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Daxon of Seven is trying to take make it through the first day of a new job. After being kicked out of the Illibrium mines, he’s starting a brand-new career as a Bounty Hunter. And with his ferocious size and mighty fists, he figures he’ll be a great fit. On day one he starts his ship, leaves dock and finds a stowaway.

A delicate New Earth female is sleeping in his bunk. Meanwhile, some rich idiot is screaming, red-faced through the holo vid that she’s his bride and he wants her returned, immediately.

He should give her back—rich idiot has powerful friends. Except he’s inhaled her scent and he’s 99% certain this tiny human is destined to be his mate. Therefore, this precious cargo is his.

And if anyone feels different…they’ll have to go through Daxon first.
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“…her hair is shiny perfection, and her eyes are like the rarest jewels, green and amber mixed together…”

Uh oh. Voices. Shoot. Darcy skidded to a halt on the paved garden path, the silky slide of her voluminous white skirts settling around her legs. She took a tentative step back. Her eyes darted across the area, swiftly landing on a perfect hiding spot. She ran over and took position behind a stone column, her breath coming out in short puffs as she fervently prayed the two young women chatting nearby couldn’t see her.

“Darcy Chopra is soooo beautiful, right? I wish I looked like her…”

Darcy let out a soft snort. Oh jeez. These two girls were talking about her.

Why was she always the freaking topic of conversation in Singapore? It never ceased to amaze her how this last moon cycle everyone had become so fixated with a simple farm girl from Tulare—pictures of her face and figure were all over the vid channels and plastered on giant holo vids around the city. If she went anywhere in public people tripped over themselves, trying to covertly capture a pic or vid of the girl who’d been declared “the most beautiful woman on the planet.”

Total craziness.

The most beautiful woman on the planet?

Really?

Apparently, none of them knew what she looked like first thing in the morning.

One moon cycle ago a fabulously wealthy bachelor and his team of celebrity stylists had declared her the winner of the Bridal Tour reality show, and now she’d been taken to the capital city of New Earth so everyone could gawk at her famed beauty.

The problem was she had zero interest in this “fame” and all she wanted was to return home to her parents and brother. Shoot, there’d been hundreds of other girls in this competition who’d been shockingly gorgeous, self-possessed trend-setters who would’ve been perfection in this role, but instead they’d chosen Darcy—who hadn’t even meant to be in the line-up. The girl least likely to give one shit about a beauty crown.

Really, what a waste.

She was now so desperate to return home she found herself wishing she could get back in time to work the damn Salphalfa harvest. Salphalfa! Even stinky, prickly stems couldn’t dim her determination to return to her quiet corner of the planet and the people she loved most in the world. She’d give anything to sit on the swing on the front porch again with her mother, the two of them sipping coffee and chatting comfortably while their cats rubbed against their ankles.

To most people, being declared instantly famous and poised to marry into a super-rich family was the stuff of legend, but to Darcy it was living hell. Well, being rich would be lovely, of course. But this windfall of wealth wasn’t going to be her own money, and it all came with strings attached. And being talked about, prodded and dressed-up twenty-four-seven by strangers wasn’t her idea of fun, instead it was a total nightmare. She wasn’t the type of person who liked to speak in front of crowds. She lurked on the vid channels and chat rooms and could care less about gaining a following. She was an introvert who’d been shoved into a situation that required the social skills of a high-level extrovert.

And most importantly, she didn’t love the guy she was supposed to be marrying, at all. In fact, she hated his guts. He was scary as fuck.

“And her eyelashes, wow, how can they be that long and dark? Her teeth are perfect, and her family didn’t have to use any currency to upgrade her appearance.”

“I can’t even believe that part. Do you know how much my new nose cost?”

“Girl, please! I’m getting my breasts done next month and it’s craaaaazy how much currency those medi-spas charge.”

“And get this, Darcy Chopra doesn’t need facials or have to get anything plucked. She doesn’t style her hair or put on makeup. She just steps out of the cleansing unit, throws on whatever, and looks stunning. Every. Single. Time.”

“I am so fucking jealous. No wonder she’s considered the most beautiful woman on New Earth. And probably one of the most beautiful females in the four sectors!”

Darcy bit her lip and shook her head. This was the weirdest part, being considered so beautiful. She hadn’t wanted any of this. She’d been “discovered” by the eldest son of the powerful Singh family; he’d taken one look at her and tore her away from her life and home.

The story went like this: Gurpreet Singh, the incredibly rich heir to the Singh business empire and the most eligible bachelor on the planet, had boasted to his friends that he’d only marry when he’d found the most fantastically beautiful and virginal, woman on New Earth and until he met that perfect female, he’d remain a bachelor. This boast had grown into legend, and Singh had doubled-down on it, declaring it the truth. But how was he going to make sure he had really found the most beautiful girl? The solution came to him and he announced that he would make this vision a reality by traveling the planet, systematically searching for the most beautiful and untouched girl in the world, and when he found her (and confirmed through medical exam that she was a virgin), he would marry her.

Lucky girl!

The entire planet had been entranced, loving the idea of a reality show where they could watch the most eligible bachelor on the planet discover his fiancée, because of course the whole thing was being broadcast planet-wide for the vid channels. For six moon cycles the young, rich and handsome Mr. Singh went looking for his bride among the people of New Earth. He traveled through every village, town and city. All fathers and families, rich and poor alike, showed off their young, unmarried daughters to Mr. Singh. He set up pavilions so the locals could wine and dine him and run each daughter past him. It was said that his assistant took a pic of each girl in line and rated her using a program that analyzed her features and immediately produced a numbered value.

And the start of this Bridal tour was exactly the moment when Darcy’s life turned upside down. She’d been eighteen and poised to start a coveted machinery apprenticeship, and then it had been snatched away and given to someone else. Given to a young man, of course, who she knew for a fact wasn’t as good as her.

What the fuck?

It turned out that basically everyone Darcy had known—friends, family, neighbors, mentors, probably even the damn animals and the weather—were conspiring to keep her living in isolation, and she’d been resentful. So. Very. Resentful. Then she’d turned nineteen and found herself engaged to the eldest son of the neighboring farming unit because this was the “safe” option everyone had chosen for her.

At the time she hadn’t understood, and she hated the way her father, mother and brother had boxed her into a life of so many restrictions and zero choices. Although now, half a year later, she felt terrible for all the times she’d raged, yelling that they were smothering her, that she was an adult and wanted to experience life and think for herself, make her own decisions. She’d always thought they’d had her instantly engaged and ordered her to stay on the grounds of their own farm because they’d wanted to control her every move, but instead everyone she’d grown up around had known what should’ve been obvious because it was the biggest news on all the vid channels, that Gurpreet Singh was on a world-wide Bridal tour looking for a virgin just like her.

“And also…” The two girls moved closer to the column. Darcy pressed against the stone and sucked in a breath. “…Darcy Chopra has that sexy, raspy voice,” one girl said.

“And that tiny waist and her…” The other one cupped her hand and moved it into an exaggerated curve.

They both gasped and giggled. “Her…her…”

Her ass. Everyone loved her rounded ass. It was ridiculous.

“And she’s about to marry the most eligible bachelor on the planet. He’s so handsome and rich. She’s sooooo lucky.”

“I can’t believe we were lucky enough to get an invitation to the wedding of the century. The ceremony is being broadcast live all over the planet.”

“Right?” The two girls squealed in tandem and giggled some more, walking along arm in arm, their heels clicking on the pavers. They continued past her and on their way across the gardens, which joined the main pathway that eventually lead to the back entrance of the Singapore multigod temple.

Darcy wanted to go up to them and give them both a good shaking, because she wasn’t lucky at all. Her supposed beauty was a burden that had led to this—being torn from her home and forced into marriage with a man she despised.

None of the citizens of New Earth had any idea that this rich handsome bachelor who portrayed himself to the world as a smiling benefactor, was in fact a murderer and an abuser of women and children. And Gurpreet’s father, the patriarch of the Singh business empire, was constantly covering up his son’s atrocities.

She didn’t care how rich, famous and powerful he was, she wasn’t marrying a murderer. Darcy was willing to risk death while trying to run away rather than perform a marriage ceremony to that monster, because there was no other way out.

She’d tried to say no when she’d been initially identified out of the glittering line-up at the pavilion, “I declare that Darcy Chopra is the most beautiful woman on the planet and…after her virginity has been confirmed, she will be my bride,” he’d announced. No one had heard her protests, the world’s attention had been centered on the smiling Gurpreet who was holding up her hand with an iron grip. Music had swelled, confetti cannons burst, and everyone cried and gushed about how lucky she was and attributed her initial dismay to shyness and nerves. Vid drones hovered right in her face. The crowds had cheered and clapped. Attendants patted her hand and pulled her along, while armed guards walked alongside to keep her in line, and other people back.

It had been decided that Darcy was marrying Gurpreet and that was that. Forget her prior engagement to her brother’s best friend (a man she hadn’t wanted to marry anyway), that was tossed aside and not even mentioned. She was confirmed a virgin, so this new marriage was happening.

The Singh family owned squadrons of armed guards, and they could bribe anyone, even the President, so her whole family was rounded up and brought to Singapore to witness the ceremony. Her parents were putting on a brave face, although her brother was having the hardest time controlling his anger. Hector had never believed the propaganda about Gurpreet Singh and his good-will and generosity. Her brother had always thought the heir to the Singh fortune was the worst kind of human being. And Hector had been the main instigator in her “safe” engagement to their neighbor, which she’d kept putting off.

Speaking of…

She glanced around. Where was Hector? She was supposed to be meeting her brother here, in the garden.
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“Darcy?”

“Hector!” Darcy cried out as she raced across the garden path, throwing her arms around her brother’s neck. “You’re such a pain in the ass. You scared me. I was worried you weren’t going to make it…”

Hector chuckled and squeezed her tight for a moment then let go. “Of course I’d be here when I said,” he answered. “There’s no way I’d miss crashing the wedding of the century and helping my sister in the process.”

She looked him up and down, because actually it was startling seeing her older brother so cleaned up. He’d never been dressed this nice his entire life. Hector was attired in a formal dark suit and his black hair was cut shorter and slicked back. Wow, he looked so tall and strong. Her lips trembled. She was proud of how handsome Hector was with his new clothes and his clean-shaven face. Too bad the both of them were so richly dressed, only for it all to go to waste on such a terrible occasion. She wiped at her eyes. “You look good,” she sniffed.

“You too,” he replied with a gruff voice. “Let’s get going,” he said. “There’s no time to lose if we’re going to get you out of this mess and away from that asshole.”

She gave a curt nod. “Where are we going?” she asked, staring in confusion at the heavy fabric that was draped over his arms.

“You’ll see. First, take this,” he said, pushing a hooded robe into her arms. “Put it on.”

“Okay…” She took the long black garment from him and tugged it around her shoulders, pulling the deep hood over her elegant hairdo. After she’d properly clasped the front, she noticed the robe not only shadowed her features, but also covered her completely, hiding the curves of her sparkling bodice and her wide skirts. Luckily, she’d managed to escape from the nearby Palace before her team of stylists had added the long train to her wedding dress. “I look like a multigod priestess,” she remarked.

“Exactly. Come on, let’s go.”

“Oh!” she gasped as Hector grabbed her hand. Suddenly her fancy high heels were clicking across the pavement as she vainly tried to keep up with his long stride.

They raced past the side of the temple and she glanced through the slit in a half-open door, catching a glimpse of the heavily decorated altar and the priests readying for the elaborate ceremony. It was a miracle she’d managed to sneak away from her attendants. A whole team of celebrity stylists were in her suite of rooms, their entire purpose to make her gorgeous for the wedding. Had they noticed yet that she’d snuck out the bathroom window?

She brushed aside a lock of hair that had dropped down the side of her face and over her eyes. The sleek twist at the back of her head was in jeopardy of slipping loose, and her fancy white gown already had a black mark down the side and a tear in the hem.

They’d be horrified.

Oh well.

No guards had been assigned to specifically watch her while she was dressing, because why would she not want to marry the most eligible bachelor on the planet? Everyone thought she’d basically won the lottery and they were happy for her. The people who’d attended to her since she’d arrived in Singapore thought this was what she’d wanted—that Darcy Chopra was the lucky girl who’d won the Singh Bridal Tour. She suspected the populace of New Earth had also talked themselves into believing this charade, thinking she was in love with that asshole.

After she’d quickly realized there was no way out of this travesty, she’d played the part for them, pretending to be the happy-go-lucky fiancée who was thrilled to have won the famed Bridal Tour. The girl who was marrying the man of her dreams. And all of that play-acting had paid off, because due to their lax security she’d finally been able to escape.

When Hector reached the front of the temple he slowed down. They both moved naturally among the throng of people forming in the street, trying to blend in and not draw attention to themselves. Peacekeepers were out in force, keeping the spectators back and allowing the rich and famous to arrive for the ceremony in all their glory.

Darcy felt an intense stab of guilt. She was ruining this day for everyone who’d planned so long and hard. The wedding planners, designers and fashion experts meant well, the people on the planet who wanted to dreamily watch the broadcast of this beautiful young woman and her beautiful mega-wedding meant well. They really thought this was some sort of romance and she was getting the man of her dreams.

But then she remembered the horror she’d witnessed that first night when she’d snuck down the halls and into the east wing of the palace to try and speak privately to Gurpreet…and her spine stiffened, her jaw locking with resolve. She had to get out of here right fucking now. These people had no idea what was going on behind closed doors, and if they knew they’d be helping her to escape.

But the problem was she had no proof and who would believe her without proof? And she knew the moment she blurted out accusations without concrete evidence, her freedom would be gone, and she’d be on lockdown. So, she’d remained quiet and planned her escape.

Hector was the only person on the planet she’d confided in. He’d believed her instantly and he was the reason she was now running away.

They continued to walk past the crowds and Hector guided her to a waiting vehicle. They both ducked into the backseat and Hector tapped on the window partition. The divider slid down and her brother handed the man in front a currency stick. The vehicle immediately lumbered to life and they zipped forward and merged into traffic. Darcy blew out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding and sank into the seat. She kept her hood low over her face because just one person recognizing her would be disastrous.

Hector glanced over. “We’re going to SDS,” he said.

She bit her lip, willing the tears back. “Okay,” she breathed. And then she swallowed past the lump in her throat. Of course, they were going to the recently opened Singapore Docking Station, or SDS as everyone called it. This was where all the small to medium-sized spaceships landed in order to be processed by customs and immigration. If she needed off-planet immediately this would be the only way. It was just more difficult to accept the idea that she was leaving New Earth forever than she’d originally thought.

“I’ve been coming here for over a week now, watching all the incoming ships and noting which ones are scheduled to leave in our time frame. I finally got lucky and found one that is perfect to take you off-planet,” Hector said. “I’m taking you there right now. As far as I can tell, this personal flyer has only one occupant, a Xylan male. Since he’s alone I’m assuming he’s unmated, although if I’m wrong and he’s mated but happens to be alone, this won’t matter. The itinerary he submitted says he’s leaving by the end of this diurnal. When you’re in deep space and this male eventually discovers you in his ship, there will be no danger of abuse and he won’t rape you because Xylan can only physically mate with their claimed bride. Also, because you’re a Xylan ally, I believe he will treat you reasonably well. As long as you’re polite and no bother, he’ll most likely get over his initial anger at finding a stowaway. He’ll probably ignore you until he can drop you off at his next stop. I consider this your best bet.”

“Are you sure there isn’t another way?” she blurted out. “Can’t I just go home? Can’t we just hide me in—”

“Don’t be stupid,” Hector gritted, “of course you can’t go home. We’ve been over this again and again. You can never go home, that’s the first place they’ll look.”

She blinked away her tears. “Well, you don’t have to be mean about it. I feel terrible for putting you in this position. I didn’t want you to have to do any of this. I’m worried you’ll get in trouble for helping me.”

Hector clenched his jaw and rubbed at his temples. “Sorry Darce, it’s the stress. I just want you safe. And don’t worry, I can take care of myself and Mom and Dad too. But, you can’t stay on New Earth because Gurpreet and his father will find you, there’s nowhere to hide. And part of me is still mad that you snuck into the back of the cart and went to Tulare, then got yourself pulled into line for presentation to Gurpreet Singh. What were you thinking? I had everything planned out. My sister was going to be safely married to my best friend. If you were married, Gurpreet couldn’t have you, even if he’d seen you, he wouldn’t have wanted you because he wants to boast about taking a virgin. But you kept cancelling the wedding that would’ve made you safe.”

“I’m sorry. I guess I never really understood before what the big deal was.” She gestured down at herself. “I never understood why you were trying to hide me.”

He shook his head and glanced out the window, then he looked back at her. “Well, now you know,” he finally answered. “I don’t understand everyone’s obsession either. To me you’re just my annoying sister, but because of that stupid contest you—”

“Oh gods,” she cut him off, a sob escaping from her lips, “I’m leaving and never coming back. I’m going to miss Mom and Dad, and…”

He grabbed her hand and gave it a comforting squeeze. “We’re going to miss you too Darce…everyone misses you already. Mom cries every day. Dad offers prayers for your safety to the multigod altar every sunrise and sunset. But we are all in agreement that this is the best way. We want you safe, even if that safety means you have to leave and start your life over off-planet.”

“Off-planet,” she whispered.

Hector exhaled. “I know, but you’ll never have peace here. This is the only way.”

She reached out and took his other hand and stared at him intently. “Hector, he has other women under his control. He beats women who are pregnant with his child. You have to work to save them too, not just me.”

He sucked in a huge breath. “I’ll try.”

“You have to do more than try. I overheard two maids whispering about how Gurpreet had beaten and killed one of the women he keeps there in the east wing. The maids are scared of him. It’s not right that I’m getting away, but those other women and their children are stuck there being beaten daily, terrified for their lives. Why do I get to leave but they can’t? What makes me so special?”

His features softened and he let go of her hand to cup her face with a rough palm. “It’s the fact that you don’t think you’re special; that’s what makes you special,” he replied. “If only you hadn’t postponed your first wedding.”

More tears threatened to spill from her eyes. “And if only I hadn’t hidden in that cart, determined to check out the Tulare Ag Expo.”

“Yeah, if only.” Hector let go of her hand and reached into his pocket and placed a currency bar on her open palm. “Here, keep this with you. When you arrive at a place where you mean to settle use this to get yourself established. Get in touch with me as soon as you find a secure line, so I know you’re safe.”

“Okay. I will. And Hector, I’ll find proof of his abuse, and I’ll get it to you.”

“You do that. But first, we need to get you safely off-planet.”

The vehicle finally arrived at their destination. Hector helped her out and then he skillfully handed off a bribe to the guards at the entrance of Singapore’s immense, brand-new universal docking station. She couldn’t believe something this advanced had actually been built on her notoriously primitive home planet. It was crowded with humans and also a variety of other species Darcy normally never saw in real life. She did her best to not gawk at the never-before-seen diversity.

They were allowed inside the immense hanger, and she strode alongside Hector with her chin held high, both of them acting like they belonged there. The SDS held dozens of ships all lined up in their own designated sections.

At the end of the fourth row, Hector stopped behind a stack of crates and pointed at a black and grey personal flier with an open ramp. “When I was here earlier, the Xylan warrior who owns this ship was coming and going, trying to fix his engine, but he’s still scheduled to depart today.” He turned and met her gaze. “Now is the time for you to get onboard, Darce. He’s not here. No one is attending this ship. You need to get on board right now and find a good hiding spot. Wait to reveal yourself until you’re in deep space and it’s too late for him to turn around.”

She bit her lip and nodded, forcing the tears back. She slipped her arms around Hector’s waist one last time for a quick hug. He patted her back and kissed the top of her head…and then she turned back toward the ramp.

They waited until the right moment, when there seemed to be no one looking.

“Go,” Hector ordered, pushing her forward.

And she ran for the ship, her robe sweeping around her legs. She clambered up the ramp and into the cargo bay and paused, her heart racing, her breaths short and erratic. Holy gods. Whew. She looked both ways, scared to death. They’d assumed the owner of the ship was in the SDS depot, purchasing supplies, but, you never knew…

She quietly swept down one tight hall, then another. Yep, the place was totally quiet.

Darcy stopped for a moment and placed her hands on her hips. What was she supposed to do? Where should she hide? The cargo bay normally would’ve been a good place but that was where the ramp opened onto. The owner could return any second and… Darn it. She glanced around. What were the rules for trying to sneak onto someone’s ship?

There were three doors along the hallway. She randomly placed her palm on the panel of the door next to her. And it easily slid open. Wow, this place was totally open to her, this guy was lucky she wasn’t here to rob him or do damage, lucky for him all she wanted was a ride off-planet. Well, a meal, a restroom and a soft bed sounded great too.

The door opened to reveal a darkened room with enough light shining from the hallway to expose a bunk on the wall. Hmm, must be the quarters of the owner? Or maybe it was a spare bedroom? If the owner of the ship returned and was busy in the engine compartment, or on the bridge fixing his ship, then he wouldn’t be back to his room until later. Maybe not until he’d assured himself that his ship was running smoothly and correctly, and he’d disembarked from SDS and had left orbit. He’d probably only come back here when he was in open space and could set the ship to auto pilot. Or maybe this wasn’t his actual room and a spare? That would be even better.

She stepped inside and inhaled, deciding this was the room where she’d hide…er, wait, until the owner returned. The door slid closed behind her and now the space was pitch black and yet it still didn’t scare her or feel creepy in any way. She put her hands out and stepped to the left until she felt the edge of the bunk.

Darcy sat down heavily on the bunk and suddenly felt so, so tired. After all that fretting, all the running and hiding, it was like hurry up and wait.

A few minutes ticked by.

What was Hector doing? Had he left? How was everyone reacting at the Palace and at the temple? They had to know by now that she was gone…

She glanced longingly at the soft bedding.

Oh, what the hell, might as well…and she lay on the bunk, exhausted. She kicked off the high heels that had been killing her feet and rested. Actually, it was nice to finally be alone and quiet. And she didn’t feel as terrified of this unknown ship as she’d thought.

This room smelled so good. That was some terrific air freshener, and it seemed to be concentrated here, in the bedding. She picked up a pillow and inhaled, then she put it down and placed her head there and immediately fell asleep.
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Daxon of Seven was pissed.

He stormed back toward his personal flyer, carrying the parts he needed to fix his ship. “I cannot fucking believe this,” he muttered.

Other beings quickly darted out of his way as he progressed through this rudimentary human docking station. He’d arrived on New Earth to start his new job and complete his first mission only to discover the moment he arrived that the Bounty for his target, THX450, had been cancelled. He was told this happened occasionally and he’d still receive base pay for time lost. But, he would’ve made triple that amount for the actual Bounty. And also, a cancelled Bounty didn’t count towards upgrading his position on the Leaderboards.

And to top it off, his ship had broken down while on New Earth, the shithole of the four sectors, and now he had to spend more time among humans than he’d planned. He’d implanted their human-speak into his brain because he’d needed to converse with the docking agent and purchase replacement parts from the human engineers. Now he could speak and understand their bizarre language and he suspected in this new job this would only be the first of many languages he’d need to implant.

He reached the end of the fourth row and stomped up the open ramp of his ship and onto the cargo bay. He clenched his jaw and dropped his new parts onto the deck, then he yanked open the panel in the engine compartment and got back to work. This repair was taking forever because he didn’t know a damn thing about fixing engines, and his rough claws were not made for this type of precision work. He wasn’t a mechanic, he was a miner, dammit.

He paused to watch three different instructional videos on how to replace the type-two processor for the energy flow system (or whatever the hell it was called), and finally felt he was getting somewhere.

His life had turned into a series of unfortunate events, today being no exception.

First, he’d been betrayed by his devious cousin and removed from his position as head of the miners’ union.

Second, he’d been fired from his job on the Illibrium mines and banished from Timbor.

Third, the only legal job he could find afterwards that would accept a miner with a checkered past, that paid sufficiently, and fit his skill set was as a Bounty Hunter.

A Bounty Hunter… He shook his head.

And now, on day one of his new career, he was having trouble starting and then fixing his own damn ship. Why couldn’t things just work?

“Incoming message from Joyzal of Seventeen,” the ship’s computer intoned pleasantly.

Daxon grunted. “Accept. Display holo vid here, in my present location.”

And then the vid popped up, showing the familiar face of Joyzal, his friend and mentor. Daxon grunted his acknowledgement and leaned forward to monitor the diagnostic he was running. Shit, this would take hours. Was he even doing this right?

“I heard you’re having some trouble,” Joyzal remarked.

Daxon used a laser tool to cut at the wiring he needed to remove. “You could say that.”

“The first mission is always the hardest. It gets easier after this.”

Daxon exhaled, allowing his shoulders to loosen. “This is good to hear.”

“One day we’ll drink ale together at the tavern in the Bounty Hunter Station and I’ll tell you the long, traumatic story of my first mission. To summarize, my ship broke down and my target slipped away from me. I screwed that entire mission up five different ways.”

Daxon glanced up, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Your ship broke down?”

“Yeah, newbies always get the crappiest ships. As you work your way up the Leaderboard you’ll have opportunities to trade up for better models. You’ll see. Meanwhile, this experience will put more silver on your ridges.”

Daxon chuckled. Silver? He always enjoyed a good joke at the expense of royal pigment assholes. Daxon and Joyzal were both half-color Margols and shared a common mistrust of those ancient night elitists.

After Daxon had been kicked out of his position on the Illibrium mines and forced to leave his home on Timbor…he’d reached out to the Xylan Margol Network and befriended Joyzal of Seventeen. The warrior had encouraged him to take the Bounty Hunter test and gain his Hunter license. Joyzal had felt this new career would be a good fit due to Daxon’s brusque manner, ferocious size and mighty fists. Daxon agreed, mainly because the only alternative was becoming a Gladiator on Chronos, which meant a lifetime filled with entertaining rich royal pigment fucks, and that wasn’t going to happen.

“With that high score you got at your testing, I assume you’ll get the hang of this quickly and soon you’ll be challenging me for the number one position on the Leaderboards.”

Daxon sat up. “By this time next planetary rotation I will be number one,” he vowed.

“That’s a bold statement,” Joyzal answered with a wide, toothy smile.

“Want to bet on it?” Daxon challenged. There was nothing he loved more than a good bet.

“Yes! I accept your bet. If you’ve reached number one within twelve moon cycles from now, I’ll pay for a round of ale at the tavern for us and everyone in the premises, if you lose you pay.”

“Challenge accepted.”

“I’m delighted to have another Xylan Margol Hunter in our midst. Someone who I can compete with. Welcome, Daxon. All will be well.” And then the vid blinked closed.

Daxon returned to his work with renewed vigor. Hours flew by and finally he pulled himself out of the engine compartment, the hum of the newly reestablished power transformer a satisfying sound.

It felt good to keep busy, but…he still felt the lingering tug toward the Illibrium and his prior life on the mines.

His father had been a miner, and his father before him, and his father before that. Xylan Margol were the best miners in the four sectors and entrusted with the excavation and retrieval of the all-important Illibrium crystal. The moment Illibrium was discovered to be the best power source in the four sectors, it was in ridiculously high demand, but it was also volatile and extremely difficult to remove and small amounts were taken at a time. Mining for Illibrium was dangerous work, but mining had been his entire life and that of everyone he knew. He still had trouble wrapping his brain around the fact that he was no longer a miner, but instead a Bounty Hunter.

He dumped his tools into a bin in the cargo bay then went back to the bridge to pilot the ship out of the dock. After he left orbit he charted a course for the Bounty Hunter Station.

“Computer, transfer the ship to auto pilot.”

“Affirmed.”

And finally, he dragged himself back to his quarters, exhausted. Daxon slammed his claw against the panel, the door slid open and he stepped inside, ready to eat and sleep.

Except there was an odd, shadowy formation on his bunk.

He shook his head and clenched his claws at the eternal fires—a stowaway?

Godsdammit, this stowaway was boldly sleeping on his bunk. Did he need to tranq this being and place it in lockdown stasis? His claw went to his blaster and a growl of annoyance rumbled in his chest.

Wait, why had the ship’s computer and the high-level Bounty Hunter security system allowed this being onboard?

His eyes roamed over the curves hidden under the dark cloth, and the smooth features of…a human female? He took his claw off of his blaster and continued to quietly gaze at this being. Thankfully, she wasn’t a fully colorless aberration, as many of these strange humans were, nor was she one of the royal pigment humans. Her skin tone seemed similar to his own, which was acceptable, because Margols were the true Xylan; the backbone of their species.

He noticed that the female sleeping in his bunk was wearing the robe of a multigod priestess, layered over a strange white dress. She had some of the trappings of a priestess, but he assumed she wasn’t. A true priestess wouldn’t be on his ship. In the dim light he could see her smooth forehead, her small frame and the five clawless crowded fingers on each hand. Her hair was unbraided, and her human features were strange and foreign.

His nostrils flared as a pleasant scent tickled his nose.

What was that?

He inhaled deeply, his lungs filling and a warmth blooming in his chest. And at that moment he was ninety-nine percent certain this odd human was going to be his future mate.

His eyes widened and he took a step back, his mind flooded with uncertainty.

A human as a mate? He was trying to leave this annoying planet and now he was discovering one of this strange species was going to be his mate? Well, Joyzal’s mate was human and that warrior seemed happy to have started his line. So, it was possible. Humans were Xylan allies and also mating compatible. And despite this species’ dizzying array of pigment options, this one appeared to be Margol, which was pleasant.

He inhaled again. Daxon’s line was notorious for being able to scent their true mate with ninety-nine percent accuracy and only using compatibility testing to confirm their suspicion. He had known this would happen one day, that he would scent his Bride, but he’d assumed it would be with one of his own species, not with…a human. And now wasn’t the time for him to take on a mate. He’d lost his position on Timbur and he’d just started his new job.

Plus, who was this female? She’d illegally gained access to his vessel and had fallen asleep in his bunk like she owned the place. What did this say about the being who was in his quarters? He knew nothing about her.

His instincts and the computer’s security system might be telling him that she could potentially be “the one” but his logical mind remained cautious. There was only one way to be one hundred percent certain. He glanced down at her tiny, clawless hand and realized he would soon perform a testing of compatibility ceremony with this female.

Because he had to know if she truly was his mate, or not.

Then her eyes fluttered open, and she sat up, took one look at him and screamed.
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Darcy gulped in great breaths and scooted back against the wall, her heart beating furiously.

Holy crap.

An enormous, terrifying being stood next to the bunk, the shadows in the dark room making him seem ten times scarier.

What had she been thinking? Why had she fallen asleep here? It wasn’t like she normally crashed in strangers’ beds. There had to have been other rooms, other places she could’ve hidden while she waited for take-off…but she’d been so tired, and this exact spot had looked so inviting and smelled so good.

The lights flicked on and her mouth fell open.

She got a better look at the being standing in the doorway. He crossed the threshold and a scowling Xylan male took up all the space in the room.

Oh wow.

She knew that two years ago this honor-bound species had gone to war with the Hurlians who’d enslaved the humans of New Earth and kicked those assholes off the planet, but she’d never seen a Xylan in real life.

The Hurlians used to randomly sweep down in their red hovercrafts, snatch humans and take them away to—no one knew. But, whoever was snatched was never returned. Everyone had known someone they’d loved who’d been taken. It was awful living like that, waiting for the next raid, knowing someone you loved would go missing, and never having enough power to make it stop.

But for over two years now the citizens of New Earth had been living free because of the generosity of the Xylan Imperial Military. But still there were basically no Xylan on New Earth, they’d arrived for the battle and left, leaving behind one lone Xylan Ambassador for the humans to formally communicate with Chronos when needed. All humans on New Earth considered the Xylan mysterious benefactors who’d brought peace and safety and then just…disappeared.

Her gaze went up and up his muscular form because this male’s height was never-ending. His chest was wider than wide, and his biceps were two mounds of granite. He was powerfully built, his sleeveless clothing exposing muscular arms and a trim waist. Dark pants covered his epic thighs and his medium-toned skin was very similar to her own. Horizontal ridges covered his forehead and his hair was swept back and fell down his back into a series of black and creamy brown braids. She glanced down and noted his hands weren’t formed like typical humans’ hands, but instead were four-fingered claws. Fangs peeking out of his lips. Actual fangs. And they looked super sharp. This warrior was scary and yet her eyes lingered on his rough-hewn features because he reminded her of the honorable, elite guards who were sworn to protect New Earth’s President.

But what did any of this matter? Looks were nothing. She’d left at the altar a handsome male who was evil personified.

They stared at each other, quiet and assessing. And then she remembered why Hector had placed her on this ship and a flush swept across her cheeks. “Sorry for the scream…I…I was startled,” she said. Then she scooted over to the edge of the bunk and grabbed her pointy shoes, readying herself to get out of this guy’s personal space. There had to be somewhere else on this ship she could stay, rather than in his bed.

He continued to stare at her with an intense gaze, not saying a word. He wasn’t saying anything, not specifically ordering her out of his bed or off of his ship. Shoot. She couldn’t get a read on him and therefore had no idea if he was completely pissed off, or mellow about the whole idea of finding some stranger asleep in his bed. But one good thing, there wasn’t a gleam of lust in his eyes and he wasn’t staring inappropriately at her body and his focus remained on her face.

He obviously had a stowaway to deal with, though, and what was he going to do? The last thing she needed was for this warrior to angrily return her to New Earth Peacekeepers. Her number one hope was that he’d agree to drop her off at a busy space station where she could get a job and start her entire life over again. She’d simply walk off his ship and disappear into the crowds and he’d never have to deal with her ever again.

Although, all of this was moot if they hadn’t even left the planet yet.

“Um, can I ask you a question?” she said, her fingers fidgeting with the high heels in her hand. What if he didn’t even understand her language? She didn’t speak Xylan…“First, I have to know…where are we? Have we left New Earth?”

“Huh,” he grunted and shook his head. “Yes, little stowaway, if it makes you feel better, we are already in deep space and also, I’m not returning you to New Earth authorities, you’re staying on this ship.”

She let out a huge breath and a goofy smile spread across her face. Thank gods. He knew English and they could communicate, and they were off New Earth. Perfect. “Yes, yes that does make me feel better. Thank you very much,” she answered brightly.

Darcy bent to slip on her shoes, then she stood next to the bunk. The typical heaviness that had been lodged in her heart for the last moon cycle, and the agitation that was always just under her skin, was already disappearing. And the wheels in her head were spinning. Step number one: escape from Gurpreet’s Palace. Check. Mission accomplished. Step number two: orchestrate Gurpreet’s arrest and make sure that monster was held accountable for his actions and was no longer able to hurt women and children. She had zero idea how she was going to accomplish that from outer space, but she’d certainly try her hardest. Step number three: talk her way into being dropped off at some fancy intergalactic space station. She bit her lip, unsure how she was going to make that last one happen.

The Xylan scowled at her. “And now that you’ve had your question answered let’s move to the most important points. Who are you and why are you on my ship?”

She grimaced. “Oh, um…well…”

He moved across the room, casually dropping a tool he’d been holding onto the floor. “And don’t bother lying,” he said as he lowered his giant form into a large, comfy-looking chair.

She blinked, surprised at his casual acceptance of the situation. No anger or rage, he was simply trying to figure her out. This was good.

Then she glanced around, realizing this room she’d ended up in was much larger than she’d originally thought. There was a chair, a small table, a whole kitchen along one wall, some extra cabinets and even a door that she was certain led to a restroom. Which was great because she needed to pee.

He waved a claw at her, gesturing for her to sit back down on the bunk. “Sit. Tell me the absolute truth and we’ll deal with whatever trouble you’re in together.”

She gingerly lowered herself back down onto the edge of the bed, arranging layers of white skirts so they settled around her. Okaaaay. Guess this meant she wasn’t going to immediately end up in a brig somewhere, that was good.

Her eyes were now on the floor and the piles of clutter and dirty clothes strewn everywhere. She was right now resting her heels on top of clothing. She kicked the pile aside, trying to make a clear space to place her feet. She noted a side table was positioned at the warrior’s elbow, which held a teetering pile of detritus. When she’d first arrived, the room was dark and shadowy and she’d been intent on finding a place to sleep, and now that the lights were on… Jeez, this place was a mess. This guy was a total slob. She couldn’t even actually see the floor due to all the stuff. And yet somehow it still smelled nice in here. In fact, now that he’d arrived it smelled even better, as if the woodsy scent was centered on this male’s body. Did all Xylan smell this good?

She met his intense hazel gaze. His eyes were beautiful, she could get lost in the gold flecks and those long eyelashes. Her stomach fluttered pleasantly.

She opened her mouth to answer his question, but nothing came out. Where should she start? He didn’t seem pissed off, but still, she assumed she was on shaky ground.

“Let me start,” he offered. “I’m a Bounty Hunter and this ship you’ve hidden on is the basic model for target retrieval. It has quarters for one Hunter, a small med bay, bridge and engine room, a cargo area for storing targets in lockdown stasis and a medium-sized holo deck for training purposes.”

“You’re a Bounty Hunter?” she squeaked. Holy crap. She wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. Were Bounty Hunters actual law enforcement?

He crooked an eyebrow. “You didn’t know?”

She swallowed. “No, my brother chose this ship. He said hiding here with an honorable Xylan warrior was my safest bet.”

The Xylan lifted his chin and grunted. “Your brother was right.” He picked up a tablet next to him and used the tip of his claw to tap a few symbols that streamed across the surface, then he tossed it back down onto the side table. In the process, an empty cup and plate teetered and dropped to the floor. He didn’t seem to care.

He also didn’t seem to notice what everyone else had noticed on Singapore—her supposed beauty. He hadn’t leered or remarked on her appearance, which was refreshing. The community she’d grown up amongst had never swooned over her looks either, they’d all been more focused on her growing ability to fix their broken machinery or recalibrate their robotics. It was nice that he was treating her normal, like everyone in her life usually did before everything had turned upside down this last moon cycle. It made her feel comfortable.

“I’ve never met a Bounty Hunter or been on a spaceship or in outer space my entire life,” she admitted. “But I am eager to learn all the inner workings of this model.” Which was totally true. She hoped she’d learn every single bolt and piece of wiring. She adored hardware; it was her specialty. Darcy’s life had been spent examining machinery of any kind and thinking, how does that work? And then wanting to take it apart and put it back together to find out every secret it held. A smile widened on her face as she imagined hours spent behind panels and inside the conduits of this Hunter ship. It would be fascinating.

“I wasn’t off-planet much either prior to this position,” he admitted.

“Did you live on Chronos?”

He lifted his chin. “No, before this I lived on Timbor. I was an Illibrium miner.”

She swallowed hard. Now this male’s gruff manner and size made complete sense. She’d learned in school that most mining in the four sectors was now done by robots, except for the retrieval of Illibrium. Illibrium was the exception because it was so very delicate and volatile it needed to be touched directly by sentient beings as it was extracted, or the crystal lost its effectiveness. And strangely, it turned out Margol Xylan were best fit for this job because they bonded well with the Illibrium. And because only Margol Xylan could mine, and not all Margol Xylan—the Illibrium still often rejected miners—the Margol who passed the training phase and became true miners were celebrated, and rare. Everyone considered Illibrium miners to be well-paid independent-minded badasses. You didn’t mess with Illibrium miners. Even the fantastically rich owners of the mines bowed to the wishes of their miners. Without them, there was no Illibrium production.

“Why would you leave your position as an Illibrium miner to become a Bounty Hunter?” she blurted out, because really, why? Why would he make such a foolish mistake?

He grunted. “I’ll tell you my tragic story after you tell me the reason why you were so desperate to leave New Earth that you hid on my ship.”

She took a deep breath. Oh gods, confession time. “It’s a long story,” she warned him.

He opened his claws. “As you can see I’m not busy. You may begin. I am ready to listen.”

She looked away because his eyes, his features, his voice…even though she barely knew him, his gaze was causing strange feelings to creep across her stomach and into her chest. She shifted in her seat because the area between her thighs was uncomfortably hot and wet. Never had a male affected her this way. It was strange.

She reached down and fisted the fabric of her robe, twisting it in her fingers. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll tell you the truth. First, I want you to know that when I hid on your ship, I didn’t know you were a Bounty Hunter and I’m sorry if that complicates things… Look, I live on a remote farm with my family and I’m not used to big cities or space ships. We grow Salphalfa. Lots and lots of Salphalfa, because it’s the number one source of grain on the planet. That’s what we do and that’s what my family has done for generations. I’m just a farm girl who was trying to live her life. But I was being pressured into a marriage I didn’t want by my family with the eldest son of the neighboring farm.”

A growl rumbled in the warrior’s chest. “You were going to test mating compatibility? Were you proven compatible with this eldest son? Did he claim you?”

“Mating compatible? No. And he didn’t claim me. I don’t even know what that means. His name is Dale Cheung and he’s my brother’s best friend, but we weren’t in love. I think he felt pressured into marriage too. We never tried to make sure we were alone to talk about the wedding. Never. That’s not good, right? You shouldn’t marry a friend. Actually, I’m happy for Dale, because now that I’ve left, he’s free to find someone else to marry. He can finally find a woman he really loves.”

The Xylan nodded in agreement. “You left your planet in order to avoid mating with the eldest son of the neighboring farm?”

“No, that’s not why I left, I wouldn’t have left New Earth over that. I left my friends and family, my whole planet, because that safe marriage with Dale had been cancelled and I was instead being forced into marriage with a man I despised. A man who I thought might literally kill me one day. I snuck onto your ship in order to escape from him.”

“Tell me,” he growled.

“One day I was discovered”—she used air quotes to emphasize the word—“by Gurpreet Singh, the richest, most eligible bachelor on New Earth. He’d been on a world-wide tour to discover the female he considered to be the most beautiful virgin on the planet, and when he found her, he was going to marry her. I was accidentally pushed into a Bridal Tour line-up and introduced to him against my will. Even though I had no wish to be his bride because I didn’t know him and also I was about to be married to Dale—Gurpreet took one look at me and declared that I was the most beautiful girl on the planet and I was going to be his bride.”

“You were being forced into testing of compatibility?” the warrior said with a shocked expression on his face. “Isn’t this illegal on your planet?”

“The public didn’t know I was being forced. I said I didn’t want this but no one heard me, and then the Singh family’s guards were there to escort me to their Palace and there were lots and lots of bribes to make officials look the other way.”

The warrior shook his head, clearly having trouble accepting this part of her story. Hell, it was hard for her to accept too.

“The problem,” she continued, “was that when I got back to his Palace, I discovered Gurpreet Singh wasn’t simply a man I wasn’t sure of marrying because I didn’t know him and his lifestyle at the capital city was completely foreign to me. It turned out he had a secret harem of women and children hidden there—his own children—who he regularly beat and sometimes killed. And that was when I ran away. If I stayed and married him this would be my future. Marriage to a murderer.”

His eyes were hard and flinty. “You ran away from this lazhul who wanted to make you his bride?”

“Yes,” she answered, assuming lazhul meant something bad in his language.

A muscle ticked on his jaw and he gave a curt nod. “Perfect,” he answered.

“Perfect?”

“Yes, because when I entered this room, I inhaled your scent and realized the probability of you and I performing a positive testing ceremony was ninety-nine percent.”

What was he even talking about? “I don’t understand.”

“I am requesting your hand for testing of compatibility.”

“A testing of what?”

“I am requesting your hand,” he repeated. “I am proud of how you escaped from those two inappropriate mating situations. You did the right thing, coming here.”

“I did?”

“Yes, because you will now mate with me instead.”
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“What?” she shrieked.

Holy crap she was out of the frying pan and into the fire.

She stood up. “You want me to mate with you?” she raged. “Oh hell no, there’s no way I’m marrying you, or anyone else. Do you not see I’m standing here in the dress from the wedding ceremony I ran away from! The whole reason my brother put me on this ship was because he thought I’d be safe with you, that you’d treat me honorably. I shouldn’t have to worry about any of this shit.” Darcy choked back hot tears. Holy crap, wasn’t there anywhere a female could go and be treated like a person and not a commodity? Why couldn’t people just leave her the fuck alone to make her own decisions?

The warrior stared at her, obviously processing what she’d said, and then he nodded to himself, seeming to come to some sort of conclusion. He moved off his chair and she gasped with surprise as he bent before her on one knee. He fisted one claw and pounded it against his massive chest. “Due to your previous forced testings I understand your concerns in this matter, therefore I place my honor before yours,” he announced with a deep rumbly voice. “I vow to you that while you are on this ship no harm will come to you and all decisions about your welfare will be based upon your consent or request.”

Her jaw dropped open.

“Do you see my honor and accept my vow?”

He was vowing to let her make her own decisions? Placing his own honor before hers? That was a big deal for a Xylan, wasn’t it? She stared at him and thought about it for a second, then answered, “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, of course I accept your vow.” Who wouldn’t? Although, she was still uncertain about his sincerity in this matter.

“At the same time, I also formally request your hand for testing of mating compatibility,” he added.

Her eyes widened. Aha, here was the loophole. She glanced down, hiding her hands amongst the folds of her robe and dress. “No,” she answered. “No, I don’t understand what that means, but I’m sure it has to do with me marrying you. So, no, you may not have my hand.”

He gave a curt nod and then stood back up to his full sky-scraping height, easily lifting all that heavy muscle and bone from the floor. Then he returned to his seat. After he sat back down, he leaned forward, bracing both elbows on his knees, giving her his undivided attention. “What are your concerns with testing of mating compatibility?” he asked with all seriousness.

She threw her hands up. “Well, how about the easiest concern…I can’t marry you because I don’t even know your name.”

“That is easily fixed. I am Daxon of Seven, a former Illibrium miner and now a Bounty Hunter. If we prove compatible and you are my Bride, then you will also become a Bounty Hunter and we will work together. This is how my colleague Joyzal and his human Bride function, we can do the same.”

This guy was crazy. He had everything all planned out.

“How can you be saying this? You’re planning a future with me and you just met me. You don’t know anything about me. You don’t know my name either. And what if I’m lying to you? Maybe you’ll mate with me and then end up hating me.”

“That won’t happen.” He smiled and tapped the side of his nose. “Your scent tells me all I need to know.” Then he leaned forward again. “Tell me your name.”

She let out a puff of air. “My name is Darcy Chopra.”

“Darcy,” he said slowly, pronouncing her name slightly different than how it was said back home. His accent was very nice. “Hmm…my future Bride is named Darcy of One.”

“I am not your future Bride,” she gritted, determined to keep on message here. She was not marrying this male. She wasn’t marrying anyone. She was so done with weddings it wasn’t even funny.

He crooked an eyebrow, obviously unimpressed with her denials.

“I’m telling you, I won’t change my mind. I don’t know you. I can’t possibly marry someone I don’t know. Because…because maybe you hurt women.”

His jaw clenched and his fists tightened. “Do not question my honor. I am nothing like that lazhul from New Earth. You heard my vow and accepted it. We should now be past accusations such as this.”

“But maybe you’re lying to me right now, about everything.”

He bared his fangs and his nostrils flared, looking genuinely angry and a bit scary. “Darcy,” he growled, “you do not ever question a Xylan’s honor. The honor code is everything. I follow it implicitly.”

She took a deep breath, trying to calm down and think. “Okay then, what is this testing you keep talking about? I understand how your species is unable to pleasure mate and I know that you discover your mate through the clasping of your hands. I know that part. But I don’t understand what it is you want me to do, explain it to me.”

“Xylan follow a very strict set of rituals when it comes to finding our mates,” he explained. “The largest amount of mating receptors are on our palms, so as an unmated male I typically wear the gloves of the unmated when I am among other unmated Xylan, in order to avoid accidental contact. When the two palms of unmated Xylan come into contact, the testing for compatibility occurs. Sometimes it is positive and the two Xylan are confirmed as mates and then they move on to the official claiming ceremony, but often it is not positive. This is why testing of compatibility is performed so often, because this is how Xylan find their mates. I have requested your hand in order to test this compatibility. Normally, I would go to the Manager of my line and request a testing, then the Manager would arrange this with the Manager of your line and we would perform the ritual in the altar of my line on Timbor.”

“Wow, that’s a lot. This is not how it is done in my species. We get to know each other, maybe have sex first and then decide over time if we’re compatible. Everything doesn’t have to be decided all at once. Well, normally it’s like that, except with me and how I was being forced into two different marriages so swiftly. But those were unusual circumstances, usually humans have time to decide if they are compatible.”

He shivered with disgust. “Humans can pleasure mate?”

“Yes, and because I’m human there’s no way I’m testing mating compatibility with a male I don’t even know. I’ve gotten out of two different situations where I was being pressured to marry men I didn’t want and the last guy turned out to be a murderer. I’m not doing it again.”

A growl rumbled in his chest. “Female, I cannot pleasure mate with you like humans do in order to confirm our compatibility, I can only pleasure you after you become my Bride.”

Her face heated because her clit was throbbing at the idea of this male pleasuring her. This was crazy, why was she reacting like this? Her body was betraying her. She shouldn’t be lusting after a male she didn’t know, right after she’d run away from her wedding to another man.

But she couldn’t help from staring yet again at his veiny forearms, the bulging biceps and those sexy fangs peeking out from his perfect lips. But, he was right, they couldn’t have sex just to scratch an itch, his body wouldn’t allow it and there was no way in hell she was marrying anyone right now. “Daxon, you have to understand what I’ve been through,” she tried to explain. “First, my family had it all planned out that I was supposed to marry so I would be safe from Gurpreet, and then Gurpreet Singh tore me away from my family, days before that wedding to Dale, and announced he was marrying me instead. And then, just before the ceremony to Gurpreet I ran away. And now you want to marry me too? No way. Not happening. You know who chooses who I marry? Me. I choose. And right now, I choose no one. I just want to live my life without having to make some kind of fateful decision. All I’m asking for is a ride to the nearest space station. You can drop me off there and you’ll never have to see me again.”

He frowned. “How can I let you go without ever confirming whether you’re mine or not? What if I’m letting my future Bride leave me forever? You are possibly my whole future. My line will only continue through you.”

Her stomach dropped at that pronouncement. He made it all sound so terrible, like her actions had repercussions for him. Darn it. She didn’t even know this guy. “I…uh…”

He let out a heavy sigh. “I would never force testing of compatibility on you, that is against the Scales of Xylan Law. Also, I will not break my vow. The only way we will ever clasp claws, or hands, is with your consent. You will have to request the testing. And because you are declining for now, our testing is temporarily cancelled until you request it.”

“Oh, thank you. I appreciate that.” It actually was good to know it was against Xylan law for him to just grab her hand and force this testing. And it wouldn’t happen unless she specifically asked for it to happen. She liked that.

“You will stay on my ship and return with me to the Bounty Hunter station. And then we will decide the next steps. Meanwhile I will continue to try and change your mind and prove to you that we have much in common and that this testing is appropriate.”

She supposed this was the best concession she’d get from him. Hopefully she’d be able to find transport from the Hunter station to Omega 9. “Okay,” she answered. “But I still don’t understand how you think we will end up having a positive testing. We don’t have anything in common. You’re a Xylan and I’m human. We aren’t even of the same species and were raised on different planets and you’re” —she gestured to him—“so huge and I’m tiny compared to you.”

He grinned, reached out with his enormous claws and pulled her down onto his lap and wrapped his arms around her, his claws carefully avoiding bare skin.

She squeaked with surprise.

His hot breath brushed against the back of her neck, sending shivers of delight down her spine. He was so close now, his lips so close. “You fit perfectly in my embrace.” He leaned in close and breathed against her ear. “Do you see how this makes us right for each other?”

She had to admit that she did. She so did.

And she squirmed in his lap, secretly wishing there was a hard ridge digging into her ass through the layers of skirt. He wasn’t touching her bare skin and she felt his heat only through fabric. But she knew right then if circumstances were different she’d love to turn in his arms and throw her arms around his neck and… Godsdammit, in order to simply kiss him she’d have to marry him, and she wasn’t marrying anyone. No matter how sexy he was and how terrific he smelled—no funny business.
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Darcy scrambled off the sexy Xylan’s lap and into a shaky standing position. Her eyes skittered away and her hands trembled as she smoothed her skirts out. His touch, his nearness, even through ten layers of fabric, was masculine concentrate.

“That was cheating,” she said.

“I didn’t touch your bare skin,” he reminded her.

And then at that exact moment her stomach growled loudly with hunger. Her face heated yet again with embarrassment.

“Are you hungry?” he grinned. “I can fix that.”

She placed her palms over her jewel-encrusted bodice and nodded. “I’m starved,” she admitted.

“I will take care of you,” the warrior said. Then he stood and kicked clothing aside, making a path that led to his tiny kitchen area. He began tapping the screen of the food dispenser. “Sit back down,” he said to her over his shoulder. “This is the start of the sleep cycle. We will eat a meal together and then sleep. Can you sleep again even though you just woke up?”

“Oh, don’t worry about me,” she sighed. “I can sleep again.” In fact, she could sleep for a whole week. She’d slept terribly in the Palace, always terrified she’d hear her door creaking open and find Gurpreet striding in, ready to start the cycle of rape and abuse.

She took another deep calming breath, her hands busy rearranging the annoying white skirts and the robe as she again sat on the edge of his bunk, waiting for the food to be ready. She wanted nothing more than to eat, get out of these heavy, uncomfortable clothes, and then sleep. This sounded heavenly.

She inhaled more of that awesome scent that lingered in this small space. The scent that seemed to be a calming aromatherapy. She felt safer here, in this cluttered room, than she ever did at the fancy Palace. “By the way,” she told him, “I love the air freshener you use. I smelled it right away when I first entered your room.”

“Air freshener? What is that?”

The food dispenser chimed, letting them know the meal was ready. And now a mouth-watering smell of seared meat in savory spices also drifted through the air. She licked her lips. Basically, this room was a cornucopia of to-die-for smells.

“Air freshener is…it’s…you don’t use anything to make this room smell so good?”

He swept a claw out. “Do I look like someone who’d be concerned with making their quarters smell good?”

She laughed. “True. Then why does your room smell so nice even though you’re a total slob and this place is a mess?”

He shrugged. And then he stepped over with a plate of food in each claw. He sat across from her in his favorite chair and handed her food over. They both now had a plate of mystery meat on their laps. No napkins or forks.

Daxon pierced a large chunk of juicy dark meat with the tip of a claw and placed it in his mouth. He chewed and swallowed, then answered, “I don’t know, but I think it has something to do with the fact that I enjoy the way you smell too.”

She blinked. “You do? But…but I’m dirty and my clothes are a mess.”

She reached down and saw that her own meat was cut into perfect itty-bitty pieces while Daxon was slicing up his own rack of…whatever, with his claws. She appreciated his thoughtfulness as she chewed on a square of meat and about had an orgasm over the amazing taste and the way it melted in her mouth.

“I inhaled your scent when I entered my quarters,” he answered, “and initially found you asleep on my bunk. This is why I’m ninety-nine percent certain that you’re my future Bride. Although only through the clasping of hands will we be certain.”

“Oh wow, you can identify your mate just through smell?”

“Yes, Xylan have better vision and sense of smell than humans. But the fact that I can identify my mate through scent alone is something only I was born with. It is a genetic rarity passed down through my line… Are you thirsty?” he asked. He reached across the counter and grabbed a tankard of amber liquid. He poured and handed her a tiny cup. “Try this, it’s Xylan ale. It’s very potent, so I gave you a small amount.”

“Oh, okay, thanks.” She drank the liquid, finding it very refreshing, as if she’d drunk a whole gallon of water. And it tasted delightful, like sweet fruit. A pleasant warmth spread in her belly and all the discomforts of the day seemed to magically wash away.

She was definitely asking for more of that later.

They continued to chat while they ate. He told her more about something called the Scales of Xylan Law, and the Xylan honor code and how there were all kinds of rules for a mating. It was fascinating.

But finally, they both finished their food. Daxon took their dirty plates and left them on the counter, on top of a stack of older dirty dishes. She frowned, deciding she’d clean that whole area up for him tomorrow. First, she needed a good night’s sleep, then she’d be ready to tackle his mess. There was no way she was staying in a room in such disarray. It would drive her crazy.

He stretched and yawned, again exposing those super-sharp fangs. “We need to sleep,” he said with a growly voice.

She stood. “Oh gosh, I’m sorry. I’m being so rude, I bet you’re really tired. You originally came in here to sleep and found me in your bed and then had to deal with all of that. Why don’t you just show me to my quarters, and I’ll get out of your way. I promise I won’t be any bother during our journey to the Bounty Hunter station.”

“Female, there isn’t a separate quarters for you to stay in or another bunk anywhere on this ship.”

She blinked. “What? You’re kidding.”

“No. There’s only this room and this one bunk on the entire ship and we’re going to have to share it for the entire journey.”

Her hands fisted. “I can’t believe you. You planned this, didn’t you? You’re still trying to cheat on your vow.”

He crooked an eyebrow. “Planned? No. It’s just a fact. This is not cheating. This really is the only bunk on this personal flier.”

She let out a heavy sigh.

“I have to admit the thought of sharing a bunk with my future mate sounds pleasant. It gives my human female the opportunity to do more of this long-term human-style courtship.”

She rolled her eyes. There was no way she was sleeping on the same bunk with him. She’d sleep on the floor before she slept next to him. “Whatever.” And then her frustration began to soften. “I guess I really need to remember that in the end you’re being amazing about the fact that I snuck onto your ship.”

He winked at her. “It’s only because I think you’re my future mate and I want you close. If you were anyone else, you’d be in lockdown stasis for the duration of this trip.”

She grimaced. “Remind me not to make you angry.”

He chuckled. “Remember how I told you this is a small ship? I was serious. There is only this room to use as a combined sleeping quarters and mess hall. And that is the only restroom on the ship. I have a bridge for piloting and communications, a one-unit med bay and a strangely expansive cargo bay. But there is nowhere else for you to sleep.”

She shrugged and glanced at the floor, deciding she needed to start getting ready. She’d need to clear space if she was going to sleep there so he could have the bed. He might think they were sleeping together, but no way. “Do you mind if I use your bathroom?” she asked.

“No, I don’t mind.”

“And, um, I hate to bother you again, but do you have a clothing fabricator on this ship because it would be great if I could change into something more appropriate to sleep in.”

“This is the lowest grade Hunter ship. There are no extras.”

She bit her lip. “Okay, no clothing fabricator. Um, do you happen to have something I could wear besides this wedding dress and priestess robe?”

He opened a cabinet and took out a black sleeveless tunic exactly like the one he was already wearing and handed it to her. It smelled like him. Her knees weakened. She clutched it to her chest, forcing herself to not openly press it against her nose and inhale, right in front of him. “Thank you.”

He nodded and she went into the restroom, her stiff skirts swishing behind her. She closed the door and glanced around. It was a small space but had all the essentials: a whole-body cleansing unit and mouth/teeth cleaner, a toilet and sink and there was even a wall-unit clothing cleaner. Luckily this area was monitored by cleaning bots, so this space was sparkling clean.

She kicked off her strappy white heels that had suffered so much abuse they were now mainly stained brown. Then she shrugged off the heavy robe and crammed it into the wall-unit and started the cycle. She tried to wiggle out of the cumbersome wedding dress but quickly realized she’d never be able to unbutton the back by herself. Darn it. She let out a huff and glanced toward the door, her heart sinking. She pursed her lips, walked over and opened the door a crack. “Um, Daxon, can you please help me unbutton my dress?”

“Yes,” he answered absently, his voice floating through the portal. “I will help you.”

“Thanks.” She opened the door wider and stepped out into the room. “I just need you to—” She looked at him and gasped. “Daxon, you’re…you’re…”

Naked.

The man was entirely naked. Not a stitch of clothing anywhere. Her eyes darted away, her face flaming.

“What’s wrong, female?” he asked, tossing down the clothing she assumed he’d been about to put on. “Turn around and I will help you.”

She quickly turned and placed her back to him, putting her hands over her hot cheeks. That image of his nakedness was burned into her brain for all eternity. He was magnificent, and she’d caught a glimpse of everything, even his penis. She’d never seen a man’s penis before in real life; even at rest his cock was epic. Her nerves were a jangled mess and her heart raced like crazy. The area between her thighs was a slick mess, as it had been since basically the moment she’d met him. He wasn’t making this non-testing choice any easier for her. “Daxon, you’re naked,” she said with a shaky voice. “I’ll just go back in the restroom and give you a minute to change…”

He stood behind her. “Not necessary. I put the gloves of the unmated back on. You are fine. Stay.”

“It’s not that. You’re…naked. I can’t stay here when you’re like that.”

“Why not?” Then he blew out a disgusted breath. “I continue to forget that your species pleasure mates.”

“Yeah. So?”

He placed his gloved claws on her shoulders and pulled her a step closer to him, then he started on the buttons down her back. She couldn’t see him, but his heat, his nearness, his fabulous smell, was right there messing with her mind and soul. “Xylan don’t care about nakedness as much. We only worry about keeping our claws covered around the unmated so that we do not accidentally force testing of compatibility. Only species who pleasure mate avoid nakedness among the unmated.”

“Having you like this, without your clothes on, makes me uncomfortable,” she admitted.

He inhaled. “Hmm. I wouldn’t say you feel uncomfortable. I’ve been able to smell your arousal since we first met. But now it is spiking.”

She closed her eyes and her chin dipped against her chest. Great, now he knew that even though she was verbally denying him, she was very much attracted to him. She couldn’t hide this reaction. Basically, she wished the ground would open and swallow her up. No wonder he was still insisting on the testing.

She dug her nails into her palms, deciding no comment on this was her best answer.

His thick fingers and sharp claws fumbled against the buttons and fabric on her back. “These clasps weren’t made for Xylan claws,” he muttered. “Is this clothing important to you?”

“No, I guess not, but the dress was made specifically for the wedding ceremony I ran away from. I don’t need it anymore, but it was very expensive and many clothing designers and seamstresses spent countless hours making this gown so…”

The top few buttons loosened, then he growled in frustration. “What is this underneath? Why are there more useless layers of fabric on your body?”

“Oh, those are undergarments, don’t worry I can undo that myself you don’t have to—”

He cursed and she heard a rending of fabric and the sound of buttons hitting the floor. She gasped and grabbed the bodice to keep it from falling off and exposing her naked breasts. Cool air brushed against her bare back. “Daxon! The dress is falling off. What did you do?”

He chuckled. “It’s completely open and easy to remove. You’re welcome.”

“But…but…” she sputtered. “You’ve ruined it.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said with a smug tone. “You’re never going to wear it again.”

“Ugh,” she huffed and stomped away from him and went straight back into the restroom. She used one hand to hold up the dress and the other to slam the door panel closed behind her and she rested back against the frame, allowing her heart and nerves to settle.

That man had ruined her wedding dress.

She stepped forward and let the whole thing drop in a frothy puddle around her, then she stepped out of it. She didn’t have any emotional attachment to it—the dress was for a wedding that never took place—but still! She took off her undergarments and salvaged what she could. The gorgeous pale pink panties with the pretty bow were still fine. She set them aside to wash. The bra was in tatters. The corset was trash, as were her slips. Boo. She sighed and put that all in a pile on the floor to be incinerated.

Finally, she was naked, free of all the layers of clothing, fabric and fasteners. She did a fist bump in the air. Thank gods. She stepped into the cleansing unit and let it do its job, cleaning off all the sweat and grime from her escape. Afterwards she hit the dryer and fluffed out her long hair, silky and glossy, with a slight wave. It went down past her shoulders and almost to her waist and she just left it to hang free. She used the mouth cleaner too and then she felt fresh and clean.

Then she slipped Daxon’s black tunic over her head and examined the result. Oh no. It wasn’t even decent. There weren’t any sleeves and the arm holes were so large they left enormous amounts of side boob exposed. The deep V in the front cut down almost to her belly button. Basically, all this shirt did was cover her nipples, and not all that well. The hem went to her knees, so there was that, but she was completely naked underneath because her panties were being washed and dried.

She let out a sigh. Well, here would be the true test of the rule about Xylan not feeling passion towards a female who was not their mate. Would he make a move on the half-naked young woman in his bunk he wanted to marry, or would he treat her like a roommate or co-worker he wasn’t interested in sexually? And also, could she sleep in the same room as a fantastically handsome, naked man she was unbearably attracted to and not try and touch him? Especially when she knew he wanted her touch?

She straightened her shoulders and stepped back out into the room. This time Daxon was dressed in sleep pants and another tunic that exposed his bulky arms. And he’d cleared an area on the floor right next to the bunk and had organized bedding there.

“I made a second bed so that we will not sleep together.”

“Thanks. Thank you for getting dressed. I appreciate it. And thank you for making a second bed.”

He gave a curt nod.

She fingered the hem of the tunic she wore. “I’m sorry, this shirt isn’t covering me very well.”

His eyes roamed dispassionately up and down her body, which left her strangely disappointed. “It’s enough,” he said. “You are very…rounded.”

“Rounded?” Was that good or bad?

“Here”—he pointed a claw at her ass—“and here” —he gestured to her breasts. “You are much larger than a Xylan female in these areas. This could be why my tunic fits you wrong because it was not made for rounded humans. But as long as you can sleep in it and feel comfortable, this is all that matters. If you don’t like this you can take it off and sleep without clothing. Xylan often sleep naked, I will not care if this is your choice. As long as we are not sleeping next to each other and I have my gloves on so there is no chance of our hands brushing.”

“No, that’s okay. I won’t be sleeping naked.”

“You are sleeping on the bunk,” he said. “And I’m sleeping on the floor.”

“But…but that’s your bed. I’m the intruder here. I expected you to sleep on your own bunk. I had already planned on making a bed for myself on the floor. I don’t mind sleeping there at all. It looks comfortable.”

His features tightened. “There is no way I’m going to let my future Bride sleep on the floor. It isn’t happening.”

“Oh gosh. Okay.” She could see there was no arguing with him. She walked over and carefully settled into the bedding of his bunk, trying to not expose herself. Finally, she had the sheets up to her chest and her body covered.

Daxon lay down on his own bed. She leaned over and glanced down at the bed and fully realized his space on the floor didn’t look nearly as comfy as the bunk. She almost said something and invited him to sleep with her because they could both fit on the bunk as long as they were pressed together. But…she didn’t trust herself to sleep that close to him and not try and reach for him.

“Good night,” she whispered.

“Good night,” he rumbled.

And then the lights went out and she fell asleep.
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“Incoming vid message from Gurpreet Singh, location, New Earth,” the ship’s computer pleasantly stated.

Daxon rubbed his eyes and groaned from his makeshift bed on the floor. “Who?”

The computer repeated the message.

“Oh hell. This early? Computer, hold that vid,” he ordered, still having zero idea who was calling and waking him from his much needed sleep.

“Affirmed.”

“Oh no,” his female whimpered from the bunk above. She leaned over, her shiny dark hair sliding pleasantly along the side of her face. Her features were contorted with worry. “No. No. No. Not Gurpreet,” she wailed. “How in the hell did he find me so fast?”

Daxon sat up and rubbed harder at his face, finally remembering he’d heard this name before. “Is this the rich idiot you left at the altar? The one who murders and abuses females and their offspring?”

“Yes.”

“Huh,” he grunted. “I don’t know how he found us, but don’t worry, I will deal with this.”

He stood, ready to leave and crush this lazhul, then out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of his female hungrily gazing at his body. His lips twitched. He’d learned yesterday that his nakedness caused his female’s arousal to spike and today he decided to use this to his advantage. Anything he could do to convince her of the need to request the touch of his hand he considered fair game.

He turned toward her and slowly removed his shirt and tossed it to the floor. Then he tugged his sleep pants off his hips, exposing his dormant cock to her gaze. A whimper escaped from her lips. He could smell her arousal; it hung heavy in the air.

He kicked his pants away, turned and strode to the restroom, naked. “You will come with me to the bridge, but do not be concerned,” he said over his shoulder. “I will take care of this lazhul.” Then he closed the door behind him.

 

A quarter rotation later Daxon and his female were both dressed and on the bridge and ready to accept the vid call. She was wearing the long robe she’d arrived in, which covered her from her neck to her feet. She’d complained that his tunic wasn’t enough to cover her nakedness and it would be inappropriate for her to be caught on vid like that in front of another human. Her body, with its strangely exaggerated curves, was now covered by the dark fabric but the hood was down and resting on her shoulders so her pleasant human features and her long hair were exposed.

They stood next to each other on the bridge.

“What are we going to say to him?” she asked.

“I am going to tell him you are mine. You are going to stand by my side so this lazhul can see that you are alive and that you are mine, then you will step aside so I can take care of the rest of the conversation.”

She lifted her chin, her eyes flashing with determination. “But I’m not yours,” she remarked. “I’m my own person. I don’t belong to him or to you.”

“He needs to believe I have you and you are mine.”

“But—”

“Computer, accept holo vid on the bridge,” he ordered.

And then the screen popped up before them and there stood a human male of Margol pigment. This male was much shorter and weaker than Daxon, well weaker than basically any Xylan. And his sinister gaze and demeanor held no honor. “Darcy Chopra,” the human male snarled. “What are you doing on a goddamn ship leaving New Earth? We were supposed to be married yesterday! You fucking left me at the altar.”

“Of course I did,” she shot back. “Of course I left you, you asshole. I’d never marry a monster like you!”

Daxon suppressed a chuckle. He placed a gloved claw against the fabric of her back. He loved the idea of his female instinctively knowing this male and the one before him were not her mates and her doing everything in her power to avoid these bonding ceremonies. She’d run away from this male and directly onto his own ship. Straight to her true mate.

Darcy of One reached out and grabbed onto his forearm with her bare hand. He glanced down, startled at her touch, and then remembered she was human with little knowledge of the rules of the unmated. He would need to teach her, there was much she needed to learn about the Scales of Xylan Law and the honor code, because her hand was so very, very close right now to his own palm.

Palm to holy palm. This was the ritual that would bind them.

First, he needed to get rid of this idiot. He could tell already this was the type of male that would only listen to strength, threats and force.

“Why are you saying this?” the rich idiot raged. “You entrapped me at the Bridal Tour and despite your outrageous attempts to sexually entice me, I chose you. And I gave you everything. Do you realize how lucky you were? I made you. I was going to marry you in front of the whole planet. How dare you speak to me this way.”

“I trapped you? What the hell are you talking about? I was just standing there in a line-up I didn’t even want to be in. I literally just stood there and glanced at you. You are such a—”

His female opened her mouth to continue but Daxon placed both his claws on her shoulders and pulled her out of the viewing area. “Sit,” he ordered. “I will deal with this.”

She hissed, her eyes sparking fire.

“Trust me,” he said. “Let me finish this.”

She gave him a curt nod and sat heavily in the seat he’d offered.

Daxon turned and marched back to the screen. He braced his feet apart and crossed his arms.

“Who are you?” Rich Idiot demanded, his voice dripping with arrogance.

“I am Daxon of Seven, a Bounty Hunter. I was on a mission to New Earth to acquire my latest target. I have now left in order to return to the Bounty Hunter Station. You will speak to me from now on. I am assuming responsibility for Darcy of One.”

“What? This makes no sense. Why is my bride on your ship? Did you take her?”

“I did not take Darcy of One from New Earth. And she is not your bride.”

“She is my bride. I found her living in obscurity and declared her the most beautiful woman in the world. I announced she was the lucky winner of my Bridal Tour and she would have the pleasure of marrying me and being my bride. I brought her to Singapore. I made her rich and famous and I was in the midst of giving her the wedding of the century. It was going to be displayed live on all the vid channels. Why would she leave? If you did not take her from my palace, how did she end up on your ship?”

“While Darcy was living in your Palace, she learned that you murder and abuse the women and offspring in your harem. She then refused to enter into an abusive marriage with you, so she ran from the Palace at the only moment she could, when everyone was distracted with preparations for your wedding ceremony. She escaped and chose to hide on my ship because I am Xylan and she knew she’d be safe off-planet with a Xylan warrior.”

“I do not abuse the women in my…I don’t have a…I am not a murderer,” the male sputtered.

“Lies. A woman would only run like that from her intended mate if she thought her life was on the line. The probability of a dangerous mate is an accepted reason for dissolving a compatibility testing or claiming ceremony. This is accepted in the Scales of Xylan Law which trumps human law.”

“The what? What do I care about your laws? Darcy is mine. I found her and I’m marrying her. I demand you return her to me immediately.”

“That isn’t happening. She’s staying on this ship with me.”

“Turn that ship around and bring my bride back!” the idiot screamed, red-faced. “She left me at the altar, shaming me in front of the entire planet. I will not forget or forgive this insult. She will pay for what she’s done to me. And in the end, she will follow through on her marriage vows and her wedding night.”

Daxon’s nostrils flared. The idea of this lazhul having Darcy in his Palace and in his bed caused his hearts to race and his claws to curl. He bared his fangs and shook his head. “No, she won’t. She’s my hostage,” he raged, using language he knew this human would respond to. “She’s mine.”

The human’s jaw dropped. “Your hostage?”

“Yes. She stepped onto this ship and now that I’ve found her, she’s mine and I’m keeping her. Find a new bride. Darcy is not yours.”

“Do you know who I am? Do you understand how rich and powerful I am? I’m going to learn everything about you and make your life miserable. You will regret this. Return her immediately and I will give you a reward, but if you keep her for yourself, I will kill you. And when I get her back, if I discover she’s no longer a virgin, you will be a dead man and I will do whatever it takes to destroy your entire family.”

Daxon chuckled at the audacity of this little human. “You think you can kill me? That you can destroy my line?” He burst out laughing. “I’d like to see you try.” And then he cut the vid.

His shoulders shook with mirth. He’d have to call Joyzal later and they’d have a good chuckle over this. His friend would enjoy hearing a retelling of this crazy human’s antics. Of course there was no way this weak human could best him.

“Daxon.”

“Hmm?” He walked over and grasped Darcy’s tiny human hand with his own gloved claw, ready to lead her off the bridge and back to their quarters. His stomach was growling. They hadn’t had breakfast yet. She must also be hungry, and he had to make sure his female was fed and healthy.

“Daxon…Daxon?” She tugged on his arm. “Gurpreet just vowed to kill you. Didn’t you hear? He said…” Her voice cracked.

He stopped and looked down into his female’s troubled features and her sparkling wet eyes. He was beginning to find her lack of ridges and fangs acceptable. She was softer than a typical Xylan female, but he found it intriguing how this did not mean she was weak. His female had managed to escape from one of the most devious humans on planet Earth. This was admirable. He found it strange that her species held competitions to define which females were the most physically appealing. Why would they exalt only females based solely on appearance? But he could understand why she’d been chosen. He was Xylan and even he found her appearance pleasing.

“But he’s only human,” he tried to explain. “Not even worth a moment’s notice. Do not let this male concern you. Let’s go break our fast.”

“Daxon, you don’t understand. His father is the richest man on New Earth. The Singh family owns a whole army of men. Gurpreet is not ‘just a human.’ He’s powerful enough to cause you harm. And I don’t want you to get hurt.” She tugged her hand from his grasp and stepped back. “I should leave. You need to drop me off somewhere large enough where I can disappear and restart my life, maybe at the Omega 9 space station, or at…”

A growl left his chest. “You’re staying with me. We need to test.”

“I can’t, he’ll find me here with you and kill you! You need to get rid of me right now, so no one comes after you.”

Daxon placed both claws on her tiny shoulders and looked deeply into her green-gold eyes. That same spark of possession he’d felt since the moment he scented her, a need to keep her by his side filled his spirit. “Your concern for me is admirable but misplaced. You are safe with me. This human might try to harm us, but he will not succeed. Don’t worry. Your brother placed you with me for a reason.”

She still looked unconvinced.

He took her hand again, which he had to admit was nice to touch, even through the fabric between them. It was a symbol of what was to come. Even his hand on hers, with a barrier, caused a small tingle of warmth to flare in his hearts. “Trust me,” he told her again. “I will keep you safe and this human will not cause us harm.”
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She stared at him, biting her lip with her smooth human teeth.

He placed his arm around his female’s shoulders and pulled her into his side and they began slowly walking together, back to his quarters. “Let me feed you,” he said, trying to comfort his future Bride.

“I just worry about what this situation is doing to other people,” she admitted. “Everything that keeps happening has negative repercussions for the people I care about. Anyone who tries to help me gets hurt. My parents and my brother have been through so much because of my decision to go to Tulare. I was supposed to stay home. I was supposed to marry Dale weeks before the Bridal Tour came to town, but I kept postponing. And now you are also being threatened. I don’t want anyone hurt because of me. I feel like I’m constantly making wrong decisions and as a consequence the people I care about are being hurt.”

He bent and kissed the top of her head. Did she even realize she was referring to him as a being she cared about? “You are doing the best you can,” he said.

She smiled up at him. “You’re just saying that because when I ran away, I ended up on your ship.”

“True. I will always praise you for doing what you had to do to make your way to me.”

She chuckled and pushed out of his embrace and continued walking alongside him. “You’re too much.”

He blinked, not understanding this human-speak. Too much of what?

“You know,” his Bride said, “when I left New Earth, my brother gave me a currency stick so I could purchase quarters at the station I ended up at and call him. My family knows I can never go back, and they expect I’ll end up on Omega 9 or somewhere and find a job and start over.”

He glanced down at her and noted that her profile offered a clear view of the heartsache etched on her features. In this they were the same.

“I understand,” he said. “I can never return to my home planet either. I do not know either when I will see my line again.”

“Are we both orphans?”

“Yes, we are.” He hadn’t thought of it that way before, but he supposed he was an orphan now. His parents had both returned to the eternal fires and he had no line. He had the Bounty Hunters and now he had his future Bride. If only he could convince her to test with him so he could properly claim her.

“You know,” he pointed out, “the easiest way to make this trouble with that human lazhul go away is for you to take my claw and test compatibility with me. Then you will see that I am your mate. I will then properly claim you and make you my Bride by Law. And then neither of us will be orphans, we’ll have each other. And you will automatically have not just my protection but all the protections of a citizen of Chronos, backed by the power of the Scales of Xylan Law. And then you will see how insignificant this human’s threats are.”

She turned away, sweeping aside his proposal. “Daxon, I wasn’t kidding. I’m not marrying anyone right now. And it doesn’t matter if you marry me or not, Gurpreet will still want to kill you to get revenge for claiming what he thinks is his.”

Obviously, this line of reasoning was illogical, but he managed to keep his thoughts on this to himself. He had vowed to not force a testing and he planned on keeping that vow to the letter.

They reached his quarters and walked inside.

“What a mess,” she sighed.

He kicked a few items out of his way and walked up to the food dispenser. His quarters had been perfectly fine when he’d first arrived. He received the ship the moment he gained his license. But it was true he’d been living there long enough to already collect a mess. He’d never been known for his cleaning skills. The space seemed small now with the addition of his future Bride. He wanted her safe and comfortable and there was only one chair for him and one bed. He glanced around. This would not do, he would have to fix this for her today.

Darcy of One took off her robe and hung it up in the restroom, then she began gathering a portion of the clothing he’d discarded on the floor and walked over to the restroom with a pile of laundry. He noticed that her walk was different than a female Xylan’s—his female’s hips swayed when she walked, and her heavy breasts bounced under the tunic. He wondered what else about this female was different.

She left the door open as she began placing items in the wall-unit for cleansing. “What are we going to do next?” she asked over the hum of the cleansing machine. “If you don’t want me to leave, and you’re insisting I stay with you because you mistakenly think I’m your future mate or something. Then what are we going to do?” She stepped back into the room, “You know I’m not doing this testing of compatibility thing with you, right? So if I stay it’s only temporary until you realize we’re not a couple and you give up. I already told you I don’t want to be anyone’s bride. I just want to be me, Darcy.”

He tapped the screen of the dispenser, ordering Traq for his female. “Do you enjoy your morning drink sweetened?”

“Yes, please…” She placed her hands on her hips. “Did you hear what I said?”

Yes, he did. He added more sweetener, unsure how he was going to convince his Bride to try testing with him. The only way he could be one hundred percent certain of her protection was if she was legally his Bride. He could of course easily protect her from this human and keep her hostage on this ship without their mating being confirmed, but it would be much easier and more pleasant with Darcy of One as his confirmed Bride. Plus, the added bonus of not having the annoying rich idiot following them would be nice.

“Yes, I heard your statement. I disagree with your conclusions, I believe we should try testing immediately.”

She started straightening the bedding on his bunk and fluffing the pillows. “You can’t keep me here forever, you know. You vowed that nothing would happen against my wishes and my wish is to be taken to the Bounty Hunter Station and then transferred to Omega 9.”

A growl rumbled in his chest. He wanted to tear his gloves off, grab her hand and show her the proof of their connection, but she was right, he’d vowed to respect her wishes. And also, force testing was against the Scales of Xylan Law and punishable by death. Although, for the first time in his life he caught a glimpse of the reasons why a warrior could lose his or her mind and try to force a testing. But still, he would never dishonor his future Bride in this way. Never. She had to request their testing herself. He had to know she wanted the start of their mating as much as he did.

“It will take three more diurnals to reach the Bounty Hunter station,” he told her. “When we reach the station, you can decide to stay there or ask to be transported to Omega 9, or anywhere else you want in the four sectors. Meanwhile, I will have these three diurnals to convince you of our need to test for compatibility. But if by the time we dock at the Hunter station you are still firm in your resolve to leave, then you will leave.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” he answered as he absently rubbed his claw against the pain blooming in his chest.

She smiled brilliantly. “Thank you. That sounds like a good solution. I appreciate you giving me that choice. It gives me peace of mind knowing I’ll make my own decisions. Now we just have to pray that Gurpreet doesn’t screw up any of our plans.”

Daxon grunted. “He won’t.”

They quietly ate breakfast together. Daxon had no idea how he was going to let her go if he reached the Hunter Station without having tested with his female. Not having tested with her or having claimed her meant he would legally have zero claim to this female. Normally he should be shrugging this off as any Xylan would for a male or female they’d wanted to test with but the offer was declined. But, he was built differently than other Xylan. His line had long passed down the gift of being able to scent their mates. He’d literally had no need to ever test, he could scent if a female was his mate or not. He and his siblings only bothered to clasp the hand of the Xylan they knew was going to be their mate; scenting told them ahead of time. To most Xylan a male or female that you were unable to test with was not a tragedy, it was something to frown over and then move on. It only gained importance if you’d hoped to become part of a line or merge Houses, and in this instance neither was happening.

But for Daxon, leaving this female behind meant he was leaving his mate behind without ever claiming her. He would therefore have to work harder to convince her that they were meant to be together.

They finished their breakfast and then Darcy of One insisted they clean the kitchen. She did most of the work, directing him in how to place the dishes into the cleanser he’d never bothered to learn how to use. Eventually the counters were cleared and the dishes were cleaned.

“Now, can I have a tour of your ship?” his female asked.

“Certainly, I was about to go to the bridge to send updates on my status to the Hunter Guild. I can easily give you a tour. It would be good for you to gain an understanding of the workings of this ship.” After all, it would become her new home.

And he guided her through the tight spaces. She walked down the short hallways in another tunic of his, which pleased him greatly to see his future bride dressed in his clothing. His scent now covered her. This was only right. She again wore the priestess robe, allowing it to sweep open in the front. Her strange shoes with the spiked heels clicked on the floor. He noted that her curvaceous body was barely hidden underneath his tunic, and her soft, bouncy human breasts were almost entirely exposed. This was not appropriate work wear. He would have to find more practical clothing for his female. The moment they arrived on the Hunter station he could give her all the credits she needed to purchase a new wardrobe through a clothing fabricator. He would make sure his female was not left wanting.

They toured the stasis lockdown units, then went to the bridge and into the small engine room. His Bride quickly became mesmerized by the monitoring screens and then opened the panels to inspect the interiors with a practiced eye. He stared at her in shock, surprised at her quick understanding of the workings of the ship.

“I thought you said you were a farm girl,” he remarked.

She laughed. “I was raised on a farm, but this is what I like doing,” she explained. “Back at home I was learning to become a mechanic who specialized in agri-robots. I was going to start an apprenticeship with a robotics engineer in Tulare, but I had to give that up in order to hide from Gurpreet. When I had to leave my home and move to Singapore I left behind all of my tools. I’m really sad about that, my dad had bought me my own set for my eighteenth birthday and I know it had been pretty expensive.”

He stared down at this fascinating female, unable to fathom the good luck that had fallen into his lap. A Bride who was a mechanic who specialized in robotics and engines? Hell yeah. This was better than finding a box of unmarked currency. “I would be very happy to have a mate who knew how to repair the systems of our ships.”

She let out an exasperated sigh. “Daxon, we’ve been over this. I’m not going to be your mate. We are just friends who are thrown together for a while. But I have to admit I would love to learn everything about fixing this ship.”

“Friends?”

She placed her hands on her hips. “Yes, just friends.”

He inhaled her scent, reassured by what he detected. “You say friends but you want to mate with me.”

She smacked his chest with an open palm. “Stop doing that! I said we’re friends and that’s what we’re going to remain, no matter what you can smell about me.”

He smirked. “Friends. Okay, I will accept this for now.”

She shook her head and went and opened the door to the inner conduit.

“You can fix my ship if it breaks down before we reach the Hunter station?” he asked.

“You think another breakdown is likely?”

“I replaced the power transformer myself before we left.”

She bit her lip. “I understand. I’ll check your work. And yes, I can fix it. Everything I’ve learned so far I can apply to this vessel, and anything I don’t know yet I’m happy to learn.”

“Come with me then, I have something to give you.” He led his female back to the storage closet in the cargo bay and took out the secondary tablet. This one was a brand-new unit that was available as backup in case his own was broken. He removed the packaging, set it up and coded it to his female, linking it to his own tablet and also giving her access to the ship’s computer. He tapped on the screen, showing her all the schematics on this particular personal flyer, the instructional vids, and the mechanics and engineering coursework she could access. Then he handed it to her.

She clutched it to her chest with tears in her eyes. “Thank you, you don’t know how much this means to me. I promise I’ll get this ship working great. You won’t regret this.”

He knew he wouldn’t.

“One more thing… Do you think I could call my brother and tell him I’m okay?”

Daxon paused then answered, “Yes, I can create a security access for you. I’ll get it started and I can have that ready for you tomorrow morning.”

“Okay. I appreciate all of this, so much.”

“I appreciate you,” he answered truthfully.
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Darcy woke up the next morning, her eyes sliding over to the mighty Xylan warrior asleep on the floor below her, quietly snoring.

She grinned, because even while snoring he was precious.

She rolled onto her side so she could contemplate his lickable, biteable skin to her heart’s content. His physique was so excellent she could sell tickets to this vantage point and be raking in the currency. Billions of females of a variety of species would subscribe to a live feed of nothing but Daxon innocently sleeping.

And he seemed to be wholly unaware that he was blindingly handsome.

His bulky form was built for the treacherous Illibrium mines. She suspected he wasn’t as tall as the other Xylan, not even reaching seven feet, but to her he was still freakishly tall. Amongst his species he was considered short and stout. His thighs were ridiculously thick and his chest wider than wide. And his veiny forearms and sculpted biceps…she could spend whole afternoons trying to recapture the beauty of his form in a journal full of sketches. His claws were thick and rough, as if all the calluses from his former work had not yet worn off.

She loved this about him though, that his body showed signs of hard labor. Her own hands were coarse from the farm work she’d been doing since she was a young girl. She’d fed animals, mucked out stalls, and stayed up late fixing faulty robots. Her nights usually ended in her work room, welding together wiring for another robo-tractor.

The nail artist on Singapore had been horrified at Darcy’s broken nails and roughened hands, but Darcy hadn’t cared, she was proud of her accomplishments, proud of her hard work and that her hands reflected that. She’d already broken a nail while prying open a panel in the cargo bay. It had only taken two diurnals for her to ruin her manicure.

And then she remembered why she’d been opening those panels and she glanced at the tablet Daxon had given her and smiled. He’d pulled the fancy new tablet out of the cabinet for her like it was nothing, just an extra piece of equipment lying around. But there was nothing this advanced where she’d lived. With a single tap or a swipe of her finger, the whole of the four sectors was now open to her, and it easily fit into her small hands, light as air.  It was pretty shocking. She was good at sourcing old parts and repurposing them because brand-new parts were rare on New Earth. Only recently had contemporary technology started flooding her planet, and even then, it was probably things that were old tech elsewhere.

But this…this was the newest generation tablet manufactured by the best tech company in the four sectors. She reached out and touched it, unable to keep from petting the sleek architecture. She’d even kept it on the bunk next to her while she slept, which was kinda silly, but…she loved the damn thing, okay?

Yesterday, she’d walked around and opened every panel on the ship, making sure she understood the access points to all of the systems. Then she’d spent a lot of time sitting in seats on the bridge or in Daxon’s quarters, using the tablet to watch instructional vids on how to run diagnostics for this model of ship.

She glanced down at him again.

Daxon had gifted her with this special device and allowed her the freedom to examine his entire ship, and he seemed genuinely happy at the thought of her training to become a mechanic who specialized in Bounty Hunter tech.

Hmm… He was a nice male. This Xylan had placed his honor before hers and he appeared to be keeping his vow. And spending time on his ship had been strangely enjoyable. This last day and a half with him, traveling together to the Hunter Station, had been pleasant. Being with him, talking, kept her mind off the fact that Gurpreet was trying to find her and that her family might be in jeopardy.

Chatting with Daxon was nice, he was easy to talk to, and they were becoming fast friends. In fact, she had to admit he could easily turn into her best friend. She let out a soft snort. A male Illibrium miner was becoming her best friend? Who would’ve thought?

Daxon’s hazel eyes flicked open and he met her gaze. A lazy smile spread across his face. “Are you staring at me?” he asked.

Her face heated, which seemed to be happening a lot lately. “Maaaybe.”

“Does this mean my female is finally ready to test mating compatibility?”

Her eyes widened. “Nooooo.” Jeez. This guy. Did he ever give up? “Daxon, we’re friends. Only friends. But I want you to know the reason I’m saying no to your request isn’t some personal rejection. I like you. I’m just not marrying anyone right now.”

“As I told you yesterday, I am happy that you have upgraded our relationship status to friendship. Mates are always each other’s best friend. But are you sure you consider me as only your friend?” he questioned, throwing her a skeptical glance.

Then he made a big show of inhaling her scent. Ugh. She rolled onto her stomach and hid her face in her arms. The jig was up. Her body was melting, her core throbbing and slick, ready for attention and now he knew it. Gods, it was so embarrassing, never had she felt this overwhelming urge to have sex with someone. Every moment with Daxon was spent ready and primed.

She’d once had a crush on a boy in school and they’d hidden in the bushes behind the classrooms and kissed. It had been naughty and breathless and involved lots of groping. But then days later he was walking hand in hand with another girl, and basically Darcy had felt stupid for feeling anything at all for that jerk.

Never had she felt anything beyond friendship towards Dale. And her body had remained stone cold in the presence of Gurpreet. But the moment she’d met Daxon she’d lit up inside. Her breasts constantly felt heavy and her nipples begged to be touched. Her core was slick and needy. She found herself squirming in bed, her legs scissoring.

Last night, after the lights went out in Daxon’s quarters, she lay there listening to his breaths, and when they evened out and she thought he was asleep, she seriously considered reaching down and trying to quietly masturbate to relieve the tension, except she knew he could smell her arousal. Would he wake and hear her because she couldn’t keep quiet and then comment on how her smell had peaked and discover what she was doing? Wasn’t his hearing better than a human’s? The thought of all of this had been like having cold water thrown on her. There’d been no relief—she’d just have to suffer through it.

All she needed to do was clasp his hand and then he said if they really were mates, he’d be instantly inflamed and sooooo ready to have all the sex with her.

But Xylan didn’t pleasure mate. It wasn’t like they could make out right now. He couldn’t “perform” or feel passion towards anyone beyond his true mate—the female he claimed. Daxon’s amazing masculine body was dormant and he might feel possessive of her because he seemed very certain she was going to turn out to be his mate, but if she leaned over and tried to kiss him she was certain he would be shocked and maybe a little horrified. And all that would happen was that yet again he’d request for her hand in a testing ceremony so they could become mates.

In order to simply kiss this man, she had to marry him.

And she didn’t want to marry anyone.

The whole situation really sucked. They couldn’t just date and get to know one another and then if she felt comfortable, they could take this relationship to another level. No, it was all or nothing. So, she had to continue to choose nothing. And there was too much going on in her mind and heart right now. Her chest started to ache as she thought yet again of what had happened these last few months. It was just…too much.

“Female, what is wrong?” he asked. “Are you upset that I know of your intense arousal for me?”

“No, it’s not just that,” she muttered. Although that was bad too. She turned her head to see Daxon sitting up, watching her with concern. A Xylan warrior with golden skin and hazel eyes, his long hair in silky braids down his back. The dense horizontal ridges that lined his forehead always made him appear so serious. She stared at him, trying to pry from her lips all the worries that were filling her heart and mind, but replaying all of her faults was difficult. An awkward silence settled in the room.

“Darcy…”

“I’m just really upset over everything that happened back on New Earth that caused me to leave,” she finally burst out, pushing herself into a sitting position. She crossed her legs and pulled the sheets over her lap. “It’s on my mind so much, it’s hard for me to think of anything else,” she admitted. “I was on the tablet a lot yesterday, which took my mind off of my worries. But I feel terrible about what happened and I can’t let it go.”

“Okay. I want you to tell me everything because like you said, we are friends. I will get us both some Traq. Keep talking. I am listening.” Then he stood and walked to the tiny kitchen and began tapping on the food dispenser.

He really was being a good friend, and she found the courage to tell him the root of all the guilt that had settled like a ball of metal in the pit of her stomach. “It’s all my fault that Gurpreet took me. All. My. Fault. And because of me my family is now in jeopardy from reprisals by the Singh family.”

He glanced back at her. “Your fault?”

She nodded. “I was the brat who snuck into my parents’ vehicle and then into another cart and ended up exactly where I shouldn’t. If I’d just listened and stayed home like I’d been told, nothing of this would be happening. I’d be at home—at the farm.”

A ding sounded, letting them know their drinks were finished. He reached forward and opened the dispenser. “No, if you’d listened to them you’d be married to the eldest son of the neighboring farming unit, instead of here, with me, where you belong.”

She let out a snort of laughter.

Daxon walked over and handed her an aromatic mug of warm liquid. Then he sat down on the edge of the bunk and took a sip from his own mug. She had to admit this felt good, having a friend sitting so close wanting to listen and encouraging her to tell the whole horrible story.

“Well, of course you’d say that, but I’m sure Hector and my parents have a different perspective. I feel terrible for what I’ve put them through. I wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near the Tulare Ag Expo. The problem was, I hadn’t realized that Expo was also the last scheduled stop on the Singh Bridal Tour. I’d barely stepped out of the cart when I was suddenly swept into line with all the other young girls on their way to being presented to Gurpreet Singh.”

“Wait,” he said, holding up a claw. “Explain this to me. Out of all the unmated females on your planet, you were given the highest standing, and this was based solely on your physical appearance? Therefore, you are considered to be the most beautiful unmated female of your species?”

“Well…yes.”

Daxon shook his head, seeming to find this unbelievable. She felt an unexpected twinge of disappointment at his reaction. She’d convinced herself that she’d hated that title and wanted nothing to do with it, and yet the thought of Daxon not thinking she was worthy was…unsettling.

“You’ve said this before,” he commented, “and that lazhul confirmed, but it is still very strange that your people have placed you above all others.”

“Whu…” She opened her mouth, then closed it. No one had ever questioned the fact that she’d won. No one. “You don’t think I’m attractive?”

“Well… You are pleasant for a human.”

“Pleasant? For a human?” She swallowed. Oh gods. This man was truthful to a fault.

He shrugged. “We don’t have contests judging the physical appearance of our citizens in contrast to one another. I find the idea distasteful. Does your planet also hold this same type of contest for unmated males?”

“No,” she laughed. “No, that would never happen.”

He shook his head and sipped his Traq. “Humans are very primitive,” he commented.

She rolled her eyes. “We just do things differently, it doesn’t mean we’re primitive. And that title was sort of forced on me. But the main thing here is that I was the one who put myself there and none of it needed to happen.”

“It is good of you to reflect upon your part in any difficult situation so you can avoid replicating these same mistakes in the future.”

She blinked. “Yeah. That’s what I’m trying to do, figure out what I did wrong and try to never do something like that again.”

“Whenever a warrior makes a fatal error in judgment, he or she goes to the nearest multigod altar or temple to make a vow of absolution.”

Her eyes grew hot. “My family is also multigod. I know of this vow. You’re right, I should do that.”

“Also, later you can formally apologize to your line, this will help.”

She thought of performing these solutions and the idea lightened her heart. It felt like she had a plan forward, when before she was just stuck in the middle of failure with no escape, berating herself on constant loop. She took a sip of Traq. She really liked discussing her problems with this warrior. He was sensible and sensitive at the same time, which she’d thought wasn’t an attribute many males had.

“And I am assuming responsibility for the safety of your line. You do not have to worry about any retributions.”

“But Daxon, how can you protect my family? You’re not on New Earth and you don’t even know them.”

“Leave it to me,” he stated.

She couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped her lips. This man was supremely confident, and it wasn’t boasting, just him stating facts about his own abilities, which made it even more amazing.

“There’s more,” she said, forcing herself to tell him everything, to leave nothing unspoken. “I also worry about what’s happening back in Singapore in the Singh family’s Palace. I left, but what of the other women and children left behind? Right this second as I’m sitting here perfectly safe, and someone else is potentially being hurt. How is it fair that I got away, but they didn’t?”

“What exactly did you witness? What is that lazhul doing?”

She blew out a breath. “One night I snuck out of my room, determined to finally meet the famous Mr. Singh. I thought if I could speak with him alone I could convince him to let me go. After the initial pronouncement I immediately said I didn’t want to marry him or leave home, but no one listened to me. They laughed it off, like I was making a joke. And then there was a big troop of guards and I was being whisked off. I’ll never forget how pale my mother was and how she was trying so hard to not cry. Although if she cried everyone would’ve thought they were happy tears. I thought if I could just explain to him how I didn’t want to marry him and how I wanted to return home, I could fix all of this and go back to my life. He could marry some other girl. He could easily declare a different girl the most beautiful girl on the planet instead of me. Why me? It just seemed silly. In fact I’d always felt like he’d made a mistake anyway, he really should’ve picked the girl he’d found during his first month in Paris. Now that girl had been gorgeous and she seemed to actually admire Gurpreet and genuinely wanted to marry him, while I’d barely known he’d existed. I’d never make Gurpreet a good bride. I had to make him understand that we’d never be happy together.

“When I made it to his room I could see through the crack in the door that he was in there with someone. I could hear their voices. A beautiful young woman with long blond hair and blue eyes sat on the edge his bed. And she was naked and heavily pregnant. Gurpreet was standing next to her wearing expensive silky pajamas.”

She paused and swallowed.

“Tell me,” Daxon said.

“Okay, he said to her…‘none of you were virgins when I found you, you’re nothing but prostitutes. Darcy is a virgin and my father has demanded nothing but the best for me, a bride who is virginal and the most beautiful woman on New Earth. And I have found her. The doctors confirmed her hymen is intact. And tomorrow night I’m going to take her in this bed and fill her up with my seed and get her as round as you are. Meanwhile, suck my dick. I need relief while I wait for my new bride.’”

Darcy’s cheeks heated, remembering that cold, horrific medical examination and Gurpreet’s sickening words and actions.

“He told her to move quicker and slapped the woman alongside the head. She slipped and fell to the floor, her hand protecting her huge belly. He yelled at her to get up and attend to him. She crawled into position and…”

Darcy had turned her head, closing her eyes to what was happening, her stomach sick. “I didn’t see what happened next and I snuck back to my room. I didn’t tell anyone about what I’d seen. It turned out he didn’t care about finding an actual wife. He didn’t want a relationship like my parents have or I see among the rest of my family and friends. He wanted someone to use to breed his children. And then he would do with us as he saw fit.”

“I will kill him,” Daxon vowed.

“Daxon, he’s not worth it. The last thing I want is for you to get hurt or arrested.”

“No, I will kill him myself, or I will make sure others are implementing my work.”

“What are you going to do, put out a Bounty on him?”

“That’s a good idea,” he grinned.

A tone sounded. Daxon looked up and walked over to grab his tablet off the side table. “The secure code to reach your brother is ready.” He tapped the screen. “I sent it to you.”

“Oh good. Thanks.”

Daxon walked into the restroom to use the cleansing unit. Meanwhile, Darcy put the vid through to Hector, eagerly waiting to see her brother’s familiar face. The signal alerted on and on and never picked up and went directly to his message system. She decided not to leave a message, worried it might fall into the wrong hands. She tried again and again to reach him. Nothing. This was unlike him. She knew he kept his tablet next to him at all times, especially now that he’d be waiting on her call.

“What did your brother say?” Daxon asked, coming out of the restroom looking fresh and clean, with new clothes on.

“I tried to get ahold of Hector, but he’s not answering.” She bit her lip, unshed tears heating her eyes.

“Up,” Daxon ordered. “Time to get to work. I will fix this. First, I will feed you, then I will check on your brother and your parents. And there is much to be done with the maintenance of this ship. The amount of paperwork a Bounty Hunter needs to fill out is ridiculous, and I am already behind.”

“But—”

“We will work and I will take care of this,” he repeated. “Trust me.”
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Darcy settled into the seat Daxon had brought her, tucking her feet to the side. He’d pulled it out of the bridge and bolted it into the floor of his room, so now there were two comfy chairs placed on either side of the tiny side table. Darcy sat at one and Daxon sat at the other. It had been a long day filled with lots of activity on Daxon’s Hunter ship. And now they were finally settled down, dinner was finished and they were resting, quietly tapping on their own individual tablets.

She tried again to reach Hector, wondering if trying at a different time during New Earth’s diurnal she might have a better chance of finding him…but still no answer.

She glanced over at Daxon and placed her own tablet in her lap, then she leaned her head back into the chair and sighed, trying to enjoy this domestic peace. This was a nice evening and dinner had been delicious. But she couldn’t enjoy any of it because she was a bundle of nerves and worry. She started biting at her nails. Was Dad okay? How was Mom? And where the hell was Hector? Why wasn’t he answering? She shifted in her seat again, trying to relax, but for all she knew Gurpreet could’ve hired an army of mercenaries to storm her family’s farm and it could be burning to the ground right now.

Daxon messaged Kayzon of Twenty-Seven, the Xylan Ambassador to New Earth, asking him to look into the whereabouts of her brother and the safety of her family. He seemed content to wait out the outcome of this, thinking this would solve the problem, but Darcy was still on edge. Daxon had told her to trust him, but she’d never feel at peace until she knew her family was okay.

The cleansing unit on the wall in the restroom chimed, letting her know their clothing was finished. She hopped up from her seat, nervous energy making her grateful for something to keep her busy. She placed the tablet on her empty seat and walked inside the bathroom to sort clothes, and then she noticed something was wrong.

She twisted around in the small space, then stepped out of the restroom and looked around. “Where’s the wedding dress?” she asked.

“Dress?” Daxon answered, continuing to tap on his tablet. “I put that pile of fabric in the incinerator.”

Her jaw dropped. “You did what?”

He glanced up. “You said you were never wearing it again.”

“I also said it was bespoke and very expensive. Even though you tore the back it was still salvageable. We should’ve kept it…”

His features darkened “No. You’re never wearing that dress again.”

She threw her hands up. “Of course I’m never wearing it again, but Daxon, you lost your job on Timbor…” And his ship was a piece of shit. Not that she wanted to say that to his face, but he was obviously down on his luck at the moment. She’d already been concerned with how he was going to take care of the two of them, considering he’d just started this job. “I know things must be tight right now and you don’t have much currency and that dress could’ve helped. We could’ve sold that dress, people back on New Earth would’ve paid a lot of currency for it.”

He crooked an eyebrow, or really a set of his ridges moved up. “I do not need to keep a human’s dress to resell it to gain currency. I was an Illibrium miner,” he explained. “And I never spent much because I was focused on my job and career and had no Bride or immediate line. All of my currency gained from my former position is currently invested in Gravian securities.”

“Oh. Are you rich?” she asked, surprised.

He looked back down at his tablet. “I have plenty of currency,” he said absently. “My portfolio is currently monitored by a Gravian wealth management company.”

Oh yeah, he was rich. She glanced around at his plebian quarters. “You hide it well,” she muttered.

“What did you say?”

“Nothing… Okay, well in the future I’d appreciate if you asked me first before throwing my stuff into the incinerator.”

He grunted an acknowledgment.

She frowned and continued to put away his clothes and her own work outfit in the cabinet, carefully avoiding his Cabul. Yesterday she’d opened a special cabinet and accidentally revealed Daxon’s set of terrifying Xylan ceremonial weapons. She wasn’t making that mistake again. One heart attack was enough, thank you very much.

She’d cleaned his entire room earlier that diurnal, top to bottom and now the floor was clear and there was a place for everything, which should be reassuring. But she was still on edge.

She couldn’t reach her family to verify their safety and a scary crazy guy was after her and… Daxon had thrown her dress away in the incinerator without even asking first! Why the hell would he do that?

Her mind continued in that same direction, running through her worries, her fears and how Daxon wasn’t helping at all.

She stayed inside the restroom to change into pajamas and then she went to lie down on the bunk and pulled the bedding up to her neck, silently fuming.

Daxon stood up and tossed his tablet back onto the seat of his empty chair. He stretched his massive arms and yawned. “I sent you our work schedule for tomorrow.”

She pursed her lips. He’d done that today too—sent her a schedule for the both of them to follow. It included their breaks and when they’d finish for the diurnal and what they needed to accomplish. When he’d sent it to her this morning after they’d eaten breakfast she’d loved it because she enjoyed remaining busy and feeling a sense of accomplishment. It was good to have a check-off list of things to accomplish, and she liked that he felt the same. But this time she wasn’t so easily appeased.

He started stripping in front of her again. The tunic came off, exposing his perfectly flat and muscular stomach. His wide shoulders. The trim waist.

Godsdammit.

She was lying there yet again with his luscious scent wafting over as he took all his clothes off and changed into pajamas and exposed his naked body to her, not even bothering to go into the restroom.

“You’re doing that on purpose,” she gritted.

“Doing what?” he asked innocently as he undid his trousers and started to push them down.

She turned to face the wall because she wasn’t going to let him get her hot and bothered and left totally unsatisfied. Again. “Why can’t you change in the restroom like I do and stop flaunting your body?” she clipped.

“Flaunting my body?” he laughed. “I’m not human so I don’t feel the shame you do for bare skin that is not in proximity to touch.”

“But I am human, and you can at least try to think of how your naked body affects me. It’s not fair.”

“And exactly how does seeing my naked skin affect you?”

Her jaw clenched. She huffed, sat up to face him and threw an angry gaze over at the male who’d barely finished pulling his sleep pants over his hips. His entire perfect chest was exposed to her. All that dark gorgeous skin and those hard muscles. She was so on edge from all the sex she wasn’t having she couldn’t see straight. All he did was constantly plan out and implement tiny events of sexual tension throughout each diurnal to push her into finally breaking down and accepting his hand. The torture of having this male so near and unable to touch and the havoc he was wreaking on her body… How could a girl be expected to live with such a sexy, handsome male who was throwing himself at her, and yet he was unable to pleasure mate? He couldn’t kiss or touch. Nothing.

“Stop this, stop all of this!” she cried out. “I’m not your Bride. Stop being so nice to me. Stop being right there when I need you and brushing yourself against me. Stop comforting me. Stop listening to all my stories and asking me about myself. And stop, stop making me my favorite foods and drink.”

“I’m obviously a terrible being.”

“You are!”

“You feel this way because I am not of your species. If I were human you’d be pleasure mating with me,” he accused, “but because you have to first test with me, you won’t touch me.”

“Daxon, if you could pleasure mate we’d be having sex right now.”

He stared at her, his face a mixture of shock and anger. “You admit this?” He gestured to the bunk. “We’d already be…”

She ran her fingers through her hair. “Yes, I can’t hide it from you. You can smell how I feel. But you can’t…” She gestured at him. “Get it up.”

He took a step closer, his hazel eyes dark and stormy. “Do not doubt my abilities, Darcy of One. I am unmated and therefore a celibate virgin, but I can pleasure you, if only you would let me.”

“Ugh. But in order to have sex with you, I have to marry you. Why can’t we touch without making a life-long decision? Why do I need to marry anyone? Why am I always being pressured into marriage? Can’t I just be left alone to take care of myself? This is the third time in a row a male is trying to rush me into marriage. Why is it all so hell-fire important that you test with me right this second?”

“Because you will leave me in two diurnals and I will potentially never see you again. By your own word I only have this limited time to convince you or you’re leaving for good. And also, there is the fact that a lazhul wants you as his own mate and we can easily prevent this with a single touch.”

She fisted her hands and slammed them down on the bed. “Daxon, I’m not marrying anyone. Ever. I’m done with marriage. And I’m not your Bride.”

“You ARE my Bride!” he roared.

“I’m not!” she shouted back at him. “How can you possibly know I’m your Bride just by looking at me and smelling me? It’s ridiculous.”

He used his claw to point toward the ceiling. “Because the godsdamn ship scanned you and confirmed you’re my mate. When I first saw you on my bunk, I knew I had a stowaway, but how could anyone have gotten on board and snuck into my quarters? When I left the ship, the security was on. This is a Bounty Hunter ship and they take very seriously the proprietary patent they have for their lockdown stasis pods. This ship may be small, but it has a sophisticated security system. The reason why it let you enter and gave you full clearance was because it not only took vids of you and checked you against existing databases, but it also gave you a genetic scan and discovered you were my mate. This is why you’ve always had full access onboard this ship. If you hadn’t been my mate the ship would’ve put you in semi-stasis and alerted the authorities.”

“Really?” she squeaked and glanced around accusingly at the ship she’d grown fond of.

“Yes.”

“And now that you know I have two types of evidence to confirm that you are my future mate, are you ready to try testing so I can pleasure you?”

She huffed and rolled over. “No.”
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Darcy was working in the bowels of the ship the next morning, trying to double-check the placement of the part Daxon had installed himself at SDS, when she realized she was probably being too hard on the Xylan male who wanted to be her mate.

Ugh.

She dropped her tools into a nearby tray and huffed out a sigh as guilt heated her gut.

Last night she’d yelled at him. Told him that she wasn’t ever going to accept his touch.

But she was here, in her element, doing the work she loved because of Daxon. He was the one who’d given her this occupational clothing—he’d given her these socks and cut up and reworked a pair of his own shoes to reasonably fit her, so she didn’t have to walk around bare foot or in high heels anymore. He hated her heels and said they were dangerous and stupid, and he didn’t understand why she’d wear such a thing.

A man who didn’t want her wearing high heels or walking around half naked?

She let out a snort.

She was now wearing two layers of tunic and a pair of his trousers with the legs rolled up twenty times and an enormous belt keeping it all together. It wasn’t the best and she was sure she looked silly in the whole thing, but still it was good enough for her to work in.

He’d given her all of these clothes yesterday before he’d let her out on her own to look around his ship, wanting to make sure she was safe and secure in proper work clothing before he’d walked away from her to do his own work on the bridge.

She reached forward and recalibrated a sensor and pursed her lips, remembering how Daxon had claimed the ship had told him she was his mate, that the computer had been able to drill down into her genetics and identify her as someone’s mate.

Last night she’d tossed and turned, wondering—was he right? Was this ship that sophisticated? She trusted computers and machinery more than she trusted sentient beings. Machinery had no ulterior motive, it simply followed prescribed tasks and routines and spit out the proper information.

Because she was such a disbelieving bitch, she’d checked the security log for evidence to support Daxon’s claim, and sure enough there it was, exactly what he’d claimed. Next to the time/date stamp it literally said in red letters: Mate. Along with an outline of their genetic pairing and a true lock vid of her arrival. Yes, this was why she’d been allowed onto the ship and into his bunk in the first place, and why even now the computer easily allowed him to log her in and give her administrative access to the Bounty Hunter ship’s systems. The security system trusted her that much. Daxon trusted her that much.

He’d inhaled her scent, known that the computer had let her in, and that was all he’d needed to know.

And meanwhile she’d been pushing him away and going on and on about how she was leaving him the first chance she got.

Shit. This was wrong.

She rested the tablet on her stomach, thinking of all the implications. She couldn’t leave him without at the very least trying out testing. But her stomach sank at the thought of formally tying herself to anyone.

The real reason she hadn’t wanted to test with Daxon was because she knew he’d been right all along—they’d clasp hands and be a match. No matter how often she’d told him it wouldn’t happen, deep down she’d been terrified it would. And that was why she refused to test, because of what she’d been saying—she hadn’t wanted to marry anyone, she wasn’t ready. Daxon had the bad fortune to appear in her life and request for her hand at the exact moment when she wanted nothing to do with men.

But, after all he’d done for her, she couldn’t possibly leave him high and dry. There was still a slight margin for error. Maybe the testing would prove false.

Oh, who was she kidding? Of course it would be positive. And then she’d be married and pregnant. Bam. Bam.

He’d explained Xylan mating customs to her. First, there was the testing to see if they were mates. Often these proved false because two Xylan would enjoy each other’s company, or just want to bind two strong houses together and then they’d see that they were not mates and then would each go their own way. But if it was positive, he’d said she’d have to immediately go through a claiming ceremony. A claiming ceremony was where they’d have sex for the first time in a holo deck representation of a Xylantic forest, the ancient forests where all Xylan performed their claiming ceremonies with their mates. He would chase her and she was to prove her own power by fighting him off as long as possible before he mounted her. And it would be recorded for their later viewing.

She couldn’t just kiss him and get down to business in their bunk. First, they’d have to go through with a formal touching of palms and if that proved positive (and what would make it seem positive—his dick getting hard?) then there would be a knock-down-drag-out in a forest where she’d fight him off until he fucked her in the dirt?

None of this was sounding as terrible as it did when she’d first met him.

If she was going to touch this male’s palm she had to be ready to accept the consequences.

Married to Daxon and pregnant with his offspring? Living with him forever… She’d known she wasn’t going back to New Earth anyway. That part of her life was over. And she’d told Daxon that all she wanted was to eventually make her way to Omega 9 to start her life over. Well, what was so special about Omega 9? There were jobs and nice quarters there, but she’d also be alone and without Daxon if she went there.

Daxon had met her and instantly began planning their future together—couldn’t she do the same?

She could live and work with Daxon doing some kind of job for the Bounty Hunter Station or their fleet of ships. Maybe she could even go with him on his missions in order to monitor his ship? She had zero interest in being a Bounty Hunter herself though, she wasn’t someone who wanted to track down hard-to-get criminals on the edges of the universe. Working quietly with machinery and computer interfaces, finding solutions that made systems and robots function more effectively, this made her day.

This all meant she was actually fine with the idea of giving up the Omega 9 plan and transferring her future to the Hunter Station. Actually, starting this new life with Daxon at her side sounded pretty darn perfect. She’d be with a man she’d befriended, who she was ridiculously attracted to—a male who wanted nothing more than to be her mate. The man who was even now doing his best to track down her brother and her family and to protect her from the lazhul who’d forced her into marriage.

Lazhul? She was even starting to think like him.

Well shoot, not mating with this guy was starting to sound stupid.

Okay, she’d tell him tonight as they ate dinner together in his quarters that she would test with him when they reached the Hunter station. That would still give her another diurnal of freedom. She’d let him know that she wasn’t going to leave without giving him that testing.

And then she smiled, thinking of how pleased he’d be, and warmth blossomed in her chest, because she cared greatly about making Daxon happy.

He was her friend.

He was her…everything.

She shook her head. Well, it looked like she was getting married after all.

And right then the entire ship went off-line and the sirens started blaring.

“Oh shit.”

 

Daxon was inside the cleansing unit when the lights cut out and the alarms went off.

“Engines off-line,” the computer intoned pleasantly.

“Oh hell,” he groaned.

He was falling in love with his human but…she’d been tinkering with every single system on his ship for two full diurnals now. Had she finally gone too far?

“Computer, initiate vid with Darcy of One,” he requested, wanting to check on her safety.

“Unable to establish connection.”

He cursed and immediately banged out of the cleansing unit and sprinted from his quarters, naked and wet. He pounded down the hallways, having no idea of her exact location, but he assumed his female must be on the bridge and inside the engine compartment. This area was essentially the brains of the entire ship, and her favorite spot.

He reached the bridge and found all hell had broken loose. The room was dark but emergency lights were blinking everywhere. He crouched through the small opening of the engine compartment. Inside the narrow space the blaring of the alarm was thankfully muffled.

“Daxon, watch out,” his Bride cried out. “The engine is off-line but the redundant systems are still working. Everything is weird right now. Be careful.”

He twisted to avoid a sparking wire. “What happened?”

Darcy of One brushed past him and raced to the other end of the conduit. “You put that part in wrong,” she yelled out, tapping on a small screen. “I was running a diagnostic and when the work-flow reached that faulty system it caused a cascade that shut down the entire engine.”

“I did this?”

“Yes, you did, you caused this shut down, it certainly wasn’t me!” she huffed. “And Daxon, you know I adore you, but you’re naked again. I mean, come on, can’t you wear some pants?”

She adored him?

“Don’t worry, I’ll get this fixed soon and—”

And then the floor tilted. He stumbled on his slippery, wet feet and in moments he was flat on his ass and the ground was sliding downward.

“Gravity is destabilizing,” the computer noted.

“Daxon,” his Bride yelled. “Watch out that outtake fan is running at maximum. Daxon!”

He glanced down the end of the conduit to see a massive fan whirring, the metal blades flashing like battle axes.

“There’s supposed to a fucking safety net there,” Darcy shouted. “Where is it? Computer, initiate the godsdamn safety net.”

“Automatic safety netting is off-line,” the computer intoned. “Netting must be manually initiated.”

Daxon reached both arms out, scraping his claws against the smooth metal walls, desperately trying to grab for purchase, but his body was slick with cleansing fluid. His muscles were straining and his hearts pounding. The fan was flashing underneath. He was able to use his might to keep his body temporarily stationed above the swooping blades, but one slip up…

“Daxon.”

His Bride was positioned above him, one arm crooked into a ladder and her other hand stretched out for him to grab.

“Take my hand!” she screamed.

“No!” he roared. “I’d rather die than force a mating.”

“Take my hand, you idiot.” She reached down and grabbed his wrist and slid her hand into his claw. “You are not dying today. I need you.” Her palm connected with his bare palm. He took her hand with a firm grip. “Reach over and hit the manual setting for the net. Over there. You’re the only one that can do it.”

Her leverage allowed him enough lift to slide up and slam a claw on the safety panel. The blue netting immediately illuminated below.

“Oh, thank gods,” Darcy breathed.

Then she let go of the ladder and he held onto her as they both dropped together onto the safety netting. They fell against each other, her bare hand engulfed in his pulsing claw.

He threw his head back and let out a thunderous roar.

They were both lying face-to-face. The wind died down, all systems were now on-line again and quiet. The floor leveled out and he could feel gravity stabilizing. The alarms turned off. The energy netting hummed with efficiency. And his body was naked and enflamed.

He’d almost died, and she’d saved his life. His Bride. His Be’Ih.

His claw clasped around her tiny human hand, skin to skin, palm to holy palm. And now both of their hands were together and he was rubbing his claws along her delicate fingers, absorbing all of the sizzling energy sparking therein. Their hands were clasped between their two bodies, pressed close, chest to chest, her head resting underneath his chin.

She shifted her weight and moaned softly.

A growl rumbled through his chest. The warmth of energy flared at their palms and flashed throughout his entire body, lighting up parts of him that had long been dormant. He’d never felt nor understood the need to mate. His cock hadn’t ever been used for breeding. And now…now his penis was rock hard and enflamed and leaking seed. It ached to be inside his Bride.

She was fully clothed in the occupational clothing he’d improvised for her safety, but he was naked and ready to mate.

He inhaled and he knew she was in her breeding cycle.

“Daxon, are you okay?”

He flexed his hips and rubbed his cock against her stomach so she could feel how okay he was.

“Oh wow. Is that? Oh dear gods, it’s…honey, that’s never going to fit,” she whimpered.

He placed a claw under her chin and bent to capture her lips. He kissed his Bride with all the pent-up passion of an entire life spend in denial. His mouth on hers was a moment of glorious union. He’d spent the last two diurnals with this enticing female as she ate, watching as she spoke and the way she smiled or laughed. Her features had become precious to him, but the feel of her lips against his…this was entirely different. Her lips were perfectly soft, and her taste was explosive. His tongue swept inside her mouth with possessive sucks and strokes, and he felt the moment his breeding hormones transferred to his mate.

“You are mine,” he said, his lips against hers.

He smelled the immediate spike in her arousal and knew she was in her breeding cycle. In that instant his female changed from a docile human to a fierce raging mate, demanding to be claimed by her male. Her arms tightened around his neck and her legs twined between his thighs.

He had to take care of her swiftly or she would be in pain. But he could not enter her for the first time here, on this floor. He looked around and saw the nearby panel where the emergency kit was kept. He reached his arm out, the tips of his claws barely brushing against the handle.

“My Be’Ih,” he growled, “I will take care of you. But first I need to ready the holo deck for our claiming ceremony.”

“Fuck me right now,” she cried, her hand wrapping around his hard cock.

He let out a sharp hiss, worried he was going to spill his first seed all over her blunt human fingers. This would be terrible. A warrior’s first seed should legally be spilled within his Bride’s womb, in the original claiming forests on Chronos or on a recreation on a holodeck, either was perfectly acceptable and legal. Spilling one’s seed prematurely could lead to an illegal mating. This would require a judge to intervene in order to recreate the ceremony.

He peeled her fingers off of his cock. “No, Be’Ih, I cannot pleasure you here, I need to claim you within the bounds of the claiming forest. We must wait.”

She attacked him with surprising strength, like a hissing new-born animal. Arms flew and her smooth teeth bared. He held onto her squiggling form, keeping her safe and unhurt as he moved to the panel and pried it open. He grabbed the kit and opened it. There was the tranq gun.

“Daxon. Daxon,” she moaned, her legs scissoring. She reached down between her legs and began rubbing herself.

“I’ve got you. I will have everything ready.”

And he shot her in the shoulder with the gun. She sighed and her eyes fluttered closed. Daxon bent and swept her into his arms. He walked them both out of the bridge and down the halls and into the holo deck.
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Darcy woke up in a dark claiming forest.

He’d tranq’d her! Daxon had grabbed for a gun to knock her out because she’d gone a little crazy, attacking him in her need to have sex with him right away.

Gods, how embarrassing.

She’d been in the midst of chaos on the ship, having to deal with the engines going off-line and alarms…oh gods, Daxon had almost got caught in the outtake fan. The ship had destabilized briefly, and he’d slid down the conduit straight for the razor-sharp blades of that fan spinning without the protective safety netting. And she’d grabbed for his hand in order to save his life. He’d refused, but she’d made the decision for him and grabbed for his claw. Then he’d managed to hit the button to manually restart the netting and the strategic diagnostic she’d started had finally repaired the ship’s systems and the ship stabilized.

Wow.

That had been scary as hell.

And then they’d fallen together onto the netting and he was still holding her hand. She remembered that part clearly—the flash of awareness, the warmth at the point of the joined palms. And then he’d kissed her. It had actually been the most romantic moment of her life.

Although Daxon didn’t know she’d been on the verge of requesting a testing anyway, so really it was a bit anticlimactic. She wasn’t being forced through an accident, instead she was getting exactly what she’d wanted.

But that kissing and the touching—she certainly wanted more of that.

And here she was, about to be claimed by a Xylan warrior who was her confirmed mate, wearing only a loose tunic, but she smelled like Daxon, and this was all that mattered. Her cheeks heated at the idea of Daxon undressing her and putting another black tunic over her naked body. He’d carefully removed the layers of occupational clothing and her shoes and left her ready for his possession. And he’d brought her here…

Darcy sat up and glanced around. She knew it had to be a claiming forest because there was grass. Wet grass. She was from New Earth, which was a semi-arid climate. Only in the areas next to the river where she lived did water flow freely like this. This lush greenery, heavy with water, was amazing. She put her palm up and stuck out her tongue to capture some of the misty rain falling lightly from the sky.

Up above there were light clouds passing by in the night. Two bright moons hung overhead. And the trees were towering above, the tips disappearing into the nighttime sky. This was definitely a forest. She’d never really visited a forest this extreme. It was amazing. Everything was bigger and better than on New Earth.

Daxon had let her know ahead of time that if the testing proved positive he would immediately claim her on the holo deck. He wasn’t kidding. She shook her head and blew out a breath, revisiting the terror of how he’d refused to take her hand. Even if it had meant his death, he was willing to keep his vow, to keep to the Scales of Xylan Law and not force a testing.

He was such a good male. How did she not see this before?

And she wasn’t troubled that this testing happened earlier than she’d planned. It was only one or two diurnals early. So what?

And anyway, all she could think of right now was the fact that her body was enflamed with her need for him and where the hell was he? This was a claiming forest and where was her new husband who was supposed to be doing the claiming?

She stood and continued to examine the terrain. A slight breeze blew her hair back and fluttered the fabric of her tunic. She was barefoot on the grass, shifting on her feet, restless.

The claiming was essentially a chase. The warrior was to prove his worth by taking his powerful Bride, piercing her hymen and declaring her his mate. And the Bride’s job was to show how powerful she was by not making any of this easy for the male. Apparently, the more wounds the Bride could inflict as she fought off her husband, the better. Claiming injuries were a moment of pride for all Xylan, it showed a hard-fought claim.

She glanced around again at the dark meadow of damp grass and the forest of giant trees.

How was she going to make this hard?

And then she heard the crunch of footsteps on the undergrowth. She turned to see an enormous naked male emerge out of a light mist. Daxon. Finally. He was, of course, completely naked and oh wow, his cock was now so hard she could easily see it jutting out in front of him, bobbing as he walked. She licked her lips, remembering what it felt like when he’d pressed that monstrosity against her stomach. And she’d grabbed his cock and demanded he fuck her! Oops.

She felt pride though, knowing that only her touch had inflamed this virile warrior—she’d woken his body for mating. He was primed and ready for her, only for her.

He began to speak to her in formal Xylan, which she was having trouble understanding, even with the translation chip he’d implanted in her brain. It seemed to be ritualistic language, used as vows to bind them. She listened patiently, keeping her eyes on his as he spoke.

And finally he said, “You may run.”

She blinked. Run? Why would she run?

But weirdly, he was right, it was all she wanted. It was the Bride’s job to start the chase. She turned on her heel and sprinted out of there, faster than she’d ever run her whole life.

Darcy wasn’t normally a runner, because, as she’d gotten older her body had grown too curvy and bouncy and therefore she’d never been someone who thought running was any type of fun—it was basically only necessary as a mode of escape. But she ran as fast as her flying feet would take her and her mind spun, trying to come up with a plan—how could she make it hard for this powerful male to capture her in this dark, spooky forest? She might not be the strongest female, but she could certainly think up a plan, because she had to make this hard for Daxon in order to give him the wedding night of his life. He deserved her full effort.

Her eyes darted around the dark landscape. There were trees to climb and…what was that? The sound of water rushing reached her ears. A river? A river to hide in. Aha! She turned and ran straight towards the sound. This was familiar. She’d grown up near the San Joaquin river which cut through all the local farms and irrigated their crops. She’d hid often along the river banks while swimming and playing with her brother and neighbors.

A distant roar thundered through the forest. Oh no, he was coming after her. He’d given her a head start, but now he was quickly making up for lost time. An enormous, almost seven-foot-tall Xylan warrior was behind her, chasing her down in the forest.

Oh hell, no time to waste.

Darcy raced to the sparkling river, which luckily wasn’t moving too rapidly. She could see through the glint of moonlight on the water that the very middle of the river was moving at a scary-swift current she wanted to avoid, but the edges seemed tame. She waded in.

Maybe he didn’t know that she could swim?

Being able to swim was unusual on her planet because not many citizens of New Earth lived near large bodies of water. She’d heard there were public watering stations in Singapore, but she hadn’t visited them. Water was rationed heavily, but Darcy had been lucky enough to have been born next to one of the only protected rivers on her planet. The San Joaquin river fed the whole farming valley she lived in and it was fed by the melting snow run-off from the nearby mountain range. Darcy had walked there daily and swam there during the spring and summer. She hated running, but swimming she was good at.

And how good could an Illibrium miner from Timbor be at swimming?

She expected the water to be freezing cold, but it was surprisingly pleasant. And then she dunked in entirely, getting her head wet. She swam along the bank and moved with utter quiet, not wanting him to know she was there. She kept swimming, moving with the current which was pushing her along even faster than she could swim. Huh. There was no way he could keep up with her or find her in the dark.

She grinned. She might not be the strongest, but she could plan well.

And then suddenly a body slammed into the river with a mighty splash. She screamed as arms and legs tackled her in the water, grabbing her close to a hard chest.

What the hell.

His face was close, and she could see the flash of white fangs as he grinned at her. His eyes were two illuminated spots of bright light in the dark. Holy crap, he had night vision, didn’t he? The asshole could see at night. A growl of frustration rumbled in her throat.

Oh no, he was not getting away with this.

She leaned forward and bit his neck, clamping her teeth with all her might. His skin broke and warm blood gushed onto her tongue. He threw his head back and roared.

“Enough,” he snarled, pulling her off his neck.

And then he picked her up and out of the water and threw her over his shoulder and waded over to the bank of the river. She continued to kick and scream because she wasn’t done making this hard for him.

He gently tossed her down onto the slope at the bank. She lay there, wet and stunned, in a mixture of weeds and mud. He reached out a claw, shredded her tunic and tossed the ruined fabric aside, leaving her naked. “No!” she shrieked. She was fully exposed, her chest rising and falling, his dark blood smeared on her face, neck and along the slope of her breasts.

“You are mine,” he snarled.

He pried her legs open with his sharp claws on the meaty part of her thighs. And the moment her legs parted he paused to stare at her sopping wet pussy. He glanced up, as if asking for approval. A growl of impatience rumbled in his chest. She licked her lips. In that moment the struggle became less than her need to feel his mouth right where she was so inflamed. She gave him a curt nod of approval because this was exactly what she so desperately needed. The release that only he could provide.

He used his claws to expose her pussy further to his gaze. And then his head was between her legs and his mouth and lips were on her slit and he was licking her juices. She glanced down, entranced with the vision of Daxon’s head between her thighs, his tongue working her most sensitive regions. Growls rumbled in his throat as he continued to lap at her slit, moving his tongue up and down, exploring. And then he found her clit and her back bowed off the ground.

“Oh yes, right there,” she gasped. “Don’t stop.”

He moved the tip of his tongue along the side of her clit, finding a rhythm in exactly the right spot. She panted, unable to handle the way it was ratcheting up and up and up. The pleasure lurking there was scary-intense. She reached down and grabbed his hair, lifting her hips to give him easier access. And he kept going, licking and licking…

And then she detonated. And wave after wave of pleasure flooded her body, tightening through her stomach and flashing all the way to the tips of her toes. She squeezed her eyes shut and moaned out her release, then fell weak onto the ground, her tense fingers finally disentangling from Daxon’s hair.

He moved on top of her, placing his hips between her thighs. She looked up at the male who was about to claim her. His features were fierce, his chest heaving with his hot breaths. She placed a palm on his chest and felt the steady beat of his two hearts. And in that exact moment, as he notched his monstrous cock at her entrance, the one she hadn’t been able to wrap her fingers around, she remembered something important.

“It’s not going to fit,” she whimpered.

It just wasn’t.

She pressed her both her hands against his chest, tossing her head side to side.

“Look at me,” he ordered. He pinched her chin and turned her head. She met his gaze. “You are mine,” he repeated.

And then he flexed his hips and pierced her in one swift motion. Long, hot and so fucking painful. He was there, all of him from root to tip. She bowed her back and screamed out her agony.

“My Be’Ih,” he breathed, licking her neck and moving to capture the tears that ran down her cheeks.

He stayed still, giving her time to wait out that first shock of pain.

Then he started sliding that giant cock in and out, pumping his hips slowly at first. She winced, grasping his forearms, and then it started to feel better and she slid her arms up and around his neck. He leaned down and recaptured her lips, fucking her with his tongue with the same wild intensity he did with his dick. The pain had left and all that remained was another wave of pleasure that was again building. He began pounding inside of her with a raw and hungry energy, causing her breasts to jiggle and her back to scoot up the grassy bank. She moaned and writhed, unable to contain herself as the pleasure increased with each stroke.

He lifted his head. “Come on my cock,” he ordered.

And she did, pulsing around him and screaming out her release.

He continued with a few more uneven thrusts, and then he stilled and his entire body tensed as he threw his head back and let out a mighty roar. She felt his seed rush inside, warm and hot.

And then he fell on top of her, both of their sweaty bodies still joined. He moved to her side, his strong arms wrapping around her and pulling her in close.

“I love you, Be’Ih” he whispered.

She smiled weakly, and then passed out in his arms.
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Daxon’s body was no longer dormant.

He awoke in his bunk next to the Bride he’d claimed, her scent filling his lungs, and felt grateful for the ability to touch his female, breed with her and bring her pleasure.

He was no longer on the floor remaining distant. Instead he was in his own bed with her bare skin against his own. His cock was now perennially hard and leaking seed, ready to implant her yet again. He couldn’t keep his eyes off her ass and her breasts. How had he not noticed this perfection before? His claws twitched with the need to grab her large perky breasts, and he wanted nothing more than to scrape his fangs against her nipples.

His Bride was utter perfection, her entire body and smell made to entice him into mating, again and again and again. He’d taken her virginity, ending his own celibacy the instant he’d speared her with his engorged penis. The feel of tearing her barrier and bottoming out inside of her was the best moment of his life. And then he’d come inside of her, releasing his seed, and felt the spark of life that created their first offspring.

Last night he’d not only claimed his Bride but he’d also started his line. He was a mate and also a father.

A permanent smile was etched across his face.

After he’d made her his, his female had passed out in his arms and he’d gently carried her back to their quarters. He’d taken her into the cleansing unit and stood her up as she’d swayed sleepily, and he’d washed them both. Washed her virgin blood off his cock. Washed his own blood off her breasts. And smiled as he’d washed the deep wound she’d inflicted on his neck.

He’d even taken a moment in the restroom to stare in the mirror and proudly inspect the mark. It throbbed with pain, and blood still welled from the tear in his skin. Perfect. He was delighted with how she’d swum in the river to try to escape him. His Bride was cunning.

He turned on the quick blast of the blow-dry, swept her up again in his arms and walked out into the quarters to deposit her on their bunk. He’d lain her down, placed her body against his own and pulled the sheets up over the both of them. Darcy of One had sighed with contentment and they’d both quickly fallen asleep.

But he’d woken up twice last night with an insatiable need to sink into her welcoming heat and release his seed. Each time he’d rolled on top of her body and slid his hard cock carefully into her wet pussy, fucking her into orgasm. He’d reached down and strummed that spot that he’d discovered was his female’s pleasure point. And she would thrash and moan underneath him with her release. He was fucking his Bride so often she was beginning to whimper of a sore pussy.

He needed to slow down, but it was difficult.

He grabbed her ass again with his claw, beautiful and lush, unlike those of the females of his own species. Her large breasts and soft nipples were mesmerizing. He’d never touched another female Xylan with passion, but he’d seen plenty of them naked and none of them had breasts this large and soft. Females of his species did not have hips that curved this much, nor were their asses this plush. And females normally did not have hair over their cunt as his Bride did. This was purely a human quality.

She made a humming noise and shifted against him, wriggling closer. She was waking up. Good.

He continued to run his claw over the curve of her hip and the dip at the end of her spine and then down across the flat of her stomach. He brushed his claws against the dark springy hair on her mound. She moaned with enjoyment.

“I enjoy this hair you have over your cunt,” he breathed against her ear.

She chuckled and reached back with a tiny human hand to cup his jaw. “And I can’t believe how you don’t have hair anywhere except on the top of your head,” she answered with a throaty rasp. “The males in my family have hair on their face, chest, arms, legs and genitalia.”

He shivered with disgust and wondered if his own offspring would have hair in their nether regions. Would they have claws and honor ridges? He wasn’t sure what human or Xylan traits their offspring would inherit, but he loved the idea of having a child with his Bride’s sparkling green-gold eyes. Her skin was perfect Margol. He liked to think his parents, if they had still been alive, would’ve been pleased in his chosen mate.

He tightened his arms around her soft form. He loved this female. He’d scented her and knew the probability was high that she would be his mate. Then he spent time with her and learned her personality and work ethic and he could see why his body had chosen this human as his Bride. His hearts were now involved, and Darcy of One was everything he’d ever wanted in a partner, a mate, but had never known to ask for and he was grateful that she was a part of his life.

But his Bride was human.

She hadn’t scented him and identified him as her mate. During the testing and the claiming, his body had locked with hers for life. But his human female needed more confirmation of their bond. He loved her, but he suspected she did not yet love him in return. This human was still stuck in “pleasure mating.” She’d been forced by circumstance to take his hand and test, which ignited his dormant body and his mating hormones, but at that moment there had been no rush of pheromones that locked his Bride to him beyond the rush of their kiss, when his own hormones had temporarily super-inflamed her body with sexual need. She hadn’t wanted to bond with him prior to their accidental testing, she’d made that very clear.

It disturbed him greatly that their testing had been accidental and not as a result of his female finally requesting confirmation.

And yet, he couldn’t let her go because he’d go insane and die without her.

He’d bred this female and she was his. He was not concerned about their mating being revoked. It was now legal and binding. Their mating might be legal in the eyes of the Scales of Xylan Law, but he also wanted her heart. He wanted his human Bride to commit to him as fully as he did to her.

He didn’t know how to make this happen, but he was going to do his best to make sure his female was always happy and satisfied.

“I need to taste you,” he told her.

“You do?”

“You are wet and needy. I can smell your arousal.”

She reached back and grabbed his cock. His Bride did this often. “I want you inside of me,” she stated.

“Female, I cannot plant my seed inside of you this morning. You are too sore. You need to rest and heal. But I can give you release another way.”

He then moved down the bunk and nudged into the space between her thighs. He’d done this before, in the forest. And now he wanted more so he could examine her glorious human pussy. He’d seen what he could with his night vision, but the light of the quarters illuminated his Bride. He held her thighs apart and stared all he wanted.

Her hips shifted. “Daxon,” she pleaded. “I know you like looking, but…can you look and touch at the same time?”

He grinned and bent down to lick her pussy, spending extra time on that nub he knew was her pleasure point. He spent time on this, more than he had last night. She tasted amazing. He used his claws to spread her lower lips so he had easier access to her delicate folds.

She reached down and grabbed his hair with both of her tiny claws and pulled. “Right there,” she gasped. “Don’t stop.” She shifted, trying to press her pussy closer to his face.

He licked harder and faster. Her thighs tensed. She was so close.

And then she screamed out her release, arching her back. And then she lay there, panting.

Daxon moved back, rising to his knees.

“What about you?” she asked with a raspy voice, gesturing at his hard, angry cock, jutting out from his hips.

“I cannot slide my cock inside of you when you are hurting. I must let my Bride heal.”

She frowned with disappointment. “Well, let me do to you what you did to me. I can also use my mouth to relieve you.”

“You can?”

“Yes. Theoretically. I’ve never actually done this before but I’m a quick learner. You tell me what you like.”

She sat up and pushed him down on the bunk, and he allowed it. He was flat on his back and his Bride wrapped her tiny hand around his throbbing erection, her fingers not being able to meet around the entire girth.

“You’re so big,” she whispered as she settled down next to him. She was staring at him with the same wonder he supposed he’d felt at looking at her pussy. “I love how you have these small ridges here on top,” she said, “like the ones on your forehead. Did you know I can feel them when you’re inside of me?”

“No,” he gasped as she began moving her hand up and down his length. “I did not know.”

And then he watched as she bent and licked the cum that was beading at his slit. He thought he might erupt at the erotic vision of her tongue flicking at his tip, capturing and swallowing his seed.

He wrapped one claw around the side of her head and grabbed her hair, guiding her as she worked his cock. She made sucking sounds with her lips as she slurped him up and down, up and down, faster and tighter. It was amazing. A now familiar tingle started at the base of his spine. His balls tightened and his entire body tensed.

“Female,” he urged. “I am about to—” He tried to pull her off, but she doubled-down and tightened her lips. And then he erupted in her mouth, shouting out his release, jetting his cum again and again. He watched as his cock visibly pulsed, delivering it down her throat. She swallowed and licked up every last drop.

 

They spent the entire diurnal in his quarters.

“Shouldn’t we be working?” Darcy of One asked.

“No, I fixed the schedule and gave us the day off,” he told her, kissing her golden skin. “We’ll get back at it tomorrow. I cannot concentrate on anything else but mating right now. We’ll make up for lost time. Today is for us.”

“Okay,” she sighed. “Sounds good.”

He fed her. They used the cleansing unit again, and as their hands roamed over each other’s bodies she asserted that she was sufficiently healed again to take his cock. He was only too happy to comply. And then he stroked into her again, with the water raining down upon them both as they shouted out their release.

Finally, they returned to their bunk and slept. They woke again to eat and then they were back in the bunk, talking. He discovered he enjoyed having her in his arms, talking about their histories almost as much as the actual mating. She told him of her childhood, about growing up on New Earth, which was surprisingly interesting. He wanted to know everything about his Bride.

And then she surprised him by asking about his past. “I want to know everything about you too, Daxon. You haven’t told me much. You’ve listened to all of my drama, but not once have you told me about yourself. I’m your Bride and I need to know about your past, because I’m part of your line now.”

He hugged her close. Yes, she was of his line now. Hopefully, as the years passed, his female might grow to love him with the same intensity he felt for her.

“I have been trying to not remember the past,” he admitted. It was true, it was something he avoided. He’d discovered not thinking of it calmed him down and allowed him to move forward. “But I am ready to give my Bride my history.”

“Thank you,” she said, gifting him with a kiss on the lips. “First, tell me why you left Timbor.”

“I was forced out because my cousin is a traitor. He stole my position as head of the Miners’ Union.”

“You were the president of the Miners? What did that mean?”

“It was the same position my father had held and his father before him. I come from a long line of Margol Illibrium miners. Prior to Illibrium we also mined ore in the mountains of Chronos.”

“Wow. It must be hard for you to have left.”

“It is.”

“And now I feel like such a bitch because I’ve been whining this whole time about what happened to me and how I can’t go back to my home and yet the same thing happened to you.”

“I know what it feels like to have lost everything.”

“You do.”

“And also, this happened to me three moon cycles ago. Since then I have switched careers and started over. When I first discovered my cousin’s treachery I tore up my quarters and challenged him to an honor battle. I beat him to the ground. But he’d managed to convince others of his lies and he kept his position and therefore I had to leave.”

“So at first you were really upset and a total mess but by now you’ve calmed down because you’ve created a new life for yourself and you’re working the plan.”

“Yes. Having a new plan for the future helped immensely. I think often about my friends and family on Timbor. And I’m bitter about my cousin’s betrayal, and the betrayal of a core group of miners who went with him who I’d thought were my allies but weren’t. But at least my brothers are still there carrying on the line. My departure does not mean that our line has left Timbor.”

“How many brothers do you have?”

“I have nine brothers.”

“Nine brothers? Oh my gosh, your poor mother. Do you have any sisters?”

“No,” he laughed. “Just the ten of us males.”

“Are your parents still alive?”

He frowned. “No. This is what worries me still. My youngest brothers are being raised by my older brothers. I wish I was there to help. But again, they are being taken care of. My departure does not mean that anyone is going without. I just would prefer to be with them.”

“I understand. I hate being separated from my parents and my brother since I was so used to seeing them every single day.”

“It was difficult for me at first too because I was not only leaving Timbur, but the Illibrium too. I’d bonded with the crystals.”

“So it was like you had to detox?”

“I’ve heard this before. Humans and some other species in the four sectors become addicted to synthetic or natural substances, Xylan do not become addicted in this way. But the one exception is Illibrium. I had a low-level ‘addiction’ but I would instead call it a bond. The other miners and the Board of Directors understood that I needed to slowly leave, over the space of seven diurnals. I was moved farther and farther away. This has been done before, a miner needing to separate from the Illibrium and go off-planet. By the time I left I was down to a persistent headache that has now finally subsided.”

“What kind of bond did you have with the Illibrium?”

“When I was in the caves, working carefully to remove crystals that were ready for harvesting, I felt happy. If I was off-shift I felt a persistent need to return. I never wanted to take a day off. I enjoyed my job. Illibrium miners are very protective of the crystals because the crystals have bonded with us.”

“Do you still miss it? If they offered you your job back would you return?”

He turned to look into his Bride’s troubled gaze. “I cannot say. I enjoyed my past there, but the future in this position with my Bride is satisfactory.”

“I want you to know that whatever happens, if they want you back and you want to go there, or if you want to remain a Bounty Hunter—either way I am with you. I can work on machinery and robots wherever I am, that need is everywhere. As long as I’m at your side I’ll be happy wherever we end up.”

He cupped her cheeks and kissed her tenderly. “You are my future,” he said.

“And you are mine,” she replied.
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“Incoming message from Trax on the Hunter Station.”

“What?” Daxon woke, startled, processing what the computer had said. “Oh hell, not again,” he groused. Another fucking message? He was busy mating non-stop with his Bride. He’d meant to go back to work today, but maybe not.

His female blinked her eyes open. “Computer, say that again,” she ordered with a gravelly voice.

“In-coming message from Trax on the Hunter Station,” the pleasant computer voice repeated.

It was the demanding Creekan who’d originally trained him. What had he done wrong now?

“Is that your boss trying to get ahold of you?” she questioned.

“Heh. I do not have a ‘boss.’ I work independently, although they can revoke my license if I make too many errors. But I am still in probationary status, this could be why he’s checking on me.”

She ran a hand along his bicep. “I’m sure you’re doing fine. But I wonder what he wants. Do you want me to go with you?”

“I’ll go alone,” he said, getting up. “You go back to sleep. I want you perfectly rested and healed so I can slide my cock inside you again the moment I return.”

“Okay,” she breathed. “I can do that. But I won’t wait forever. If you take too long I’ll come up there and embarrass you in front of your friends and kiss you and drag you back to bed.”

He chuckled and stood to clean and get dressed.

Minutes later he was on the bridge, ready to get this over with so he could return to his Bride. “Computer, open vid message with Trax.”

“Affirmed.”

The vid blinked to life and a Creekan immediately formed on the holo screen. The male turned around, staring at him intently. A thin layer of film rolled down and back up to lubricate his large, bulbous eyes. The male’s skin was a series of shiny small green scales and his mouth was edged with a hard line of darker scales. His smile was more of a grimace, full of pointy white teeth and exposing a red interior. He was built like many of the main species in the four sectors—breathing oxygen and walking upright, with two arms and two legs. The Creekans were historical allies of the Xylan.

“Hmm,” Trax hissed. “Daxon you look different, you look…happy. What happened? The male I knew was angry and defensive, mad at the universe for taking away his livelihood and his home and for having to lower himself to becoming a Bounty Hunter.”

He grimaced. It was true, Trax had met him at his worst. “Nothing is the same; I have found my Bride.”

“What?” Trax straightened. “You found your Bride? You were on your first mission as a Bounty Hunter which happened to be to New Earth, and it was decommissioned. You had less than a diurnal of turnaround and then you were in space again, returning to the station—and during this time you managed to find your Bride. How is this possible?”

“A human female snuck onto my ship and I found her in my bunk after I’d already left port and was in open space. This is how we met.”

“A stowaway? This is highly unusual. I’m shocked that this female was able to bypass our security system in order to gain access to your quarters.”

“It was because I am Xylan. The security system accounted for that, scanned her and discovered her genetics matched mine and confirmed she was my mate and gave her immediate access.”

The Creekan’s brow furrowed. “Should we consider this a loophole in our security that needs to be closed in the future?”

“Leave it as is. Any Xylan, male or female, would want their mate to be given immediate access to their ship. A mate is always an ally. And if the ship had shut her out, I would’ve left New Earth without having met her.”

“Understood… Why was your Bride running away from New Earth and hiding in your ship? What was she trying to escape from?”

A growl rumbled in his chest. “Darcy of One was about to be force mated to a human lazhul. She left him at the ceremonial altar and ran to my ship in order to find a way to depart her planet and escape.”

“What are you two talking about?” a deep voice cut in. “Did I hear you say Daxon of Seven has found his Bride?” A Green-horn stepped into view, the other male who had also been in charge of Daxon’s training.

“Rengeli,” Daxon muttered.

“Daxon,” he answered, sweeping long black hair over the green skin of his massive shoulders.

These two males had made Daxon’s life miserable during the intensive training course he’d taken to streamline his testing for the Hunter license.

“Maybe this mating has something to do with the reason why we called,” Rengeli remarked.

“Why are you two calling me?” Daxon asked. His Bride was in his bunk, naked, waiting for his attentions…

“We decided to get in contact with you because we have a target we retrieved from New Earth in lockdown stasis.”

He rocked back on his heels. “You’re on a mission to New Earth?”

“Yes, we’re calling from our ship, this message is routed through the Hunter Station so our exact location remains secure. This is our latest security upgrade. Since you were just recently also on New Earth we wondered if you had any information on the target we’ve retrieved. The bounty for our target was placed by a human named Gurpreet Singh.”

Daxon slammed a fist on the console. “That’s the asshole I’ve vowed to kill.”

“Really?” Trax crossed his massive green-scaled arms, “And why is that? Tell us.”

Rengeli nodded. “This is going to be interesting.” He elbowed Trax. “See, I was right. I told you we should call Daxon.”

“Maybe we should sit down to listen to this.”

“Wait, I have snacks,” Rengeli said. And in seconds they were both seated and pulling out bowls of food. “We’re ready, tell us everything,” he mumbled through a full mouth.

Daxon rolled his eyes. These two were exactly the same as he’d remembered.

While they ate, he told them the entire story. How he’d found his mate in his bunk. He admitted that he’d asked her for a testing and she’d declined and vowed to never marry. He explained how he’d given her his honor over hers. And then how Gurpreet had found them and threatened to take his female back and vowed revenge. Daxon explained how his Bride was brilliant with mechanics and engineering and she’d found the part he’d installed incorrectly and fixed it. And then he told how the ship had failed and she’d saved him by clasping his claw. Then they’d had a confirmed mating—he’d claimed her in the holo deck. And they were now in his quarters enjoying their post-claiming time together.

Trax popped the last bit of food into his mouth and rubbed his clawed hands together. “That was a great story. Congratulations on finding your mate.”

“Yes,” Rengeli agreed. “Congratulations on such a momentous event. We are both happy that you have found your mate. She sounds perfect for you. But what are you going to do now that you’ve found your Bride? Will you return to New Earth? Are you going to remain as a Hunter?”

“I do not know. But I can only remain as a Hunter if my Bride can stay with me.”

“Hmm,” Trax hissed. “Do you think she’d make a good Bounty Hunter? Is she interested in that?”

“I don’t think so, but her skills with engineering and mechanics are excellent.”

“We’ll hire her,” Rengeli announced, standing and tossing his half-eaten bowl to the floor. “She’d be valuable on our maintenance team. And because she’d be your Bride we wouldn’t have to worry about her allegiance or longevity in her position.”

“Well, she’s pregnant with my offspring.”

“She can work around that. We’ll take what we can get.”

“Now, back to our original reason for this message,” Trax interrupted. “You obviously know exactly who put out the Bounty on our target. This human is not a worthy being. It makes sense this is compromised.”

“Compromised? Explain this to me. Who is your target? Who did Gurpreet put a hit on?”

“A male named Hector Chopra.”

Daxon cursed and glanced around, thankful his Bride wasn’t on the bridge to hear this terrible announcement. “That male is my Bride’s brother,” he growled. “He is my new brother-in-law, legally now part of my line.”

“Ah. Well, then good thing we called. You see, we picked this male up and put him in lockdown stasis but we knew something wasn’t right. He didn’t present like our typical target. This male had simply been working in a field of crops when we found him, unarmed and not hiding from us or running away. And unfortunately, his abduction resulted in a whole group of nearby beings weeping and shouting in anguish.”

“It was highly uncomfortable,” Rengeli commented.

“I can imagine,” Daxon muttered. Not that this stopped the two of them from taking Hector.

“We brought our target back to our ship and placed him in lockdown stasis, but before we formally turned in our target we decided to do a background check of our own. We knew you’d just left New Earth so we’ve called you for intel and now we know this is an illegal Bounty.”

Daxon grinned. Gurpreet was about to meet his maker. “Gurpreet Singh is a murderer,” Daxon affirmed, trying his best to give these two males as much information as possible. “He has a harem of women and offspring from his own loins. He beats them and sometimes this leads to their death. My Bride discovered his murder and abuse and this is why she ran from him. She is eager to see him apprehended so he does not continue to harm others. But I want him to die in blood. He posted this Bounty on my brother-in-law, who is an honorable male, as retribution for her brother’s help in her escape off-planet. Hector Chopra is the reason Darcy of One was able to escape and survive.”

Trax and Rengeli exchanged a deadly glance. “Leave this to us. We will deal with your ‘lazhul.’ Bounties are only placed on citizens who have committed actual crimes and law enforcement is unable to capture them due to their ability to slip between planets and sectors. We are not mercenaries for hire. We do not deal kindly with individuals who manage to sneak false Bounties past our evaluation team. We take our reputation in the four sectors very seriously.”

“I want him dead for how he has treated my Bride and for his other crimes against females and offspring. If you do not properly finish him, then I will.”

“Understood.”
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One hour later Daxon had managed to quickly fuck his Bride, leave her satisfied, and make up a reason for them both to dress and be in the cargo bay at that exact moment.

He felt he deserved an award for his ingenuity.

Darcy of One stood with him, wearing layers of occupational clothing, innocently unaware that anything unusual was planned. Trax and Rengeli had the code to his transporter disk and were set to release their target and transfer him to Daxon. He hadn’t told his Bride what was happening or why. He hoped it would be a surprise. A good surprise.

“Why are we in the cargo bay staring at the transporter?” she asked. “Are you expecting something…or someone?”

He stood behind her, his arms around her waist. She fit so perfectly in his embrace. Daxon settled his chin on top of her head. Standing with his Bride and inhaling her scent settled his nerves. “Maybe,” he answered. “We might possibly be waiting for someone to arrive.”

“What? You big sneak, I can’t believe you didn’t tell me we were having company. Who’s coming?”

The transporter started to hum, signaling an arrival.

“You’ll see,” he answered, raising his voice over the sound, “he’s arriving right now.”

“He? He who?”

A myriad of atoms and light began to coalesce into an actual form. Finally, a large human male materialized.

“Oh my gods,” his Bride gasped. “Is that my brother? What is my brother doing here? Hector,” she called out. “Hector, is that you?”

Darcy broke from his embrace and ran to the transporter disk. The male was standing, looking slightly sickened and shaky.

“He just came out of lockdown stasis,” Daxon explained as he stepped forward and placed an arm around the male’s chest to stabilize him. “It always takes time for a being to recover. They took him out of stasis and put him into the transporter, knowing we’d take care of him.”

The human male groaned.

“They? Who?” His Bride’s sparkling eyes were bright with tears.

“Trax and Rengeli, they released your brother and sent him here with me. Let’s walk him over to med bay for an evaluation so he can recover. I’ll explain everything once we get there.”

In minutes they had the male on a bed and a wand running over him. He was swiftly hooked to liquid intake, medications were administered and within minutes the human was recovering from stasis.

“Sometimes the effects of the stasis unit hit some beings harder than others. We never know how it will be. One being can instantly recover from lockdown stasis, and the next will need resuscitation.”

“Why was my brother in a stasis unit?” Darcy demanded.

“He was in stasis because Gurpreet Singh put out an expedited Bounty for your brother, therefore two Hunters from the Guild were sent to retrieve him.”

“What?” she gasped. “That asshole. I cannot believe. How dare he.”

“I figured it was Gurpreet,” Daxon’s new brother-in-law, Hector, responded with a raspy voice.

Darcy rushed over to his side. “Hector, are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. The meds and liquid are helping.” He sat up and held his sister’s hand. “It’s good to see you.”

Then Hector’s eyes swept over and met with Daxon’s. The same green-gold eyes Daxon had been looking at for the last few diurnals. These two siblings looked very much the same with their dark hair and Margol pigment; it was obvious they were brother and sister. He wondered when he’d eventually meet their parents to find if they favored their father or mother.

“When I saw the Bounty Hunters approach, I knew Gurpreet was behind it,” Hector said. “I tried to tell the Hunters it was a mistake.”

Daxon shook his head. “That’s what all the targets say. We’ve been trained to ignore it.”

“Yeah, I suppose.”

“How did you know they were Bounty Hunters?” his Bride asked.

“They were wearing black suits with the Bounty Hunter insignia on their chests, plus they were carrying blasters.”

“Oh.” She darted a glance over at him and met Daxon’s gaze, her cheeks growing pink. He knew she loved those black suits. She’d made him put his on just so she could see what it looked like on him.

The human male turned and swung his legs over the edge of the med bed and stood up. He stepped forward, meeting Daxon’s gaze and this time he put out his clawless hand. Daxon stared, wondering what this gesture meant.

“You are the male I placed my sister with,” Hector said. “I appreciate you for treating her well. Many thanks.”

“Take his hand and shake it,” his Bride whispered. “It’s a human custom of greeting and thanks. Tell him ‘you’re welcome.’”

“Oh.” He grabbed the other male’s smaller hand and moved their joined arms up and down. “You are welcome,” he responded.

Then their hands dropped.

Hector gave him a warm smile. “I can take over her care now,” he said. “You do not have to be burdened with this any longer. If you could drop us off at the nearest space station Darcy and I will both leave this ship immediately. I apologize for this inconvenience.”

Darcy burst out laughing. Daxon stared at his Bride, loving how her features brightened when she was happy. His cock thickened in his trousers at the deep, throaty sound of her laugh. The sound of her voice was enough to trigger his mating response.

“Hector, I’m not leaving. I’m staying right here, with Daxon.”

“Daxon?” Her brother frowned.

His Bride moved and stood next to him. Then she put an arm around his waist and tucked herself under his arms. Daxon bent and kissed the top of her precious head.

“Yes. Daxon of Seven is my mate,” she announced.

Hector’s jaw dropped. “Your mate?” His eyes darted between the two of them.

“Yes,” Daxon confirmed for him. He pulled his Bride tighter into his side and wrapped an arm around her shoulder, needing to mark her with a symbol of possession. “The moment she stepped onto my ship the security system evaluated her and knew she was my mate and she was then allowed full access to my ship. She ended up falling asleep on my bunk. I found her there and scented her and knew she was my Bride.”

A dark cloud formed over Hector’s features. “And then you immediately took my sister to your bunk?”

“No—” his Bride started.

“No,” Daxon cut her off, wanting to explain this to her brother himself. If the situation was reversed and this was his own sister, he’d want to be assured of her safety and honor. “No, I scented that your sister was my Bride but this only meant that I requested her hand. I formally gave my honor to her before mine and then I requested her hand for testing of mating compatibility. She rejected me…”

Hector gave his sister a sharp glance. “You rejected him?”

His Bride crossed her arms and proudly lifted her chin. “Of course I did. I didn’t want to marry anyone, especially after I’d just run away from two different marriage ceremonies.”

He chuckled. “Yes, of course you did.” He shook his head, “Go on…”

“I told her I’d take her with me to the Bounty Hunter station,” Daxon explained, “and she’d be free to go to the Omega 9 station, if she chose.”

“But I decided I wanted to test with him before that…”

“Wait, you did?” Daxon placed his claws on her small shoulders and turned his Bride to face him. “You’d decided to test with me? When did you decide this?”

“Well, when I was alone and running that diagnostic before the engine went off-line I was thinking about you and how much you’d done for me and what you meant to me and I decided it was only right to try. I couldn’t leave you without testing. It wasn’t right.”

He crossed his arms. “You only wanted to test with me out of a sense of obligation?”

“No. No, I…I wanted…”

“What? What did you want?”

“I wanted to test with you because I thought you were right, that you were my mate. And then the engine room exploded, and I needed to grab your hand—”

“And you were forced to test with me, even though you had doubts?”

“Stop saying that. No. I had no doubts, you big idiot. I had already decided that you were going to be my husband and I liked that idea and that we’d test the moment we got to the Hunter Station. I was going to tell you my decision that night, but then the engine went off-line and everything went to hell.”

“And now we’re mates.”

She grabbed his hand, lifted it to her lips and kissed the back of his claw. “And now we’re mates,” she agreed, with warmth in her gaze.

He swallowed against the lump in his throat and stared down at his Bride with all the love he felt in his two hearts.

 

After Daxon, his Bride and new brother-in-law broke their fast in his quarters, Daxon’s Bride expressed sudden weariness, saying she needed a nap. He understood her need for additional sleep—after all, she was now carrying their offspring. Daxon tucked his sleepy Bride into their bunk with a kiss upon her head.

Then he invited this new human member of his line into the holo deck. Daxon initiated a Xylan tavern setting. Now the two of them were comfortably sitting on ebony chairs, in front of a blazing fire hearth, talking and drinking tankards of Xylan ale.

This was turning into Daxon’s second full diurnal without work and it was the most time he’d taken off in his entire adult career. He was finding it strangely enjoyable. He’d heard that other beings took time off regularly and they called it “vacations.” He thought he might need to try this again in the future.

The male explained his original plans for his sister’s safety, how he’d known that Gurpreet Singh was an asshole in need of a Bride—and that Darcy fit his exact specifications. Hector had worried that Gurpreet might have scouting spies who could relay information to him about Darcy’s youth, beauty and virginity. So he’d planned to have her marry his best friend. This way he’d know that Darcy would be married to an honorable male and therefore safe from Gurpreet’s possible machinations. And he’d tried to keep her isolated on the farm and away from the eyes and ears of the Bridal Tour, only to have Darcy sneak into town and get swept up into the line-up for presentation.

“You did all you could,” Daxon said. “And in the end, you sent her to me. It was smart of you to send her off-planet with a Xylan warrior. Even if she hadn’t ended up with me, a Xylan would not have harmed her.”

“She told me you said that if she hadn’t been your Bride you would’ve put her in lockdown stasis.”

Daxon chuckled. “True. But I still would’ve delivered her to Omega 9.” Then he took another drink of golden ale and let out a large belch. “Where are you going after this is all over?” Daxon asked.

“I’m returning to our family farming unit. I’m needed there. I co-manage all farming operations with my father. I assume Darcy is staying with you.”

“She is. She is carrying the start of my line.”

The human crooked an eyebrow. “She is? I’m going to be an uncle?”

“You are.”

“Does Darcy know she’s going to be a mother?”

Daxon tilted his head. “No, she might not. We haven’t spoken of it. I still forget she is lacking in Xylan biology and customs. I will tell her this evening.”

“You should, women like to know things like that. Also, congratulations. If I’m going to be an uncle that means you’re going to be a father.”

Warmth blossomed in Daxon’s chest. It was true. He was going to be a father. He’d legally claimed his Bride and planted his seed in her womb.
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Daxon spent hours with his new brother-in-law. The male was surprisingly easy to talk to, very much like Darcy, and he could handle Xylan ale as well as a miner. Daxon liked this human’s honor and his work ethic. Hector wanted nothing more than to be left alone by the powerful, corrupt idiots in charge so that he could do his job without harassment and provide for his line. Daxon understood this value to the bone. It was the Margol way.

“And then I bent on one knee and formally told Darcy of One that I was placing her honor before mine…” Daxon said, retelling Hector the story of what happened when he’d found his Bride in his bunk. The best day of his life. “And then she…”

“Vid message from Trax,” the computer cut in pleasantly.

Daxon slammed down his tankard and blew out a breath. “Not again.” Those two had the worst timing.

“Who is Trax?” Hector questioned.

“One of the Bounty Hunters who captured you off New Earth and brought you in.”

“Oh.” A muscle ticked in his brother-in-law’s jaw.

“I’m certain it’s both Trax and Rengeli. The two of them work together. Don’t worry, they aren’t here to recapture you…Computer, open vid in this location.”

“Affirmed.”

A small holo vid popped up in front of them and Trax came into view. “Aah, Daxon,” the Creekan hissed. “Just the male I wanted to see. We have another present for you.”

“Another present?”

“Yes. You will enjoy this one too. Where is your Bride?”

“My Bride? She is asleep in my quarters. I am drinking Xylan ale in the holo deck with my new human brother-in-law, Hector of One, the male you incorrectly targeted.”

“Ah yes. Well, tell Hector we’ve fixed that error. We found out the illegal bid was initiated by a Gurpreet Singh from New Earth. Hector will now be able to see what we do to individuals who think they can place faulty bids, trying to turn Bounty Hunters into mercenaries.”

“We do not…put up…with that shit.” A deep voice bellowed in the background, punctuating each statement with thuds, followed by sharp screams of pain.

Daxon chuckled with delight. He liked these males more.

Trax turned and looked behind him. “Push him onto the disk,” he yelled out. Then he glanced back at the screen. “Get ready. We’re on our way.” And then the vid went out.

“Well, sounds like our party is over.” Daxon stood, readying to leave.

“Do you think they’re going to…?” Hector asked.

“Oh yes, they are.” Daxon grinned, rubbing his claws together with eager anticipation. “Computer shut down holo deck.”

“Affirmed.”

The setting returned to plain black grid, with the doorway rimmed with light. The two of them walked out the lit door, turned down the hallway and went directly into the cargo bay. They arrived in time to see Gurpreet Singh standing bloodied and surprised on the transporter disk. Daxon walked up and yanked the male off as the machine began to hum with another arrival. Trax materialized on the disk and stepped off, then Rengeli arrived directly after him.

Daxon let go of the lazhul and stepped back, and the four of them now stood in a semi-circle in front of the human prisoner. The male’s head lifted. Blood dripped from his nose. The two Bounty Hunters had left him unrestrained. Good.

The lazhul looked around, his eyes landing on Hector and then on Daxon. He became visibly angered at the sight of Hector. “There,” he screamed, pointing at the other human. “That’s your target. That’s the man you should be delivering to me. And this other one is the asshole who stole my bride. Why am I being punished? These two are the ones who are criminals. And where is my bride? I want her back.”

Hadn’t this male learned his lesson yet? Apparently not.

Hector stepped forward. “My sister is not your bride,” he snarled. “You are under arrest for the murders of women and of children from your own loins.  But after today you will never be allowed to hurt anyone else again.”

The lazhul’s face turned red. “Who do you think you are, you—” and Gurpreet rushed forward and took a swing at Hector. The human easily ducked the blow and Hector slammed a powerful fist into the other male’s midsection.

Gurpreet doubled over, groaning from the pain. “All of you will pay for this,” the lazhul spit out, blood spraying from his mouth. He managed to stand upright and raged, “My father will—”

“Your father will do nothing,” Daxon affirmed, placing a claw on Hector’s shoulder and moving him back. “You are now in the presence of Xylan judgement and you will pay for your lack of honor.”

And then Daxon stepped forward and swung a mighty fist which connected with Gurpreet’s face. He felt the crunch of bone underneath his claw. The male’s head bend back at a sharp angle lifting him off the ground, then he crumpled to the floor of the cargo bay. It was most satisfying.

“Ooh, good one,” Trax cheered.

Rengeli let out a sharp whistle.

Daxon bent and checked on the lazhul, verifying that he was still breathing, because Daxon wasn’t finished. At all.

“Damn, I wish I had a swing like that,” Rengeli commented. “Did you see that fucking fist? His fist is the size of an asteroid. That target is going to be drinking out of a straw after Daxon’s done with him.”

The two males chuckled and clapped hands together in agreement.

“Daxon’s on my team. I want him with me whenever we try to—”

“Now we move to the next step,” Daxon growled, keeping the two Hunters on-task. “I will retrieve my beheading ax from my Cabul,” he said. “And I will return to the cargo bay to formally remove this lazhul’s head.”

“Ooh,” Rengeli breathed.

Trax smiled brightly. “While I love a good beheading as much as the next Bounty Hunter, actually you can’t do that because we have a better plan.”

“A better plan?” Daxon asked, confused. “What is better than a formal beheading?”

“I know…but we actually thought of something. We were going to kill this male as you originally requested, but then we decided that was the easy way out, so we brought him here first so you two could partake of some good old-fashioned retribution. And now, we’re going to make his life a living hell by sending him to the worst prison in the four sectors—Detention Center: Zeta 149. He will stay there for the rest of his life, or until he’s eaten by cannibals, whichever happens first.”

Daxon paused. He glanced over at Hector for his reaction. The male met his gaze and nodded with agreement. “Sounds pretty terrible to me,” he agreed.

“You’re certain this facility will be sufficiently cruel?” Daxon asked.

“Oh, we’re certain,” Trax smirked.

“We’ve been there before,” Rengeli said. “We know that place like the back of our hands. They will treat him with the care he deserves—none.”

Daxon crack his knuckles and nodded. “Sounds like a perfect plan.”

“We’ll make it happen.”

“Daxon?” Hector asked.

“Yes?”

“What is this ‘Cabul’ you were referring to? What is this exactly?”

“A Cabul is where a Xylan warrior keeps all of their ceremonial weapons.” He answered as he clapped his brother-in-law on the shoulder.

Trax and Rengeli each took an arm of the passed-out lazhul and dragged him over to the transporter.

“I would be happy to show you how to correctly use these weapons,” he continued. “Now that we are of the same line and you will be in proximity to my future offspring you will need to learn essential Xylan customs.”

“Okay…”

“Hey…Human,” Trax shouted over the hum of the transporter.

Hector twisted to look back at the Creekan. “Huh?”

“Human…you were a difficult target to catch. You kept your head clear, told us important information and put up a good fight, despite your lack of weapons.”

“Yes,” Rengeli nodded in agreement. “This human was a worthy adversary.”

Daxon’s ridges lifted in surprise. This was the highest honor a Hunter could bestow on a civilian. He hadn’t expected this from these two. They’d both been in this profession for a long time and were as jaded as they came.

Trax stepped onto the disk, lifted his chin in acknowledgement and disappeared.

Rengeli stepped on after Trax left. “And human,” he said, “there will be zero retribution from the Singhs towards you or your family. But, if you ever find yourself in need of help ask Kayzon, your Xylan Ambassador, to alert us and we will take care of it immediately. We owe you one.”

And then he disappeared.

Hector turned back toward Daxon, surprise evident on his face. “Did they mean that?”

“Believe me, those two never say anything they don’t mean…Now, how about we go and check out that Cabul?”

Hector nodded, a smile on his face.

 

That night Daxon walked with his Bride to the med bay. “I have to show you something,” he told her.

“What? Are you sick? Am I sick? What’s going on?”

“No, no, you’re fine. You need to see something. You’ll like it,” he explained.

“I will?” she asked, skepticism in her tone.

He kissed the top of her head. “You will.”

And then they walked inside the tiny med bay with only one bed. It wasn’t fully stocked for every eventuality, but it would get him or his Bride healed enough to then go to the extensive medical facilities on the Hunter station. This room was definitely equipped to show his Bride the good news.

“Lay down,” Daxon ordered.

“Why? What is going on?”

“It’s a surprise.”

“Like the surprise where I learned my brother had been captured by Bounty Hunters?”

He laughed. “Yes, like that.”

Darcy lay down on the white bed, her feet not reaching the end and her head barely touching the head rest.

“Computer, give Darcy of One a complete medical evaluation.”

“Affirmed.”

The bed whirred to life and then a wand moved up and down her body.

“This is so weird,” she whispered. “We don’t have stuff like this on New Earth. Well, we’re starting to, but as of right now only the rich can afford medical facilities like this. Computerized med bays are only in Singapore and Paris, not out in the country where I lived.”

“Examination complete,” the computer announced. “Darcy of One has been given the needed inoculations against cancer and diabetes and all other common viral human sicknesses.”

“Oh, that’s nice,” Darcy commented. “Thank you for bringing me in here and making sure I got checked.”

The computer continued to list all of his Bride’s other healthy attributes and finished with…“Darcy of One is pregnant.”

“What? Computer, what did you say? Repeat.”

“Darcy of One is pregnant.”

She reached over and grabbed his claw. Her eyes started to water. “This is what you wanted to show me.”

He squeezed her hand. “Yes. Are you ready to see and hear our offspring?”

“Already? Daxon, we had sex for the first time only two diurnals ago, how is it possible that the computer can scan an embryo this quickly?”

“Our offspring will be half Xylan. The Xylan gestational period is different from that of humans.”

“Oh wow. Computer, what is the Xylan gestational period in comparison to a human’s?”

“Xylan gestational period is six moon cycles. Human gestation is nine moon cycles.”

“Computer, is it possible to scan a visible embryo with heartbeat this soon after conception?”

“Yes.”

She met Daxon’s gaze and gave him a watery smile.

“Are you ready to see our offspring?”

“Yes,” she answered. “So ready.”

“Computer, show visual of the offspring of Daxon of Seven and Darcy of One. Use a holo vid with audio.”

“Affirmed.”

And then a vid popped up in front of them and there was his child for him to view for the first time. A tiny embryo with two hearts swishing back and forth, just like his own.

“Oh my gosh. Oh honey, thank you for this. But you’re sure you’re okay with the fact that your offspring won’t be fully Xylan? Your offspring will be half human and might not have all the Xylan attributes. I know Xylan think humans are primitive…”

“Why would I care? I am thrilled to have offspring who look like their mother. You are my Be’Ih, I am honored to have my Bride and the start of my line.”

She turned to stare at him. “Thank you for this,” she whispered. “And I want you to know something…I love you. So much. You’re aren’t a male I was forced to marry, you’re the male I wanted to marry.”

He placed claw over his hearts. “And I love you too. For all time.”
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Eight moon cycles later…

“Mom, this coffee is great,” Darcy said with all sincerity.

Really, it was the best. Like, it could win awards. Darcy’s mom, Maria, grew her own coffee plants, using seeds brought from the original planet. She harvested them, ground them and ran them through a coffee press. The whole artisanal process took a great deal of time and patience, none of which Darcy possessed. Darcy knew she was a terrible gardener, but she was an excellent drinker and admirer of coffee. And she’d never admit this to Daxon, but her mom’s coffee was a thousand times better than that Traq he always made for them to drink in the mornings.

She took another sip of the warm liquid and sighed with happiness.

“I’m happy you love it, baby,” Maria answered.

They were both sitting together on the wide front porch of the main farmhouse, the building her family had lived in for generations. Great-grandfather Horatio had bought this land and their family had spread out to neighboring farms. Hector would one day take over the business. He was still single, but they all hoped he’d one day find someone to fall in love with and then his children would eventually continue their farming unit on into the future.

Thank gods for Hector, because without him she couldn’t have gotten off-planet to meet her own mate. And also, because he was the eldest son who stayed and genuinely wanted to farm this generational land, she was free to leave and live elsewhere with zero guilt. Well, she missed her family desperately, but she was able to contact them using a vid screen. Her parents had been able to take time off and visit her on the Hunter station, meeting her new husband and friends there and seeing where she lived. It had been wonderful being able to keep in contact. She missed their daily presence, but this daily contact was a reasonable replacement and made it easier for her to live off-planet.

A cat purred at her feet, rubbing at her ankle. She chuckled and reached down to pet the back of her favorite kitty. “Hi Abby, girl,” she said, picking up the white and gray cat and placing her in her arms, cradling the cat like a baby. The cat moved its head forward, sniffing Darcy’s lips, the result being that it felt as if the cat was deliberately kissing her.

Maria, Darcy’s mom, spit out her coffee, laughing. “That cat kissed you.”

Darcy smiled down at her precious cat, the one she’d missed the most. “Hey, I can’t help it if Abby loves me so much she wants to kiss me.” And then she kissed the cat back in return on the side of her soft face.

“Well, you’ll love to hear this…she had kittens a few months back.”

“What? Abby, you had kittens and I didn’t know?” She put the cat down on her lap. “I had a baby and you did too? How precious is that? We’re both moms now.”

Darcy had learned from her new husband that the Xylan custom for firstborns was to make the child’s name a derivative of the father’s. So their son’s name was Dax of One.

Her baby wasn’t on the porch with them because he was in a carrier strapped to his father’s wide chest. Daxon had wanted to go on a tour of the agribusiness Hector and her father managed and he’d wanted to take Dax with him. And who was she to argue? A badass miner insisting on not being separated from his son and proudly walking around with a baby carrier strapped to his chest? This man was so sexy to her, he had no idea.

Her mom took a sip of coffee. “You should take one of Abby’s kittens home with you. It can live with you in your quarters.”

Darcy’s eyes widened and she sucked in a breath. That was the best idea she’d ever heard. “Really? Are they old enough?”

“Yeah, they were born a few months ago. I was about to start looking for people to adopt them.”

Her mother would have no problem finding homes for Abby’s kittens. Cats were one of the few animals that had been transplanted with humans from the original planet. Because of this, cats were a protected species. Everyone loved cats and wanted one in their home.

“Do you think they’d let you have a cat in your quarters on the Hunter station?”

Darcy thought about it. “Yeah, I really think they would. Other beings have small pets that are from their own planets. Why couldn’t I have one?”

“Now the biggest question, would Daxon let you have a cat?”

She bit her lip. “I don’t know, but I bet I can convince him.”

“I have an idea to help you with that,” her mom said, winking at her. She stood and set her cup down on a side table. “You want to go with me to the barn? The kittens are out there. We can go pick one and bring it back…”

“Oh Mom, great idea.” Darcy kept the cat in her arms. “Abby, let’s go visit your babies.”

 

Thirty minutes later Darcy was sitting back on the porch with a whole crate of kittens around her. They’d meant to only pick up one, but they were all so cute they’d decided to bring all of them onto the porch to play.

Daxon and Hector pulled up in a small hover-craft. They lifted the shield and Daxon carefully stepped out with his claw cupped against the back of their son’s tiny sleeping head. Warmth flooded her chest. This man was everything. She carefully put the kittens down and ran over and met her husband on the walkway.

“My Be’Ih,” he said. He growled and pulled her in close, giving her a thorough kiss on the lips.

She stood on her tip-toes to return his kiss, and then she also dropped a kiss onto Dax’s fluffy dark hair. Her baby boy didn’t have ridges on his forehead, but he had the same claws as his father and the same Margol skin tone. She took her husband’s claw and they walked hand-in-hand the rest of the way back to where her brother was going.

“Do you need a break?” she asked him as they stepped up onto the porch. “I’ll take the baby.”

“No, I’m fine for now,” Daxon said, leaving the baby sleeping in his carrier and carefully settling in a chair that looked disturbingly frail underneath his enormous body.

Darcy shared a worried glance with her mother. Her husband often forgot he was too big for human furniture, until it was too late.

Daxon settled back though, the baby still asleep. “I think I want to—” And then he kicked out a leg. “What was that?” he growled. “Something is attacking me.”

Hector barked out a laugh.

“Hey, be careful,” Darcy protested. “You almost kicked a kitten.”

“A what?”

“Daxon, you almost kicked a kitten,” Hector tried to explain. “Put your boot down carefully.”

“Here, let me show you,” Darcy picked up a mewling ginger-haired kitten off the floor and put it in her own lap. “See? A kitten?”

Her husband looked genuinely disturbed. “What is this small creature with fur?”

She picked the darling kitten up and rubbed it against her cheek. It purred in her hands. “Honey, this is a kitten. It’s a baby. Look, over there is Abby, the mother cat. These are treasured pets on New Earth. The mother is full-grown and her name is Abby. She’s been our pet her whole life and lives with us. She had a litter of kittens and my mom is trying to find homes for them.”

Daxon looked over at Darcy’s mom, “You give these animals away?”

“Yes, we can’t keep all of them, it’s too many, so we find good homes for most of the kittens. We might keep one if we can.”

“Can I have a kitten that we’ll take back and it’ll live with us in our quarters?” Darcy asked.

“You want to take one of these exotic animals to live with us?” he sputtered. He looked horrified and continued to stare with wide eyes at the kittens who were now being released by Hector to roam around the porch. Her brother was herding kittens and Abby was licking a hissing black runt on one of the steps. Maria was sipping coffee and laughing at the antics.

“Let’s trade,” Maria offered to Daxon. “You hold a kitten and I’ll hold the baby.”

Daxon hesitated.

“I’m betting you right now that you can’t say no to a kitten once you have one in your arms.” Darcy challenged. “I’ll even let you name it.” She knew that there was nothing Daxon loved more than a good bet he thought he could win.

He narrowed his eyes, obviously calculating the odds. “You think I will simply touch one of these cats and then I’ll want one in my own quarters, living with us, just from one touch?”

“Yes, I do. I bet we’ll come back from our vacation with a kitten in a crate.”

“Huh. I take your bet and raise it. I bet I can hold three of these strange animals and still not want to take a single one home. And if you lose, I don’t want to ever hear again this nonsense of wanting to live with a cat.”

She threw her head back and laughed. “You’re on,” she shouted.

“I’ll take the baby,” her mom announced. “You two are so right for each other,” she murmured, shaking her head. She stepped over and Daxon helped her to carefully pull the sleeping baby out of the carrier. Maria went back to her own rocking chair, cuddling little Dax, who cooed and went back to sleep.

Daxon stood, his nearly seven feet of height causing the top of his head to brush against the ceiling of the porch. He unhooked the empty baby carrier and tossed it aside, then he did an elaborate muscle-man stretching routine, showing off his enormous biceps. He winked at her. “I’m ready. Let’s get started.”

Darcy smirked. “Bring it on.” She was so ready; she’d carefully picked the three cutest kittens. This warrior was going down.

Daxon sat back down in the chair. It let out a dangerous creak.

“Come on, Hector,” she said. “Let’s do this.” And she and her brother walked up and each began placing kittens, one at a time, into Daxon’s crossed arms.

The three precious kittens squirmed in his giant arms and stared at him with big eyes. His features were impassive as he ignored their tinny mews. He tried to act like he didn’t care that their fur and tails were brushing against his lips. Finally, a tiny claw raked across his chest and their fierce hissing got to him. His lips twitched.

“Aha!” Darcy stood and shouted. “Got ya! You adore those freaking kittens.”

“Godsdammit,” he growled. “These kittens will be the death of me.”

“We’ll take two,” she told her mom.

And then there was a huge cracking sound and the chair underneath Daxon broke, leaving her husband sitting on top of a pile of broken furniture.

“Oh gods.”

 

Daxon found himself enjoying Darcy’s human line more than he’d expected. He’d been treated well by her father, mother and brother. Even her extended line in the nearby farming units had come by and greeted him openly. And their initial etiquette and deference towards a Xylan warrior was appreciated. His Bride had certainly been unaware of the etiquette required when they’d originally met. If she hadn’t been his mate, she would’ve been in lockdown within two point five seconds.

He sat on the floor on top of the broken chair and watched his Bride’s animated features and heard her throaty laugh. He loved her raspy voice. The more time he spent with her, the more he appreciated that basically everything she said sounded like pure sex. His engorged cock pressed against the closure of his trousers. He had to mate with her, immediately.

He stood and brushed dust off his trousers. Then he took her hand and pulled her forward. “Let’s go,” he told his Bride.

“Go? Go where? We’re—”

He grabbed her ass and bent to whisper in her ear, “Now,” he ordered. “I want you in our bed.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t worry, if you two want to leave and have some time alone that’s fine. I’ll watch the baby,” his mother-in-law offered as she continued to cradle his son. “It’s no problem.”

“And I’ll put the kittens away,” Hector added.

“But, but—” Darcy sputtered.

His Bride never wanted to leave their infant behind, no matter how often his mother-in-law had offered. Finally, Daxon decided it was time he took matters into his own claws, making the decision for them. They’d been sleeping with their offspring in their quarters, next to their own bed. They’d only recently been cleared by the med bay for his Bride to mate again. He’d been subsisting on stolen moments of pleasure in the middle of the night, Darcy’s hand pumping his cock. Now he wanted alone time to fully mate with his Bride—without having to worry about waking a child.

“Now,” he growled, his claw on her back, pushing her forward.

Hector chuckled. “Take your time.”

Daxon pulled his protesting Bride up the stairs and into the quarters they had been using in her parents’ domicile. The room was small, and the bed barely fit the two of them, but he was enjoying his time there. He shut the door behind him. His cock was now leaking, ready to plant seed in his female. He was ready to breed her again, eager to see her grow large again with his offspring.

“Clothes off,” he ordered. Her breasts and ass were larger now than prior to giving birth. He was eager to dig his claws into her ample curves.

“Oh gods, they know we’re up here having sex.”

“Yes,” he answered. “Hurry.”

She bit her lip and then seemed to come to a decision. “Okay, let’s do this.”

She pulled off her shirt and her short trousers, and then came off that annoying human “underwear.” And finally his Bride was naked. He took in her standing there in her full glory. Then he pulled her into his arms and began to devour her. He had her breasts in his claws and he sucked on each nipple, scratching his fangs against her puckered skin. He loved her breasts. Milk beaded from there, and he continued to suckle. She was a feast for him as well as his offspring.

Her breaths came out in short pants. “Daxon.”

She sank to her knees and pulled out his cock. He quickly dropped his trousers and fisted it for her, placing it on the tip of her offered tongue. A drop of his precum landed there and she licked it and smiled. “I love how you taste,” she told him.

“You want this?”

“Yes,” she breathed.

Damn, she loved his cock. “Take all of it.” Her dark hair was so long he wrapped it around his fist, guiding her movements. And she sucked him hard, just the way he liked, up and down, again and again. And then he was about to hit the point of no return, and he pulled out. “I want to come inside of you and fill you up with my seed again, I want you large with our offspring.”

“Already?”

“Yes. I want many offspring. Don’t you?”

“Yes,” she admitted with a large smile.

He helped her up and swept his arms under her legs and lifted her into his arms. Then he took a few steps forward and dropped his primed and naked Bride onto their bed. He took off his boots and kicked off his trousers, then reached back to pull his tunic off over his head.

He looked down to see his Bride staring at him with lust in her hooded eyes. Her legs were splayed, her gleaming pink pussy ready for the taking. He pulled on his cock, giving it a few rough strokes as he placed his knees on the bed and moved between her legs.

Then he reached down to trail his claw along her slick cunt and slipped inside to rub against her clit. That part of her that caused his Bride to orgasm. He loved that he knew this about her, knew exactly how she wanted to be touched. He’d made a study of it. She was dripping wet and ready for him. He loved her human hair and all the parts of her that he’d originally thought were verging on strange, and he now found to be the exact reasons he found her so irresistible.

He settled between her thighs, notching the tip of his cock at her wet entrance. He started to slide deep, loving the feel of her hot pussy gripping his cock. She was so tight and he was so thick, he paused wanting to give her a moment to acclimate. He rarely took her as rough as he had that first time, in the claiming ceremony. She could take all of him, it just took a moment.

He was proud of how hard she’d fought. They watched the vid often.

She moaned and thrashed underneath him, scratching her tiny claws down his back. “More,” she begged. “Harder.”

And then he started pounding into her, causing the headboard to hit against the wall. Her pussy was so wet and hot, her core pulling him tight. She wanted more, so he gave her what she wanted. Who was he to disappoint his Bride? And he pistoned into her harder and harder. The headboard slamming against the wall in rhythm with his thrusts. He didn’t give a damn who heard.

“Daxon,” she groaned. “We’re being too loud.”

The bed creaked and he ignored the warnings. Ignored everything but the feel of the tingle on his spine he was chasing and the flutter of her womb. They were both close—

He slammed into her hard on last time and captured her lips, muffling her scream as she came. He groaned out his own release, filling his Bride up with all of his seed, planting his next offspring within her womb.

And the bed crashed and the two of them bounced as it hit the floor.

Ouch.

“I give it a 10.0!” Hector shouted from downstairs.

“Oh gods, I’m going to die of embarrassment. My mom heard that.”

“Before we return home I’ll leave currency to replace all of the furniture I’ve broken during my stay,” he told her, brushing her hair off her sweaty face.

“That would be nice of you. You’ll have to insist because they won’t want to take your currency.”

“I will.”

Then his Bride lifted a hand and cupped his jaw and repeated the words she said to him every single diurnal. “I love you, Daxon.”

“And I love you,” he returned. “For all time.”

 



THE END
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And yes, Kroga’s Redemption, the final story in the Alien Bounty Hunters series and the conclusion to the Kroga & Melachine story, is coming VERY SOON!
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Extended Series Epilogue









Zamarian Prime, Rayzor & Rebecca’s Farm…

Rayzor woke with his Bride’s perfect ass pressed against his hard shaft. Which meant it was basically an ordinary morning.

He brushed aside her colorless hair and shoved his nose into the crook of her neck, inhaling her addictive scent. Warmth bloomed across his two hearts as he yet again held his life, his future, his everything, in the circle of his arms.

“Honey,” Becca murmured with a sexy morning voice, rubbing her ass against him. She reached back and cupped his cheek with one of those tender, tiny-clawed human hands. “I love you so much,” she whispered as she parted her silky thighs.

He reached down and lifted her leg for easy access to her hot core because he was hard as d’quant and so, so ready to slide into her welcoming heat. And Becca was always eager for him, especially now that she was heavily pregnant. She required his attentions at least twice a day, minimum, to remain satisfied. This was no hardship, mating his Bride was always the start to a perfect day. His leaking crown nudged at her entrance, ready to sink inside and pound out another load from his aching cock.

“Daddy!” A fist pounded like a siege hammer against their bedroom door.

“Fuck,” Rayzor groaned. “Not again.”

“I wish we could, but nope, not happening,” his Bride remarked. “We’ll have to wait until later.” She lowered her leg, tragically shutting him off from the magic of her hot cunt. “Your son is calling for you.” She smirked over her shoulder as she sat up, letting him know this was his problem.

“Daddy. Daddy. Daddy,” a muffled voice chanted from the hallway.

He rubbed his face with both claws and cursed.

“It’s your own fault, you know,” Becca giggled as scooted off the bed, her naked body jiggling enticingly. “You’re the one who made sure he could say your name first.” And then she waddled that luscious pregnant ass and swelling stomach past the main portal to their room and straight into the bathroom, where she slid the door shut behind her, leaving him alone with this.

“Daaaaady!”

“I’m coming,” he shouted. Rayzor jumped out of bed and yanked on a pair of pants, willing down his raging erection. Then he stormed over and hit the panel for the door. The moment it rushed open he leaned down into little Ray’s startled face. “What do you want and why do you always wake up so fracking early?” Rayzor growled at his son.

The three-year-old’s lower lip pouted. He clutched his favorite stuffed animal to his chest but managed to keep a baby version of the warrior stance in the face of an angry Xylan. “Joyzal said…th…there’s a message.”

“He did?” Rayzor clenched his jaw. “Of course he did,” he muttered. “Joyzal,” Rayzor lifted his head, yelling down the hallway for the benefit of his best friend who he was certain was spying upon this exchange. “This better be important or your ass is mine.”

He stood and grabbed his son’s tiny claw, dragging the child inside. He shut the door behind them and sat the wide-eyed boy onto his bed. Rayzor walked away but raised his chin toward his son’s best friend, the orange and blue stuffed animal in his arms. “How is Maxon doing this morning?” he asked as he opened drawers, taking out additional clothing to put on.

Ray’s ridgeless forehead smoothed out and his features instantly brightened. He hugged the plush toy animal tighter. “Maxon is good,” he chirped.

“Can I ask Maxon a question?”

Ray’s lips twitched, causing his charming starter fangs to poke out. “Yes.” He turned the toy toward his father so Maxon could appear to listen attentively.

Rayzor made a show of looking the stuffed animal right in the face. “Maxon,” he asked it with a serious tone, “Did you wet the bed this morning?”

Ray whimpered and nodded. “Yes, he wet the bed.”

Rayzor let out an extended exhale. “Maxon, you’re about to turn four next week.”

Ray hid his face behind the toy and didn’t answer.

The door to the bathroom slid open and Becca stepped out looking fresh and ready for the day. Her colorless hair was swept over her shoulders. She wore a soft blue shirt, dark pants and some kind of foot covering that didn’t actually cover her feet, but showed off the short, colored claws on her toes. And her rounded belly, which was carrying their soon-to-be birthed daughter, was swelling enticingly under clothes.

Damn, she was sex personified, and he wouldn’t have the opportunity to fuck her again until the afternoon, if he was lucky.

“What was that all about?” she asked.

“Joyzal sent Ray to make sure we were awake and to let us know there’s a message for us.”

“Ooh. Really? Sounds important. We should get going then.” She gave their son a brilliant smile, walked over and embraced him, planting a kiss on his head. And she immediately wrinkled her nose. “Well, this one smells ripe.”

Rayzor grunted in agreement as he pulled a shirt over his head and down his chest.

“Sorry, Mommy,” Ray answered.

“It’s okay baby,” Becca responded as she lifted Ray and placed him on her hip, “no worries, we’ll get you fixed up fast.”

“And Maxon too?” he asked, lifting the stuffed animal up for her to inspect.

“Yes, we’ll wash him too,” she answered as she walked them both out the door to Ray’s bedroom.

 

A quarter rotation later Rayzor strode into their kitchen with his Bride and his clean, sweet-smelling son in his arms. He noted that their houseguests had already commandeered the food dispenser and hadn’t bothered to wait on them to break their fast. They were already eating at the table from an array of both Xylan and human delicacies.

Joyzal and his Bride had arrived at the farm two diurnals ago in order to reunite with their offspring and to continue with the search for Melachine. Rayzor was happy for the help, but at the same time he was already a milli-nanco away from beating Joyzal’s ass.

“Finally!” his best friend and adoptive brother announced. “The Prince has decided to honor us with his presence.”

Rayzor snorted and shook his head. Asshole.

Joyzal’s mate sprang up from the table. “Hey, good morning, it’s good to see you,” she exclaimed as she threw her arms around Becca. His brother’s Bride, Jacole, was also a Bounty Hunter and a member of the Hunter Guild. Their mates, who were both humans from the original planet, had become fast friends. Rayzor watched them, noting how their beauty contrasted nicely—Jacole with her sleek royal pigment and his own mate with her colorless skin. Humans were strange that way, with their variety of pigment options. The two Brides cheerfully sat next to each other at the table, as they always did, and immediately began to chatter in colloquial human-speak so fast Rayzor’s knowledge of the language, and his translator, couldn’t keep up. He basically had no idea, yet again, what those two were saying.

Ray wiggled in his arms. Rayzor let him go, and his son scurried off to play with the toys that were already scattered on the floor for baby Joy. The little girl looked up from where she sat, with a block in her chubby hand, and squealed with delight at their entrance.

Joy was about one planetary rotation younger than his own son. Her skin was dark as ancient night, and even Rayzor had to admit Joyzal’s daughter was the most beautiful of Xylan offspring. The lack of ridges on her forehead and her five-fingered claws made her beauty all the more exotic to Xylan tastes. Before her disappearance, Melachine had proudly displayed pics and vids of Joy on Xylan social media, which had gone viral, and now agents from around the four sectors were contacting Joyzal and Jacole, wanting to feature their daughter in ads and vid productions.

Too bad neither of them had any interest in this, because right now their combined focus was on searching for and retrieving their mother, Melachine of Eighteen. Melachine had been Joyzal’s adoptive mother and she’d formed a close bond not only with Joyzal, but also with his family.

One moon cycle ago, Rayzor’s father, Kroga of Sixty-Five, had kidnapped their mother from the cargo bay of a Bounty Hunter ship, and abruptly disappeared, and no one could figure out where they’d gone. Rayzor still found it hard to believe it had actually happened.

The Hunter Guild focused all their resources on the retrieval of Kroga and Melachine, but there’d been zero clues. Finally, Joyzal and Jacole had taken a leave of absence from their positions as Bounty Hunters and traveled to Zamarian Prime, where Rayzor and his Bride had been taking care of baby Joy.

Melachine had originally dropped Joy off in Rayzor’s care so she could leave to confront Kroga on the Bounty Hunter ship. Not that she’d told Rayzor of her intentions, because he would never have allowed such a risky mission.

Although it did help to explain why she’d arrived at the farm to see him in person, even though the risk of the High Command learning of their contact was extremely high. Rayzor, his mother, and his biological brother, Kayzon, had all been disbursed throughout the four sectors at the time of their formal banishment and were not allowed contact with each other for the rest of their lifespans, on pain of death.

Rayzor had innocently waved goodbye to Melachine as she’d stepped onto the transporter disk, his heart full with the joy of having spoken to his mother and watched as she met his Bride and son for the first time. And as she’d wavered and disappeared on the disk, he had no idea she was off to meet head-on with her banished mate. He had to believe she’d meant to be gone briefly, not forever.

Rayzor’s Hunter license had recently been reinstated, so all three of them—Joyzal, Jacole and Rayzor—had grouped together and were still searching for his mother. But all clues had dried up and they were now at a frustrating standstill. Everyone on the farm loved and respected Melachine and wanted her back immediately. And everyone in the entire four sectors seemed to want Kroga to pay for what he’d done. Rayzor’s father was now the most wanted being in the universe. And he thought often of exactly which instruments he’d use from his Cabul to implement an exacting torture session for Kroga, prior to his father’s execution.

“This had better be important,” Rayzor groused, still highly annoyed with the fact that he’d been interrupted in bed with his mate. His Bride was pregnant and horny, and his own body was raging with possessiveness. All he wanted to do was fuck Becca three times a day, minimum.

“It is,” Joyzal answered, “There’s a message from Kayzon.”

Rayzor sucked in a sharp breath. “My brother?” He lurched forward and grabbed Joyzal by the shoulder. He hadn’t seen Kayzon in almost fourteen years. Since the day their father was declared a traitor to Xylan and as a consequence, their immediate line was banished for two generations. They were both paying for the sins of their father. None of them, including Melachine, were allowed to return to Chronos during their lifespans, nor were they allowed contact with each other. Because of this dispersement and communication ban, Rayzor hadn’t seen Kayzon since the day of their formal banishment.

“Yes, there’s a message from your brother. He’s living on New Earth and he set up a live vid session for all of us. It’s on standby. I let him know you were on your way.”

A squeak of surprise exploded from across the room. “Rayzor,” Becca called out. His Bride swiftly moved to his side. He looked down, meeting her watery gaze. She reached out and clasped his claw.

“My brother lives on New Earth?” His two hearts squeezed in his chest. He was simply pleased to confirm that Kayzon was alive. His brother had only been fifteen years old when their family was separated. And Rayzor had had very little knowledge of Kayzon’s whereabouts for the last fourteen years.

“Yes, he’s there living in their capital city, Singapore. Are you ready to speak with him?”

“I can’t believe this is finally happening,” Becca whispered. “This is what you’ve always wanted.”

Rayzor swallowed past the lump in his throat. It was what he’d always wanted. “I’m ready. Turn it on,” he told Joyzal.

And then the large holo screen blinked to life. At first there was nothing but an illuminated multigod altar recessed into the wall of a room. And then he heard faint voices and finally his brother stepped forward and filled up the screen.

“Oh wow,” Becca said.

Kayzon had grown into a formidable warrior. He was dark as ancient night. Dense silver threading lined his ridges, denoting a Xylan whose lineage stretched to the original fires of Chronos. Kayzon’s facial features were more like their mother’s, except for the fact that he’d lost an eye, and in its place was an obviously cheap, old-model cybernetic replacement. The type that was permanent. Which pissed Rayzor off and told him all he needed to know about the level of care Kayzon received as a youth.

And then a half-color human female with dark hair and a kind, open expression, crowded into view and proudly stood next to his brother. She was shorter than Kayzon, only reaching to his shoulder. His brother put an arm around the tiny female and pulled her in close, declaring his love for his mate.

Rayzor smiled, pleased to see his brother happily mated. “I see we all have human Brides,” he commented.

“Yes,” his brother answered. “This we have in common. And also, the fact that we both became Bounty Hunters.”

Rayzor nodded. This was the one piece of information that he’d learned about Kayzon over the years, that they were both Hunters working opposite sides of the four sectors. “This is my Bride,” Rayzor explained, “Becca of One. She is a human from the original planet. I have started my line with my three-year-old son, Rayzor of Thirteen. We own an agri farm business here on Zamarian Prime.” He placed a claw proudly on his Becca’s swollen belly, “And we have another female offspring on the way.”

Becca raised her human hand and waved at her new brother and sister-in-law. “Hi. Nice to meet you,” she said.

“And this is my Bride, Kia of One,” Kayzon responded, “She is half human and half Gravian. Kia and I are both Bounty Hunters. And we’ve started our line with a daughter, Kay of Nineteen.”

Kia smiled and waved at her new family.

“Kia, I’ll vid call you later,” Becca said, “so you and I, and Jacole, the other human here from the original planet, can talk together. It’s always a treat for me to meet other human females. And I’d love to learn more about New Earth.”

“Okay,” Kia gushed. “I’d love that too. And I can’t believe you and Jacole are both from the original planet. I’ve never met a human from the original planet.”

Becca laughed with delight at Kia’s response, and Rayzor found his hearts warming more than before, if that was possible.

“Our mother would be proud,” Kayzon stated.

“She would,” he agreed. “She would…” And then he glanced back at his best friend who was now holding baby Joy in his arms and snacking on food from the breakfast table. “Have you met Joyzal,” he asked, “and his Bride, Jacole of Two?”

This would be the true test of his future with Kayzon. Would his biological brother accept Joyzal into their line as he and Melachine had? Joyzal was a Margol. On Chronos warriors of the House of Ulmath did not associate with half-colors. But his mother had loved Joyzal as her own and Rayzor considered him a brother… And if Kayzon couldn’t also accept Joyzal and his line as family, well, that would be a serious problem.

“Yes, we met. Joyzal answered the vid and we spoke at length. He introduced us to his Bride and his offspring. I discovered he took our mother under his care as the Manager of his line since the moment of her banishment. I have already given Joyzal my gratitude for taking care of our mother, and I placed my honor before his. I am pleased to hear that you consider Joyzal of our line.”

Rayzor grinned, and glanced again at his friend and adopted brother, who didn’t even seem to be listening to this exchange and was instead chewing on meat.

“But Rayzor,” Kayzon continued, “there’s a reason why I’ve suddenly contacted you after all these years. A reason that is so great, it’s worth breaking the Scales of Xylan Law that ban our communication as a banished line.”

“Really?” Becca blurted out. “What happened?”

“Yesterday I received a message from our mother, Melachine.”

“What?” Joyzal shouted. He tossed down his food, passed his daughter off into the arms of his Bride and strode across the room to stand on the other side of Rayzor. “Wait, this part of the story I didn’t know. Kayzon has been holding out on me. Yesterday? Melachine messaged you yesterday? How?”

“For a few years now, our mother has been sending me the occasional coded message embedded in the data streaming through the Leaderboards. She’s only sent a few and they are necessarily short.”

Rayzor’s jaw dropped open. He turned to meet Joyzal’s stunned gaze. “I had no idea,” he said. “Did you know about this?”

Joyzal threw his claws up. “I didn’t know either. She didn’t say a word. Damn, that Melachine is wily.”

“What did she say?” Becca asked.

“Before I pass on her message, I have to tell all of you something first. I’ve recently come to the realization that due to Kroga’s kidnapping and our mother’s sudden disappearance, that the old rules of non-communication no longer apply.”

Rayzor glanced at Joyzal and grinned with delight. “You did? Because we’ve recently come to the same conclusion that these rules are ridiculous in this situation. We are Melachine’s sons and we want Kroga captured and judged for what he’s done more than anyone else in the four sectors. Why is it that we are sidelined while others are allowed to try, and fail, to track him down?”

“We’ve messaged the High Command,” Joyzal said, “asking for a reprieve on the ban so we could find you and work together to plan Kroga’s capture. But they haven’t responded.”

Jacole snorted. “That’s because the High Command is full-on ghosting us,” she remarked.

“Assholes,” Rayzor grumbled under his breath, agreeing with her blunt statement.

“‘Ghosting us?’ Not sure what that means,” Kayzon’s Bride said, cutting into the conversation from the vid screen. “But something new has happened that helps to change our situation. I’m not sure if any of you know this but Kayzon was here on New Earth when the Xylan fought to rescue our planet from the Hurlians. We live here now, and my husband is the Xylan Ambassador to New Earth…and this means that he’s befriended the Imperial Warlord, Zhoryan of Eighty-Two, who guards this sector.”

Joyzal gagged. “Zhoryan? I hate that warrior with the force of ten thousand suns.”

Rayzor nodded, agreeing.

“It’s true that he’s a conceited asshole,” Kayzon responded, “No one can deny that observation. But, my work includes regular contact with the Imperial Warlord and we’ve bonded over our mutual hatred of Kroga. Rayzor, don’t forget that Zhoryan is an Ulmath, therefore he’s actually our cousin. He does a good job hiding that we’re relatives and treating me as nothing more than a banished Xylan and a throw-away Bounty Hunter, especially in the presence of other Xylan, but in private he likes to reminisce of his youth, when Melachine was the youngest female ever promoted to co-Manager of his line. He cares deeply about our mother and was devastated by Kroga’s treason and her banishment.”

Rayzor exhaled.

Joyzal shook his head. “Nope, I still hate him.”

“Understood,” Kayzon remarked. “But we can use this relationship with Zhoryan. If I left New Earth to join you…”

“Zhoryan could purposely not notice,” Rayzor remarked, finally understanding where his brother was going with this, “He’d be the only Warlord who wouldn’t report to the High Command the fact that we’re breaking the communication ban and forced disbursement. Any other Xylan would eagerly report us, but not Zhoryan. This would give us the freedom we need to work together.”

“Fuck yeah, let’s use that asshole for all he’s worth.” Joyzal shouted, pumping his fisted claw at the sky. “I like this plan. Let’s run with it. Kayzon, get your ass over here and let’s get to work. Are you bringing your family with you?”

“No, my Bride recently discovered she was pregnant with our second offspring. Besides, I think we will all end up leaving our Brides and offspring behind.”

“What?” Jacole barked. She stood from the table. “Why would I have to stay behind?”

“Because,” Kia answered, “we discovered that Kroga took Melachine to the most remote and dangerous location in the known universe.”

Rayzor’s chest constricted. “Where?”

“The message I received yesterday said, ‘Help me, I’m in the Swirl with Kroga.’”

Rayzor clenched his fists. The fucking Swirl. Of course.
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