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      Fynd marched through the bustling outdoor marketplace in Besha, the largest settlement on planet Censina. The crowd continually parted for him; as usual, once the aliens in his path got a look at his scarred face, they couldn’t step aside fast enough. The angry but unique red markings covering his face and neck announced he’d battled a Urronnian mercenary and lived to tell the tale. Even for a Vaxxlian warrior, he was a formidable enemy and no one in the market wanted to cross him.

      The large green tent he sought came into sight. He paused and touched the bag of orrrhovan jewels in his pocket, feeling an odd twinge of nerves assail him. What he was about to do would change his life forever, as well as the life of an unsuspecting human female. But he needed to find a mate before he returned to New Vaxx. The human female in the tent would have to do, whoever she was.

      His scars would likely disgust and frighten her, but it could not be helped. She would come to New Vaxx with him, become his mate, and bear his children. Perhaps in time, the female would appreciate that he’d taken her away from a life of slavery. He would treat her well and honor his vows as her mate.

      He could only hope they would form a friendship of sorts. He dared not dream of more. He would not make that mistake again.

      With his resolve deepening, he strode inside the green tent and glared at the four-armed alien who immediately blocked his path. The alien’s eyes widened and he gulped hard, clearly not as brave as a guard ought to be. Not as tall, either. Fynd towered over him by more than two heads.

      “Klazsum is expecting me.”

      “Ah, Fynd!” Klazsum, the slaver Fynd had spoken to via video comm yesterday, emerged from the darkness and the guard soon moved aside. “How fortunate you made it before the solar storm hit this sector.”

      “I’m not here to talk about the weather. I’m here for the human female. Take me to her.” He told himself he was simply eager to complete the transaction and escape this crowded market with his new mate. He wasn’t eager to meet her. That couldn’t be the reason his heart was pounding an erratic rhythm in his chest.

      “Follow me.” Klazsum gave a polite nod.

      Fynd followed the slaver down a row of cages. Most were empty, but a few contained aliens in a variety of species, as well as some with exotic looking animals. The sight left Fynd deeply unsettled. More guards were stationed throughout the tent, most holding weapons at the ready, as if expecting the tent to come under attack or the occupants of the cages to suddenly attempt escape.

      A sense of sheer anger built within Fynd’s chest, the urge to tackle Klazsum and snap his neck growing with each step. But he restrained himself from the violent action, even though he didn’t think the slaver or the guards in this tent deserved to live another day. If Fynd started a fight, the guards would likely fire their blasters, and many of the occupants of the cages, including his human female, might become hurt in the fray. But that didn’t stop Fynd from continuing to imagine the satisfaction of killing Klazsum with his bare hands.

      The practice of selling aliens was barbaric and cruel, and slave owners were the worst kind of vermin yet. But here he was—in a slaver’s tent about to buy a slave from the very aliens he loathed. He swallowed the acid rising in his throat and told himself he was better than the slave owners and better than slave traders like Klazsum, because the human female he purchased would no longer be a slave.

      Except, in a way, she would.

      He planned to mate with her and take her back to New Vaxx. She wouldn’t be free to go. Whether she liked it or not, she would become his mate and live on his planet until the end of her days. Fynd cursed under his breath and followed Klazsum down yet another row of cages, until finally they reached the last enclosure in the aisle.

      Then he saw her. The human female who would become his mate.

      His breath caught in his chest.

      She was small. Hugging her knees to her chest, she shivered as she peered up at him through the bars with wide blue eyes. She was naked, but clearly her physiology wasn’t accustomed to the chilled temperatures of Besha.

      Long golden hair framed her face, the silken locks cascading over her shoulders in waves. She blinked at him and scooted back against the wall of her cage, the fear in her gaze intensifying. His heart clenched, even as fury filled his veins.

      How dare they keep her in such conditions, without even giving her a blanket? He could only imagine how cold she’d become during the nighttime hours, and he hoped she hadn’t been in this tent for long.

      With a growl and a sharp look at Klazsum, he tore off his jacket and knelt in front of the cage. “Hello, little human,” he said in Galactic Common. He held up the jacket for her to see and then slipped it through the bars, holding it out as he waited for her to accept the offering. “This is for you. Please put it on. I know you must be cold.”

      Her startled blue gaze met his and she swallowed hard. At first, he didn’t think she would accept the jacket, but after he gave her an encouraging nod, she tentatively leaned forward and reached out. Her eyes gleamed with suspicion and she moved slowly, as if fearing he would grab hold of her through the bars without warning.

      “This is no trick, little human.” He stared at her intently, memorizing the exact shade of blue of her eyes, so different from the usual green of a Vaxxlian. He could travel the universe and glimpse every ocean and lake in existence and still not find a shade of blue so lovely and pure as his soon-to-be mate’s eyes. “Please take it,” he said. “I wish for you to be warm.”

      Though suspicion remained burning in her mesmerizing gaze, she took a deep breath and leaned closer, and closer still, until her fingers closed around the jacket. He let go once she clasped it, only for her to jolt back as if she still feared a trick. He watched as she quickly donned the garment, slipping her arms into the jacket which was far too large for her and wrapping it around her tiny body.

      He wished his arms were around her instead, holding her as he promised no one would hurt her ever again. The sudden thought startled him. It had been a long time since he’d interacted with a female, and even longer since he’d harbored tender feelings for one. But the urge to protect her and shower her with affection surged through him, warming him despite the chill in the air.

      Klazsum cleared his throat. “Are you ready to negotiate a price?”

      Fynd shot to his feet, grabbed the slaver by the arm, and roughly dragged him away from the human female. He had hoped to complete the transaction out of her earshot. Two nearby guards approached, holding their weapons high in warning.

      With a snarl, Fynd released Klazsum and dug in his pocket for the orrrhovan jewels. He handed the entire bag to the slaver.

      “I think you’ll find this amount is more than sufficient. Unlock the cage. She’s mine now.”
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        * * *

      

      She had to escape. She had to.

      Lucy couldn’t imagine belonging to the massive alien brute who’d just purchased her. He had to be at least three, maybe four, times her size. If he became angry with her—and in her experience, masters always became angry—he could easily kill her with one blow. She’d never seen an alien so tall or with muscles so huge. His fierce expression frightened her as well, but it wasn’t the scars covering his face and neck that put her at unease.

      The way he glared at the slaver made her shudder, his glowing green eyes filled with venom. She could only imagine how he would treat her. Tears burned in her eyes and she blinked hard, determined not to cry in front of the brute. Some masters liked it when a female cried. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction, nor did she want to give him any reason to pay extra attention to her.

      To which race did he belong? She snuck another peek at him while he completed the transaction with the slaver. If not for his great height, glowing eyes, and extremely well-toned muscles, he could have been human. But he wasn’t human. Her throat burned with emotion. She hadn’t seen another human for years, but she knew he couldn’t possibly be human.

      His otherworldly green eyes fixed on her as he returned to her cage. Her heart pounded faster and her palms broke into a sweat. Oh God. He’d bought her and now she had to go with him.

      Was he as cruel as he looked?

      She knew she ought not judge an alien by his appearance, but it was difficult not to when he kept glaring and growling low in his throat. And there was the damning fact that he’d just bought her. How much decency and honor could a slave owner possess?

      None. Absolutely none. Her fear increased, cold shivers making her shake all over, despite the jacket she now wore. She’d spent the last four days trapped in this cage, praying that her next master would be a kind man, praying that whomever bought her wouldn’t treat her as cruelly as Thesslon or his brother had. Perhaps she’d been kidding herself to believe in such a possibility.

      “Unlock the cage now, or I will pry the bars open myself,” her new master said with a vicious glance at the slaver. “I’ll not ask again.”

      She stifled a gasp and eyed his bulging biceps. Could he really pry the bars of a cage open? Oh, what she wouldn’t give to possess that sort of strength. She would sell her soul to every devil from every religion across the galaxy.

      The slaver, who’d just sold her on behalf of Thesslon, her former master, rushed forward and pressed his hand to a panel outside the cage. The door opened with a click and her new master wasted no time in reaching inside for her. She cringed as he grabbed onto her arm, though his touch wasn’t violent or even forceful.

      He met her eyes and for several moments, she couldn’t breathe.

      He stared at her so intently she felt as if he were staring into the depths of her soul. She prayed that his race didn’t possess telepathic abilities. She’d heard of masters who could read their slaves’ minds and punished them for disobedient thoughts as well as actions.

      “Come out of there, little human, and I will get you far away from this place.” His expression turned gentle, all traces of anger leaving his face. “I promise I won’t hurt you. I swear on the souls of all my ancestors.”

      What choice did she have?

      If she tried to remain in the cage, he would probably drag her out and she might get hurt in the process. Her muscles ached from days of being crammed in the small cage, unable to stretch out or stand up. With an inward sigh, she moved forward and allowed the huge alien to guide her out of the small enclosure.

      True to his word, he treated her gently. Not once did he grip her arms hard, nor did he pull her hair or prod her with an electrified rod. She’d seen countless slaves treated in such a way, hauled away bleeding and battered at the hands of their cruel new masters.

      The brute placed his arm around her and guided her outside the green tent. She inhaled a deep breath after stepping into the open market. For the first time in days, the warmth of the sun beamed down upon her face, though there was still a chill in the air and she was grateful her master had given her a jacket.

      He stared down at her feet and frowned. “You don’t have shoes?” He cursed under his breath. “Of course, you don’t. I’m sorry, little human. Here, I’ll carry you so you don’t hurt your feet.”

      Before she could even consider protesting, he scooped her up in his huge arms and carried her through the crowded marketplace. She trembled in his hold, fear of the unknown making her sick to her stomach. Did this alien live on Censina? Or would he take her to another planet entirely?

      She swallowed hard and peered around the market, wishing he wasn’t holding her. She needed to get the hell away from him as quickly as possible and hide.

      Freedom.

      She wanted to be free. She had spent the last five years dreaming of freedom and praying that one day she would find her sisters, both of whom had been taken by slavers when their passenger ship, the Mazzon, was attacked. Were Amelia and Kelly still alive?

      She snuck another peek at her new master, trying to decide her next move. When they emerged from the market crowds and headed for a landing platform on the city’s edge, her nervousness increased and she squirmed in his arms.

      He paused briefly, said something in a strange language she didn’t recognize, and adjusted his hold on her. But his foreign, rumbling words issued in a deep but soothing tone took her by surprise. His strong masculine scent filled her senses, making her ever aware of his maleness—his brute strength compared to her small, puny humanness. Not for the first time, she wished she were a huge Pruvvarrian or a fierce Shasttan female. Then she might have a fighting chance against the alien masters who thought nothing of keeping slaves.

      He carried her past a variety of vessels, making his way toward a sleek disc-shaped craft. He called out something in his native tongue and a ramp descended from the ship. Panic seized her. She didn’t want to be taken onto his ship. Once aboard his ship, getting away would be all the more difficult.

      Desperate to be free, she grabbed onto his arm and bit down as hard as she could, until she tasted blood, then pounded on his chest and thrashed around, flailing with all her might as she tried to escape him.

      A hiss of pain left him and he set her down on her feet, though he kept ahold of her shoulders. He looked at the bite mark on his arm, then glared down at her, his glowing green eyes darkening as his nostrils flared. She continued to struggle and attempted to kick him, though he moved away in time to avoid the blow. Not that the kick would have hurt him. She wasn’t wearing shoes and he was a mountain of an alien.

      “Cease your fighting, human,” he said in a firm tone. “I mean you no harm.”

      He tossed her over his shoulder and carried her onto his ship.
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