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        An alien insists I’m his fated mate.

        And after we escape a deadly alien game

        called the labyrinth,

        he says he’s keeping me.

      

      

      

      This deal was supposed to be simple. Take a shuttle to the space station. Connect with an alien in need of Slaking—their term, not mine. One week between the furs with no hearts involved, something I’m determined to avoid after being burned. I’ll return to Earth, and nine months from now? I’ll deliver a scaly bundle of joy.

      

      Right.

      

      Instead, Krek and I are captured by big alien spiders and thrown into a deadly, underground tunnel game called the labyrinth. The spiders tell us we're free to go if we survive the challenge.

      

      Krek insists we'll escape the labyrinth. He says I'll soon have a child on the way. He also says I'm his fated mate.

      

      And he's not returning me to Earth...

      

      Alien Hunter’s Fate is Book 3 in the Fated Mates of the Xilan Warrior Series. This book has aliens who look and act alien, steamy romance, and a guaranteed happily ever after. This series is best when read in order.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Rose

          

        

      

    

    
      Here I am, hurtling through space in a tin can. Far…above the world.

      There’s a song that goes something like that, right?

      A lot of it’s true, though I’m actually hurtling through space in an escape pod, a tube that’s barely big enough for one person.

      I’m also wearing almost no clothing.

      Back on Earth, when I signed up for the alien baby making program, they told us they’d give us a Xilan gown to wear for our introduction to the alien warriors. Who cares what we’re wearing? To get pregnant, I needed to remove my clothes, jump between the furs, and let an alien dude do whatever he wanted with my body.

      The worst-case scenario? I don’t enjoy it, and I don’t return to Earth with a baby on the way.

      The best-case scenario? I get pregnant and prove I’m not boring in bed—the words my ex-husband shouted across the courtroom right after our divorce was granted.

      He was probably right. As far as he was concerned, I was boring in bed. But maybe that was his problem, not mine.

      Back to the Xilan gown. When I arrived at the space station, the “gowns” they gave us were essentially thin robes. Extremely short for most of the women in my group. If I was taller, it wouldn’t cover my vital areas. Since I was barely five-feet, the hem came to my mid-thigh.

      But now that giant alien spiders were chasing us, and my gown kept flipping off to show off my skimpy undies, I wished I had been wearing pants.

      And that I was carrying an assault rifle.

      Now for the good news. I’m not fighting off alien spiders alone. Krek is inside my tiny space pod with me. Picture me lying across the body of a seven-foot-tall, scaly blue alien with a tail, horns, and fangs.

      He has a hard on. A jumbo-sized ripper that won’t slump for the next week, since he’s begun his Slaking period—the time when Xilan males want sex twenty-four-seven.

      But I digress. I assume you want to know how I ended up hurtling through space in an escape pod, lying across a Xilan warrior with a super-sized hard on.

      Let me share my story with you.

      I was about to turn thirty, and my clock was ticking. People told me I should’ve had kids with my ex. Hell, no. After finding him in bed with our neighbor, I was eternally grateful we didn’t have a child.

      But I still wanted kids, and that was a problem. A disease swept across Earth, and our men were left sterile. The odds of having a child on Earth were now 0.001378%. You’re probably wondering why I know this exact number. I’m a high school science teacher. That should say enough.

      However, the odds of me having a child? Let’s say zero and call it good. After walking in on the neighbor-ex tryst, then hearing him state that he was driven to cheat because I was boring in bed, I didn’t care if I had sex with anyone ever again.

      However…kids.

      My neighbor and Bob were doing it against the wall, something he suggested I try. I balked, and not because I wasn’t secretly interested in doing it in a variety of creative ways. For whatever reason, I couldn’t lower my inhibitions enough to do it outside of the missionary position with Bob.

      I know what you’re saying. I was burned by my ex, and now I’m going to lash out at every guy I meet. That’s the normal, knee-jerk response, but I’m anything but normal.

      Actually, I’m eager to meet someone new. Bob just wasn’t the right guy. When the right one comes along, I’m going to latch onto him and hold tight. With him, I’ll do it against the wall.

      Back to having kids.

      I enrolled in the alien baby making program.

      
        	Sex to give me a child? Check.

        	No cheating? Double check.

        	No irritating dude insisting our child eat kale? Triple check.

      

      Who eats kale, anyway?

      I digress again.

      You’re probably wondering how aliens came into the equation. Let me lay it out for you.

      Aliens not only exist, but they’re eager to fuck us. I know that sounds crude, but I swear it’s the truth. Xilan males go into heat every three years. They call this time their Slaking. During this one-week period, they want to have sex all the time. It’s also the only period when they’re fertile.

      A creepy alien species called the Yuris attacked the Xilans and many of the Xilan women were killed, leaving few for Slaking. The Xilans reached out to Earth, and we set up an exchange. Women wanting kids will spend the Slaking period with a Xilan, and the Xilans guaranteed to give us children.

      A match made—literally—in the heavens.

      Our doctors made sure everyone was compatible. Then we were sent to the Xilan space station, where we’d meet a male eager to fulfill both our needs.

      Me and my three friends: Rose, Sammy, and Lydia, were selected for the first wave of the program. Lydia was taken to the meet and greet room first, then Avery then Sammy.

      I was next, and I suppose you want to see my meet cute with Krek before I explain how I ended up in an escape pod, hurtling through space, with creepy alien spiders on our tail.

      One order coming right up! When you’ve finished with our meet cute, join me again, and I’ll share what happens after I jump into the space pod with Krek to escape the Yuris…
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            Krek

          

        

      

    

    
      Today, numerous Xilan warriors had been introduced to a series of women eager for mating. They wanted children. We want Slaking. When my Slaking arrived, I told myself I wouldn’t be picky. I would select someone I was willing to fuck. Affection—no, love—was not a part of this equation. After my failure resulted in the loss of my family during the war, it was only right I remain alone for the rest of my days. It was my punishment.

      But when the tiny, lush female walked into the room, I knew she was mine. The searing burn of a matebond symbol on my inner wrist proved she was fated for me alone. How was this possible?

      A male who’d failed everyone he loved in life did not deserve a second chance.

      My Slaking wasn’t upon me yet, though it would be within a day or two. I could feel the heat building beneath my scales and the twitch of my cock nestled deep within my body.

      I’d watched as one Earthling female after another entered the room and was selected by one of my fellow Xilan warriors. Each was uniquely beautiful in her own way, but while all the females were appealing, none sparked anything inside me.

      Who said these females were unattractive?

      Me. I cringed at the memory. It only took this female with her hair flowing around her shoulders and her pale skin gleaming in the low lights, for me to change my mind.

      “Is this female a child?” one of the other males scoffed in a low voice, leaning toward me.

      “She is not shaped like a child,” another said gruffly.

      I couldn’t tear my gaze from her as she took her place in the circle. Her attention skimmed across us, filled with surprising confidence. Many of the others had cringed.

      When her eyes landed on me, her lips twitched.

      “Such glorious hair,” my friend said. “I’ve never seen a color so light. It gleams like the sun’s rays. How do you think it feels to run your fingers through it? How do you think it smells?” Grinning, he started toward her. “I will find out.”

      I grabbed his arm, a growl ripping through me.

      My friend sighed. His hand flicked toward the female, and his tail whipped back and forth behind him. “Go claim her, then. I’ll wait for another.”

      I strode across the room, my two hearts slamming in my chest, and stopped in front of this delectable female. Yes, she was tiny, but voluptuous. I wanted to pick her up and hold her close. Protect her from all harm.

      Ensure she was safe—unlike my family.

      “Hi,” she said softly.

      I wasn’t sure what hi meant, but she wasn’t scorning me or turning away. This was a good sign, was it not?

      “You’re big,” she said, tipping her head back to look up at me.

      I grunted. “I am.” I dipped my head forward. “Greetings, female. We will mate.”

      A laugh jerked out of her. “Just like that, huh?”

      “Yes, like that.”

      She had beautiful, pale blue eyes. Blue eyes were common on Xilan, often matching our sapphire scales or the thick, indigo bands of hair we let grow down our backs.

      Her eyes rivaled the tempestuous sea. The sky on a stormy day. Dresdile flowers, one of the rarest blossoms on Xilan.

      “Excuse me?” She waved her hand between us. “You’re kind of spacing out there. Am I, um, offending you?”

      “Never,” I vowed. I wasn’t sure how to behave with her. The old, confident Krek would’ve tugged her close and told her she was mine. Begged her to Slake with me and return to my home, where we’d spend the rest of our days together.

      I’d lost a chance for anything like that with my actions. How could I claim this female, let alone ask her to be with me always, after what I’d done?

      She nodded. “I see.” Her gaze glided down my body. “You’re scaly all over, I assume?”

      “Would you like me to show you?” My mother always said I was a tease. Perhaps there was a bit of that Krek left inside me, after all.

      Her gorgeous eyes sparkled. “I’m sure you will. Soon, I imagine.”

      I reached for my pants, watching her face, waiting to see if she’d call my bluff. “Now, if you would like.”

      “Hold on there, buddy,” she said, laying her small, delicate hand on mine.

      My skin tingled. Heat flashed through my body. My two hearts sped up, beating as one for her.

      Tipping my head back, I roared, signaling to all males in the room that this precious female was my fated mate.

      “Ok-ay,” she said, her eyes widening. She didn’t step away from me. Fear didn’t darken her eyes. “Are you going to beat your chest with your fists, too?”

      “Would you like me to?”

      “I don’t think it’s necessary.”

      “Very well.” I took her hand and pulled her snug against me. Lifting her, I pivoted and strode toward the door. “I am going to claim you.”

      Perhaps I was closer to my Slaking than I’d believed.

      “Here we go,” she said, a laugh in her voice. “I heard this could happen fast, but this is like lightning.”

      “You will be mine,” I growled.

      “Just so you know, I’m not into possessive stuff other than bed play.” Her head tilted. “Whoa. If Bob could see me now, his jaw would drop. I never said anything like that to him.”

      “What is a Bob?”

      “My former husband. I ditched him after he cheated.”

      “How dare he do such a thing?” I wanted to wrap my hands around his neck and… That would not go over well with the Xilan or Earth governments. “I am sorry.”

      “It wasn’t your fault, but thanks.” She studied my face. “You don’t plan to cheat, do you?”

      “Never,” I said. “I will be yours for as long as you wish my presence.”

      “You mean one week, right? That’s what the contract says.”

      “Yes, the contract.” I walked out into the hall and to a holochamber, locating a free one quickly and programming it to a setting I hoped would please her.

      Flesk the contract. I wanted this female forever, even if she could never be mine.

      However, we were not allowed to coerce the Earth females into staying with us. If they chose to do such a thing, they would need to request it.

      Did seduction count as coercion? I weighed the idea as the door opened and I stepped inside the holochamber.

      “Wow,” she said, looking around as I lowered her to her feet. “This is amazing.”

      I glanced with pride at the Vulkeen city I’d requested. Tall buildings loomed over us, the streets empty of people. The program gave us a penthouse apartment with a stocked kitchen at the top of the tallest building. From there, we could take in the view of Lake Bristar and the surrounding mountains. At night, the sky would light up with tular flashes, blazes of color that would surely stun her.

      I wanted to show her some of the beauty of my world.

      “This is unbelievable.” She turned back and shot me a grin. “I can’t believe all of this is inside a tiny room.”

      “I am pleased if you are happy.”

      “I’m Rose Willard, by the way.” She held out her tiny, delicate hand. “We weren’t formally introduced back in the other room.”

      I took her hand carefully, eager to cherish it. To cherish her.

      Was it possible for a scarred warrior to start over? I was wrong to believe this for even a second.

      Dipping forward in a formal bow, I introduced myself, gathering my hopes and holding them tight inside. “I am Krek Sassien Uldre Zuk’an.”

      A proud name bestowed upon me by my beloved father. If only I could live up to its potential.

      This delicate female—Rose—would not find out what I’d done. No one knew but me. Was it wrong that I hoped she would judge my worth by my current actions and not those of my past?

      “Nice to meet you, Krek.” Her pink lips curled up in a smile that stunned me. My knees shook, and heat flared beneath my skin. I’d already suspected she was my fated mate, the only person I was destined to love. Seeing my inner heartfire shooting beneath my skin confirmed it.

      How could I convince her to give me the chance I wasn’t certain I deserved?

      “Back in the other room, you said you were claiming me. Exactly what does that mean?” Her penetrating gaze met mine.

      I couldn’t lie to her. “It means you are my true mate.”

      Her head tilted. “I’m not sure what a true mate is and forgive me if I’m jumping ahead of things here. But from the way you’re talking, I believe you want more than one week of sex to give me a baby and you a happy Slaking.”

      “I do,” I said cautiously.

      “There’s a big jump from hi, how are you, to claiming me forever.”

      “You don’t want forever with a male?”

      She shrugged. “Sometimes, I do, but let’s take this one day at a time, okay?” Her finger darted out to stroke down my arm where heartfire flames continued to lick beneath my scaled skin, preparing my body to Slake. “I assume this is related? The lights are quite fascinating, actually.”

      “Slaking fire combined with a true mating means…” I placed my fist against my chest. “It means you are my forever mate, and I will do all I can to keep you in my life.”

      “Whoa,” she said, her eyes widening again. “You’re getting ahead of yourself.”

      “True mating means we are destined to love each other.”

      “Hmm.” She tapped her lips that I wanted to taste. I was grateful she wasn’t frightened by my honesty. “You need to know it’s going to take a lot to convince me to love someone. As I said back in the other room, I was burned by my ex. I’ve wanted to meet someone new, but…I need to take it slowly.”

      “Will you give me a chance to prove there can be something special between us?” I held my breath, awaiting her reply.

      “Why not?” Her eyes sparkled. “For once in my life, I want to let go, to let fate take me wherever it pleases. To hump against the wall, on a table, or wherever the urge sparks.”

      I wasn’t sure what humping was, though my cock suggested it might involve him.

      Taking her hand, I tugged her fully against me. “Shall we start with a kiss?”

      “One kiss.” Her lips twitched upward with humor. “Then you can show me your city.”

      My head lowered, and a hunger I’d never felt before filled me. Heartfire flames licked beneath my scaled skin, but it was more than that, more than my Slaking fire rising within me. It was her. My true mate. My only one. She made me believe there was hope for a scarred warrior.

      She was so tiny; I had to lift her to bring our faces to an even level.

      She sighed against me and tipped her head back. “I’ll admit, I’m curious.”

      “About what?”

      “Everything, really. Your horns and tail. The way you seem focused solely on me.” Her fingers traced along my shoulders. “I love the feel of your scales. You’re one hot package.”

      “I am warm, yes.”

      “Hot means I find you very desirable.”

      A statement like that could make a male fall within minutes. I dropped my head down to hers, eager to taste her lips, to feel her body pressed against mine.

      The holochamber shook, and the city winked out.

      A rumble rushed through the space station, making it shake. Instantly, I was on alert, shoving aside my desire and need to Slake with this special female.

      “What’s going on?” Rose asked, her eyes wide with concern.

      When another bang rang out and the floor vibrated, I knew it could only be one thing. “Explosives.”

      “Like fireworks?”

      “The space station may be under attack.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      “We need to get out of here,” I said, lowering her to her feet and taking her hand. I hated that this moment was stolen from us, but if my suspicion was correct, escaping the space station was our only goal.

      Pandemonium greeted us in the hall. We hurried with the others to ships and fled into outer space.

      But when the Yuris attacked our ship, I took my mate and led her to an escape pod. Once ejected from the ship, I programmed the pod to take us to the barren moon, Drundar.

      As we hurtled past the stars, I had one thought only.

      May the fates protect us.
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            Rose

          

        

      

    

    
      Our escape pod hurtled through space, and while I was grateful to get away from the giant alien spiders, I was terrified about where we’d end up.

      There wasn’t much keeping us from being sucked into outer space. Krek lay beneath me, with the glass pod lid about an inch above my back. Under other circumstances, lying on a sexy alien warrior would fulfill my favorite fantasy. Especially with the rocket rod he was sporting in his pants. But instead of feeling excited about his cock, I was a quivering mess.

      My friends were the brave ones. I rode along with them, hoping some of their bravery would rub off on me. Some of their sexiness, too, now that I think of it.

      It was all fun and games until alien spiders tried to kill you. Or kill Krek, that is. Me? They’d capture me and I’d soon be giving birth to their egg sacks.

      No thanks.

      “Why do your teeth jar together?” Krek asked, frowning.

      “I’m scared.”

      Here I was, laying on a hot alien guy who wanted to have sex, and I was a complete wreck. Talk about a horrible first date.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his arms tightening around my waist. “I will protect you. This, I vow.”

      He said it with so much intensity, I could almost believe it.

      “There isn’t anything you can do about the situation.” I tipped my head to the side to peer through the glass. “You can distract me, though. What will happen to us when we reach the moon?”

      “We’ll locate the tunnels beneath the surface. Years ago, the Xilans built an underground station there. They hoped to terraform the planet but were unsuccessful.”

      “Why?” Since Earth connected with aliens, I’d learned terraforming was a common practice throughout the solar system.

      “They…died,” he said, his expression decidedly evasive.

      “How did they die?” Why, why, why was I asking? I didn’t truly want to know, did I?

      “I don’t believe the cause of their death will be an issue,” he said.

      “Ugh,” I sighed. “Don’t protect me. Tell me what we’re dealing with here.”

      “I don’t know if the creatures living on the surface will find us.”

      More evasion, but perhaps it was for the best. I’d deal with what I had to when the time came.

      “We’ll be armed, correct?” I asked. “We can blast whatever attacks us to smithereens.”

      “Something like that,” he said, flashing his fangs.

      His scales shifted with his facial movements. In my science lab at the high school, I kept a variety of creatures. A Leopard Gecko, a guinea pig, two mice, and a California Kingsnake. While I wouldn’t say that Krek’s scaled skin resembled that of a snake or gecko, it was decidedly reptilian. Good thing I loved reptiles.

      There was something sexy about chatting with a guy with scales and fangs. Would he nibble my neck if I asked nicely?

      Heat rushed into my face. I had no idea why I’d entertained a thought like that. Bob was right. I was horrible in bed. I had no sexual imagination. And I could barely orgasm. To be honest about my orgasm capabilities, however, I needed to remind myself that I’d faked it with Bob every single time.

      I wasn’t an orgasm virgin. I knew what rocked my body. I’d tried to show Bob what to do, but he’d insisted he already knew how to please a woman. From the howls coming from our neighbor’s throat, perhaps he did. With her, that is.

      Don’t think about that!

      “So,” I said. “We’ll find the tunnels and…”

      “Notify the Xilans of what’s happening,” he said. “They’ll send a full fleet to take back the station and rescue us.”

      My spine stopped twitching. “Perfect. How long do you think that’ll take?”

      His gaze fled from mine. “Hopefully, not long.”

      I poked his side. “Krek.”

      “Yes?”

      “How long?”

      “A week or more for them to reach this quadrant. As for retaking the space station, I’m not sure. But they’ll rescue us shortly after they arrive in this area.”

      All right. I could deal with that. Seven days in an underground substation couldn’t be that bad, could it?

      When something hit the outside of our space pod, making it rock, a computer voice blasted out. “Evasive maneuvers. Taking evasive maneuvers!”

      “This isn’t good,” I said, my spine twitching again. “What’s going on?”

      “I believe the Yuris are firing upon us.”

      We were going to be blown from the sky. “This is it, then.”

      “It is not.”

      Easy to say; hard to believe. “I’m worried about my friends.”

      “They’ll be well cared for.”

      “What if the spiders grab them?”

      “My commander is with your friend Lydia. Our crown prince is with Avery, and…a space pirate,” his lips twisted downward, “is with your other friend, Sammy.”

      “Space pirate, huh?” I grinned. “That sounds sexy.”

      Krek’s arms tightened around me. “Not as sexy as an alien hunter, which is me.”

      He was cute. I liked his mix of vulnerability and confidence. Back on the station, he’d evaded the spiders, leading us through the hallways, all while ensuring we escaped without injury. He’d remained calm and in control.

      The Yuris fired on us again, and our pod tumbled through space.

      “Shit, shit.” I scrunched my eyes shut. That’s what I did while riding roller coasters. Maybe if I pretended that’s what this was, it wouldn’t be scary.

      “Evasive maneuvers. Evasive maneuvers,” the computer chanted.

      The pod shot in one direction, then another, before its trajectory smoothed out.

      “What do you mean, you’re a hunter?” I asked, seeking another distraction.

      “Until recently, I conducted secret missions into enemy territory under the direction of my government.”

      “Wait,” I said, frowning. “You’re a spy like 007?”

      “No, I am a hunter.”

      “And you hunt…”

      He flashed his fangs. “Those who would do us wrong.”

      Hottie alert. If I wasn’t careful, I’d accept his comment about us being fated mates and start dreaming of a happily ever after. I needed to know someone for more than an hour before I did something like that, right?

      An enormous boulder loomed outside the top of the pod, aiming for us. On Earth, a meteor would be worth a fortune.

      “We’re going to be pulverized,” I said in a hushed voice, as if being quiet would keep it from happening.

      “We are safe.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re on the bottom. When the top of the pod flips off, I’ll be sucked out like space refuse.”

      He flashed his fangs again. “Would you like to lie on the bottom instead, mate?”

      I shouldn’t read anything sexual into his question. Heat spiraled through me, however, and my heart went pitter patter. This wasn’t the time or the place for anything like that. We weren’t going to bump and grind while hurtling through space with giant spiders shooting at us.

      “I don’t believe me being on the bottom will make this any better,” I said. “Besides, you’ll squish me.”

      “I am capable of holding myself off you.”

      “For how long?” Like, this could be a test on YouTube to see how strong a guy was. He’d brace himself over me—naked, of course—and…

      I needed to stop this train of thought immediately.

      His lips twitched. “I can hold myself above you for as long as is needed.”

      “Part of me wants to test out this theory.”

      A few wiggles, and I lay beneath him. His arm muscles bulged as he supported his weight, the cords of his legs standing out starkly beneath the thin fabric of his pants.

      “This is the ultimate push-up,” I said with a laugh, bracing my palms on his ripped chest. “Should I be timing you? Maybe you’ll break a record.”

      “What is this ree-cord?”

      I explained.

      “Ah.” He nodded slowly. “I am a Xilan hunter. I am sure I could exceed any ree-cord a puny Earthling male set.”

      “Somehow, I think you could.” I couldn’t stop smiling. There was something very appealing about this guy.

      I was about to share this fact when I spied another meteor tumbling in our direction.
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      A bang made my teeth jar, the pod shuddering from the impact with the meteor. While I knew the exterior structure could take many hits like this, by her trembles, I knew it frightened Rose. I huddled over her, protecting her with my body.

      When the pod corrected its trajectory and continued toward the moon, I lifted myself off her again.

      “I have not broken the ree-cord,” I said, half-joking. The ache in my chest grew. I wanted to impress this lovely, delicate female. I longed to have someone I could care for who felt the same about me. For too long, I’d been alone, something I deserved after what I’d done.

      Was there a tiny chance Rose could someday care for me? It might be silly, but I latched onto the idea until I realized she could have any male she wanted. I hadn’t given her the opportunity to choose another. Perhaps I would be the last male in the room she would’ve selected.

      “I am sorry I didn’t let you chose another male for this venture,” I said.

      She frowned up at me. “What do you mean?”

      “I claimed you without letting you view the other males first.”

      “Oh, that’s sweet of you to say, but I think if I’d been given the choice, I’d still pick you.”

      “Why?”

      Her head tilted. “You’re kind and smart. And commanding. I watched as you led us through the ship to safety. You never backed down, and you were determined to ensure everyone got away. You made sure we were safe even when that meant risking yourself.”

      “We are not safe now.”

      “You’ll do all you can to protect me.”

      She said it with such complete confidence; it stunned me.

      I closed my eyes briefly before opening them again. “You are correct. I wouldn’t have left anyone behind.”

      “See?” She stroked my arms that trembled beneath her touch. “You’re a special person.”

      “I have done things…”

      Her sigh slipped between us. “We all have.”

      “What I did harmed others.”

      “Did you do it on purpose?”

      I shook my head, and my thick bands of pale blue hair dropped between us. “No. It…happened.”

      “We can’t always control everything around us.”

      “I want to,” I said.

      Her soft laugh rang out. “I get it. I feel the same way, but sometimes, you just have to accept you can’t do everything.”

      This tiny Earthling amazed and humbled me.

      “You’re also hot,” she said with a quirk of her lips.

      There she went again, relating me to temperature, yet she had said hot was a good thing.

      “Have I set your ree-cord, then?” I asked, nudging my chin toward my arm.

      I could study her face forever.

      “You have,” she said. “Are you getting tired of looming over me?”

      I chuckled. Did she think I tired that easily? “I could hold myself like this for hours.”

      “As exciting as that sounds,” she fanned her face, “is there any way we can fit inside the capsule side by side?”

      “Of course.” I eased myself down alongside her, and she turned her back to me.

      “I like spooning,” she said with a yawn. “No one ever wanted to spoon with me.”

      “Sleep, mate,” I said, pulling her flush against me. “I will create this spoon with you, and I will keep you safe from harm.” If I did nothing else with my worthless life, I would protect this female I ached to keep by my side forever.

      “You’re…too sweet, Krek. That, combined with your strength, is a lethal combination.”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant. “Lethal?”

      “Yes. I get the feeling you don’t see the effect you have on others or me.”

      Her praise overwhelmed me. I’d scorned myself since the war, never considering others might see me in a different light. I wasn’t sure what to make of her or her comments.

      I laid my chin on her temple. “Rest. Things will be better when you wake.”

      “All right. I’m wiped out.” She nestled into my chest. “You make me feel secure for the first time in my life.”

      Fates pray I could do this for her always.

      “Wake me when we arrive, okay?” she said, and it made my hearts hurt to hear the tremor in her voice. “Maybe if I’m asleep, I won’t freak out every time a meteor hits the escape pod.”

      “I will do so.” Sadly, she would be wakened soon, regardless. A glance out the glass showed we approached Drundar.

      Soon, we’d be running for our lives.

      While she dozed, I fretted, wondering how I could protect her from what awaited us. Those sent to set up the station on Drundar had been killed by creatures roaming the surface and deep within the underground tunnels.

      My goal was to evade the beasts who’d feel the vibration of our landing and attack, then get us down into the tunnels. Once there, I could locate the command center and send a message to Xilan. We’d need to hide after that.

      I was determined to keep the creatures from killing my mate.

      Rose. She shared her name with a flower, per my translator. Would I ever discover what this flower looked like or how it smelled?

      Rose smelled like fresh air and hope.

      Our pod shuddered as it entered Drundar’s outer atmosphere, then our passage smoothed. We coasted downward, aiming toward the coordinates I’d programmed into the computer. The pod should land near the tunnels; hopefully we wouldn’t have far to run. I’d carry Rose if need be. She was tiny and delicate; I worried she didn’t have the stamina needed to survive long on Drundar.

      We landed with a thump on the ground, skidding across the smooth, brown surface.

      I eased back from Rose and peered through the glass. My growl rumbled in my chest, and I grabbed my weapon.

      To my horror, I spied Yuris in the distance, lumbering across the low hills. Their heads jerked up, and the leader bellowed, his voice echoing around us.

      With their weapons clutched in their pedipalps, they rushed toward our escape pod.
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      “Wake, Rose,” someone said urgently, their hand clutching my upper arm.

      Lost in a nice dream where I snuggled against a naked blue alien, I didn’t want to wake up.

      “Rose.” The voice grew louder. “You must wake!”

      Nope, nope, nope. Unless this guy had a big cup of coffee in one hand and a Danish in the other, he could let me slumber a little longer.

      I snugged back against the warm body. This couldn’t be Bob, because Bob never snuggled. Bob was boring. Bob was a jerk.

      “Rose. Please!” The deep, gravelly voice broke through my nice dream, splitting it apart and letting reality crowd back in with a vengeance.

      Oh, yeah, Krek.

      “Are we there yet?” I asked, my voice scratchy.

      “We are on Drundar, but we need to get out of the pod immediately.”

      No coffee, but his barked-out statement woke me completely and sent my heart surging up into my throat.

      “All right,” I said. I scooted onto my back and gave him a quick nod. “What’s the plan?”

      He loomed over me, so big it was almost unbelievable. He had three feet in height over me, and that was a lot when you lay next to a guy.

      “We need to run,” he said, his face creased with concern. “Now.” His fingers flew across a panel near his hip, and beeps erupted in the small space.

      My legs jolted. I didn’t want to ask what we had to run from.

      “I’m not the best runner, but I’ll keep up,” I said bravely. My spine had started twitching again.

      The lid jerked back, and Krek leaped from the pod. He tugged me out of the shell and scooped me off my feet.

      Pivoting, he bolted, running across the brown soil, his feet creating sharp thuds on the dusty ground. The soil gave way to low brown hills, and he raced up the first. At the top, brown trees complimented the area, and I assumed they were part of the terraforming project the Xilans abandoned.

      I didn’t want to do it, but I had to. A peek past his shoulder made my heart stall.

      A pack of Yuris galloped toward us. I’d seen enough of the ginormous spider aliens on the space station to last a lifetime. Eight-foot-tall beastly things with sickly yellow flesh and deep orange, segmented legs, they had orange spikes projecting off their heads, and they drooled from pointy teeth. Their claws drummed the ground, and their bellows grated down my spine. They were getting closer.

      “Put me down so I can run,” I said.

      “You will not be able to keep up.”

      “They’re gaining on us!”

      “I will protect you,” he vowed.

      “We’ll be faster if I’m on my feet.”

      He reluctantly lowered me, not breaking his stride.

      Holding my hand, he barreled down a hill and up another. I ran in road races back home, but never while being chased by alien spiders. Knowing what they’d do to us gave my feet wings.

      The next hill was steeper, and we hurried up it, cresting the peak with our lungs laboring.

      We ran down the slope, our feet sinking into the soft soil. A flat plain awaited us, and we scampered around boulders and stubby trees with barely any leaves.

      Up another hill, this one taller than the last. A glance over my shoulder told me we were getting away.

      Yessss.

      I turned back, prepared to fly down the hillside beside Krek, only to come to a shuddering stop.

      A second cluster of spiders waited on the downward slope holding space lasers in their pedipalps.

      The weapons were trained on us.

      Krek released my hand and roared. Lifting his gun, he slammed down the hill toward the pack.
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      I bellowed, challenging the Yuris leader—the one with the tallest, brightest orange head spike on his head.

      As my laser beams hit and deflected off his exoskeleton hide, he snarled and shot a web in my direction. I leaped to the side, tumbling across the ground and rising to my feet. Another laser blast from my weapon hit the leader, but I missed his eye, one of the few ways to kill a Yuris. Their outer layer was nearly impervious to damage. The only way to kill them was through their eyes or severing vital arteries in their necks.

      Rose grabbed a stick off the ground and ran down the hill to stand beside me.

      “You need to get out of here,” I hissed. A quick scan of the area revealed a spiky tower. I flicked my hand in that direction. “The underground station is in that direction. Get there and hide!”

      The first pack of spiders crested the hill and stomped toward us. We’d be overrun in seconds.

      “We’ll both run to the station,” she said bravely, poking her stick toward the closest Yuris.

      The Yuris on the lower part of the slope spread out, determined to surround us.

      “Get past them and run to safety,” I said as I raced toward the leader again. If I could eliminate him, it might confuse the rest long enough for us to escape.

      Assuming she’d do as directed, I didn’t watch Rose. This was our only chance. I jumped as I approached the leader, flinging myself up onto his back.

      He roared and spun, trying to buck me off, but I clamped my legs around his neck and hung on, shooting laser beams at his head.

      Other Yuris flung webs at me, but I ducked, barely avoiding being snagged.

      Rose raced toward the group on the lowest part of the slope, and my hearts surged with pride to see her darting around them. I wanted to watch her escape, but I needed to bring down this Yuris. Hefting my weapon, I brought the hilt down hard, aiming for the beast’s eye, but I missed.

      He growled and reared up.

      Dislodged, I slid down his jagged spine. I hit the ground and rolled, coming up to a crouch. I shot, and my laser beam hit one of the Yuris rushing toward me. He toppled, skidding across the ground with a shallow groan.

      A web shot toward me, and I flung myself to the side.

      As I ran around the big pack of Yuris, another web snagged across my chest and spread up and over my face. While I yanked at the sticky mess, struggling to break free, more webs coated my legs, tripping me. My laser pistol was ripped from my hand. I toppled forward, hitting the ground hard.

      “Rose, run!” I gasped out, spying her standing near the back of the group.

      Unable to bear the thought of what they’d do to her, I could only hope she’d flee.

      Instead, she ran back up the hill and started ripping the webbing away from my feet.

      “Go,” I said hoarsely. “Get out of here. Find the tunnels and hide.”

      “I’m not leaving you,” she said, her eyes shimmering with tears.

      I was so close to finding someone who might love me despite my past, and she would be stolen away.

      “Go!” I hated yelling at her, but they’d hurt her.

      She spun, and I was grateful she was listening. If she could get past them, she stood a chance.

      Instead, she grabbed a rock and placed herself between me and them. A growl ripped through her.

      When the Yuris leader chuckled and stepped closer, she threw the rock. It smacked into him, breaking the tip of his tallest orange head spike.

      The others gasped in horror, crowding around us.

      Rose would never escape now.

      “What have you done?” the leader snarled, his pedipalps flailing through the air. He stomped his feet, his claws digging into the soft soil. “What have you done?” He flicked a leg toward Rose and snapped at the Yuris standing beside him. “Take her. Take them both! We will throw them into the labyrinth.”

      The Yuris bowed. “Yes, Grunget.”

      “The labyrinth?” Rose asked, her gaze flicking from me to the Yuris crowding around us.

      In my time working for the government as a hunter, I’d heard of the Yuris labyrinth game.

      Many entered the passages, but none survived.
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      From the snarls and bellows coming from the Yuris, I’d done something horrible when I broke the leader Grunget’s head spike. I’d do it again to protect Krek.

      Webs shot at me from all directions, ensnaring me, and despite my struggles and cries, I couldn’t get away. In seconds, they’d bound my wrists and ankles and dropped me on the ground beside Krek.

      “I wish you’d run,” he said sadly.

      “Would you have left me?” I asked, my heart hurting. He wasn’t angry, but I could tell I’d disappointed him.

      He sighed. “You know I wouldn’t.”

      “To the labyrinth,” one spider bellowed. The others joined in, chanting labyrinth, labyrinth, labyrinth!

      I was lifted and tossed onto Grunget’s back, where I clung to one ridge marching down his spine. Spiders on either side of him shot webbing, pinning me in place.

      Grunget snarled and snapped. “You will pay for maiming me.”

      “Sorry?” I wasn’t. I’d do it again, given the chance. “I meant to hit your solitary eye.”

      He gnashed his sharp teeth and lifted his pedipalps overhead. “With a broken spike, I will be scorned. You have ruined everything.”

      I really wasn’t sorry. Buyer beware and all that.

      The spiders turned and stomped down the hill with Grunget and the spider carrying Krek in the middle of the column. They continued across a big open area devoid of anything but brown dirt and a few sparse trees.

      Krek mentioned creatures, but I didn’t see evidence of them. Maybe they were frightened by the spiders?

      “If you get a chance to get free,” Krek hissed urgently. “Take it. Leave me.”

      Grunget cackled. “You will never be free. You will run the labyrinth until you die.”

      Fuck that. There had to be a way out of this, and we’d find it. But I wouldn’t leave Krek. We’d only met a short time ago, and while we were supposed to be lovers—parents, actually—I already considered him a friend. I wouldn’t leave him alone to face whatever the spiders planned for us.

      They approached a squat, metal building and without stopping, wrenched a door open and scrambled inside, many scraping their head spikes on the upper part of the doorframe.

      It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the darkness inside.

      Stairs plunged away from the room, and the spiders started down them. My belly dropped as they scurried across the treads. Grunget and the Yuris carrying Krek reached a landing where they opened another door. They rushed along a hall, then another, taking turns until my brain was scrambled. Even if I escaped, I’d never find my way out.

      Two Yuris paced ahead of Grunget and three followed, but the others had split off along the way.

      “Listen to me, Rose,” Krek said from the spider behind mine. “They’re putting us in the labyrinth.”

      I’d seen a movie once with that title. “Like a hedge maze?”

      Grunget burst out in harsh laughter. “You will enjoy this, Earthling female. Maybe, if you beg, I will let you carry my egg sack before I let you die within the labyrinth.”

      “I’m not carrying anything for you.”

      His pedipalps stroked my legs until I kicked him.

      Growling, he strode faster. “The labyrinth until death, then.”

      “I heard rumors of such a thing,” Krek continued.

      He actually sounded scared, but I got the feeling his fear was for me and not for himself. For some reason, he didn’t put much value in himself, though I couldn’t imagine why. He’d already proven he was a kind, heroic person.

      “Tell me,” I said as the spiders carrying us entered an elevator. Only two would fit.

      The others shuffled in the hall, their legs scraping on the tile floor as the door swept closed. A shudder, and the elevator descended.

      “There are a series of tunnels deep beneath the surface of Yuris,” Krek said.

      “You know of our home labyrinth, Xilan warrior?” Grunget asked. He shifted around to face the other spider. “When have you been to Yuris?”

      “When we invaded,” Krek said with satisfaction ringing in his voice. “When we took back our females. When I sought vengeance for what you did on Xilan.”

      “Some of the females,” the spider leader said with a shrug. “Those, we allowed you to take. The rest we kept for our needs.”

      Krek growled. “We got them all. We only left the dead behind.”

      “So you believe,” the spider said with a pleased huff.

      Stark pain filled Krek’s eyes. “We got them all. I know we did.”

      “What else do you know of our labyrinth, lowly Xilan warrior?” Grunget asked.

      “Tell me about the females!” Krek’s voice echoed around us.

      Grunget snarled. “They…are dead now.”

      Krek kicked out with his bound feet, his heels impacting with the head spike of the Yuris who carried him. “You bastard!”

      Grunget grunted, dismissing Krek’s anger. “Tell me what you know of our labyrinth.”

      Krek snarled. “You use them for your game.”

      “That is right. A game,” the spider said.

      The one holding Krek chittered. “Love the game. Love the game!”

      “Allow me to explain for your benefit, Earthling female,” Grunget said. “Spoils of war are thrown into the labyrinth. If they survive the tests and reach the end, we allow them to go free.”

      There was hope for us then.

      My gaze met Krek’s, and I tried to send him reassurance. I wouldn’t hold him back. We could do this.

      “Tell her the rest,” Krek said, his tone stark and full of pain. “You make this offer each time, but…”

      As the door swept open and the Yuris leader strode out into a rounded stone tunnel dripping with water and coated with spider webs, he chuckled. “None have made it through the labyrinth.”
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      My hearts seized. How could I protect my mate? A desperation filled me. I’d storm this place, do anything I could to free her.

      “We’ll be the first to escape,” Rose said, her chin lifting. Despite her brave statement, her voice shook.

      If only I could hold her, reassure her. But it wasn’t to be. They’d caught us, and now they’d deal their version of “fun” our way. I could only hope a chance would come for us. I’d look for it and take it.

      “Give us a weapon,” I said. Fear shot through me, though not for my own future. I’d take on whatever challenge they threw my way. I didn’t care what they did to me. But my mate… She was tiny. Delicate. No match for the Yuris labyrinth. I had to shelter her. I couldn’t allow the Yuris to do to her what they did to my family. I hadn’t been there to protect them, but I would do so for Rose. “Each competitor is allowed one weapon in the Yuris labyrinth.”

      “You know more of this than you should, Xilan warrior,” Grunget said. Huffing with disgust, he strode through one tunnel after another. I mapped the route in my mind, but once they placed us in the labyrinth, he was right. Our odds of survival were small.

      I began to suspect where the creatures formerly living on the surface had disappeared to—the ones who killed my people terraforming this moon. The Yuris had captured them and brought them into their evil game.

      “But you are correct,” Grunget said. “Each contestant is entitled to one weapon. If you behave, you, too, shall receive one when we arrive.”

      I wasn’t reassured.

      “How long has it been since you invaded Drundar?” I asked, trying to milk all information from him I could. Each scrap could mean the difference between living and dying on this planet.

      “Longer than you know,” the Yuris leader said with a laugh. “You Xilan warriors consider yourself so smart and strong. While you crafted your space station, we settled on Drundar, taking over the tunnels. You may have driven us from the space station, but you will not eliminate us here. There are too many places to hide.”

      While most had escaped the space station in various ships that would take them to Xilan, Crown Prince Vikar and another Earthling female had escaped in pods like Rose and me. I worried about the prince and the female with him, Avery, but I wouldn’t ask the Yuris leader about them. Let him think only two of us made it to Drundar.

      With luck, the prince would get word to Xilan, and they’d come to our rescue.

      I wouldn’t rely on that, however. My goal was to escape the labyrinth with my mate and rescue the prince.

      A worthy task, though one that was nearly hopeless.

      “I’ll drive all of you from this moon if it’s the last thing I do,” I said. Bold words since I still had to escape the labyrinth with my mate.

      The spiders stopped at the end of a long tunnel with an opening in the floor. A smaller passage dropped away, and I assumed it led to the labyrinth.

      “We will destroy all who come here,” Grunget said with a flick of his left pedipalp.

      He severed the webbing holding Rose on his back and she fell to the floor with a sharp grunt.

      “Soon we will begin our invasion of Earth.” Grunget’s leg stroked Rose’s side while she squirmed and tried to move away. “We will soon plant egg sacks inside Earthling females.”
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      My teeth wouldn’t stop chattering, but while I might be chickshit back on Earth, I wouldn’t give up without a fight.

      I spit at Grunget and laughed as my spittle dripped down his orange face. “The Earth governments will fight you. They’ll kill you all!’

      He wiped the spit off his face with a pedipalp, then licked it.

      Gross.

      He leaned close to me, and his hot, stinky breath hit my face. “There are many of us on Yuris. Fleets of ships travel here as we speak. We have taken over the Yuris space station. My people will use this moon as a stopping point while we invade your planet. You. Have. No. Say in this, you stupid Earthling female.”

      I couldn’t let this happen. There had to be a way to stop them. Getting free was the first thing I needed to do. I bucked, but the sticky webbing held me bound like a mummy.

      “I will have my pick of them all,” Grunget said with a cackle. “I will take six or ten and plant sacks in them all.”

      “Me, too,” the other spider said. He lifted Krek off his back and flung him onto the stone floor beside me. “Harems for us all!”

      “Never,” I vowed, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. At this point, I couldn’t even save myself. But I’d find a way to stop them, somehow.

      Krek’s gaze blazed into mine as he grunted, straining to break free.

      “A weapon,” he bellowed as the spider who’d carried him dragged him feet-first toward the hole in the ground. “You give all competitors weapons.” He kicked out, and his heel hit the spider’s front left leg. The creature grunted and doubled his efforts, tugging Krek toward the opening.

      “Untie us at least,” I said as Grunget rolled me toward the hole with his pedipalps. My heart exploded in my chest as fear shot through me. If we remained bound, we wouldn’t be able to run. “You said you’d give us a weapon!”

      “I changed my mind.”

      “It’s only fair.”

      “Fair? You broke my head spike,” he said. His right pedipalp reached up to prod the jagged tip. “It’ll take me many months to grow another. Until then, I will be scorned!”

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have done it.” I wouldn’t cry, but if apologizing resulted in him giving us weapons and removing the webbing, I would get down on my knees and kiss his spiky feet. “I was…aiming for your front claw.”

      “You said my eye. My eye!”

      “Come on. You know I had to defend myself and my friend.”

      The spider tossed Krek into the hole. He fell away silently, and I’d bet anything he held back a yell because he didn’t want to frighten me.

      The thought nearly broke me. He was in danger, but he’d do this for me. That meant something. In such a short time, he’d come to mean a lot to me. Too bad we didn’t have time to get to know each other better. I didn’t mean sexually, but as two beings sharing our past and building dreams.

      “Since you have apologized, I will do one thing for you,” Grunget said. A slash, and my ankles were free. “I have unbound you.”

      “The rest of me,” I cried as he dragged me closer to the hole. “Cut the rest of the webs. And a weapon! It’s only fair to give us weapons.”

      “I will enjoy watching you attempt the labyrinth,” he said with a hoarse cackle. “You will have no weapons, and you will remain bound as you are.”

      A shove, and I fell into the hole.
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      I slid along a smooth surface, struggling to bend my body into a position that would slow my fall. The tunnel was an arm’s width across and round. If I hoped to live more than a few minutes, I’d have to break free of my bonds.

      If this labyrinth resembled the one I’d heard about on Yuris, creatures would wait at the opening below for their next meal. If we made it past them, we would need to race through tunnels full of traps, with no hope of escape.

      But there was a way out; I knew it. I’d find it, and I’d break free.

      My heels skidded, jerking my legs, and the webs encircling my ankles snapped. I wrenched my head back, dragging my horns along the surface. This kept me from plunging unchecked through the tunnel. I shifted back and forth as I slid downward, severing the webbing snaking across my spine.

      I wiggled around to lean my side against the wall. The abrasion snapped the bands encircling my upper body, and I strained, spreading my arms outward until the rest of the strands broke. They were caught on the wall behind me.

      A yelp from above told me they’d tossed Rose into the channel.

      “Krek,” she cried.

      I hated that I couldn’t slow her passage, that I couldn’t hold her while we tumbled down through the tunnel.

      While it was bad for her to remain in their possession on the surface, inside the labyrinth, she wouldn’t last more than a minute.

      I had to do something to keep her safe, but what?

      An opening loomed ahead, and through it, I spied a broad pool of water. Other channels shot off beside it, continuing in different directions, though they all must lead to the labyrinth.

      If I kept going at this rate, I’d shoot through the hole and fall into the water. Beasts would be lurking beneath the surface, ready to rise up and devour me.

      Fresk that. I’d not only save myself, but I’d save my mate.

      I splayed my legs wide, driving my heels into the walls. My palms abraded on the stone as I strained. A groan slipped from my mouth as pain sunk through me, but I slowed my pace to a crawl.

      “Oh, shit,” Rose hissed above me. She shot toward me, and I moved to the side of the tunnel, grabbing her before she could plunge past me.

      She bit off a shriek. “Krek! It’s you. I thought…” She shook her head. “I’m still bound by the webbing. Grunget cut those around my ankles but then he shoved me into the hole.” Pinching her eyes shut, she sucked in a few breaths. “Get control of yourself, Rose. You’re okay. We’re both going to be okay.” She peered around. “Is this the labyrinth?”

      “Not yet.”

      Though I’d give my life to ensure she escaped this trap, I wasn’t confident of our chances. But I refused to let the words slip past my lips.

      I sliced through the webbing binding her, then held her until her shivers ceased.

      She peered up at me, her hands cupping my shoulders. “What are we going to do?” Her head tipped back, and she peered upward. “Can we climb back to the top?”

      They’d be waiting for that, and from what I heard about their labyrinth game, those who tried to escape by that route met a quick death.

      “Hold on,” I said, and her hands tightened on my shoulders.

      She wrapped her legs around my waist and pressed her face into my chest. “What are we going to do?”

      We started sweeping down through the tunnel. “Tell me, mate. Can you swim?”
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      “Swim?” I gulped as I squinted at the hole we coasted toward. A large pool waited about twenty feet below, and stone cave walls rose around it. “Yes, I can swim, but that’s not the problem, is it?”

      Concern creased his face. It could be from what might lurk in the water, but I had a feeling there was more to our situation than that.

      “When we reach the water, get to shore as fast as you can,” he said, his arms tightening around me.

      Was he worried about alien sharks? Lovely.

      I jerked my head in a nod. “I’m ready. I’ll swim as fast as I can. I won’t hold you back.”

      “Hold on. I have an idea.” He frowned and brought us to a halt, his arms and legs braced against the walls. He nudged his head toward his spine, and his tail looped around my leg. “Climb onto my back.”

      “So you can belly flop with me on top of you? You’ll drown.”

      “I can swim faster than you with my tail. I also have fangs and horns for protection.”

      I hated that he was right, that I was almost useless in this equation. Refusing would only make things harder for him. If he was worried about me, he’d endanger himself.

      I didn’t love him. What was true love, anyway? But I liked Krek a lot already, and I could see myself truly caring for him if we lived long enough to make it happen.

      It gutted me to think I might watch him die, especially if his death saved me.

      “Leave me here,” I said, determined not to be a burden.

      “What?” he snarled. His tail tightened around my waist like he thought I’d scramble away from him and head back up the chute.

      “Your chances of surviving are better without me hanging around your neck,” I said. “You go ahead. Get through the labyrinth, then come back for me. I’ll wait here.” Somehow. If Krek could brace himself in place, I could try to do the same thing myself. Or sit near the hole.

      “I’m not leaving you here,” he snapped.

      “You have to.”

      He wrangled me around until I faced his back, taking my arms and linking them around his neck. “Hold on, mate. We’re in this together.”

      “Krek.” I said in my sternest teacher voice, the one that made even unruly teenage boys behave.

      He ignored me, letting go of the wall and dropping onto his belly as he slid down through the rest of the tunnel.

      “Krek!” I shouted as we approached the hole at breakneck speed. “No!”

      We plunged through the opening and were airborne.

      I barely had time to take in the cave with a large pool below, plus channels leading away from the shore like a sick, choose-one-option game.

      This must be the labyrinth.

      We hit the pool. I closed my eyes, held my breath, and tucked my head against his neck. The least I could do was present as little drag as possible when he moved.

      Krek dove down and pivoted. Kicking and with his tail slashing, he propelled us toward the shore.

      Unsure about the water, I didn’t dare open my eyes.

      Something hit him hard in the side, and my eyes popped open. A creature bigger than Krek looped around through the murky water near us.

      The beast had six arms, each ending in spiked-claws. It gnashed its long teeth, and its fins cut through the water. As a science teacher, I’d be happy to stand behind thick plexiglass all day long and view such an exciting specimen.

      As its next meal, terror bolted through me.

      Krek frantically swam toward shore.

      Turning to face us, the creature plunged in our direction, jaws wide and its claws extended.
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      In my years working for our government, I’d traveled to many worlds and battled creatures from a male’s worst nightmare.

      The beast swimming toward us now eclipsed them all. At least my length, it had six legs with vicious claws the size of my forearm, and jagged teeth.

      It could also swim better than me.

      A desperate need to protect my mate rose inside me. My two hearts beat out a furious rhythm, and the matebond symbol on my wrist burned, glowing faintly in the murky water.

      I didn’t know what the creature was, but it didn’t matter. If it reached us, it would kill us. Eat us.

      I swam as fast I could, aiming for the rocky shore ahead.

      The beast bit down on my foot, dragging us to a halt. It spiraled, taking us with it as it dove toward the bottom of the pool.

      Curling forward, I punched the beast in the face while my tail gouged its eyes. When it released me, I pivoted and plunged my horns into its side. It squirmed, trying to break free from my grasp, but I held tight, shoving my horns deeper into its side.

      I’d never been prouder of my mate. She clung to my back, holding tight while remaining out of the line of danger.

      Bursting away from me, the creature fled into the murky depths of the pool.

      Where there was one, there would be more. I turned and swam the rest of the way to shore. When my knees bit into the sloped surface, I scrambled up across the rocky strip of land connecting the water to a higher, smooth stone ledge. When I deemed us safe from whatever else might lurk in the water, I sat and tugged Rose around to sit on my lap. I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight, grateful we’d both survived our first labyrinth test.

      We needed need to run, but for now, I just wanted to hold her.

      “That was amazing,” Rose said, shivering in my arms. “You were amazing.” She looked up at me and the confidence on her face undid me.

      I tipped her chin up and claimed her lips. She turned on my lap and wrapped her legs around me, her mouth opening to deepen our kiss.

      Heat spiraled through me, a raging inferno that would need to be sated soon. My Slaking was nearly upon me. Even now, I felt my cock stiffen within my abdomen, and the flares of Slaking swirl beneath my skin.

      Water churned in the pool, and growls and rumbles echoed in the large cave.

      We broke apart.

      “Are you unharmed?” I asked. I should’ve assured myself of this first.

      “I’m fine.” She flashed me a grin. “That’s some hot kiss right there, Krek.”

      This female could make my hearts soar to the stars.

      “Ready to run then, mate?” I asked, rising to my feet.

      Something sped across the pool, and a large fin lifted above the water. Many creatures could breathe on land as well as beneath the waves…

      Turning, I carried Rose across the smooth open surface, not stopping until I’d reached the opening of one of many channels leading away from the cavern. I had no way of knowing which, if any, might lead us out of this trap, but we’d have to pick one and take our chances.

      A muffled huff from the water told me I should’ve looked into escape instead of kissing Rose, but I wouldn’t regret something so precious.

      I lowered her to her feet and took her hand. “Pick a channel, mate.”

      Her wide-eyed gaze met mine. Water dripped down her face and off her hair, but she was even more beautiful than when I first met her. It was hard to believe that was only a day ago.

      “You want me to pick?” she asked, her gaze darting to the multiple passages.

      “Quickly.”

      Stark fear flashed across her face. “What if I pick wrong?”

      No channel would be better than another. “We don’t have much time. Whatever you choose will be the correct one.”

      “All right,” she said. Her brow furrowed before smoothing, and she pointed. “This one. I like how it continues in a straight line for thirty feet or so.”

      With my hand tightening around hers, we ran toward the tunnel.
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      We darted down a channel in a stone labyrinth with smooth walls on all sides and a rocky ceiling about ten feet above us. Snaps and snarls erupted in the cavern behind us as creatures scrambled from the water and up onto the shore. They gave chase, their claws clicking and scratching on the stone floor.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about the beast Krek had battled in the pool. I’d clung to him, pressing my face into his neck, praying he’d be safe. I wasn’t worried about myself. My fate was already sealed. But the thought of him being injured made something deep within me ache. The feeling would never leave if I lost him.

      As we ran, my heart slammed in my chest, and my breathing was ragged already. My fingers tingled, and my muscles ached from the ongoing stress. What would the labyrinth bring us?

      We reached the end of the passage and followed its curve to the right. Ahead, an opening in the cave wall waited, dark and forbidding.

      I didn’t know what we’d find when we entered, but I was grateful I had Krek with me.

      We paused at the opening, but I couldn’t see inside.

      Scrambling behind us meant the beast I’d seen—and its friends—were still on our tail. They’d catch up and devour us soon.

      “In the labyrinth, will we spend our time running from creatures?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      He shrugged. “That and traps.”

      “What kind of traps?”

      “All kinds.”

      “Is there a way out?”

      “On Yuris? I’ve heard there is, though I don’t know anyone who’s made it through. As for here,” he darted a glance over his shoulder, and his hand tightened on mine, “we’re about to find out.”

      He tugged me through the opening.

      Darkness eclipsed everything. Without sight, my other senses struggled to find something to grab onto. A dripping sound echoed ahead of us, and water beasts bellowed behind. I smelled…musty mold, like I walked through a wet forest, my feet stirring up spores.

      I stumbled behind Krek, clinging to the waistband of his pants while he strode confidently. Could he see? I didn’t want to ask; didn’t want to draw the attention of dangerous creatures.

      He hurried at a jog, continuing down the gradual incline.

      Soft light bloomed ahead, and I picked up my pace, able to see where I placed my feet.

      The smooth walls on our side widened until we raced through a long channel a bit like the catacombs I’d read about in textbooks about ancient Italy. Most of those were used as burial sites, which wasn’t a great thought.

      I kept waiting for the next thing to happen, for a giant creature to drop down on us from above or for something to loom ahead. With nothing attacking or chasing us, this felt too easy.

      Our breathing echoed around us, and the drip-drip-drip I’d heard when we entered this passage grew louder.

      A creaking sound rang out overhead, and a circular hatch lifted above.

      “Having fun yet?” Grunget asked, his glowing eye blazing down on us.

      Krek said nothing, just picked up his pace to a run, pulling me with him. Our feet slapped on the stone floor, and the dripping sound grew louder ahead.

      “I believe it’s time to give you two a little challenge,” Grunget cried. The hatch banged shut, and I didn’t look back to see what might be coming next.

      We rounded a corner and continued through a tightening channel. Something solid loomed ahead.

      Fluttering behind me grew in volume, like a flock of large birds swooped through the passage, eager to scoop us up and carry us away.

      We reached the end of the tunnel.

      A solid stone wall with water dripping down its smooth surface completely blocked the passage.
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      Squawks rang out behind us. Whatever Grunget sent after us would be upon us soon. From the sound, I suspected birds.

      The only bird-like creatures I was aware of on Drundar were vootiles, creatures with a wingspan almost the width of a Xilan male’s arms spread wide. Their vicious claws could rip flesh down to bone with one slash, and their sharp teeth were made to slice through scales to reach softer tissue beneath. Clever, they were known to lock onto prey and give chase until their victim succumbed to exhaustion.

      I prayed Grunget hadn’t rounded any up and sent them into the labyrinth.

      We reached the end of the passage, finding it blocked.

      Rose fidgeted beside me, rushing to the left and right, looking for a way past the stone wall.

      The sound of wings grew louder.

      She shot a glance back down the tunnel, and her breath caught. “Fuck.” Dropping to her knees, she started digging in the soft soil in front of the wall. “There has to be a way out unless you think befriending whatever’s coming is an option.”

      “It isn’t.”

      Giving up on digging her way out, she stood and ran to the right wall, running her hands across the stone.

      I did the same on our left, trying to find a way past the blockage, but without much luck. I leaped up, trying to latch onto the top of the wall, but it was too high above me, and I couldn’t reach.

      The sound of flapping wings got louder. My mouth went dry with fear for Rose. How could I protect her?

      I turned and nudged her close to the wall and put myself between her and the smooth surface with me facing where we’d run from. She clung to the back of my pants, shivering.

      “I wish I had a weapon,” she said, strain edging through her voice. “Like a laser gun or a Star Wars light saber.”

      Me, too, whatever a light saber was.

      My tail wrapped around her while I waited for whatever flew toward us to appear. If I could fight the threat off, we could run back in the other direction, then take a different channel from the main room. This one was a dead end.

      A flock of six vootiles rounded the corner. Squawking, they flew toward us, their claws extended, their light gray wings flapping. They hunted in groups, a few engaging their prey from the front while the rest attacked from behind.

      “Shit,” Rose said. “I’ve never seen anything like that outside of nightmares.” Stooping down, she scrunched close to the wall, making herself smaller.

      Good.

      I stepped away from her and braced myself. My tail whipped back and forth as the creatures came closer.

      When they were with a few arms’ lengths away, I leaped up and latched onto the lead bird, wringing its neck while my tail swept out, smacking a second creature violently. It was driven toward the wall and hit hard. It slumped onto the ground and fluttered before going still.

      Two down, four left to defeat.

      They split, two flying over us.

      “They’ll come in from behind,” I shouted to Rose.

      “On it.”

      She sounded surprisingly calm, but I must be misreading her. Everything had frightened her so far; how could the vootile attack be any different? Straightening, she edged along the wall, remaining close until she’d backed into the corner to my right.

      I watched her while keeping an eye on the vootiles coming in from the front.

      Her hands fisted at her sides, she glared at the vootiles. “A little nearer, babes…” she purred, though I didn’t know why.

      As the two who’d attack from the front flew up and pivoted sharply before plunging toward us, the other two swooped over the top of the wall and spiraled down toward Rose.

      The two in front got closer, their claws extended to rip through me. They’d finish me off and go after my mate.

      Rose leaped, her hands whipping toward the birds. Something flew at them, hitting the two in front.

      Shrieking, they came to a stop in front of me, twisting and turning as if bound in chains. Their wings flapped fast enough to make my hair fly around my face.

      “More,” Rose shouted, flinging her arms toward the ones coming in from behind.

      The dirt she’d gathered on the floor hit the birds in the face and squawking, they also came to a stop, spinning and fluttering in disarray.

      “They can’t see,” she said, her voice high-pitched and gritty. “Kill them before they recover.”

      I scrambled to gather more dirt and flung it at each group, adding to their confusion.

      Then I grabbed the two in front of us, bringing them down to the ground. My tail made quick work of them, and I sprung to my feet and did the same with the others.

      Panting, I stood with my arms hanging at my sides. Adrenaline surged through me, and I wanted the Yuris in front of me so I could add their carcasses to the birds.

      Rose placed her hand on my arm. “Thank you. We did it.”

      “You’re clever, mate.” Turning, I grabbed her and lifted her until our faces were even.

      Then I kissed her.
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      From the time we’d teased each other in the holochamber, I’d wondered what Krek’s mouth tasted like. How it would feel against mine. The kiss we’d shared earlier gave me a taste, but it hadn’t been enough.

      This was better than I remembered.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on tight, my legs secure around his waist.

      His tongue glided inside my mouth, making my heart thrill and my pulse roar in my throat like a Formula 1 stock car.

      I latched onto his horns while his tail teased up my spine.

      He backed me against the wall and ground his body against mine. A roar built inside me, something I’d never felt before. It demanded satisfaction only Krek could give.

      I wanted to keep on kissing him forever, to feel his fingers on my body, but I had a feeling we hadn’t seen the last of the Yuris or the killer birds.

      Lifting my head, I grinned. “That was a nice taste.”

      “I would taste you more, mate,” he growled. Leaning forward, he nipped at my neck.

      Sighing, I tipped my head back, giving into the joy of his mouth on my skin.

      He lifted his head and flashed his fangs, almost shyly, but happiness came through in his voice. “Mate.”

      I wouldn’t call him out for using the term, though he’d done it a lot. I wasn’t sure how I felt about being someone’s mate. For now, I let the good feelings it generated surge through me. My head spun like I’d chugged a bottle of wine all by myself.

      Sliding down his body, I found my feet on the soft soil.

      “We need to get out of here before Grunget sends something else after us.”

      This couldn’t be the end of the labyrinth. We probably had days—weeks—left to battle and run. But for the first time in forever, I felt almost confident about the challenge. I couldn’t do this alone, but I didn’t have to. I had Krek with me. Together, we made a great team.

      We raced around the dead birds and back down the tunnel.

      “A new one?” I asked. We couldn’t go further than the wall in this one.

      “Yes.”

      But when we approached the entrance to the cavern with the pool, we found it blocked off with an enormous boulder.

      Krek pushed, his muscles bulging, his feet digging into the soil coating the stone floor, but the rock wouldn’t budge.

      Turning, he shot me a frantic look that made my pulse jump. If he was scared, I needed to be doubly frightened. He was a warrior, a rock-hard alien trained to handle himself in situations like this. A freakin’ 007 alien hunter.

      I was a science teacher. Knowing the Latin name for gecko would do me no good here.

      “Back to the wall,” he said. “We’ve got to find a way around it.”

      We returned, and I stared up at the top so far away. If only we had a rope. Or wings.

      Krek jumped over and over, trying to reach the top, but each time he slid back down to the ground.

      I pawed at the wall on the right, desperate to find a way out of this trap.

      “Time for more fun,” Grunget called from above.

      Asshole. Wings flapped in the passage behind us, louder than the first time. He’d sent a bigger flock.

      I didn’t bother to scowl at him. He’d track us throughout this “game”. Short of throwing something at him whenever he peered down, there wasn’t anything I could do about the situation but fume.

      The second I got out of here, he’d better watch out. I’d hunt him down and find a way to end this permanently. Rage like I’d never felt before surged through me, giving me strength and the will to keep fighting.

      First? Find a way out.

      Second? Decimate Grunget.

      I traced the wall again, searching desperately for anything I might’ve missed with my earlier passes.

      At knee level, I found it.
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      “Hey,” Rose hissed, waving toward me. “Come help me.”

      I dropped beside her on my haunches and cricked my head to see. “What have you found?”

      Frowning, she glided her hands along the smooth wall. Excitement filled her voice. “I can feel a seam. It might lead to a way out of here.”

      “Let me look?”

      She backed away and turned, scooping up dirt from the floor.

      The flap of wings grew louder. Grunget would keep sending vootiles until a big enough flock overcame us. Then the watching Yuris would cheer as the birds ripped us apart.

      I ran my hands along the wall, finding the seam she’d spoken of, and I was able to get my fingertips into the small gap. Leaning back, I tugged.

      A rectangular section of the wall shifted toward us.

      “This could be it,” she said. “A way out.”

      Or just a way into another labyrinth passage. But I wouldn’t say the words. She had hope, and I wouldn’t destroy it.

      I pulled harder, finally removing the big, rectangular brick from the wall and setting it on the ground beside the opening.

      “Yes,” Rose sighed. “Check it out. I’ll handle the incoming birds.” Standing, she took a few steps away from me, her hands clenching dirt.

      The birds rounded the corner, eight this time, and dove toward her.

      Hell, no, I wouldn’t leave her here to fight them off while I explored the opening.

      Standing, I leaped, grabbed the two birds in the front. As I dropped to the ground, I banged their heads together. I tossed them at the others swooping toward us, then pivoted sharply, whipping my tail out to hit a few more. They were flung toward the wall and hit with a resounding smack. Their carcasses joined the others lying motionless on the ground.

      “Take that,” Rose shouted, throwing dirt. It worked as well as the first time, disabling the remaining four birds long enough so I could repeat my actions, grabbing others while hitting the rest.

      Soon we stood in silence. I was confident it would be quickly broken. Birds shrieked from farther up the tunnel, confirming my assumption.

      I dropped to my knees and poked my head into the hole, unsure what I’d find. Spying an opening ahead, I crawled forward.

      Rose’s hand rested on my hip as she remained close behind me.

      “See anything?” she whispered.

      “Another passage? I can’t quite tell.” I moved inside farther, my knees dragging through the dirt, my back brushing the wall above.

      “It’s spooky in here,” she said, her soft voice echoing. “But it beats fighting off birds who seem eager to eat me.”

      I shifted forward until I could poke my head out through the far end and peered around at a dusty tunnel.

      “It’s probably another section of the labyrinth game,” I said. Who knew what could lurk in this passage?

      My hearts generated a steady drum in my throat. The last thing I wanted was to take my mate from one threat to another, but we couldn’t fight the birds forever.

      I waited, listening, but heard nothing of concern. That didn’t mean something didn’t lurk nearby, but I’d deal with it when it arrived.

      I crawled out of the passage and straightened, offering a hand to Rose to help her exit the hole.

      She brushed off her clothing, looking around. “Uphill or downhill?” Passages sloped away from us in both directions.

      “We need to find the Xilan underground bunker. If the Yuris haven’t overrun it, we can send a message to my home planet.”

      “Do you remember where in the tunnels it might be?”

      I shrugged. “Unfortunately, no.”

      “Would we be safer on the surface?”

      A low rumble rang out above us, but when the sound faded, I shrugged it off. The ground must shift all the time. This was the moon resettling.

      Rose squinted uphill, scratching her head. Cobwebs coated her hair, and I brushed them off. She stepped back into my embrace, and I took a moment to savor the feel of holding her in my arms.

      We’d been on the run since we met, giving us little time to get to know each other. I wanted to know everything about her. What she dreamed of for her future. What made her happy.

      What she hoped to name our child.

      Our child may never be created. My Slaking continued to build within me, but I had a few hours until it started to peak. Then, my appetite would be voracious. I’d do all I could to suppress my urge to mate, because this wasn’t the place, but I feared it would consume me.

      The rumble from above was repeated, but softly, as if whatever caused the sound moved in the distance.

      My mate smelled divine, like the rarest blossom. I glided her hair to the side and kissed her neck.

      She sighed and tilted her head, welcoming my embrace.

      My fingers glided up her belly, stopping beneath her breasts. When she arched her spine, I couldn’t resist. I covered both her breasts with my hands, my fingers seeking her nipples beneath the thin fabric.

      Her moan slipped out, and her breathing accelerated. “Krek.”

      “Yes, mate?” I asked, nibbling her neck with my fangs.

      “Would you show me what good sex feels like?”

      “You had a mate in the past.” She’d mentioned Bob and how they’d parted. On Xilan, mates rarely separated outside of death. I couldn’t imagine loving this female and choosing to leave her, but I was grateful that Bob didn’t feel the same as me.

      “My mate had no idea what he was doing.” She turned in my arms and looked up at me, earnest. “I’m not comparing, but I can already tell it will be different with you.”

      “I will be happy to share everything I have, Rose.”

      An impish smile filled her face. “Even if that means sex against a wall?”

      I swept one arm out. “There are many walls we could use.”

      “Then I think we should try out each and every one.”

      I gathered her close and lifted her, my mouth seeking hers. I was lost in her scent, the feel of her gripping my horns, and the wonder of her legs wrapped around me. She was so tiny I worried I’d break her.

      But she’d already proven she was strong. Resourceful. I couldn’t wait to claim her.

      The rumble was repeated, and only now did I notice it was growing louder.

      Lifting my head, I stared toward the upper portion of the tunnel.

      A large boulder dropped from the ceiling.

      It rolled toward us, gaining speed.
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      Turning with me still in his arms, Krek bolted, running downhill.

      “Ah,” I yelped, staring past my shoulder. “Leave it to the Yuris to send us a new challenge.” And so much for hoping we’d escaped the labyrinth.

      He ran faster, seeking a way to avoid the boulder. It followed, bouncing and pounding, destroying everything in its path. Dirt scurried ahead of it, the vibration starting a small landslide.

      “Never fear,” he said. “We will evade this one.”

      How could we? The second we defeated one enemy, they sent another after us. Grunget was determined to kill us as soon as possible.

      The oval stone tunnel leveled out and Krek raced across a long stretch, jumping over narrow strips where the floor dropped away.

      “Should we hide in one of those?” I asked.

      He slowed when we reached the next hole, but quickly leaped over it and picked up his pace.

      I peered behind him, watching as snake-like bands of leafy purple vegetation snapped out of the hole. They slapped the wall and ceiling around us.

      Krek grunted when one hit his back, but he kept running, soon outdistancing the first cluster of vines, but drawing new ones when he jumped over the next hole.

      The relentless boulder tumbled behind us, banging the walls and smacking the vines that shrieked and flailed against the ceiling.

      We came to a four-way intersection with a circular hole in the center, and Krek ducked to the right and pressed his back against the wall.

      I expected more vines to erupt from the circle of darkness, but nothing did so far.

      The boulder banged into the intersection and kept going straight, pounding and bouncing.

      My lungs were on fire, and all I’d done was ride in Krek’s arms. My skin prickled with sweat, and my heart was a thunderstorm in my chest.

      Krek lowered me to my feet but kept hold of my hand. His rough breathing rang out in the silence left after the boulder’s passage.

      “That was a close one,” I whispered. I peered to my right, noting the passage sloped upward. I swore I saw a bit of light, but I could have been mistaken.

      “Let me see where that leads,” he said, gesturing to the hole. He carefully moved closer, then stooped down on his heels, bracing his hands on either side of the hole as he poked his head downward. “Hmm.” He straightened and waved for me to come closer.

      I tiptoed over and joined him, dropping to my hands and knees so I could lean over and see.

      A slope descended into darkness.

      “Should we remain in this tunnel or go down?” I asked. I felt like tossing a coin. No matter where we went, Grunget would be watching. We needed to find the Xilan bunker. If it hadn’t been overrun by Yuris, we had a slim chance of escape.

      “Let me go down a short distance and see what we’re dealing with,” he said. He dropped his legs into the hole and settled them on the slope, then descended quickly, disappearing into the darkness.

      He was silent for too long. I looked around for a rock or something I could use to bash any incoming threat, but I found nothing but dirt.

      Since I’d already proven this could work as a weapon, I grabbed a couple of handfuls and approached the hole.

      Time to go down there and rescue Krek. Safety may lay in running away from the Yuris, but I wouldn’t do it without him.

      No, I didn’t want to do it without him. Where he went, so did I.

      I’d sat on the edge and dangled my feet inside the hole when his excited voice called up to me. “Come on down, Rose. I think you’re going to be pleased.”

      A knock-knock-knocking sound from my left made me jerk my head around in that direction, but I didn’t see anything other than… Shit, another hatch lifted in the ceiling farther down the tunnel.

      If I could drop into the hole before Grunget saw me, he might think we’d continued running rather than testing this option for escape.

      With a gulp, I sunk into the opening. My butt hit a smooth surface, and I slid away. I liked slides as much as the next overgrown kid, but inside a dark, alien tunnel? No thanks.

      Having no interest in revealing my location, however, I didn’t call out to Krek. I let the tunnel take me away.
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      It didn’t take long for Rose to join me at the base of the slope. I’d follow her wherever she led.

      She stared around, her hands on her hips. “You said this is amazing?” When she looked my way, she closed one eye quickly and smiled while she opened it. I wasn’t sure what the gesture meant. “I expected, I don’t know, Disneyland or an oasis? Palm trees, tropical drinks, and cabana boys—you could fill in the last. You sounded excited.”

      “I am excited.”

      “In general, or do you just like tunnels?” She sidled closer, her movements coming across as seductive for some reason, and I was reminded all over again of why we’d met. What we would’ve been doing this instant if we hadn’t been interrupted by a Yuris attack on the space station.

      We’d been on the run since we met, but I hoped we’d be safe soon and that I could show her everything I had to offer. I hated that she was scared and that I couldn’t protect her.

      “I do like tunnels,” I said, copying her one-eye-closed gesture. I added a grin for good measure. “But what I have to show you is even better than this wonderful tunnel.”

      She rapped her knuckles on the wall. “More stone. You’d think they’d come up with something more original than rocky, dirt-covered tunnels. Maybe some vegetation to break things up? Although, I’ll pass on the vines we found in the passage above.”

      I grabbed her hand and tugged her close, then just hugged her. Sex with this female was going to be awesome; I just knew it. But I was growing to like who she was as a person. The fact that she could hold on to her humor at a time like this was astonishing. It made me feel good inside for the first time in forever.

      It made me think I had a chance for a future filled with something other than self-loathing.

      If only I didn’t have to offer her a chance to leave me when we escaped.

      Tipping her head back, she looked up at me. “Nice to meetcha, Krek.” Her smile told me she was teasing. “You smell good. How is that possible?”

      “This, I do not know.”

      “I have a feeling it’s just you, and that’s a problem.”

      “Why is this a problem?”

      Her cute nose wrinkled. “Because…” She stepped back but grabbed both my hands. “I’m not sayin’.”

      I’d like to think she felt the same emotions shooting through her, but that would be a bold belief on my part. She came to the space station solely for a child, not a relationship. I would give this to her. If she insisted on parting when—if—we escaped this trap, I would find a way to smile and let her go.

      Even if it killed me to do it.

      “Show me what has you so excited?” she said, reminding me of why I’d called her down here.

      I turned to my left and started walking. “I’m not sure this is part of the tunnel system, though I guess it must be. However, I don’t see any hatches in the ceiling, so I’m going to think of it as a respite from the labyrinth game.”

      “This sounds intriguing,” she said, skipping beside me to keep up.

      I slowed my pace, though I did feel the need to hurry. How long would Grunget let us remain in this location before sending something horrible after us? It would be like him to lull us with this treat, then snatch it away.

      Part of this game involved wearing out the emotions of the contestant.

      We traveled down three long tunnels with no apparent exits until I stopped partway down the fourth.

      “I’m not feeling excited yet,” she said, flicking a teasing look up at me.

      “That is because I’m not touching you.”

      Her breath caught. “I’m beginning to think that time is never coming.”

      “Oh, it is coming, mate. Never fear.” I would find a way to love her if it was the last thing I did, and not because I owed it to her with the contract I signed on the station.

      I’d kill to have an uninterrupted hour alone with Rose. Then kill again for a second hour.

      “This is it?” she asked, peering around. “Stone, meet stone?”

      “How about this?” I tugged her to the side of the tunnel where the lighting was dim, then into the deep crack I’d found on the surface. From a distance, it appeared like a smooth rock with a seam, but up close, I’d discovered a gap.

      “Creepy, Krek,” she said in a high-pitched voice as I shuffled sideways, tugging her with me through the long, narrow opening. It widened, and we stepped out onto the ledge.

      I watched her, eager to see her reaction.

      “Whoa, baby,” she said in a hushed voice. She clung to my side, and I didn’t blame her. The cliff dropped off sharply beneath us, plunging downward for many stories.

      It was what waited below that made my jaw drop when I found it.

      The slope I’d also found continued downward, to our left.

      “How is this possible?” she asked. Possible, possible, possible… Her words echoed inside the enormous cavern. Her fingers tightened around my thumb, and she turned wide eyes my way. “This can’t be here.”

      I flashed my fangs. “Remember? We were terraforming this planet.”

      “But that usually means the surface, doesn’t it?” Her hand swept out. “Not something like this.”

      “If you wish to return to your familiar tunnels…”

      “Huh,” she grunted. “You’ll have to drag me away.” Inching forward, she stopped near the edge of the shelf.

      A river wound through the center of the decent-sized valley, with lush trees growing along the sides. Smooth, deep blue grassy hills rolled in either direction, not stopping until they hit stone cliffs that climbed all the way to a peak high above our heads.

      “Do you think the Yuris know this is here?” she asked in a hushed voice.

      “Maybe?” I pointed to the walls and ceiling. “I don’t see hatches for Grunget to peer through, but I can’t believe they haven’t discovered this location.”

      As she looked around, her posture drooped. “I don’t see a sign they’ve been here, but you’re probably right. This is a mirage or a trap.” She scooted back to stand beside me. “We should leave, not wait for them to spring something over our heads.”

      “I think we could take a short break here. During the games on Yuris, they often allow rest times.”

      “Why?”

      I shrugged. “To lull the competitors.”

      “We do need to eat. Do you think we can drink the water? My throat is dry.”

      “I read the water found on Drundar did not make the initial scientists sick.”

      “Let’s do it.” Her cheerful mood was restored, though shadows lurked in her eyes. “We can go down there, drink, and see if we can scrounge up some food. Then we’ll get out of here.”

      I pointed to the opposite side of the cavern. “There’s a passage exiting in that direction.”

      She scooted around me and hurried down the slope to our left. “An exit on the ground level beats climbing back up the cliff.”

      I quickly followed her.
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      We reached the bottom, and I stooped down to touch the dark blue grass. “This place truly is amazing.”

      As a scientist, there wasn’t much that could surprise me, but this moon did. Sure, I was in outer space, and it was natural for vegetation to evolve in different ways than it had on Earth, but I still couldn’t get over how unique this was. “Even if this turns into a trap, I’m excited about the chance to relax. If we can eat and drink here, I’ll be even more happy.”

      I appreciated Krek’s caution. He held me back, snug against the wall, while he listened and studied the broad valley that had to be twenty acres or so across.

      While he surveyed the area, I checked out the trees, unable to believe such a thing could grow. The trunks were pale, much like white oak, but the leaves were as red as those I’d seen back home in the fall. But these didn’t appear to be changing color; this was their baseline.

      “Is it safe for now, do you think?” I whispered.

      His posture loosened, and he stepped onto the grass, turning back to take my hands. He tugged me forward as he backed up. “It is safe. I don’t sense or hear anything here that could present danger.”

      “For now.”

      “For now,” he agreed solemnly.

      “I’m going to call it our own little paradise for the next ten minutes.”

      “From the events on Yuris, I believe we’ll be safe here for at least an hour.”

      “Oh, my,” I said. Imp that I was, I couldn’t resist. “What are we going to do with all that time?”

      Frankly, my hyper-sensitive body could think of a few suggestions. I mean, I had come to the space station for sex. It was strangely freeing to acknowledge that.

      Krek and I were supposed to do it. I could relax and enjoy it with none of the regrets I might’ve had with a one-night-stand back on Earth.

      And I had a feeling I was going to enjoy sex with Krek. That would be a nice change from my past sexual experiences.

      “An hour can last forever,” he said. “But before we consider dessert, should we eat some dinner?”

      “I am partial to sweets, but I bet I’ll need something solid to give me…stamina.” I strode with him and across the grassy meadow, marveling at the pale blue flowers with pointy blossoms and the way the grass rustled beneath my feet. “Do you think we can eat anything here? Back on Earth, I could point you to edible plants in most woods, but this is a moon in outer space. Everything’s foreign to me.”

      “I recognized a few varieties of plants that look promising,” he said. “Some are familiar from Xilan.”

      “My belly’s rumbling, Krek,” I said with a grin, rubbing my aching abs.

      He rushed forward and scooped me up, running toward the river. “Then I should feed you, mate, should I not?”

      “You should.” I wrapped my arms around his neck and hung on for dear life, enjoying the feel of him holding me.

      At the bank of the river, he lowered me to my feet.

      “Remain here?” he said.

      He strode into the water, and I waited for the next shoe to drop, so to speak. Like maybe a giant bird to swoop in and snatch him or me off the ground and carry us away. Or for a big fish to gobble him up.

      But only the trickle of the slow current disturbed the quiet, plus the slosh of him moving through the water.

      He stopped in the middle of the river with it swirling around his waist and stared down.

      A snap of his hand, and it plunged into the current. He lifted it back out, showing off a flapping fish about the length of my arm. “What about this, mate? Do you enjoy fish?”

      “I assume we’ll call that sushi,” I said, clapping my hands. Really, this guy amazed me. “All we need is seaweed and rice.”

      “I do not have rice, but as for a weed of the sea, could I offer plants I spy growing along the shore?”

      “Indeed. You pick your plants, and I’ll look around for something sharp we can use as a knife.”

      “A shell will do.”

      “Ah, yes, perfect. Assuming there are freshwater shellfish here,” I said, tiptoeing down closer to shore. The water was perfectly clear, and I could make out a rocky bottom and other fish swimming here and there. A few submerged sticks poked up, and I did spy shells.

      “Is this freshwater?” I asked as I kicked off my shoes and stepped into the surprisingly warm water. I didn’t know why I expected it to be shockingly cold, except that was the norm back home.

      “It is.” He strode up onto the shore.

      I lifted a big, empty half-shell and joined him as he dropped the fish on the grass.

      “What can I do?” I asked, handing him the shell.

      “Watch as I prepare our meal, mate.” He cleaned the fish and filleted large chunks of meat.

      I wasn’t a big fan of sushi, but my belly said it was ready to give raw alien fish a whirl.

      “Gather a bit of downed wood from beneath the trees?” he said.

      “Oh, yay,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “We’re going to cook it?”

      He shot a frown my way. “You don’t eat raw fish on Earth, do you?”

      “Some people do.”

      He grunted in disgust as I strode toward the tree line.

      It didn’t take long for him to tinder a fire with the sticks I collected. Soon, the smell of roasting fish filled the air. My belly roared.

      Krek strode into the small forest and returned with blossoms the size of my fist. He upended them and filled them with water, handing one to me.

      We drained them, and I refilled them.

      My body slowly came back to life, sucking up the water while getting high on the smell of cooking food.

      “Should we be worried the Yuris will smell the smoke and put an end to our lovely break?” I asked as I sat beside him to watch the fish brown in the flames.

      “I kept the fire small for that reason.” Krek took flat rocks he’d washed and placed them near the fire. He arranged small pieces of green vegetables he’d collected near the shore.

      My belly continued to rumble, and I couldn’t wait to sink my teeth into our meal. It was a good thing the fish was huge.

      He slid chunks of fish off sticks and onto the rocks, then lifted one and placed it in front of me. “Enjoy.”

      I placed the rock on my lap and dug in, moaning and wiggling while savoring each bite.

      When we’d finished and tossed our rocks back where we’d found them on the river bank, we sat on the slope and stared at the water. I teased my toes through the shallows and released a long breath.

      “I actually feel decent, but one thing would make me feel even better,” I said.

      “What would that be?” he asked eagerly. His hand teased up my spine, sending tingles shooting through me.

      I had a feeling this guy would do almost anything I asked, and that stunned me. Other than my best friends, I’d never met anyone who cared this much about what made me happy.

      The idea that Krek could mean everything to me was unsettling, though. I hadn’t known him for long.

      Assuming we could escape this trap, I may never see him again. We may or may not fulfill our baby making contract.

      Hell, no.

      I stood and untied the loose belt I wore to cinch in the Xilan tunic I’d donned during our escape from the space station. It dropped to the ground with a dull thump.

      Krek tipped his head back to watch me, his gaze gliding down my body with distinct appreciation. I liked the weight of his attention on me. It made me feel tingly.

      It made me want more.

      One quick tug, and I’d pulled the tunic over my head. I didn’t wear much underneath, just some silly, skimpy underwear Avery talked me into buying before we left Earth.

      They soon joined the tunic, and I straightened in front of Krek, wondering what he’d do now that I was naked.

      He stood and shucked his clothing.

      I blinked slowly at his smooth groin. Didn’t Xilans have cocks? I swore I’d felt a large bulge beneath me when I laid across him inside the escape pod.

      It was never polite to quiz someone about their body parts, however. We’d been guaranteed sex and a baby, so there must be some way he could make this work.

      With a husky growl, Krek lifted me into his arms. He pivoted and carried me down into the water.
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      There was nothing I wanted to do more than love Rose. Her body was pure perfection, from the soft mounds of her breasts to the fine, curly hair between her legs. I couldn’t wait to taste every bit of her smooth flesh.

      I hungered, but no longer for food.

      When I reached the middle of the river, I sunk down, taking my mate with me. Water swirled around us, caressing us. I stroked her arms and spine while she shivered with pleasure.

      I wanted to release my cock and plunge it inside her, but even more, I wanted to hear her sighs of pleasure while I brought her to one orgasm after another. Delving deeply inside her with my cock was for later, when we were safer than I believed we could ever be within this small valley. Now was for pleasuring my mate.

      I turned her to face me, and she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. Her fingers stroked my scales as her heels hitched around my back. She pressed her groin against me and moaned.

      “Alone at last,” she said softly. Her lips quirked up on one side. “What do you plan to do with me, big Xilan warrior?”

      “We could find a wall,” I teased, my two hearts singing for this female alone.

      “I’d love to try out a wall, but submerged in water works nicely, as well.”

      “Can I love you, mate?” My tail glided around behind her, and I stroked the tip down her spine.

      She shivered in my embrace, and when I glided my tail between her legs, she groaned and pressed her forehead against my shoulder. “Yes, Krek. Please.”

      With infinite care, I stroked from her collarbones to her breasts, running my fingertips beneath their heavy weight. When I glided my thumbs across her nipples, she released a moan again, deeper and with growing satisfaction.

      Her head tipped back. “Don’t stop.”

      “I will not, mate. Never.” My words contained an eternal vow I would give my life not to break.

      “What are you doing to me?” she said, panting. I loved how responsive she was to my touch, how her moans sunk into me, giving me endless pleasure. I would die a happy male if only I could hear that sound until I drew in my final breath.

      “Have you ever had tail sex?” I asked.

      Her eyes closed, and her lips quirked up. “Can it get me pregnant?”

      I wasn’t sure why she thought my tail could. “No.”

      “I haven’t, but…”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      I shook it off to be discussed later.

      “As for tail sex, I’m open to everything, Krek,” she said. “Truly.”

      “Then let me see what I can do to introduce you to a Xilan way of loving.” Leaving the water, I carried her up to the shore and laid her in the soft, blue grass.

      She released a shiver, but her eyes remained filled with need.

      She clung as I dropped over her, covering her with my heat and the strength of my two hearts beating as one.

      I claimed her mouth, my tongue teasing until hers opened. As I kissed her, her hands stroked my shoulders and arms. Her hips lifted in a pace older than time, a rhythm that spanned galaxies, connecting hers to mine.

      If only I could cherish her forever.

      Make this moment last, I told myself. Memorize her sighs and moans to sustain you when life pulls you apart.

      Leaving her mouth, I kissed along her jaw. My tail coiled around her leg, the tip gliding higher.

      Her legs split wide, welcoming me to do whatever I pleased. I chuckled, because my sole goal was to make her happy. Seeing her joy would be more than enough for me.

      Reaching her breast, I sucked her nipple into my mouth. She arched her spine, and a moan ripped from her mouth.

      The tip of my tail reached the apex between her thighs, and I glided it down her wet seam.

      Her groans drove me on. While I ran my tongue across the pearl of her nipple, my tail stroked her engorged clit before dipping inside her wet folds. Her hips pumped up to meet me, and her hands bit into my shoulders.

      She traced her fingers up my neck and latched onto my horns.

      This was my undoing. Highly sensitive, my horns seemed to be connected to my cock. With each stroke of her fingers, my cock grew larger, harder, until it threatened to burst from me, a tree trunk eager to delve within her depths.

      I drove my tail inside her, and she shrieked my name.

      “You like when I touch your horns,” she said in a husky voice, shoving her hips up to meet the stroke of my tail. “As much as I’m becoming addicted to tail sex.”

      “I do.”

      “I won’t stop until you do.” Her eyes rolled back as my tail coiled tight deep within her, bulging against her soft inner walls. A Xilan cock knotted, and not many females could tolerate our engorged tips, but I could already tell that my Rose would welcome everything I gave her.

      Leaving my tail bound at the tip, I tugged it out of her, ran it across her clit, then pushed it back inside.

      “Fuck,” she said. “I know you don’t have a cock, but this will do nicely.”

      “I have a cock.” My voice came out stunned. “What makes you think that, mate?”

      “Because I,” she squirmed, “I didn’t feel a cock earlier.”

      “Never fear, mate. I do have a cock.”

      Her head thrashed in the grass. “This… It’s amazing. I thought I needed a wall, but hell no. I’m going to come from the stroke of an amazing tail.”

      “Do it, mate. Let yourself go. Fall apart for me so I can build you back together and drive you to the edge all over again.”

      “You say the prettiest words, but I need only one thing from you.”

      I lifted my head, her nipple popping from my mouth. “What’s that?”

      “Make that tail go faster.”
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      A sexy tail. Who would’ve thought?

      I lifted myself up, and Krek tumbled onto his back. He allowed this. There was no way I’d otherwise make this big, burly Xilan warrior fall onto the ground.

      But I wanted to ride him. His secret cock I’d yet to discover or his thick tail. The tip had never appeared this big, but the bulge of it gliding in and out of me was driving me out of my mind.

      I straddled him, my hands still gripping his horns. He liked this, did he? I’d do it forever, then, because my solitary goal was to make this guy happy.

      When had his needs started to become more important than my own? Maybe somewhere between running through the ship to trying to escape to this place. He always put me before himself, something no one had ever done before.

      I wanted to do the same thing for him.

      “Take everything you want, mate,” he said, his eyes closed, his head tipped back, like he was the one completely absorbed in his pleasure, not me.

      It was all I could do to think as his tail continued to plunge inside me. One of his hands cupped my breast, lightly pinching and rolling my nipple, while his other hand slid between us. He teased my clit with his thumb, rubbing and stroking while his tail lit me on fire.

      I rode him, pumping and grinding while he pulled out and pushed back inside, taking me higher than I’d ever been before. I had a feeling I’d only feel this good with Krek.

      “Come for me, mate,” he said hoarsely.

      Did his tail give him the same satisfaction as a cock? I’d ask later. I could feel my body splintering, falling apart, and I wanted to savor each moment.

      When my orgasm hit me, my spine jerked. Leaning over Krek, I groaned and gasped while his tail continued to drive deep within me, moving so fast it had to be a blur. His fingers… His big, wonderful fingers rolled my clit while I was rocked again with a second orgasm.

      Unable to hold myself together, I collapsed on top of him, spent.

      He stroked my back while his tail relaxed inside me.
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      I wasn’t sure if I passed out from pleasure, or if I was so wound up in the feel of his tail still stroking inside me.

      But a subtle creaking sound jerked me from my bliss.

      I lifted my head, and my gaze met Krek’s. He stared toward the ledge we’d stood on while we surveyed the valley.

      “You heard it too,” I whispered. My spine twitched, and I suddenly felt vulnerable laying across him, completely naked.

      Carefully scrambling off him, I straightened and peered around. The river continued its merry gurgle. A light breeze rustled the leaves on the trees. And a few small birds swooped across the ceiling, some of them darting into the exit tunnel Krek had noted earlier.

      Krek rose, and we dressed fast. I wished I had pants, but my Xilan tunic had served me well so far.

      I was stuffing my feet into my shoes when the creaking sounds were repeated.

      It grew louder, sounding like old bones shifting and shuffling. If this was a zombie movie, I’d already be running.

      Weapons… Even a stick would do.

      I darted into the trees and hefted a solid branch, something I felt I could carry for a distance and still swing at something if needed. The point on one end was a bonus.

      Krek joined me beneath the shelter of the trees. His arm went around me, and he tugged me close while he stared toward the ledge.

      A pale green, four-legged creature appeared on the platform. It peered our way.

      When it spied us, it shrieked; the shrill sound cutting into my eardrums. Even from here, the length of its fangs sent a shiver down my spine.

      It unfurled its dark green, papery wings and leaped off the ledge.
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      “The exit, mate,” I said hoarsely. I took her hand, and we ran toward it, our feet stomping on downed leaves and sticks.

      Like Rose, I scooped up a branch, but I didn’t believe it would make much difference against a boosler. The winged creatures could be vicious. Early reports from the terraforming group suggested it took two to three males to fight one off.

      Another screech drew my eye, and I watched in horror as a second and third boosler soared off the ledge.

      They’d seen us, and they hunted in packs.

      “Faster, mate,” I said hoarsely.

      Her legs were so much shorter than mine, and while I could tell she put her full heart into running, she couldn’t match my pace.

      I scooped her up. “Hold on.”

      Her arms linked around my neck and her stick banged on my back as I surged toward the exit from the valley. It was still too far away.

      I’d been right to assume the Yuris would allow us a break, that they’d lull us before attacking again. I was grateful we’d had time to rest and eat, but now we were on the run again. If this game followed the pattern I’d heard of on Yuris, there would be no more breaks. They’d be relentless until they defeated us.

      I reached the end of the forest and plunged through tall grasses that slapped my waist.

      Rose flinched and buried her head in my neck. “I wish I was an asset, not a hindrance. Leave me. I’ll fight them off while you escape!”

      “No way, mate. We’re in this together.”

      I swore I felt her soft kiss on my neck. More than anything, I wanted to kiss and reassure her, but there would be no comfort as long as we remained inside this game.

      My goal was to find a way out, but how?

      Had the Yuris encapsuled all the underground caverns in their labyrinth? If so, I suspected Rose and I weren’t the first to be thrown into the game.

      I reached the end of a long grassy plain and scrambled up a long slope, aiming for the darkened archway ahead. I could only pray we’d find shelter from the booslers there.

      I’d nearly reached the ledge when something smacked into my back. A boosler shrieked, its shrill voice echoing around us as it lifted us up.

      My hearts surged in my chest. I bellowed and thrashed.

      The creature dropped me, and I landed hard on the ledge. I lowered Rose to her feet and put myself between her and the beast. A quick glance over my shoulder revealed a long tunnel spiraling away from the valley. It didn’t matter where it led as long as the booslers couldn’t follow. Their wingspan would be too long. They’d have to scramble after us on foot. Since they battled best mid-flight, we stood a chance of outdistancing them if we kept going.

      The three flapped their wings, holding level with the platform. Their sharp gazes took in me…and Rose. She’d be a tasty bite, and I’d be their full meal.

      There was no way I’d ever let that happen.

      I hefted my stick.

      Rose sidled up beside me, lifting her own weapon.

      “I’m not much of a backup,” she croaked, “but I’m yours.”

      I prayed I’d be able to kiss her for that statement soon.

      “Run into the tunnel, mate. I’ll handle this.”

      “We’ll handle it,” she said, stepping forward as one of the booslers darted toward us, claws and neck extended.

      She leaped, and her arm came down, hitting the boosler hard on its snout.

      It whirled, shrieking, its wings flapping hard enough to stir dust in the air.

      “Take that, dragon,” she cried, her voice as shrill as theirs. I could hear the fear and desperate intent in her words, and I was filled with pride all over again for this female who I prayed I’d be able to fully claim as my mate.

      “They’re booslers,” I said.

      “They look like dragons to me.” She backed toward the arch. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

      “Yup.”

      The three flew toward us, and sticks wouldn’t hold them back for long. The element of surprise was gone, and we didn’t possess enough brawn to fight them off for more than a second.

      I’d never been a male to run, but I wasn’t stupid.

      Scooping up Rose, I bolted for the tunnel.
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      At a dead run, Krek carried me through a long stone tunnel. I hated being useless, though I had made a bit of difference with the alien dragon back in the valley. Dirt and sticks could be effective weapons.

      The creatures landed on the ledge behind us and, shrieking, folded their wings. They started after us in a shuffling, awkward run full of half-hops.

      It soon became clear they were cumbersome. They wouldn’t overtake us unless we stopped. Yay for leaving the valley.

      Yet while this challenge had felt easy, I imagined it was anything but.

      “I assume their goal was to drive us from the valley and into this tunnel,” I said as Krek continued at a breakneck pace. Small holes along the top of the left wall let in light, but I could barely make out a dirt floor and rough stone walls. Somehow, he kept going without tripping or missing a step.

      “Yes,” he said, leaping over something lying on the ground. “The question is, where are they driving us to?”

      “Nowhere good.” I didn’t want to let discouragement drag me down, but we couldn’t keep running forever. Even outdistancing the dragons only meant Grunget would send something worse.

      “We’ll find a way out of here,” he said with complete confidence. I wasn’t sure how he could sound so sure, and I wished I could latch onto some of that belief for myself. Maybe it was because I’d never been involved in anything like this.

      Finding Bob with our neighbor had hurt, and it presented a challenge since we owned a house and shared all our bank accounts, but that was a battle fought in the courts, not something like this.

      I’d never been presented with a challenge like the Yuris labyrinth.

      At the end of the tunnel, we reached a steep cliff that plunged down to a valley twice the size of the one we’d left. Unfortunately, there was no nice slope to hurry down, and the open space between here and a possible exit meant the dragons would catch up. They’d fly over us and pick us off. A stick wouldn’t do much when three attacked us at the same time.

      “Another tunnel,” I said, pointing to the far side. If we could reach it, would it lead us to yet another valley, each time giving the dragons a chance to get closer? If they remained patient, they’d finally win.

      “I don’t want to keep running,” he said.

      I wiggled, and he lowered me to my feet. From the scrapes and brief cries growing louder behind us, the dragons were gaining ground.

      “We’ll face them, then,” I said, lifting my stick. I leaned against Krek, looking up at him. If only we’d had more time in the other valley. I wanted to know him fully, and it appeared that dream was about to be snatched from my grasp forever.

      My eyes stung with tears I refused to shed. If he could be strong, so could I.

      I didn’t want to die, but even more, I didn’t want to watch Krek be torn apart in front of me.

      Losing him would sever something vital inside me.

      “If we have to fight them, we will,” he said, and for the first time, a thread of uncertainty edged into his voice. “We can do it.” His voice grew stronger. “We’ll kill or wound them and then run across the valley. Somewhere ahead, we’ll find shelter.”

      Would we? I doubted Grunget would allow us to ever feel safe.

      While Krek approached the tunnel, I ran to the tip of the ledge and peered downward, hoping to find another way out of this tenuous situation.

      A series of small openings exited the cliff, but they all appeared shallow. They could provide a place for us to keep stone to our back, however, if we could reach one of them.

      “Krek,” I called out, lifting my arm.

      He joined me and nodded slowly after I explained. “We might be able to reach one of them. Grab my hand, and I’ll lower you down.”

      “You’re coming with me.” I wouldn’t leave if he intended to sacrifice himself to the dragons to buy me time.

      “I am, mate.” He flashed his fangs. “I’m not ready to die yet. I still want to press you against a wall and love you for hours.”

      “My knees will give out.”

      He tilted his head, and his grin deepened. “Isn’t that the point?”

      This guy made my heart ache with a mix of joy and sadness. I hated that we didn’t have time to see where things were going between us.

      “You’re special, Krek.” I wrapped my arms around him, giving him a big hug. When I looked up, he seemed surprised. “Hasn’t anyone told you how wonderful you are before?”

      “Not for a very long time, but maybe that’s all right? You’re the only person I hope to please.”

      “Then consider it done.”

      He tapped my butt. “Then let’s get out of here, mate. We have a wall to find.”

      We approached the edge, and he took my hand.

      I didn’t love heights — who did? ― but I blocked the drop from my mind when he lowered me over the side. I kept a tight grip on his wrist and watched where I placed my feet, slowly walking myself down the jagged surface until I was close to the first opening. As I’d seen from above, it was merely a shallow depression about three feet in, but it would give us the advantage we lacked on the open upper platform.

      “I’ll swing out then let go,” Krek said, urgency filling his voice. “We don’t have much time. Three… Two… And…”

      I was projected inward, toward the small opening.

      Landing hard, I stumbled forward, catching myself against the inside wall. It seemed to shift beneath my palms, but I had to be imagining it. Everything around here was made of thick stone.

      A thud, and Krek joined me in the shallow cave. He pivoted and crouched, his stick lifted, as the dragons soared out into the valley.

      They soon spied us and spiraled in our direction.

      We backed as far as we could inside the depression, armed only with sticks and our strength of will. Maybe I’d caught some from Krek after all, because I wouldn’t give up.

      The dragons drew closer, their shrieks echoing around us.

      My heart was aflame, and my breathing raged in my throat. This could be it. Our last stand. I hated that we’d go out like this, but if so, I’d face it bravely.

      “I think I’m falling in love with you, Krek,” I said hoarsely, my throat tight with emotion. “I hope that’s okay.”

      “Rose,” Krek said softly. “I’m already there.”

      That just about killed me. My eyes stung with tears. To think I’d come this close to finally having someone pure and special in my life, and I’d lose him.

      It wasn’t fair.

      Fury poured into me, shoving aside my tears. I sniffed and leaned against him as the dragons split. The center one dove toward us while the other two swung wide, planning to come at us from the sides. We wouldn’t be able to fight three off; that much was certain. But damn, we’d sure try.

      We backed against the inside wall of the cave.

      My hand tightened on my stick. Should I gouge or smack whoever came near first?

      The center dragon smacked into us, its claws dragging on the stone platform, its fangs gnashing as it tried to bite down on flesh.

      Krek hit it, but it kept coming, gouging the stone floor with its claws. Its wings flapped, and it shrieked out a cry of victory.

      The other two joined the first, tucking in their wings and pressing forward, their claws and fangs trying to rip us apart.

      I stabbed my stick forward, but one grabbed it and ripped it from my hand, flinging it aside.

      Krek and I were shoved against the inner wall as the dragons crowded close.

      The wall behind us gave way, and we fell backward.

      Instead of landing on the ground, we dropped quickly through a small tunnel, slipping and sliding.

      Krek latched onto my wrist and hauled me into his arms, where he took the brunt of our fall.

      My teeth jarred together, and my groans as my body hit the wall echoed in the tight space.

      We smacked hard against a stone platform and lay there, stunned.

      “Where are we?” I asked, peering around at the small cave we’d landed in.

      Far above, the dragons shrieked. Would they follow us down the passage?

      “I’m not sure,” he said.

      “Still within the labyrinth, I assume.”

      He stood and held a hand to assist me off the floor. “Probably.”

      The ground shifted beneath me and gave way.

      Since I held Krek’s hand, he was dragged into the next chute that resembled the first. Tight, dark, and smooth, it shot us downward.

      Krek was above me, and he wrapped his legs around my waist as if that would help keep me safe.

      We flew downward, gliding on the smooth surface that slowly curved, taking us deeper within the planet.

      Again, we left the tunnel and smacked onto a hard floor.

      I lay on my belly, panting, waiting for the floor to give way again, but it remained stable. Krek jumped to his feet and, lifting me, backed to the wall as if he feared the same thing.

      “Is it over yet?” I joked. Our situation wasn’t fun; who’d ever think falling through one tunnel after another was a great way to spend an afternoon? But we were still alive, and since I no longer heard the dragons, I got the impression we’d lost them for the moment.

      That’s when I got a good look at the room we found ourselves in.

      “Whoa,” I sighed. “I didn’t expect anything like this.”

      “Neither did I,” he said in amazement.

      A metal floor spread out in a circle in front of us, the walls coated with equally dull silver metal.

      “This isn’t moon-created. Is it Xilan?”

      “No.” His voice remained hushed, and I understood why. I didn’t want to disturb anyone or anything that might be around. “It’s not Yuris made either.”

      “Then who built this place?”

      “I have no idea.”

      A panel of lights that bloomed in a low, steady pattern filled one wall.

      “There’s power here,” I said.

      “I assume some sort of generator system.”

      “Maybe we can use it to call your government?” Hope grew inside me, pressing hard against my ribs. I wanted to cling to it but flashing lights and metal walls didn’t necessarily mean a safe, secure location.

      The lights continued to flash in a pattern that stirred something in my mind.

      “The lights create something similar to music, though without sound,” I whispered. Speaking in a regular tone didn’t feel right, like there was something special about this room, and I didn’t want to disturb it.

      He approached the panel and watched the lights before turning my way. “You’re right. It almost feels like a signal or a message.”

      “Can you read it?”

      He shook his head, his thick bands of pale blue hair shifting along his spine.

      “A door,” I said, pointing to the other side of the room. He must’ve seen it already.

      “I think we should look around, don’t you?” he asked, approaching it.

      “We could stay here.”

      “The booslers will find us, eventually.”

      Or the Yuris. If this was part of the labyrinth, they could be watching already. But for some reason, I believed we’d escaped the trap for now.

      Testing where he placed his feet, Krek moved slowly across the room, tugging me behind him.

      I didn’t spy a knob on the door or any kind of handle, but when his fingers touched the surface, a click rang out behind the panel.

      It opened an inch, and a musty odor wafted out.
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      I creaked the door open and stepped into a bigger room made up of more metal walls, another panel with flashing lights, and six big, clear glass tubes that were mounted on bases on the floor. They rose, connecting to the ceiling above.

      The tubes were filled with murky liquid and dark shapes I couldn’t make out from the doorway.

      “Whoa, what’s that?” Rose asked, leaving my side to approach one of the Xilan-sized tubes.

      I followed her, my stick tight in my hand.

      A dark and lightly furred body floated inside each tube.

      “We’ve found…people,” she said in awe. “They don’t look Xilan.” She turned to me, her hand lifted but not yet touching the cylinder’s smooth outer surface.

      I shut the door and joined her again, studying the creature suspended inside the tube. “No, not Xilan.” No tail or horns, though they were about my height.

      “They don’t have enough legs to be Yuris unless their legs form as they grow bigger.”

      “They are not a Yuris, either. In my travels, I’ve never seen anything like them.” I walked around the tube, studying the being floating in the liquid. The creature had two arms and legs, much like me or an Earthling. Long, dark fur coated its body. Its face displayed one closed eye, a nose, and a mouth parted to reveal two rows of pointy teeth.

      “Do you think they’re still alive?” she whispered.

      “Suspended, I believe.” As for if they lived, I doubted it. “With dust coating everything, I assume they’ve been here for many generations.”

      “Maybe they’re waiting to be awoken.”

      My scales rippled at her words. “At this point, I’m not eager to wake them.” Why give another creature the chance to kill us?

      “Just our luck that they’d join the Yuris in attacking us.” She scooted around the tube to stand beside me. “Are you sure we’re on Drundar and not on some other planet?”

      “We are. All the signs are here from the appearance viewed from outer space, to the surface as we approached, and to the landscape when we arrived.”

      “The pod was supposed to set us down near the bunker.”

      “I programmed it to do so.”

      “But we haven’t found it so far.”

      “This isn’t it,” I said. “The Yuris must’ve brought us to a section of the underground tunnels my people never explored.” They hadn’t had time. Within months of their arrival, they’d been killed by the creatures roaming the surface and hunted within the tunnels.

      “Could the program have failed and put us down somewhere different?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. I lifted my hand but didn’t dare touch the smooth chamber surface.

      Moving around the room, I took in each of the six beings floating in suspension, all appearing the same as the first.

      “It’s amazing,” Rose said. “It’s all I can say. I’d love to study them, but I know we can’t remain here long.”

      She was right. Despite my belief we’d left the labyrinth, Grunget would be looking for us. He wouldn’t want his prey to escape his trap.

      “Do you think we can use their computers to reach Xilan?” Rose asked, pointing to the wall covered with buttons and dials. The low blue lights continued to flash, rippling across a strip mounted along the top of the panel.

      “I can hack into just about anything, but I’m not sure I dare test this foreign system.” Who knows what we’d unleash if I pushed the wrong button.

      “Should we stay here, then? It seems safe for now.” She crossed the room to a door opposite the one we entered. “We could look around then come back here later to decide if you want to attempt to hack into their system.”

      If we were in enough danger, I’d risk it.

      When her fingers touched the door, it glided open. She poked her head into the opening, and her voice rang out. “Oh, cool.”

      She slipped through the door, and I rushed to follow, determined to protect her from any danger. While I felt relatively safe here, I’d remain on my guard.

      As I left the room, I heard a low, shuffling sound behind me. Returning to the chamber, I strode around each of the six tubes, but none of the creatures had moved.

      I found nothing that could’ve made the sound. I didn’t dismiss it, but I needed to follow Rose.

      Inside the next room, I stopped beside her to stare.

      She glanced up at me, grinning. “Isn’t this amazing?”

      We stood on a small, metal platform with stairs leading down on either side, winding to the cavern’s floor some distance below. Oddly enough, a pyramid had been constructed in the center of the small cavern, its pointed peak rising halfway up to the ceiling. A sandy surface surrounded the pyramid.

      “Someone made this,” she said, excitement lifting her voice. “It’s not natural to the cave system.”

      “You don’t believe it was formed by water?”

      “Four sides like that?” She glanced back at me, curiosity alight on her face. “You’re teasing me, aren’t you?”

      I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her neck. “I love to tease.”

      “You.”

      I loved how she felt in my arms, and I was grateful we’d been granted this moment to be together, even if we were still in great danger.

      She waved toward the pyramid. “Someone built it, but who and why?”

      “I assume the creatures we found in the other room played a role?”

      “Me too.” Her fingers tightened on my arm wrapped around her waist. “I want to go down and look at it from that level.”

      “All right.” We’d need to locate food and water soon, but there was no reason we couldn’t explore before we left this place.

      And we would leave. I didn’t dare remain here for long. If it was part of the labyrinth, a trap waited for us, and it would spring soon.

      If it wasn’t within the game, we needed to hide where the Yuris would never find us.

      I followed Rose down the stairs, wishing I had a better weapon than a stick.

      As we climbed, I speculated.

      If the Yuris had found this area, I was confident they would’ve done something with the suspended beings in the other chamber. They were predictable, if nothing else. They discovered the underground tunnel system and set up their labyrinth, blocking exits and ensuring each passage contained enough challenges to provide them with entertainment. I doubted they’d explored farther, perhaps assuming the tunnels snaked for many kliks beneath the surface.

      We reached the bottom and stopped, listening. I didn’t sense predators, but my instincts were as flawed as everyone else’s.

      “I don’t hear anything,” Rose said softly. “Do you suppose it’s safe to approach the building?”

      I nodded, studying the intricate patterns carved into the smooth surface facing our way. There didn’t appear to be any openings, and I wondered if we’d find doors or windows on the other sides, though I hadn’t seen any from above.

      Rose kept a decent distance between herself and the pyramid as she strode around the outside.

      I followed, mostly watching for anything that could harm her, but also giving into my curiosity about the structure. It towered over us and appeared to have been constructed of thick slabs of stone. Carved figures marched across the surface.

      “They almost seem to tell a story,” Rose said, pointing. “Like the one at the top. It looks a lot like the suspended creatures in the room above.”

      The figure held a spear aloft. Lines shot out from the tip of the spear like it could create magic.

      More of the creatures stood at attention in a line below.

      “Six altogether,” she whispered. “Just like in the room. Do you think they depicted themselves?”

      “I’m not sure they’re the same beings, though they look a lot alike.”

      She tipped her head. “I wish I could understand what it means.”

      “The beings on the bottom are clear.” I stared at them grimly.

      “Yuris, I believe?” she said. “They appear asleep.”

      “Except for the grimaces on their faces.”

      “It would be a big stretch to suggest the beings along the top killed them.”

      “I agree.”

      “Hmm.” She continued, striding around the outside of the structure.

      “Why did they build it?” she said, voicing one of my questions. “Oh, look.” She pointed to a door on the fourth wall that hadn’t been visible from above. “Shall we go inside?”

      “You assume we can get inside.”

      “All the doors have opened easily so far.” She shrugged. “Why not this one?”

      I trusted my instincts, and they weren’t shouting at me to run.

      She hurried over to the panel, and I followed. Like with the doors upstairs, one touch opened it.

      It eased inward, and she stepped into the darkness.
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      “I didn’t expect this,” I said, gaping around the inside of the pyramid.

      Back on Earth, everyone speculated about how our pyramids in Egypt had been constructed. Had those living during that time built them or had an alien species visited our planet, built structures, then left them behind?

      The latter was something perpetuated by magazines sitting on the shelf in the supermarket check-out aisle, but how could anyone know?

      I believed those living during that time were more than capable of building pyramids themselves. Great scientists were not something found solely in my generation. Many lived long in our past.

      Now I stood in a pyramid undiscovered by Xilans or Earthlings, wondering the same thing.

      “Built by the furry guys upstairs?” I asked as Krek joined me inside the dimly lit room that looked like an entryway to a house. A long, rustic wooden table had been placed against the wall on my left, and a glass bowl sat in the center. Doors on the left, right, and opposite end of the twenty-feet-by-ten room remained closed. A ratty woven rug stretched across the entire length of the room. “It feels weird to find something like this inside a pyramid.”

      “What did you expect to find?” he asked, shutting the door, and leaning against the wall beside it.

      Slats on the pointed roof high above let in decent light, enough to make out much of the room.

      “Mummies?” I said in a hushed voice.

      When he frowned, I explained.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say this was someone’s house,” I said. Maybe even the house belonging to the six beings upstairs. It wasn’t a huge stretch.

      “I can’t believe the Xilans didn’t discover this when they lived here,” he said.

      “You said creatures on the surface and within the tunnels hunted them. I doubt they did much exploring once they’d hastily built a secure location. Survival would be their only motivation. I assume they planned to explore the tunnels farther but were never given the chance.”

      “We abandoned this moon and the other after the mission failed,” he said. He left the wall and joined me on the dusty rug.

      I approached the door on the right. “Let’s keep looking around. We appear safe for now.”

      “I suspect that the Yuris have not discovered this area.”

      “Would they have incorporated it into the labyrinth or left it alone?” Our arrival here was unconventional.

      “They’d only incorporate this area if it could be used to kill.”

      A horrid thought.

      “I’m sure they’re already looking for us,” I said, with a feeling of foreboding. We couldn’t remain here long. “Grunget will see the dragons didn’t kill us. I bet they’re whining at the top of the first tunnel. It’s small, too small for him, but that doesn’t mean he can’t send something smaller after us.”

      Shivers tracked through me. How long did we have? It might be a mistake to take this time to explore. We needed to keep running, putting as much distance between us and the Yuris as possible. We should locate the bunker where the Xilans had lived, send a message, then hide until they arrived to rescue us.

      “We can’t remain here long,” Krek said, tipping his head back to study the room.

      Unable to resist, I touched the door on the right, and it glided open. Inside, I found a rustic kitchen, one like I’d find in our old wild west. A stone sink, though nothing that appeared to be a faucet. Maybe whoever used it hauled water with buckets.

      I traced my fingers along a chest-high stove made of stone and covered with smooth metal. A whiff at one of the openings on the side confirmed my suspicion. They’d placed wood inside to heat the small chamber and used the top for cooking.

      Rising, I continued around the room, finding open wooden cupboards barren of anything but fired clay plates and cups. A drawer yielded a knife, however, finally giving us a weapon.

      Shuffled footsteps told me Krek was doing his own exploring.

      I finished searching the kitchen but didn’t find food or anything else we could use as a weapon.

      Returning to the entry, I entered through the door on the left, where I assumed I’d find Krek looking around.

      I discovered a living room-like area with big, torn, dusty pillows strewn about on the floor. Cobwebs hung through the room in a fine, sticky mesh, and I held my hand up to swipe them away as I strolled around the room, spying a desk and a couple of rustic wooden chairs. A rough stone fireplace had been built in the center of the room, and a chimney rose up to the roof high above.

      I returned to the foyer and hurried to the door on the third wall. Krek must’ve gone in this direction, then.

      Turning, I looked around, but didn’t see him.

      “Krek?” I lifted my voice, calling out to him again. Panic swirled inside me, but I told myself to chill. He was around here somewhere.

      “Krek,” I hissed, hoping… Okay, I was hoping nothing had grabbed him.

      I tiptoed over to the final door. I’d look there before going back outside.

      It opened at my touch, but I found only a staircase.

      It led down.
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      I heard Rose coming down the stairs before I saw her.

      “Wow,” she said, fear raking through her voice. “There you are.”

      “I’m sorry. I should’ve told you where I went.”

      She hugged my side. “No problem. I found you, and that’s all that matters.” She looked around with her eyes squinted. “This place is looking even more like a house.”

      A hall exited the stairs, with six doors on either side.

      She opened the first, and I followed, having already looked.

      “A bedroom.” She peered up at me. “It’s a small bed, however.”

      Narrow and long, it would hold only one person.

      A low, rustic table stood beside the bed, but the room was barren of other furnishings.

      “No closet or bureau,” she whispered.

      “If this space belonged to the six beings in the room above, they didn’t appear to be wearing clothing.”

      “Fur must be it.” She exited into the hall and explored each of the five other identical rooms. After, she leaned against the wall near the stairs. “I’m not sure why I feel disappointed. I’m grateful nothing has tried to kill us here, but I guess I thought I’d find…”

      “What?” I tugged her into my arms.

      “Long lost treasure.”

      “We’ve already found it.”

      She peered up at me, and I’d never seen anyone as beautiful as my mate.

      “Us,” she breathed.

      “Yes.”

      Through the rush, I’d done all I could to suppress my mating urges, but they stormed through me now, setting my hearts aflame. Flashes rippled beneath my scaled skin, the blue lights reflecting on the stone ceiling.

      I lifted her up until our mouths could touch, and I kissed her hard, showing her the passion forging through me. It existed solely for her.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck, then glided her hands up to my horns. When she stroked them, my cock strained to break free of the bonds inside me.

      I lifted my head and studied her face.

      Her soft gaze met mine, and she grinned. “Do we want to push two beds together or test out a wall?”

      I groaned, grateful all over again the fates had matched me with this female. Loving her was my only goal.

      We didn’t know how much time we had, but I’d savor each second as if it would be my last.

      “It’s not safe down here,” I growled. “If the Yuris follow, we’ll be trapped.”

      “What about that door?” She nudged her head to the end of the hall. Hidden among the shadows, I hadn’t noted it.

      I lowered her to her feet and strode around her in that direction.

      She caught up and smiled. “I assume this is a case of ‘hold that thought’?”

      “If you are suggesting I will not claim you, mate, then you are wrong. We will find a way to be together soon.”

      Her hand slipped into mine. “I like that. And I like when you call me mate. I don’t know where this is going between us, but I do know one thing. I want you, any way you want to give yourself to me.”

      I was humbled all over again by this slight female. Strong in so many ways, she was equally soft and loving. A heady mix I couldn’t wait to devour.

      When I touched the door, it eased open, and we found another stairwell leading upward.

      “Wait here?” I asked after looking around and determining we were still safe.

      She leaned against the wall. “Don’t take long.” The grin she fed me made my pulse surge in my throat. “I think I’m starting to get needy.”

      I galloped up the stairs until they exited into a long, stone passage that, from what I could tell, led away from the cavern. It didn’t take long to determine I was correct. The passage exited into a series of tunnels slowly leading downward. Studying the first few I came to; I couldn’t find evidence the Yuris had been here. No thick, sticky webs. No hatches on the ceiling. It could still be part of the labyrinth, but I’d begun to believe we’d escaped their clutches.

      Turning, I raced back to my mate with my two hearts thundering inside my chest.
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      I was tempted to rearrange the furniture but discovered a problem. The bedframes were crafted from stone slabs. They’d laid a thin mattress on top of the slabs, but they looked as if they’d been nibbled on by whatever served on Drundar as mice.

      No thanks.

      There would be no flowery meadow or lush bedding for me and Krek’s first time, but I didn’t care. Being with him and feeling everything he could give while returning it tenfold was all that mattered.

      A heady feeling filled me, making my bones melty and my heart thump heavily in my chest. I had a feeling I was about to lose all my sexual inhibitions. Orgasming wouldn’t be an issue with Krek.

      When he shut the door at the end of the hall and flashed his fangs my way, a fire sparked inside me.

      I’d left Earth for a baby and nothing else, but I never imagined I’d meet someone like him. He was the total opposite of my ex. I couldn’t compare them truly, because he was unique. He made me feel complete, something no one had done in my life.

      I held my hand toward him, and with a growl, he stalked toward me. Each step brought me closer to something I never believed I’d find.

      This would be so much more than sex, and that scared me for a minute. But if I held myself back, I might never be given this chance again.

      I wanted to feel everything. I needed to be with him in case this was the last and only time we came together.

      “There really isn’t a great place for sex here,” I said softly.

      “The walls?” he teased.

      “I’m game if you are. You’ll be doing most of the work, however.”

      “Which I will gladly do, but I have an idea.”

      He led me back up the stairs and to the living room, where he mounded a few of the still-intact pillows together.

      “Let me take off your clothing, mate,” he said softly. “I want to see, touch, and taste each part of you.”

      My body hummed, and my heart beat furiously in my throat. No matter what, I knew this was going to be amazing.

      I let him undress me. He slowly untied my belt and dropped it to the floor. While his tail coiled around my leg and up between my thighs, my breathing grew ragged. I nudged my legs apart, and his tail stroked along my slit.

      A moan worked its way up my throat and burst free.

      “Yes, mate,” he said in a low, husky voice. “Soon you will cry out my name. I will make you come over and over.”

      Any other guy saying this would make me burst into laughter, but I knew Krek was more than capable of delivering on this promise.

      He’d prove his words true, but I could tell he also wanted to do this for me, even if he didn’t find his own satisfaction.

      He made each time special solely for me.

      His fingers glided beneath the hem of my tunic, tugging it up to my waist.

      When his tail eased my underwear to the side and stroked my soft, wet folds, I shuddered with anticipation.

      “I want you inside me, Krek. Tail sex is amazing, but I need to feel you.”

      “You shall, mate,” he said, dropping to his knees in front of me.

      He was so tall that this put him at breast-level. He took advantage of that, nudging my tunic higher and then sucking one of my nipples into his warm, wet mouth.

      I arched my spine, and my eyes slid closed.

      While his tail glided back and forth across my clit, the tip parted my folds and teased my entrance. Krek continued sucking on my nipple. Each pull and stroke of his tongue sent shock waves to my core. Heat poured through me, igniting me. I writhed and moaned while he continued to love my breast. His tail brought me to a fever pitch.

      He eased my tunic over my head and tossed it aside.

      Then he laid me back on the pillows.

      Moving down my body, he kissed each breast, giving them equal attention before moving his mouth down to my belly. His palms stroked my thighs while his tail eased my underwear down my legs.

      I kicked it out of the way.

      Krek moved between my parted thighs and split them wider.

      His mouth descended, taking the place of his tail. He sucked my engorged clit into his warmth, where he ran his tongue across it. The scratchy, heavy sensation brought a moan to my lips.

      I bucked up toward him, unable to bear much more. A storm rose inside me, relentless and raging. It would crash through me soon, but I wanted him with me when it happened.

      “Krek,” I groaned.

      “Come for me, love,” he whispered against my flesh. He stroked his finger down my slit and glided through my wetness. I dripped for him, ached for him. “Show me everything.”

      One finger slid inside me. He continued to suck on my clit, and each scrape of his fangs shot lightning through me. I was a moaning wreck, solely focused on this moment. A pack of alien spiders could scurry into the room, and I wouldn’t care as long as Krek continued teasing my clit.

      I gushed for him, pumping, and shrieking while he drove his finger inside me.

      A jerk, and I shattered, falling apart in his arms. Shudders wracked my frame as he continued to suck and glide within me.

      Another orgasm ripped through me. I tipped my head back and bellowed, roaring with my pleasure.

      He slowly brought me down, holding me secure within his touch, until I collapsed on the pillows.

      “You…” I couldn’t form words. All I could do was shimmer within the afterglow he’d created.

      He rose above me and kissed my belly. He ripped at his clothing, tossing each piece aside until he stood proudly in front of me.

      His cock emerged from a slit between his legs, and I’d never seen anything so big before.

      I wasn’t scared, though. I needed it, needed to feel it pushing deep inside me, stretching me to my limit.

      “On your belly, mate,” he said hoarsely.

      He helped me roll, then lifted my hips.

      I spread my legs wide, opening myself to him.

      “I need you,” he said, leaning over me.

      Lightning rippled beneath his scaled skin as his hand braced his body above mine.

      His cock prodded my entrance, the thick, bulbous tip stretching me. It was close to a burn, and I had to have more.

      “Tell me if this is too much, mate,” he said in a husky voice. “You are so tiny. So tight.” He braced my hips and pushed forward.

      The stretch was exquisite. I wasn’t sure I could take it all, but I wanted to try.

      “More,” I said, my voice low and guttural. “I need you, Krek. All of you.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” He leaned over me, panting as he eased the end of his cock inside me then pulled it back out again.

      “Please,” I mewed. My body throbbed, nearly overwhelmed with heat.

      “You’re sure?” he asked by my ear.

      “Yes. Take me. I’m yours.”

      As he shoved himself forward, embedding his steel rod inside me, he bit down on the side of my neck with his fangs. The pinch there was echoed between my legs, but damn, did it ever feel good.

      My wrist burned, but I didn’t take time to figure out why. All I could do was focus on the feel of him deep inside me.

      “Fuck, yeah,” I said hoarsely. “More.”

      “Mate,” he sighed, the strain of this moment coming through in his voice. “Feel me moving inside you.”

      I could. He was incredibly large, but it felt amazing.

      He bit down on my shoulder again and started moving faster, each pump of his hips driving me closer to the most wonderful feeling I’d ever experience.

      I needed this. Needed him. Everything he had to give.

      “Feel my livier thread moving up inside you?” he asked.

      His words sparked the scientist within me.

      A slight poking feeling at my cervix made my body begin to spiral. I was going to come before I learned what a livier thread was and what it was doing inside me.

      “It will glide up into you, seeking your womb. Feel it latch onto your inner walls.”

      His mesmerizing words were punctuated by something poking, though not in a painful way. If anything, the movement enhanced my pleasure, driving me higher than I’d ever been before.

      “Take what’s yours, mate,” he cried, moving faster, his hips smacking against me, his cock stroking my inner walls.

      I gushed, my body lubricating me to take more. So much more. Each thrust of his cock deep within me sent me spiraling higher.

      My body tensed, and I arched my spine, opening my legs wider to give him complete access.

      “Yes,” he said. “Feel everything, mate. Take all I have and then some. It’s yours to claim. Yours forever.”

      When he bit down on the soft, tender spot between my shoulder and neck, I ruptured, overcome with one orgasm after another.

      I didn’t think it was possible, but he went faster, driving me into another spiral. I quivered and moaned beneath him, pushing back, and spreading wide to take all I could.

      He came, shooting his hot seed deep within me.

      Then he collapsed on top of me, driving me down onto the pillows yet bracing himself off me enough that I felt sheltered and protected, not crushed.

      I loved the weight of him on top of me.

      As long as we were together, nothing could cause us harm.
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      I nestled with Rose. My mate. My hearts overflowed. I couldn’t imagine anything better than this.

      “Tell me more about your livier thread,” she said as she lounged across my body. “You said something about it locking inside my body?”

      “Have you heard of knotting?” I asked, wondering how she’d take this part of Xilan lovemaking. They had warned us that Earthling males did not knot or remain locked inside their females. This I could not imagine. How did they ensure they impregnated their mates?

      “I have. Not with men, but with certain animals. The head of their penis swells during sex and remains in place to help ensure impregnation.”

      My tiny scientist mate. I adored her.

      My arms tightened around her, holding her close. “Xilans knot as well.”

      “And how does your livier thread enter into this?”

      “We not only knot, but a thread extends from the tip of our cocks. It works its way higher and then attaches to your inner walls. My seed then bathes that area to ensure the highest chance of a mate getting pregnant.”

      “Hmm,” she said with laughter spilling into her voice. “And that’s why we’re still locked together, and you feel like you’re ready for another round already.”

      “I am ready for another round,” I said with a grin. “I will round you many times, my mate.”

      “We can’t live on sex alone.” She chuckled. “Though I’m willing to try.” She eased around to face me, shifting her legs into a more comfortable position. “I have to admit, I never thought I’d be sexually bound to a guy.”

      I stilled, worried I’d upset her, but the grin she fed me made my insides unknot. My cock? It remained in place, and from the Slaking rising inside me again, my knot would soon unbind, only to swell again after I brought my mate to satisfaction.

      She shifted her hips, and her legs spread wider. Bracing her hands on my shoulders, she lifted her upper body. Her eyes slid shut, and she moved, riding me like I’d so recently done with her.

      The beauty on her face as she took her pleasure from my body made my two hearts ache.

      Her breasts shifted with her movement, and I cupped the full mounds, stroking my thumbs across her nipples.

      She sighed and moved faster, pumping up and down, milking my cock. Her pace became feverish, and I shifted my hips up to meet her, driving myself into her body.

      My tail joined in, coiling around her hip to rub her clit.

      She moaned, and her body jerked as she gave into ecstasy.

      I came within her, and the head of my cock swelled again, locking us together.

      “Mate,” I said, my body humming with satisfaction. I’d satisfied my Slaking for now, though my body would be primed for more action within moments. Under normal circumstances, Slaking males prepared a nest for their female before the week-long sexual period began. We ensured a safe, secure location, then stocked the room or home with enough food to sustain us for the entire mating period. It was rare for the couple to leave their bed during that time.

      Here, we’d have to steal moments.

      We stole some already. I wasn’t sure how much time we had before the Yuris found us. I would need to suppress my Slaking, because loving my mate for days was not an option.

      Rose yawned. She eased up my body and kissed me. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you?”

      “I’ve never been with anyone like this before.”

      “Someone who knots?” I said, only half-joking.

      “That too, but you know what I mean. This has been special. I just want you to know, if we don’t make it out of this, I’m grateful for the time we’ve had together. I’ll treasure today always.”

      “Mate,” I groaned. “I wish we had a full Slaking. I wish we had a lifetime.”

      “A lifetime, huh?” Shadows chased across her face.

      My hands stilled on her back. “Is that wrong of me to say?”

      Tears filled her eyes. “No. It’s not wrong at all. You’re right. I wish we had that too.”

      My hearts surged in my chest. It might be foolish of me to speak of my feelings but holding them back only made me ache deep inside.

      She snuggled my neck and yawned.

      “Sleep,” I said, my arms tightening around her. “I will keep watch. You will be safe.”

      “For a few minutes.” She waved a finger at me. “Wake me in an hour, because I want to take a guard duty shift while you sleep.”

      “We shall see.”

      “Please?”

      “We shall see.”

      She was tired. If she thought I would only grant her one hour of sleep, I wasn’t much of a mate.

      I would guard her with my life to give her the rest she needed.
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      When I woke, Krek was gone. I stretched and got up, tugging on my tunic. I skipped my undies, partly because I’d been wearing them long enough, but mostly because I didn’t mind leaving my body open to Krek’s touch.

      I needed to find a river and do some laundry.

      I strolled through the pyramid house, looking for him. I didn’t come across him, but I did find a small plate of fruit and odd tubers sitting on a table in the living area. Plus, a clay mug full of water.

      My belly roared, demanding I feed it. When had I last eaten? It felt like forever.

      “Krek?” I called out in a low voice. I didn’t dare yell, but I did want to find him.

      “Yes, mate?” He poked his head into the living area. When I saw his cheery expression, my worry dropped off to nothing.

      “You let me sleep more than an hour,” I said. I pretended to scowl, but after what we’d done together and how wonderful it still made me feel, how could I?

      I was rapidly falling for this guy, and I didn’t know what to do about it. The contract said we had to part after one week. Sure, he’d mentioned a lifetime, but that had been said in the heat of the moment, right?

      I sighed, unsure about anything except that I wanted him again and not only sexually.

      He flashed his fangs. “I’ve actually been awake for many hours.”

      “You were supposed to give me a chance to play guard.” I put my hands on my hips, but there was no way I could drum up any irritation against him. He was too hot. Too cute. Too appealing. “You need to rest, too.”

      “I did rest.”

      For all of fifteen minutes? He didn’t look tired, though. Actually, he looked quite tasty. I was tempted to grab his hand and drag him down to the pillows again.

      Food, my belly said, stomping its feet.

      I wanted to chastise him, but I’d been worn out and not only from the amazing sex. I wasn’t used to racing from creatures that wanted to kill me or from sliding down holes and climbing hillsides. If I ever made it back to Earth, I was determined to join a gym. I’d ask them to set up a routine that would strengthen me.

      Earth. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do about that. Assuming we made it off the moon, and assuming the Yuris didn’t kill us, did I want to return to Earth?

      I was no longer sure. I felt pulled in two directions, and the most appealing one led to Krek.

      “You need to lie down for a while,” I said.

      “Are you saying you wish to return to our makeshift bed, mate?” he asked in a low voice that sent delicious shivers through me. He strolled into the room, stopping in front of me.

      “I could be persuaded,” I said with a smile. My belly might have to wait. Another need must be satisfied first.

      He lifted me off my feet and kissed me until my brain spun. His mouth left mine, and while I quivered and rubbed myself against him, he flashed his fangs again.

      “Mate?” he asked.

      “What?” We were having a conversation, but I couldn’t remember what we were talking about. All I wanted to do was drag him back to the pillows and climb him like an alien mountain.

      “You need to eat,” he said.

      “I think there’s something I need even more.”

      “Mate,” he growled in warning. He stalked from the room and into the kitchen, where he lowered me onto the counter.

      Spreading my legs wide, he stepped between them.

      “I believe I am hungry, and you are about to be my feast,” he said, licking his lips.

      His fingers glided between my legs where I was wet for him already.

      I groaned and pumped my hips up toward his touch, my heart on fire. Heat coiled within me, and I couldn’t wait to see what he’d do next.

      Dropping lower, he licked along my slit. Then he paused in the middle and plunged his tongue inside me. It was thick, scratchy, and long. He sucked and licked my inner walls while I thrashed beneath him.

      His tail rose and started rubbing my clit.

      I jerked my hips up and whimpered. Damn, it felt so good. I was lost and only Krek could find me.

      He added two fingers, pumping them into me slowly while his tongue continued to lick and stroke along with them.

      My body tightened. I wanted to hold on longer, but between his tail, fingers shoving in to the hilt, and his tongue laving and gliding, I was a goner.

      An orgasm ripped through me, and I shrieked, savoring the shudders that wracked my frame.

      He continued to lick and stroke while my body convulsed around him, ripples of smaller orgasms consuming my every thought.

      Then he looked up and smiled. “Now there’s a good mate. Thank you for my breakfast.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            30

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Rose

          

        

      

    

    
      He helped me off the counter, lowering me to my feet, but when I swayed, my body still a trembling wanton thing after that amazing series of orgasms, he swept me off my feet. He carried me back into the living area and waved to the food. “Please. You must eat to keep your strength.”

      Yeah, I was a complete wreck, but it was one hundred percent emotional. If he kept loving me like that, I wouldn’t care if I ever walked again.

      “Where did you find food?” I asked.

      “I foraged.”

      This, I had to see. “Last I knew, there was nothing here.”

      “I found a small valley beyond this one with overgrown gardens.”

      “Do you think it was part of the Xilan settlement?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not sure, but some plants are still producing.”

      “And the water?” I asked, sitting on the floor by the table that came to my chin, telling me who ever lived here in the past was about Krek’s height.

      “A stream weaves through the small valley. This moon is ripe for terraforming. It’s unfortunate my people suffered such a tragic loss here before they could make it work.”

      “Someone did, though.” My thoughts returned to the room above. “Do you think the creatures suspended in the columns lived in this pyramid and cultivated the plants in the nearby valley?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “The fact that the plants continue to produce suggests it hasn’t been long since somebody lived here.”

      “It wasn’t the Yuris. They are primarily carnivores.”

      Yuck. Would they eat us? It’s already bad enough that they forced us into their dangerous labyrinth game.

      I lifted a pale purple fruit that looked like a pear, only it had round flaps on the top. Peeling them back revealed big seeds encircling the narrow neck. “Are you going to eat, too?”

      “I had my share while you slept.”

      I nodded. “What’s on the agenda for today, then?” I bit into the bottom of the purple fruit, my teeth sinking through the thin skin. Juices exploded on my tongue as I chewed the soft flesh that felt a bit like cooked squash with a flavor that reminded me of celery. “This is fantastic.”

      He dipped his head forward in acknowledgment, and his fangs flashed again. “I enjoy caring for you, mate.”

      He did so in many ways.

      “I enjoy caring for you too.” Though I wasn’t doing a good job holding up my end of the bargain. Did he know I’d do almost anything for him?

      I wasn’t quite ready to share that fact.

      Finishing the purple celery-pear, I ate a round blue ball that looked vaguely like a cherry but tasted like a banana. Two more followed the first.

      We hadn’t eaten since the day before, and I couldn’t stop shoving the food into my mouth. I couldn’t believe we’d only been here a few days, though there was no way to tell time beneath the moon’s surface. I merely sensed the passage of time.

      “I’d like to go back up to the room with the suspended creatures to see if I can access their communication systems,” he said. “We need to notify my people that the Yuris have attacked the station and taken over Drundar.”

      “Will they suspect something is wrong when they lose communication with the station?”

      “Messages take many Earth days to travel through the leap spots, but yes, they will eventually know something is wrong. I want them to know what we’re facing. If they investigate, they may only send one ship. It would be vulnerable to attack. We need a full fleet sent as soon as possible. Only then can we take back the station and this moon.”

      While the Xilans would do all they could to keep the Yuris from attacking Earth, seeing how close we were to invasion showed me that we needed to be prepared for anything. There were many species in outer space; if it wasn’t the Yuris, someone else would go to Earth with bad intentions. We were incredibly fortunate our first alien contact came from a species interested solely in peace.

      I hated that my world was so vulnerable. That I was vulnerable.

      But there were things we could do to fix that. The Xilans had offered orbiting defense systems, though they weren’t fully installed yet. If I returned to Earth, I’d encourage everyone to consider beefing up our security. We needed to be ready for just about anything.

      As for me, I might only be five-foot-two, but I could get stronger. Learning how to handle weapons and defend myself would be my first task when I returned home.

      Home. Where was my home? I was beginning to suspect it wasn’t Earth, but wherever Krek chose to lay his head at night.

      I couldn’t imagine trying to protect a child from what might be coming.

      My mouth went dry, and my hand went to my belly. Silly. If I was pregnant, I wouldn’t be showing, so it was foolish to stroke myself as if I could feel the presence already.

      My heart softened, and my mouth dropped open. A baby? The wonder of it filled me, and all I could picture was a child in my arms, a mix of both me and Krek. The best of both of us combined into one.

      Images of Krek playing with a sturdy girl or boy flooded my mind. Childish laughter rang out, but I knew I was only dreaming.

      Did I dare risk my heart to this future?

      This contract had seemed so simple back on Earth. Travel to the station. Have sex with a random alien dude for a week. Get pregnant and return to my planet.

      Keep my heart secure from pain.

      I realized now it was going to hurt no matter what choice I made. Assuming I survived and was offered a return ticket to Earth, could I leave Krek? I didn’t know, and now wasn’t the time to think about it.

      “I also want to look at the creatures in suspension again,” he said, as if my mind wasn’t spiraling into scenes of him kissing our child’s sweet little face. Flashing his fangs my way with pride for the small being we’d made together.

      It hurt to think of never living that scene.

      The silliest thing about the dream was thinking he’d ever meet our child. Per our contract, we were supposed to part after one week of sex. Cut and dried. One week of Slaking in exchange for a child.

      The Yuris were never part of the contract.

      Neither was me falling for Krek.

      I needed to stop thinking about stuff like this. Our only goals were to notify his people about the attack and stay out of the Yuris’s grasp until the Xilans arrived to rescue us. We could decide what we’d do in the future after that.

      My belly only partly satisfied, I ate three of the tubers that tasted like chocolate chip cookies. You couldn’t beat that. I’d help him harvest a ton of those later.

      I washed everything down with water, then stood, feeling almost normal for the first time in days.

      “I’ll come with you,” I said.

      We left the pyramid, Krek pausing in the front doorway to listen before taking my hand and stepping out into the sandy soil surrounding the pyramid.

      Birds swooped overhead, and a few insects buzzed. This place was so idyllic, I had to remind myself we were being hunted by giant spiders.

      We climbed the hill up to the platform then continued to the room holding the suspension chambers, pausing here and there to listen and peer around to make sure we weren’t stepping into a trap.

      So far, it appeared the Yuris hadn’t found us. I wasn’t confident this would last, but it was wonderful to have a place to rest and get ready for whatever came next.

      Krek held up his hand when we reached the door to the chamber. He listened for a long time before slowly nodding. A subtle touch of his fingers on the panel opened the door, and he listened again.

      “Clear so far,” he said softly. “But if I tell you to run, do it.”

      “I won’t leave you if we come across the Yuris.”

      His intent gaze met mine, and a shiver tracked through me. “I’m not just speaking of the Yuris.”
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      I entered the chamber ahead of my mate, my footsteps light, scanning the interior quickly before my loosening my posture. It appeared unchanged from when we left it.

      The creatures suspended within the columns remained as they were before.

      “How long do you think they’ve been here?” Rose asked, strolling around them. She reached out and glided her finger down the outside of one column. “I feel bad for them. They’re trapped.”

      “Perhaps they need to be trapped,” I said, crossing the room to the control panel. I’d have to be careful. The last thing I wanted to do was inadvertently release the creatures. We were safe here—for now—and I wouldn’t want to add another predator to the mix. The fangs, horns, and long claws on these beasts led me to believe they could cause us as much harm as the Yuris.

      “I can’t imagine they’d hurt us,” she said in an almost dreamy tone.

      A sharp glance her way suggested she was merely fascinated by the creatures, not somehow entranced.

      I’d read some Earthlings believed in magic, something Xilans scoffed at. The only tangible actions came from one being or another. Weather could cause destruction, not the sweep of someone’s hand.

      But that didn’t mean there wasn’t a scientific explanation for what Earthlings called magical spells. These creatures could emit sounds or even scents that could lure someone close and make them behave in a way they wouldn’t otherwise do.

      That didn’t appear to be the case with Rose, however.

      She strolled to another column and stared at the creature; her head tilted.

      I studied the control panel, wishing I could find a way to activate their communications systems. It was a long shot to think I could access them, let alone use them to send a message to my people, but there had to be some way for them to reach out to others. These six beings could not be the sole members of their species. They came from somewhere, and I suspected it wasn’t Drundar.

      Did they have a ship? That might be something to look for next.

      So many buttons on the panel. Some flashed, others did not. There was no way for me to tell which might communicate and which might start a sequence that would affect us, the caverns surrounding us, or even the beasts trapped within the columns.

      “Did you hear that?” Rose asked, laying her hand on my shoulder.

      Since I didn’t hear her coming close, I startled. Turning, I leaned against the wall and tugged her into my arms. “Hear what?”

      I listened, worried the Yuris might be coming, but other than our low breathing, utter silence reigned not only here within the chamber but in the outer areas we’d traveled through. I was grateful for my acute hearing.

      “That sound,” Rose said, smiling up at me. “It’s soft and… I can’t quite describe it. It’s a murmur I can almost understand.”

      “I don’t hear anything.”

      She turned in my embrace. “It’s light and sad.”

      “A murmur is sad?” Why couldn’t I hear this as well? It worried me. “We should return to the pyramid.”

      “No luck with the panel?”

      “No. I don’t want to create more problems.”

      “All right, then. Let’s go back.”

      I took her hand and led her from the room. As we stepped out onto the platform, she tilted her head and frowned. “There it is again.”

      My scales stiffened, and I shut the door firmly.

      Rose huffed. “And now it’s gone.”

      I’d be stupid not to suspect a connection between the beasts in the chamber and her hearing “a murmur”.

      Chills ripped through me. It wasn’t possible.

      Not on Xilan, that is. But on Earth and maybe even Drundar? This, I didn’t know.

      I hurried her away from the room.

      Maybe Earthlings weren’t the only ones who believed in magic.
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      Four days later, I lounged on the pillows with Rose. I’d just spent considerable time showing her how much she meant to me.

      Over the past few days, we’d rested and explored the pyramid and the surrounding passages, but other than access to the smaller valley where food grew and the stream trickled, we hadn’t found other exits. If we wanted to leave this place, we needed to return to the tunnels near the labyrinth, something I wished to avoid.

      I’d gone to the cylinder chamber each day and studied the lit panel, but I still didn’t dare test the buttons. After what happened with Rose hearing murmurs, I had not offered to take her with me. Thankfully, she’d been content to wait in the gardens or pyramid.

      While inside the room, I didn’t hear the sounds, suggesting whatever she heard had either left the area or… I hated to think this, but whatever it was didn’t wish to communicate with me.

      I didn’t like this because I couldn’t analyze it and pin it down with a technical explanation. How could I protect my mate from something I couldn’t hear?

      Rose’s fingers teased across my chest scales. “What’s up for today? More relaxing?” Her hand glided down my side.

      My cock, still knotted inside her, twitched.

      “Keep that up, mate, and you know what I will do with you,” I said.

      Her low chuckle rang out. “Do you hear me complaining?”

      My hearts sang at her words. I didn’t believe I could care any more for her than I did at this moment. I wanted to wrap myself around her and keep her safe forever. Even more, I wanted to ask her to come with me to Xilan if we ever escaped this trap.

      I’d made mistakes in my past, but I was determined to put them behind me and move into a better future. Hopefully, one with Rose by my side.

      This cavern wasn’t exactly a trap, but we couldn’t remain here forever. Eventually, we’d have to venture from this area and either challenge the Yuris or somehow evade them long enough to find a way to communicate with the Xilans.

      Unable to initiate contact myself, I had to trust that someone else had done so. Prince Vikar knew we’d escaped the starship in a pod. The government might not make me a top priority for rescue, but the Xilan government would risk everything to find the crown prince and heir to the throne.

      “I think we should continue to collect food from the valley today,” I said.

      “You’re hungry?” she said, her fingers continuing to stroke me.

      At this rate, I’d never unknot from inside her, something I’d wouldn’t complain about. My Slaking and keeping my mate satisfied had consumed almost all my thoughts over the past few days. But I could sense my Slaking waning. Soon, I would no longer be driven solely for sex. I would still crave Rose, and I would take her as many times as I could, but my drive would back off until it rose again in three years.

      “I am always hungry for you, mate,” I said. “But I want to collect as much of the ripe fruit and vegetables as possible then leave stashes in certain locations.”

      Her fingers stilled, and she shot me a concerned look I hated creating. “You’re worried our time here is almost over. It’s been a paradise. I’m grateful I got to share it with you.”

      “It has been perfect.” If only we were safe and on Xilan. Then I could fully relax my guard. “I think it’s a wise precaution. We’ll leave sacks of food in various locations and…”

      “If we have to run, we can grab them on the way.” She nodded, and sadness filled her eyes. “You’re right. We need to be prepared.”

      Since I’d made her feel sad, I saw it as my duty to make her feel happy again.

      I rolled her onto her back with a growl and bit down gently, knowing how it drove her wild. I spoke against the soft skin of her neck. “I want you, mate.”

      “Then take me.” Her hips tipped up toward mine, and my cock rose to the occasion, eager to delve within her all over again.

      As excited as I was to take her fast, I wanted to savor this moment that could be our last.

      Each time I loved her, I realized I had little control over what might happen next. Someday, I may only have my memories of this time, and I wanted to make them as special as possible.

      I made love to her slowly, drinking in each of her sighs and moans, holding them close.

      When she shuddered beneath me, her hands clutching my arms, her head tipped back and overcome with pleasure, I filled her with my seed.

      I prayed this wouldn’t be our last time together.
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      Two days later, we collected food, placing it in cloth bags we found in one of the pyramid bedrooms. So far, we’d hidden bags on both ends of the pyramid valley, inside the pyramid itself, at the exit of the escape tunnel we’d found in the lowest level, and on the platform outside the chamber with the creatures trapped inside the cylinders.

      “How many more bags do you think we’ll need?” I asked, as I carefully placed two more purple celery-pears inside my bag.

      Straightening, I pressed my palm against my lower back and stretched, taking in the small valley that had been a miracle for us. Without it, we would’ve had to leave this part of the tunnel system to find food and water. Inside, we remained safe.

      The stream trickled along the edge of the area, and we not only drank from it, but we also washed in the lower areas where small pools had formed.

      My head tipped back; I took in the irregularly shaped vegetation blobs growing across the ceiling. I hadn’t been able to examine them, but Krek said they were a type of moss that emitted light, and that they gave the plants the energy they needed to grow. As for watering the plants, whoever set this valley up had installed an irrigation system that turned on like clockwork during the nighttime hours, bathing the ground with enough moisture to keep everything healthy.

      “This is a weed, right?” I asked, waving a long stem with a cluster of pods on the end. They resembled peas.

      “No, that’s an aresem, and it tastes good.”

      “Do we eat it raw?”

      “Yes.” He wiggled his trowel deeper into the soil and popped a few more tubers from beneath the ground.

      I sliced into a pod with my thumbnail and popped one of the pea-shaped burgundy aresems into my mouth. Now that was odd. So far, nothing had tasted like I’d expected, but the aresem proved me wrong. The fresh, almost grassy flavor of raw peas burst in my mouth. I munched, eating the ten peas in the pod before tossing the empty shell onto the ground, where it would mulch in with everything else.

      A breeze skipped through the valley approximately eight acres in size, ruffling my hair, and if the Yuris weren’t hunting us, I’d never wish to leave. It wouldn’t do to relax our guard, however.

      “I think we need to put a bag near the tunnel leading back to the labyrinth,” I said.

      Krek didn’t look up from where he dug tubers. These kept the longest, and we washed the dirt off in the river before placing them with the other fruits and vegetables in our bags. “I’ll do that.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “Two don’t need to travel that close to the Yuris.”

      We’d seen no evidence of them yet, but I was confident they were looking for us. Grunget wouldn’t allow us to escape his clutches. His reputation depended on defeating us in the game.

      “If they capture you while you’re there, I won’t know until you don’t return, or they find me.”

      He released a low growl. “You…are correct.”

      “So I should go with you.”

      Concern filled his gaze, and I understood why. I worried about them hurting him all the time. While they might kill me eventually, they’d definitely eliminate Krek right away.

      “I don’t want you that close to them,” he said. “I worry about you, mate.”

      “I worry about you too.”

      We’d grown closer, sharing much of our lives, sometimes talking late into the night. I felt like we were trying to store up a lifetime of memories in just a few days, and the idea of that stabbed through me.

      A feeling of inevitability hung over us, as if we were doomed.

      “We can’t remain here much longer,” he said. “We’ll leave first thing tomorrow.”

      “Where will we go?”

      He stared forward with his hands full of tubers. “We’ll take the exit from the lowest pyramid level and look for a way out. The next valley might lead to others, perhaps even the tunnels used by the Xilans when they lived here.”

      My shoulders drooped. I could see us wandering beneath the moon’s surface for years. As long as I was with Krek and he was safe, I was content. But could we live like this forever?

      “I see what you’re thinking,” he said, rising. He dropped the tubers and stepped over an overgrown row of plants, brushing the dirt from his hands on his pants. He gathered me into his arms and held me close. “We will not remain on this moon forever.”

      “How did you know I was thinking that?”

      “I know you, mate.”

      He saw a part of me no one had seen before. In some ways, I loved it. In others, it was disconcerting. Letting him in had opened me up to being hurt, and I wasn’t sure I liked that. But what else could I do? He was special. He cared for me.

      It would pretty much kill me to keep a wall between us.

      This was so much more than us making a baby. We were building something unique, something that could be permanent. And that scared me almost as much as the thought of losing him.

      “I’m going to miss our pyramid home and this valley,” I said, though I did understand why we had to leave. Once we fled, I doubted we’d ever see it again.

      “I will miss spending this time with you.”

      He kissed me, and like always, heat swirled through me. With one touch, he ignited me.

      He cupped my face and stared down at me. “Let’s hide these last bags and go home. We can spend a relaxing night together.”

      Before we were on the run once more.

      “I still want to go with you,” I said as we left the garden valley. We crossed around the pyramid and continued up the slope to the room with the suspended beings.

      “I’d like you to either come all the way through or remain inside the pyramid,” Krek said.

      I frowned and shifted my bag from one hand to the other. “Why there?”

      “I don’t want you waiting in the room with the columns.”

      “Because of the murmur I heard?”

      “Yes.”

      “If it helps, I haven’t heard it since,” I said.

      “I worry it’s something… All right,” his chin lifted, “I worry because it’s something I can’t control.”

      “Maybe it was just a whisper from the mechanics maintaining the suspension units? I assume something is preserving the beings.”

      He stared at the door. “Perhaps, or…”

      “What?”

      “I worry there is something going on here we don’t understand.”

      I waved my hand toward the chamber. “There are a lot of things inside there we don’t understand.” I hugged his arm. “But if it makes you feel better, I’ll continue to where you plan to drop the bag without stopping to gape at the creatures in suspension.”

      He stared at me a long while before nodding. “All right.”

      Cracking the door open, he listened, just like he’d done whenever we entered a new space. It never hurt to be careful.

      With a grunt, he opened the door and stepped inside.

      I followed, stepping quickly to keep up with his rapid pace as he crossed the room. He carefully opened the next door and listened again.

      I tried to ignore the subtle murmur—exactly like I’d heard before, but louder. If only I could understand what was being said.

      No, I told myself. It’s just the mechanics keeping the beings in suspension. It’s not voices.

      But as I followed him into the hall beyond the room, I admitted that it sure sounded like voices.

      Thankfully, we didn’t come across any sign of the Yuris while hiding a bag of food. We hurried back to the pyramid, Krek practically running me through the chamber with the columns to get to the other side.

      “Time to party?” I said after we’d ensured the pyramid was still empty and locked the front door. It wasn’t much of a lock, and it wouldn’t keep out the Yuris if they were determined to get in, but we’d hear them trying.

      “Yes, we will savor being alone for our last night in this valley,” Krek said, striding over to me, where I stood beside the pillows in the living area. “Do you have any ideas about how we should celebrate?”

      I nudged my head to the pillows. “I thought we could start there. What are your thoughts on sixty-nine?”

      He frowned. “This is a number.”

      “It is.” I grinned. “And I can’t wait to show you what it means.”

      We stripped quickly and tumbled onto the pillows.

      Our moans soon filled the air.
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      Something woke me later, and I sat up on the pillows, frowning.

      Krek continued to slumber.

      If the sound was the Yuris, he would’ve woken. He was hyperalert at all times.

      Nope, it had been something subtle.

      Rising, I drew on my tunic. I could strut around naked if I pleased, but for some reason, I felt vulnerable without wearing my simple clothing.

      Hugging my waist, I shivered as I tiptoed to the front door. When I cracked it open, I heard nothing.

      Except the murmur. It had risen to such a loud volume, I couldn’t believe Krek didn’t hear it as well. A quick peek back showed him still sleeping.

      So, was it bad that I took the slope to the room with the chamber and went inside?

      Within the room, the murmur faded to a low, whispered hum, almost pleasant and soothing.

      Soft lights bathed each unit, and I strode around them, studying the beings trapped inside.

      I pressed my fingers against the glass. “I wish I could help you. I feel bad that you can’t get out. Even if you’re dangerous, it’s not fair that you remain locked away like this.”

      The murmur grew in volume, and for whatever reason, the sound didn’t creep me out.

      A yellow light bloomed on the base of the column. When I stooped down, I found a small depression emitting the light.

      “Poke my finger in there or run like hell?” I whispered. Looking up, I again felt bad for the creatures hanging in suspension. The Yuris might be after me and Krek, but at least we had a chance to live. These beings did not.

      When I slipped my finger into the hole, the murmurs stopped, as if they’d been cut off.

      I felt…a button?

      Playing with it could do nothing or everything.

      “It’s silly,” I said. “It probably makes new fluid cycle through the unit or… I don’t know. Maybe it gives them a burst of nutrition.”

      Assuming they still lived and were in suspension, like Krek believed.

      What the hell, I thought with a sigh.

      I pushed the button.

      Pulling my finger from the hole, I straightened, waiting stiffly for something to happen.

      When nothing did, I turned and strode to the door.

      A soft sound behind me sent me spinning.

      The being in the column I’d stood beside stared at me through the glass.
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      The pyramid rumbled, and I sat bolt upright on the pillows. My frantic hands found Rose’s spot cold and empty. My hearts leaped up my throat, and a feeling of doom sunk through me.

      “Rose?” I called out, hoping she’d gone to the bathroom or to the dining area for a snack.

      Inside, however, I knew. Something had happened.

      When she didn’t reply, I jumped to my feet and strode to the dining area. I wanted to find her sitting on the counter, stuffing tubers into her mouth and mumbling something about choc-o-leet coo-kees. Whatever they were. Whenever she ate the tubers, her eyes rolled around in her head, and she sighed almost as much as when I loved her body.

      It could give a male a complex.

      She wasn’t in the kitchen or in the rooms on the lower level, and my anxiety increased tenfold.

      When I found the front door unlocked, cold shook my body. I raced to the living area and dressed quickly, strapping on the simple weapons we’d crafted while here. A sharpened piece of wood that would serve as a spear. The knife from the dining area. They wouldn’t provide much protection, but I wouldn’t go after Rose unarmed.

      Something told me to grab the bag of food we’d left near the door.

      I whipped the panel open and ran out, nearly slamming into my mate on the path.

      “I, um…” She squirmed; color high in her face. “I know. I know! You said I shouldn’t go to the room, but I woke up and I heard something. You didn’t seem to notice, so I knew it couldn’t be the Yuris.”

      “Where did you go?” Dropping the bag, I held her while she trembled.

      “I went to the chamber with the columns. And…” Gulping, she looked up at me, her eyes shimmering with tears.

      “What?” I hated to ask.

      “A yellow light started flashing, and a small panel opened on one of the columns. I, of course, couldn’t resist sticking my finger into the hole.” She winced. “I’m sorry. I know I should’ve come for you right away, but I couldn’t seem to help it.”

      I lifted her hands and kissed each finger as I verified they remained intact. “What happened next?”

      “There was a button inside the hole.”

      “And you pressed it.” Frankly, I wasn’t surprised. Other than being shaken, she appeared unharmed. Scared, perhaps. And worried about my reaction. “Is that all that happened?”

      “Well, no.” She swallowed deeply and wiped her eyes. “When I pushed the button, nothing happened. It was anticlimactic actually. I’d started to leave when I heard a sound behind me.” Her shoulders scrunched together. “One of the beings… The one inside the column I touched, opened its eyes.”

      Fresk.

      “What happened next?” I peered around, but the area remained as still as always. No Yuris rushed toward us. Nothing but a light wind and the subtle chirp of night birds filled the silence.

      “I ran.” Her hands fidgeted at her sides. “I was spooked, and I know I should’ve stayed there to make sure nothing else happened, but I couldn’t help it. I bolted.”

      “I’m going to the room.” I eased her to the side. “Why don’t you wait inside the pyramid? Lock the door.”

      “Nope.” She scurried beside me across the small open area below the slope. “I’m not staying down here alone. I’m coming with you.” She latched onto the back of my shirt.

      “You’re safer inside.”

      “I’m safest with you.”

      She had a point.

      I took the slope fast with anxiety eating me up inside. I didn’t know what to expect when I reached the chamber, but I pulled the knife and hefted the spear. Would something attack when I slipped inside?

      Easing the door open, I stepped into the room. Rose followed, remaining close behind me.

      All the cylinders were empty.

      “Um…Krek,” Rose said in a breathy voice behind me.

      I turned to find three of the beings who’d been trapped inside the columns standing in a row, staring at us.

      They blocked the exit.
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      Krek grabbed my hand and squeezed it, then pressed the knife handle into my fingers. “Take it and run. I’m right behind you.”

      I stared at the beings as tall as Krek. Dark fur draped down their bodies, and fluid from the chambers dripped onto the floor. They watched me with intent, deep purple eyes, their clawed hands flexing at their sides.

      Turning to run in the other direction, we found three more creatures blocking the second exit.

      They’d been trapped inside the columns, and now we were trapped in this room with them.

      My heart thumped heavily in my throat, and my mouth went dry. Staring at them through the glass was one thing. Being confronted by them sent chills down my spine.

      “Get out of here, Rose,” Krek said hoarsely, lifting his improvised spear. He started toward the creatures, hefting the sack of food as if he’d also use that as a weapon.

      One being growled and stepped forward with its claws lifted.

      “Wait,” I said, and Krek stilled.

      The creatures looked at me, and its hands lowered.

      I eased around Krek, my body a mass of full-on tremors. Was I stupid to place myself between my only defense and them? Probably. But I doubted he could kill all of them without going down himself.

      I didn’t want to lose him, but almost as much, I hated the idea that these beings had been trapped for a long time only to escape and have Krek kill them.

      I might endanger myself, but I had to try something. No, I needed to show them we didn’t mean them harm.

      Did they realize I was the one who’d pushed the button?

      “It’s okay,” I whispered, stooping down to place the knife on the floor.

      Krek hissed, but if the creatures attacked, there was no way I could kill them all. Having the weapon in my hand was useless if I couldn’t use it to free us from this danger.

      “Put the stick down,” I said, going solely on instinct with this.

      “Rose…” He tugged on the back of my tunic, and I wanted his arms around me more than anything, giving me the security I needed. But we had to find a way to show these creatures we didn’t mean them harm. This feeling filled me, though I had no idea why. Maybe because I’d watched them over the past few days, overwhelmed with sympathy for them.

      Mistaken sympathy? I had a feeling I’d find out within seconds.

      Krek did as I asked, though he grumbled. He stepped back to the center of the room. “I hope you know what you’re doing, mate.”

      “I really don’t,” I said in a shaky voice. “But I’m sure attacking them isn’t the answer.”

      “They could kill us.”

      “Like everything else here. For some reason, I don’t think they will.” I waved toward the three I stood closest to. They swayed and released a soft humming sound I wished I could understand. It reminded me of the murmur.

      “Were you trying to speak with me?” I asked softly. “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand.”

      They continued to sway, murmuring the whispers I ached to decipher.

      “Hand me the bag,” I said, holding my hand out to Krek.

      He joined me, pulling me into his arms. “If they attack, mate,” he said low by my ear, “run. Take whichever door you can get through first.”

      “I won’t leave you, Krek.” I tipped my head back to look up at him. “Don’t you know that by now?”

      He kissed me quickly, desperately, as if he feared this would be the last time we touched.

      Taking the bag, I stepped forward, moving toward the three at this end of the room.

      Their murmurs stopped.

      They watched me, and one tilted its head as if trying to determine my intentions. I would fight if they brought the battle to me, but I would not attack. Despite worrying I’d unleashed something awful on this world, no one deserved to be held in suspension forever.

      “I offer this to you in peace,” I whispered, lifting the bag. I spread the top and curled it down, revealing the contents.

      One stepped forward.

      Krek growled, but he cut it off when the creature shot him a sharp, almost chastising look.

      The being took a piece of fruit from the bag. He held it aloft, his head tipping back.

      Lights flashed on the ceiling; a rippling wave reminiscent of the sea washing against a sandy shore.

      The other two also took fruit from the bag and did the same, tipping their heads back to watch the lights flash on the ceiling.

      I marveled at how beautiful they were. Their fur gleamed in the lights, and their claws, though incredibly sharp, were a rich, glossy black. They’d used care when lifting the fruit.

      Shuffles behind us sent me spinning. I nearly dropped the bag when I saw the other three coming closer.

      They also took fruit from the bag and did the same, lifting the pieces while the lights danced overhead.

      As one, they bit into the fruit, their sharp fangs sinking into the purple flesh. They ate and swallowed, then lowered the fruit to the floor.

      My hands shook, and I waited to see what would happen next. Was this it? Would I be dead within seconds?

      They spread out around us in a circle and started swaying and humming again.

      I dropped the bag and took Krek’s hand, squeezing it, though I didn’t know if I offered him comfort or took it for myself.

      The humming stopped.

      The creature I took as the leader stepped close to me. He studied my face before bending forward and gently pressing his forehead to mine. He stepped back, and the others did the same, filing around to touch my forehead while remaining in a circle.

      It was wonderous. Stunning. Terrifying.

      The leader opened the door, aiming for the valley with the pyramid. They shuffled out behind the first, then shut the door behind them.

      My knees a wreck, I collapsed back into Krek’s arms.

      He turned me into his embrace and lifted me for a kiss.

      “I don’t know what you did, mate,” he said. “But I believe we may have new friends.”
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      “Is it weird that I’m sad they’re gone?” Rose asked as I lowered her feet to the floor.

      “They may not have left,” I said. “I assume we’ll find them inside the pyramid. I believe it must be their home.”

      “Should we follow them?”

      I shrugged. “At this point, if they had plans to harm us, they would’ve. I believe you’ve made new friends.” I was still amazed by what had happened. My mate was incredibly smart and brave.

      “We’ve made new friends.”

      “You gave them fruit. I didn’t notice them touching my forehead.” I grinned, and it was full of relief. When one first approached her, I’d been ready to grab my weapon and tackle the beast. Only her confidence that they wouldn’t harm her kept me from attacking.

      She was right; they didn’t seem to find us a threat.

      We parted, and I approached the door leading toward the pyramid.

      “Let’s see what they do next,” she said, trailing behind me.

      They weren’t out on the platform, and we saw no sign of them as we made our way back to the pyramid. We went inside cautiously and discovered them on the lower level.

      They glanced back at us as they entered the tunnel leading away from this valley, and I swore I read concern in their eyes.

      “So strange,” she whispered. “I wish we could communicate with them. I want to know how they got here, how long they were trapped in the cylinders, and where they’re going now.” She looked up at me. “Should we stay with them?”

      “We planned to leave first thing tomorrow.”

      “So we’ll leave now or wait?”

      I waved toward the door. “The creatures left.”

      She frowned. “And you think we should do the same?”

      “Why wouldn’t they remain here if it was their home?”

      “Maybe they saw we were staying here and went to…their summer place on the coast?” She winced at her own humor and worried her lower lip with her tiny teeth. “Are you suggesting they think this location is unsafe?”

      I raked my fingers through my thick bands of hair. “I’m not sure. I wish I knew where they were going.”

      “Let’s gather our stuff and follow them, then,” she said, hurrying to the front room. “We have almost nothing here. We can grab a few food bags and catch up.”

      I was curious to see what they would do next. “All right.”

      After I’d secured a bag of food on my back, we took the stairs to the lower level. I opened the door to the tunnel leading to the rest of the subterranean passages, and after ensuring I didn’t hear anything of concern, we stepped through.

      While we remained hidden in the pyramid valley, I’d traveled through some of the tunnels, grateful to find no sign of the Yuris.

      Even better, I’d found evidence of Xilan passage, including markings on the wall, pointing in the general direction where we might find their bunker. I didn’t expect to locate anything that would help us survive; my sole goal was to communicate with my government. I was desperate to discover if the prince was safe and if someone had notified my people of the Yuris’s attack on the space station.

      Weapons in hand, we hurried through the tunnels toward where I’d seen the evidence. I hadn’t followed it far, not wanting to leave Rose alone in the valley.

      We came to the intersection with the markings and stood beneath them, studying them.

      “They’re Xilan?” Rose whispered as I reread the directions. I wouldn’t want to make a mistake in these tunnels.

      “They are.” I traced my finger along the carvings. “See, here? It says to travel in the tunnel to our right for a klik then take a left at the third intersection. After that, follow the new tunnel to the bottom, where we’ll find further directions.”

      “Perfect.” She leaned into my side and smiled up at me. “Let’s hope it’s as safe there as it was in the pyramid.”

      “Yes.” I couldn’t make promises. The Xilans had been killed by creatures, but if the Yuris had eliminated them, we might be safe long enough to get out a message and rush back to the valley. We could hide there until help arrived.

      I took her hand and tightened my grip on the knife.

      “Onward,” she said softly.

      “Leaving so soon?” a voice said from behind us.

      We turned to find Grunget glaring our way.

      Other Yuris flanked him, their weapons drawn and lifted.
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      “Run,” Krek bellowed as he raced toward the Yuris.

      Hell, no.

      With the spear in hand, I ran after Krek. If he was going down, so was I.

      But we’d barely entered the tunnel where they stood when a thick webbing fell from the ceiling.

      I flung it off me and grabbed Krek’s hand as the Yuris scrambled toward us.

      “We go together, mate,” I shouted, dragging him back, away from the Yuris.

      We raced away toward where the Xilans had built their fortress. Resting the past few days had helped my muscles recover from the running I’d done after we landed on this moon, but even then, it was soon clear I was holding Krek back.

      We reached the end of the tunnel only to find a wide river flowing through the passage, as if it had flooded and worn its way through the passage. Water churned, and things bobbed within it—I couldn’t tell if they were inanimate objects or living creatures who’d eat us if we dipped one toe into the water.

      Turning, we found the Yuris scrambling toward us, their clawed feet banging on the stone floor, their heads brushing the ceiling. Their pedipalps waved laser pistols, and I assumed they wanted us alive, or they would’ve shot us already.

      Grunget leveled his gun, and a beam erupted from the tip. We ducked. The blast hit the stone passage behind us, and the wall rumbled. Fissures appeared on the rough surface, and it started to crumble, chunks of rock and debris raining down on the river.

      “In,” Krek shouted, urging me toward the massive flow.

      It had to be fifty feet across. Would we swim to the other side?

      It beat remaining here.

      With a yelp, I jumped in, and Krek followed.

      We were swept away; tossed and spun by the current. Something banged against my shoulder, and I turned, relieved to find a chunk of wood bobbing nearby. I latched onto it and pulled myself partway out of the water. Head lifted, I looked for Krek.

      He floated not far away. Seeing me on the log, he made his way toward me, swimming fast.

      The Yuris plunged into the water behind us, determined not to let us get away.

      “Swim,” I cried, abandoning my log. I sped downriver, flying along with the rapid-moving current, kicking hard. Krek remained beside me.

      I’d lost the spear. Shit. Well, there was nothing I could do about it now.

      Krek glared over his shoulder at the Yuris gaining ground.

      They swam faster than us. Faster than me, that is. I bet Krek could get away if he wasn’t burdened with me.

      Fuck. I hated this, hated that I endangered him because I was weak. I would never be a superwoman, but I wish I was superwoman. Or that I was stronger.

      No use beating myself up for it now.

      Swim harder.

      Legs kicking, I cut my arms through the water. The river swept around a bend and widened and the current slowed.

      My feet dragged on the bottom.

      Krek took my hand and slogged up the bank, tugging me with him. At the top, a valley stretched ahead of us, full of open grass and a few scraggly trees.

      Sweeping me off my feet, Krek bolted, but it was no use.

      The Yuris clambered from the river and shot webs toward us.

      One snagged Krek, and he tripped, falling forward hard onto his knees. He gently set me on my feet, disentangling me from the webbing that snaked around his face and upper body.

      “Run,” he said hoarsely, nudging my thigh.

      I’d never leave him. Didn’t he know that? But if I could get away, I might, just might, be able to save him.

      Pivoting, I stared across the open field, seeking an exit. A web hit my back and enfolded around me. I was dragged to the ground.

      My head smacked against a rock, and the world faded.
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      I sat in a prison cell, fuming, terrified for Rose. I hadn’t seen her since she hit her head and went still. While I lay bellowing on the ground, trussed up in webbing, Grunget coiled her up in a mesh and tossed her onto his back. She stirred and mumbled, which told me she lived, but I gnashed my fangs, desperate to reach her.

      They dragged me through the tunnels to this section and dumped me inside this cell.

      I hadn’t seen Rose since, and it was eating me alive.

      At least I’d found the underground Xilan fortress; we’d passed it to reach this part of the tunnels.

      I rose from the rock slab that served as a bed, though it was huge, the size needed to support an incarcerated Yuris. Pacing the small stone room, I tried to find a way out. I’d looked a hundred times already, but maybe I’d missed something during my prior searches.

      It ate me alive that I didn’t know what they were doing with Rose.

      Pressing my face against the metal bars, I peered up and down the small prison hall, hoping to see her inside one of the other five cells.

      I didn’t hear her, and her light, floral scent didn’t drift through the air, making me worry they’d taken her for another, more horrifying use.

      The Yuris lacked females, too. They’d be delighted to plant an egg sack inside her, then wait for it to erupt from her belly before letting her bleed out and die.

      A sound caught my attention. Something coming this way…

      My hearts stalled, and I waited to see if it was Rose.

      The door at the end of the short hall opened, and Grunget strolled through the opening, his pedipalps clicking together and his toe claws scraping across the dark stone floor.

      He stopped in front of my cell, though I noted he took care not to get within my arm or tail’s reach.

      “Are you ready?” he asked in glee, his pedipalps smacking together.

      “Where’s Rose?” I barked.

      “Ah, so that is the delectable Earth female’s name? She is refusing to tell us.”

      At least she lived. As long as she was alive, I held hope I could reach her. And hope I could rescue her.

      “Let her go. She’s useless to you.” I dipped my head forward in a Xilan bow, though it made my guts churn to show even a bit of deference to this slime. If I placated him, he might not harm my mate. “I will gladly compete in the labyrinth, and I will give you a good show.”

      “Foolish male. We have a use for the human female, and we will not let her go free.”

      My mouth went dry with fear. Frustration roared through me. If I could reach him, I’d rip him apart.

      His eyes narrowed on my face, telling me he watched for my reaction. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. “Perhaps when we have finished with her, we will consider releasing her on the surface. That, too, could provide a form of entertainment. There are still many beasts roaming there. It would be nice to have new bait to lure them in.”

      I gnashed my teeth, wishing I could stop this depraved being from harming her.

      “You’ve been killing the beasts,” I said.

      “You noticed?”

      “How close are you to invading Earth?” If I could get more out of him, he might give me an opportunity I could use to defeat him.

      “Drundar is a waystation. Nothing more. Once our full fleet arrives…” He scowled. “Why do you quiz me, puny Xilan warrior?”

      “I’m locked up. Unable to do a damn thing. Why not share your illustrious plans?”

      Grunget grinned, flattered by my questions. He welcomed the opportunity to brag. “We have taken over your space station and this moon. Once our fleet arrives, nothing will stop us from traveling to Earth.” He rubbed his pedipalps together. “There are many females there. They will welcome our egg sacks within their bellies.”

      “They will fight you.” I hated that the defenses we helped install on Earth were not yet finished.

      He flicked out one claw my way. “Many have fought us in the past, as you well know.”

      My family. They’d killed my younger brothers and my parents while I completed a mission in the outer Juleen Quadrant. I returned to find my family eviscerated. Fury made my scales twitch.

      I strained through the bars, but Grunget backed out of reach.

      “We will defeat the Earthlings just as we have the Xilans,” he said snidely.

      We’d driven them off our planet, but at a huge cost of life. I’d personally led one mission, and I’d decimated every Yuris in my path while seeking my revenge. While I’d helped rescue our kidnapped females, my victory tasted bitter.

      “We will kill the males and claim their females. When our egg sacks have hatched, we will raise our young into the army we need to finish claiming your planet. Get used to the idea of being beneath my pedipalp, puny warrior.”

      Nothing would bring my family back, and even if I killed every Yuris, I’d still feel guilt for not being home to protect my family. That guilt was compounded by my anger at myself for not protecting Rose.

      “Have I struck a nerve, Xilan warrior?” Grunget asked slyly.

      We should have killed every last one of them before departing from their planet. Hopefully, we could soon rectify this mistake.

      “You do nothing,” I said.

      Grunget flinched, but his grin never wavered. “Do not concern yourself with our plans, Xilan warrior. Focus on what is coming next.” His head cocked to the side, and he sneered. “I have a delightful surprise for you. A test, one might call it.”

      I waited, knowing I had little say in what he did next. I’d watch for my opportunity to escape, however, and if the fates were looking out for me and my mate, our chance would come. I would seize it and use it to ensure Rose was safe. Then I’d destroy this base even if that meant dying myself.

      “What do you plan?” I asked, acting bored. Turning, I strolled to the bed and lay down. “I was about to take a nap.”

      Grunget snarled and rushed to the bars, pressing his face against them. “Rise, warrior, and accept your next challenge.”

      “Challenge, challenge, challenge,” I said blandly. “Don’t you have anything better to do?”

      “I suppose if you refuse the challenge, I could spend some time planting my egg sack in a certain Earthling female.”

      I pinched my eyes shut, but nothing could stop the sharp smack of my tail on the stone bed. “Leave. Her. Alone.”

      “These females are lovely, are they not? So tiny and delicate. Our scientists have proven it is possible for us to fuck them and for them to carry our sacks long enough for our young to hatch. I’m afraid our test subjects did not fare well after giving birth, but no matter. There are many more females on Earth we can utilize for future generations.”

      I leaped to my feet. “I accept your challenge.”

      Grunget cackled and spun in the hall, his claws clacking on the floor. “You cannot stop our rush toward Earth, but I do welcome entertainment while I await the arrival of our fleet.”

      “I will do this if you leave Rose alone.”

      He stilled, and his knobby head tilted. “Rose is the term for a certain blossom on Earth, is it not?”

      “That is not an answer.”

      He huffed. “Agree, and I will leave the tiny blossom alone for now.”

      “You give your vow.” Yuris were slippery creatures, but when they vowed, they stuck to their promise.

      His head dipped forward. “Very well. Compete, and I will leave her alone until you have passed on to the fates.”

      It was better than nothing. “What challenge would you have me complete?”

      He rubbed his pedipalps together as I strode closer to him. “We have set up an arena.”

      I’d heard rumors of the Yuris arranging gladiator-like tournaments between those they captured and either Yuris warriors or creatures from various planets. Like with their labyrinth games, none survived to tell tales of what occurred within the arena.

      “I will fight,” I said, bowing.

      Grunget cackled. “I knew we could come to an arrangement.”
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      A scratchy, clawing sound woke me, and I opened my eyes. I lay on a stone slab, inside a room with a barred door. A high ceiling rose above me, and the wall to my left was smooth. Person-made, not constructed from rock.

      Sitting, I braced my feet on the floor and clutched my throbbing head. It slammed out a complaint about the abuse it had recently taken.

      “Krek?” I whispered, hoping he was near and would hear my call. But there was no reply.

      Was he dead?

      Like a boulder crushed my heart, I pressed my palm against my chest. He couldn’t be dead. I’d know it, wouldn’t I?

      “Rise, Earthling,” someone said from outside the door. “We have need of you.”

      “For what?” I asked. “I’m a science teacher. If you’re looking for a doctor, I’m not it.”

      “Nothing as simple as that.”

      A click rang out, and the door swung inward. Claws tapped on the stone floor as a Yuris shouldered his way inside.

      I got to my feet, and my head slammed all over again, a pounding rhythm I could barely stand. I clutched it, my body wavering. “What are you going to do with me?” Fear etched into my voice. Nothing these alien spiders suggested would be good.

      “Will you cooperate, or do we need to bind you?” the Yuris asked.

      Others crowded in the hall outside my cell, watching. Rushing past this one to escape wasn’t an option. Bound, I couldn’t take advantage of any opportunity to escape that might come my way.

      “I’ll go with you,” I said.

      The Yuris rubbed his pedipalps together. “Good human.” He latched onto my arm and hauled me from the room.

      We traveled down a long corridor inside a bunker made up of smooth walls with dull light bars mounted on the ceiling.

      “Are we still below ground?” I asked pleasantly. Maybe I could get this guy to talk.

      He grunted. “We are.”

      “Krek and I traveled through many tunnels during our…recent adventure, but we didn’t come across anything like this.” Despite my pounding head and the terror tightening my spine, I looked around. We passed closed doors and an open doorway. A quick peek revealed a kitchen.

      At the end of the corridor, we reached an intersection, and the Yuris ahead of us opened a door leading to stone tunnels more like what Krek and I had passed through to reach the valley with the pyramid.

      “This is an installation from a failed settlement,” the Yuris said, dragging me through the passage.

      Bingo. I’d found the Xilan bunker, but how could I use this information?

      “It looks Xilan,” I said.

      The Yuris paused and narrowed his gaze on my still face. “Astute Earthling.”

      I nodded. “Thanks. I… Krek mentioned there was an installation here somewhere, and I assumed this must be it.”

      Stay calm. Act friendly. Then run the second you get a chance.

      “You sought it,” he said, his pedipalp tightening on my upper arm.

      “Wouldn’t you?” I forced a chuckle. “Actually, you did, because you found it. Are you staying there?”

      “It is too small for our needs, but the cell worked well to contain you.”

      We reached the end of the corridor, and he waved for me to walk through the doorway and onto a wide metal platform. Two scurried in ahead of me, but the others waited behind us.

      I stepped out and spied a large, poorly lit cavern. Chalky stalactites plunged down from the ceiling at eye level, with glowing blobs coating the surface between, generating dim lighting. I couldn’t see over the edge of the platform, where the cavern dropped away.

      “Where is Krek?” I croaked. It was getting harder to hold back my fear. I hadn’t seen him, and rhythmic chants echoing in the room made my pulse surge in my throat.

      “I believe you will see him soon,” the Yuris said with a cackle.

      A sweat broke out on my spine.

      Grabbing my arm, he hustled me along a slope to my left. I stumbled beside him, trying not to lose my footing. With no rail to my right, I worried I’d drop over the side. I could barely see the ground about thirty feet below. Something moved down there, though…

      We reached the bottom of the incline, and he shoved me into a tunnel encircling the center area. Passing windows too high for me to see through, I cringed at the low chants beyond.

      “What’s that sound?” I asked. Dread poured through me, making my heart hammer in my throat. My fingers had gone clammy, and it was all I could do to put one foot in front of the other.

      “The entertainment is warming up,” he said. “I’m glad I haven’t missed much while retrieving you from the Xilan substation.”

      I really didn’t want to know, but… “Entertainment?”

      He dragged me toward an arched opening on our right with a barred door.

      “You will wait with another while I take my seat with our esteemed leader,” he said.

      “You said my friend was here somewhere?” I asked, peering around. My teeth chattered, but I locked my jaws together when groans erupted from the opening ahead. Chants overtook the sounds of pain, rising in volume.

      Another Yuris waited beside the opening, and the first one shoved me toward him.

      “I believe you will soon find what you seek,” the first one said, scurrying back in the direction we came from. “Enjoy the entertainment, Earthling female,” he called over his shoulder.

      Stretching away from the new Yuris’s grasp, I peered through the opening between the bars.

      As if someone knew I watched, lights bloomed, eclipsing the area.

      Krek stood in the center of a high-walled arena, holding a sword.

      “What…?” I mumbled. “This looks like a gladiator fight?” I’d read enough history and watched enough movies to recognize the scene.

      “You are correct, Earthling female,” the Yuris said. “Watch. The battle is about to commence.”

      A Yuris rushed toward Krek. It leaped into the air and landed on top of him, driving him onto his back on the sandy ground.

      Its front claw rose and plunged toward his chest.
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      I bucked and the Yuris trying to pin me to the ground jerked to the side. The claw he’d shot my way impaled the arena floor. He snarled, spittle flying, and tried to grab onto me with his pedipalps.

      Slipping away from him, I rolled out from beneath his hard exoskeleton and slashed out with my sword. It glanced off the Yuris’s chest, causing no damage.

      Other than poking a Yuris in the eye, severing vital arteries in their neck, or stabbing deep enough to hit their heart, you couldn’t kill a spider alien. Their exoskeleton deflected most blows.

      As the Yuris scrambled toward me, weapons slashing, I spun, whipping my tail out. It hit the creature in the side and sent it flying toward the wall, where it hit hard. Not waiting for the guy to recover, I leaped forward, striking fast and hard, imbedding my blade in its eye socket. I bellowed as I shoved it with all might, not stopping until it hit vital brain matter.

      While I twisted the blade for good measure, the crowd seated above the high wall erupted, universally shouting scorn. In the Yuris culture, it was considered demeaning to be killed in this manner.

      In Xilan culture, any dead Yuris was a good Yuris.

      I hauled my sword from the twitching creature’s head and brandished it with satisfaction.

      They jeered while I bowed, unable to keep the grin off my face.

      “That’s all you have to offer, Grunget?” I shouted. “Surely you can do better than that.”

      Grunget, seated in a bedecked place of honor slightly above all the other Yuris, snarled. “I will kill you, Xilan.”

      “Many have tried. None have succeeded.”

      “Then perhaps we need to make this contest a bit richer?” He lifted his right pedipalp, and silence descended in the arena.

      The gate to my right opened, and three centadon scrambled through the two-story archway, their hundreds of feet stirring up the grungy sand.

      I backed to the far wall and waited. Centadons were vicious, but not very smart. They were also easily distracted.

      When one roared and ran toward me, the other two, roused by the call, attacked each other. While they battled, their many legs scrambling and slashing, I raced toward the third. When it was almost upon me, I dove forward and rolled, hefting my sword up as I rose to a crouch. One long swipe, and I sliced through the creature’s belly.

      Dusky blue guts spilled out, gushing down on top of me. I leaped to my right, avoiding most of the accompanying slime. Tumbling, I came to my feet and watched, panting.

      The remaining two centadons battled, rising and twisting, their upper legs locked together. They toppled sideways, their fangs grappling at each other’s throats. Snarling and snapping, they ripped each other’s necks apart.

      Flopping apart, they lay on the sand, twitching while their blue blood leaked into the soil.

      I stomped past them, swiping my blade clean on the side of the closest, then stopped below where Grunget fumed.

      “Truly, centadons?” I asked in a mocking voice. “That is how you hope to defeat me?”

      He snarled, the sound ripping through the arena.

      A few of the Yuris cheered, but they were quickly silenced by glares from their peers.

      A sneer filled Grunget’s face. “If you think we are through with you yet, Xilan warrior, they you are sadly mistaken.” His right pedipalp lifted again. “I have another challenge; one I believe you will find appealing.” His pedipalp dropped, and a barred door on my left swung open.

      One of the furred creatures Rose had freed from the chamber was dragged inside and tossed into the sand. While he clawed at the webbing binding him, slowly slicing himself free, someone else was thrown into the arena.

      Rose landed hard on her hands and knees and looked up at me.

      “Krek,” she said with fierce determination in her voice. “Don’t do it.”

      I glared at Grunget. “What is the meaning of this? You want me to battle this female?”

      “Oh, no, not at all,” Grunget said. “But if you kill the Areskar,” his pedipalp pointed at the creature slowly rising to its feet, “I will allow you and this lowly female to walk free.”
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      I scrambled to my feet and ran to Krek. His arm went around me, and he gave me a quick kiss on the forehead before thrusting me behind him.

      “I will not kill the Areskar,” he said in disgust, tossing his sword into the sand. “They are kind creatures. They are my friends.”

      “If you will not do this,” Grunget said, rising to his feet with a roar, “then we will kill all of you, including the other Areskars we have captured.” His gaze traveled to the open doorway. “One word from me, and they die.”

      The big gate to my right opened, and a Yuris dragged the other five creatures into the arena. They didn’t resist, and it hurt to see them handled like this.

      “Leave them alone,” I said, rushing toward them.

      Krek caught me with an arm around my waist. He kept me close to his side.

      “I will not do it,” he yelled.

      “Unleash the bistuble gnats,” Grunget bellowed, his pedipalps lifting. Spittle flew, and he tipped his head back and roared.

      While the Areskars cut through the webbing and rose to their feet, Krek and I huddled together.

      “What are we going to do?” I asked. “And what are bistuble gnats?”

      A hum above grew louder, and I tipped my head back. Dread filled me as five giant flies swooped down toward us, their clawed feet outstretched in our direction.

      Krek grabbed his sword off the ground. “Stay behind me, mate.”

      I hovered at his back, wishing I held a weapon of my own.

      The Areskars rose to their feet and shuffled toward us.

      As the gnats swooped low, Krek leaped and stabbed the closest, slicing through its belly. It crashed to the sand and rolled, coming to a stop. Wings twitching, it tried to rise to its feet, but it fell over with a low growl and went still.

      The other gnats flew toward us, a pack of giant mosquitoes straight from a nightmare.

      The crowd yelled and jeered. I spun, placing my back to Krek’s.

      The Areskars slowly walked toward us, splitting into two columns, and moving until they looped around us. Their arms outstretched to each other, forming a ring with us either sheltered or trapped between them.

      The gnats buzzed above us in circles, confused about the Areskars or unsure how best to attack Krek.

      Heads tipping backward, the Areskars started humming, low at first, but building in volume until I swore the arena shook from their voices.

      The crowd hushed, everyone watching and waiting to see what might happen next.

      Their hum echoed around us, growing so loud, I slapped my hands over my ears to keep the sound out. Krek turned and wrapped an arm around me, tucking me close to his side. His attention darted from the Areskars to the gnats still flitting around overhead in confusion.

      The hum overwhelmed us, and we dropped to our knees. I keened, holding my head. Pain stabbed through my brain, and my skin rippled as if I’d stuck my finger into an electrical outlet. I couldn’t stand it. Make it stop. Please!

      A crack rang out overhead, followed by the ground shaking. The entire arena trembled, rocking and swaying.

      My heart erupted in my chest and tension spiraled through me. Something big was about to occur, and I didn’t want to be around when it happened.

      “We need to get out of here,” I shouted, though I doubted my voice could be heard above the loud murmur coming from the Areskars.

      Their hum cut off abruptly.

      Krek looked up, and I followed his gaze to the ceiling.

      Stones burst from the rough surface. They toppled as the structure gave way.

      I shrieked, struggling to rise to my feet, but Krek threw himself on top of me, taking me to the ground. He protected me as huge chunks of stone slammed down around us. The stands collapsed as rocks and debris buried the Yuris audience sitting there.

      A massacre took place around us, and when the cavern finally stopped shaking and collapsing, Krek and I rose, staring at the bodies of crushed Yuris littering the ground.

      One of the Areskars approached us as we stood trembling, our arms encircling each other.

      The creature dipped forward, touching his forehead to mine and then Krek’s.

      Then the beings filed across the arena floor and through the arched opening, disappearing from view.
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      Rose waved to the creatures exiting the arena. “Thanks guys! Let’s get together for a drink sometime, okay?”

      They didn’t look back.

      She released a high-pitched laugh that told me how anxious she was. “That was…something else. I don’t quite know what to make of it, but I’m glad they appear to be on our side.”

      I took in the devastation surrounding us, unable to believe what had just happened.

      “They…” Rose leaned into my side, and I put an arm around her, holding her close. “The Yuris are all dead. Do you think there are others within the tunnels?”

      “I assume so, but I have a feeling our new friends will not put up with them remaining within the passages for long.”

      “Maybe they feel the same way about us, too.” Looking up at me, she swallowed deeply. “We need to leave before they decide we could harm them too.”

      I wasn’t sure that could happen, but she was right. We couldn’t return to the pyramid, because they may have returned there, and I had no wish to run through the labyrinth.

      “This is their home,” I said. “I’d do my best to defend my home…” I hadn’t shared what happened with Rose yet, but I needed to. Was this the right time?

      There may never be a right time. I’d learned that when we were taken and thrown into this arena.

      “I need to say something, and I want you to listen,” I said gravely. Turning her to face me, I held her arms, praying she wouldn’t scorn me once she’d heard me out. “When the Yuris attacked my planet, I was away on a mission. My family was slaughtered.”

      “Oh, Krek.” She rushed into my embrace and hugged me. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I was responsible.”

      “What?” She tipped her head back, and I read only concern on her face. “How could you be responsible?”

      “I should’ve been there to protect them.”

      “You were doing vital work for your government, weren’t you?”

      I nodded slowly. “Still.”

      “And you’ve carried this weight with you since, haven’t you?” Rising onto her toes, she stroked my neck. “My poor love. Don’t you know? You’re the most responsible guy I’ve ever met. The Yuris attacked. If you’d been there, you’d likely be dead as well.”

      I swallowed back the lump of pain in my throat. “If I’d been there, I could’ve done something.”

      “Maybe and maybe not.” Her gaze swept across the crumbled arena. “I’d say you’ve had your revenge.”

      “The Areskars did this, not me.”

      “You battled the many-legged beast and a Yuris.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “You protected me when no one else would’ve. You got your friends out of the space station. You saved many lives. Does that balance?”

      “I will always protect you, mate,” I vowed. “I will protect whomever I can.”

      “I can’t tell you to find a way to resign this in your mind but killing every Yuris isn’t the answer. They can’t all be like those who wish to invade Earth.”

      “Their ruling class does this. There are others back on their planet…” Memories crowded into my mind of Yuris females hiding from us when we attacked. We’d left them and any young alone, not wishing to show them the devastation we’d faced back on Xilan. It wasn’t our way to kill those most vulnerable.

      “I assume those not ruling are people like any other. People like us with hopes and dreams.”

      “They are.” Only now did I see this. A few wished to steal what would never be given. They brought this on themselves by attacking Xilan. They brought it to my family.

      “What happened here will slow them. I know their fleet is coming, but you’ll stop that, too, won’t you?”

      “I will.”

      “Will that be enough to heal you?”

      Would it? I wasn’t sure. But I knew one thing. I hated seeing Rose sad. I could put this aside for her, but truly, I needed to do so for myself.

      She urged my face down close to hers and stroked my cheek. “I hate seeing you hurting like this.”

      The pain in her eyes struck through me, and at that moment, my heart lightened.

      I could forgive myself.

      “Battling the Yuris forever won’t bring them back.” She said is softly, slowly. “But forever seeking revenge will eat you alive.”

      “Rose,” I groaned. I cupped her face and stared into her eyes. “You are incredibly wise, my mate.”

      Her lips trembled, but she lifted them in a smile. “So are you. Don’t let this haunt you. Please.”

      My sigh worked its way up my throat. “You are right. I no longer can.” I wasn’t fully healed, but I no longer felt as if I was fully to blame. The females and young had cowered from us on Yuris, but we hadn’t touched them. We were not like their rulers.

      I was not like them. And I…

      I wasn’t to blame for my family’s death.

      I stared around at the devastation left in the Areskar’s wake. This was enough to satisfy my need for vengeance. We’d done something vital here. We’d slowed the Yuris march on Earth.

      My family would be proud. I accepted that.

      Rose watched as I took in Grunget’s body, lying still on the ground. Others crushed by huge boulders. “I can’t imagine the power they unleashed to do something like this. It reminds me of the drawings on the side of the pyramid. They’ve fought off foes before.”

      Like my warriors had on Xilan. “I think you’re right.”

      She held out her hand. “Let’s go, huh?”

      I nodded and when I clasped her fingers in mine, I bridged my heart to a new, better life, one I was guided to by this wonderful female.

      I owed her my hearts and my life.

      We climbed over the rubble, weaving around giant pieces of fallen stone and avoided looking too closely at the bodies as we made our way to the edge of the arena.

      “I came through here,” Rose said, leading me to an arched opening. “I think I can take us back to where they held me.” She glanced at me over her shoulder, studying my face with heavy concern. What she saw there must’ve pleased her because she gave me a wavering smile. “They held me in the Xilan bunker.”

      Excitement burst through me. “You found the Xilan substation?”

      “I’m not interested in returning to the prison cell where they held me, but I can get you to that location, I think, and then we can find the control room. The power was on when I was there, so I assume you’ll be able to send a message to your government.”

      I squeezed her fingers as hope bloomed inside me.

      We found more bodies in the hall outside the arena and wove around them. Once we’d left the area surrounding the arena, however, silence greeted us.

      “Maybe the Areskars killed all the Yuris,” Rose said, her fingers tightening around mine.

      “Perhaps.”

      As we traveled through multiple tunnels, weaving closer to the surface, no one confronted us. I didn’t relax my guard, however.

      Before we rounded the final corner near where Rose said the bunker waited, I carefully peered in that direction, finding a Yuris standing guard near the entrance. He must not have known about what had happened in the arena.

      So much for wishing they were all dead.

      I gestured to my sword and the Yuris, indicating to Rose that I’d take care of the threat.

      She nodded and pressed her back against the stone wall.

      I ran around the corner and up to the Yuris.

      He barely had time to gulp and lift his laser pistol.

      A flick of my sword severed his pedipalp holding the gun, but he grabbed the sword with his other. Pushing me backward, he slammed me into a wall.

      When one of his front claws drove toward me, I grunted and dove to the side. Rolling, I rose to my feet and swung out with my tail, knocking the Yuris into the wall.

      He snarled and ran at me as blood dripped from his severed limb.

      I leaped toward my sword, lying on the ground, skidding across the rough surface. Latching onto it, I swung it up just as the Yuris scrambled over me, his claws gouging the stone floor.

      Darting to one side, then the other, I barely avoided being impaled by one of his limbs. I hefted the sword, slicing across the creature’s neck. I gouged it inward, driving it up into his head, hitting the brain.

      The Yuris collapsed on top of me, his pedipalp slicing into my left shoulder.

      I hissed, and blood squirted. Bucking, I tried to dislodge the beast, but he outweighed me two or three times.

      Rose ran up beside me. “Krek. Are you okay?”

      “I live, mate,” I said. “But I need to get this male off me.”

      She braced her hands on its side and put all her weight behind her push, but the creature barely rocked.

      Shifting, I slowly worked my way out from beneath it and rose to my shaky legs. I yanked the sword out and swiped it clean on the creature’s side.

      Rose raced around the body and fretted, her hands fluttering near my wound. “We need to get you inside and find something to bind that before you bleed any further.”

      Nodding, I turned to the door the Yuris had been guarding. I cracked it open and listened, peering into the hall on the other side but finding no one waiting.

      We eased inside and hurried down the hall. At the intersection, we came to another corridor, and I tested each door, finally finding one open. Inside, we found a small bedroom.

      Rose rushed to the closet and found an abandoned tunic.

      “Sit,” she said, pointing to the bed. She eased my shirt out of the way and hissed. “It looks bad, Krek.” Pain leaked into her voice, and her eyes sparkled with tears. “I’ll do what I can for it, though.” She used the sword to remove the tunic’s sleeves, then used them as bandages, tying them around my wound. It seeped, but the bleeding appeared to have slowed.

      I rose, but my body shook.

      She grabbed my arm, steadying me, looking up at me with her face tight. “You need to lie down.”

      “After we send a message,” I said. “We can’t risk remaining here for long. Any surviving Yuris will look for us, and the body outside will tell them where we are.”

      She nodded. “Let’s find the communication room. Do you know the layout of the facility?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Maybe you could lie on the bed and rest, and I’ll look around?” She held up her hand. “I know what you’re going to say. You need to protect me, but maybe for one second realize I want to protect you? You can barely stand. How are you going to run through the bunker?”

      I gritted my teeth. “We will go slowly.”

      “Krek.” Warning came through in her voice.

      “Would you remain here while I searched?”

      Her growl slipped out. “No.” She yanked on a band of hair. “All right. We’ll do this together. But after, we’re going to find someplace safe and you’re going to rest.”

      I swept my arm around her and held her. This female broke me, then put me back together again.

      She laid her head against my chest. “I’m just worried about you.”

      And there she went, breaking me all over again.

      What did I do to deserve this female in my life?
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      We made our way carefully through the underground facility, not running into any Yuris along the way.

      It was almost anticlimactic when we came to the section housing the communication room.

      Krek sat in a chair in front of the controls, and his fingers flew across the dials, buttons, and switches, as if he’d been doing this his entire life.

      My attention darted from his face to his wound that, thankfully, didn’t appear to be bleeding.

      When I saw him lying beneath the dead Yuris, all I could imagine was finding him lifeless as well. I’d be alone, but that wasn’t my biggest concern.

      I’d lose Krek forever.

      I wanted him with me always.

      He leaned forward, eager. “I think…”

      “Krek, is that you?” a scratchy voice said through a speaker.

      “It is. We—Rose and I—are inside the Xilan bunker on Drundar. The compound was taken over by Yuris, but many are dead.”

      “I assume you had something to do with that,” the voice said with humor.

      Krek reached over his shoulder to take my hand and squeezed it. “We had something to do with it.”

      “We’re inbound already, buddy,” the male voice said. “You can expect help to arrive within hours, actually.”

      “Truly?” Krek asked, pressing back in his chair. He shot a glance my way and multiple expressions crossed his face. Relief, which I totally understood. We were close to being rescued.

      And dismay.

      That feeling rushed through me too. I wanted to ask him what he saw for us in the future. We had the contract. Would he be willing to break it?

      I wasn’t brave like my friends. They acted boldly where I held back. They took what they wanted while I was grateful for the scraps left behind.

      “Excellent,” Krek said into the speaker, but his enthusiasm had fled.

      Just like mine.

      Was there a way we could meet somewhere in the middle?

      “There’s a small building on the surface that should be impervious to exterior threat,” the guy said. “Can you secure it and wait for us there?”

      “We will,” Krek said. His fingers carefully touched his bandage, and I knew what he was thinking. Was he strong enough to fight off more Yuris to reach the surface?

      I squeezed his good shoulder.

      “We’ll be there,” I whispered hoarsely, my throat closing off with pain.

      He nodded curtly, and his spine stiffened. “I’ll see you shortly, then.”

      “Excellent,” the person said. “We’ve got a full fleet emerging from the leap spot and two more close behind. We’ll take care of this threat.”

      “The prince?” Krek asked.

      “He’s secure on the other moon, Wescar, with an Earthling female named Averest.”

      “Avery,” I said in a croaky voice. “Her name is Avery.”

      “Yes, Avery,” Krek said. “Is there news about Gorok and the female with him?”

      “They recently reached Xilan in an escape pod,” the other guy said. “They’ll be secure on our planet soon.”

      So Lydia was safe, too.

      “Any news of my friend, Sammy?” I asked.

      The person went silent, maybe while they conferred with others.

      “There are still some Earthlings and Xilans missing,” he finally said. “But we’ll track down each and every person. This we promise.”

      “Thank you.” My voice came out thready, and not just because I worried about Sammy.

      This was it. Xilan ships would fly in and rescue us. They’d defeat the remaining Yuris.

      Krek would be swept up in the battle, and we’d never see each other again.

      I had full confidence the Xilans would take back the space station. They’d wipe the area of stragglers and make Earth safe from invasion.

      I’d be sent home.

      Was I pregnant? It seemed silly to think about something like that when I’d nearly lost my life. I touched my belly, but it would be too soon to feel a bump. I had a test kit at home I could use to find out.

      I didn’t want to return to Earth.

      But Krek wasn’t offering to take me to Xilan. I wasn’t even sure it was allowed.

      My chest cracked wide open, but I needed to remain strong. Nowhere in the contract did they discuss hearts or love.

      I loved Krek. I’d suspected this over the past days but hadn’t been willing to believe it. Bob hurt me, and I was determined not to let someone in long enough to do it again.

      This time, though, I was doing it to myself.

      Krek ended the communication and turned the chair to face me. He either sensed my sadness or my face gave me away, because he tugged me onto his lap and held me.

      Sometimes, the best form of touch didn’t involve sex. This guy understood that. He knew just what I needed and gave it tenfold.

      I sniffed and did everything I could not to cry. The fleet would be here soon. We still had to fight our way to the surface.

      When the Xilans arrived, Krek would be needed. I needed to remain strong and send him into battle with confidence on my face.

      “We should see if we can locate the building,” he finally said. “I assume we can access it from this facility.”

      “That would make sense,” I said, striving to sound upbeat. But I was falling apart, and there wasn’t anything I could do to stop my downward spiral.

      I slid off his lap and gave him my best smile. It didn’t feel cheerful, and I assumed it came out half-hearted.

      He rose and took my hand, and we left the control room.

      It was surprisingly easy to find the ladder leading to the surface, and he climbed first to ensure it was safe.

      “There’s no one up here,” he said from the hatch three stories above. “Come on up.”

      I joined him in the ten-by-ten room that held a closet with a few random weapons. Pieces of metal and bars lay strewn about, attesting to the battle that had gone on here years ago between the creatures on the surface and the Xilans who’d hoped to terraform this planet. I purposefully avoided studying the stains on the floor.

      We stood at the sole window, looking out at the barren moon.

      A wink of light overhead was followed by multiple ships appearing in the outer atmosphere. One cut away from the others and flew toward the moon.

      “They’ll be here within minutes,” Krek said. He tugged me back into his arms, and we watched the ship come closer. “We haven’t discussed us.”

      “I know they need you,” I said. Neutral, I told myself while my heart ached. Don’t cling.

      “They do.” He rested his chin on my head. “What about you, mate? Do you need me too?”

      I did. So much.

      Turning in his arms, I looked up at him. It was now or never. If I didn’t tell him how much he meant to me, I’d never know if it would’ve made a difference.

      “I want to be your forever mate,” I said, gulping back my fear. It was scary puttying yourself out there. You never knew if your feelings would be returned or scorned.

      “Rose,” Krek groaned. He tugged me off my feet and his mouth seared across mine. When he lifted his head, he grinned. “I am yours forever if you’ll have me.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “I’m saying I love you, and I want to be with you. I need to make that clear.”

      “I am saying I love you, and I want to be with you, too, mate. Am I making myself clear?” His tail coiled around my leg, then teased up my spine.

      “You do?”

      “Why would you doubt my words?”

      “Because…” I had no confidence in what I had to offer. But that was stupid. Bob might’ve beaten me down emotionally, but Krek built me back up.

      No, I built myself up. I’d had this within me all the time. I just needed the chance to let my strength bloom.

      “You want me,” I said, my voice full of hope.

      “I do. For always.”

      I rested my head on his shoulder. “You… I love you, Krek.”

      “I love you, Rose.”

      As the ships landed around the small building, he held me close. He kissed the tip of my nose and flashed his fangs. “I happen to have a nice home in the mountains I’d love to show you.”

      “I’d love to see it.”

      “Then it’s yours, mate.” He held me close. “As am I.”

      The skin on my inner wrist twinged, and I lifted my hand, staring in wonder at the symbol. “Where did this come from?”

      He lifted his hand and showed me my symbol’s match. “It came from us, mate. From us.”
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ROSE

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks later, our ship approached Xilan.

      The past weeks were filled with tension, but the worst was over.

      As I expected, Krek joined the battle. I wanted to beg him to remain back where he was safe, but he needed this moment. No, he needed the chance to show the Yuris it was over forever.

      He’d done so, leading one of the ships as soon as he’d boarded. As second-in-command under Commander Gorok initially, his defeat of the Yuris on Drundar had resulted in a promotion to full Commander. He wore his new uniform with pride and man, he looked hot in it.

      However, he’d told me last night his first goal once we’d settled on Xilan was to apply for a planet side position that would keep him home with me for the rest of our days.

      The second the Yuris fleet arrived through the leap spot, the Xilans attacked. Explosions rocked this part of the universe as both sides struggled to overcome the other. It hadn’t been easy and, sadly, some lives were lost, but the Xilans defeated the alien spiders with their superior firepower, leaving smoldering, ruined ships they would tug to Drundar and dismantle.

      Once they’d ensured the moon was free of Yuris, the Xilans planned to back away and leave the planet to the Areskars. They’d send out feelers to form a treaty, but if they were rebuffed, they’d promised to leave the Areskars alone. Drundar was theirs, and they’d ensure no one bothered them again.

      Then the Xilans turned their attention to the space station. It was an anticlimactic battle when the Yuris surrendered. Captured, the remaining ruling Yuris were placed in stasis to be tried back on Xilan.

      “They’re truly defeated,” I said as Krek and I stood on the ship’s bridge.

      Wuldon, the commander of this ship and a good friend of Krek’s, had let us watch the ship’s approach to Xilan through the broad viewscreen.

      “The surviving females on Yuris have taken over the government,” Wuldon said with heavy satisfaction. He peered over his shoulder at me, his pale blue eyes twinkling. If my heart wasn’t already Krek’s, I’d be tempted to flirt. “Females should always rule, don’t you think?”

      I nodded pertly. “For sure.” I took Krek’s hand and squeezed it. “What will happen now?”

      “The new female Yuris government has offered a treaty,” Wuldon said. He stood; his muscular frame nearly as tall as Krek’s. Rounding his chair, he approached us. “Their terms are generous. They’re tired of war and equally tired of their ruling class fostering unrest among their people.”

      “We’ll be safe from them, then,” I said. I had to admit, the idea gave me a big sense of relief. “They won’t attack Xilan again.”

      Krek’s arms tightened around me. “We will ensure they don’t.” He nudged my hair to the side and kissed my neck. “I will protect you, mate.”

      Wuldon watched us with intense longing on his face. His tail swished back and forth behind him sadly. With so few females living on Xilan, his odds of finding someone he cared for to Slake with were slim.

      Would more women be willing to travel to the space station after what happened with the Yuris? Only time would tell. There was some talk of bringing women all the way to Xilan instead. A few were interested in settling on the planet. Perhaps enough would begin new lives there with warriors, like I was about to do with Krek.

      Turning away from us, Wuldon returned to his chair. He settled back, and a soft sigh slipped from his lungs. “We’ll be home soon, Krek, Rose. I’ve received word your friends await your arrival on Xilan.”

      I couldn’t wait to see Lydia and Avery. We’d heard nothing from Sammy and Brune, but I wouldn’t give up hope. They were out there somewhere, and we’d find them. The Xilans had sent a ship into the wormhole to look for them.

      As Krek held me, we flew toward the pale purple planet with golden clouds swirling across the surface.

      My new home. Our home.

      His fingers entwined with mine, and the warmth of his body behind gave me shelter.

      I’d visited the medical center this morning, but the confirmation I received wasn’t necessary. I already knew I carried our child, the first of many that would bridge Earth to Xilan.

      I’d tell Krek tonight once we arrived.

      Then our new life would begin.

      A life full of love.
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        If you’ve enjoyed Krek and Rose’s story,

        could you leave a review?

        I’d really appreciate it!

        You can do so here.
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        Would you like a sneak peek at

        Alien Pirate’s Plunder,

        Book 4 of the Fated Mates of the Xilan Warriors Series,

        turn the page…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by AVA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MAIL-ORDER BRIDES OF CRAKAIR

        Vork

        Bryk

        Jorg

        Kral

        Wulf

        Lyel

        Axil, Gaje

        (Companion novellas)

         

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
         

        BRIDES OF DRIEGON

        Malac

        Drace

        Rashe

        Teran

        Kruze, Allor, Skoar

        (Companion novellas)

         

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
         

        FATED MATES OF THE FERLAERN WARRIORS

        Enticed by an Alien Warlord

        Tamed by an Alien Warlord

        Seduced by an Alien Warlord

        Tempted by an Alien Warlord

        Craved by an Alien Warlord

         

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
         

        FATED MATES OF THE XILAN WARRIORS

        Alien Commander’s Mate

        Alien Prince’s Bride

        Alien Hunter’s Fate

        Alien Pirate’s Plunder

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
         

        HOLIDAY WITH A CU’ZOD WARRIOR

        Snowed in with an Alien

        Falling for an Alien Elf

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
         

        GALAXY GAMES

        Alien Warrior Unleashed

        Alien Warrior Untamed

        Alien Warrior Unbeaten

        Alien Warrior Unclaimed

         

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
         

        You can find my books on Amazon.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava Ross is a USA Today Bestselling author. She fell for men with unusual features when she first watched Star Wars, where alien creatures have gone mainstream. She lives in New England with her husband (who is sadly not an alien, though he is still cute in his own way), her kids, and a few assorted pets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALIEN PIRATE’S PLUNDER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        An alien pirate promises to give me a child.

        But what if he steals my heart?

      

      

      

      Aliens are real and they’re eager to Slake. What’s Slaking, you ask? It seems Xilan males go into a voracious heat period every three years, and there aren’t enough females to fulfill the needs of these beastly aliens.

      

      Enter me and other Earth females eager to have children. We travel to a space station, where we’re introduced to brawny alien males in dire need of Slaking. All systems are go until giant spider aliens overrun the station, determined to plant egg sacks within our bodies. No thanks. Me and a cocky alien space pirate, Brune, escape, but our shuttle is sucked into a wormhole and ejected into uncharted territory.

      

      Is it my fault the people on this planet believe I’m a goddess? They say I’m their savior. And they assure me they won’t roast Brune over the fire pit for dinner.

      

      Brune insists no one will eat him… He says we’ll escape and return to our world. He’ll satisfy his Slaking, and I’ll soon have a bundle of joy on the way.

      

      Shiver me timbers, but Brune is sweet, hot, and too damn appealing. I'm beginning to think we're fated. As determined as I am to return to Earth, I’m not sure I can let my alien pirate go…

       

      Alien Pirate’s Plunder is Book 4 in the Fated Mates of the Xilan Warrior Series. This book has aliens who look and act alien, steamy romance, and a guaranteed happily ever after. This series is best when read in order.
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SAMMY

        

      

    

    
      As I raced through the halls of a space station far from Earth, trying to avoid being captured by ginormous alien spiders who insist they’re going to plant egg sacks inside my body, I had regrets.

      Regret Number One. I never should’ve left Earth, despite needing to travel to the space station to meet a Xilan warrior who’d screw my brains out for one week.

      Reaching an intersection, I paused to wipe the sweaty hair out of my eyes, wishing I’d brought a hair elastic to tie it up.

      You won’t need anything like that, my friend, Avery, had said earlier, fluffing my long, thick brown tresses. Your alien match will be eager to run his fingers through your hair, and he can’t do that when it’s twisted into a knot on your head.

      This was a space station. Alien spiders wanted to breed me. So far, no handsome alien guy was trying to run his fingers through my hair.

      Panting, I looked left and right at the intersection. When the hallmark scraping sound of spider claws on tiles rang out not far behind me, I darted forward, rushing to the end of the hall, where I came to a door.

      Regret Number Two. Why, oh, why had I agreed to a baby-making contract with an alien species?

      I wouldn’t be in this situation if a disease hadn’t swept across Earth, killing lots of people and leaving most of our men sterile. Everyone resigned themselves to Earthlings dying out. Artificial insemination was an option, and (of course) guys were eager to deliver, but it cost a fortune to get into the program. I was a Walmart greeter. Yay, I made minimum wage and most of the time, I could get forty hours per week, but there wasn’t much left after they took out taxes and my bills were paid. Never enough to buy sperm.

      Then a message reached Earth. Aliens had been watching us and seeing our predicament, were eager to make us an offer.

      Males from the Xilan race wanted introductions to Earth women. Xilan guys fell into a voracious heat every three years, and they needed sex twenty-four-seven during that timeframe. This was also the only time they could get someone pregnant. They called this period their Slaking.

      Earth women wanted children. Xilan males had lots of Slaking to do. While some people might think getting together solely for sex was cold-blooded, it beat begging for sperm at the local donation center.

      Should I open the door at the end of the hall or turn around and run in the opposite direction? You’d think a big space station would offer plenty of places to hide, but I’d yet to come across a convenient janitor’s closet since I’d fled the hall outside the introduction area.

      I opened the door and slowly tucked my head into the darkness beyond, finding a stairwell. Up or down? Lacking a coin to flip, I opted for down. My thighs were getting enough of a workout from running.

      Despite my attempts to be stealthy, my flipflops smack-smack-smacked my heels with each step. I worried the sound would draw creepy giant spider attention. Stopping on the landing, I removed my shoes, cringing at the grit coating the bottoms of my bare feet while I continued down the stairs. As a Walmart greeter, I took pride in my job. I kept the hand sanitizer station full. I made sure there were enough carts for customers. And I ensured no one left the facility without hitting the register to buy their purchases.

      I’d never allow the area around my workstation to get this dirty.

      Back to the baby making and why I was running through the halls of the space station with alien spiders hunting me down to plant egg sacks in my womb.

      Contracts were drawn up between Xilan and Earth, and me and my friends were selected in the first baby making round. We’d arrived here a day ago, and today, my friends were introduced to Xilan males.

      As for me? Before it was my turn to meet the Xilan of my wildest dreams, I scurried into the bathroom. I was nervous. And, well… yeah.

      While sitting on a very peculiar-appearing toilet, all hell broke loose in the hall. I finished doing my business and poked my head out of the bathroom to find eight-foot-tall, sickly yellow alien spiders blasting lasers and trying to capture women who ran screaming in all directions. One of the spiders spied me with his solitary red eyeball and shouted out his intention to stuff his cock inside me.

      No thanks.

      After a few more flights of stairs, I cracked open a door and peeked out, finding a hallway with many doors that could provide hiding spots. Since the corridor was empty, I slipped through the opening, guiding the door closed so it didn’t shut with a here-I-am bang. I tiptoed down the hall while testing each door, releasing a low growl when I found them all locked.

      Regret Number Three. I should’ve refused the Xilan “gown” their government gave me and insisted on wearing my stretchy jeans and a tee. While my comfy clothes weren’t sexy, they beat this thin thing skimming across my thighs and flashing my barely clad butt cheeks.

      Maybe the Xilans found the thin gown exciting. But if they were wrapped up in their twenty-four-seven Slaking period, did clothing truly matter?

      At the end of the hall, I came to yet another door. Despite being in decent shape, I couldn’t keep running through the space station forever. Eventually, I’d come across a pack of spiders, and they’d catch me.

      A shudder ripped through me at the thought of what would come next.

      Cracking open the door, I found a small closet full of cleaning supplies. Oh, yay.

      After shuffling a few odd-appearing tools to the side, I tucked myself into the corner and slid down the wall. My ragged breathing echoed around me as I slid my flipflops back on my feet.

      The cold floor sucked the heat from my nearly naked butt but hiding here beat fighting off alien spider cocks.

      I closed my eyes and wiped the sweat off my face. Hiding was a wonderful idea, but how long would I need to remain inside the closet? Surely the Xilans would defeat the spiders and secure control of the space station. They’d send a bunch of nice Xilan security guards into the halls to find us. I’d be returned to the introduction area, where I could proceed with the meet and greet planned before the spiders attacked.

      Tap-tap-tap.

      My eyes snapped open at the sound. I peered around but didn’t find a source for the subtle rapping. Was water dripping? Something like that would be unusual in a space station. Maybe the sound had been a cleaning tool knocking on the wall, dislodged by my furtive movements.

      Tap-tap-tap.

      Eyes widening and holding my breath, I stared at the door. My mouth went dry, and my heart flopped around in my chest.

      Tap. Tap-tap.

      Would the spiders knock?

      Well, no. They’d probably rip the door from the hinges and pluck me out of the tiny room like an oyster from a shell.

      What should I do?

      I cringed, scrunching my legs up tight and wrapping my arms around them.

      Tap-tap.

      I rose to my feet and slowly turned the door handle.

      I wasn’t sure what I expected to find on the other side, but in my wildest dreams, it wasn’t an alien crow. The chicken-sized bird hopped around, flapping its deep purple wings. When it saw me staring, it stopped and cocked its head, watching me with its light purple eyes.

      The door to the stairwell farther down the hall banged open.

      A squawk erupted from the crow, and it flapped its wings, lifting off the floor.

      “Fresk, there you are, Christoff,” an alien dude yelled. He barreled through the open doorway and raced in our direction. “You scared the living horcats out of me. Where have you been? We need to get out of here.”

      Dressed in only tight black pants and knee-high boots with bits of silver gleaming in the low lights, his feet made heavy thuds on the tile floor. Black straps crisscrossed his deep blue, muscular chest, and various weapons jiggled in the sheaths from his rapid movement.

      Shiver me timbers, but an alien pirate was running my way. Should I flee or hurry out to greet him? Because…pirate. I’d salivated over Jack Sparrow as much as the next girl.

      The bird peered at him over its shoulder, and I swore when it turned back to me, I read fear in its eyes.

      I wasn’t an animal person. A few of the foster families I’d stayed with had a cat or dog, but I hadn’t lived with them long enough to show the creatures I could be trusted.

      Still, the poor bird.

      I stooped down and held out my fingers. “It’s okay, little guy. I won’t hurt you.”

      Squawking, the bird flapped its wings and hopped around.

      The alien pirate ran toward us, his gaze focused on the bird.

      Howls of rage erupted from the stairwell, and the door exploded toward us, bursting off its hinges. It banged on the floor and slid in our direction.

      I jerked to my feet and backed into the closed closet door.

      A pack of spiders tumbled through the open doorway. Spying me standing at the end of the hall gaping, they released shrill cries of triumph.

      “Female,” one of them yelled.

      “Catch her!”

      “Plant an egg sack within her!”

      I pinched my thighs together.

      “Thank the fates you’re okay.” The alien pirate scooped up the bird and dropped it on his shoulder. It cawed, nuzzled his ear, then settled on its feathered butt, glaring at the spiders rushing toward us.

      Without even a how-do-you-do, the Xilan pirate grabbed my hand and yanked me against his chest. I shouldn’t be thinking about how nice he smelled, but there it was. He lifted me and dropped me face-down on the shoulder opposite his parrot-crow.

      “Wait.” I grabbed onto the weapons’ straps crossing his back.

      “No waiting,” he said in a deep, spine-tingling voice. Pivoting, he bolted down the hall, away from the spiders.

      “What are you doing?” I cried as I bounced on the alien pirate’s shoulder.

      “Claiming you,” he barked.

      “You can’t claim me.” That wasn’t how it worked, was it?

      “I just did.”

      “I’m supposed to…” I sucked in a deep breath and shot my words out with the air. “We’re supposed to be introduced first!”

      Stopping abruptly, he lowered me to my feet, rolling his pale blue eyes while gripping my shoulders. Tall, he towered over me by at least two feet. “I’m Brune Room’oll. It is a pleasure to meet you, Earthling female.”

      This was so bizarre. If alien spiders weren’t chasing us, I’d laugh and bat my eyelashes. That’s what women did when they met cute pirates in movies, right?

      “I’m Samantha Merrill,” I said. “My friends call me Sammy.”

      “All right, Sammy.” He ran his fingers through the thick strands of his medium-blue hair that went nicely with his darker blue, scaled skin. His tail flicked around and teased the back of my waist. “Now can we run?”

      “I guess so.”

      He hooked his clawed thumb toward the spiders scrambling around the corner, heading our way. “Unless you’d like to remain here and wait for them?”

      One of the spiders was going too fast, and it skidded, bashing into the wall while its friends raced in our direction.

      “I’m with you,” I said, my voice high-pitched with fear.

      Brune flashed his fangs, the gesture making my spine tingle. “I had a feeling you’d see things my way.”

      My heart skipped a beat. I was running from an alien spider attack. They wanted to hurt me. How could my heart take time to notice how hot this alien pirate was?

      He held out his hand. “Run with me or ride me?”

      Ride, huh? There went my heart again, fluttering against my ribcage.

      I latched onto his finger. “Run it is.”

      He took off, tugging me along with him. We raced down a corridor, then another, and he came to an abrupt stop beside a glass door mounted on the left wall. Through the glass, I spied narrow cylinders waiting on a platform. Past them, a hatch was mounted on the outer wall.

      I frowned while Brune wrenched open the outer door and hustled me inside an airlock. Our rapid breathing echoed around us in the tiny space.

      I took the opportunity to straighten out his earlier misperception. “Just because you came along at the right time, it doesn’t mean you can claim me.”

      “Oh, yes, Earthling female. Claim you, I did,” he said, his smoldering gaze locked on my face. If I wasn’t scared about what might come next, I would be turned on by that expression in his hooded eyes. Okay, I was a bit turned on by that expression. “You’re mine. Slaking is next on the agenda.”

      I shouldn’t feel a thrill at his words. He was in heat, and he wanted sex, nothing else. But I hadcome to the space station to make a baby, though making babies should never involve an alien spider attack.

      My ears popped, and the interior door clicked open. Brune hustled me over to one of the pods and pushed a button in the center of the panel mounted on the side. The clear glass lid lifted, revealing a compartment that might hold one Xilan.

      He carefully lifted the crow from his shoulder and laid it in the small, separate compartment in the top.

      The bird blinked slowly at him, its beady eyes filled with trust. It glanced at me and squawked.

      “Hold tight, Christoff,” Brune said, and the bird dipped its orange beak forward.

      After climbing inside the main section of the pod and laying down on the thin, black pad, Brune tugged me inside with him.

      I wasn’t sure what to do with myself in this tight space, so I carefully settled on top of his naked chest.

      Gee, lying on a buff naked chest was torture.

      Sure.

      His scaly skin felt nice beneath my palms, a bit scratchy yet rubbery smooth.

      Easing my thighs apart, I straddled his hips.

      “Ahoy, there,” I said, keeping with the pirate theme. I was jittery. Nervous about the spiders catching us and freaking out because I was straddling an alien pirate.

      He frowned as the clear lid closed above us, leaving maybe an inch or two between it and my back.

      Brune clicked a series of buttons on a panel mounted along the sidewall, and the pod shook and buzzed. The hatch mounted on the outer wall groaned and started to slide upward. The pod rocked, telling me the room was losing gravity.

      Despite it being mean on my part, a hefty dose of satisfaction filled me as I watched three of the alien spiders lose their footing and get sucked through the hatch and into outer space. The rest clung to each other and scrambled to get back inside the airlock. The airlock door shut, and the survivors glared at us through the window.

      Our pod lifted and shot through the opening, hurtling toward the stars.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Someplace where we can Slake?” Brune said with another flash of his fangs.

      I could tell he was teasing, but my pulse surged into my throat. A hum was building between my legs. All joking aside, maybe we could salvage something from this situation after all.

      “No, really,” I said with a smile. “Where are we going?”

      “I intend to find a secure location where we can wait for Xilan back up to arrive.”

      “I’m all about secure locations.” I cricked my head back, watching through the glass lid as the pod shot toward two planets far in the distance. Would we find sanctuary there?

      No matter. I had a feeling Brune would figure this out. I was safe for now.

      My tension eased, and I took in the heady feeling of a half-naked, muscular alien lying beneath me.

      “Brune Room’oll,” I said. “Do you happen to have a middle name?” It was a silly question on my part, and I spit it out because I was flustered by this guy’s nearness.

      “Trouble.”

      I chuckled, but I sobered when he didn’t join in.

      “That can’t be your real middle name,” I said.

      His gaze narrowed on my face. “What if it is?”

      “I guess I’d have to see what kind of trouble you intend to get into before deciding.”

      “Never fear, Earthling female. You will enjoy the trouble I deliver.” His arms encircled me, and his tail coiled around my ankle.

      Regret Number Four—though the jury was still out on this one.

      Allowing this alien pirate to claim me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        You can get your copy of Alien Pirate’s Plunder

        on Amazon.
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