, toned legs. A slim, sexy torso.

He forced his eyes up from her breasts to her dark brown eyes.

A half smile played on the corner of her luscious lips. “Hi.”
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Chapter 3
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Tina turned her head before she embarrassed herself, and embarrassed him, by staring at his erection. Her cheeks heated. It wasn’t like it was something he could control, was it?

Men. Wouldn’t any naked female bring the same reaction?

Probably.

She’d been around enough men, seen enough slacks tented at the crotch, to know how most men reacted around women. At least women they found attractive. Of course, maybe that meant Carter found her attractive.

Maybe I should concentrate on our problems.

They certainly had enough of those.

“We’re prisoners.” She threw her hand up, indicating the enclosure. “I’m pretty sure some or all of the wall panels offer one-way viewing from outside.”

“Like lab animals.” He stood. “Like Oolo and Lart.”

Oolo and Lart were Kirtl’s parents. They’d given birth to him after being freed by Phoebe Callista from a corporate laboratory where they’d been held in cages and scheduled for termination. If they’d died then, they’d have never birthed one of her best friends. The wonderful, furry creature offered an eternal optimism, intelligence, and extreme kindness rarely found in any creature.

And where was Kirtl now? He’d been with her as the gas knocked her out. Was he here as well, possibly in a separate cage?

Her gut fisted in determination. She spun back around to face Carter, keeping her gaze up, locking on his eyes. “I doubt there’s a bug version of Phoebe Callista working out there.”

They’d have to save themselves if they were going to get out of this.

A wistful look shot across his handsome face. “You never know. We don’t know any more about the bugs than they do about us. Maybe that’s why we’re here.”

She nodded. “Preferable to being dead, I suppose.”

His mouth tightened. “That depends on what they’re planning for us.”

He rose and crossed to the bubbling basin. The way his thigh muscles flexed as he walked was mesmerizing. He was so fit, so...muscley.

Is that even a word?

She forced her gaze back up to his face. His eyebrow rose as he dipped his finger in the water. He tilted his head, looking up at her.

“I think it’s safe.” She brought her hand up to cover her breasts when his gaze dipped.

He turned away. “I’m sorry. I...”

Heat crept up her cheeks. This was so embarrassing. “I drank a little about ten minutes ago. It tasted like water. I’m not feeling any ill effects.”

He dipped both hands in, cupping them to bring water up to scrub his face. He shook his head to clear his eyes, spraying droplets. “No towels or cloths of any kind?”

“Not that I’ve seen, but I’ve only just started exploring our prison.” Her gaze wandered around the perimeter of the room. “Look there.” She pointed.

One section of the slick, gray wall ended before hitting the floor. A small, rectangular section of the panel, slightly darker in hue, had a knob attached to the middle.

Tina pointed. “Looks like a door or drawer.”

If it was a door, it was certainly too small to get out of.

Grasping the knob, he pulled. A drawer extended, filled with brown, oblong pellets. He picked one up and brought it to his nose, sniffing. “Food?”

He took a nibble. “Seems edible.”

Taking a larger bite, he chewed and swallowed. “Not bad. A little dry.”

She let out a deep breath. “Food, water, shelter. They appear to want us to stay alive, at least for now. What do you think they could be after?”

“I wish I knew. Then again, maybe I don’t want to.” His hand glided down to a small scabbing wound below his navel.

Where had he gotten that?

She shouldn’t have looked. It was too easy to gaze a bit lower.

No. She didn’t dare go down that path. But she sure wouldn’t mind being held in his strong arms. She paced, keeping her eyes off that impressive male anatomy, and her mind on their current situation.

Sex wasn’t something she was allowed to even think about. All these years—how hard she’d had to fight to stay a virgin. It had been expected of her, preached and taught from a young age. Stay pure until your marriage day.

Captured and enslaved at age eight, she’d struggled living among the lustful pirates of the Dark Nebula. Still, she’d managed, through a combination of luck and determination, to stay pure.

But did that matter anymore? This wasn’t some pirate trying to force himself on her. It was something she wanted, desired. This was a different situation entirely. This was Carter.

She was years away from Quendor. She’d been forced to give up so many of her old customs and traditions. Over time they’d come to mean nothing anyway.

What she felt for him meant something.

Something big.

Her breath caught when she realized she was staring at his crotch. Again. She pulled her gaze back up to find a quirky smile spreading across his face.

“Sorry about the erection.”

He had nothing to be sorry about.

“It’s not something I can really help right now. You’re quite beautiful.” He turned away and moved to the next wall panel to inspect it. “I wonder where the door is. There has to be one.”

Even with his back to her, she had to stifle her thoughts. There was no side of him that didn’t invite admiration. The dense musculature ranging across his back caused her to follow the sleek lines down. Even the scars that crisscrossed his back from the torture he’d sustained at the hands of Kristin Devenport didn’t detract from the view.

She wanted to reach out...touch him.

Her cheeks heated. She fisted her hand, forcing it to her side once again. She needed to fill the silence growing between them.

Say something. Anything.

“It’s okay. I’m attracted to you too?”

Gods, no, not that. This was all too screwed up.

“I’ll check this way.” She moved away from him, forcing herself to focus on the wall panel on the opposite side of the chamber, putting distance between herself and Carter.

She took a deep, stabilizing breath. She needed to concentrate on something else.

The wall looked solid enough. This panel didn’t have the sheen of the ones on the opposite wall. When she looked closer, it remained opaque.

She pushed out, then to the side, but the panel didn’t move.

Inspecting the molding between the wall panels brought no new insights. Smooth, plain, it appeared a simple support for the panel. But she pushed and pulled on it, hoping to uncover some hidden compartment or opening mechanism. Surely there was a way to get out. They’d gotten in somehow.

She worked her way left as he moved right, inspecting their prison for anything that would help in escape. Knowledge was power. Right now, they didn’t know much.

“Did you see that different species of bug?” He rammed his shoulder into one of the panels. “Solid.”

She recalled a mottled blur of olive-drab color on a stick figure before she passed out from the gas but couldn’t bring the picture into focus in her mind. “A new species of bug?”

He thumped on the next panel down. “Green, looks kind of like a praying mantis.”

“I’m not sure what that would look like.” Tina moved around the corner to her next panel, one of the glassy ones. She leaned in and could make out something beyond the wall. A hallway or walk beyond, but the wall across was transparent. She looked into an empty room identical to the one she and Carter were trapped in.

“A mantis is an Old Earth insect. Fascinating species.” He moved closer now. Inspecting the panels had brought them both around the room to opposite corners of the same wall. “I’ve been doing a little study of insects, as the black bugs resemble cockroaches from our galaxy. I keep wondering if there’s any relationship.”

Cockroaches she knew. They were also an Old Earth insect. These bugs had somehow found their way onto early starships and now inhabited almost every populated planet in the Milky Way. Tenacious little crawlers.

One by one, they worked their way to the middle of the wall, testing for any hint of a doorway. Then he was beside her once again, working on the panel next to hers. The tantalizing smell of Tanzian Cedar filled her senses. Was that a scent he wore, or just natural Carter smell? She sure hoped it wouldn’t wear off. Then again, maybe that would be better. It exuded an aura of musky sensuality that had Tina’s senses reeling.

Concentrate on something else.

Pressing her face into the translucent panel, the world outside their prison came into view. Movement to the right. Mottled green, the two stick-figure insectoids cantered down the hallway, stopping at yet another prison room, next to the one across from them, to point and gesture. “I think I see them. If you look close enough, you can see through the panels on this wall.”

He pressed his nose against the wall. “Yes, that’s them. It looks like we’re in some kind of menagerie.”

Then he sighed. Turning, he took hold of her shoulders and eased her around to face him. To his credit, his gaze never left her eyes and he kept enough distance to keep his erection from touching her. “Look. I’ve been meaning to talk to you about this for a long time. There’s just never been a chance.” He paused, his eyes shifting slightly to the side, then back to capture her gaze. “Okay, there’s been plenty of chance, I just...What I’m trying to say is I like you...a lot. I have for quite a while now.”

Tina’s heart warmed. “I like you too. I always have.”

His eyes narrowed. “And this is probably not the time for me to bring this up, but then again, we might never get another chance. What I’d really like to do...right now...is kiss you.”

Butterflies erupted in Tina’s stomach. “I think I’d like that very much.”

A bright smile spread across his luscious lips as he drew her in. His warmth enveloped her. Strength, comfort, protection and so much more. He tilted his head slightly and brought his lips to hers.

Bold, sweet, and heady, he tasted like a shot of Kelsian Brandy, smooth on the lips yet erupting into a burn in the pit of her stomach. As she fell into him, he intensified the kiss, his tongue probing. She opened for him, accepting and giving back all she could.

His arms enfolded her, drawing her in tighter. Warmth and excitement rippled through her core in waves.

This had been the stuff of her dreams. To know that he felt the same as she did, caused her heart to beat faster. Her mind whirled.

Her tongue tangled with his in a passionate dance.

He held her close and they rocked gently in an intimate dance.

Purity be damned. She wanted him.

It would mean breaking oaths she’d taken as a child, betraying her people. But did that even matter anymore?

Quendor was gone, raided and plundered by pirates from the Dark Nebula thirteen years ago. Her home world had paid for its sins in one deadly slave raid after another. She’d been only eight when they breached her family’s fortress and carried her away, and at that time, there hadn’t been much left of the planet and her old way of life anyway.

What did purity matter when you faced death?

Carter broke the kiss, his eyes intense. His breath as ragged as hers, he glanced quickly at the glassy wall panel. “They’re probably watching. I don’t think we should...”

“No.” She put a hand to his chest but didn’t push him away. Not yet. She needed his heat, his presence. “It’s most likely what they want. We’re here to be observed. They want to learn about us.”

And she wasn’t really ready to go there yet. But the kiss had been wonderful. Everything she’d dreamed it would be and so much more. Her body cried for more.

He nodded. “We can’t teach them anything that could potentially aid them. Perhaps even our kissing was too much, but I couldn’t help myself.”

The intensity in his eyes spoke volumes, yet he released her and stepped back. She instantly missed his warmth and protection.

“And maybe, if we keep vigilant, we can learn a few things about them.” She cast her gaze down, to his pulsing erection. “But what about that? Does it hurt?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe.” He sighed. “Maybe a swim in that cool water will help.”

“I’m sorry.” Her gut wrenched. She wanted him so much. She brought her fingertips to her lips, savoring the tingle he’d left on them.

“If we get out of here...” He shook his head, his lips curving into a sexy smirk. His heated gaze pinned her. “When we get out of here, we are going to pursue whatever this is. I promise.”

He turned, giving her another look at his fabulous ass before he plunged into the pool of water. She went to her knees, putting her warm cheek against the cool glassy surface of the wall panel.

New determination boiled in her gut. “When we get out of here.”
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Chapter 4
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“You’re looking at me.”

Tina blanched at Carter’s tease.

She had been looking. She couldn’t help herself. He was so...beautiful.

“You wouldn’t have caught me if you hadn’t been looking back.” There, chew on that one.

Though she’d lost much of the shame and embarrassment of being naked around him. Still, she wondered, did he like what he saw?

They were so different. Her with her black hair and dark skin. Him all blond and fair-skinned. Was that something that mattered to him? Would he be interested in her if she wasn’t the last human woman in his world right now?

His shrug had his erection bobbing up and down. “It’s kind of hard not to look every once in a while.”

“It is kind of hard.” She bit back a chuckle.

His eyes twinkled. “Stop that.”

Maybe they’d gotten a bit too comfortable with their nudity.

No. Comfortable wasn’t the right word. There was nothing comfortable about the tantalizing thrill that shot through her core every time she gazed at his physique. And she was probably sneaking looks more than she should.

And often, when she looked, she found him looking back.

Maybe that should have bothered her, but it didn’t. “Okay, so we both look. I don’t think they can learn anything from us if we only do that.”

He tilted his head as his gaze swept over her. “But no touching, and no more kissing until we’re out of here.”

She nodded, but added silently, unless we don’t get out of here soon. I’ll only be able to wait so long.

***
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Through the hazy, mirrored finish of the translucent wall, Carter took in whatever he could of the bugs’ operations. Anything he could learn could be vital to their escape.

And he needed the distraction.

Desire beyond anything he’d ever felt for a woman warred constantly with the need to protect her, save her from these damn bugs...and maybe himself as well. Not that he’d ever force his attentions on her.

A smile coursed across his lips. Not that she’d ever let me.

Tina knew how to take care of herself. The things she’d survived already. She probably didn’t even need his protection.

Strong, smart, and so sexy. What did she see in him?

Just a big, dumb Fleet marine.

Movement in the cage across drew his attention. Had the bugs captured more people? The enclosure had been empty only a few hours ago. 

From his location, he could make out three cages across a wide hallway outside their enclosure. Each appeared exactly like the one he and Tina were imprisoned in. One directly across the walkway from them, and one on either side of that. He could only see into the one straight across.

Humanoid in appearance, the two new figures in that cell appeared to have a deep blue tinge to their skin-tone. One male, one female. Naked like he and Tina.

He couldn’t recall any blue-skinned race in the Milky Way galaxy. Could these be humanoids from Andromeda? The only inhabitants discovered before now had been the bugs, but exploration had really only just begun.

Tina placed one warm hand on his shoulder. The contact, comforting and stimulating all at the same time. “See anything?”

“We’ve got neighbors.”

She slid in next to him, her shoulder touching his as she pressed her face to the wall to look through.

“You’re touching me.” And it felt damn good.

They’d grown closer over the past day, since that amazing kiss. Talking, touching accidentally every once in a while. Though not completely at ease with their nudity, at least achieving a certain comfort level.

“Oh, I guess I am.”

But she didn’t move. Scamp.

Still, he’d done his own share of flirting.

He fought a constant battle with his body. His erection rarely below half mast, and usually rock hard. Gods, how he wanted her. Did it really matter if the bugs saw how humans made love? What could they possibly learn of any use?

No, he was being selfish. Need had him burning with desire. These aliens were a dangerous, brutal race, and he and Tina had agreed, after they escaped, they would pursue this...thing.

Still, if they couldn’t find a way to escape, he knew passion would eventually claim them. What was growing between them couldn’t be denied forever.

“They appear to be arguing.” Her throaty Quendorian accent held such an exotic charm.

He refocused his attention on the couple across the way. Arms flailed and heads shook. Though he couldn’t hear their words, their stances clearly remained defensive toward each other. “Not happy about being here or not happy with each other? I wonder?”

She shrugged. “If we had Kirtl with us, he’d know.” Tina’s tone held a note of sadness.
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