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      Ru’s species is cursed. He’ll be dead by his next birthday if he doesn't find his mate...

      Ruwen knows he's a goner. His alien species is cursed by a deadly genetic quirk and he'll be dead before the month is out, unless he finds his fated mate. She's the only woman in the universe who can save him. It's too bad that most Detyen women are dead. But could he find hope with a human?

      Abducted, ditched, and on the run from vicious aliens...

      After being kidnapped from Earth by unknown foes, Lis has been dropped on an inhospitable planet with little food and no hope. She'll do anything to find a ship to take her back to Earth, but Polai is hostile to all alien life, and Lis is running out of places to hide. Can she trust the alien who looks at her with heat in his eyes?

      An impossible chance...

      From the moment he sees her, Ru knows Lis is his mate. But she's already wounded and distrustful of aliens. How can he prove that he’s trustworthy? If he can’t overcome Lis’s fears, their bond will break before it has a chance to form, leaving Ru dead and Lis all alone in a hostile galaxy.
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      The planet was called Polai and it sucked.

      When Lis Janyx was eight years old, the idea of traversing the universe and seeing everything it had to offer had sounded great. But now, at twenty-five, Lis hadn’t chosen to come here. Nor had she chosen to leave Earth. They said living in the Wastes, a slum near the hollowed out husk of Old Cleveland, lead to death, dismemberment, or disappearance. Lis had never believed that.

      Not then.

      She’d been coming home from a late night of busting heads and tracking cheating husbands when a mountain of a man had literally appeared in front of her and knocked her out with one blow. At the time, she hadn’t realized they were aliens. Aliens didn’t come to Cleveland—no one did if they could help it.

      But the next thing she knew, she was coming to aboard a spaceship, being examined by the most threatening medical bot she’d ever seen. They’d done tests and… stuff. She didn’t want to dwell on the stuff. It had been bad, some of it really bad, but it could have been a lot worse.

      In the weeks she’d been aboard, she’d only seen the inside of her windowless cell and the little med bay. Day by day, she could feel her sanity and her belief that she’d make it out alive start to fade. She didn’t know what they wanted to do with her, whether they’d make her a slave, eat her, or worse.

      And then one day when she’d lost count of how long she’d been a prisoner, she woke up on Polai with a small pack of supplies and a note written in English.

      Apologies. Wrong girl. Humans can survive on Polai.

      That was it. No explanation, no directions on how to get home. Just five energy bars, a canteen filled with water, and a thin jacket that didn’t do much to guard against the cold nights. Lis had taken to wearing it at all hours despite the lack of warmth. Polai’s sun did something strange to her skin, leaving painful bruises on every inch that she left exposed.

      On her second night it had begun to rain and Lis found shelter under the broad brown leaves of the squat trees that dotted the land. For a few moments, it seemed like the foliage would be strong enough to protect her from the worst of the rain, but then the large leaf directly over her head collapsed in the center and poured all the collected water down over her arms, like a spout.

      Since then her left forearm had been covered in small welts. They were getting better, but Lis refused to risk drinking from the small stream that ran near the woods where she’d been camping.

      Humans in general may have been able to survive on Polai, but she wouldn’t last for long.

      Lis didn’t want to live here. She just wanted to find a ship and get on the first freighter or cruiser headed back toward Earth. And that was going to be harder than she’d first thought.

      Her ever-benevolent kidnappers hadn’t fitted her with a translator, and nothing indicated that Polans could understand English. She’d scoffed at learning Interstellar Common, the language of trade in space, in school, but she’d memorize a freaking dictionary of it if it meant she could get home.

      And the Polans weren’t friendly. Lis had taken shelter in a small swath of woods about two miles north of a small town. She’d tried to approach a pair of Polans once she’d gotten her bearings on that first day. They looked almost human in shape, though they were smaller, shorter than five feet tall. Their skin was a dark green and none of them seemed to have any hair.

      She’d hoped that raising her arms and looking pathetic would give them pause. Instead, both of the aliens had shrieked and charged at her, chasing her out of town and up a tree. Once they’d lost interest in her, Lis had decided to steer clear of the town during daylight. She wasn’t going to risk getting hurt by a lucky hit.

      One night she’d stolen back into town, trying to find food. Nothing looked familiar in the small shop off the main street. It could all be completely harmless or extremely deadly. More out of spite than survival, she’d swiped a small bottle of a bright green liquid. There was an advert on the wall that showed two Polans drinking the stuff.

      It wasn’t poison to them, but she hadn’t been brave enough to try it herself.

      So here she was, nearly a week on the planet, her stomach tied in knots of hunger and her mouth as parched as the desert.

      She clutched her jacket closed across her chest and kept her head down as she walked through the woods. Before, she’d been afraid that if she walked in too deep, she would get lost. Now, she needed to get anywhere. The day before, she thought that she had heard a vehicle coming from somewhere within the forest.

      There could be people, or a house, or a conveniently abandoned spaceship. She didn’t expect the last one, but a girl could dream. While the leaves on all the trees were brown, the trunks themselves were a yellowish-orange. When the sun was up, they soaked up the light, and at night, they glowed faintly.

      It was night now, but those trees gave her just enough light to see by. Lis hadn’t seen any Polans out after dark, and she was fairly certain they were a diurnal people. All the better for her. She’d always been a bit of a night owl.

      After a bit of walking, the woods came to an abrupt stop. The trees had been cleared for a hundred or so yards up to a large gray building in the middle of a field. But the vegetation around the building was overgrown, with yellow grass as high as her knees, weeds, and vines crawling up one of the walls.

      Abandoned. Perfect.

      Lis spared a quick look around, but she didn’t hear or see anything. As far as she could tell, she was completely alone.

      She made her way through the high grass, stumbling over the uneven ground underfoot. Her head spun, but she regained her balance without falling over. There had to be food in there. Hopefully energy bars that she knew were safe to eat.

      Lis made it across the clearing and found a door. Of course, it was locked, but she wasn’t going to let a thing like that stop her. She just needed a crowbar or something like it and then she was in.

      The hairs on the back of Lis’s neck stood up and she froze where she stood. She looked back around to check that she was still alone, as if some primal instinct had sensed danger. Lis looked around again, but it was still quiet and she saw no one.

      But when she looked around for something to pry the door open, she moved with extra care. It felt like something was out there, coming for her. Something big and dangerous that could end her in an instant.

      The apprehension she now felt was different than what the Polans had brought up. Lis felt exposed, and she needed to get inside quickly. In her gut she just knew that whatever was coming was coming for her.
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      Ruwen NaNaran made landfall on Polai in the bright sunlight of morning. It was nice, as far as inhabited planets went, but he wasn’t there to sightsee. His small cruiser sat hidden under cover of dense foliage, fuel cells recharging and cloaking system resetting itself. He’d be grounded here for a week.

      More than enough time to get the job done.

      He was a Detyen mercenary, contracted out to an anonymous client in need of a piece of information that only the Polans had access to. Getting onto the planet hadn’t been difficult. His ship had one of the most advanced cloaking systems available and Polai had a lax incoming defense system.

      He expected that getting out would be another story entirely. Polans let people in, but all ships and transport off the planet were heavily monitored. Anyone caught fleeing without authorization was summarily executed by targeted rocket.

      That fact had greatly limited the number of mercs willing to take this job, and had greatly shot up the price. At first, Ru hadn’t planned to take it when it came up on the private merc forum where he found his jobs.

      54% chance of failure. 41% change of death or permanent injury. 100,000 credits if completed before the end of the month.

      Only a Detyen—a twenty-nine year old Detyen—could like those odds. He’d be dead in a few months anyway, so what was the harm in taking the risk? If he cut his time short in the universe, at least he’d go down in a blaze of glory.

      And if he survived, 100k would go a long way on Hedonia, the planet dedicated to pleasure in all its forms. There, he’d go out with a bang.

      Some called it the Detyen Curse. Others said it was the denya price. For the longest time, Ru thought it was the biggest bunch of bullshit in the galaxy. How could a species survive if anyone who didn’t find their mate—their denya—by thirty perished?

      A hundred years ago, that would have been a silly question. The planet Detya flourished, the crown of its solar system and a principal planet in the Regek Quadrant. There’d been systems in place to match potential denyai to one another. Less than four percent of Detyens had succumbed to the curse back then.

      Now Detya was an uninhabitable husk, its oceans poisoned and all life extinguished. The only survivors had been the small percentage who lived off planet or had been traveling at the time of the attack. There had been no declaration of war, no warning of violence. One day Detya had been a happy place. The next it was dead.

      Now the survivors had scattered throughout the galaxy, most living in refugee cities on welcoming planets. And the curse took its toll, picking off Detyens one by one as they reached thirty. Only those lucky enough to find their mates survived.

      And women were a scarce resource.

      As a boy and young man, Ru hadn’t liked to dwell. But the numbers didn’t lie. There were at least three Detyen men to each Detyen woman. Sure, some found themselves matched to multiple denyai, but it was so astronomically rare that he’d be luckier trying to garden on a star.

      With less than three months until his last birthday, Ru refused to contemplate the unfairness of his lot for long. There would be dozens of beautiful aliens on Hedonia to ease any suffering he might feel in his final days.

      But he needed to earn the coin to take his place there first. There were no poor men on the pleasure planet.

      He’d been given a map to the Polan outpost and a rough schematic of the building’s layout. It was late summer now, and the building was only used in the winter. It relied on an outdated security monitoring system and physical locks to keep out intruders. For most people, there was nothing to find. The Polans stored no weapons here and few supplies.

      The computers, however, remained in this location even when those manning them left for their summer rotations. This was a government outpost and that gave him access to government servers. The tech-stick he’d been given would do most of the work. All Ru needed to do was plug it in.

      He’d been able to pick the lock on a door on the south side of the building. It was too dark to get a good look around outside, but he hadn’t heard any guards or animals. His own bio-scanner didn’t pick up any Polans, though he did scan other alien life in the area.

      It was too big to be an escaped pet, and he’d heard of the large felines that stalked the Polan highlands. It was possible one had come down from the mountains looking for food. His blaster would be defense enough against any wild animal, and as long as the Polans didn’t catch him, he’d be fine.

      The station had been powered down before it was sealed up for the summer. That meant no light, no temperature adjustment system, and no electronic security. He wore night-vision goggles to see down the dim hallways, everything cast in an eerie orange glow.

      The halls were narrow and the ceilings low to accommodate the short, lithe Polans. Detyens all stood tall and broad, which meant that Ru needed to stoop so that his head didn’t brush against the roof.

      According to his map, the control room was located in the center of the building. He’d need to follow the central hall until it intersected with the cafeteria. From there, he could cut through a series of small offices and meeting rooms to reach his destination.

      But his first order of business was to find the control room power breaker. He didn’t need to power up the entire facility, but he needed those computers turned on and connected. He headed to the central power station located near the cafeteria.

      The power breakers had all been shut off and secured, but he was able to use a circumvention method that he’d picked up on another job. He bypassed the passive security measures and the independent alarm that was supposed to trigger when he switched on the power.

      When he heard an engine spin up, he knew that he’d been successful.

      But he froze when he heard a clatter from within the kitchens. It sounded like a person or possibly an animal had stolen away inside. Ru bit back a curse. He should have checked more thoroughly before switching the power on. It shouldn’t have affected the cafeteria, but if someone was in there and wandered any further into the facility, they’d see the lights and know he was there.

      He needed to handle the situation.

      Ru slid his blaster out of its holster and backed away from the breaker box. He slipped out of the small utility closet and took two steps down the narrow hallway to the cafeteria. He tried to get a good look at the room through the window in the door, but all he could see were a dozen long tables bolted to the ground and stacks of chairs piled up against the walls. Beyond those tables he spied an empty food dispensary, but there was no one in the room.

      He pushed the door open and entered, moving with caution through the empty room. He made his way to the storage room behind the food dispensary. That was where he found her.

      Ru froze where he stood. Something within him cracked. The room suddenly brightened, white light nearly flooding his eyes. It had nothing to do with his goggles. He forgot that those existed.

      Everything was secondary to the woman crouching in front of the storage closet in front of him. She wasn’t Detyen and she certainly wasn’t Polan. He could tell from her hair and the beige skin peeking out from the tattered edges of her dark jacket. Human, he thought, based on the ones that he’d met in his travels. A hardy species, similar to his own in so many ways.

      She turned toward him and Ru was conquered. Suffering and desperation were painted across her beautiful face, her skin nearly gold and eyes wide and dark. Brown hair tumbled down over her shoulders, some matted and tangled from time lost in the wild. Shock suffused her face, her mouth falling open and eyes getting impossibly wider.

      This was not possible. His fate had been sealed a century ago, long before he was even born. But the planet shifted beneath him, the stars realigning, until the only thing that mattered was the woman before him.

      “Denya.”
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      Who was he?

      What did he want?

      Could she keep him?

      The last thought should have shaken Lis out of the crazy that was riding her. She needed to take off before this strange alien could call the Polans down. But Lis found herself rooted in place.

      She knew him.

      Not by any means so trivial as acquaintance. She was certain that they’d never met. Lis didn’t know his name, nor could she name his species. He was well over six feet tall, forced to stoop by the low ceilings in this building, and his shoulders were as broad as a soldier’s. His skin gave her pause. It was a vivid yellow and his hands were covered with either scales or spots. The rest of him was covered by his clothes, but she wondered how the pattern fit across his body. She couldn’t tell from all the way across the room.

      His eyes were larger than a human’s, completely black except for a bright spot of red in the center. She should have been scared, especially when she spied the wicked looking claws protruding from his knuckles.

      But this alien was no danger to her.

      He was hers.

      How could she know that? What made her stand up, the three energy bars she’d found clattering to the ground? Why did she cross the room in broad steps until she stood in his shadow?

      When her hands clenched his hard biceps and her lips brushed against his, the questions washed away. Why she did it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she could not breathe one more minute without sharing her air with him.

      The kiss was everything. She broke apart and reformed under its spell. The alien’s fingers were soft when he cupped her cheek, tilting her head back and taking all control. Lis was powerless to stop it. She didn’t want to stop it.

      She needed him. Needed to give herself to him and become one.

      What?

      Lis didn’t think like that. She didn’t need anyone.

      In a rush, she came back to herself. It was like she’d stepped out of her body for just long enough to be overtaken by some lust crazed beast. His lips felt good against hers, and Lis could still feel that cloying desperation deep within her soul. But she didn’t own it; it wasn’t hers.

      She froze in his embrace. The alien seemed to sense her sudden reticence and pulled his face back a few inches, giving her just enough room to get a good look at him. Up close, the red of his eyes was even more menacing, and she spied strange ridges along each of his cheeks.

      Despite her fear and confusion, she was fascinated. Who was this man? He might have been an alien, but he was very definitely of the male variety. Without meaning to, her fingers reached up and traced along the hard ridge of his cheek, what she would have called a cheekbone if he were human.

      "Kih wag Ruwen," he said as he tilted his head into her embrace. ‘I am Ruwen’ in Interstellar Common, the language of the stars.

      "Kih wag Lis," she whispered. She only knew a few phrases of the language. No one on Earth used it. But now she had a name to put alongside everything churning inside her. Ruwen. Yes, that sounded completely right.

      He tried to say more, but she didn't understand. He realized it after a moment, watching the confusion that must have been evident in her own brown eyes. Did he think hers were as strange and menacing as she found his?

      Ruwen reached one of his hands up to place it over the one she held to his cheek. And when she spied the claws coming out of the first knuckles on his hands, she was reminded anew of the danger.

      This wasn’t right. He'd done something to her.

      Lis reared back, spinning around and taking out his knees in a move that only worked because he wasn't expecting her to fight him. Before he could recover, she took off running, vaulting over him to get to the door and down the hallway.

      He tried to reach for her, but his hands only grazed her pant leg, one of those wicked claws tearing a three inch strip in the cloth right above her ankle.

      This man, Ruwen, posed more of a threat to her than any of the Polans. None of them had sent her into a lust crazed frenzy. None of them had made her want to lay back and be taken by an alien stranger.

      Desire still curled deep within her, her sex swollen with unwanted need. It made the run all the more painful as she became aware of the uncomfortable tug of her top across her breasts.

      Had he attacked her with some sort of sex-laser? Or maybe an odorless gas? Did he mean to take her as his sex slave or to sell her to the highest bidder? Was this the reason those kidnappers had let her go without warning or real explanation?

      Had she been placed here to be hunted?

      Lis could hear him hot on her heels. He was too big to run both fast and silently, and, unlike her, he wore thick boots that pounded against the concrete floor. Her stride wasn't long enough to outpace him for more than a few minutes. She sprinted for several seconds before realizing that he was no longer stomping along behind her.

      Lis slowed, wary. The entrance wasn't far now, but she looked around and kept her ears peeled, hoping she could get a hint of where Ruwen had run off to.

      It was no use. Either she'd lost him or he had some sort of advanced cloaking technology and she was screwed. She set her sights on the end of the hall and took off, knowing she was only two turns away from freedom.

      She made the first turn and ran flush up against Ruwen, unable to skid to a stop before she fell against his hard chest. She got so close that she could hear his heart pounding, the rhythm a familiar thump thump thump just like her own. In time with her own.

      He took two steps forward, forcing her to back up, and placed a hand on the wall behind her, boxing her in. He leaned in close until they were only inches apart and breathed deep, taking in her scent. Then he scowled.

      Served him right. She hadn't showered in weeks, and the stench had to be ripe. She hadn’t been able to actually smell herself in days, a small blessing.

      His moment of distraction should have given herself the opportunity to fight, but when Lis reared her hand back, she couldn't make herself strike out. The thought of doing him harm felt… not wrong, exactly. It felt impossible, unthinkable.

      What had he done to her?

      He tried to speak to her again in IC, but she didn't understand.

      Lis tried again to hit him, but her arms wouldn’t work. She could imagine laying him out, her right hook renowned throughout northern Ohio for its swiftness and its sting. Still impossible.

      She pushed against him, trying to get out, desperation setting in. Ruwen placed an arm on her shoulder and smoothed it down, speaking words she couldn't understand in something that was supposed to be a soothing tone.

      Lis couldn't hurt him. But she could give in to her most base instinct. The one thing she wanted to do slightly more than give into desire and taste him again.

      She sucked in a deep breath and let out a bloodcurdling scream only inches away from one of his pointed ears.

      He flinched, giving her just enough room to duck under his arms and take off running one more time.

      Lis tore out the door and into the field. Nights were short on Polai and the sun had already started to peek over the horizon past the forest. She couldn't count on the cover of darkness to keep her safe.

      Instead of heading toward the woods where she'd come from, Lis took off toward the south, down a small path that she thought led up into the mountains.

      Ruwen couldn't be far behind, but she had to get away. She wasn't going to stop this time and let him cut her off once more.

      She heard him call out her name from near the door, but she kept running, the path becoming rocky and steep as she reached the first of the foothills that eventually led into the highlands.

      The rocks cut at her bare feet, but she didn't care. Let them bleed, so long as she escaped.

      He called out again, closer this time, his voice almost panicked.

      If she'd been thinking, it might have given her pause. But Lis couldn't waste the brainpower on speech or deciphering an alien language.

      She reached the top of the first little hill and stumbled, the rocks beneath her feet shifting and falling over a steep cliff. She reared back, trying to stop herself from falling. The edge began to give way, the path she'd been running along suddenly becoming shorter and shorter as the narrow tip of the hill collapsed under her.

      She was going to fall. She tried to step back carefully, but every step she took only made the ground give way faster, as if the rocks had been so precariously suspended that any pressure on them would cause a structural failure.

      Lis looked back over her shoulder and saw that Ruwen had stopped only fifty or so feet behind her, his feet still safe on solid ground. She felt a curious pang, unsure of why she felt regret.

      She took a deep breath and looked out into the valley below the cliffs. She was lightyears away from home, and this was where she'd be buried, bones forgotten, the end of her story a mystery to the few friends she had back home.

      The ground shifted again and Lis took a deep breath, a strange sense of calm settling over her.

      This was it.

      When she felt the laser pulse hit her between her shoulder blades, her cry was cut short, the beam freezing her completely in place.

      Everything went silent.
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      Denya.

      Ru had traveled the stars for more than fifteen years. He’d met more alien species than he could name and had seen sights that anyone bound to one planet couldn’t imagine. But he’d always known that if he were lucky enough to find his mate, she would be one of the few Detyen women scattered across the universe.

      Now that universe had shifted, an impossible possibility opening up before him. A human denya.

      Lis.

      She was asleep in the vacant crew quarters, locked in the small room but not bound. His blaster came with a freeze setting, holding its target in a beam of light, locked in place and able to be transported with ease.

      Until Lis had nearly fallen off of that crumbling cliff, Ru hadn’t considered using the weapon. He understood that she was scared, that she could not understand the sudden bond that had bloomed between them. But he would not force her. And he would never hurt her. Not unless she was in utter danger that only pain could save her from.

      His heart had leapt into his throat when he saw the ground give way beneath her. Ru had moved without thought, shooting at her and holding her in place in the final seconds before what would have been a fatal accident.

      He knew that humans were a hardy species, but even they had their limits.

      Ru had used the small tractor beam blaster attachment to pull his denya’s frozen form back up, and the thought of leaving her in the woods had never occurred to him. Knowing that she’d sleep for hours—the blaster was hell on anyone’s physiology—he placed her in one of the crew bunks and left her to it.

      Well, eventually he left her.

      He looked his fill, drinking in the stunning features of her face and her uniquely human curves. When he’d seen his first humans, he thought that their skin was strangely lifeless, unmarked by clan patterns, stripes, or spots. They came in a variety of colors, but all along one spectrum from light beige to dark brown. No one had the bright green skin he’d seen in photographs of his grandmother or the burning orange of his brother.

      Among his people, Ru would have been considered plain, his skin only a bit more yellow than Lis’s human coloring. The humans he knew thought him just as colorful as the rest of the surviving Detyens.

      When he looked at Lis, he no longer saw a dull skinned alien. Her skin practically glowed a golden brown, smooth all over, or at least smooth as far as he could see. He took off her jacket, but left her to rest in the remainder of her clothing. They were still strangers, after all, and she would no doubt be offended if he were to leave her naked without her consent.

      But the thought of her nakedness set his blood on fire.

      He’d felt the hardness of the muscles in her arms and legs when he placed her in the bunk, but it was the swell of her hips and her breasts that intrigued him. Detyen women were shaped much like Detyen men, broad shouldered, narrowed hipped, and small breasted.

      As an equal opportunity lover of all intelligent life, Ru had always had a special place in his heart for the female Detyen form. Yet, looking at Lis, he could feel his own preferences shifting. Was it the denya bond growing between them? Or was his denya merely an incredibly beautiful woman?

      Beautiful even when she’d been clearly lost in the wild for some time.

      He didn’t know how a human had ended up on Polai, but it was lucky for her that he was the one that stumbled upon her and not one of the native inhabitants. They did not take kindly to strangers and loved to lock up aliens and place them on display for the Polan public.

      The hardship had been etched into her skin by the dirt that hadn’t been cleaned away in weeks, not to mention the stench of hard living that had seeped deep into her skin and clothes. If he were another man, he might have taken the liberty of cleaning Lis off while she was unconscious. But he knew of very few women who would have appreciated that effort.

      So after leaving out washing supplies and a fresh set of clothes, Ru only took one more liberty. He retrieved a small dermal translator and smoothed it against the skin on the back of her neck, fingers reveling in the softness of her flesh. She hadn’t understood when he’d spoken to her in IC after she’d given her name. Now, at least, they’d be able to talk after she woke.

      Then he let her sleep off the effects of the blast, knowing she’d be out until morning.

      His ship was hidden in a meadow near the Polan foothills. He’d set the defenses up so that normal scans could not detect him. His primary cloaking device would be useless until it was full recharged, but the passive defenses would leave them well hidden. And once the ship was recharged, they could be off the planet in minutes and on to the next adventure.

      He only had to convince her that he was worth it.

      Ru went to sleep that night with hope in his heart for the first time that he could remember in years. The looming specter of demise abated for once and he dreamed of a small house on a green planet that he could call home.

      While he slept soundly, he did not sleep for long. A scarce four hours later, he rolled out of bed and began to get ready to show Lis the ship and what he hoped would be the beginning of her first steps at life with him.

      If she had been Detyen, there would be no question. She’d know what the connection meant both for their relationship and for her well-being. Among Detyens, it was always better to mate first and sort everything out later.

      But she was human. Their mating rituals could last for years and fizzle due to one wrong word or look. Some even considered unconsummated romance to be the highest form of love possible.

      He hoped that she wasn’t one of those types.

      Ru powered up the small onboard computer and brought up an informational page about humans. Normally he used this encyclopedia for information about other species’ weaknesses, but now he simply wanted to know what Lis would eat.

      Their diet was not completely unlike that of his own people. When Ru heard the water pump turn on, he knew that Lis had woken up. He got to cooking while she showered. Soon she’d discover that she was trapped in those quarters, and he hoped to provide her with a welcoming meal before she could become too angry.

      She was not quite his prisoner, but he couldn’t leave her stranded here on Polai. And he didn’t know how he could let her go without bonding to her.

      She took her time washing up. The water didn’t stop running for a solid thirty minutes. But by the time it did, Ru had finished preparing a small meal and had set it at the eating station beside the food processors.

      His ship was too small for much of a kitchen. It could house a crew of five, including himself, but not enough cargo to make a profit on any normal shipping runs. But it was fast, and it could easily be piloted by one person if necessary. That made it great for the clandestine work that Ru had become an expert in.

      Dangerous, illegal, and highly profitable.

      What would become of that work was all up in the air now. He’d already been set to quit, and while young Detyens had never been known to save their credits, he’d been very good at his job. But he knew he was getting ahead of himself.

      When the water turned off, he left the food on the table and went to retrieve Lis. This was the most important job of his life and he wasn’t going to screw it up.
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      Another woman might have tried to escape the moment she woke up in an unfamiliar environment after having been knocked out by an alien stranger who was too sexy for her well-being. But that hypothetical woman probably hadn’t just experienced the most restful sleep of the last month. So Lis took a moment to savor it.

      When she spied the pile of toiletries and the door to the small shower stall, her mind was made up before she could even think of leaving.

      She moaned as the stream of warm water hit her battered body and began to wash away the caked-in stink of the last several weeks. Lis scrubbed and scrubbed, washing her skin and hair until the water ran clear and her skin was red and tender from the effort. It took longer than she anticipated, and halfway through, she spared a glance back at the door.

      She had to be with Ruwen.

      So why wasn’t she freaking out? If a bit of soap and warm water washed away her fears, then she clearly had bigger problems than she thought.

      Lis finished up her shower and toweled off, now taking the time to survey the small room. Four bunks were bolted to the walls and suspended with retractable cables. All of those beds could fold up to more than double the size of the room. Only the bed that she’d slept on was currently folded out.

      The walls were made of a dull gray metal and a small bench was flush up against the wall opposite the bathroom, suspended much like the bunks.

      It didn’t look a lot like the media shows she watched at home, but she was willing to bet that she was in a room on a spaceship. But judging from the pull of gravity in her feet, they were on land.

      Probably still on Polai. Was that good? She wasn’t sure.

      Lis pulled on the clothes that Ruwen had left for her. He’d left her to sleep in the nasty outfit that her captors had left her, and she was grateful for the respect of her privacy, of her body. She wasn’t sure what the blast he’d aimed her way had meant to do to her, but he’d saved her life. And he hadn’t stripped her down.

      She’d fallen quite far considering the amount of relief she felt that a strange alien hadn’t assaulted her while she was unconscious.

      That being said, she wasn’t ready to go easily. She tested the strength of the cable holding the bed to the wall, but it wouldn’t budge. Given enough time, she might have been able to work a supporting bar free from the bench, but she doubted she had long. She didn’t have time to tear apart the room to make a weapon.

      She tried the door and found it locked. No surprise there. Though now that she was clean and dressed in fresh clothes, she wondered why he hadn’t tied her up. She never left any of the assholes she collected as a bounty hunter back home unbound. They got into all sorts of trouble.

      But before another minute passed, Lis heard steps coming down the hall. They stopped in front of her door, and a moment later, the lock disengaged. She only had a second before the door opened and she spared a glance back at the room, checking to see if a weapon had magically materialized.

      There was a strange pull on her neck and she raised her hand to feel strange bumps and lines just to the side of her spine. A control chip? The door slid open before Lis could try to get a good look in the mirror.

      Ruwen stood before her, hands clasped loosely in front of him and a mild expression on his face. He raised a brow when he saw her jerk her hand quickly down from where it rubbed against her neck. “Good morning,” he said, words coming out loud and clear in English. He gestured to his own neck, “I placed a dermal translator on you. I hoped it would make it easier to talk.”

      A translator, not a control chip. That was actually… helpful.

      Under the light of the ship she got a better look at him than she had in the dim light the night before. He’d changed his clothes from the dark fatigues he’d been wearing on his mission to a snugly fitting pair of dark pants and a light green t-shirt that practically made his skin glow neon bright. He didn’t look like any of the aliens who’d made their homes back on Earth. They mostly had horns and scary tusks protruding from their jaws.

      The strange punch of attraction hadn’t vanished. She could still feel it curled up in her belly, heating her from the inside and making her want to lean forward and pull him completely into the room so that she could have her way with him on the bunk.

      But it wasn’t like the night before. Sure, she wanted to let him take her long and hard until they were both spent, but she had control now. It was barely even a fight, more a minor struggle.

      “Thank you,” she said for the translator. He wasn’t threatening her yet, so she tried to keep her tone civil. Escaping would be so much more difficult if he was on edge. “Where are we?”

      Ruwen smiled and glanced around, “My ship.” He said it with the same pride an Earth man would use to speak of a well-maintained twentieth-century vehicle.

      His ship. She’d gathered that. “On Polai?” She bit out each syllable with immense caution, worried that she’d need to run again if she said one thing wrong. This was her first chance to get any information since she left Earth and she needed to use it.

      Ruwen nodded, seemingly unperturbed by her caution. “Yes. I’ve prepared a meal, if you would follow me. I am certain you must be hungry.”

      Her stomach growled at the mention of food, ruining her chance to bluff. Her mouth watered. “I could eat,” she replied, trying not to imagine just how good anything would taste after so many days of energy bars.

      He led her down a narrow hallway covered with small compartment doors sealed shut with leather straps. Extra storage was the most precious commodity on a spaceship. The hallway led to a small galley where Ruwen had placed food on the table and plates for two. The chairs sat opposite each other. The galley was more hallway than room. She spotted a door leading somewhere unknown but most likely to the cockpit about five feet beyond Ruwen’s chair.

      Talk about cozy. His ship might not have been any longer than a freight truck.

      She took a seat and the smell of the food on her plate hit her. Lis hadn’t eaten anything but protein bars in days, and they had come nowhere close to satisfying the hunger that gnawed in her belly. But still, she exercised caution. He could have done something to the food. So she waited.

      Ruwen studied her, those red eyes of his tracking her every tic. They should have scared her. Back on Earth it was said that demons had red eyes. Some ancient monk might have mistaken Ruwen for one, but Lis didn’t fear for her soul. It was absolutely absurd, but sitting across from him, she felt comfortable and at ease. Two things she couldn’t remember feeling very often even when she was at home.

      He seemed to realize that she wouldn’t eat until he did. Ruwen picked up his utensil and cut off a small slice of the meat on his plate and piled it onto the slice of bread. He took a bite, chewed and swallowed with deliberation, and then smiled at her.

      She didn’t smile back. And the paranoid part of her whispered that he could have poisoned her plate. But when Ruwen reached for her food and swapped his plate for hers, she could have fallen out of the chair from shock.

      Her hand flew to the translator at her neck.

      “It doesn’t allow me to read your mind,” he said, reading her mind. “And if you would prefer something else, my processor is at your service.”

      Lis lowered her hand and grabbed the edge of the small metal plate, pulling it close. She ate in silence, trying to wait at least five seconds between every bite. If he hadn’t been there, she would have swallowed it all as quickly as she could.

      She finished off the plate, leaving nothing but a few crumbs from the surprisingly delicious and filling bread. Cobwebs cleared from her mind as her body began to process that she was well fed for the first time since she’d left Earth.

      Ruwen took her plate. “Would you like some more?” he asked in a tone one would normally reserve for a feral cat.

      Lis shook her head. He seemed to understand that it meant no.

      He came back to the table with two bottles of water and sat one in front of her. That he hadn’t tampered with the food made it easier to trust him, and she didn’t wait for him to drink first. She drank down half of the bottle in greedy gulps. She’d taken several long sips of the hot water in the shower, but she hadn’t come close to satiating her thirst. When she finished off the bottle, she was finally ready to talk.

      “Who are you?” she asked. A name was not enough.

      He leaned back in his chair and rested his hands on the table. The claws at his knuckles had retracted so that only the smallest tip peaked out, a subtle reminder of deadly power. “My name is Ruwen NaNaran. But everyone calls me Ru. I’m a Detyen and a contractor. I came to Polai for a job.”

      “I’ve never heard of Detyens.” Every week there was a media story on a newly met alien race, so Lis had heard of plenty of aliens before.

      His eyes darkened, the ruby irises going nearly black, and his postured tightened. “We are… limited.” He didn’t explain further.

      There was a hurt in him that she couldn’t bring herself to disturb. She forced herself to be satisfied with that explanation. “Why did you bring me here?” If he was going to answer her questions, she wouldn’t stop asking them. She needed all of the information that she could get.

      But Ruwen—Ru—stumbled over her query. “Polai is no place for a human.”

      “I gathered that.” Despite the circumstances that had brought her to the ship, she was grateful for the food and the reprieve from the harsh sunlight. “But…” She really didn’t want to bring this part up. Still, Lis had made a life out of doing things she didn’t wish to do. “But that doesn’t explain why I’m here. Or why last night we…”

      “I would like to apologize for my behavior,” he interrupted in a rush before she could accuse him of anything.

      “What?” She couldn’t remember a man ever apologizing for kissing her, especially when the kiss had been unwanted and unexpected.

      Ru stood and pushed his seat flush against the table in a practice motion. He leaned against the wall opposite the table and looked down at her, crossing his arms. “I did not expect to find yo—no, that’s not right. Let me start from the beginning.”

      “I think that would be best.” Was he a threat to her? Or was this all the result of some larger than life misunderstanding?

      Ru’s lips pulled into a wry smile. “You see, you’re my mate.”

      Wait, what?

      “M-mate?” she stammered out. Lis pushed back from her seat at the table and took a few steps away from him, keeping her chair between them. She stayed in the galley, but only by an inch. There were weapons she could use in there, if she just had a second to find the knife drawer. She wasn’t letting him get a step closer.

      Ru lifted up a hand, the smile vanishing from his face. “I mean you no harm. I swear it on my life.” He said it so seriously that it gave her pause.

      “I don’t have a mate.” Humans didn’t. That wasn’t their thing. She’d heard rumors of alien species that bonded through strange quirks of DNA, but she’d never heard of a cross-species—cross-planet!—bond. It wasn’t possible. Even though… No, it couldn’t happen.

      Ru placed his hand on his heart but stayed in place as if he was afraid he’d cause her to run again. “I know this is difficult to understand⁠—”

      “No, no, no,” she interrupted, head shaking, “Not difficult at all. That was some weird fight or flight thing. I don’t just make out with any random hot alien I see. I was starving and delusional.” Did she just call him hot? Shit.

      Sure, his shoulders were broad and muscular and she thought she could climb him like a tree and he wouldn’t feel the strain. And, all right, his lips were unexpectedly soft under her own and she’d felt almost safe in his arms. And… as the madness whirled in her mind, she realized that she’d taken a half-step toward him, an arm outstretched.

      Okay, she conceded internally, there might have been some strange connection.

      Lis didn’t know what to do with that information. She couldn’t be this alien’s mate. But, a dark part of her whispered that she could use that. Her eyes narrowed and she studied him again. He seemed content to wait for her to come to some sort of decision. Ru held still, posture relaxed, but with the bearing of a fighter.

      This was no warrior standing before her. She could tell from the shape of his ship and the small blaster hanging from his belt. He’d called himself a contractor earlier, but that was just the polite way of saying gun for hire, or maybe smuggler. She’d done a fair bit of ‘contracting’ herself.

      She knew his type, and she knew that fighting him head on wouldn’t see her back on Earth anytime soon. Mate. Payment. It sounded the same to her, and if he thought she belonged to him, he wouldn’t let her go.

      But… well, he’d definitely get her off of this goddamned rock. And she now had a translator, something she’d need if she was ever going to find her way home. Lis could ignore the strange attraction and suppress any weird thoughts about mates or anything equally impossible.

      What she couldn’t ignore was an opportunity. Ru wanted her. She wanted off Polai. It seemed like they were a match made somewhere in the Milky Way.

      He just didn’t need to know that he wouldn’t get to keep her.

      Lis schooled her expression into something less guarded and placed her fingers on the back of the galley chair. She took a deep breath and tried to look like she was barely collecting herself. She pulled back the chair and sat once more. Life in the Wastes had given her plenty of practice at fooling people who wanted to believe in hope.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, slipping into the role of the beleaguered victim. “So much has happened in the last few days that I just… I need time. Can you start again? And explain slowly?”

      She needed every nugget of intel that he would give up.
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      Ru knew that he should have trusted his denya. If she had been Detyen, he would have. But Lis had calmed too quickly for him to believe that she was ready and willing to join with him on this journey.

      He’d need to move with caution. No doubt she would try to run at the first opportunity, perhaps even risking herself in the wilds of Polai rather than seeing what he had to offer. It should have frustrated him.

      Instead, he was intrigued.

      This was not the type of challenge he’d ever expected to encounter. Still, as with all things, he’d face it and triumph. If he needed to make her love him so that he could claim her, he’d throw his entire heart into the campaign.

      There was nothing more important than mating with his denya.

      He could sit here all day and explain the entire history of his people, but Ru wasn’t ready to bore her with a school lesson just yet. He stepped up to the table. “Would you walk with me?”

      Lis narrowed her eyes, her fingers curling against the synthetic tabletop. “Where?”

      Ru kept his smile to himself. She reminded him of the angry stray cats that lived on every space station on this side of the galaxy. They bit the men and women who fed them and then ran back for more. But Ru could endure a few scratches. “I would like to show you my ship.”

      Lis eyes widened and her lips pulled into a close mouthed smile. Her hands quit moving and she held herself still as if any movement would send her bounding up from her chair and down the passageway to spy everything on the ship.

      Ru silently revamped the tour, cutting out any visit to the cockpit. The cruiser ran on a biometric key system so she could only get it started if she somehow rewired the ignition. Or if she dragged his unconscious body to the pilot seat.

      Yes, he’d hold off on that part for now. No need to tempt her into doing him harm.

      As she stood up, Ru offered a hand, hoping to feel the soft pressure of her skin against his once more. But she placed her hands in her pockets and looked away from his offering as if by refusing to acknowledge it, it would disappear.

      Without another word, Ru led her back toward the sleeping quarters. “You’ve seen the crew quarters.” He didn’t bother to open up the crew door or his own room.

      “You mean the prisoner hold?” she shot back.

      For a fleeting second, Ru sent a prayer to his gods that he would wake up and discover that this was all a mistake and his denya was actually a wonderful Detyen woman who understood the way of their universe. Almost as quickly, he banished the thought. Lis was his and he would not betray her by thinking her unworthy.

      But the thought of her out on this planet alone chilled his blood. “Polai is no place for a human,” he said. “I was concerned that you would be confused when you woke.”

      “After you shot me?” She was incredulous, but then took a deep breath and smiled, her tone softening. “I mean, the shower was nice.”

      Did all humans dissemble? And did they do it so poorly? He doubted she would enjoy the question or answer it truthfully. “I am glad you enjoyed it.”

      A few paces down from the crew quarters, Ru opened a completely ordinary door to a room black as the oceans of Nuxeria. He turned a dial on the wall and suddenly they were standing in the middle of an inky field of stars stretching out for lightyears. “I like to come here when the ship feels too small,” he told her. Even the air changed. It no longer felt like they stood in the middle of a tiny, insignificant cruiser.

      Lis gasped, and he saw her reach a hand up and wave it in front of her, grasping one of the sparkling stars between her fingers. Her voice was full of wonder when she spoke. “The planetarium back home had something like this, but it was an antique. Barely better than one of those big old movie projectors from a hundred years ago.”

      Ru’s heart lightened, and for the first time since she had awoken, he believed that she might truly be enjoying something. Now that she wasn’t looking at him, her shoulders relaxed and she made little sounds of awe as the stars swirled around her. He didn’t know what she meant by a ‘movie projector.’ His holoplayer barely functioned on the best of days and it should have been replaced a decade ago, but it was good enough for him.

      He reached back to cycle through another scene and trees popped up around them, blotting out the stars. Ru smelled the forests of his ancestors and heard a crying bird that had gone extinct before he was born. He turned the wheel once more before the rest of the vid played out. He didn’t need to see that. Not now.

      The next turn of the dial brought up an idyll beach, green waves gently lapping against bright red sand as the warm salt air circled around them.

      But Lis had seen Detya and her curiosity was piqued. “What was that?”

      “Nothing.” And Ru would not discuss it. Two chairs appeared almost out of nowhere and he gestured toward them. “I thought humans enjoyed the sun.”

      Lis blew out a derisive breath. He was learning to love the little sounds of emotion she made. “When it’s not trying to murder us.” She took his cue and sat on the chair and let one hand fall off the side, playing in the sand. He knew it wouldn’t feel like the real thing, but it was close. She didn’t look at him when she asked, “How do you know so much about humans?”

      Ru took his seat beside her. “I did my research,” he explained. “Besides, I’ve traveled around. Your lot may have not been in this universe for long, but you do certainly get around.”

      “We’ve had interstellar travel for nearly 150 years!” she protested, as if a century and a half meant anything on the galactic scale. “First contact was more than a century ago.”

      He laughed. “My people have traveled the stars for two millennia.” There were hundreds of planets that Detyens had discovered that had been ground to dust in that time.

      “Then how come I’ve never met them?” She didn’t mean it as a probing question, but it struck a chord.

      Ru thought of his parents and his brother and of all the countless lives that had been lost to senseless violence and an idiotic evolutionary quirk. No, now was not the time to explain his people to her. She’d run off the ship before he could finish the first sentence. He changed the subject. “I’ve three more days before this ship can safely breach orbit. The Polai are renowned for keeping people on planet.”

      “Why?” She stopped playing with the sand and finally looked up at him, eyes wide and concerned. She no longer looked at him as if he’d chase her down and capture her… again.

      But the Polans were easy enough to explain and not a subject that hurt his heart. “Their laws prohibit them from exploiting native Polans. No slavery. But anyone from off planet is fair game and not subject to the law. They can exploit them or ransom them for personal gain.” It was a disgusting arrangement, but Ru could not pretend that it was only the Polans who practiced it.

      For some species, the only intelligent life that existed was that native to their own planet. They found ways to justify it through religion, or commerce, or twisted logic. But Ru had never considered their reasons good enough to kill and enslave. It had made taking the job against this planet an easy enough decision, despite the danger. He would never hesitate to screw over slavers.

      Lis went pale and turned her gaze over to the distant horizon. “Do they ever buy people from off planet?” she asked quietly.

      “I couldn’t say.” He was not familiar with all of the ins and outs of the planet. So he told her what he did know. “But it’s not an unheard of place to drop off excess passengers. There are always bounties.” He wanted to ask her how she’d ended up on this wretched place, but he held the question back. She would open up when she was ready, not merely a few hours after she found herself in his company on less than willing terms.

      “And why three days?” she asked, not offering the explanation he hadn’t asked for.

      “The cloaking device burnt out on entry. It takes five days to re-cycle. I landed two nights ago. If we try to leave without cloaking…” he trailed off.

      She finished for him. “Kaboom?”

      “If that is the sound of an explosion, then yes.” They shared a little smile. His watch beeped, reminding him that he had preparations to make for the night. “If you are amenable, I would take you off this planet.”

      Lis froze, looking just past his left ear. “Just like that?” she asked.

      Was it so complicated? Even if she were not his denya, he hoped he would be a good enough man to rescue her from this hostile place. Seeing as she was his, the matter had never been in question. “Just like that,” he confirmed.

      Her mouth opened and closed and she gripped the edge of the beach chair. “That’s… what…”

      Ru wanted to reach out and comfort her. If she couldn’t take a simple kindness, one he was certain that he had been angling for, he knew that she must have endured something truly terrible. The humans he knew had never been unkind, but there had always been rumors of an unbearable harshness for some of their people.

      Humans endured, no matter what. To do so, they could be both the most kind-hearted and the most cruel people in the entire universe. And if she had been subjected to the cruel, he feared what he thought he would demand of her.

      Ru held up a hand in peace. “I have only one request. And one demand,” he added after a moment.

      She raised up her brows. “Yes?”

      “For the demand, until we leave Polai, do not leave the ship without my company. It is dangerous and I’ve no way to track you.” He would not budge on that.

      Lis considered it for a moment and then nodded, “That seems reasonable.” She didn’t need to be told of the danger again. “And the request?”

      This was where he could go completely wrong. She’d reacted so poorly to merely the mention of mating that he knew he shouldn’t push his luck. And yet Ru could not help himself. She was a smart, snarly, beautiful woman who would be perfect with him if only she gave them a chance.

      The fact that she would save his life barely rated.

      But Ru needed to ask it. He could not let her go and he had no wish for subterfuge. So he spoke slowly and with great care. “My assignment is a matter of some urgency. And because of that, I would ask that you agree to accompany me until its end. That may take a little more than a month. And in that time,” he took a deep breath and said a silent prayer, “I would like to… get to know you. And for you to get to know me. And for you to perhaps consider…”

      “Are you asking me to sleep with you? Because it’s taken me less time to fuck guys than for you to ask.” Sarcasm laced through her tone, but there was a hint of curiosity there as well. It gave Ru hope.

      He would have expected jealousy at the thought of her past lovers, but instead, a smug sense of superiority invaded him. He would bring her pleasure that they could not dream of. If her old lovers finished in the space of a sentence, they’d never been good enough for her.

      “Pleasure, such as it is, should be savored,” he said. “But while you are the most beautiful woman I’ve had the pleasure to lay eyes on,” and that sentiment grew truer by the second, “That is not what I ask.” Though he’d be dreaming of her until the moment she let him into her bed.

      “Then what do you want?” The playfulness had leaked out, leaving her voice flat. Not from lack of emotion, but almost like she was trying to keep it in.

      “Merely that you consider me. Both as a friend, and that you’ll allow something more to grow, if it will.” It would, he knew. How could the bond do anything but? But she needed to be ready to accept it and him.

      Lis pulled her legs in and rested her head on her knees, hugging her ankles. “Yeah,” she said, voice faint and muffled by her skin, “I can consider you.”

      Ru smiled. That was a step in the right direction.
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      As if he realized that he'd given Lis a lot to think about, Ru left her alone in the holoroom after giving her quick instructions on how to change the settings on the holoplayer. All she had to do was turn the dial and she could be just about anywhere in the universe.

      She stayed on the beach.

      She wasn't sure how the tech worked, but it really felt like she was sitting on a cotton lined chair on an utterly alien beach. She'd never seen naturally occurring red sand before.

      One day with Ru and he was opening up her horizons in ways she hadn't thought possible. Back home on Earth there weren't many opportunities for an orphaned gutter rat from the Wastes. She'd been tough and as lucky as they came. But she'd had to fight for every single scrap she’d ever made.

      There hadn't been time or space to imagine red beaches or sexy aliens that kissed like the devil.

      Already, the plan she'd formed to get off Polai was falling apart. She'd expected that she'd need to barter things that she’d rather not sell. Instead he simply offered to take her away with nothing to gain.

      Could a person truly be so genuine? So kind?

      For the last month or more, she'd been subjected to inexplicable cruelty at the hands of strangers, but her entire life had seemed to lead to it on an indifferent path. Her last two lovers, the only two who'd ever bothered to stay around for longer than a few weeks, had both cheated on her. Garth, who'd seemed like exactly the kind of guy who could save a girl from sorrow, had even tried to steal a job out from under her.

      No one she knew back home, not even her closest friend, would offer to save her without payment. Garth and Brody would probably both demand sex and forgiveness. Her boss, Kim, would want her to do jobs as payment. The bad kind of jobs that she normally refused to take.

      And Lis would have paid those prices, no question. She already hated her exes, so a little casual… whatever… couldn't make that worse. As for Kim, at least she was fair about it. She’d never demand payment beyond what she was owed.

      Lis had been certain she'd need to play Ru to get away. Whatever that mate thing he was talking about sounded like a whole bunch of nonsense to get into her pants. And if that had been his price, she would have paid it as well. She would have hated him for it, and herself as well.

      But she was a survivor, not a saint.

      Would it really be so bad to give him a shot like he asked? She'd agreed without truly considering it. In the grand scheme of things, a few weeks was nothing.

      And things would be good between them. There was no question about sexual compatibility. She'd felt just about all of him during their kiss and all those parts would fit. When he grew tired of her after he learned exactly what she was and how she'd lived, it might actually hurt. She didn't question her certainty that things would end.

      Ru was a kind, generous man. Sure, he hunted bounties. But he despised slavers and rescued damsels.

      This had to be Stockholm Syndrome. Lis never realized that it could strike so quickly.

      But no, this wasn't anything quite so simple. She liked Ru. Not just in the sex way. Back home she'd needed to learn to judge people quickly from a young age. Dangerous or safe. Scammer or mark. Abuser or not.

      The crowds she ran with and worked for would never tolerate an honest man, nor a good one. But in those very, very rare instances when they showed up, she could sense that bright strain of something pure within.

      And it shone bright in Ru. She didn't get it, and yet, she was so thankful that she wanted to repay him even though he hadn't asked for anything.

      Well, nothing besides a chance.

      When he asked for that, he'd looked at her like he truly saw her. And it left Lis feeling strangely exposed and vulnerable. Not physically, but like her soul sat open for anyone to stomp on. She didn't want him to see that; she didn't know what he could discern when those fiery red eyes turned on her.

      But he still wanted her.

      She wasn't even sure what that meant. It wasn't sex. That was clear. A relationship? Marriage? Mating? He'd used that word, but she had no idea what he meant by it. Wolves mated for life and all that crap, but humans didn't.

      And yet… the more she thought about it, the more acceptable it sounded. Sitting beside Ru and talking logistics had felt so damn right that she was terrified of it. He'd just fit, like he was a strange and vital piece of her life that she hadn't known had been missing.

      But she didn't know him! And she was sort of, kind of his prisoner at the moment. Though she wasn't sure that he would stop her if she really wanted to leave. He might force her off Polai, if she was crazy enough to try to stay, but she doubted he'd lock her up beyond that.

      It was scary to consider giving him a real chance to… win her? Was that the right term? Maybe date her. But it was the good kind of scary, like sky diving. Not the bad kind of scary, like jumping out of a burning plane with no parachute.

      She knew both from experience.

      Lis didn't need to make her final decision now. But she decided to be open to it, to him. Whatever that meant. And if all she got was a very fun story, then at least she'd have that.

      She stood up from her beach chair and did a little stretch. She'd been sitting for so long lost in thought that her muscles had begun to stiffen up.

      The dial on the wall was barely visible beyond the holo projection, but Lis reached for it and turned blindly. It flashed through several scenes, from waterfalls running in reverse to planets made entirely of diamond.

      But Lis remembered the stricken look that had flashed across Ru's face right before the beach. She turned the dial back until she returned to the dense forest that he hadn't wanted to show her.

      Ru had said she could check out any of the scenes. She was almost certain that this one would show her more about Ruwen the Detyen than any other option at her fingertips.
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        * * *

      

      The forest around her was giant, dense with broad trunked trees as far as her eyes could see. Unlike the beach, this forest could have been on Earth, but somehow she knew she was looking at a planet she’d never seen before.

      The wide green leaves rustled as a gust of wind blew through. It even ruffled Lis’s hair. And she breathed in the scent of green and old wood.

      Two Detyens walked in front of her. One had greenish-yellow skin similar to Ru’s, but the other was red with markings in dark lines and squares all around his neck. Both wore dark clothing and carried heavy packs on their backs.

      The yellow one said something, but even with her translator Lis couldn’t understand it. She didn’t know if it was because of the holo-projection or something else.

      The red Detyen scoffed and replied dismissively to whatever his companion had said.

      The first Detyen didn’t like it. His voice got low and intense, eyes narrowed as he enunciated every word, each as much a mystery to Lis as the last.

      Their argument was cut short by a yellow Detyen woman running up behind them. She started yelling and waving her arms around, trying to get their attention. At first, neither of the Detyens seemed to pay her any mind, but as she got closer, they both turned to her, curious.

      The woman quickly overtook them, running for her life from an unseen foe. She briefly glanced over her shoulder and urged the other Detyens on, but she didn’t wait for them to catch up.

      Lis felt the heat warm against her face before she saw it. It crept up on her, and then with a surprising swiftness, she was engulfed, the forest a hell of red and orange flame that ate everything in its path. It sucked up all the air, burning her lungs, the taste acrid. Even through the thick, dark smoke, Lis could still see the woman. She ran after her, afraid that the flames would somehow come to life and take her with them through the holoplayer.

      The woman dived into a waiting ship at the edge of the woods. As Lis ran in behind her, she watched the woman wait in the doorway, lips tight as she watched the fire grow and grow. Lis could tell she was waiting to see if the two men had made it. But second by precious second ticked by, and they didn’t emerge from the flickering flames.

      The woman let out an anguished yell as the fire reached the last tree and jumped to the grass less than twenty feet from the ship. She slammed her hand down on a button and the door dropped shut with a resounding bang.

      There wasn’t much room in the ship, but it wasn’t real and the woman couldn’t care that Lis stood there watching her. With practiced swiftness, the Detyen strapped herself into the pilot’s seat and fired the rockets, launching from the quickly burning ground before her only escape could be destroyed.

      If Lis had really been there, she would have fallen flat to the floor as the ship leapt vertically, climbing through the air until it could break through the atmosphere. As it was, she wobbled for a second, but remained upright.

      Lis stepped up to the door and looked out the porthole window. The land glowed with the destruction of apocalypse. The forest had succumbed to the utter blackness of death, but as they got further and further away, Lis could see that it wasn’t only that one swath of land.

      The entire planet was dying. Fire and decay crawled over every inch that she could see.

      And then, as quickly as the fire had destroyed the forest, she was back in it, standing in front of the yellow and red Detyen men.

      She watched again in fascinated horror with the hollow certainty that these men had been swallowed in the flames she knew were coming but could not yet see. She studied the red one, looking for some sign that he could sense his impending doom. But as his argument started with his yellow companion, they were both oblivious to the danger.

      There was a noise behind her, but she ignored it until she saw the woman start running toward them once more.

      The video cut off, Ru standing beside the holoplayer control dial.

      Tears burned in Lis’s eyes as she looked at him. He bore little resemblance to the yellow man and woman from the vid, being both taller and leaner. But they had unquestionably been his people. And he looked hurt after only catching a few seconds of the show. Lis knew that Ru must have studied that footage over and over, taking what little scraps he could of a home world to which he could never return.

      “Why couldn’t I understand what they said?” she asked. The translator he’d given her should have been loaded with plenty of languages.

      Ru slowly lowered his hands and curled his fingers into a fist. His other hand cradled that fist, massaging it with practiced restraint.

      “They’re speaking Detyen,” he said. “There’s only about 20,000 or so of us left who speak it with any fluency. And we all speak IC anyway.” Unlike her, his eyes were dry, but that didn’t mean that he didn’t mourn.

      “What happened?” It looked like the planet had been destroyed in minutes. Not even a hundred nuclear bombs could do something like that.

      Ru shrugged. “War. Destruction. It was long before I was born.”

      That might have been true, but she knew that seeing part of that vid must have brought it all back. Lis crossed the room and pulled him close. The pain of the loss must have never been far from his mind. How could it? He was a man without a planet and with few people of his kind left.

      Ru stood frozen in her embrace, as if he was scared to move. But Lis didn’t let go. "I'm sorry," she whispered against his neck.

      Ru breathed deep and his arms came around her, holding her until she was flush up against him. He smelled hauntingly familiar and just right: a mix of something woodsy and spicy with just a hint of engine grease. It was the smell of his work mixed with the fundamental scent of him. Lis just wanted to roll around in it until she was covered in him.

      Her hands crept up and down his back, feeling the delicious pull of his taut muscles under her fingers. She felt little ridges flicking away from his spine, the skin gathered in hard lines that she could trace her fingers across.

      But that was not the only stiffness she felt. His cock was right there between them, hardening as she touched him.

      Lis dragged her fingers over one of the denser lines on his back and heard Ru suck in a ragged breath, arousal thick in the air. She did it again, and this time, the air rushed out of him in a whoosh.

      So this was the power she could have over him, if she wanted to take it.

      His lips came down and brushed over the pulse of her neck, causing Lis to let out her own little gasp. She arched into him, chest heaving. This was no longer about comfort. Ru might have suffered from a generational sadness, but she knew that now his entire attention was focused on her.

      His teeth scraped her, not quite a bite, just giving her the slightest suggestion of menace. The fingers on one of her hands curled, digging into his flesh. His teeth felt sharper than a human’s, not quite fangs, but dangerous.

      It was the sexiest thing that Lis could ever remember feeling.

      She wanted to lay down and let him slide into her tight sheath and fuck him until they were both dazed and spent. She wanted to take his cock into her mouth and taste the most masculine part of him. She was on fire, her pussy wet and lips swollen with need, desperate to be filled.

      God, she wanted him more than she needed to breathe.

      Lis tapped on the brakes, the thought a step too far. Breathing was too important to ignore. And yeah, it might have been hyperbole, but that didn't mean that she couldn't take a step back.

      She stilled against him.

      Ru sensed the change in her and pulled away. He took half a step back, but he kept her in a loose embrace, his arms casually clasping her own. Lis didn't mind. It felt too good to be held by him to try and stop it.

      “I’ve prepared a meal,” he said, one thumb casually making circles on her bicep. “You’ve been in here for quite some time.”

      Lis realized that she was hungry. After days of starvation, it was hard to believe that she could sate her stomach when it was merely empty, not trying to devour itself from the inside. “I could really go for some food right now.”

      She followed him out of the holoroom on unsteady feet. Something undeniable had shifted between them. And Lis was terrified that if she let him truly get to her, then she wouldn’t know how to let go.

      Even worse, she couldn’t make herself run away. Not anymore. She wanted Ru too much.
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      As Ru worked on finalizing his plans to complete his mission, he couldn’t help but smile. All hope wasn’t lost. He almost whistled, but he knew that his denya might find that strange.

      After their brief interlude in the holoroom the night before, Ru had been concerned that Lis would pull back. She’d seemed uncertain, lost. Though he supposed that anyone would feel out of sorts after watching the vid of the destruction of Detya. If she’d had to watch any vid, he was glad it was that one. The other dozen or so that had survived the carnage were blood-soaked and even more nightmare-inducing.
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