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      Alien prison break romance: Forced proximity. Zero privacy. One touch.

       

      Syrin of Forty-Six is a berserker.

      Outlawed from Chronos and removed from the Xylan mating database, he’s a fierce warrior with a bloody past. And now he’s a convict, thrown into the most notorious prison in the four sectors.

      Since Sara is also an inmate, she can’t exactly judge. And as the only female prisoner on Detention Center: Zeta 149, she really, really needs protection. So when the prison guards throw Sara into a cell with the unstable berserker, placing bets on how long she’ll live, she's willing to trade her virginity if he'll agree to become her protector.

      But instead of taking her offer, Syrin lays some ground rules: he’ll never be her pleasure mate, never want her, never desire her, ever. But despite his aura of don’t f*cking bother me, Sara can’t keep her eyes off his bulging biceps and the sexy fangs that peek out from his perfect lips. Sharing a cell with a towering, muscular male who IS NOT attracted to her is sheer torture…but then his bare hand accidentally touches hers…

      And all hell doesn't break loose. Instead a Xylan berserker does, and that's much deadlier...and much sexier...

      Author’s note: This is book #4 in the series, but can be read as a standalone. Be prepared to meet new friends and revisit old favorites…
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      To my sister, Krissy. Thank you for being an even bigger nerd than I am, and for patiently helping me to brainstorm this plot. You’re a gem.
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      Sara regarded the cold, metal-gray walls of the check-in station of Detention Center: Zeta 149 and noted that her life was shit.

      Not halfway to shit or about to turn into shit. No. Her life was real, actual shit. A disaster.

      And she had no idea how she was going to ride out this latest catastrophe—being thrown into the most notorious prison in the four sectors for a crime she hadn’t committed. Although, really, her life had always been filled with obstacles. This was probably number two hundred and fourteen in a life filled with one life-threatening hurdle after another.

      But…prison? That was some whole other level of bad, right?

      Prison.

      She exhaled and rolled her shoulders, trying not to let angry tears prick at her eyes, determined to keep going and not show weakness. But the more steps she took, her boots tapping across the hard flooring, the more this new reality came crashing in and the enormity of her situation took on ominous details.

      Damn, when would she catch a break and just be allowed to live free?

      When?

      Other beings were allowed quiet lives filled with love and laughter. She knew they existed; while growing up she’d seen them on entertainment vids, and later on the streets in planetary cities, or on space stations. Families and couples laughing together, holding hands, exchanging glances and touches filled with love.

      Other beings experienced this, but it had never happened to her.

      Love? What was that?

      Sara continued forward on her path of shame, trying to not feel sorry for herself, but it was hard. Metal energy bands hung heavy around her wrists. The scratchiest, ugliest damn prison-issue orange jumpsuit known to humankind bunched around her ankles. Her stomach ground with hunger due to a diet of snack-sized ration bars that tasted like burnt dirt. And to make matters worse, the narrow corridor the guards were herding her through smelled like filthy socks locked in a humidity chamber.

      She took a shallow breath, trying not to gag.

      Holy gods, she had to bust out of this prison. Immediately.

      “I’m breaking out of this shit-hole, immediately,” the tall, Lizard-like inmate behind her hissed.

      Sara turned and crooked an eyebrow at him.

      She was walking in line with three other shackled inmates. Four new prisoners, all of them passing through the checks and balances required before being stationed in their cells and officially starting their new life on 149. Luckily, the guards had placed a universal translator chip in her brain, so at least she understood what the Creekan behind her had said. Humans were a rarity in the four sectors. Without the translator, she would’ve been lost.

      “You’re thinking it, too,” Lizard-guy grinned back at her, exposing a red mouth and pointed teeth. “Except the difference between you and me, female…you’ll be thinking about escape while you rot in this prison, and I’ll actually do it.”

      “Fuck off,” the prisoner behind them snarled. Sara glanced back at the other being. She’d never met his species before, but he looked very human-like—if humans were green, with gleaming black horns on their forehead. She kept staring at him, trying to figure him out. “Stop boasting about actions you’ll never take,” he said. “You’re not getting out of here. No one breaks out of 149. Regis Yerty died here. If he couldn’t break out, no one can.”

      The Lizard-guy snort-hissed. “Regis Yerty was a pretender. He only escaped from five other detention centers, I’ve escaped from six. If I—”

      “Turn around, female, and move,” a guard growled.

      A sharp energy jab from a power stick hit her in the back, causing her to stumble and move faster than expected. Then of course she tripped over her own feet and—

      “Uumph.” For one brief, shining moment she pressed against the impossibly wide back of the ginormous inmate walking in front of her—her cheek, her breasts forced against all that muscle and sinew hidden under orange fabric. The whole of her body against the male she’d gawked at throughout the intake process but carefully avoided. Almost seven feet of silent, huge warrior. Epic thighs and veiny forearms. Impassive features, a hard jaw, ridges on his forehead, and claws on his four fingers. A male who could block out the two suns with his size and weight.

      Dear gods—no, no, this couldn’t be happening—she was smashed against him and…and…she was cupping his ass!

      Cupping. His. Ass.

      She whimpered. Her traitor hands, bound in energy straps, were pinned in front of her, stuck in the exact position to cause her palms to full-on cup his firm buttocks through his orange jumpsuit. And wow, she couldn’t help but notice, they were nice buttocks.

      His body tensed at the intrusion.

      Sara let out a squeak of dismay and swiftly scrambled back out of the huge male’s way, her cheeks burning. Yes, she’d been admiring him (as any female with eyes would) since the moment she’d seen him…those shoulders that were wider than wide, the gorgeous dark skin and gleaming black-bronze, braided hair. The ridges on his forehead made him look majestic and studious at the same time. Basically, he was the handsomest male she’d ever seen in real life.

      But never would she touch him without his consent. Never.

      And she’d noted his resilient silence throughout the intake process. He hadn’t made a single malicious comment toward her, or anyone else. No leering glances. No complaints. His features were set in stone, but overall his presence was quiet and respectful—a sleeping predator you didn’t want to poke.

      She’d basically been using him as a role model for how to behave when admitted into prison. His towering shadow had been comforting, which was weird considering he obviously frightened everyone else he came into contact with. The guards looked scared shitless. The other two prisoners kept their distance.

      And in return she’d felt him up. Ugh. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “It was an accident.”

      The male grunted and continued forward.

      She stared after him. The grace of that enormous body, the easy way he was able to move all that massive muscle, it was admirable. Sheesh, even in a shapeless, orange prison jumpsuit and shackled, this male was sex on a stick.

      They’d all arrived via short-range transport, the four of them bound for their new home—the most disreputable, remote prison in the four sectors, a place where they didn’t even bother separating males from females. On Detention Center: Zeta 149 you were on your own. Survive and live or give up and die. Didn’t matter to them, as long as you didn’t start a riot and bother the guards.

      Which was just wonderful.

      None of her fellow prisoners she’d arrived with were human, and all of them were male, as far as she could tell. They looked like the hardest criminals in the known universe, especially the Creekan and the one with horns. Which made her wonder what she looked like next to them. Did she fit in?

      Please gods, no.

      And the guy she’d just bumped into and accidentally felt up, the wall of quiet muscle in front of her—he was a Xylan warrior.

      She took shallow breaths, trying to slow her racing heart after the shock of seeing her life flash before her eyes as she’d accidentally made contact with this awe-inspiring male. Xylan were recent allies of humans, but that didn’t mean the warrior in front of her had received the memo.

      He’d sat next to her on the transport; they’d placed extra energy shackles on his neck and ankles and even roped them around his waist and bolted him into supports built into the walls…and still every guard stared at him with fear and anxiety, tightly gripping their weapons, sweat beading on their faces. Sara couldn’t help her own furtive glances at his easily discernable bulging biceps that could be noted even through a prison-issue jumpsuit…and the sexy fangs that peeked past those full lips. Despite his glowering and the aura of don’t fucking bother me, she kept staring at the warrior like he was the two suns, the moon and the stars.

      Because…he was all that, and some more.

      His four claw-tipped fingers rested on his thighs. His skin looked soft and hard at the same time, and darker than any skin tone she’d ever come across. This was a Xylan trait. She knew that in Xylan society the darker their skin color, the higher their status. She assumed this male had a particularly high status. Humans on New Earth came in a variety of shades, all different skin tones and hair and eye color. But no one, no one on New Earth was as dark as this warrior. There were even tantalizing threads of silver in the ridges on his forehead.

      He was fantastic. She could stare at him forever. Make a study of him. Turn it into her life’s work.

      Sara squirmed in her seat, her equilibrium off balance. The space between her thighs felt warm. Never, never, had she felt this instant sexual attraction for another being. It was disconcerting. She literally didn’t know what to do with it. Normally, she carefully avoided looking too much at males. She’d long ago learned that men thought any kind of friendly touch, comment, or glance was something more, when it wasn’t, and that was a situation she was well aware could easily lead to a slippery slope of harassment and abuse.

      She’d worked with many species of males, fought beside them, spoke to them and relied upon them, but she was always wary. Always. Doing her best to slump her shoulders, not wear any makeup, keep her blonde hair under a hood and hide herself the best she could. And this was easy because not a single male had ever made her glance twice.

      And now, after years of solid disinterest, nothing past a quick glance and the occasional faint sigh of admiration for a fine form, her sex drive finally kicked into gear over a…Xylan?

      A male who could never possibly return her attraction.

      And while she was being herded into prison for the rest of her life?

      Really?

      Well, this was obviously never going to work. She forced herself to look away. She twisted the extra orange fabric of her baggy jumpsuit in her fist and found herself daydreaming, her mind working through reasons why a male of his obvious status and honor would end up being thrown into prison.

      Duh. He was a criminal.

      She bit her lip and glanced at the other prisoners. She was here right alongside them, wasn’t she? Who was she to judge?

      Lizard-guy sat across the seat from her, lounging like he hadn’t a care in the world. Probably planning his escape. And the green-skinned guy with two black horns jutting out of his forehead, stared pensively at the floor.

      The short trip to the Detention Center had been quiet and tense.

      When they’d arrived, the three of them were sent individually through a med interrogation. The prison medic, a being with four arms and bright red skin, sighed and shook his head as he’d waved a wand up and down, alongside her body, checking the incoming data on a hand-held tablet, probably finding all her old breaks and lack of inoculations. “Primitive,” he’d snorted.

      Her chest tightened and her jaw clenched. What could she say? Her home planet was primitive. Dammit.

      Sara’s biological mother had died in childbirth, and no one had known the identity of her father. So, she’d been raised on New Earth, an ugly backwater of a planet, by an uncharitable aunt who was perpetually pissed off at being burdened with another mouth to feed.

      Sara grew up alongside her three male cousins, who were sorely in need of a decent role model. The three of them considered it their mission in life to bully and beat her and to generally make her life a living hell.

      Aunt Lucine’s husband had died when Sara was five years old, making her aunt even angrier, feeling that life had given her zero breaks. There’d been no one to step in and help raise her three hellions and her sister’s bastard. So, Sara’s cousins had been on a free leash, doing as they saw fit. And Sara had been on the receiving end of all of their “games.”

      When Sara grew into a woman, the abuse increased and took a more sinister turn. She’d been a late bloomer, even she had to admit she’d looked like a girl up until the moment she turned seventeen. One day she sprouted and grew taller, and by her eighteenth birthday, her hips had curved and large bosoms swelled on her chest. Her clothes fit differently, and because of it, she noticed she was treated differently, suddenly a woman and no longer a girl. Everything was just…different. She’d gone from ignored to the object of unwanted male attention overnight.

      Which wasn’t a good thing. New Earth wasn’t exactly a place where women were treated as equals.

      She’d lived a life mostly unseen by males outside her family because she was just a girl. A nobody. But when she became a woman, without a father to protect her and marry her off, she was suddenly fair game. This meant hands on her ass, on her breasts. Random men in the street suddenly demanding she smile for them.

      Smile? WTF?

      And at home her cousins growled at each other, fighting over who got to “pop that cherry” first. Their behavior was disgusting. And not once did anyone say to them to cut that shit out. It was almost condoned.

      Sara prided herself on not being stupid. She’d seen the writing on the wall (as anyone could) and knew the only person who was going to take care of her in that abusive, rapey situation was herself. So, the moment she was old enough she’d gotten a job fixing broken computer parts at a store owned by a man with a sympathetic wife who tried to help the sad girl down the street. They’d given her a coveted apprenticeship usually only slotted for males, and when she’d proven good at what she did, they kept her on. And in order to let her aunt and cousins allow her to keep the job, Sara had immediately offered them a portion of the currency she earned. They didn’t know she’d been hiding most of it for herself, for years, waiting for the day she could get her own place, in another town, away from them.

      Two days before she’d been about to make her escape, at the exact time she’d finally hoarded enough money to put a down payment on a hovel in a neighboring ghetto…a place where her family would never find her, with a higher paying job using her computer skills lined up for her to step into… Well, that was the moment the Hurlian war started.

      The Hurlians had been the overlords of New Earth. They’d been kidnapping humans from the original planet, Earth, for centuries, keeping them on New Earth as their playthings. But finally, the Xylans had come to their rescue, battling with the Hurlians and forcing them out. And now they were free from Hurlian rule and were in charge of themselves. Which was terrific, except in the middle of the battle the house they’d lived in had been blown to pieces, burst into flames, and with it, all of her currency, hidden under the floor in the closet she slept in.

      So, her currency had been lost, as were her dreams of leaving Singapore and starting over with a new life in the neighboring ghetto of Paris. Because now that they’d all moved to temporary housing, Boris, the elder of her three cousins, had claimed her as his. It didn’t matter how many times she’d thrown punches at him and screamed in his face how she hated his guts, how she had no intention of marrying him, and the thought of his touch made her want to vomit…he still kept her close. He watched her every move, determined to make her his wife and keep her a virgin until their wedding night. He’d told her he had new housing lined up, just for the two of them. Boris was marrying her and she’d be spreading her legs for him, cooking and cleaning for him, giving birth to his children, and that was that.

      The whole family seemed to think this was a terrific idea. Neighbors had the nerve to congratulate her, as if Boris Schulevitz was a great catch and how lucky for her that her future was now secured. Boris and Sara married, with Sara taking care of that asshole’s every need? Hugs and kisses all around!

      She’d give Boris everything and he’d give her nothing in return but physical blows and emotional abuse. For the rest of her life. How wonderful.

      Fuck. That. Shit.

      In fact, that turned into her new motto. Fuck this shit, and that shit, too. Because, with New Earth open and free from Hurlian rule, everything was different. Suddenly there were lots of off-worlders walking around Singapore, in the market, on the streets. Lots of new people.

      Everyone was even given a free food dispenser. Free!

      The whole vibe on the planet was different. Actual police were on the streets arresting criminals. Laws were being passed and enforced. Stores went up, selling things from off-planet openly and legally.

      And the number one blessing that happened after the Hurlian war—humans could come and go as they pleased. It was finally possible to leave New Earth to live and work elsewhere in the four sectors and never look back. Sara couldn’t handle the rush of sudden freedom. It was right there, so close she could touch it. After a childhood of being oppressed and demeaned, she was like, fuck this shit.

      “Fuck this shit,” she’d told her adoptive mother when the woman had raised a hand to slap her hard across the face for the one millionth time. Again, for no particular reason, just for being too slow, like had been happening since she was a small child. Her whole life was a series of fading bruises and healing scratches. But now Sara was taller than her aunt and stronger and…why the hell was she still taking this crap anyway?

      She’d sidestepped the blow, told her aunt what she could do with her asshole sons and her fucked-up rules and her bitchy comments. And she’d stormed out of that house of horrors for the last damn time, because now that the Hurlians weren’t in charge anymore, she could get off this fatal rock and take charge of her own life.

      Boris flew into a rage. He’d searched for her everywhere. Aunt Lucine falsely accused her of stealing from them, so Sara became a wanted felon on New Earth, the police becoming Boris’s extra eyes and ears. And conveniently, all three of her cousins were hired as police officers, which helped in their search.

      But again, Sara wasn’t stupid. She left and hid among a network of women who helped each other survive abuse, taking risks in order to provide the support needed so women and children could live free. Because of them, she managed to find transport off-planet. She’d left New Earth with nothing, just the clothes on her back and a tiny bit of currency. But that was okay, she had herself and a future of possibilities before her. This was all that mattered.

      Two planetary rotations later Sara ended up at a busy space station, trying to figure out what the hell to do next.

      She didn’t have much in the way of plans for her future, but she did have a few rules, not much, but some: No killing of innocents. No prostitution (if she could avoid it). And no hurting children. But other than that, whatever would keep her stomach full, a bed to sleep on and clothes on her back, she was game.

      Luckily, she’d been at the right place at the right time, overhearing a conversation about a crew’s need for a new computer tech. She pulled on her big-girl pants and offered her services, and next thing she knew she was working and living on a space ship. And then a year later this was the same crew she was with when they were all arrested.

      She was shackled and thrown into jail. There wasn’t a trial. Hell, even on a backwater like New Earth they had rudimentary trials with juries and lawyers and everything. But here, in sector three, she was guilty of some sort of trumped-up charge and going to prison for the rest of her life.

      The end.
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      After the med intake, the guards separated the prisoners into two groups.

      Lizard-guy and the male with black horns were guided one way, and she and the Xylan warrior were escorted into a separate tunnel. They were led into a small room that Sara swore was nothing more than a storage room. The door clanged shut behind them.

      Two heavily armed guards shifted their legs into a wide stance and stationed themselves on either side of the entrance. Their eyes bored into the Xylan. He stood impassively, as if they were gnats to be ignored and this whole situation was no big deal.

      Shit, he was a badass.

      “What’s happening?” she asked.

      No one answered.

      Fine. Whatever. Sara shook her head and paced the room.

      The door slammed open and a new guard strutted inside. All eyes turned his way. He had the same four arms and red skin as the rest of the staff at the prison, but he looked younger than the two others. His uniform was fancier than theirs; they deferred to him. He walked straight over to the Xylan, crossed all his arms, his feet planted in a wide stance. “Syrin of Forty-Six,” he barked, his voice dripping with authority.

      Syrin? Hmm. So that was his name. Of forty-six? His last name was a number? That was weird.

      The warrior slowly tilted his chin down at the smaller male, giving the guard his full attention.

      “We know you’re a berserker,” the guard announced. “And we know you’ve killed hundreds of beings.”

      The Xylan’s eyes hardened.

      Her heart stuttered. What. What? The Xylan was a berserker who’d killed hundreds of beings?

      Sara took a deep breath, trying to not have a mini heart attack. Oh jeez. Well, that explained everything. That was why he was incarcerated. Now she knew why a Xylan of his obvious status was here, in a non-Xylan prison, on the edge of nowhere.

      A berserker?

      She was salivating over the most inappropriate male in the whole four sectors. Her body on fire by his mere presence, her eyes glued to all that was him.

      Because, of course.

      Of course, the male Sara wanted above all others would turn out to be exactly the male who was the most wrong for her. Nothing ever came easy for her, why would this be different?

      “I am here with a message direct from the warden,” the guard announced, then paused, as if waiting for a reaction from the warrior after this weighty announcement. When none was forthcoming, a frown formed on his face and he continued, “the warden asked that I deliver this message: He does not care who you kill while you are incarcerated at 149. Inmates killing other inmates is not monitored within this facility. You could kill all the inmates, as far as we are concerned, it will just make our job easier.”

      The other guards chuckled.

      “But, if you kill, hurt, or even lay a hand on a guard or anyone employed at this Detention Center—that is different, you will immediately be executed. Understood?”

      The Xylan listened, his face unrevealing.

      “All four of the prisoners we received today had detonators placed in their brains during med intake,” the guard announced. “This is the policy at our prison. All inmates have tripwire detonators that are impossible to remove.”

      Sara sucked in a sharp breath. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. No way. This made all of her plans for escape, like, ten times harder.

      The guard glanced at her and returned his gaze back to the Xylan. “Again, if you lay a hand upon any employee of this Detention Center, that will be your death sentence. You are a berserker. No one on Xylan will monitor your execution. They will thank us.”

      A growl rumbled in the warrior’s chest.

      The guard walked up closer to the Xylan and lifted his chin. Sara’s hands fisted as she watched how the Xylan was being treated. The guard lowered his voice, “and you so much as breathe the wrong way in a guard’s direction,” he said, “well, maybe one of our hands will slip and might cause us to press the wrong button and accidentally activate that detonator. We can do what we want here. You want to survive this incarceration, you follow our rules. No matter what we ask. No matter how much out of your comfort zone. You do what we say, or you’re dead.”

      “Leave him alone,” Sara blurted.

      Yes, the Xylan had killed hundreds, but berserkers didn’t do that with intention. They were rabid dogs that needed to be put down. They weren’t cold-blooded killers. And she’d like to think that if he’d lived this long then maybe he wasn’t quite as harsh on the berserker scale as others in his predicament. She knew that usually berserkers were hunted and destroyed, for their own good and for the safety of others.

      Well, he’d been thrown in prison. There was that… But she decided to give him the benefit of the doubt; she couldn’t stand to see him treated this way. Not on her watch.

      The new guard strutted over to her and got in her face. “What did you say?” he demanded.

      They were the same height, but his aura of authority and those four red, muscular arms… She swallowed hard, forcing herself to meet his hard gaze with her own challenging look. Yes, the guard held her life in his hands, but…her whole existence from now on would hang from moment to moment. She could die at any minute, for any reason. Might as well go down on top, without any regrets for what she should have done, but didn’t. “I said, leave him alone,” she gritted. “You’re here to incarcerate him, not harass him.”

      The guard stared at her for a second and then threw his head back and cackled. He looked at the other guards who were grinning and laughing, like she’d just told the best joke that she wasn’t in on. “Female,” he chuckled. “All the guards here harass inmates. It’s what we do.”

      Her lips thinned. These males were exactly like her cousins. Her spine stiffened. “Well, then, you’re all a bunch of assholes, aren’t you?”

      The guard’s eyes darkened. He stepped close, grabbed her, his fingers digging into the soft flesh of her upper arm. He pulled out a blaster and shoved it against her cheek. Her breath caught in her throat, her heart pounding in her ears.

      Holy gods.

      “Want to repeat that?” he challenged, his green eyes intense and eerily human-like. The blaster’s cold tip dug into the side of her face, forcing her head to tilt to the side. She bit her lip and didn’t move a single muscle. A bead of sweat ran between her breasts.

      “Yes, I thought so.” He pushed her out of his way, lowered the blaster and turned toward the Xylan. “We’ll put this troublesome female with you,” he declared. “Having the two of you sharing the same cell should prove interesting.”

      Sara swayed on her feet, catching her breath, and glanced up at the warrior. His brow was furrowed. He stared at her as if he were trying to figure her out. Well, he wasn’t wrong. She was trying to figure herself out, too.

      The guards laughed again, the three of them grouped together, chatting. They were staring at her, looking her up and down. She could catch bits of their conversation. Yeah. They were placing bets on her. On how long she’d survive in this place. In the Xylan’s cell. She looked away, disgusted.

      They were going to put her in a cell with the berserker. Great. Could this get any worse?

      Finally, they stopped talking and concluded their business. The head guard left and the other two moved forward and prodded her in the back again with an energy stick. “Walk, female.”

      She shuffled forward, following Syrin, the unstable berserker she was going to be sharing a cell with. The male who could lose his mind over nothing and turn into a raging maniac who’d tear her limb from limb.

      Her stomach turned into a pit of stone. Bile rose in her throat.

      What had she done?

      “Time to show you two your new home,” one of the guards chuckled.

      She slowly followed Syrin and the guard, gulping down quiet breaths. They walked single file down a series of corridors that all looked exactly the same. Her palms were sweaty, her mind racing, trying, trying to think of a way to make this all work out in her favor.

      How, how, how? How could she live with a berserker in a tiny prison cell and stay alive?

      Finally, they walked through two different series of locking mechanisms. She’d been watching every safeguard in the facility as they passed through intake, her mind calculating the effectiveness, the type of system 149 used and its strengths and weaknesses. She did this naturally now. A mind game she liked to play wherever she went.

      Doors shooshed open and the noise and chaos of prison hit her in the face. She gasped at the sudden onslaught of sound, smells and sensations. The inner workings of the prison, the areas where the guards and staff lived and worked, had been quiet, with whispered words and the soft clanking of metal.

      Here, it was raucous. Chaotic.

      Her eyes greedily scanned the area, taking it all in at once. The area was enormous, with an open-air section in the middle going down, down, down until it reached a bottom she couldn’t quite see but guessed it was a gathering area for the prisoners because of the deafening noise coming from that direction. They’d entered up high. She counted and noted they were easily five levels below them and maybe two above. Row upon circular row of open hallways with cell doors dotted in a regular pattern.

      “Rule number one,” the guard explained as they turned to the right and followed an open hallway, “this prison runs on a twenty-four-hour diurnal cycle. Lights are out for the sleep cycle. If this is not your natural cycle, then learn to live with it, it is not changing. You are fed three times per diurnal cycle and in order to receive nourishment you need to show up at the mess hall. If you don’t get there in time to eat, you starve.”

      The guard walked back and aligned himself with her. He leaned in close. Close enough that she could smell his hot, stale breath. She swallowed hard, trying to keep that bile down. “There are no other females on 149 right now. You are the only one,” he told her. “The guards have bets on how long you’ll live before the gang rape starts and you bleed out and die. The last female incarcerated here died after two diurnal cycles.” He looked her up and down. “But you seem strong and bold. If you stay alive for three cycles, I will win the first round of bets. The payout is very high. If I win, I’ll bring you a reward.” He smiled grimly.

      Her mouth dropped open. This place sounded like that survivalist show everyone loved on the black-market vid, Naked and Afraid: Planet Zero. But, like, ten thousand times worse.

      Another growl rumbled in Syrin’s chest.

      The guard frowned at the Xylan, then stood upright, all business again. They’d stopped in front of a cell with its door wide open. “Step inside,” the guard ordered, his voice crisp. “I will release your restraints once you are behind the line.”

      Sara stepped into the tiny cell alongside Syrin, her skin cold and clammy. A giant stone now seemed to be lodged not only in her stomach but stuck in her throat, too.

      The guard’s fingers flew over a string of lights and buttons on the band on his forearm. A bright blue, webbed wall of energy suddenly covered the entrance to the cell. The restraining bands on both her and the Xylan’s wrists disappeared. She rubbed her skin, happy for the freedom.

      She glanced warily over at the giant, hard-muscled inmate standing next to her. The male who had supposedly slaughtered over one hundred beings.

      He stood there, looking deceptively nice.

      Sara’s plan for prison survival was: 1) examine the security system to find weaknesses and a possibility of escape, and 2) find a protector immediately. Find someone who was a scary bastard but somehow still wasn’t as evil as the other inmates—if such a thing existed.

      This pretty much consisted her entire plan for survival. Not much, but it was all she had up her sleeve. She’d been prepared to give her body, her virginity to the being that promised to keep her safe. The whole thing sounded horrific, and extremely painful, giving her virginity to some male (of unknown species) she knew she’d despise, but Sara was a pragmatist—prison was going to be living hell and just managing to stay alive month after month, day after day—that would be a win. If she had to rut with some evil, disgusting male in order to live another day, she’d do that. Whatever it took. Grin and bear it.

      She’d survived her childhood. Survived the Hurlian war. Got out of a forced marriage and escaped her home planet. She’d even learned a whole new skill set, hacking high-tech security, and had been well on her way towards becoming the best at what she did, all in one year post escape. If she’d done that, she could do this, too.

      She’d survive this prison and break the fuck out of here.

      One step at a time.

      She glanced again at the Xylan and decided the scary inmate she knew was better than all the ones she didn’t. Really, any inmate she shared a cell with in this facility could turn on her and kill her at any moment. Just because Syrin was a berserker didn’t make him more dangerous to her than any other male in this prison. In fact, because he was Xylan, he might be her best bet.

      She took a deep breath and said what needed to be said. “I want you as my protector,” she declared.

      “No.”

      His smooth voice caused a flutter in her stomach.

      The berserker continued to stare straight ahead, studiously ignoring her. A muscle ticked in his jaw.

      She’d watched a reality show once that followed a Xylan berserker until the last episode, when he was hunted and gunned down by the Xylan Military. Berserkers happened rarely amongst a few of the main species in the four sectors, but Xylan berserkers were the most feared because they caused the most damage. Berserkers lost their minds when angered and killed everyone within reach. Babies. Loved ones. Rulers. Villains. Whoever was near and breathing, they were dead and it was a disgusting mess because they were slaughtered, by hand, torn limb from limb. Dismembered. And the worst part was that berserkers remembered everything they did later but were unable to stop themselves while it was happening.

      Sara sucked in a breath and lifted her chin. She was so used to hearing the word no, it was nothing to her. It was the first answer she always got for anything she wanted. “I need a protector and you’re the one I’ve chosen.”

      She’d learned long ago that bullies thrived on seeing her broken and crying. Weakness only led to more violence. Her bravado kept them at bay. Sara pulled from that same well of strength right now. Pulled out the persona that had fought off her cousins. Fought off the other men on New Earth and their unwanted advances. Made it clear with the group she’d worked with that she didn’t want to share any man’s bed. The more outrageous and prickly she’d behaved, the less the males bothered her, and the more she got her own way.

      This mostly worked for her, and then sometimes, as in the case with the guard earlier, occasionally it worked against her.

      The Xylan shook his head and repeated the only word that appeared to be in his vocabulary: “No.”

      “Being on my own, without a protector, will get me killed in here,” she stated.

      He turned his head and looked at her directly. Those golden-hazel eyes staring at her with full attention. “Female, they’ve placed you in my cell because they think I’ll kill you. Seeking my loyalty will not keep you safe.”

      She shivered. Literally had to force herself to keep her face blank and her body still. His voice was liquid gold. Dark and sexy.

      What was wrong with her? Shouldn’t her attraction for this male have shut down the moment she learned he was a berserker? Apparently not.

      Did she find killers attractive?

      Holy gods, please say it wasn’t so!

      “Are they right?” she asked. “Are you going to kill me?”

      He shrugged his impossibly massive shoulders. “Maybe.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath. Maybe? Not of course not, I’d never kill you sweet, sweet female. Instead his answer was…maybe?

      “The energy barrier will disappear shortly,” the guard cut in and explained. “At that point intake will be concluded and you will be allowed to come and go as you please. Lock down is at the first sleep bell.” He pointed to the huge metal door that was pushed open. Every single cell had a gray metal door. Some cells were open, some were closed. “This door automatically closes at first bell and opens again at second bell. Make sure you are inside of your cell each night when the nightly lock down alarm sounds. It will blast seven times before the cell closes. You do not want to be caught outside when it closes. The guards will not open it for you. You’ll be stuck outside in the main prison area for the night.”

      The guard met her gaze and smirked, and then he was gone and they were alone. The blue energy web still covered the doorway to the cell.

      She turned toward her cellmate. “My name is Sara,” she told him. “Sara Smith. And I need your help in here.”

      He turned away. His huge body seemed to fill the entire cell. “I’m no help to you, female.”

      “But you are, you are a huge help to me,” she said to his wide, wide back, “because…Xylan don’t rape.” Didn’t he know how important this was? The fact that Xylan were incapable of rape or sexual harassment was the number one reason this male was her best choice as her protector, despite the fact that he was a berserker. Females of all species considered Xylan to be males of honor. If this Xylan was her protector, she wouldn’t have to give up her virginity and grit her teeth while being violated on a daily basis. She’d be left alone. This reason was worth its weight in gold. Worth the risk of befriending a berserker. Well, and also the embarrassing fact that she couldn’t keep her eyes off him. There was that. She had to admit, that probably made this decision easier. She cleared her throat. “I was prepared to trade my virginity for protection. If I stay with you, I don’t have to worry about that.”

      He stilled, quiet for a moment, and finally said over his shoulder, “The guards are hoping to find you dismembered, with your limbs torn, and bleeding out because I went into a berserker rage.”

      Her lips thinned. He was trying to shock her and gross her out, and doing a fantastic job of it, too. “It’s just…you don’t look like a berserker,” she said with complete honesty. He really didn’t. He instead looked like every fantasy she’d ever entertained in her mind of what the term “hero” meant. His features were hard, but she’d noticed when his golden-brown glance fell on her, his eyes softened. At first she thought she was imagining it, but no, even now, she felt strangely comfortable around him, the shock of finding out his berserker status already wearing off. She held on to that tightly.

      He snorted. “You’ve seen a berserker before?”

      “Yes, actually. I watched that reality show about the chase for the last berserker on Chronos. But…you seem different, like a warrior in control, not a male on the verge of anarchy.”

      The energy web made a slight noise and then immediately retracted. The entrance to their cell was clear.

      He continued to stand resolutely, facing the back of the cell, presenting his back to her. He took a deep breath, his shoulders somehow growing even wider. “You aren’t my Bride,” he said over his shoulder. “If that’s what you want, it won’t happen. I cannot mate with you.”

      Her face heated. “Hey,” she answered with her voice carefully even, trying to act like she didn’t give one shit that he’d never want her that way even though it was literally tearing her up inside. “When I cupped your ass earlier that was a mistake. An accident. I apologized then and I’ll apologize now. I’m sorry, I stumbled and fell against you, I didn’t mean for it to happen. It didn’t mean anything.”

      He swung back around, looming over her, and pinned her with that quiet gaze, searching her face, as if he knew the truth about her feelings and was trying to decide what to do with this albatross. She sucked in a breath, her face and neck burning up. Basically, this stare-off with Syrin was in the top ten most embarrassing moments of her life. And that was saying a lot considering she’d grown up with three asshole cousins.

      She cleared her throat again. “I know how this is going to work,” she said, trying to reassure him that she wouldn’t turn all clingy and grabby. “I understand you won’t have any, um, urges for me. Xylan can physically only have sex with their one true mate, their Bride, which will most likely be another Xylan female, therefore nothing will ever happen between us. In fact, I’m counting on that. I know you won’t rape me, so I feel safer with you than the other males around here.”

      “I’ve been taken off the Xylan mating database due to my status as a berserker. I will never have a Bride or offspring,” he confirmed. “I will never be your pleasure mate, I will never want you, never desire you, ever.”

      She wanted to curl up on the floor and cry, but instead went with her second most brilliant response: “Oh.”

      “If we are to share the same cell…you need to remember that I could easily become enraged. I will not recognize friend from foe and quite possibly tear you to shreds.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment, took a calming breath, and opened her eyes again. Life on a prison space station didn’t exactly lend itself to a cornucopia of choice. “Well, neither of us have any choice in being in this position, so let’s make the best of it. We’ll be like co-workers. You take care of me and I’ll take care of you.”

      He crooked an eyebrow, well, really the silver-tipped ridges on his forehead moved up an inch and back down again.

      Oh gosh. “What? You don’t believe me? I actually have skills. I really can take care of you, too.”

      He shrugged a massive shoulder, like he was beyond disinterested in her wimpy statement. “You are in my cell already,” he rumbled. “I will offer you my protection while I am in my normal state, only because there is no choice; you share my cell and your safety affects mine. You will follow my orders and not cause me to become angry and kill you.”

      “Okay, I can do that.”

      He looked at her, quiet.

      She rolled her eyes. “I really can be level-headed and not piss you off. And I can take care of you, too. You have my back and I’ll have yours. I’ll owe you big-time for protecting me, so if you need anything, I’m happy to help.”

      He continued to give her a skeptical stare.

      She sighed. “Look, I know New Earth is a primitive backwater. You’re thinking, what could have she learned there? I was living free from New Earth before I was thrown in prison and during that time I worked with a crew. I learned that I like hacking and fixing and changing computer systems. Especially security systems. I’m good at it, you’ll see. It can come in handy here.”

      Syrin grunted. “You will do your best to remain silent around me. This will increase your chances of remaining alive in this cell.”

      Her jaw clenched. “Hopefully you’ve already noticed how hard it is for me to stay silent.”

      He shifted his stance, and Sara worried he’d give up on her then. And holy shit, that meant life was going to suck.

      But then his lips twitched. Wait. Was he…smiling? She blew out the breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding.
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      “Why is the human female in your cell?”

      Syrin glanced back at Trax, the Creekan Bounty Hunter he’d worked missions with since they’d both started with the Hunter Guild, ten planetary cycles ago. Trax was his closest friend and also an annoying pain in his armor. But a male, nonetheless, who put up with his berserker flare ups and remained loyal to him no matter their change in status. And this made him worth his weight in precious metal.

      The human female was busy examining the interior of their cell. Not that there was much to see. Once you’d seen one prison cell, you’d seen them all. So, Syrin stepped outside, maintaining an overall view of the area.

      “The guards placed her in my cell hoping I’d kill her,” he said.

      Trax burst out laughing. “I wish I’d been there to see that. How are you going to get rid of her?”

      Syrin shook his head. “I’m not. She’s staying. I vowed to protect her.”

      Trax let out an exasperated hiss.

      Syrin glanced at the human again, intrigued by her movements as she studied their new living conditions. “She will not compromise our mission,” he said, watching as she examined the limited space. This female was an interesting companion. She was smaller than a Xylan female, but still as defiant and fierce as the females of his species. Her colorless skin and hair caught his attention. He’d never before seen that combination of skin and hair so devoid of pigment it practically glowed. Her hair was a soft wave of non-color that contrasted pleasantly with his ancient pigment. On Chronos her non-color would be the subject of shock and horror, she would be shunned and immediately relegated to the lowest segment of society. In his old life, Syrin would have looked on her as an ugly aberration. But, as a Bounty Hunter, he’d lived widely among all the species of the four sectors and was used to beings different than himself. Syrin knew what it was like to be shunned. He would never judge another being by the color of their skin.

      Trax’s anger was logical. They were on 149 to complete a precise mission, planned out to the nearest nanco. And this human could potentially ruin everything. Normally he’d be furious, too, at this intrusion into their carefully laid plans, but he was curiously unperturbed at having this human as his ward and cellmate.

      Syrin felt a strange need to point out her good qualities. “She might prove helpful.”

      “Helpful?” Trax hissed, like it was the most ridiculous idea ever. “Who is she helping? The guards? The other inmates? She’s a weak, human female. Humans are primitive.”

      Syrin, Trax and Rengeli had all carefully broken the same intergalactic law together, at the same moment, in order to get thrown in Detention Center: Zeta 149. Their mission was to collect Kroga of Seventy-Five (the most wanted being in the four sectors), break out of prison with their target in lock down stasis, and return Kroga to the Bounty Hunter Guild for “questioning.”

      Kroga’s capture was of special interest to Syrin. He wanted that asshole out of commission. Kroga had sparked the Cordovian Wars. This warrior had been his Godsfather, the male of another line trusted with his upkeep and raising if his own line was decimated. A male who had shattered all trust and honor in a horrific instance of betrayal. Kroga had been banished from Xylan ten planetary cycles ago and was still committing crimes across the four sectors. Kroga’s whole line was banished for two generations as a consequence of his treachery. He was wanted by the Bounty Hunter Guild. And as far as Syrin was concerned Kroga was now a dead warrior. Others might not be able to capture him, might have failed in their mission, but Bounty Hunters did not give up. Syrin did not give up. The Xylan had left a trail of death and tears behind him for too many years. It was time for this to end.

      This mission was personal. There was no room for failure. Also, failure meant being locked up indefinitely on 149. This was not an option.

      Nothing could jeopardize this carefully planned mission to retrieve Kroga of Seventy-Five from his hiding place on Detention Center: Zeta 149. Nothing. Not even this new female who shared his cell. This was the number one mission occupying the leadership of the Guild. All Bounty Hunters were following the progress of this mission, eager for Kroga’s apprehension. He was accused of paying to have a fake target retrieved, which jeopardized the honor of the entire Guild.

      Kroga had managed to escape from the Xylan Military, but now he’d angered the Bounty Hunters and this time, he would not escape. All of the resources of the Hunters in the four sectors were being aimed at this extraction. It would happen.

      Even though this mission was of the greatest importance, Syrin wanted to balance it with the needs of this female. The two need not be mutually exclusive.

      “Humans must be evolving…she claimed to be a systems expert,” he said.

      Trax’s eyes narrowed. “Lies. All lies designed to pull you in. She could screw everything up.”

      It was a possibility, but slim. Syrin prided himself on his ability to quickly assess the risk level of any given situation. “The human foolishly stood between me and the guards and tried to defend my honor when they warned me about their retribution if I went berserker on their staff. So, as punishment, they put her in my cell.”

      “Let me guess, they threatened to kill you?”

      “Yes, and they’ve placed detonation chips in our brains in order to keep us compliant.”

      “Wonderful. Another added layer of crap for us to sift through.”

      Syrin shrugged, unconcerned. They would all escape, alive. The window for this mission’s completion was half a moon cycle. Within that time frame they had to find where Kroga was hidden, apprehend him, and exit the prison with their target in stasis. There was no time to waste. Nothing could get in their way. Even the human.

      “So she tried to protect you, but got thrown into the same cell as you, and now she asks for your protection?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you said yes because you’re an honorable Xylan?” Trax gave him a hard stare. “Did she get herself thrown in your cell on purpose? I saw how she watched you during intake. She wants to mate with you.”

      Syrin’s jaw tightened. Yes, it was true the female wanted to mate with him, he could smell her physical reactions. But he’d learned long ago to ignore mating signals from non-Xylan females. He was Xylan, and therefore did not experience any physical sexual needs until he found his Bride. Desire was a foreign sensation, as it was to any Xylan up until the moment mating compatibility had been tested and a match made. And since he’d been removed from the Xylan mating database, he would never have a mate, never start his line. He had come to accept this outcome. He was a berserker, therefore he legally had no right to breed.

      He would never have offspring or a Bride—a true mate. But, because he’d never felt desire, he did not miss the mating act itself, he didn’t know what he was missing. And it was true that a berserker should not breed. His life had been traumatic as it was. He did not wish this curse on his own offspring.

      Syrin had once led a life of honor with the Champion and the Manager of his line on Chronos, but now that he had reached manhood and his berserker status was exposed, his own mother would not speak to him. His entire line acted as if he were dead to them. He was a blight upon their esteemed lineage, his birth expunged from the records.

      Syrin had long ago resigned himself to the fact that he was not meant to procreate. He was, in fact, lucky to simply be alive.

      The human was not his Bride. Would never be his Bride. No one would.

      “I do not think it was calculated on her part,” he finally answered. “I believe she was following her sense of honor.”

      “Honor? Hmm.” Trax tipped his head to the side, deliberating. “This situation is typical. I’ve seen it countless times before. This female wants you as a pleasure mate and you could care less.”

      “I am Xylan.”

      “Yeah, and I’m Creekan and we can pleasure mate. I’ll take her if you won’t. She’s the only female in this prison.”

      Syrin’s eyes hardened. The female wasn’t his mate, but he’d offered her his protection. No male on this Detention Center would be touching her now that he’d given his word. Not even Trax. A growl rumbled in his chest.

      Trax rolled his large, bulbous eyes. “Back off. I won’t make any moves, at least while we’re here on this mission and she’s under your care. We’re only here for half a moon cycle. After we break out of here, we can take her with us if we can, and then she can choose if she wants me.”

      Syrin nodded. This was fair. “She might not want you. That is her choice, too.”

      “Oh, she’ll want me. I’m irresistible. She’ll forget about you. Or she’ll want that horny, green-ass bastard. He’s rough around the edges but the females love him.”

      “I thought he had a female waiting for him on his home world… Where is he?”

      “He’s checking out the mess hall, trying to find out early which of the inmates thinks they’re in charge so we can kick his ass in front of the other prisoners and make our point.”

      “Good plan.”

      The female turned and met his gaze. And smiled at him. And even though he’d originally thought of her as an ugly, colorless being with odd hair—he found himself dazzled by that smile. Her teeth were smooth, no fangs. She had no ridges of honor on her forehead. There were five crowded fingers on each hand, with those same smooth endings. She seemed defenseless and soft. And instead of being disgusted, he was mesmerized. She was physically soft and yet verbally tough, a combination that caused him to look at her twice. Or three or four times…

      “Since she’s in your cell and will be with us most of the time, that means all three of us are protecting her then,” Trax commented.

      “Yes,” Syrin answered. “And we can put her to work.”

      “How? What can she do? She’s a weak human.”

      Syrin grinned. “That’s what our enemies will all think. That’s she’s just human. Until she slips a knife in their back. We’ll train her.”

      “Aaah. Now I see your plan.”

      

      Sara rubbed at the goosebumps on her arms. The teeny-tiny prison cell was giving her bad visions of the cramped garret under the stairs she’d slept in as a child growing up on New Earth.

      She glanced over her shoulder. Syrin had positioned himself by the entrance. He stood there, his arms crossed, like a statue of a giant warrior commemorating a long-ago battle. She wasn’t sure why he wasn’t interested in at least a cursory glance at their shared cell but decided it was none of her concern. He wasn’t her boyfriend. He wasn’t even her friend. He was a “bodyguard” she’d conned into protecting her. Well, maybe it wasn’t a full-on con. She really might be able to help him. At least she’d try. When she said she’d have his back, she meant it.

      Her word was her bond.

      She’d always been poor, having to fight and scrabble hard for what she had in life. If she didn’t have anything material to give, she at least had her honor, her hard work, and her word. And her word meant everything.

      Sara moved around the cell, trying to understand what she was up against. There were two narrow bunks, well, slabs of metal, that jutted out from the wall, one on top of the other. At least there were two beds in here so they didn’t have to share one. That would’ve been awkward.

      A little bit of walking space. A toilet? At least it looked like a simplified toilet. No walls around it, zero privacy…that was great. How she was supposed to use this while the male was so near, she had no idea. And there was a tiny motion-sensor water spigot. The drain was a thin groove in the floor that washed the water out onto the hallway. And she guessed that only would work during the day, when the door was open.

      She turned around in the cramped cell. That was it. No towels or blankets, nothing but the hard metal surfaces. She put both of her arms out. The fingertips of her left hand brushed against the wall and the tips of her right hand touched the side of the bunk.

      This was her new home for the foreseeable future, which she was sharing with this huge stranger.

      She glanced again at the giant Xylan still in the doorway. Gleaming rows of bronze-black hair skimmed the top of the entrance. The enormity of this male continued to surprise her.

      His lips were moving. That was weird. Was he talking to someone?

      She stepped forward. “Who are you—” Her words cut off as she moved over the threshold and onto the hallway and saw…The Creekan? Lizard-guy was standing next to Syrin. Her eyes widened. The same guy they’d arrived in transport with, the one who’d boasted about his plans for busting out of prison.

      He winked at her. Or at least she thought it was a wink. The film of one eye rolled down and back up again. It was actually kind of pretty. Not that she’d tell him that.

      He was leaning out of the cell next door, next to Syrin, and they’d been chatting because, apparently, they were all now neighbors. The Creekan was iridescent green with large eyes and a bit of a snout that ended on a wide mouth with pointy teeth. He was built. Not as tall as the Xylan, but still tall. His forearms and neck, which were exposed from his orange jumpsuit, were covered in tiny, gleaming, dark green scales. He seemed like a badass on his own. Maybe he really could bust out of this prison.

      He looked her up and down. “Aaah. It’s the human who wants to break out of here as much as I do.”

      She lifted her chin. “And it’s the Creekan who thinks he’s better than Regis Yerty.”

      The Lizard-guy crossed his scaly arms. “I am better than Regis Yerty.”

      She crossed her arms too. “No one is better than Regis Yerty.” Because, really, it was true, how could this male boast of being better than Regis Yerty? It was nonsensical.

      “Then why is he dead and I’m alive?”

      She chuckled, unable to hide her response to his comeback. It was a good one, she had to admit.

      Sara noticed Syrin’s lips twitched at their exchange. Warmth spread across her chest. Because being, even partly, the cause of this grim warrior’s smile—that was a win.

      And right then the fourth member of their initial intake group—the guy with green skin and horns on his head, strode up, too. His hair was black and long down his back. His orange prison jumpsuit a striking contrast against the color of his skin.

      Lizard-guy lifted his chin and stood up straighter. Syrin met green guy’s gaze and lifted his chin, too. The new guy walked right up alongside the other two males and stared at her with open curiosity as if waiting for an explanation about her presence in their little trifecta…

      Hold. On.

      She pointed at them. “Wait, the three of you are friends? You know each other?”

      “Yes,” Syrin answered. “We broke the law together in the same sector, on the same day, for similar transgressions and were sent to the same prison.”

      “Oh.” She wondered what they’d done to get thrown in prison. But since she wasn’t ready to reveal why she was here, it didn’t seem like a good time to ask about their journey. Time enough for show and tell later.

      “You have friends?” she asked Syrin, surprised at this turn of events, because a berserker with friends was a good thing, right? How bad could his behavior be if he had actual friends? She looked over at the Creekan. “Why do you stay friends with him if he’s a berserker and could kill you at any moment?” she asked, genuinely curious.

      “Why did you stand up for him with the guards, and when you were thrown in the same cell as him, asked him for your protection?” the Creekan countered.

      True. He had a point.

      “I am Xylan,” Syrin responded. As if that explained everything. Although, weirdly, it did.

      “Don’t worry so much about this one hurting you,” Lizard-guy offered. “He seems like an out-of-control asshole, but…my name is Trax and this green-horn is Rengeli. And we’re here to rein Syrin and his berserker in, like always.”

      “Oh. Um, it’s nice to finally meet you. To meet the both of you.”

      Trax looked over at the frowning Rengeli. “I’ll explain her presence to you later. For now, the short version is she’s sharing Syrin’s cell and he’s her protector. So that means we’re stuck protecting her, too.”

      They were? She couldn’t help the smile that brightened her face. Three big males watching her back in this hell-hole was certainly better than one. This was terrific news!

      Rengeli blew out a breath, obviously not happy at having to look out for her weak ass. He and Syrin had a stare off, which, fortunately for her, the Xylan won. Apparently these two were males of few words. Rengeli finally looked away, toward the open-air area of the prison, at least six floors down. “Let’s go,” he said. “We need to eat before the mid-cycle meal is closed.”

      “Did you find the one we need to deal with?” Syrin asked.

      Rengeli smirked. “Oh yeah, I found him. Let’s go and show him who’s boss.”

      

      The four of them walked down a hallway along the row of cells in their section. The open cell doors were lined to her right, and to her left was a railing. Beyond that Sara could see out and up a few more floors and down five more to the bottom level, which held the central mess hall, a place where other prisoners were congregating at tables, eating and talking. Some standing in groups and some alone. She could hear their voices floating up to where she was, five floors above. She looked around as she walked, taking it all in. Intimidated by how big it all was. She felt like a little grain of sand in the desert.

      Luckily, in this part of the prison, the air actually smelled fresh. The air circulation system was doing a damn good job with all those sweaty bodies in an enclosed space.

      The Detention Center was one of the biggest in the four sectors, taken up partially by the space dock they’d initially arrived on. She hadn’t seen an agricultural dome on her way in, nothing but black and gray heavy metal. 149 was a station with a reinforced shell and only one way in and one way out. Basically, it looked like a military outpost. She assumed all supplies had to be shipped in because without that dome it wasn’t a fully functioning terra station like her former home base, Omega 9 in the third sector. Omega 9 was as good as living on a planet. Well, it was better than a planet—better than New Earth. There had been three enormous domed agricultural units, cavernous spaces with bright atmospheric simulation. Holo decks. Spacious living quarters. It had been a great place to live. A blessing compared to her life on New Earth.

      This place was the pit of hell in comparison.

      Other prisoners passed by them in the hall. Some small, some big. None of them looked welcoming or cheerful. There were a variety of species, representing all the planets in the four sectors. She didn’t see any other humans, or females. It never ceased to fascinate her, trying to figure out other species and their cultures. She’d grown up in isolation on New Earth, so seeing other species in real life and not on a black-market vid, this never grew old.

      The prisoners all wore the same orange jumpsuits, and as they walked by, the inquisitive eyes of the other inmates skimmed over the newcomers, passing over the Xylan, Creekan and the “green-horn” and landing on her and staying there. Many of them stopped and stared at her, they seemed to recognize her. And it wasn’t hunger and desire for a female that filled their features, no, they instead seemed to be saturated with rage. Darkened eyes, closed fists, bared fangs and growling throats.

      She assumed she would be the object of unwanted attention because she was the only female in the prison, but this rage surprised her.

      But then actually, it shouldn’t. Sara knew she was the most reviled being in the four sectors. They thought she’d killed Cylo Rin, the most beloved celebrity in the known universe. Which was bullshit, because of course she hadn’t killed Cylo Rin. But who was going to believe her?

      No one.

      She’d insisted on her innocence throughout every interrogation and still here she was, locked up. Throughout the four sectors her picture had been posted—The Murderer of Cylo Rin! Universally hated. If she hadn’t met these guys who were now protecting her, she realized she’d already be someone’s bitch and probably on a bunk with her legs spread for alien cock.

      Even here, on the edge of the four sectors, among hardened criminals, they hated her, too?

      She shivered with disgust. No wonder the guards had been betting on how long she’d last. Without Syrin and his friends she’d be as good as dead. And even with Syrin, her chances of surviving this place and making it out alive were still slim and none.

      She lifted her chin. She had to make it. Had to. She’d survived her childhood, leaving her home planet and restarting her life, she could survive this, too.

      The three males surrounded her as they walked, keeping her in the middle of their foursome. Syrin was next to her, his side brushing against her when they turned corners or moved to avoid other inmates. Each time a shiver of fire ran down her body. And each time he acted as if it were nothing.

      Dear gods, living with a handsome male who did not feel one ounce of desire for her was already proving to be her own personal hell.

      As they strode down the hall the other inmates scrambled out of their way.

      All of the species continued to turn and gape at them as their group strode down the hallway. Trax, with his shiny black-green scales over thickly muscled arms. Rengeli with his intense stare and stride that looked like he was ready to plow down anyone who tried to step in front of him. And Syrin…Syrin was damn scary. He was the biggest and looked like he could eat everyone else here for lunch.

      Wow, these males were badass.

      Sara lifted her chin and walked a little taller, trying to fit in with all the badass-ness surrounding her. Trying being the operative word.

      They crowded into a lift, which was comical. There was barely enough room for all four of them. Trax and Rengeli were in front of her and Syrin behind. And her back was pressed against the berserker’s front. She looked down, trying to hide her pink cheeks. He probably thought she was doing it on purpose. Sara tried to scoot forward to create more space between her and the berserker, but all that happened was she ended up closer to the other two males.

      Ugh.

      Syrin placed a claw on her hip and pulled her back. “Stay,” he ordered.

      Why was he torturing her with his touch?

      Warmth spread across her belly and heat pooled between her thighs. She was sure, for Syrin, this touch through two layers of clothing was nothing but his duty. Protection.

      To her it was everything.

      So, so embarrassing. She tried her best to keep her breaths steady, her heartbeats even.

      The lift stopped and they were on the bottom level of the prison. The doors swooshed open and beings in orange jumpsuits were milling about everywhere.

      They stepped out into the commotion of the mess hall, keeping the same formation around her.

      Immediately, the hissing and booing began.

      And the comments. Oh, the comments.

      “Isn’t that the female who killed Cylo Rin?”

      “It’s true, she’s here.”

      “She killed him, I watched the video.”

      “Kill the bitch.”

      Sara sucked in a breath, her whole body tightening. Their collective rage seemed to stab her in the chest because…they all hated her. All of them.

      “What are they discussing?” Syrin asked, clearly confused.

      “They hate your female,” Trax gritted.

      “They hate the female? Why?” he asked.

      Rengeli looked around, eyed the angry crowd forming around them, and turned to tag her with an outraged glare.

      Shit.

      She pressed her lips together and looked sheepishly at Syrin. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know it would follow me here, too. I promise, I didn’t know.”

      “What would follow you here?”

      An enormous male shoved other beings aside and stepped in front of their group, blocking their path. He was almost as tall as Syrin and his whole body seemed to be made of stone. Four red eyes glared at her with single-minded determination. “Give her up now,” he growled at the males who protected her, “give her to us, and we’ll let the rest of you live.”

      Syrin stepped forward, grabbed the inmate and shoved two claws up into the guy’s nose. Sara squeaked with surprise. The giant prisoner roared with pain. Syrin lifted the being up off the ground by the nose, using only one arm. It was disgusting and awe-inspiring at the same time.

      Trax strutted forward into a large space in the crowd that had opened around Syrin and the squirming inmate. Rengeli stayed at her side.

      “This is how it’s going to be,” Trax boomed, making sure the entire floor was able to hear his announcement. “You touch me or my two friends and you’re dead. You touch the female and you’re dead. You want to stay alive? Leave. Us. Alone.” He pointed at her. “And this female is ours. We don’t care who you think she killed on the outside and your plans for revenge. Forget it. The three of us protect her. She’s the Xylan’s to use as he pleases. You hurt her and you’re dead.”
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      Sara sat at the table trying to eat, even though the disturbing image of Syrin’s claws drilling up another being’s bleeding nostrils was still flashing through her mind.

      The four of them sat together. Trax and Rengeli on one side, and she and Syrin on the other side. Syrin purposely set it up like this. She was boxed into a corner of the mess hall. To her right was a wall, behind her more wall, with Syrin seated to her left. With the other two males seated across from her, she was fully protected.

      Damn, this male was amazing.

      They all ate the crappy food offered in the mess hall. The food dispenser was set to produce only one thing—a tasteless gray gruel with a springy mystery meat. Sara forced herself to consume her only source of nutrition.

      The other inmates left them wide berth. There were still glares and bared teeth, but they stayed away, in fear of their lives. Which was fine with Sara.

      The three males hadn’t said much after they’d made their initial alpha warrior pronouncement to the other inmates. The balance of power on 149 had shifted at that moment and the prisoners had been shown what would happen if they messed with any of their group. The crowd had dispersed and the four of them had moved on to get food. But things were tense between Sara and her bodyguards. She knew they were angry. They had to be angry. If the roles were reversed she’d be pissed as hell, too, to be saddled with the female who’d killed Cylo Rin.

      Although she hadn’t killed Cylo Rin. She hadn’t.

      Rengeli ate quietly, his jaw clenched. Angry but silent.

      Trax was pissed and vocal. “This female is going to get us killed,” he gritted.

      She swallowed the food in her mouth, sat up straight and met his gaze, trying to think of her best excuse, something to defuse the situation. “I think they’re this angry because I’m the only woman here right now. Their obsession will pass. They’ll get over this soon, forget about Cylo Rin and go back to watching me because I’m female, not because…because of, you know, the other thing.”

      Trax took a deep breath and looked over to Rengeli, who was eating his second bowl of gruel. “I’m not stupid,” he growled. “None of us are stupid. The only other female in here died a moon cycle ago from an unfortunate accident.” The Creekan used his claws to create air quotes, emphasizing the words unfortunate accident. “So, yes, you should be a hot commodity. Normally, they’d be fighting us to keep you as their possession, in their bunk. I was prepared for that, to teach them to keep their hands off and that you’re ours or his, but instead they want you dead. That’s different. They want you dead not because you’re a female, but because you killed Cylo Rin, the most beloved celebrity in the four sectors. The male who started the whole movement to try and free Regis Yerty. Every male in this prison knows Regis Yerty and mourns his loss. Basically, you’re the symbol of their enslavement, their hopelessness.” He looked at the Xylan. “Syrin, you managed to hook up immediately with the most hated being in the four sectors and in this prison. Great job lying low and not bringing attention to yourself.”

      She put down her bowl and cut a glance at the Xylan, worry knotting her stomach. Of course she wanted the other two to understand and to take her side, but Syrin was the one that really mattered here. What did he think? His face was set on Xylan impassive. He ate and didn’t speak, draining his third bowl of gruel, because she supposed such a massive warrior needed huge amounts of fuel. Despite the wall of hatred pointed at her from the other inmates, and the death threats, he was curiously unperturbed. He always seemed to be that way, didn’t he? Silent but steady. Really, it was his best quality.

      “They will get over this soon,” she repeated. Because they would, right? Maybe if she said it enough times it would come true. “I’m just new and shiny and I’m the only woman. That’s what all this is. Yes, I’m hated on the outside, but come on, this is prison. Everyone here has supposedly killed someone. Why do they hate me more than the others? They will have to get over this, right?”

      “They’re not getting over it until you’re dead,” Rengeli said. “They might possibly hate you more here than the civilians on the outside. Regis Yerty was their hero and Cylo Rin was the only person in a position of power who made any effort to rescue him. And you killed Cylo Rin, the only celebrity who fought for prisoner’s rights. This place is filled with beings who will not rest until they have exacted their revenge.”

      Her nose started to sting. This was so damn unfair. She’d been living this way for the last moon cycle, with the weight of the four sectors’ hatred on her shoulders. It was ridiculous. “I didn’t kill Cylo Rin!”

      Trax rolled his bulbous eyes. “That’s what they all say. I didn’t do it! Nice try, but I believe you as much as I’d believe that guy over there.” He pointed his clawed finger at an inmate who was stealing a bowl of gruel.

      She looked back at him, “But I’m telling the truth, I was set up. I didn’t kill Cylo Rin!” she cried, her voice strained. “I’ve been saying I was innocent from the moment they told me what I was accused of, my story has not changed, and no one will listen to me.”

      “I don’t know why…maybe because there’s actual vid showing you killing Cylo Rin? It went viral, everyone has seen it.”

      “And the vid wasn’t fake,” Rengeli cut in. “It has a truth lock seal.”

      “But I didn’t do it. You have to believe me.”

      “Truth. Lock. Seal.”

      Syrin slammed his fist on the table. Her bowl and spoon clattered. “Enough. We will not be sidetracked by this distraction. This female is still under my protection. We will follow our mission, keep her safe and take her with us when we leave. Nothing changes.”

      Trax and Rengeli went quiet and gave curt nods. No one spoke.

      “Mission?” she asked the quiet table.

      No one answered her, they just continued eating. She bit her lip. Okay, then. As long as Syrin was still loyal to her and they were focused on busting out of here and planned on taking her along, that was fine with her. She took a deep breath and kept eating, too.

      

      Syrin watched as the human female walked ahead of him.

      He was sharing a cell with Sara Smith, the “Cold-Blooded Killer of Cylo Rin.” Her face had been everywhere, the video of Cylo Rin’s death had gone viral. He should’ve put this information together quicker.

      Unbelievable.

      Luckily for her, he didn’t watch reality vids. In fact, he’d been left wondering what the commotion in the mess hall was all about. But the rest of the prisoners on 149 were obviously rabid fans bent on revenge. And that was a problem.

      He’d taken care of the asshole who’d thought he was in charge of 149. The one who’d had the audacity to step forward, threaten three Bounty Hunters and the female Syrin had vowed to protect. He grinned, thinking of how he’d torn the Fhrek a new snout. Now that they’d wiped the floor with the fiercest inmate among them, the rest backed off. But still, having all the inmates joined in their single-minded devotion to kill the female…this was a possible kink in their plan.

      But he believed her when she said she had no idea that the notoriety would follow her here. He wasn’t sure yet of her avowed innocence, but he’d given his word, he would still protect her. It would just be harder now. But who said this mission was going to be easy?

      This was why he was here, because the apprehension of Kroga of Seventy-Five would go down in history as one of the most difficult missions ever.

      The female had no idea they’d studied the floor plan of this detention center prior to their arrival. Before they’d planned their arrest, they’d memorized the schematics of 149. Somewhere, on this floating space station on the edge of the second sector, was their target, Kroga of Seventy-Five. They had not yet visually confirmed each cell. But they were about to start.

      First, they met with an older Creekan who knew everything about the inner workings of the prison. There was bedding, actual pillows, cups, and what looked like an entertainment vid in his cell. This was an inmate who had established himself on 149. “There is no other Xylan on this Detention Center,” he told them. “I’ve been here for the last ten years and I’ve never seen a Xylan incarcerated on 149. You’re the first, and a bit of a celebrity.” He glanced over at the female. “And your human. She is the topic of all conversation here.”

      “Usually Xylan are judged and punishment carried out through the Scales of Xylan Law,” Syrin confirmed. “If any Xylan breaks a law in the four sectors, that being is transported back to Xylan to face judgment. But because I am a berserker I am an outlaw, living outside the Scales of Xylan Law. I was tried like a citizen of the four sectors.” This was the only reason why he was there. If he was a Xylan in good standing, he would never have ended up in 149. And this plan would never have worked.

      But, despite what the Creekan told them, they knew there was still one other Xylan on 149, and they would find him. Next, they went to the inmate they’d already prepared to shake down. Trax and Rengeli walked ahead into the cell.

      “What is this? Why are we here?” the female asked.

      “Stay here,” he ordered, leaving her next to the bunks.

      She pursed her lips and crossed her arms, but did as he asked.

      Trax had immediately recognized the small Grellin they were crowding into a corner.  He’d picked up this convict on a mission five planetary rotations ago. On the outside the Grellin made a very nice living buying and selling information to the highest bidder. They were certain he hadn’t lost any of his skills simply because he was incarcerated.

      Syrin turned and swiftly pushed the small, purple-skinned prisoner against the wall. “Tell me if there are any other Xylan on this Detention Center and I’ll let you live.”

      “My friend only wants to know if there are any others of his kind here on 149,” Trax said from behind. “It’s only fitting that he find his brethren, don’t you think?”

      The Grellin squeaked in response.

      Syrin placed a claw around the Grellin’s long, skinny neck because he was taking too long to answer.

      “There has never been another Xylan on 149,” the being gasped. “You are the first.”

      “Lies,” Rengeli barked.

      The being’s soft fingers scratched at Syrin’s claw. Syrin choked him tighter. This male had a child-like innocent face, with watery dark eyes that begged for mercy, but Syrin knew better.  He was in 149 because he abused and murdered children. There would be no mercy.

      “No, it is the truth. Xylan usually deal with their own and rarely come out this far from Chronos.”

      Trax cursed.

      “This is going to make our job twice as difficult,” Rengeli said.

      Both the Creekan and the Grellin were telling the same story. They knew for a fact that Kroga was there, a genetic heat signature of a Xylan male on 149 had been confirmed prior to their arrival. But neither of these beings, the two who would normally know the most about the inner workings of 149, had seen him.

      This was not good.

      Sirens began blaring.

      The Grellin thrashed, his legs kicking out. “It’s lock down for sleep cycle!” he shrieked. “Let me go! It’s death to be caught outside when the doors shut. And I don’t want you locked in here with me.”

      Syrin dropped the male. It darted under the bunk, its tail sweeping behind. He turned. “Out!” he shouted to the female.

      “Sheesh, that siren is loud,” she yelled.

      They all ran outside into the chaos of the sleep cycle lockdown. The hallway was emptying around them. His female, Trax and Rengeli entered their cells. He heard a shout behind him and turned to see another inmate running. A Reftakian male with wings. It rushed past him without a glance, it’s feathers brushing against his forearm.

      Syrin stepped out and looked over the railing, his gaze sweeping the entire facility, watching the process of lockdown during sleep cycle. Every single inmate, on each floor in the entire facility was taking seriously the order to be inside their cells. Inmates moved swiftly into place, making sure they were all inside as doors slid shut. Not a single one of them was choosing to stay outside. Not one.

      “Syrin, hurry!” Sara shouted, fear in her voice.

      The doors were synchronized, closing slowly along with the beats of the sirens blaring. There had been five beats. Syrin strode over to their door as it slid closer during the sixth beat and slipped inside the opening. On the seventh beat the door clanged shut behind him.

      The female slapped her bare hand against his clothed chest. “You scared me. Don’t cut that so close!”

      A muffled scream came from the halls. They both turned and rushed to the small window of thick, clear glass embedded in the door and pressed close to see outside their cell. Most of the lights in the complex were now off, except for a row of pin lights along the hallways. The Reftakian who’d run past Syrin was on the opposite side of the prison, across from them on his side of the open-air space, standing in the hallway, banging furiously on a closed cell door, obviously locked out. The gray wings folded along his back through cutouts in his orange jumpsuit shook with the force of his blows.

      A group of inmates stalked toward him.

      “Who are those guys?” the female asked.

      “They are all of the same species…Peerans.” Syrin’s lips formed a thin line. This wasn’t good. Peerans were known for their Cannibalism. They ate whatever was in front of them.

      The Reftakian banged again, cut a glance at the group of inmates moving closer, then turned and ran on his clawed feet.

      “Peerans,” Sara whispered. “I’ve never heard of them. What happens when you’re locked out? Will a guard open the door and let you in?”

      “No,” Syrin answered. “There’s no help. Just death.”

      The Reftakian flapped his wings, trying to lift over the group bearing down on him, but was yanked down by a hand wrapped around his leg and knocked to the ground. Five Peerans instantly pounced. They began beating him. Slamming fists into his head and midsection.

      The biggest of the Peerans, a massive male with an elongated jaw, tore the Reftakian’s gray wings right off his back and lifted the bloody mass of feathers above his head, shouting like it was a trophy.

      “Oh dear gods,” Sara cried, “why are they doing that to him?”

      “They’re Peerans. It’s what they do.”

      “Oh my gods, they’re—” Sara turned away, gagging.

      “Cannibals.”

      They were eating the Reftakian. Any being who ate other sentient beings were considered Cannibals. Your own species, other species that were sentient, you were a Cannibal.

      The Peerans tore the Raftakian limb from limb, rending flesh and chewing. Red blood smeared on their faces and arms, dripped onto the ground and pooled on the floor. They growled and fought with each other for the choicest parts.

      She started to turn back. “Are they done? Have they left?”

      “No, they’re still—”

      A Peeran face smashed against their window, filling the whole view with gleaming red eyes and a large tongue. Sara screamed. The inmate locked eyes with the female. “When his back is turned,” it snarled at her, “we’re going to eat you, too.”

      Syrin roared and slammed his fists against the heavy door.

      Then the inmate was gone and all he could hear were the whimpering of his trembling female and the snarling of the inmates outside finishing their feast.

      The last of the lights in the complex blinked off and their cell was thrown into pitch-black darkness.
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      “Syrin?” the female whispered from her bunk above.

      The lights were out, the cell was sealed shut. The whole prison was quiet and he was trying to sleep.

      “Syrin?” she whispered again.

      He grunted. Her voice was pleasant, not irritating, but even Xylan needed sleep. This was the only time he could fully rest, knowing there was no way any of the other inmates could get into their cell. The human female was protected, therefore he could sleep. If only she would let him.

      “Do you think we’ll really ever get out of this place?” she whispered.

      “Yes.” He rolled over onto his back and placed his clawed hands on his stomach. They were definitely getting out of this place. Syrin had half a moon cycle undercover here to discover where Kroga of Seventy-Five was hidden and to bring in his target. With the help of the two other Bounty Hunters, they’d complete their mission. The older Creekan and the Grellin both having zero information of any worth was a set back, but they would still find the Xylan. It was only a matter of time. He’d been on many missions like this in the past, where the target was nowhere to be found. And in the end, he’d always found his target.

      “Are you mad at me?”

      He remained quiet. While growing up on Chronos, his line was one of honor and loyalty. His father and uncles had taught him that less talk and more action was the sign of the highest ranked males. A warrior analyzed, planned and fought. Unnecessary speech cluttered the wind and entangled a clean battle.

      “You are, aren’t you?” He could hear her sigh. “I didn’t know it would follow me here. How could I have known that the worst criminals in the four sectors were fans of Cylo Rin?”

      “Did you forget about Regis Yerty?” Regis Yerty had died on 149, after a prolonged hunger fast, where Yerty had refused to eat as a symbolic gesture for inmate’s rights. Normally, the guards on 149 would care less if an inmate chose to starve himself, but Regis Yerty was a hero amongst the inmates and somehow, word of his hunger fast spread. It began to be reported by the news feeds and eventually caught the eye of Cylo Rin, who had taken the issue of prisoner’s rights as his own. He had almost managed to free Regis Yerty from 149. In fact, his release had been secured by the head warden of the entire prison system, but it had been too late. Regis Yerty died one planetary rotation before his release could be confirmed and implemented. The entire four sectors had been on the edge of their seats, following the whole process with bated breath. Afterwards, Cylo Rin was a hero to inmates everywhere. The male who had almost saved Regis Yerty.

      “Yeah, I forgot,” she admitted.

      He grunted. “I will protect you.”

      He heard her take a deep breath. “I promise, when I asked for your protection it was because I thought you were a male I wouldn’t have to give my virginity to and you were obviously the biggest and baddest and I thought you were strangely, I don’t know, easy to get along with.”

      His lips tugged up at the corners.

      “I really didn’t know that they’d all hate me here. I mean, I knew everyone hated me on the outside, but I was actually kind of kept isolated from it. But here…here. Wow, Syrin, they hate me so much,” she whispered. “Even the Cannibals want to…eat me.”

      “Did you kill him?” he interrupted.

      She was quiet for a moment. “I was born and raised on New Earth.”

      His brow furrowed.

      “You’ve probably never heard of it.”

      “No, I have heard of it. That’s the planet where the Hurlians kept the humans enslaved.”

      “Yes, and the Gravians helped us while we were Hurlian captives and they still help us with nation building and the Xylan fought the Hurlians in order to free us. Humans are now part of the four sectors. A Xylan ambassador is stationed on New Earth.”

      He didn’t say anything, just smirked.

      “Thought I’d remind you of that…our species are, you know, allies.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Well, anyway, a lot of bad stuff happened to me when I was growing up on New Earth. I won’t bore you with the details. But, suffice to say, my life was shit, I wouldn’t wish my childhood upon my worst enemy. So, I got out of there as soon as I was able. And for the last planetary rotation I have been living with, um…”

      She stopped for a moment. He wasn’t sure if she was going to continue.

      “Um…I lived with smugglers,” she finished.

      “Smugglers or pirates?”

      “Well, not pirates. Well, okay, not really smugglers either. We were…”

      “Thieves?”

      She sighed. “Yeah. Okay, thieves. We stole high-end stuff from rich people.”

      “What did you specialize in?” He suspected he knew the thieves she’d been involved with. Three planetary rotations ago he’d spearheaded a Bounty Hunter mission to bring in a gang that fit this description. In his research he’d discovered there were only two gangs of this type in the four sectors.

      “Well, when I joined them they’d moved over to appropriating ancient artifacts. We were hired to steal objects back and return them to their rightful owners.”

      “Or to individuals who would resell them on the open market to the highest bidder.”

      She coughed. He could hear her shifting above him. “That too.”

      “What role did you play in their organization?”

      “I was the locksmith,” she said with a hint of pride in her voice.

      “Locksmith? What is that?”

      “It’s an old Earth term. I made it up. It means I was the one who specialized in figuring out how to open all the layers of security that were in the way of our acquisition. I wasn’t the mastermind, the muscle, or the one with blasters blazing, or the person dangling from a wire. I was the tech on a tablet relaying information, planning how to hack into systems and override their defensives.”

      “Impressive,” he answered truthfully.

      “Oh,” she whispered. “You think so?”

      “You’re very young to be given such responsibility. And also, you were raised on New Earth, which is known to be primitive. That means you learned quickly and became proficient in a short amount of time. Your organization would never have promoted you to that position if they felt you weren’t the best. Professional thieves have no room for error.”

      “Yeah, I had to work my way up. I apprenticed with an older Ralevian female with terrible breath and a spiked tail that was constantly slapping me in the face. But she knew her shit. Six moon cycles in they let me—”

      “Human. You have not answered my question. Did you kill Cylo Rin?”

      “No, of course not. I already told you I didn’t. I’m a system’s analyst, not a murderer.”

      “Why do they think you killed him? Why is there a vid with a truth lock seal?”

      “I don’t know! The whole thing is a giant scam. It’s the reason I’m in here and it’s complete bullshit. During our last operation we’d targeted an artifact in the home of Cylo Rin.”

      “Wait, the mastermind of your group decided to accept a mission to retrieve an artifact from the home of a celebrity with the highest rated reality show in the four sectors?”

      “I know. Bold, right? It was going to be our biggest payout yet. We planned it for three moon cycles before going in, and it still blew up in our face. Well, in my face.”

      “What happened?”

      “They had to have been tipped off. They knew we were coming. Remember, I’m not the muscle, the one with blasters blazing. Those guys were all shot down quickly by the house security team. I ran for my life, busting out of the getaway hovercraft we’d stationed nearby as it was raided. The only way clear in front of me was unfortunately back into the house. I was running, trying to find a way out when I literally bumped into Cylo Rin. In the midst of the chaos, there he was. I was holding my small personal blaster. He yelled at me and grabbed for my weapon, we struggled and it went off. He fell to the ground. It was all really weird, like it was too easy or something. I mean, I’m not exactly strong and he’s a big guy. He dropped to the ground and was moaning. Then the guards rushed in to arrest me. And the rest is history. But I didn’t murder him. He was alive and breathing. There was only a small blaster burn on his shoulder. I didn’t kill him. I swear.”

      Syrin lay quiet, processing the convoluted story she’d told him.

      “Do you believe me?”

      “It doesn’t matter whether I believe you or not. What matters is that the inmates here believe you killed him and they want to kill you.”

      “You don’t believe me,” she wailed. “You think I did it, too. Everyone thinks I killed him.” Her voice sounded ragged and wet. “But I didn’t!”

      “Are you crying?”

      “Of course I’m not!” she sniffed. “I’m not. It’s just…I’m sad, okay? My whole team died in that raid. Beings I’d worked with day in and day out for a whole planetary rotation. Yeah, they were thieves, but they were honorable in their own way. They took me in when no one else would. They trained me. Paid me well. And treated me with respect, which I’m telling you in my life, that’s unusual. Men, men treating me with respect that I’d earned. And now they’re all gone and I’ve got no one again. And I’m in prison for a murder I didn’t commit. And now, all the inmates want me dead and even the guy who is supposed to protect me thinks I’m a murderer. It’s not fair! Sometimes I feel like I’m never going to catch a break.”

      He sighed. “I am an outlaw, I live outside the scales of Xylan Law. As a berserker, I was formally outlawed. This means I cannot have a mate or a line, my blood is contaminated and not to be continued. I am considered a lone wolf, or have the status of an animal, not that of a warrior, amongst the Xylan.”

      She was quiet for a moment. “Is that your way of telling me you understand what I’m going through?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re an outcast. Your people have removed you from their planet, from their society. All because you are a berserker?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you had any incidents since you left Chronos and became a Bounty Hunter?”

      “There was one,” he admitted, telling her a half truth. “It’s why I am here.”

      “Oh.”

      They were both quiet for a moment.

      “Are you going to tell me about it?”

      “No. Sleep, human. Tomorrow will be a difficult day.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I will put you to work.”
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      Sara woke up the next morning to the sound of Syrin urinating. She tried not to giggle at the idea of hearing this awe-inspiring male performing such a base bodily function. Then she frowned, realizing this meant he could easily hear her when she did the same thing in their tiny cell.

      Wonderful.

      There was zero privacy in this place.

      Overnight she’d heard all kinds of noises. Muffled screams. Grunts. Gas passing. Snorts. Footsteps. This place wasn’t at all like her comfortable home on Omega 9, it was more like the worst ghettos of New Earth.

      She stayed in the bed. Or the hard metal bunk. Whatever. Unwilling to get up and face another diurnal cycle in a vicious prison full of inmates focused on killing her.

      She’d had to sleep on her side with her head on her arm as a pillow, shifting from side to side so as to remove sore spots. It pretty much sucked. No blanket, no pillow, no bedding whatsoever. Not a bit of cushion. Basically, it was like sleeping on a slab of metal. She’d seen flashes of bedding in other cells as she’d walked past. That Creekan they’d visited yesterday had a nice set up. Maybe you could earn or buy those things as time went on.

      She exhaled. Okay, time to get this party started.

      Sara turned around and slipped down the side of her bunk, stepped on the one below and hopped down to the ground. And then she was face to face with Syrin. Or face to orange fabric-covered chest. There was only a millimeter of space between their two bodies. She sucked in a breath and tilted her chin up.

      Striking soft brown eyes with hints of gold held hers for a moment. Her stomach swooped pleasantly. His heavy gaze peeled away her defenses and it seemed as if he saw inside her very soul. She could hide nothing from him.

      Suddenly her mind was overly concerned with the fact that she was wearing that same orange jumpsuit, now with a stain on it from last night’s meal. She had nothing with which to clean her teeth or freshen her breath. And how was she going to brush her hair? And makeup? Forget about it.

      “Before we go into the mess hall the four of us will use the cleansing units,” he announced.

      The cleansing unit? That sounded great, it was just…she was distracted by the sleeves of his orange jumpsuit which were rolled up, exposing those big, veiny forearms. The epitome of male sexual attractiveness. She literally wanted to lick his skin. Right there…

      Lick? God, she was a mess.

      She looked back up to see him watching her check him out. She cleared her throat. “Cleansing unit? Okay, good. That sounds like a great idea.”

      He began to move away, so she pressed back against the edge of the bunks, trying to give him space to pass by.

      He went to the massive unlocked door and slid it open as if it were light as air. “I’m going next door to talk to the others,” he told her. “Knock on the wall when you’re ready to meet us and I’ll escort you out.”

      Her brow furrowed. “It’s just next door.”

      “Knock,” he ordered. “Do not step out of this cell without me.”

      “Okay,” she sighed, remembering the psycho Cannibal who’d smashed his face against the window last night. She supposed Syrin was right. Extra cautious was probably a good policy.

      He clanged the cell door shut behind him and she was alone. Safe inside. The outside was filled with males from all over the four sectors who wanted nothing more than to see her dead. She wished she could just stay inside, but her stomach was growling and the only way to eat was to physically show up at the mess hall. And also, the cleaning stations for clothing and bathing were in the rooms next to the mess hall. So, she had to go out at some point if she was going to eat and clean herself.

      Luckily, she had Syrin. Their relationship was tenuous, his two friends thought she was an annoying thorn in their side. But still, even this she’d take over trying to go alone, or with another inmate who expected her body as payment for protection.

      Last night Syrin had listened to her story and opened up and told her things about himself. He still didn’t seem interested in her in any way other than as a person he’d made a vow to. It was true that as a Xylan he had no sexual urges for a female that was not his Bride. And meanwhile, she was a puddle of want in his presence.

      Embarrassing.

      Why couldn’t she have wanted one of his friends? Both of them were handsome in their own right. Even the lizard guy, while being scaly and tough with bulbous eyes, was actually a buffed out, good-looking being. Rengeli had gleaming horns that any female wouldn’t mind petting. But no, even though both of them were giving her appreciative glances when they thought she wasn’t looking—but of course she noticed—her mind and body were as disinterested in both of them as she’d been for every other male she’d ever met.

      Except for Syrin.

      Her body yearned for the male who had zero interest in her and would never change his mind. She wasn’t his mate and that was that.

      She sighed and used the urinal. Tried to wash her hands with just water, ran her fingers through her long, blonde hair, trying to untangle it. And knocked on the wall.

      

      Minutes later Sara walked in the midst of the three males who were protecting her as effectively as an energy wall. They again did their badass strut down the hallway, with other inmates scurrying out of their way. The four of them crowded into the lift and once again were on the bottom level, the common meeting area of 149.

      Nearby, a large group of inmates sat together at the tables and laughed uproariously at a holo vid.

      “Keep walking,” Syrin gritted.

      Sara tried to look away, but couldn’t. She did a double take. Oh shit. The inmates were watching The Cylo Rin Show. The exact episode where she supposedly killed Cylo Rin. Her face was magnified on the screen.

      The whole group of inmates collectively turned their heads and glared at her as she passed. One of them locked eyes with her and used his hand to run his finger across his neck, symbolizing what he’d do to her once he had her alone.

      Sara swallowed hard and kept close to her protectors, grateful for their presence. Not a single inmate dared say a thing to her as long as Syrin, Trax and Rengeli were near. Gods, she was so lucky she’d met these males.

      They entered the portal for the cleansing units. Yesterday, she’d noticed another door that led somewhere important because there were so many inmates walking in and out, but she hadn’t had a moment to check or even ask what it was. Today they went straight there, passing through with groups of other orange-suited males. Inside, the noise level was loud and echoing in the enclosed space. She could hear water rushing, machines running, voices talking and shouting to each other. The place was filled with inmates.

      She saw Syrin and Trax exchange a glance, then Trax put a claw to his snout and let out an ear-splitting whistle. Sara winced. How he managed that, she had no idea.

      Everything stopped, the inmates froze. All heads turned in their direction. The only sound left was the trickle of water and the whirring of the mysterious box-like machines.

      “Out,” Rengeli bellowed. “Everyone out now.”

      Sara felt kinda bad. Some of them had appeared to be mid-cleaning. Inmates were running out wet with jumpsuits pressed over where their private parts happened to be. But still in a surprisingly short amount of time the place was completely cleared. After everyone was gone Trax and Rengeli walked through the rows of stalls, looking for stragglers, while Syrin stayed by her side.

      “All clear,” Trax announced.

      She stood next to the group of males, looking around at the washers and the cleansing units, unsure of her next move.

      Syrin pointed to the back. “You can go and clean up back there, separate from us. There’s a washer over there, too. Put your jumpsuit in the washer first and then use the cleanser. We won’t see you from here. You will have total privacy.”

      Oh. “Thanks.”

      “We’ll do this every time,” Trax said. “Get used to it. Remember, it’s either them or you. We give them no opportunity, that’s how you’re going to come out of this alive.”

      She gave them both a tremulous smile and then went to the back row.

      There were washers for their clothing, which was great considering her jumpsuit was already dirty. But that meant being naked while she bathed. She bit her lip. At least her clothes would be washed and dried in the time it took her to finish washing her body.

      She glanced around again, double-checking that she did have total privacy, no one peeping at her. In the distance, near the front entrance, she could hear the three males talking to one another as they put their jumpsuits in the nearby washers. She could catch glimpses of the tops of their heads and hear the washers starting, and yes, they weren’t paying any attention to her.

      Perfect.

      Sara kicked off her clunky boots and then unzipped her suit and stepped out of it. She pushed the lumpy orange fabric into a washer and started the cycle.

      She stepped into the nearest cleansing unit and sighed with relief as water washed over her. Gods, it felt good. The water smelled like the cleansing products and disinfectant it was loaded with, all of which were rough on her skin, but whatever, she’d take what she could get. In a moment the concentrated water had her hair conditioned and her skin clean. She gasped when the super-powered dryer blasted her body and hair dry. Outside the cleansing unit she noticed there was even a small mouth and teeth cleanser embedded into the wall, which she gladly used. The washer beeped. She took out her warm, clean jumpsuit, put it back on, a smile on her face, ready to face the world. Or, um, the prison.

      

      Next, they all went to the mess hall and had the morning gray gruel, this time without meat and instead some sort of grain. It was basically tasteless, but it was again their only nutrition so she forced herself to eat it. The one good thing was that since it was being handed out via the food dispensers the inmates were allowed many bowls. She wasn’t sure if there was a limit per inmate, although she figured there’d have to be because there was probably some inmate who’d lose his mind, eating until it made him sick. But it seemed if you needed five bowls, you could get five bowls. It was terrible food, but at least there was enough of it.

      “What do we know so far?” Trax asked.

      “We know that all the inmates hate Syrin’s female,” Rengeli said with a smirk on his face, as if she wasn’t sitting right there.

      “She’s not my female,” Syrin rumbled, in between consuming enormous spoonfuls of food. He was so gigantic, it took a lot to feed him. That had to be his third bowl, and he wasn’t done. Yesterday she’d seen him polish off six bowls of gruel. Sara felt so tiny sitting next to him. She never got over how huge this male was. The simple movements of his muscular arms mesmerized her.

      “Your mate?” Trax teased.

      Syrin growled.

      Sara kept eating trying to ignore the blush that heated her cheeks. This conversation seemed to be a continuation of what she was sure was a meeting this morning in their cell about their “Mission.” Like she was stupid and didn’t know the three of them had some secret purpose. Like she hadn’t been right there, watching them try to find some mysterious Xylan who they were certain was incarcerated here and for some reason, hiding from them.

      They probably weren’t even really inmates. She didn’t know what they were, but the more she hung around with them, especially Syrin, the more she knew they weren’t like the others.

      Trax laughed. “Okay, ‘that human in your cell.’ The inmates hate her and will kill her at their first opportunity. So far, she doesn’t seem to be much help. We can’t even tell her the truth. I don’t trust her with it yet.”

      Rengeli nodded.

      “You know I’m right here,” Sara remarked, tired of them talking like she wasn’t right frigging there.

      “I am beginning to trust her,” Syrin said.

      Sara’s head whipped around in his direction and her jaw dropped. “You do? Since when?”

      He shrugged, refusing to clarify. “She was a system analyst for a thieving gang,” he told the others.

      Rengeli glanced at her and leaned forward, looking vaguely interested.

      “She has experience with analyzing security and finding weaknesses and getting past defenses.”

      “A human, from New Earth?” Rengeli asked, his voice laced with skepticism.

      She sighed. “Yes, a human, from New Earth. A human who hasn’t lived on New Earth since she left over a year ago.”

      Trax nodded. “Well, that explains things.”

      “Explains what?”

      “Explains your sharp wit.”

      She stuck her tongue out at him.

      Trax chuckled.

      “You know, you guys could just tell me what’s going on and I could help,” she said.

      Silence.

      “Or you can continue to leave me in the dark. Whatever.” Idiots.

      “We don’t know your history,” Rengeli said.

      “And your loyalty is still undetermined,” Trax added.

      Syrin turned his head and looked down at her. “But I’m still protecting you,” he said, she supposed, to make her feel better about all three of them just pointing out she was some stranger they couldn’t trust so no way would they tell her anything.

      “If you were his Bride, that would be different because you’d be automatically vetted,” Trax said.

      Rengeli nodded.

      “But you aren’t his Bride,” Trax continued. “Although, Syrin, it’s not impossible for you to mate with a human,” he said. “There are two other Xylan on this side of the four sectors who have recently mated with humans.”

      “Two?” Rengeli exclaimed. “Who are you talking about? I only know of one.”

      “Joyzal and Rayzor.”

      Rengeli looked thoughtful. “That’s right, Joyzal’s mate, Jacole of Two, is human. I forget because of her royal pigment and she basically acts like a Xylan female. Do you think Rayzor is still angry about what happened with his Bride?”

      “Probably. But, no one beside Joyzal and Jacole has seen either of them since it happened. They say his Bride is colorless, like this human Syrin is protecting.”

      “Is that why Rayzor retired?”

      “Yeah, he hates us because we tried to kill his Bride.”

      “We didn’t try to kill his Bride,” Syrin said. “The old guard did. He hates the old guard.”

      “I can’t believe you guys,” Sara broke in, “You’re not going to tell me anything, just talk around me about beings I don’t know and allude to things that happened but provide no context?”

      “Exactly.”

      Assholes.

      

      After their morning meal, Sara spent the rest of the daylight hours of that diurnal cycle either in the mess hall, eating with her three bodyguards, or following along with them as they systematically visually confirmed that each cell on the first floor of 149 did not include a Xylan.

      When they finally returned to their cell after the last meal of the day, before sleep cycle, two guards were waiting outside, laughing. One was the guard who’d bet on her.

      The guards brushed past them. Sara watched them walk away, turned and met Syrin’s questioning gaze. She peeked into their cell and groaned. “No. They did not.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The guards had removed her top bunk.

      Sara guessed they’d slid it back into the wall and locked it there because she could see the narrow line of rectangle showing where it had recessed. There was only the one lower bunk for both of them to sleep on now.

      Those fucking, fucking assholes.

      “Oh, Syrin,” Trax chortled. “This couldn’t have happened to a better male.” He slapped his friend on the shoulder and kept walking to his own cell. Rengeli’s shoulders shook with mirth.

      Syrin ignored them and stepped into the cell first. Sara followed. They both looked at the enormity of the one bunk, quiet for a moment. Dumbfounded.

      Dread filled her heart. How was this going to work?

      “You will sleep on the support and I will sleep on the floor. There is little difference between the floor and the bunk,” Syrin said.

      “No,” Sara answered. She glanced at the trail of water, the gutter that ran along the edge of the floor. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. The floor is dirty. At least the bunk is cleaner. Plus, the floor is damp.”

      He frowned.

      She stated the obvious. “We’re going to need to share the bunk.”

      They both turned to look at the narrow sleep support.

      “We cannot touch, bare skin to bare skin,” he said.

      Her neck felt hot. “What? What does that have to do with anything? Of course I won’t be touching you like that. Do you think I’m going to—”

      He turned his head slowly and met her gaze with those bright hazel eyes and eyelashes a female from New Earth would die for. “I do not think you will do this on purpose, but you need to make sure our bare skin does not touch while we sleep.”

      “Why? I mean, not that I want to, I wouldn’t do that to you, but why do you have to make sure we don’t touch? Is there something going on with your skin? Will it hurt you if we touch?” She thought back on it and realized that yes, they hadn’t touched. Not that she’d thought much of it. She hadn’t had reason to touch Trax or Rengeli either, so it wasn’t a big deal. But she and Syrin shared a cell, a very small cell, so there might have been reason to accidentally touch. He had in fact touched her, for instance when he’d pulled her back in the lift. But if she thought about it, it was always contact through the fabric of the jumpsuit. So, yes, they’d never touched bare skin to bare skin. He’d been very careful to make sure it never happened.

      “It’s a Xylan custom. All unmated Xylans of mating age do not touch the skin of other unmated Xylan of the opposite sex without permission, ever. It is against the Scales of Xylan Law. Touching another Xylan’s bare skin, specifically hand to hand, is the same as initiating mating compatibility. Forcing mating compatibility is against the law.”

      “So, if you touch my hand with your hand, you might find out we are mates?”

      “We are not mates.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “No.”

      She was confused. “But—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “You must not touch my hand or any of my skin anywhere. The skin on a Xylan’s hand has the most mating receptors. I am a berserker and removed from the mating database. It is not acceptable for my line to continue. Berserkers are not allowed to have Brides. I cannot breed. You must not touch my skin in the off chance that…”

      “That you’ll find out I’m your Bride?”

      “You are not. There is no Bride for me. I will never have a Bride.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m not…that is why, for your own safety, you must not touch my bare skin, ever.”

      “Oh. Okay, I won’t.”

      “Good.”

      They were both quiet again for a moment. The sleep cycle siren began blaring. Their door began sliding closed.

      “So, how do we do this?” she shouted over the second siren. “How do we sleep together on this bunk without touching?”

      Feet pounded on the hallway outside as inmates ran to their own cells, trying to get inside before lockdown was complete.

      “We can connect in the areas where the fabric of our jumpsuits covers our skin. And if we accidentally touch for a moment elsewhere, it should be fine. Mainly, we have to avoid our hands clasping. This type of intimacy is the single biggest indicator of mating compatibility.”

      “So, if I wake up and find I’ve lost my mind and threaded my fingers through your hair, we’re okay? You won’t hate me?”

      His lips twitched. “No, I won’t hate you.”

      The seventh siren blasted and their door slid closed with finality, locking mechanism engaged. The lights in their cell cut out, leaving only the meager light from the hallway glowing through the square window in their door. Those lights would go out within ten minutes. Soon it would be pitch black in their cell.

      “You get in the bunk first,” he said. “I want to be on the outside so I’m closest to the door.”

      “Okay.” It made sense.

      Sara did as he asked and moved onto the sleep support in the half-light. She lay on her back, her side touching the wall. Syrin lay down next to her—a sweeping movement of orange fabric. Gods, his back was unbelievably wide. She caught a glimpse of his shoulder curving above her like a distant skyscraper before he somehow gently maneuvered all that epic muscle onto the hard surface. Soon, they were both flat on their backs, shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip and she knew without a doubt he didn’t fit. His booted feet were hanging off the end, and she wasn’t sure what was going on on his other side, but it couldn’t be good.

      “Are you all the way in, or are you hanging off the edge?” she asked.

      He didn’t answer, just continued to lie with his arms crossed over his chest, staring at the ceiling. The ridges on his forehead and at the top of his nose looked more pronounced.

      “If we turned on our sides, we’d both fit a lot better,” she noted.

      Still nothing. Not a word, not a movement, not a peep. He took a deep breath, held it, then exhaled.

      Whatever.

      She sighed and moved to her side, deciding everything would work best if she faced him. Okay, so her breasts were now pressed against the length of his arm in a highly enticing way, but she could get over it.

      You had to do what you had to do, right?

      “You can move in a little closer now,” she said. “Or you can lie on your own side and then you’d fit.”

      His jaw clenched. Right there, up close, she could see a muscle ticking in his smooth, firm jaw, which tapered off to a corded neck she so badly wanted to bury her face into and inhale deeply, because gods, he smelled so good.

      “Turn over and face the wall,” he told her.

      Oh. Her brow furrowed. “Why?” she asked.

      “Do it,” he gritted.

      “Sheesh, someone’s grouchy.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her and fuck… “Okay, okay. I’m moving.”

      She turned as he asked and faced the wall, which was kind of a bummer, because…wall. She’d just come to the conclusion that she’d gotten the short end of this deal when suddenly she could sense Syrin turning on his side too and…wait, was he facing her? His front against her back?

      He settled behind her. His warm breath brushed against her ear. “What are you doing?” she asked, trying to mask the slight tremor in her voice.

      He’d asked for her help in this, making sure they didn’t test mating compatibility. She’d promised to not get grabby and clingy and to understand when he’d explained he was Xylan and would never want her that way, that it was literally physically impossible for him to have sex with her or to even want to kiss her. She wasn’t his Bride. He could not test mating compatibility with any female, so nothing, not even an accidental touch of hand to bare hand, could happen between them.

      Too bad they just didn’t both have some gloves to wear. She wondered if that’s what they did back on Chronos to avoid accidental testing of mating compatibility—wear gloves.

      She should be pounding his chest, railing against him for wasting this body, mind and heart of gorgeous manhood by remaining celibate for his entire life. But this was how his species worked, how his culture had existed for millennia, and who was she to thwart wishes he held so dear?

      Plus, part of her noted the warmth in her chest, the feeling that wouldn’t go away, down deep—a feeling of respect for this Xylan. She wasn’t used to spending any amount of time with a being who held himself to such high standards of honor and loyalty. Gods, he was such a good male.

      Again, she wanted to tear up over how he would never be hers. Never be more than a friend. But, while they were here together stuck in this cell, she would return the loyalty he’d shown to her—give that back to him, tenfold.

      “We’re friends,” she said. “That means I will respect your wishes and do everything in my power to make sure we don’t test mating compatibility. I think if we sleep on our sides like this, that will work better because your hands will be farther away from my hands.”

      “Sleep, female,” he rumbled.

      His scent was comforting. His big body, so near, his warmth. All of it pulled her under. One moment she was awake, the next asleep.
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      Sara woke up and lay there for a moment, listening to Syrin’s soft breaths.

      That first night they’d slept together had gone surprisingly well, despite the hard, cold metal, which was unforgiving and sore-inducing. And every night since, for the last four diurnal cycles, this sleeping together thing was continuing to go well. In fact, she slept pretty darn good despite the fact she was in prison, with zero privacy, sleeping with a berserker.

      But this last sleep cycle she’d slept fitfully, waking often. After her last bit of sleep she awoke and found her knee over his pelvis. And the worst part, the part that was heartbreaking…he wasn’t hard. Well, not that he’d want her like that, even if he were human. But, from what she’d heard, it seemed males that were human-like got hard while they slept if they were interested in the least, or especially when a female’s leg was rubbing against their pelvis like hers had been.

      Over the last few years, she’d felt many an unwanted hard shaft against her back or her stomach, underneath clothes, while against a male she didn’t want to be pressed against. And again, it was heartbreaking that the one male she was eager to hold held no interest for her at all.

      Heartbreaking.

      This routine had been happening for the last four prison diurnal cycles. They woke up when the lights came on, with Sara all over the poor Xylan. He was always so gracious about the whole thing. She’d untangle herself from him, dying from embarrassment, and they’d both get up, one at a time, pretending like it hadn’t happened. Like she hadn’t been all over him.

      First, Syrin got out of their “bed” and used the urinal while Sara pretended not to hear. He washed up, drank some water and then he left and went next door, and waited for her there, allowing her some privacy. This was sweet of him, she had to admit.

      When she was finished with her morning pee and washed up too, Sara knocked on the wall. Pounding footsteps echoed from next door, growing louder, and Syrin would slide the door open. “Hey, big guy,” she’d greet him, always saying the same thing, every single time. His lips would twitch and she’d feel her day was complete—she’d made the grim Xylan smile.

      Trax and Rengeli would give her barely perceptible chin lifts because both of them were still obviously not ready to pull her into their circle of trust. It sucked, but what was she going to do? Hopefully with time they’d come to know her better and maybe actually believe she hadn’t killed Cylo Rin or understand she wasn’t a scam artist out to stab them in the back.

      Time would tell.

      Each morning after the awkward non-greeting from Syrin’s friends, the four of them would go to the cleansing station. They would strut in there, greeted with a collective grumbling and muttering of what she assumed were curse words from the half-dressed inmates. Trax would do his whistle and Rengeli would bellow for everyone to exit, and then after a mass exodus, they’d have the place to themselves, which was nice. They’d wash their bodies and their clothing, which again only took minutes.

      Although being naked, even for a few minutes, was always nerve-wracking when you were the only female in a prison full of males who wanted you dead.

      And then they went to the mess hall because they always ate there together three times per cycle.

      In between eating, sleeping and cleaning, the males checked each floor of 149, visually inspecting the inhabitants of each cell and had so far not found what they were looking for. She could tell they were getting frustrated. They still hadn’t told her the details of their “mission.” She suspected the real reason why Syrin went next door without her in the mornings was so he’d have some alone time to talk to the others without her there, overhearing.

      After the last meal of the day they went back to their cells and Syrin exercised before sleep cycle. It was awe inspiring. He asked if she wanted to learn his super-seekret Xylan warrior moves. “I am about to begin warrior’s journey,” he said. “Would you like to learn the movements?”

      “Uh, no thanks. I’ll just watch,” she answered, not wanting to get physically closer to him than she already was. She slept in the same bunk with him, ate every meal next to him, spent every moment together. And now he wanted to also become her teacher? Sheesh, she needed a break before her brain fried from all the male magnetism she was supposed to be ignoring. A girl could only take so much. “I used to jog most days,” she said, leading with her best excuse, as silly as it was. “I was a runner. I miss it. But I think here the only way I’ll get to do that again is if I’m running away from someone.”

      He flashed her a rueful grin.

      It was nice of him to ask her to join, though. In fact, unexpected. She’d told him the truth, she really enjoyed jogging. On Omega 9 she’d used the holo deck daily to go for runs right after she awakened. She liked setting it for a path on a Zamarilla seaside cliff. This wasn’t cheap, she paid more for a private run with any setting she wanted, but since she didn’t have many other wants or needs or anything to spend her hard-earned currency on, she’d decided this one luxury was her gift to herself. And when had she ever been given a gift before?

      She glanced around the four gray walls of her cell and missed those morning jogs so, so much.

      Instead of joining in with Syrin, she watched the seven-foot-tall Xylan male, his head nearly touching the ceiling of their cell, performing ritualistic motions. And it was torture. Pure torture. He always unzipped the upper half of his jumpsuit and left it tied about his waist. Beings would pay big credits to see this. Syrin of Forty-Six bare chested, performing the Xylan warrior movements. She sighed. A vid of this could be sold, as a live feed, and they’d have billions of subscribers.

      Syrin was enormous everywhere, even his waist was thick, but in proportion to the enormity of his shoulders. There was a V leading down to the juncture of his thighs, hidden by his jumpsuit. She found herself daydreaming, wondering if his cock was in proportion with the rest of his body, and what exactly did a Xylan’s cock look and feel like…?

      Ugh.

      This was the time when she missed her tablet the most. She’d love the distraction of doing what she really enjoyed—breaking code, building code, speaking with computers and manufacturing work-arounds. She would love, love to get her hands on the inner workings of the prison’s system. For instance, what type of program did they use for maintenance on 149? She hadn’t once heard the voice of an AI, so she assumed they went the cheaper route of using actual programs that had to be hand calibrated, which meant they had a system analyst here at the prison. When you had an AI it took over that job and everything went seamlessly.

      She lay on their bunk, twirling her blonde hair in her fingers, her mind running escape scenarios based on the logo of the system architect she’d identified.

      Gods, she was so tired.

      

      Syrin did his last movement, warrior stance, and blew out a lasting breath.

      Sara, his female, was watching him. Her eyes were drowsy, though. Blinking closed.

      “Female, do you feel well?” he questioned.

      She yawned. “Sorry, I didn’t sleep well last night.”

      He knew that. He monitored all of her sounds, her sleep, her movements. If she was awake, so was he. So, he, too, hadn’t slept as well as usual. He needed to observe her movements to make sure she didn’t accidentally grab his hands or initiate extreme contact with other parts of his exposed skin. When she slept her body reached for his. This wasn’t all bad, he didn’t mind. In fact, he discovered her scent and the weight of her limbs were pleasant, especially when she kept the contact to the areas of their skin that were covered by their jumpsuits.

      When he’d first realized he was going to need to sleep with the human on the same bunk, it had taken all of his concentration to not let the berserker burst through his skin. The thought of having to spend his sleep cycle in the dark, avoiding touching the bare skin of a female who would be pressed so close…and this was being done to him on purpose, as a trick to make him angry. Well, it made him angry.

      The berserker had scratched against his insides, threatening to break free.

      Syrin had spent incredible amounts of time and energy calming and shutting down his rage. He lay there, with the female close, her scent filling his nostrils and running through his system, and somehow reined in the adrenaline, the impulses, the raging blood. The fire and heat dissipated. He was pleased, it had never before been something he was able to accomplish. For once in his life he had been able to shut down the berserker before it started. His human female did not realize how close she’d come to death that first night.

      But, eventually he became acclimated to her presence. And his female proved her word was good, she did not purposely try to touch his bare skin. While she was awake and aware she respected his wishes. Although when she was asleep, she continually reached for him, her leg searching out his shaft and rubbing there, as if she wished it would come to life. Again, he was not angered by this, instead he found himself proud of the fact that a female of her obvious worth would continue to want him for a mate. Despite the fact that he was a berserker, and she thought he was a criminal, and they were in prison. She still continued to follow his every movement with her blue gaze. Her body always close and her voice in his ear.

      And he found this pleasant.

      He glanced at Sara. Maybe going into sleep cycle early wasn’t a bad idea. They could both use the extra rest. But he needed to meet, alone, with Trax and Rengeli first.

      “Sleep,” he told her. “There is nothing wrong with going to bed early. Sleep cycle starts soon.”

      When he looked at her again, her eyes were closed and her breaths even.

      

      There was a scratching noise. The most annoying piece of crap goddamn scratching sound to ever exist. Ugh. Sara woke up. Not that she wanted to, but that noise was bugging her. Her eyes fluttered open. She looked around the dark cell, disoriented. Wow, she must’ve passed out.

      “Syrin?”

      No answer.

      She blinked and sat up, brushed hair away from her face and wiped dried drool off the corner of her mouth. The lights were still on in the small cell. And then it all came flooding back. Syrin had known she was tired and had told her to go ahead and go to bed early. So she had.

      But there was the sound again. A scratching sound. She shook her head. What the hell was that?

      And then she heard him, “Human. Come here.” Syrin’s distinctive voice. She stood up. He was nowhere in the gloomy cell. Where was he? A shadow passed by the window.

      Her brow furrowed. Syrin?

      Why was he outside?

      “Human.”

      That was him again. What the hell was he doing? Was he having trouble opening the cell door? Was it past lockdown? No. No. The hall would be dark. Lockdown was also lights out.

      She pushed the panel and the door slid open. “Syrin?” she whispered. In retrospect, she realized later that she should’ve paused and knocked on the wall of the cell next door, alerting Trax and Rengeli instead of just blindly opening the door.

      Hindsight is twenty-twenty.

      As soon as a crack opened at the entrance that was large enough for her to pass through, two orange-clad arms reached in and snatched her out, practically popping her arm out of its socket. Before she could even let out a frightened gasp, a squishy, tentacle-type hand covered her mouth. The door slid closed behind her.

      Sara immediately flew into a frenzy of fight or flight, thrashing, trying to scream, putting everything she had into not being taken away to their secondary location. She tried to bite the suction cup hand, but no luck. They were too strong, like metal bands. The next thing she knew she was silently struggling while being whisked away from her cell by a group of Cannibals.

      Holy. Fucking. Shit.
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      “Where is Sara?” Syrin asked.

      He could see the door to their cell was unexpectedly open, and his female was not inside.

      She was not inside.

      His jaw and face tightened, eyes burning as anxiety rushed throughout his body. He’d left the exhausted female asleep in their quarters when he went next door into Trax and Rengeli’s cell for an informal Guild meeting. She was safe in their locked cell; it was the only time he ever left her alone.

      “Who?” Trax asked, absently.

      “The human female who shares my bunk,” he growled. The female he’d spent every moment of the last five diurnal cycles with, which had been more pleasant than he’d originally assumed. In fact, he had to admit he was habituated to her presence.

      His claws fisted. Where was she? A fire began to bloom in the pit of his stomach. A familiar fire, one that stoked the heart of a berserker.

      He needed his female. He craved her scent. Images flashed in his mind—the curve of her colorless neck, her hair and that space on her skin next to her small ear—the spot on her body where her scent was strongest. The area he needed to smell prior to falling asleep. He never touched it, of course he didn’t, just inhaled her enticing scent. The scent he was now without. The after effects lingered, small pockets billowed within the small space, but no…her fragrance was fading fast in his periphery.

      Syrin cursed.

      Humans were addictive. He’d never experienced anything like this before. And yet Trax and Rengeli seemed wholly unaffected.

      “Didn’t you say she was asleep?” Trax asked, continuing to be of no use whatsoever.

      Syrin stepped inside their cell and turned around. Why was their door open? He always left it firmly closed for her protection. It wasn’t possible for any of the other inmates to open the door from the outside. The door could only be opened in two ways: either by the two inmates coded to the door, or by a guard.

      Syrin exhaled, his breath heavier and more labored as he tried to calm the rage storming inside. If Sara wasn’t here, this meant she was wandering on her own in 149, captured by rabid Cylo Rin fans, or being led elsewhere by guards—both of these outcomes were catastrophic.

      A snarl rolled in his chest. His muscles felt both edgy and twitchy as blood rushed through his system, increasing his strength tenfold. A pounding began in his ears. Claws clenched and unclenched, fangs elongated.

      She was gone. His female was gone. They had taken her.

      His back bowed and a thunderous roar tore from his throat.

      …If she had even one scratch on her, they were dead.

      Dead.

      All of them.

      He turned and swept out of the cell, determined to find the female he’d vowed to protect. The female who wasn’t his Bride but who was still the being he wanted most in the universe.

      “Syrin, where are you going? It’s almost lockdown,” Trax shouted after him.

      “The female is gone, I’m going to find her,” he answered, his voice barely recognizable as his own.

      “Rengeli? Rengeli. Get off your ass. Syrin’s on the move and he’s on the edge of berserker. Let’s go.”

      

      “We’re going to slit your throat and watch you bleed out.”

      Peerans, the Cannibals that roamed the prison after sleep cycle lockdown, had her pinned to the damp rock wall of the cleansing units. Sara could hear water trickling and the echo of their enormous breaths. Her arms and legs hurt like hell. Her cheek scratched against the hard surface of the wall. A group of them surrounded her; she felt the weight of their bodies close by, but they were a blur because she was busy being more terrified than she’d ever been her entire life. And that was saying a lot.

      A sharp claw pressed harder at her throat. “I am Proval, and I will avenge Cylo Rin. I am his greatest fan.”

      Holy gods. She swallowed, worried she was about to be cut. Worried she was about to die. “But Cylo Rin isn’t really dead,” she said, trying to reason with him. “The last time I saw him I’d accidentally shot him in the shoulder. He was wounded, but fine. He was up and walking. He’s not dead. I didn’t kill him. I was framed.”

      “Lies! It is all over the vid markets. Sara Smith is the murderer of Cylo Rin. Cylo Rin will be avenged.”

      “I didn’t kill him,” she hissed. It was so ridiculous, beings trying to kill her over something she didn’t even do.

      “It’s on vid. Vid doesn’t lie. It had a truth seal.”

      “I know what it looks like, but I didn’t.”

      “You planned out his murder. And now we’re going to plan your death.”

      The others in the group grunted their acknowledgement. They moved closer.

      Oh fuck.

      Think, think, think.

      Sara knew she wasn’t the strongest, but she could hack her way out of shit and she was fast. Those were her strengths. What could she do to get out of here? To distract them?

      “Computer,” she shouted. This system wasn’t AI, but it had audio monitors. She could verbally announce override from anywhere in the facility. She knew the override because she’d studied the architect. The override could only be used once, because the system’s analyst would curse and close the loophole immediately. She’d hoped to hoard it for her escape, but she couldn’t escape if she was already dead. “Command override Zeta 149 cycle two. Turn off the lights in the cleansing station, turn on the sprinklers and turn on sirens.”

      Immediately the room turned pitch black, freezing cold water poured down in a torrent from the ceiling and sirens pierced her ears.

      It was total chaos.

      The claws and tentacles holding her down loosened and she used her precious element of surprise to shove them aside and sprint for the door. Once outside she immediately turned around and coded the doors to jam lock. Then she ran for the lift.

      A few other beings were still in the common area, finishing their final meal. They looked up in surprise as she sprinted past.

      She tore around the corner and slammed her hand against the lift signal. The double doors opened. She raced inside and touched the closure. She could hear the distant pounding against the cleansing station doors she’d jammed.

      Bang. Bang… Bang.

      Oh shit, they’d gotten out. The Peerans growled and shouted, their voices getting louder as they ran to find her. The doors to the lift were sliding closed, there was only a sliver of space left. Sweat ran down the side of her face. Her heart thundered in her chest.

      “Close. Please fucking close.”

      She caught a flash of orange jumpsuits just before the doors connected. She blew out a breath. “Thank you, gods.”

      There was a stairway. It wasn’t close, but if they took it, once she reached her floor, they wouldn’t be far behind.

      Her heart hammered in her chest, her breaths labored as she waited an eternity for the lift to make it to the fifth floor and for the doors to open. She sprinted down the hall, running faster than she’d ever run in her entire life, her boots pounding, sharp breaths bursting in out of her chest.

      She heard them, flooding out of the stairwell. They were right behind her, like a pack of Vrighton wolves. Snapping at her heels.

      Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.

      She ran faster.

      Her cell was so close now. So close.

      “Syrin!” she screamed.

      She stumbled. They almost got her, but she bit a clawed hand and a tentacle, and she was scrambling to her feet and running. Then they had her again, they were pulling her back to the floor…

      A thunderous roar echoed in the halls.

      Syrin.

      He was there, punching Peerans with powerful swings of his enormous arms. He looked…by the gods, was he in a berserker rage? Is this what that was? His eyes were flaming red, blood dripped off his fangs, his claws were elongated. He was taller, bigger and ten thousand times scarier. His footsteps caused the ground to quake. He was her savior, but right now, he even scared her. For a moment he locked raging red berserker eyes with hers and she wasn’t at all certain he recognized her. He let out a massive roar, his jaws opening wide and then swung around and tore out the throat of the nearest Cannibal, cracking the inmate’s neck and tossing its body aside as if it were a toy.

      Her eyes widened. Was he going to kill her, too?

      The lockdown siren for the sleep cycle stared to blare, ringing in her ears. The hallways were empty, all the inmates having already raced into their cells to avoid the raging berserker.

      Oh fuck, the doors were sliding shut.

      “Syrin, get Sara inside,” Trax bellowed.

      There were more screams of pain. Then Syrin paused his bloody rampage and reached out a claw. In a moment, her hand was in his and he pulled her up and out of there. A piece of tentacle fell off her waist. She grasped his hand with a white-knuckled grip, a life line to escape.

      They weren’t supposed to touch. His number one rule. But this was an emergency, right?

      More Cannibals attacked as they ran for the door. Rengeli grabbed one by the throat. Syrin continued to hold her hand with a firm grip. At the fifth blast they were at the cell door, it was almost closed, with enough room left to still pass through.

      Proval, the Cannibal who’d promised to kill her and exact revenge, had not given up. He was right behind them, his tentacle arms reaching for her. “I will kill you,” he snarled.

      Syrin pulled her into the cell. Proval crashed against them. Sara cried out as they both fell to the ground. Syrin caught her in his arms and took the brunt of the fall.

      The sixth blast sounded, and the door inched further closed. They were inside, but Proval had fallen on the threshold when he’d hit Syrin. The Cannibal began screaming as the door shut against his midsection. Syrin kicked with powerful legs. There was a sickening crunch as his boot hit Proval’s skull. Syrin shoved the male outside the cell as the seventh siren sounded. The door slid shut with a resounding clang. And the Cannibal was gone.

      And suddenly it was quiet. The fight ended. The lights in the cell cut off, but the hallway lights were still on. She could hear commotion outside. It sounded like the Cannibals were turning on each other. But now they were locked outside, none of the violence touching her or Syrin. Inside the cell, in fact, it was now freakishly calm.

      Sara’s breaths continued in short puffs as she tried to calm her racing heart. She was still in Syrin’s arms. The Xylan, who minutes before had been a raging berserker, tearing heads off Cannibals, was still and silent. Continuing to hold her hand in his big, bloody claw. Bare skin touching bare skin. The tingling, the warmth blooming at that spot…

      Her eyes locked with his flashing hazel eyes in the dim light. “What’s happening?” she asked.
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      Syrin never touched any being’s bare skin.

      This was taught to Xylan offspring in their first year of schooling—never touch the skin of an opposite member of the sex from the moment puberty takes hold until the moment a mating is confirmed.

      As an unmated male, Syrin never touched the bare skin of females. Although, due to his status as berserker, he was never offered females to test compatibility. But he often avoided females of other species who wanted to touch a famed Xylan warrior. Or female co-workers who might bump against him, or put out a hand to help. All of this he avoided scrupulously, often keeping his hands gloved.

      He’d followed these same rules he held for himself with this female. He hadn’t touched her bare skin, and he never would. Humans appeared to be especially compatible with Xylan. If he’d actually desired a mate, if he hadn’t been formally removed from the Xylan mating database, and if they weren’t both inmates in the worst prison in the four sectors…he might have requested to test mating compatibility with this female.

      But he was a berserker. A berserker could not breed. His line ended with him.

      This female had been attacked by those idiots in the hallway. Cannibals with claws at her throat, about to kill her.

      Kill the female he’d vowed to protect? Oh hell, no.

      She’d screamed for him, and the sound of her voice had shot like a blaster through bones and sinew, punching through muscles, his body instantly erupting into transformation. He’d shifted into the berserker faster than he’d ever thought possible. Waded in with his larger, bulkier form and crashed into their bodies, snapping limbs, shredding clothing and skin with his razor-sharp claws as he threw males off of her two at a time.

      Normally, his berserker rage was a thing to be feared because he was unpredictable. He could attack honorable warriors as easily as an enemy. The berserker did not distinguish friend from foe. It was true he’d killed hundreds. He’d once turned on his own brother and had to be tranqed before he killed someone he loved.

      This was why berserkers were extinguished within his society, they were untrainable. Berserkers appeared randomly within lines a few times per generation. In ancient times, upon discovery, berserkers were immediately executed, but now they were declared outlaws, living outside of the laws of Xylan society and removed from the Xylan mating database. Not technically banished, but the same outcome.

      And even then, a berserker lived on borrowed time. None of the species in the four sectors had patience for a being who killed indiscriminately.

      Syrin lay stunned. He should have lost his mind and killed not only the Cannibals but the female, too. This is exactly why she’d been placed with him. He’d warned her. The guards were placing bets on how long it would take for him to kill her and they were right. This was why he had no line. A berserker wasn’t a fit mate or father. A berserker could potentially kill even his own family.

      And yet…his berserker had spared her. In fact, he’d protected the female. Pulled her inside the cell. And now the cell door was shut, he was still holding her hand and the berserker within had faded.

      This was wholly unexpected.

      Syrin blinked, disoriented. Normally he had no control over the length of his rage. He always woke up many hours later, remembering everything with sharp clarity. The blood on his hands. The stories. And the shame. The grinding shame of knowing he’d turned into a monster. Again.

      This time, the berserker might me gone, but a different storm had taken its place.

      Mating compatibility.

      Syrin’s two hearts thundered within his chest. His blood flowed through him, a torrent of adrenaline and hormones. His body was on fire. Everywhere his mate pressed against him was a pressure point of intense feeling, a whirlwind of lust and passion and…

      The change was as intense as the berserker rage and as difficult to fight.

      A soft growl rumbled in his chest.

      The human was his mate? He’d found his mate and she was…human?

      And they were in prison. He pressed his nose against her throat and inhaled her scent. He licked her skin, tasting. He wasn’t supposed to test mating compatibility, but he had, accidentally, while in a berserker rage. He couldn’t be faulted for that, he had no control over his berserker.

      His Bride’s blue eyes widened. His shaft had hardened for the first time in his life, pulsing, begging for attention underneath his prison garb.

      “Is that…?”

      “Yes,” he answered grimly, looking at their still-joined hands, “it’s a confirmed mating.”

      She wiggled against him. “Wow, it’s so…big.”

      He grinned. And stared at her lips.

      “But wait. That means I’m your…”

      “My Be’Ih. Yes, you’re my Bride.”

      The beat of his hearts thundered louder and louder. He panted. He had to kiss her. Had to kiss his Bride. His lovely Bride. His claws cupped the back of her head, threading through silky colorless hair and his mouth captured hers. She gasped, and then moaned. He invaded her mouth, rough, drowning in the slide of his lips against hers. He tilted his head, continuing to plunder her lips. The craving he had for her scent was nothing compared to her taste.

      Syrin could sense that his Bride was not, thankfully, in her breeding cycle. She wanted him. He wanted her. But they did not have to mate immediately. When a mated pair tested compatibility and it was a match and the female was in her breeding cycle, the pair was allowed to mate immediately. It was physically impossible to postpone the claiming. Xylan males could not hold back their urges, and the female was in pain, needing the seed of her mate to soothe the heat in her womb.

      Syrin tore his lips from his Bride and exhaled a sigh of relief. He had time left to extract Kroga of Seventy-Five from 149. Then he would immediately bring his Bride to his ship and set up their mating ceremony in the proper manner on the holo deck. This way, their mating would be legal and binding.

      He would never attempt to consummate a mating in their prison cell. His Bride must be treated with honor and respect. It was his duty as a Xylan male to plan and perform a proper claiming for his Bride. Anything less was unacceptable.

      The lights in the hallway cut off. Their cell was dark as ancient night.

      He lifted her and carried her to their bunk. She was boneless in his arms, her head resting against his chest.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered in the dark.

      “Sorry?” he growled. Sorry she was his mate?

      “I’m sorry. I know you didn’t want to touch me, because you knew this could possibly happen, right? You didn’t want me as your mate.”

      Her voice sounded rough, as if she was trying to hold back tears.

      Syrin placed his Bride on the sleep support and sat down beside her. He took her small hand in his, relishing the feel of her naked flesh. “I have lived my whole adult life avoiding skin on skin contact with females. But I am not upset that this accident occurred. I am happy you are my mate but, I didn’t want any female tied to me because I am a berserker. You saw what I did, how many I killed. The hallway outside our cell is smeared with their blood and gore. Your mate is now a berserker.”

      She reached her other hand up and cupped his face. “You saved my life. That’s what you did. You’re a hero, Syrin.”

      His brows furrowed. He continued to inhale her scent. “You are mine now.”

      “Oh gods.”

      “Mine,” he growled.

      A fist pounded against the wall from the neighboring cell. “Syrin, don’t do anything stupid,” a muffled voice said.

      He threw his head back and roared.

      

      Sara whimpered, the need for him overwhelming. Her pussy was drenched. The area between her legs felt inflamed and heavy and…empty. All from that kiss, which affected her like a drug.

      “I will take care of you,” he said. “Wait here.”

      Take care of her?

      Then he turned away and she could hear water splashing as he washed the blood and gore from earlier off his body. This did not extinguish her desire, it inflamed her more.

      A hot, twisting feeling permeated every inch of her body. That kiss of his had definitely left her drugged. Also, hearing him say that she was his Bride, and he was now focusing on her, which was the opposite of his actions this last week, where he’d been close but still a world away. This intensity was intoxicating. It was exactly what she’d always wanted, but never thought she’d have.

      “Take off your clothes,” he ordered.

      She panted, her hand immediately going to the zipper of her suit, the dark cell helping her to lose her inhibitions.

      “Syrin,” the voice next door said. “You don’t want to kill that female.”

      Her new husband raised his voice. “I won’t kill her. Sara of One is my Bride.”

      “Oh…well then, carry on.”

      Oh gods, there was zero privacy here. This had to be the most bizarro situation, ever. And that was saying a lot considering she was accused of killing Cylo Rin. She went ahead and unzipped her jumpsuit and slowly pushed it over her shoulders, down her hips and finally kicked it to the floor. For the first time in her life she was naked before a male. But the cell was pitch black, and this male was Syrin.

      She was nervous and absurdly excited at the same time. He wanted her. His cock was hard for her. It was a Christmas miracle.

      “You need to take off your clothes, too,” she said. “It’s only fair.”

      “No,” he said as he moved on top of her, his knee between her thighs. “I have to keep my suit on. I need to remain in control.”

      She lay back, loving the feel of his giant body, even in his orange jumpsuit, covering her. “You think you’ll go berserker again?”

      He pressed the ridge of his oh-so hard shaft underneath that fabric against her thigh. Her stomach swooped. “No, I want to mate you,” he said.

      “And this is bad because…?”

      His lips were on hers again, stealing her heart and her breath. He paused, nipped at her lower lip and said, “We are in prison and therefore can’t perform the mating ritual per Xylan standards.”

      “Can’t we mate now and do that ceremony later?” she pleaded. Her nipples were stiff and sensitive, rubbing against his rough jumpsuit, driving her mad. The area between her thighs wet and ready. Really, he could take her now. The sooner, the better.

      His lips pressed against her forehead. “No, Be’Ih. Our first joining must be done using proper Xylan ritual. It must be vid recorded and confirmed so that our status is legal and binding. Without the correct ceremony, you will not be legally considered my Bride.”

      “Wait, aren’t you removed from the mating database anyway? Didn’t you tell me you can never have a Bride?”

      “It’s true. But the time for choice is past. You are my Bride. We are mates, for life. Do you understand what that means? You are human, humans can take pleasure mates…”

      Her eyes widened. She did understand what he meant. Syrin would only have sex with her his whole life. He was asking her now, in the dark of this cell, to make that same commitment toward him. He was asking her to make a decision about the rest of her life right that very second. And it didn’t scare her as much as it probably should. From now on things in her life would never be the same as before. Not that this was bad. She wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing herself closer.

      There wasn’t a speck of light in their cell. It was pitch black. The prisoners were still settling down. She could hear voices outside, some near and some far away. Strange, distant pounding noises, the tapping of feet on the hallway outside, rumbling growls and wet sounds she didn’t want to decipher because outside their cell were the remnants of Syrin’s berserker rage. And here she was, reasonably unperturbed by the whole thing, focused on the male over her.

      She couldn’t help the grin forming on her face at the craziness of the whole situation. But then his lips were on hers again and all thought was gone, nothing remained but the intensity of that kiss. Fangs that didn’t hurt her, but felt unbelievably sexy tracking against her tongue. The sweet taste of his soft lips. She moaned into his mouth, unable to remain perfectly quiet.

      He pulled back and rested his forehead against hers, taking great gulping breaths. His arms were braced on either side of her shoulders, his hips, his torso, all pressed against her, and that long pipe, but unfortunately covered in scratchy orange jumpsuit.

      “You can never touch another male. I will kill anyone you touch. Do you understand?”

      She did. She really did. Back on New Earth she’d chatted with other women about Kayzon of Twenty-Six, the Bride of Kia, Dago Cho’s eldest daughter. He was the Xylan ambassador to New Earth and lived in Singapore with his Bride. To the women of New Earth, Kayzon was a local celebrity. They all knew the details of Kia’s mating with Kayzon—that as a Xylan, her husband physically couldn’t cheat on her and would only ever have sex with his Bride, until the day he died, his devotion was only for her. It was so fucking romantic. Basically, every woman on New Earth was jealous of Kia Cho.

      But at the same time she understood how this was hard for him because as a human, she could potentially cheat on him. Her body would allow it. If she were Xylan he would know that she physically could not cheat, her body could never become inflamed or flooded with desire for anyone other than her mate. She thought he must be scared, that his body was locked in forever with someone who might not have the same sincerity he had for this mating.

      “I won’t ever cheat on you,” she vowed. “I will only ever touch you with desire. This”—she kissed him— “this is only for you. Forever.”

      “Do not make this vow lightly,” he warned as he lay down next to her.

      She turned her body toward his. They were now face to face. Too bad it was so dark. He couldn’t see the sincerity in her eyes as she talked. “I know you don’t know me that well yet,” she said, “but my word is my bond. It’s pretty much all I’ve ever had. You’ll see.”

      He growled. His hands ran over her skin in the dark, exploring her dips and curves. It was glorious. Rough claws against soft skin. Her arms wrapped around his neck pulling him closer, loving the feel of his warmth, and his large body, so close. And he continued to kiss her, his demanding lips taking the lead. They kissed for so long, she lost track of time, just losing herself in his touch and that tongue that tangled with hers.

      He cupped her breast with an enormous hand and pinched a nipple with clawed fingers. She gasped as a trigger of sensation ran straight to her core, that spot that was pleading for his attention. Her legs scissored, as the need grew unbearable. “Baby,” she pleaded, pulling away from his lips. “Please, I need you.”

      He placed his forehead against hers again. “The first time a warrior spills his seed,” he said hoarsely, “it must be in his Bride’s welcoming body, during the mating ritual.”

      She couldn’t help the whimper that escaped her lips. “Well, how about using your fingers there instead?” she asked boldly.

      “No, the rule is the same for a female. Once a female is inflamed with the mating lust, the first penetration must be from her mate’s cock. This is law.”

      “Law? Xylan have laws for this?”

      He chuckled. “Yes, we have laws for this. We take mating ceremonies very seriously. They have been reenacted out in the same way in our species for millennia. All Xylan are taught at a young age how to formally follow the rituals.”

      Her lower lip quivered. She seriously thought she might cry.

      “Don’t worry, my Be’Ih.” He lifted her leg and placed it over his hip, exposing her core to his exploring fingers. “I will take care of you. I will relieve your pain with my touch…here.” His giant hand gently cupped the space between her thighs. She let out a sigh of relief.

      “You have hair,” he said, surprised.

      “All humans have hair there, even males. Xylan don’t?”

      “No,” he whispered. “I don’t have hair anywhere except on top of my head.”

      She ran her finger along is smooth, firm, jawline. “You never have to shave?”

      “Shave? What is that?”

      “Human males grow so much hair on their faces that they have to cut it off daily.”

      Syrin snort-laughed.

      And then his clawed finger delved into her folds. Sara gasped at the wonderful sensation, widening her thighs for him to allow easier access. No one had ever touched her there before and it was…exquisite. She’d never even touched herself there. She’d spent her whole life, up until the age of eighteen, sleeping in a tiny garret under the stairs, not exactly an area with privacy or a place that cultivated sexy thoughts. And then she’d shared living quarters with a female coworker for most of her time with her previous crew. Sara knew all about sex, she wasn’t repressed and against it, she just had never had reason to explore it until now. So here she was, twenty years old and never touched.

      He brushed a claw against her nub, that pleasure point she’d always been afraid to touch on her own.  “Yes, please, more.”

      “Female,” he said, his lips against her ear, “am I your first?”

      “Yes,” she gasped, grasping his biceps.

      “I will be your first and your last.”

      He continued to kiss her as his finger rubbed against her clit. So wet and slippery and exactly where she needed him. She whimpered against his lips, her arms reaching up and tightening around his neck again in a death grip.

      “Syrin, something is—”

      “Let me feel it. Come on my fingers.”

      It lurked there, just out of reach, scary in its intensity. She wanted it, and then she was frightened of it. And then—

      “Oh gods.”

      His lips were on hers, smothering her screams as the edge of the orgasm hit her hard. Wave after wave. Her back bowed off the horizontal support.
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      Sara woke up the next morning to the daylight of the diurnal cycle, with a sleeping Xylan warrior wrapped around her. She was still naked, but his body covered in the requisite prison garb, kept her warm. His breath brushed the top of her head, and his weight felt wonderful.

      Sara rested her head against his arm and smiled. A large, wide, genuine smile. Because this time his hard, monstrous shaft poked against the leg she had thrown over his pelvis. She let out a sigh of relief.

      Yes, he hadn’t wanted a mate. Yes, she felt monumental guilt for the way this happened because it felt uncomfortably like he’d been tricked into this mating, like it was done against his will. But from what he’d said last night it seemed more like he didn’t want a mate only because he literally wasn’t allowed to have one because he was a berserker. The Xylan high command didn’t want him breeding and creating more little berserkers. And since Syrin was honorable and took the laws of his people seriously, he of course wasn’t going to try mating compatibility with anyone and was resigned to the fact that he’d be alone for the rest of his life.

      Which was a damn shame.

      All she could think of was that last night he’d growled “mine.” And he’d fingered her to orgasm for the first time in her life and he still had an enormous erection pressing against her thigh. She hadn’t been able to see or touch his cock last night because he’d forbidden it, but he’d taken care of her, that was for sure. Wow.

      Sara had no idea how all of this was going to work out. How could they be mates when they were in prison?

      She really needed to get them out of there. She’d already figured out the prison’s weak spots. When Syrin was ready to leave, she was ready, too.

      Her brow furrowed. Mates meant breeding. She couldn’t get pregnant while in prison. No wonder Syrin had held back last night. Her husband was a smart man, not letting the rush of hormones take over his decision making.

      Husband.

      Was he really her husband? Was he happy that this had happened? He’d seemed happy, or was he more resigned?

      Syrin snorted in his sleep and shifted, his hand moving possessively over her breast. She bit her lip, suppressing the moan that wanted to escape at his touch. Her core was already wet.

      While growing up on New Earth there’d never been much opportunity to date. She’d been too young and no men besides her cousins had ever hit on her or asked her out.

      Then, soon after she blossomed into her curvy, womanly figure, she’d had to contend with unwanted advances, all of which she’d scorned, equating it with creepy men and their predatory instincts.

      When she was with her crew, she’d had opportunity, but again, no one had sparked her interest. She’d been so consumed with learning and making a name for herself, she hadn’t thought too much beyond that.

      But the moment she’d seen Syrin in his orange prison jumpsuit on that transport ship, it was like a switch had been flipped. He was hot. To her, he was easily the most handsome male she’d ever seen in real life. She literally could not believe she was lucky enough to be lying in his arms right now. She wanted to touch and explore his naked skin. Run her fingers through his glorious hair. Put her hands around his cock. Put his hard shaft in her mouth and swallow his seed.

      And she really did want to stay with him forever and have babies with this amazing male. Berserkers didn’t happen in every generation, they were rare. He was being too hard on himself and the Xylans were being hard on him, denying him the ability to breed. They’d been worried about him being out of control, dangerous even to his own line. But she knew he’d never hurt her, or their offspring.

      She sighed.

      She wanted it all.

      He shifted again. Sara glanced up and watched his eyes blink open. Hazel eyes locking with hers. He stiffened for a moment, confusion on his face. Then she could tell he remembered.

      “My Be’Ih,” he rumbled. A claw reached out and cupped her cheek. His features filled with tenderness.

      “Maybe this is why when we first met you said yes to my crazy scheme,” she told him. “Your friends didn’t want you to protect me, but you did.”

      He grunted. “I am a warrior of honor.”

      She smiled. “That, too.”

      He tilted his ridged forehead against her smooth one. “And this is why you so easily accepted a berserker’s protection,” he whispered. “Because you sensed, too, that I was your mate.”

      She held on to his biceps and thought about that for a second. “You’re right. I’ve never been scared of you. Why is that? Because in reality you’re scary as hell. Everyone in this damn prison is terrified of you, even the guards. But not me.”

      He took a deep breath, his chest expanding. His eyes ran up and down her naked body. “You are so beautiful in the light. I have to taste you again.”

      Tears pricked at her eyes at his sweet words.

      His rough hands…claws, smoothed over her skin. Along her neck, over her shoulder. And then his claws went to her breasts. “So soft,” he muttered.

      She loved his giant claws against her sensitive skin. He bent down and his lips, his fangs, surrounded her nipple, tugging, sucking… She gasped as a bolt of static hit her right between the legs. Her thighs shifted, restless.

      “Syrin,” she whimpered. He continued to suck one nipple while his other claw scraped lightly against her other nipple. She cupped the back of his head, pulling him close. It was beautiful, watching him suck on her breasts. He switched, continuing on and on, ministering to her for so long she began to mutter nonsense words. Okay, maybe not complete nonsense, but close.

      Finally, he let a nipple pop out of his mouth, and his eyes went to her pussy and he smiled, “The hair between your legs is as colorless as the hair on your head.” He reached out and brushed it possessively with the tips of his claws.

      She opened her legs for him and her breath caught as he finally, finally brushed a claw between her slick folds. He swiped at the embarrassing amount of wetness between her thighs and swept the tip of his curved finger, which was surprisingly soft, over the top of her entrance and pulled out. She watched with eyes wide as he brought his claw up to his lips and licked her cream from his finger.

      His eyes closed in ecstasy. “You taste like rare abission oil.”

      She grinned, supposing that was a good thing. Then he reached back down again and her thighs spread for him automatically. His claw gently brushed over the sweep of her hip and her thighs, before delving past her glistening blonde hair, returning to her core. She exhaled when he found her clit again and started rubbing in that perfect spot again, that button to instant orgasm he’d found last night. This time he rubbed her and scratched against her nipple with a claw and covered her mouth with his giving her the deepest, best kiss. His tongue fucked her mouth, mimicking what she was sure he wished his shaft was doing.

      Her head spun with all the sensations that swept over her at once. She whined and whimpered against his mouth. He held her and rubbed faster… and then it hit her, leaving her screaming quietly against his mouth as wave after wave of pleasure roved across her body, clenching her thighs and racing across her stomach.

      She pulled back from his lips, gasping for air, a puddle of goop in his arms.

      “Syrin,” she eventually whispered, thinking of his cock that was left constantly unattended. She started to reach for his shaft, which was tenting his jumpsuit. He grabbed her wrist in a firm grip, a pained look crossing his features. “Don’t,” he hissed. “I cannot control myself if you touch me.”

      “It’s not fair that you’re taking care of me and you have to endure…this.”

      Suddenly they heard a noise, a cackle, from the hallway. Sara turned her head to see the faces of two eager inmates crowded against the window, watching them.

      Great. How long had they been there?

      Syrin roared. They squealed and ran away.

      

      Two diurnal cycles later, Syrin could smell his Bride nearing the start of her breeding cycle. Yesterday, he began to smell the change. A sweet, seductive scent that caused his blood to boil and the edges of his sanity to fray. An invisible blade stabbing at his nerves, his muscles and his mind.

      This was not good. It changed everything. At first, he thought he could continue to work in the prison, searching for his target, keeping his Bride satisfied until the time for extraction.

      But Syrin’s shaft was now perennially hard, tenting the front of his orange jumpsuit, wetness beading at the tip. And it was driving him mad. His need for his female had reached epic proportions, bordering on the hysteria he experienced as a berserker. This was exactly why mated couples in their breeding cycle, who’d recently established mating compatibility, were normally allowed to immediately mate. The need to breed was overwhelming, maddening. Denial was painful for the male as well as the female.

      This morning her smell was overwhelming, hitting him like a beheading ax. He’d already fingered her sweet, sweet cunt in their bunk, bringing her relief twice and she still seemed unsatisfied.

      “Your breeding cycle is approaching,” Syrin informed her through gritted teeth.

      “Oh, no. Wait, how do you know that?”

      “I can smell your hormones. Your scent is changing. And also, I feel a loss of control.”

      “Oh, hell,” Trax said through the wall. “We need to get the two of you out of here right now.”

      “Agreed,” Rengeli responded from their cell next door. “We have to abort this mission. We need to up the time frame for our extraction immediately.”

      “Oh gods, I’m literally dying from embarrassment,” his Bride said, her cheeks flooding with color.
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      Half a turn later Syrin had Sara of One cleaned and fed and by his side for an informal Guild meeting in Trax and Rengeli’s cell. The space was crowded, so Syrin sat on the lower bunk and pulled his Bride down next to him. He had to smell and touch her. Constantly. It was the only way to keep his mind clear.

      “A berserker in the throes of mating lust? I didn’t sign up for that,” Trax growled, his eyes swirling with darkened hues. The scales on his back spiked. “That’s just asking to get killed.”

      “How are we going to get out of here early?” Rengeli asked. “That’s not part of the plan.”

      “And we haven’t found our target yet,” Trax remarked, stating the obvious. “But, like I said, I’d rather leave Kroga behind than chance Syrin losing his mind the closer he gets to breeding… or whatever Xylan do.”

      “I agree,” Syrin responded. What the other Hunters said was true. This mission was over. “We must leave and regroup later to find a new way to apprehend Kroga of Seventy-Five.”

      His Bride shook her head. “Okay, we’re in a bind here. There’s a lot going on. Enough of this crap where you males talk around me. So you’re all…what? Of course I’ve known since, like, day one that you’re not actual inmates. You’ve had some super-seekret mission this whole time. You’ve been trying to find a being who I just found out is named Kroga of Seventy-Five, you’ve looked everywhere and you can’t find him, you were even about to start checking among the prison staff and guards. But now you have to leave. Why did three of you come? Did it really take three of you?”

      “Yes, we needed a team of three because I’m a berserker,” Syrin answered. “I don’t work alone. I work with Trax and Rengeli because it would take the two of them to take me down in the event that I flew into a destructive rage. They’ve seen me transform into the berserker on countless occasions. There have been many times when they needed to tranq me because I’d finished attacking our enemies but then turned on them, unable to distinguish between friend and foe. So, you see, I’m good to have around in a fight, but the downside is that I am untamed, unstable and can kill my friends as easily as my enemies.”

      “What if you kill her while we try to escape?” Rengeli asked.

      “That won’t happen. Don’t forget, when I held my Bride’s hand, my berserker faded. I didn’t need to sleep it off.” Syrin put his claw on his Bride’s thigh and squeezed her lush body. “She tames my berserker.”

      “Well, that makes her worth her weight in precious metals,” Trax exclaimed.

      “Tell me what’s happening,” Sara demanded, cutting them off.

      They stared at her for long moments. Syrin wasn’t sure what to say and apparently the others weren’t either. He wanted to tell her everything, but bringing her in meant more risk for his Bride. He’d been putting this moment off, continuing his role as protector, wanting to keep his beloved Bride safe.

      “This is ridiculous, you said if I was Syrin’s Bride I’d automatically be vetted and you’d trust me. Well, that happened and the three of you still haven’t told me anything. Let me help you!”

      Syrin exhaled. Dammit. “We’re Bounty Hunters,” he admitted.

      “Bounty Hunters?” his Bride choked.

      “You see why we had to keep our identities private. One half of the inmates here were extradited by Bounty Hunters,” Trax said.

      She blew out a breath. “They’d hate you almost more than they hate me.” He covered her soft hand with his claw and rubbed a circle at the point on her wrist where her precious blood flowed blue under her colorless skin. “Okay, now who is your target?” she asked.

      “Kroga of Seventy-Five,” Rengeli answered. “is a Xylan who is the most wanted being in the four sectors. The resources of the entire Guild are directed at extradition of this criminal. He is hiding somewhere on this facility.”

      “And you’re here undercover to retrieve him?”

      “Exactly.”

      His Bride blew out another breath. “Now, I admit I know nothing about your target,” she said. “I can’t help in acquiring him, but I certainly can help us get out of this place. This prison has an ancient security system. I’m sure it was top of the line when the place was built, but they haven’t upgraded a damn thing since then. This facility doesn’t even have AI, which is ridiculous. It’s free system, run by a main computer that needs to be monitored and hand scaled by a system’s analyst.”

      “Yes, we know this,” Syrin agreed uncomfortably—because they knew that information only after studying schematics and consulting outside experts and using the entire knowledge of the Hunter Guild coming together in meeting after meeting. Yes, they knew what his Bride had discovered—from a simple walk around.

      “Well, this is good news for us. If this place had the latest in AI I’d be sweating right now, or even old AI would be problematic and I’d be trying to figure how to get us out of here because those damn AI systems can see everything…but since it’s free system…”—she grinned—“that means it has blind spots, weaknesses, and I can access the computer and take it over from basically anywhere.”

      “How can you do that?” Rengeli asked.

      “Well, I’ve studied every being in the four sectors who is an architect of security systems. They’re basically my heroes. I know everything about them and their system styling. And I know this system was designed by Rola D’ner.”

      “How do you know it was designed by that particular being?”

      His Bride shrugged. “Her signature is on the system. All architects sign their systems. They have specific logos they design and stamp their work with.”

      “I haven’t seen a logo,” Trax hissed.

      “That’s because you’re a civilian. I’ve seen them everywhere. They’re on the hand scanners for the doors, on the drones, on the bots…I saw them in the med unit. She even has a really cool design built into the blue energy webbing that covers the cell doors.”

      “You’ve been watching this all along?”

      “Yeah, since the moment we arrived. I had to, because I’m sure as hell getting out of this place. I can’t stay here, the other inmates will kill me. Plus, like I’ve been saying since day one, I didn’t kill Cylo Rin. It’s bullshit that I’m even here.”

      Syrin’s lips curved. He loved her spark of life. Her determination. “Well, you were a thief.”

      “The type of work I did would land me at one of those Detention Centers where they put the prisoners in their own rooms and it’s more like you’re on vacation than in an actual prison. Also, I know I would’ve never gotten more than three planetary rotations, not a life sentence. It’s still bullshit that I’m here. I’m not a killer and the work I did was mainly me figuring out puzzles and working with a team to reunite people with their lost artifacts. That’s it.”

      “Maybe when we’re on the outside you should think about becoming a Bounty Hunter and joining our group.”

      Trax made a choking sound.

      Sara’s eyes grew big. “What?”

      “Well, you’re my Bride now. On the outside you can’t thieve anymore. You’re mine. And I’m a Bounty Hunter. Join us. It’s simple.”

      He looked over at Rengeli and Trax to see their doubting faces. “We could use a systems expert within, not as an outside expert we hire freelance.”

      Trax gave her a hard stare. “How can you use what you know to affect this facility?”

      “It’s how I got away from the gang of inmates who’d lured me out of the cell with that recording of Syrin’s voice. They had me pinned down in the cleansing station. First, I gave a verbal command to the computer. It’s a back-door function that only works for sixty seconds. But I was able to use it to turn on the sprinklers, turn the lights off and start the siren in the showers. It caused them to let me loose long enough for me to run out of there and shut and lock the doors behind me.”

      “Fuck,” Trax breathed.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here, then,” Rengeli said. “I’m not sleeping on that damn bunk or eating that disgusting crap in the mess hall even one more cycle. What do you suggest we do to get out of here, right now?” He directed his question at Sara of One, which made pride glow in Syrin’s chest.

      “First, what was your original plan, if things had gone in the timeline you’d created?”

      “Our ship is cloaked in slip drive and hidden behind a nearby moon. Two other Bounty Hunters, Joyzal and Jacole, are waiting there for the extraction date and time. We cannot communicate with them from this prison in order to change the plan.”

      “And what about the detonators they planted in our brain?”

      “We don’t know what the hell to do about those,” Trax admitted.

      “Well, I do have a plan,” his Bride admitted. “Do you want to hear it?”

      Syrin grinned. The fact that his Bride had already formulated a prison break escape plan caused his cock to twitch within his suit.

      She was spectacular.

      “Tell us,” Rengeli said.

      “First, I need to know how to get to the system analyst’s station. Second, I need a Guard’s com unit. And, third, I need a blanket.”

      “A blanket?” Trax smirked. “I can get you a blanket. That’s easy,” he said. And then he slipped out of the cell and was gone.

      “And I can tell you where the system analyst’s station is,” Syrin said.

      His Bride turned. Gleaming, colorless locks shifted over her shoulders. She leaned in and pressed her luscious lips against his, swiping her tongue along the seam of his mouth. Then she pulled back and regarded him with sultry eyes. “Really? You know where it is?”

      “Yes.” He took a deep, calming breath and stared into her heavy-lidded blue gaze, a peculiar color no one on Chronos possessed, but a color he was certain he could stare at for the rest of his life. He was determined to keep his claws to himself. He could wait to consummate this mating. It would be the greatest challenge of his life considering he was walking around with a permanently hard, ready-to-breed shaft, a cock that was literally throbbing within his suit. He deserved a medal of honor for his extreme physical denial. “Before we committed our crime, we studied the schematics of this facility so that when we arrived we would understand it’s workings to give us an advantage and also to preplan our escape. I know the location of the system analyst’s station.”

      “Can you lead us there?”

      “Yes, it’s near the medical bay and the transporter room. We mapped the route from the cell block to the transporter room because we needed that location to teleport back to our ship. But that’s useless to us now because we have no way to let our ship know to pull out of slip drive and move into position to receive the transport.”

      “That’s perfect. We can collect the things we need today, plan out all of our steps and get started on this tomorrow.” She turned her head. “Where’s Rengeli?”

      His brow furrowed. Where the hell was that green-horn?

      And then his friend’s familiar figure reappeared at the entrance to the cell. He was out of breath and sweaty, holding out a narrow, glowing object in his hand. “I’ve got the com from a Guard’s armband,” Rengeli said.

      “And here’s your blanket,” Trax proudly announced.

      Sirens began blaring. Guards shouted in the distance.

      “Or, we can just get started now,” Sara quipped.

      Trax cursed.

      “Run!”

      

      Syrin held his Bride’s hand with a firm grip. A blaster he’d confiscated off a guard was in his other claw. Within moments all four of them had busted out of the cell block and were strutting down the halls of the staff area.

      The passageways were freakishly clear.

      “The guards were all deployed to the cell block,” Trax laughed. “Idiots.”

      “How far until we reach the system analyst’s station?” his Bride asked.

      Syrin squeezed her hand. “We’re close.”

      The small screen on the com unit attached to Rengeli’s forearm came to life. “Oh hell,” he exclaimed. Rengeli touched the screen to maximize it for their benefit and restarted it. And there, on the vid, was the warden screaming orders. “Kill them. Don’t let them escape!”

      The warden was Kroga of Seventy-Five.

      “Well, that explains why we couldn’t find him this whole time,” Trax remarked.

      “Hurry,” Rengeli said. “He’s ordering the guards back to the staff and intake area.”

      Syrin swept his Bride into his arms and sprinted down the hall. “Here it is,” he said. They’d turned the corner and came to passage that terminated in a maximum-security portal. He deposited Sara of One in front of the side panel. His Bride immediately busied herself, bypassing the hand and eye scans to unlock the door to the analyst station.

      “What are you using the blanket for?” Trax asked.

      “Blanket? Oh, I didn’t need a blanket.”

      Trax rocked back on his heels. “What? You didn’t need a blanket for your escape plan? Then why did you ask for one?”

      She grinned. “I was just playing around.”

      “Are you kidding me?” He threw the blue blanket to the ground. “I got that for no reason?”

      “Yep. You should’ve seen the look on your face when you showed it to me. Priceless.”

      “What the—”

      “Ready?” She cut him off.

      Trax lifted his blaster and straightened against the side of the portal. Syrin glanced at Rengeli. He nodded.

      “Go.”

      They burst through the door. Trax and Rengeli shot the two guards stationed in the chamber.

      The analyst, another Surellian with four arms and red skin, gripped the arms of his chair. Sweat glistened on his face. “Wh…what do you want?” he asked.

      Sara marched forward. “I want you out of that chair,” she ordered.

      His eyes narrowed at her declaration. “Bitch,” he snarled.

      “Pretender,” she answered with derision. “I could do a better job than you in my sleep. Get out of that chair before I force you out.”

      The Surellian raised a hand in an aggressive gesture. Syrin sighed, lifted his blaster and shot the asshole in the forehead. Sara turned and stared at him slack-jawed. He shrugged. He’d never liked Surellians. They were not Xylan allies.

      Trax pulled the dead weight out of the chair and then bowed and swept his hand out. “For you,” he said.

      Sara of One chuckled and sat down.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Rengeli asked.

      “Those.” His Bride pointed to a row of doors. “The executive escape pods. That’s how we’re getting out of here.”

      Trax looked at the doors and back at Sara of One and threw his arms up, sputtering. “Genius. Genius,” he declared. “Syrin, if you don’t mate her, I will.”

      Rengeli glanced back down at the com. “They’re almost here. We’ve got to get in those pods, now.”

      “Start loading,” Sara said. “I sent a message to your ship to lower the slip drive to prepare to receive you. They’ve already responded that they’re ready. I’m still working on keeping the detonators disabled.” Her fingers were flying across the console, touching a myriad of screens. His Bride was a miracle in motion.

      Trax and Rengeli went to the pods and tapped their initiation buttons. The doors hissed open.

      Syrin stepped up and stood next to his Bride. “What are you doing?” he asked. “We need to leave.” He would throw her over his shoulder if he had to—anything to get his Bride safely in a pod and away from this prison.

      She bit her lip. Sweat dripped from her forehead onto the console. “Trying…to stop them from killing you.” Her fingers continued to fly across a variety of screens. “Someone needs to stay here to keep them from implementing the detonators,” she explained. “I’ve been putting them off since the moment I began to unlock those doors. That was when they knew we were the instigators of the prison break. They’ve been trying to set off the detonators in our heads ever since. If I stop blocking them, we’re all dead.”

      Trax pulled out his blaster. “I’ll keep them off at the door.”

      “It’s better if you both leave first,” Sara gritted. “That’s less detonators I need to block. Once you’re gone the detonator is ineffective and you’re safe.”

      Rengeli widened his stance. “We’re all leaving together.”

      Sara looked up. “We can’t leave together. If I stop doing this, Syrin will be dead before he even steps into the pod.”

      “Both of you, get in the pods and leave, now,” Syrin ordered. “I will stay behind with my Bride and we will leave together.”

      “No. Fucking. Way. Bounty Hunters work together.”

      “Go,” Syrin bellowed, the berserker already scratching to be let out. “That is an order.”

      Trax’s face turned a dusky orange.

      Pounding began against the maximum-security door.

      “They’re here,” Sara whispered.

      Syrin met the steady gaze of both Rengeli, and then Trax. “If you don’t go,” he snarled, “there will be no one to come back and rescue my Bride, or apprehend Kroga.”

      “I am not leaving without you,” Trax hissed.

      He met his friend’s furious gaze. “Trax, go… I am counting on you.” He lifted a blaster and pointed it at them both for emphasis. “Go!”

      “Syrin!”

      He whipped around at the sound of his Bride’s sweet voice. “I need you to buy me time. I can do this. I need two more minutes to deconstruct their detonation transmission system. Then we can go too.”

      The chamber behind him vibrated as both pods safely deployed with his friends inside. Syrin let out the breath he’d been holding.

      “Good,” his Bride said. “It will be easier now with them out of range.”

      The maximum-security door exploded. Surellian guards began pouring into the chamber. His berserker exploded, too.

      My Be’Ih.

      Lightening fast, the blinding rage took hold and his body morphed into the monster only heard of in tales of old. The raging beast that could not be contained. It rumbled through his body, effecting change, bursting across muscle, elongating and strengthening wherever it touched. Bones snapped as he literally grew taller. Syrin threw his head back and roared. Baring fangs and razor claws. His two hearts thundered in his chest.

      They fired at him, but their blasters were ineffective against berserker scales. Syrin waded in, pulling them apart by hand. Cracking skulls. Tearing off limbs and dismembering bodies.

      “Syrin,” his lovely Bride screamed. “Syrin. I did it. The detonators are disengaged. We can go.”

      And then a blaster shot pierced her shoulder and she crumpled to the ground.

      Syrin saw nothing but red. Red blood. Red haze. Red gore.

      Later, he bent and smelled his female, her scent calming his berserker. His Bride…his Bride was bleeding, her breaths shallow. Amidst the quiet of the fallen guards, their torn bodies strewn like broken toys, he scooped her into his arms and stepped into a pod.
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      Sara woke up in an enchanted forest. Or what she imagined the images that would result from a search of “enchanted forest” would look like.

      She sat up, utterly disoriented, and looked down at herself, noting she felt perfectly fine even though she knew for a fact a blaster shot had seared through her shoulder, burning a sickening hole through muscle and bone. There’d been a flash of blinding pain, one second before she’d blacked out.

      She rotated her shoulder, which now felt perfectly fine, as if nothing had ever happened.

      She exhaled, a wave of confusion crashing through her mind. Her last thoughts were of blaster fire and screams of pain from Surellian guards fighting a losing battle against a Xylan berserker. And now, not only was her location different, but her clothes had been changed too. A silky blue tunic went to her thighs, and underneath that was nothing but…bare skin.

      Somehow, after everything that happened in that prison, her face heated up over the fact that Syrin must’ve changed her clothes. After spending a week in a tiny cell with this Xylan, many of those days sharing the same bunk and finally with his amazing hands and mouth bringing her relief again and again from the flood of mating hormones that crashed through her body…she was still shy over the fact that he’d changed her clothes. But, it seemed so intimate.

      And now here she was, in this…forest. It must be the holo deck of his ship.

      A smile formed on her face and her heart lightened. The fact that she was on a holo deck meant that their prison escape had worked. Trax and Rengeli must’ve made it back to the Bounty Hunter ship alive. She’d deconstructed the detonators and yes, she’d been hurt but Syrin must have been able to reasonably control his berserker, get her out of there and both of them in a pod, because, here she was, in this forest.

      Warmth radiated throughout her body.

      They’d broken out of that alien prison and now they were free.

      She wasn’t in a prison full of inmates who wanted her dead. And this forest was private and dark, with no prying eyes. And she felt perfectly fine, like she’d woken from a pleasant nap. She wasn’t hungry, thirsty, or tired. In fact, Sara felt pretty darn good.

      Late at night, in their cell, Syrin would whisper and tell her how he would one day claim her as his in an ancient Xylan forest in a fierce claiming ceremony. He wasn’t kidding, was he?

      And here they were, in a Xylan forest?

      Sara stood up because, strangely, she felt restless, ready to get going, although not sure where she was going to. Adrenaline coursed through her body, and she felt bouncy and ultra-awake, ready to conquer the world.

      A breeze brushed across her cheek. This forest was a soothing green with plush grass. Giant trees jutted up into the starlit sky. Two full moons hung pure white overhead. It was night time and quiet except for the sound of wind rustling leaves and the soft hooting of an unseen bird.

      She heard a crunching noise and saw a figure approaching from the shadows. He came stalking toward her, his bronze hair loose around his shoulders.

      Syrin.

      Enormous Syrin with his wider than wide chest and all those acres of dark, powerful muscle and he wore…nothing. Nothing at all. He was naked. And oh shit, was that his hard shaft jutting out from the juncture at his thighs?

      Sara swallowed. He looked like legends and myths of old. The stories the elders on New Earth told at night of their ancestors. Epic heroes who vanquished obstacles with heart and soul, cunning and guile. Her pulse beat fast; her palms sweaty.

      All the images of the chaotic moments prior to their escape, the shouts and explosions, and the pain…it all evaporated in her mind and was replaced with a flood of sensations. All those same hot, pulsing vibrations of love and lust she’d been drowning in the last few cycles prior to their escape.

      He’d said she was in her breeding cycle.

      And he was going to mate with her now and release his hot seed into her welcoming channel. Her stomach swooped pleasantly and that place between her thighs throbbed with warmth and desire.

      Syrin stopped before her. His harsh features more pronounced in shadow. He spoke in Xylan, dark and guttural, his words formal, as if he were reciting a ceremony. She understood what he was saying thanks to the universal translator, but she didn’t understand the context. His words were triggering her fight or flight reflex to increase exponentially. She shook her head. Maybe she should’ve asked more about what this mating ritual entailed.

      Finally, he uttered one command she could understand clearly. “Run.”

      “What?” Why should she run?

      A moment of indecision caught her unaware. Run? Then, she took a few steps back, because something inside of her was building, already saying this idea made absolute sense. Her pulse raced. She shifted on her feet, restless. The call to run echoed in her mind, gaining in intensity.

      Run. Run. Run.

      Suddenly it all unified with sparkling clarity—this was the chase, and it was her job to make it hard.

      “Run,” he repeated.

      So she ran. Sara whipped around and sprinted into the dark forest.

      She laughed as she took off, her legs pumping. She leaned into it, using her arms for momentum, her breaths paced in short bursts. Running was her favorite exercise, but that was with specially fabricated running shoes. Running half naked and barefoot in a dark, unknown forest was fucking hard. Her feet immediately hurt like hell. Every rock, branch, or seedling jabbed her foot or scratched her legs.

      Shit.

      But this didn’t mean she stopped, she just kept going, pushing herself harder. Harder. Because that huge male was somewhere behind her and she had to make this head start count.

      A familiar roar echoed in the forest.

      Damn.

      She ran faster, dodging a boulder and leaping over a fallen log. He was closer now, tearing up the ground behind her. At first it was distant, but now his giant breaths were staccato bursts in the background, spurring her forward.

      Raindrops splattered across her face, changing everything. The enchanted forest instantly altered into a spooky timberland. Thunder cracked overhead. Sara gasped as the wind picked up, blowing her hair back.

      A bolt of lightning struck a tree nearby, splitting it wide open. She screamed. The tree was so tall the top disappeared into the night, and oh fuck, it was toppling down and… Syrin scooped her up in his arms and swerved as half the tree crashed to the ground behind them.

      He continued to run through the forest, cradling her in his massive arms. The rain turned from a spray to a torrential downpour, like someone had turned on a faucet. Water pounded against the ground, alongside the steady beat of Syrin’s feet.

      But she had to get away. This chase was not over. She twisted and kicked in his wet grip, her nails scraping across his chest. He slipped and they both fell onto ground that was half dirt, half water. Sara rolled in the mud. It pasted her tunic to her torso, clogged her hair and swiped across her face. She didn’t care. She was busy beating on her male, forcing him to the ground and away from her thighs, which he was relentlessly trying to separate.

      He dropped on top of her, his knees in the mud.

      “No,” she screamed. His lips fell on hers, smothering her aggression. She bit the hell out of him and his fangs scraped across her tongue and…pure bliss. His lips were a damn drug she was never able to combat. A claw cupped the back of her head, and she opened her mouth as he deepened the kiss, dominating her with the magic of his taste.

      The warm rain continued to fall, pouring, cleansing. His claw reached down and fingered her core, penetrating and testing. She couldn’t stop herself from raising her hips, seeking out his rough touch. A growl of approval rumbled in his chest.

      Lightening cracked across the sky, illuminating the giant male crouched over her. His shaft bobbed and tapped against her leg as he pulled her into position.

      Sara sucked in a sharp breath.

      How was that monstrous cock going to fit?

      But…she didn’t want to wait. She’d waited long enough. All those nights and mornings, with her husband’s claws in her folds, never penetrating, always fingering her to orgasm but leaving her empty, as her core had clenched around…nothing. He hadn’t even allowed her to touch him through the cloth of his suit. She was so hungry and wet for his cock she wanted to weep.

      She was a virgin and it was going to hurt like ten thousand suns but she did not care. She needed him that bad.

      “Fuck me, now,” she snarled.

      The head of his erection rubbed against her wet entrance. Dark eyes met hers. His jaw clenched. Then he thrust inside, balls deep. Hot, long and scorching. She screamed and thrashed underneath him because it was like being stabbed. He rutted, plunging in and out. Primitive and untamed and exactly what she needed.

      Because, in a moment the shock of pain converted to overwhelming pleasure, his giant cock scraping against parts of her she didn’t know existed, finding every spot inside that needed his immediate attention. She tilted her hips and wrapped her legs over his hips. He plunged deeper and she moaned with pleasure.

      His huge body slammed against her hips and the orgasm began to build. Hard shaft tunneling through soft muscle, wet and aching. He continued to reach a spot, again and again that was building in intensity. He wasn’t even touching her clit, he didn’t need to. She felt the orgasm build down deep.

      She threw her head back and screamed as the wave of release tore through her mind and soul. Her core clenched around his plunging shaft. His thrusts continued, uneven. He stilled above her as his cock throbbed and warmth rushed inside. She felt every moment of his release, and it was magical.

      He dropped on top of her, panting, and pulled her over to their side, his arms circling her tenderly, protecting her from the gentle rain.

      “I love you,” she whispered, as a sigh of contentment left her chest. And her eyes fluttered closed.
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      The next time Sara woke up, she was on an actual bed. This time there were pillows, sheets and everything. No dirt, or hard metal bunk. No enchanted forest with thunder and lightening. Just the soft sound of her husband’s light growls from behind her and his huge, rough claws roaming over her naked body; his ridged erection already nudging at her wet entrance.

      “Mmm,” she sighed, not caring one bit how long this had been going on, only happy that it was actually happening. Because, waking up in a soft bed to an enormous Xylan warrior behind her, making love to her with his monstrous cock was certainly no hardship.

      His nose pressed next to her ear and she felt the rise of his powerful chest as he inhaled her scent. “Good morning,” he whispered.

      She smiled and reached back to cup his head, pulling him in. He immediately understood her intent and dove in for a searing kiss. Holy gods she loved his kisses. He was the grand master of kissing. His tongue slipped inside the seam of her mouth and she was already moaning against his lips.

      And they were both naked, with nothing but thin white sheets to kick aside.

      “Please,” she whispered, because the idea of waking up to him thrusting inside of her, instead of being denied his hot length was still a treat she couldn’t live without. She lifted her legs just enough, tilting her backside for easier access. Then he was sliding inside. Hot, long and oh so hard. She gasped as the pleasure hit her like a blast of energy.

      His arm went around her and over her waist and delved between her legs, rubbing at that spot where she needed him most. And then his hips began slamming against her as he drilled inside while the tip of his claw worked magic against her clit.

      “Oh honey,” she choked. This male was everything. All the things. And he didn’t even know.

      Her orgasm was swift and hard, rocking through her like a thunderstorm. She gasped, clenching the sheets in her fist as she rode out the pleasure.

      His cock twitched and he let out a hoarse groan as his cum jetted inside.

      “Dear gods,” she whispered.

      They both lay quiet, and close, their breaths evening out. He pulled out and Sara whimpered at the loss. She turned in his arms, facing him, giant arms surrounding her and her cheek against his amazing pectorals. His chin rested on her head.

      “You know, none of this surprises me,” she informed him.

      He squeezed her tighter. “It doesn’t?”

      “I knew you were the one for me the moment I saw you,” she admitted.

      His shoulders shook with mirth. “I was shackled and wearing a prison-issue orange jumpsuit. You didn’t know I was there undercover and you thought I was an actual convict serving a real sentence. And I was a berserker who could have killed you, and you thought I was the male for you?”

      She shrugged. “Yes.”

      “It is true you felt desire for me, I could smell your physical reactions.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to shut out the image of him knowing she desired him the whole time she was trying to talk him into becoming her protector. “You knew I was attracted to you during intake and when we were first in our cell together?”

      “Yes,” he nodded against the top of her head. “As did Trax and Rengeli. They can also scent your physical reactions.”

      She groaned. “I want the ground to swallow me up.”

      “I wasn’t concerned.”

      She crooked an eyebrow. “You weren’t?”

      “No. Females have this reaction toward me often. I was used to ignoring it.”

      “What?” She pulled out of his embrace and sat up. “Hold on, you were used to females you came into contact with desiring you and you ignoring them so it was no big deal to you that I also desired you?”

      His lips twitched and his hazel eyes sparkled. “Yes.”

      “This isn’t funny Syrin…you’re telling me I was just another female in a long list of females who’d wanted you and you ignored. In fact, I was the colorless human female who was probably going to jeopardize your mission.”

      He stared at her, quiet, which was ten times more frustrating.

      She pursed her lips and stood up, pulling the sheet around her. “So, even though I fell in love with you the moment I met you,” she said, her voice cracking, “you just thought I was an annoying human. I was nothing to you. Thank you for that, thank you very much.” It wasn’t like this was new. Of course he’d felt that way at the beginning, it had been obvious, but…every feeling she’d ever had her whole life of not being loved, or wanting love and the other person not giving one shit about her, returned tenfold, piercing her heart in the same way it always had, her whole damn life.

      For some reason it had been important to her that in this one instance, this one time, it was different and maybe someone had actually cared about her, from the very beginning.

      “You fell in love with me the moment we met?” he asked, confusion marking his Xylan features.

      She snorted. “Of course, I did. You’re the sexiest male I’ve ever seen, and that includes when you’re fully clothed, and you’re smart and loyal. But you thought I was annoying, one of your groupies,” she huffed, trying to ignore his amazing chest and the way the white sheet barely covered the bulge between his thighs. It wasn’t fair that he was so damn handsome. It was distracting. She started walking toward the restroom. “I can’t believe this.”

      He stood up, naked, towering over her with acres of gorgeous royal pigment and epic thighs. “Wait.” His claw was on her shoulder, turning her around.

      She clenched her jaw and looked away, tucking the sheet tighter around her breasts. Mad. Embarrassed. Feeling like the most worthless…

      “My Be’Ih,” he sighed, and wrapped his enormous arms around her and pulled her in close, his lips pressing against her forehead. His warmth, his scent and her cheek against his chest brought tears to her eyes. Her shoulders loosened and she melted into his embrace. Damn him. “You are human,” he murmured against her hair. “But I didn’t care that you are colorless. Your skin is soft and your pigment is pleasant against mine. You smell like Gardonian flowers and your scent brings me to my knees.”

      “That’s lovely, but you didn’t feel any of that until later,” she whispered, “and I don’t know, it embarrasses me that I chased you around and you felt nothing. It hurts. I can’t help it, it makes me feel like I care more for you than you do for me.”

      “No,” he said with rough strength. “No, you are wrong.”

      “Wrong?”

      “The moment I met you, I was obsessed with protecting you and I watched every move you made. And within the first diurnal cycle I had already acclimated to your coloring. And…I’ve always found your scent alluring.”

      “But you weren’t attracted to me.”

      “No, I wasn’t. Xylans cannot physically be attracted to another being besides their mate. But I couldn’t keep my eyes off of you. You were fascinating. And I didn’t mind sharing a bunk with you.”

      She couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped her lips. “You didn’t? Could’ve fooled me.”

      “I was angry only because it made it more difficult to avoid testing mating compatibility. Remember, I didn’t know that as my Bride you could tame my berserker. I thought my berserker would kill you. I was trying to save your life by keeping you away.”

      She pushed back to look up into his face. His chin tilted down. “You’re saying you liked me, cared for me, before we tested compatibility?” she asked.

      “Yes. I usually ignore all females who feel desire for me. You were the only one I was obsessed with.”

      “I was?”

      He took her hand in his and brought it to his lips, and kissed her palm, those sexy fangs peeking out from perfect lips. “If things had been different I would have formally asked the Manager of your line to test mating compatibility because I thought there was the possibility that we were a match.”

      “Really?” she croaked. So, so classy.

      His hand possessively rested on her hip. He put a finger under her chin, lifting her eyes up to meet his. “Yes. And we will talk about this more, later. For now, we must get ready. There are many others on this ship, waiting for us to come out of our mating confinement in order to implement plans.”

      “Many others? Who?”

      “Trax and Rengeli. And Joyzal and his Bride, Jacole. Jacole is also human, but from the planet Earth.”

      “No way! She’s from the original planet?”

      “Yes, you will meet her. But first, there was a confirmation in long range scanners that a prison convoy is following us.”

      “Well, shoot, you should’ve said that first. Let’s go then.”

      

      Sara followed Syrin down the halls of his high-tech space ship, her eyes wide. “This is a nice,” she tried to say, still chewing on a mouth full of ration bar.

      Syrin grinned down at her and stopped to place a hand over a door panel. He also handed her the coffee cup he’d been holding. She took a sip, swallowing down the last of her breakfast as the doors shooshed open, and stepped into the main heart of the ship. Music was thumping, a strange beat she’d never heard before, but one she immediately liked.

      As she entered the Bridge, her eyes swept the consoles and examined all the tell-tale signs of system integration. She recognized the configuration of glowing lights on the panels instantly and gasped. A huge, genuine, goofy smile that was impossible to hide broke across her face. Her eyes scanned the area and she realized quickly that this ship was sleek, pricey and decked out with the best of everything. The absolute best, stuff that was hard to get. All the expensive system technology she’d always wanted to try out, and admired, but couldn’t possibly afford. Basically, she was always hacking her own stuff to bring it up to half the grade this setup was, naturally.

      “Computer?” she questioned softly.

      “This is the ship’s computer. How may I help you, Sara of One?”

      Sara snort-laughed. It already knew her name! And it was speaking to her in New Earth-accented English! It had even turned the music off so she could hear better. Fucking fabulous.

      She glanced over at her new husband.

      He nodded. “I told it to accept you and to give you the highest security clearance.”

      Well then…

      If anything, her smile grew even bigger.

      “I need overrides from the initial analyst and the logo of this architect,” Sara ordered the computer’s AI as she strode over to the empty seat in front of the analyst station. “Unlock this station for Sara of One and transfer your design plans to me in holographic form.”

      “Affirmed.”

      She sat down at the chair in front of the console and placed her coffee in the cup holder. An analyst position wasn’t technically necessary on this ship since they had top-of-the-line AI, but everyone knew AI needed oversight. It was reckless to have AI running your…anything…without at least intermittent biological sentient management. And she had to know who the architect of this system was, because she hadn’t noted a signature anywhere yet and…

      “Oh shit, she’s the real thing, isn’t she?” a female voice said. “You guys weren’t kidding. We have a real system’s analyst on our team now. Hurray!”

      That was when Sara realized there were other beings on the Bridge, too, and she was being rude and ignoring them. Oops.

      She turned her chair around to see five sets of eyes staring at her. The first two were Trax and Rengeli, who she was so happy to see alive again she squeaked with joy and immediately sprinted off her chair and ran to give them big hugs. They both looked confused at first when she put her arms around each of them, not understanding her strange human custom, but Sara hugged them each anyway because dammit, they were alive and out of that terrifying prison and she was giddy with relief.

      Someone growled. Sara turned to see her husband, watching her touch his two friends, his features a dark thundercloud. She walked over and placed a hand in his claw and put a soothing palm on his chest, over his two beating hearts. She looked into his reddened eyes and stood on her tip toes to give him a light kiss. “You’re fine,” she whispered. “I’m right here.”

      “You two are so cute together, I can’t handle the cute,” a voice said.

      Sara finally noticed the other members of their party—a tall human female with a wide smile and sparkling black eyes, and another huge Xylan male who was lighter-skinned than her husband.

      The woman stepped forward. “Hi, I’m Jacole,” she said in unusually accented English. “And this is my husband, Joyzal. We’re both Bounty Hunters and we’re so happy to meet you. And as you can tell I’m human, but I’m not from New Earth, I’m from the original planet.”

      Sara was totally star struck, like meeting a celebrity. “You’re…you’re,” she gushed.

      “I am.” Jacole smiled.

      Tears sprung up on Sara’s eyes, tears that she simply could not contain. She kept gaping at this beautiful woman, looking at her from head to toe. So exactly the same as the humans on New Earth, but her gestures, the sound of her voice, were so different. And those differences were fascinating. As far as she knew, no had ever met a human from the original planet. Sometimes Sara wondered if they really existed, or were just a tall tale.

      “I’m Sara…Sara Smith.”

      “I know. Don’t worry, we’ll have plenty of time to talk later. I heard you’re going to become part of the Guild too, right? Which is perfect, because then we can chat about everything. I’ve got so many questions. I can’t even tell you how happy I’ll be to have another woman around. There are entirely too many male Bounty Hunters and not enough females.”

      “The Guild?” Sara asked. She looked up at her husband. “What Guild? I’m part of a Guild? How did that happen?”

      “I decided we needed a system’s analyst on our team. So now you’re a member of our team.”

      “You can do that? Just decide?”

      He grinned. “I can.”

      “How is that possible? Don’t you have to ask someone in charge? Your boss?”

      Jacole threw her head back and laughed.

      Sara looked at her, puzzled, and noted that everyone else was either chuckling too or had a smile on their face, including Syrin.

      “Girl, you didn’t know your mate is the President of the Bounty Hunter Guild?” Jacole asked. “What, you just found out right now?”

      President of the Bounty Hunter Guild? Sara looked up at her husband who wasn’t in prison orange anymore, and was now wearing a black uniform that had some kind of silver insignia on it that she hadn’t been able to figure out and had no time to ask…holy gods. Her eyes widened. She’d shared her cell with the male who was the leader of all the Bounty Hunters? And she’d been a thief and she’d admitted it to him.

      “Yes,” Sara said softly, her cheeks heating with embarrassment. “I just found out right now.” Although, so many things were making sense now, pieces of the Syrin puzzle clicking together.

      Syrin didn’t say anything, didn’t respond to this announcement, just pulled her in close and buried his nose into her hair and inhaled. Which, somehow made her feel better.

      “Hey, don’t worry,” Jacole said. “Shocking things happen when you’re married to a Xylan. I understand. It was a shock to me when I found out, for instance, that my mother-in-law wasn’t my husband’s biological mother. He didn’t tell me. I had to find out while he was fighting with another Hunter. It’s a long story, but believe me, shocking. These Xylan are good at keeping secrets, aren’t they?”

      Sara pursed her lips. “Yes, they are.”

      “Syrin was voted in after the whole debacle where the old Guild tried to take the brain of Rayzor of One’s Bride as an object for scientific study in order to learn more about humans,” Rengeli explained.

      “And this…”—Trax swept his arm out—“this is the entire new Hunter Guild, right here on this Bridge.”

      “Welcome,” Joyzal rumbled.

      Sara looked around and realized she felt comfortable with this group. She was standing on the Bridge with Syrin holding her hand in his claw, and he was gently rubbing circles on her wrist. The other Xylan, Joyzal, stood next to his own Bride, Jacole, a human straight from Earth, the original planet. And Trax and Rengeli, both of whom were now treating her like one of the gang, rather than an albatross around their necks.

      “This is your new family,” Syrin said.

      Sara swallowed against the lump in her throat. Growing up she’d had the worst family ever. Not once feeling loved and instead feeling like an annoyance, a burden, and then something to be used and abused. Then during the last year she’d grown to like the crew she’d worked with, she’d liked them as much as she’d trusted the network of women who’d helped her escape from New Earth. But she’d lost all of those people, which was still a knife to her heart. And she’d been alone all over again.

      But here, in this moment, she felt that she’d gained a whole new life, a kinship with a new group of people. She glanced over at her husband and met his hungry gaze… And a new love.

      “Alert,” the computer announced. “Incoming message from prison convoy.”

      Jacole let out a sigh. “Here we go.”

      “Prison convoy,” Syrin muttered. “Computer, ignore their message for now. Show holo image here on the deck of their proximity,” he ordered. A moment later a beautifully rendered image magnified in front of them. Sara walked around to get a better view. The convoy was a blurb of many ships, moving closer.

      “We left a signature for them to follow on purpose, so we could reingage,” Trax explained. Sara nodded, stepped over and sat in her system analyst’s chair, took a sip of coffee and got to work.

      “Is Kroga of Seventy-Five aboard any of those ships?” Syrin asked the computer.

      “Yes, Kroga of Seventy-Five is on the Bridge of the lead ship.”

      “He’s not getting away this time,” Syrin announced. “I don’t care if he’s the goddamn Prime Minister of Othorone, he’s ours. He thinks because he’s the warden, we can’t extract him.”

      “Agreed,” Joyzal commented. “But how are we going to isolate him?”

      Syrin turned. “Sara, can you get a lock on Kroga and bring him in?”

      “Already working on it,” she grinned, happy that he seemed to basically be able to read her mind. “And…” She ran her fingers over the console, like a lover, her best friend or a musical instrument. “Got him! Bam!”

      “Mic drop,” Jacole muttered.

      “Huh?” Sara asked. Mic drop? What was that?

      “Unknown Earth reference,” Joyzal offered. “She does it all the time, says things I’ll never understand. Get used to it.”

      “What did you do?” Trax asked.

      “I force transmitted Kroga to the cargo bay.”

      “Wow,” Jacole whispered. “I didn’t even know that was possible.”

      “Kroga of Seventy-Five is on this ship?” Syrin asked.

      “Yep, better hurry. He’s there right now.”

      Four Bounty Hunters immediately ran off the Bridge. Syrin grabbed her hand. “You’re with me,” he said. And they ran after the others.

      Sara and Syrin were the last to arrive in the cargo bay. She fully expected to show up mid-battle, with everyone fighting an enraged Xylan warrior, but instead she arrived to see everyone standing in a semi-circle around an adult female Xylan. A mature female of royal pigment, with threads of silky-gray in her long bronze-black hair. She was easily one of the most beautiful females Sara had ever seen.

      “Melachine,” Joyzal growled. “You have a knack for arriving in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “Don’t even start with me,” the Xylan female responded. “I discovered that your mission was to retrieve Kroga. Of course I would be here. It is my right by law to confront my mate and make him pay for what he did to me. To all of us.”

      “Melachine, if you’re here, who’s taking care of baby Joy?” Jacole asked.

      “Don’t worry, my grandchild is safe and happy with Rayzor and Rebecca on their farm. Joy is spending time with her cousin.”

      “Melachine,” Joyzal blew out a sigh of exasperation. “You’re not supposed to be in contact with them. You shouldn’t know they exist. It’s dangerous for you and for them.”

      “Don’t you think I know that? But I need to—”

      “Melachine!” Kroga roared.

      The cargo bay grew quiet. Everyone turned to stare at the warrior who was getting up off the floor. Sara took a step back because holy gods, Kroga was a scary motherfucker. He was almost as big as her husband and still wore the uniform of a prison warden.

      Melachine bared her fangs at her long-lost mate and her claws elongated. She strode over to confront him. “Kroga. Finally. You…asshole.” She swung and punched him in the face with all her might. Kroga grunted and stumbled back with the force of her blow, his face bleeding. He shook his head and spit out a tooth. Melachine continued to march forward, murder in her eyes.

      Kroga swung around and grabbed her close, wrapping his arms around his furious mate. Melachine cursed and struggled in his grasp. Kroga slapped a small metal object on her chest. There was a matching object on his chest, also.

      Oh shit.

      The other Bounty Hunters rushed forward.

      “Syrin! He’s—” Sara tried to warn them, but it was too late. Both Melachine and Kroga wavered and disappeared, teleported off the ship.

      “Melachine!” Joyzal raced forward into the space his mother had occupied, only to find it empty.

      “What just happened?” Trax shouted. “Where did they go?”

      “Computer,” Sara asked. “Confirm location of Melachine and Kroga.”

      “Those life forms are no longer aboard this ship. Unable to pinpoint exact location.”

      “Kroga of Seventy-Five has kidnapped Melachine?” Jacole asked, her eyes watery. A single tear began rolling down the side of her cheek.

      “Yes,” Sara whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

      Joyzal fell to the ground, on his knees, his arms stretched out over the floor where Melachine had last stood. His shoulders shaking.
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      The entire Hunter Guild spent two planetary cycles scouring the corners of the four sectors, looking for Melachine.  Syrin temporarily suspended the Leaderboards and paused bidding on retrieval of targets for two planetary cycles. He ordered every Bounty Hunter to meet with their contacts, run database searches and issue orders to up local bidding for the apprehension of Kroga of Seventy-Five. His Bride worked herself to the point of exhaustion, surveying space maps for a trace of Kroga. But no matter where they searched, Melachine was not there. Kroga had simply disappeared with his Bride. The prison system was no help. Kroga had worked on Detention Center: Zeta 149 using a stolen identity. They had no information on Kroga’s present location.

      The Guild was frustrated.

      Eventually, Jacole and Joyzal left to meet with Rayzor and his Bride, wanting to reunite with their offspring on Zamarian Prime. They would continue to search and plan Melachine’s retrieval from Rayzor’s farm.

      Basically, the entire Hunter profession was in a state of mourning over the loss of Kroga, which led to the kidnapping of his long-lost Bride. The Xylan High Command was unhappy that once again, Kroga had escaped.

      And of course this brought Syrin to the attention of the Xylan High Command. He knew they were going to be all up his ass and about to send a judge to settle this matter of his illegal mating. They would never allow a berserker to keep his Bride and would consider the offspring he and his Bride had created as optional—something to be immediately terminated because berserkers were not allowed to breed.

      Although, he might have a work around for that…

      Syrin took his Bride by the hand and led her down the hall. “We need to go to the Medical Bay,” he said.

      She sucked in a breath. “Why? Are you sick?”

      “No,” he answered. And a smile formed on his face, which was a nice change considering the brevity of their recent situation. The last few cycles had been hard and he hadn’t had much alone time with his Bride since their claiming. They had fallen into bed each sleep cycle, exhausted from their search for Melachine and Kroga, sleeping and not breeding. But today he was going to spend time with his lovely Bride in private. They had important matters to discuss. “I am taking you to the Medical Bay because I have to show you something and confirm a suspicion of mine.”

      “Well, okay, as long as no one is sick, that’s fine with me.”

      He pulled her with him into the Medical Bay. Sara was visibly impressed at the medical technology, which warmed his hearts. He enjoyed watching her reactions to new environments. Her emotions always showed clearly on her features, which was refreshing.

      “I need to run a diagnostic on you,” he explained, pointing to the white evaluation bed.

      “Me?” Her blue eyes widened.

      “Don’t worry, I have a surprise for you.”

      She smiled, which lit up her face like a Sumar sunrise. “Ooh, I like surprises. Well, as long as it’s a good surprise…”

      He took her hand. “It’s a pleasant surprise.”

      “Okay.” His Bride reclined on the bed which was much too long for her tiny, fragile human form.

      “Computer, run diagnostic on Sara of One.” A slim wand lit up and moved over Sara from head to toe. She sucked in a breath. “Don’t worry,” he told her, “it’s quick and painless.”

      She nodded and squeezed his hand.

      He already knew what to expect. He’d taken Sara to the Medical Bay directly after their prison escape and stood by her side as the bots had closed her wound and healed her. The computer had also discovered her lack of inoculations and had found an abnormality that would have led to a life-threatening disease, but that had been corrected. Syrin knew his Bride was healthy. He was searching for something else.

      “Diagnostic complete.”

      The computer provided an over view of his Bride’s blood type, inoculations and general health, and then came the words he’s been waiting to hear, “Sara of One is pregnant.”

      “What?” Sara gasped, and sat up, her eyes bright. “You knew? You already knew I was pregant? How is that possible?”

      “I felt it, that spark of life that was created when I released my seed during our claiming ceremony.”

      “You felt it?”

      “Yes, didn’t you?” It was what had made their joining special.

      Her eyes grew wet. “Yes,” she answered with a rueful smile. “Yes, I felt it too.”

      “Computer, show visual of offspring of Sara of One and Syrin of Forty-Six.” And there it was, a holo vid of his newly formed offspring, already a small form with two tiny hearts. He held his Bride’s soft hand in his claw and let out a deep, satisfied breath.

      “Oh Syrin, our baby is so beautiful. I cannot believe how quickly this happened.”

      He looked down. “You like your surprise?”

      “Of course, I love it, you big idiot. But Syrin, what happens now? You said that you were not supposed to breed.”

      “Yes, I expect the Xylan High Command will be contacting me soon.”

      “Isn’t that bad?”

      He shrugged. It would be, if he didn’t have a plan. “Computer, what is the probability that Sara of One and Syrin of Forty-Six will produce offspring that are carriers of the berserker gene?”

      “Humans do not carry the berserker gene,” the computer replied. “The mating of a Xylan berserker and a human female will not result in berserker offspring,” the computer said.

      “It is as I suspected. There are no berserkers within the human species. Our mating will never produce berserker offspring. They will let me keep you. I will send vid of our escape from 149 as proof, showing how you calm and rein in my berserker with your scent, your pheromones. And I will send this med evaluation, proving that it is impossible for a Xylan and a human to breed a berserker.”

      She smiled wide and leaned in to give him a sweet kiss, causing his cock to twitch. Then she pulled back, blinked, and asked, “Syrin, one more thing…”

      “Yes?”

      “Um, we all escaped from prison. But the three of you were never technically charged with anything, you were undercover Bounty Hunters. But I was actually charged with something, no matter how unfair. When I originally planned out my escape I always imagined I’d change my identity and hide out somewhere remote. But instead I’m here using my real name, in a high-profile position as the mate of the President of the Hunter Guild. I guess I’m worried that I’m going to be taken from you and thrown back in prison…”

      Syrin moved closer to the bed she was sitting on, positioning himself between her luscious thighs. He cupped her beautiful face in his claws. “I’ve been working on that. You’re free and clear. All charges against you have been dropped. Cylo Rin came out of hiding recently and admitted to faking his own death in order to increase his viewership for his reality show.”

      “Oh, that’s lovely. What an asshole.”

      He laughed. She was right, as usual. Cylo Rin was an asshole. And if he ever saw that male in real life, he’d tear his heart out while it was still beating. If Syrin hadn’t ended up in the same cell with her as her protector, his Bride would have died on 149.

      “I love you,” he told her.

      Her eyes instantly welled up and a tear ran down her cheek. “No one has ever said that to me before,” she choked. “You’re the only one.”

      He brushed a finger across her lower lip. “Not even when you were young? Your mother did not say this to you?”

      “My mother died giving birth to me. I never knew my father, and my aunt who raised me, hated me.”

      His brow furrowed. “Do you choose to live with me, Sara of One?” he asked. “To love me, bear my offspring and stay by my side for the rest of your days? I know little about mating, but I will fight until my last breath to keep you happy.”

      His Bride smiled brilliantly. “I do,” she answered. “I do.”

      “I want your smiles…all of them,” he said. “You will work with me, by my side. We will make a good team.”

      “We will.”

      “Tomorrow we leave for the new Hunter space station, it is the headquarters for all the Bounty Hunters in the four sectors. This will be our new home. It has been built to be similar in design to the comforts on the new Omega 9 space station, have you heard of it?

      “Yes, I’ve heard of it. The Hunter station sounds terrific.”

      He wrapped his arms around her, engulfing her small form with his larger frame. That scent, and the silky colorless hair. He shuddered with relief, having his Bride so near. “You’re mine,” he growled.

      “I’m yours,” she agreed.

      He swept her up into his arms and carried her out of the Medical Bay.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To our cabin, where I will strip the clothes from your body and make love to you for the next three planetary cycles. I have ordered us to not be disturbed.”

      “Oh, okay,” she giggled. “Sounds like a plan.”
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      Rayzor of Twelve, a lonely Bounty Hunter banished from his home world, is determined to follow his mission parameters: He must extract his target from a primitive planet called Earth with zero human casualties.

      His plan unfolds with precision, until a human female gets in the way.

      Rebecca doesn’t understand what the hell is happening. One moment she’s scared and alone in the spooky forest. Then a seven foot tall alien warrior is gazing at her with dark passion, his clawed hands touching her reverently. He’s kissing her, claiming her and saying, his voice hoarse with emotion—that she is his Bride.

      His Bride? Wtf?

      This stranger is swoon-worthy, but…She doesn’t know his name, or what species he is and he’s kidnapped her, thrown her on his goddamn spaceship and now she’s speeding away from Earth to parts unknown. And he expects her to fall into his arms?

      Oh hell, no.

      
        Continue reading for an excerpt…
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      Rebecca blinked. “What?” It was hard to hear over the thumping music. She must’ve heard wrong, because there was no way—

      “You heard me. If you’re not gonna give me some head, you can get the hell outta my car and walk home, bitch.”

      She stared at him, pissed off like no one had been pissed off in the history of pissed off.

      He’d actually said that to her. He’d fucking said it. And in front of his two friends in the backseat, who were grinning ear to ear, snort-laughing and loving every minute of her discomfort. She clenched her fists. How dare he? Who died and made him king? “Fuck you and the horse you rode in on. I wouldn’t touch your dick now if it was gold-plated and the last dick on Earth.”

      Yes, Rebecca knew she had a bit of a potty mouth, and a temper, but usually she kept that all bottled inside. But holy crap, this guy had turned into such a piece of shit. She couldn’t hold back.

      Eric’s handsome features twisted into a mask of rage. The funny jock she’d agreed to go on a date with that night had been replaced with this selfish, misogynistic freak show in the driver’s seat, whose priority in life seemed to be getting a blowjob. And if that didn’t happen, look out. He turned from Dr. Jekyll into Mr. Hyde.

      Eric gave her the evil eye and jerked the steering wheel over. The car skidded to a halt at the side of the road. He slammed the gear into park, turned and pointed. “Get your ass out of my car.”

      The couple in the backseat cackled at her predicament.

      A headache pricked at her temples. God, if only she’d been bold enough to ask someone at the party for a landline to call for a taxi, none of this would be happening. She’d be at home, in her pajamas, watching reruns of Buffy. Not here, stuck with these assholes.

      “But…” She glanced through the car window at the dense forest and pitch-black nightscape that surrounded them. She was thrilled at the idea of getting away from these jerks. Except… “Go where?” she asked.

      “I don’t give a fuck. You’re walking home. Now get out.”

      So, she got out of the car. What else could she do?

      The chill in the mountain air nipped at her arms and legs. Her cute silver sandals crunched on the asphalt. She slammed the car door shut behind her, trying to think of a really biting parting shot to yell through the open window, the perfect remark to cut him with, but Eric barely waited for the door to connect before punching the gas on his sleek new sports car. He pealed out of sight without a backward glance. The car lights blinked and disappeared around the bend in the road. Silence descended, and Rebecca’s stomach sank like Titanic in the cold North Sea.

      She stood there slack-jawed for a moment. Her heart pounded in her chest like she’d just run the mile. It took a good five minutes for the enormity of it all to sink in.

      What the hell? Did that really happen? Had she really been dumped like trash, alone, past midnight, in the middle of nowhere?

      And holy shit, she’d left her purse on the floorboard of Eric’s car.

      She inhaled the crisp pine scent, trying to calm her nerves and not panic. Calm, calm, calm. Rebecca looked all around—at the road stretching ahead, the big fucking trees, the stars in the endless sky, and took another deep breath. Well, at least there was a full moon, so there was a bit of light. She glanced down, yanked her cell phone out of her pocket and tapped on the screen…and of course there was no 4G out here. Because, of course.

      Motherfucker.

      Her nose started to sting.

      Rebecca bit the inside of her cheek and examined the curve of the road and the dark trees on either side. Well, she could crash through the forest, which would be stupid, or instead she could walk along the side of the road. A car might drive by that maybe she could flag down, or at the very least she might find a tiny town, a house, or a minimart. She’d seen those occasionally on the way up but had no clue how far away they were.

      She exhaled.

      Road it was.

      So, she tucked her cell back in her pocket and walked forward, because at least she was doing something that didn’t involve getting hopelessly lost. Cold wind blew against her bare legs, rustling the miniskirt she’d worn that evening. She tightened her paper-thin cardigan around her torso. It was spring. Nice in the daytime, but chilly at night, especially up here in the mountains. And wow, these weren’t some pretend mountains, these were the real deal, the mountains John Muir had backpacked. She guesstimated Yosemite was only about an hour away.

      And she wasn’t even remotely dressed for this trek in the wilderness, let alone on the potholed pavement at the side of the road.

      Fucking shit.

      Rebecca sullenly kicked a small branch out of her way and continued trudging forward on her walk of shame, her desperate path back to civilization. It was freakishly quiet out here, in sharp contrast to the party she’d left earlier and the loud music pulsing in Eric’s car. Out here she could hear the wind brushing through the trees, the hoot of an owl…and that was about it. It would be nice if she weren’t so upset.

      “Why?” she yelled out to no one, shaking a fist at the glittering stars in the nighttime sky. “Why?” She choked off a sob, determined not to cry. If she cried, those assholes won.

      What kind of sense did it make for them to dump her on the side of the road? She was alone; she could get hurt out here. And no one would know. She’d never be found.

      And all because she’d refused to put Eric’s dick in her mouth?

      Really?

      For that, she’d been literally kicked to the curb. They’d slowed down and pushed her out, laughing like a pack of hyenas. She barely knew any of them. Eric had sat near her in psych class all semester. He’d asked her out a couple of times and she’d kept putting him off, but he was persistent. Finally, she’d agreed. Eric was handsome and on the basketball team, great on paper. Right? Why not give him a chance? What harm was one date? Looking back on it, she should’ve gone with her initial gut reaction of nope, bit of a jerk. But, trying to be nice, she’d given in.

      Big mistake.

      He’d invited her to a party in the mountains—a two-hour drive away. “It’s slamming. Everyone goes there. You’ll love it,” he’d said.

      She wasn’t sure, but he was very convincing.

      And, well, sometimes Rebecca worried she was boring.

      She never drank, did drugs, or went out to any college parties or functions. Ever. She wasn’t a people person. She liked animals, especially horses. Horses, she could understand. People, not so much. This was why she was studying to become a large-animal veterinarian. But she’d decided she needed to put in more effort to make friends considering she usually kept to herself and hadn’t made a single new friend since moving away to college.

      So she went out with Eric and the couple he’d brought along.

      Two point five seconds after she’d stepped into the raucous party with Eric and his friends, Rebecca had known it was all a huge mistake. It wasn’t her scene at all. She wanted nothing more than to get away from the pounding music and crush of people. And when Eric had pushed her against a wall in a dark hallway and shoved his beer-soaked tongue down her throat, she’d rebuffed his advances.

      And from that point on, things had gone from bad to worse.

      Now here she was, walking along a backwoods road, nothing to guide her except the pale light of the full moon. And she was pissed off and embarrassed, a mess of nasty emotions all knotting inside.

      And then she heard the noise.
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