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        Star-crossed lovers and alien angst!

      

        

      
        An evil galactic corporation destroyed their females.

        Now these lonely aliens are looking for mates...

        And what they capture, they keep...

      

      

      

      
        
        "Wickedly addictive scifi romance!" ★★★★★

        "LOVE THIS SERIES" ★★★★★

        "I highly recommend" ★★★★★

      

      

      Volume One includes:

      

      RESCUED BY QAIYAAN

      His kind can't mate with humans, but when Captain Qaiyaan rescues an alluring female carrying contraband technology, will one searing kiss unleash his raging desires?

      

      RANSOMED BY KASHATOK

      Disguised as a boy, Joy boards a ship full of sex-starved aliens—and catches the attention of the surly, muscle-bound captain. Can she rely on Captain Kashatok to keep her secret… or will he claim her for himself?

      

      CLAIMED BY NOATAK

      Banned from military service, Marlis takes a job working alongside a huge, bearded alien with gleaming copper skin and bedroom eyes. She may have just found her dream job—but there’s always a catch…

      

      **The series contains explicit language, sexual situations, and possible triggers. Intended for audiences 17 years and older.
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      “I recognize your ship, Captain Qaiyaan.” The voice coming over the ship’s comm deepened with menace. “You’re interfering with a legal salvage operation.”

      The two ships rotating helplessly outside Qaiyaan’s port screen told a different story than the human on the comm was telling; an eyeful of stars peeked through the blackened hole piercing the Syndicorp passenger ship’s hull, while the second, unmarked vessel’s short-range lasers glowed from recent use. “Seems you ought to be a bit more generous,” Qaiyaan drawled. “What with needing our help and all. I’m gonna take first crack at the salvage, then we’ll get you your part. You can have whatever we leave behind.”

      “I warn you, don’t touch that ship!” blustered the voice on the other end.

      Normally, Qaiyaan would wish the other pirate captain well and move on. Not today. His crew hadn’t had a profitable job in half a denaidan year. This opportunity was too good to pass up. Besides, anyone who blew a hole in an unarmed passenger transport—Syndicorp or otherwise—left a sour taste in Qaiyaan’s mouth. “I could simply wait here. My first mate estimated in half a day we’ll have two ships in need of salvage. This is an awful deep part of space to find yourselves without a spare flux modulator.”

      “You fucking son-of-a-rakwiji-whore bastard! I have powerful friends, and I can make sure you never find safe harbor in this sector again!”

      Qaiyaan crossed his arms and glared at the comm. “I’m the only friend you have in the galaxy at this moment, so I suggest you be polite.”

      Noatak, Qaiyaan’s first mate, grinned at him from the navigator’s seat, the copper sheen of his skin reflecting the multi-colored light from the control panels. The small cockpit, designed for humans, was barely big enough for the two denaidan males to breathe at the same time. “Want me to take us in for soft docking?”

      Qaiyaan watched the human pirate ship complete another slow, helpless turn in the port monitor. “Take us in, but keep an eye out for anything suspicious. Could be a Syndicorp trap.”

      “Pretty elaborate for a setup.” Noatak shook his head, the metal beads decorating his long hair and beard clicking softly.

      “Chances of blowing both in-line flux modulators at once and not having a spare? Either he’s stupid, or it’s a setup.”

      “I say he’s stupid.” Noatak adjusted the controls to nose the Hardship toward the passenger wreckage.

      Qaiyaan rose from the captain’s chair. Shit happened, especially to ships running less-than-legal activities. He ought to know, having just forked out the proceeds from their latest heist to retrofit a new hull onto the Hardship’s battle-damaged frame. The black market repairman’d all but asked Qaiyaan to bend over and spread his cheeks. Rotten, cheating bastard.

      Turning to the door, he paused and looked over his shoulder at Noatak. “Just be careful. Even if it’s not a trap, Syndicorp’ll be looking for their missing ship, and I don’t want to be caught with our dicks out.”

      After sealing the control room door, he slid down the ladder to the cargo bay, booted feet clanging against the catwalk grating as he landed. “Mekoryuk! Tovik! All hands on deck!”

      Mekoryuk poked his clean-shaven face out of the med bay. He was the only crew member who chose not to wear the customary full beard the Denaida prided themselves on, citing a doctor’s need for cleanliness or some such anaq. “What is it?”

      “Salvage mission. Assume zero atmo. No time for suits. Syndicorp could be riding our ass any minute. Where’s Tovik?”

      “Where else?” Mek tilted his head toward the end of the hall.

      Qaiyaan left the doctor and strode to where the hatch to the engine room stood open. As captain, he could appreciate the well-oiled hum of a ship’s engines, but Tovik was a bit too much in love with moving parts. Squatting next to the hole, Qaiyaan yelled, “Tovik! On deck ready for void! And bring a spare in-line flux modulator! Now!”

      Knowing his crewmen would comply without further prodding, he headed for the airlock. Through the portal, he watched Noatak guide the magnetic grappler into place. The captain of the human ship was probably apoplectic, watching his cash cow get raped by another ship. Tough luck. Qaiyaan’d be sure to leave the replacement flux modulator within reach, but not until the Hardship was ready to hightail it out of there.

      The first mate finessed the grappler toward the other ship’s open airlock, his voice crackling over the internal comm to the cargo bay. “You sure you don’t want to take time to suit up?”

      Mekoryuk arrived with a med-kit over his shoulder, and Qaiyaan shot him a grin as he answered. “No suits. These qumli need the practice.”

      Tovik pounded up, feet bare as usual, his scruffy beard and hair not quite the full mane of a mature denaidan male. Qaiyaan scowled at him, looking pointedly at his gleaming copper feet. The youngster said he had better control of his ionic abilities if his skin was bare, but one of these days he was going to lose a toe, or worse. At least the boy carried the spare flux modulator, as requested.

      While Noatak secured the flexi-tube between the ships, Qaiyaan filled in the other crew members. “I’m not sure what we’ll find over there, but it’s not likely to be pretty. Grab everything not nailed down. We’ll sort our inventories later.”

      Mek asked, “What about survivors?”

      “There are no life signs aboard.” Qaiyaan pointed to the modulator in Tovik’s hands. “That’ll stay with the human ship once we leave. Can you give it a slow push in their direction? I don’t want it to reach them until we’re long gone.”

      “You bet, Captain!” the young man nodded, likely already calculating trajectory and speed at which to push the thing.

      “Stand fast for void!” Noatak’s voice echoed through the cargo bay.

      Qaiyaan barely had time to summon his ionic shell before the doors cracked open. A blast of air swept past, rattling the flexi-tube as it sucked into the other ship and out the gaping hole in its hull. The denaidan’s ability to withstand vacuum had made them one of the most sought-after races for Syndicorp marine troopers before the catastrophe had ended their world. Now…

      Now they were just pirates.

      Concentrating on keeping his feet on the deck, Qaiyaan tapped his temple to activate his cochlear implant. A vestige of his days as a trooper, it came in handy in zero atmo when they couldn’t bother with suits and the attached comms.

      The three crewmen pushed themselves along the flexi-tube into the darkness of the other ship. Tovik, ever prepared, pulled a floodlight from his belt and slapped it to the inner wall of the passenger ship. The illumination exposed a passenger cabin surprisingly gutted of anything passenger-related. No nav-grav seats for humanoids, no methane tanks for garan’uks, not even any acceleration webbing for yanipa-nimayu. Instead, cargo containers of all shapes and sizes floated freely within the cabin, some cracked open and spilling their contents in haloes around them.

      What the hell is this ship? Qaiyaan wondered. He’d been expecting the gruesome sight of space-bloated passengers. Not that he minded this alternative. He reached out and grabbed a floating package of hypodermic needles. Medical supplies?

      He exchanged a glance with Tovik, who shrugged. Whatever this stuff was didn’t matter; he’d much rather deal with salable goods than corpses.

      Qaiyaan pushed toward the nearest container until he could get a hand on it and shoved the man-sized box toward the flexi-tube, relying on inertia to carry it most of the way. One after another, he moved containers, working until sweat coated his skin beneath his ionic shielding. Even in zero-G, it took effort to hold himself steady and force the heavy boxes into motion. At least twenty minutes passed before he grew light-headed. Using the ionic shell was much like a diver holding his breath, and he knew they’d soon have to come up for air. A tinny voice in his implant did the job for him. “We have incoming on long-range, Captain. Can’t yet tell if it’s Syndicorp, but they’ll be in range for ID in eight minutes.”

      Anaq. They’d come looking faster than he’d expected. He raised his arm and caught the other men’s attention, circling two index fingers overhead to tell them to wrap it up. The men dropped what they were doing and moved toward the exit.

      As soon as the door sealed, blessed oxygen flooded into the bay, but it would be a few minutes before there was enough pressure to breathe. Still light-headed, Qaiyaan began helping secure the containers against the floor’s mag-locks. He estimated they’d emptied at least half the salvage and was feeling quite pleased as Noatak began accelerating away from the derelict ship.

      “Captain?” Mek called from behind a stack of containers.

      At that same moment, Noatak’s voice crackled through the bay’s comm. “Confirmed Syndicorp ship closing in fast. We need to burn, ASAP.”

      “We need five minutes,” Qaiyaan said, assessing the remaining cargo.

      “Captain!” Mekoryuk called again. “We have a problem.”

      “What?” Qaiyaan leaned around the corner. Tovik and the medic stood over a cargo box, staring down at a portal in its surface. Blinking red light bounced off both their faces.

      Tovik rubbed his hand vigorously across the small window. “Is that a girl?”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” Qaiyaan slapped a mag clamp against the container he was securing and stood. “A cryo-pod? Who the hell picked that up?”

      “You said grab everything,” Tovik said. He looked up to meet Qaiyaan’s gaze. “Can we keep her?”

      Noatak came over the com again. “Captain, they’re hailing us.”

      Qaiyaan scowled and thrust a finger at the cryo-pod. “She’s not a netorpok puppy, Tovik. Just secure the damn thing so we can burn. We’ll figure out what to do with it later.”

      “That’s the problem,” Mek said. “The cryo’s failing. She won’t survive a burn in this state.”

      “Fuuuck.” Qaiyaan stomped over to the pod. He should have known things were going too easy. Looking at the face through the glass, his mouth grew suddenly dry. A young woman with long charcoal hair lay inside, a crescent of dark lashes against her high cheekbones. The blinking red light near her head illuminated her perfectly sculpted features, as if coating them with blood.

      “Just vent it,” Noatak spoke over the line. “Let Syndicorp pick it up.”

      Tovik grabbed the end as if claiming the pod as his own. “You can’t do that. What if they miss her?”

      Noatak answered, “Not our problem.”

      “You should see what she looks like…” Tovik continued.

      Now wasn’t the time to argue over crew shares of the spoils, but Qaiyaan felt a sudden desire to wrestle the pod away from his engineer and claim the contents for himself. He tamped down the feeling. If they didn’t get moving immediately, Syndicorp troopers would shoot first and ask questions later.

      Noatak’s voice boomed over his thoughts. “Anaq! They just obliterated the human ship!”

      Syndicorp is out for blood today. Clenching his jaw, Qaiyaan shoved Tovik aside and began pushing the box toward the airlock, averting his gaze from the breath-taking face inside. “If we vent her, they’ll have to stop and pick her up, which’ll give us more time to get away.”

      “But, Captain—” Tovik started.

      “We’re not murderers!” Mek shouted, moving to intercept the box.

      The comm filled the bay again. “Captain, you’re not going to like this.” Noatak’s voice had gone from excited panic to deadly quiet. Qaiyaan ceased pushing, turning to face the speaker as if he could read his first mate’s face from here. Noatak only used that voice when something deadly was going on. “They took out the passenger ship, too. There’s nothing left of either vessel but a haze of space dust.”

      The breath left Qaiyaan’s body. Syndicorp’d destroyed their own ship? Why would they do that?

      Mek moved close to the captain, his voice low. “Venting her is a death sentence.”

      Qaiyaan squeezed his eyes shut. Why could nothing ever be easy? This woman was probably some scrawny human female on an exorbitant corporate cryo-vacation or some such nonsense. But he couldn’t just leave her, not to the mercy of space, and definitely not to a ship that was blowing up everything in its path. “How long do you need to wake her?”

      “The waking cycle takes twenty minutes.”

      He leveled a glare at the medic. “I didn’t ask how long it takes. I asked how long you need.”

      Mek shook his head. “I can pull her out now, but she’ll take days to recuperate. And she’ll still be too weak to strap in for burn.”

      “Days to recuperate will be better than minutes to end up as space dust. Pull her. We can link our ionic shells to protect her during burn.”

      Mek’s right eye twitched. “We’re exhausted from scavenging in zero atmo. I’m not sure we can withstand the strain.”

      “Do you have a better suggestion? If you do, make it now, because we’re out of time.”

      “They’ll be in range in thirty seconds, Captain,” Noatak clipped out, his voice still deadly steady.

      Mek’s jaw bulged, but he nodded. “Fine. I think I’ve got enough stims to keep us up and running afterward. But let’s not make a habit of it.”

      Popping the pod’s seals, Qaiyaan knelt to lift the frigid human from the padded interior. She was naked, her nipples peaked from the cold. His hand slid beneath her nicely rounded bottom, every ionic sensor in his skin aware of the contact. He tried to remain focused on her face instead of the silky smooth curve of her hip cradled against his chest. Her eyes fluttered but didn’t open.

      Laying her on the deck, he stretched out beside her, grounding himself to the metal decking. Enveloping her in his power. Locking his body against hers.

      Tovik sat cross-legged at her head, his bare feet tucked beneath him, and placed both his hands on her shoulders. But his gaze was on her upright nipples. Come to think of it, Qaiyaan’s were, too, so he couldn’t blame the young engineer. Mek spread out along her other side. An unfamiliar twinge made Qaiyaan want to shove them both away.

      Hoping he hadn’t just given all four of them a death sentence, Qaiyaan called out, “Engage full burn.”
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      Lisa’s entire body ached as if she’d been thrown down the stairs. Her muscles whimpered in pain, and she realized she was trembling. More than trembling. Freezing. Frozen.

      Memories came back in a rush. Hell, yeah, I survived! Her gritty eyes flew open and her lungs sucked in an agonizing breath. Her brother, Doug, had reassured her Syndicorp wouldn’t hurt her as long as they needed him. And he had a way of ensuring people needed him. Still, the corp could con even the most skilled grifter, as she well knew. If it hadn’t been for Doug, she never would’ve agreed to be put into such a helpless situation. Stepping into that cryo-pod had been the largest act of faith in her twenty-six years of life.

      Her frigid fingers tingled with renewing circulation and her eyelids fluttered as she tried to focus. Doug was supposed to be here to meet her. Her heart ached to see her twin again, to be sure the corp hadn’t hurt him. Her nano-bots must still be inert from the time in cryo, or she’d have felt him immediately.

      Above her, ceiling panels glowed with dingy light. She rolled her blurry gaze to the right. A wall of compartments stood a few feet away, the dull metal clean, but not what she’d come to expect over the course of a year as a Syndicorp test subject for nanite technology. These cabinets were part of a small ship’s med bay; she’d seen her share of them over the years, mostly because her brother couldn’t seem to keep himself out of bar fights.

      So where was she, and why was she awake? Her journey was supposed to end at a new lab where Doug was undergoing super-secret test exercises. Something must’ve happened if she was out of stasis early. With effort, she rolled her gaze in the other direction. A steel counter ran along the far wall, a small sink embedded at one end and a computer station at the other. A broad-shouldered man sat there, three thick ropes of hair banded with metal hanging down his broad back.

      Definitely not corporation.

      “Nnnmm,” she tried to catch his attention, but her tongue was as frozen as the rest of her.

      The man looked over his shoulder, his concerned face reflecting the light as if he’d dusted with that fancy cosmetic powder the men on Enayshu Five always wore. He lacked enayshuan eye-ridges, but he was definitely alien. “You’re awake. Excellent.”

      Spinning his chair to face her, he thrust one bronze-sheened hand toward her throat. This close, she was struck by how huge he was. She flinched, but he merely pressed his fingertips to her pulse. Manually checking her vitals? Shit, she was on a low-end ship. She felt like she was back in the underbelly of Whylon Station.

      “What happened?” She couldn’t wrap her tongue around the gravelly words, but the man seemed to understand her anyway.

      “We’re not entirely sure. We pulled you off a derelict ship.”

      “Derelict? I don’t understand. Who are you?” Her voice sounded better, but still slurred.

      “My name’s Mekoryuk, but you can call me Mek. The captain wants to talk to you. I’ll let him know you’re awake.”

      She struggled to sit up, but her body only twitched like a dying fish. “I need to call my brother.”

      “You can barely form words. Stop trying to move.” He pressed a solid hand against her collarbone, pinning her to the mattress. “I don’t want you exerting yourself until your metabolism stabilizes.”

      “But I⁠—”

      Mek’s hand pressed harder. “I’m going to get the captain now. If you fall out of bed, it’s your own usviiq fault.”

      Lisa lay still, focusing on her breathing. The pressure of his hand eased, but he kept his gaze on her, as if reassuring himself she would do as instructed. When she didn’t protest, he turned and left the small bay.

      For a few minutes, she simply rested, listening to the beeping of monitors and the slight hum of the ship’s engine. If there was one thing Syndicorp was good at, it was keeping hold of its property. Yet here she was on a strange, very non-corporate ship. Something had gone very wrong. She didn’t care what Mek said about resting; she needed information.

      Inside her head, her tiny robotic nanites were stirring. They swarmed and buzzed at her temple as if curious about the diode connecting her to the med-bay monitors. She was part of a test group for “cyber-sensitive” enhancements; a way to empower human brain waves to interface directly and intuitively with complex computer systems. The nanites sent and received data impulses using the host brain’s synapses. Doug could hack into a nearby computer system with a mere thought. Lisa wasn’t nearly that good and needed to be physically interfaced to hack into a system. Lucky for her, the diode provided just the corridor she needed. Hopefully, the medical computers were tied into the mainframe, and she could encode a call to Syndicorp. She squeezed her eyes closed, instructing the microscopic machines to investigate.

      A voice interrupted her concentration. “How are you feeling?”

      Her lids flew open to meet an electric-blue gaze. She’d thought Mek was handsome, broad-shouldered and roguish with his long, banded hair and clean-shaven face. This new fellow pushed the boundaries of rogue and headed straight to rugged, copper-skinned barbarian. His long hair flowed loosely around his shoulders, dark and wavy, offset by strands of silver that might be a metallic weave, or might be his own hair, she couldn’t quite tell. Mostly because his eyes were so damned brilliant and captivating. Above those eyes, a silver loop pierced one dark brow.

      Holy hell, were all the crewmen on this ship hot like this? The man’s sensuous lips curved slightly upward, as if he was very used to smiling, although he wasn’t at the moment. A well-trimmed mustache and beard tapered to two tidy braids under his chin. He’d just asked her a question, but her tongue felt too thick in her throat to respond.

      Mek moved around from behind the barbarian at her bedside. “She may take a while to fully recover.”

      The second man raked her body with a gaze that left her tingling for his physical touch. She shuddered right down to her core, confused about this unusual reaction to a man—an alien. She’d been with plenty of guys—okay, a few guys—and not a single one had ever made her feel like this, in bed or out. Although she'd barely moved, perspiration prickled her skin as if she’d just climbed through the space station’s high-grav service tunnels.

      “I’m Captain Qaiyaan. Can you tell me your name?” The deep timbre of his voice sent thrilling little rockets along her skin.

      “L-lisa. Lisa Moss.” Way to sound like an idiot. She licked her lips, hoping her next words didn’t come out like mud.

      Qaiyaan’s gaze followed the move, then flicked toward Mek, who began tapping at a polycom, probably searching the galactic web for her profile. Good luck with that. Her lips twisted into a smile. Syndicorp had made sure she and her brother disappeared when they’d joined the test group, wiping their slates clean of a handful of crimes and hiding the siblings from the black market Cartel that was seeking their heads.

      “Lisa, we’re trying to piece together what’s going on. Why were you in a cryo-pod?”

      Her smile dissolved. One wrong word and both she and her brother would lose everything, including the amnesty that kept them out of the Syndicorp prison mines and the Cartel’s hands. She blurted out the first thing that came into her head. “Interstellar Myasthenic Carcinoma.”

      Shit. She must still be slow from her time in cryo. No one actually came down with IMC anymore. The cancer, caused by unshielded travel through dark nebula, was barely more than a horror story told by station rats consoling themselves for being stuck station-side.

      Qaiyaan’s eyes rounded a fraction, and he shot a glance at his medic, lips forming a thin line. Mek straightened to meet his gaze, his face equally stricken. “I didn’t detect anything during my scans. Let me check again.”

      She scrambled to keep him from digging further and discovering the truth. She could do this. Had pulled cons a hundred times with her brother before the Syndicorp police had reeled them in, giving them a choice between the mines and the test program. Smiling weakly, she played her pity card. “That’s okay, really. I’m on my way to a hospital for treatment.”

      Mek started pushing buttons on her monitors. “What stage are you at?”

      A thread of panic threatened her composure. She had little experience with advanced medical treatments, nanites notwithstanding. Thinking of the microscopic robots roaming her body, she sent them to interfere with the doctor’s sensor. Doug probably could’ve faked a reading for IMC, but she wasn’t that skilled. Leaving her nanites to run amok, she focused her attention on the blue-eyed man standing next to her bed. “I—I need to let my brother know I’m okay.”

      Qaiyaan shook his head, avoiding her eyes. “I’m sorry. Our comm isn’t set up for long-range boost. You’ll have to wait until we get to a transfer station.”

      “How long will that be?” She fluttered her fingers, trying her damnedest to regain enough coordination to touch him. To her delight, he pulled a seat over and took her hand. His skin was warm and slightly rough as his thumb grazed the back of her fingers. She shivered right down to her nanites, a million little tingling sensors responding to his touch.

      His thumb stilled, as if he sensed something, too, and he stared intensely into her eyes.

      Barely infringing on her awareness, Mek’s fingers probed the diode affixed to her temple. “Hold still. I’m going to swap out the sensor.”

      She shook her head. Her rapid heartbeat was sure to raise some alarms if he got the diode working again. “Don’t bother. Something about my chemistry makes standard technology go haywire. I can’t even wear a polycom without it fritzing out.”

      “Just let him try, okay?” Qaiyaan squeezed her hand gently.

      Heart racing, she gave him her “brave-but-scared” smile and tried to think like a cancer patient. “I need to get to the hospital on Aleigh right away.”

      Mek stopped muttering under his breath and both men stared at her.

      “You were going to the Syndicorp hospital?” Qaiyaan’s brows drew together.

      Her chest was tight, and she was sure Qaiyaan must be able to feel her trembling. Answering a question with a question was the best way to carry a grift, Doug always said. “Don’t they have the best medical technology?”

      Mek made a grunting noise and returned to making adjustments on his screen. She boosted her nanites to be sure they kept interfering. Qaiyaan shifted his gaze to her fingers, his strangely bronze thumb tracing a thin blue vein on the back of her hand. “You’re quite a ways from Syndicorp space.”

      Oops. Part of the reason they’d put her into cryo for shipment was to keep her from hacking any systems and discovering where they were taking her. She’d just assumed they’d still be in Syndicorp space. “How far?”

      “Fifteen or twenty parsecs, I’d say. And a long, long way from Aleigh.”

      Calling on skills she hadn’t used in a year, Lisa drew her brows into worried lines. “They told me I was going to Aleigh.” She’d always excelled at drawing out a target’s empathy, playing their emotions to get what she needed. Right now she needed Qaiyaan to stop asking questions and give her access to a comm. “My brother must be crazy with worry. What do you think happened?”

      “You have to watch your back with Syndicorp.”

      “Don’t I know it.” She laughed, then realized she was being too honest. Her doubts about Syndicorp were something she kept deeply buried, even from her brother, who was their star subject. She was fairly certain she hadn’t been sent to the mines or handed over to the Whylon Cartel only because Syndicorp needed him. Her skills with the nanites were abysmal at best.

      Qaiyaan’s fingers tightened against her hand, and he rose. “Mek has some experience with cancer, so just relax and let him do his thing, okay?”

      Her heart sank. Of course Mek would be some sort of cancer specialist. Why hadn’t she claimed to be going to a rehab colony or something? “Please don’t go to any trouble. I’ve already paid Syndicorp for the treatment. I just need to get to Aleigh.”

      Qaiyaan moved to the door, but stopped and looked over his shoulder at her. His blue eyes were wild sparks beneath his deep brow line. “Syndicorp’s probably not your best option at this point. Give Mek a chance. I’ll check back soon.”

      With that, he was gone, leaving the small med bay strangely empty without his presence. All Lisa could do was boost her nanites to fend off the doctor’s repeated scans.
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      Qaiyaan shook his head as he stomped back to the control room. With effort, he could’ve forced himself to stay away from the med bay and the alluring patient within. But a woman with IMC? Cancer had been all but obliterated except for the rare kinds that took hold without symptoms until it was too late. Like the kind that had destroyed his entire race. Lisa’s arrival was like the ever-sneaky Ellam Cua had connived to taunt him—his entire crew—with memories. Even Mekoryuk was obviously taken by the human female. She was so exquisitely vibrant, despite the lingering effects of the cryo. Despite the disease eating her bones. The perfectly sculpted curves of her body beneath the thin sheet had been difficult to ignore. And when he’d touched her hand… The almost electric jolt at the connection had almost made him wonder if she was denaidan, too.

      But that wasn’t possible.

      Cancer had wiped every female from existence. Syndicorp had wiped them out. And now they were gunning for Lisa.

      He hadn’t had the willpower to ask her why they might be after her. Hell, they might not even be after Lisa. There could’ve been something on that ship the corp wanted to hide. Syndicorp wasn’t above ancillary damage—they’d proven that on Denaida-Daru. No need to upset her while she recovered. After he’d arranged for her medical attention, he’d explain how Syndicorp had destroyed her ship.

      Sitting heavily in the captain’s chair, he began scrolling through the star charts to line up the nearest non-Syndicorp hospitals. The galactic corporation had spread in influence and power since the destruction of his homeworld fifteen years ago. Few in the galaxy even remembered the name of Denaida-Daru, a backwater ag-planet with an indigenous population too empathically sensitive to join the rush-and-bustle of the galactic market. Denaidan women, in particular, could not withstand the proximity of other species’ unfiltered emotions and desires, making it impossible to leave the planet; they were also the only females who could tame the intense sexual connection of a denaidan male, a fact Qaiyaan was more aware of than usual with the charcoal-haired beauty lying in his med bay.

      Jaw aching, Qaiyaan dismissed a nearby hospital as having close ties with Syndicorp and pulled up the board members of a second facility to review their names. So many companies these days were mere subsidiaries of the Syndicorp conglomerate. He kept a sharp eye on the movements of Syndicorp’s CEOs and holding companies, exploiting whatever opportunities he could. The few denaidan men who’d been off-planet during their world’s destruction had formed a loose brotherhood of pirates, determined to make Syndicorp pay for their crime. The annihilation of his species couldn’t be undone, but he’d make Syndicorp pay in whatever ways he could.

      “Captain.” The control room speaker popped with Tovik’s voice, difficult to hear over the hum of the ship’s engines in the background. “You there?”

      “Go ahead.” Qaiyaan continuing cross-referencing photos and names with his list of Syndicorp supporters, glad of the recovery stim Mek had provided after the grueling burn. Without it, he’d be laid out on his bunk right now.

      “Have you found a buyer for these supplies yet? The climate control for the lower cargo bay is taking more power than I anticipated.”

      Qaiyaan looked up from the computer and scowled at the gauges on the control room wall. He’d forgotten about the salvaged supplies completely. Over half the inventory had turned out to be medicine, stored in cryogenic cases that were failing just like Lisa’s. Keeping the fragile compounds viable until they secured a buyer had required some hack engineering on Tovik’s part, and the fuel-cell gauges were flickering toward empty. Qaiyaan reassessed the star chart he’d been searching for hospitals. “How far can we get?”

      “Three parsecs at full burn. Perhaps as far as the Bolisare system, but no more than that.” Tovik didn’t hedge his bets. What he said was the honest truth, no sugar-coating, no buffer for mistakes. “We’ve had to divert a lot of energy to the shields during the last three burns. That repairman on finofan must’ve skimped on some of the hull platings.”

      The repairman had skimped, but it was all Qaiyaan had been able to afford. His crew didn’t know how fragile this bucket-of-bolts really was—or at least they pretended not to know. He did a quick run-down of the hospital facilities within a three-parsec sphere. Here at the edge of un-classified space, there wasn’t much to be had. There was a garan’uk medical facility six and a half parsecs in, but even if the methane breathers offered services for humanoids, they were known Syndicorp allies, and Qaiyaan was a wanted man.

      He widened the search. There was a saluqan healing temple on Oruq Nine, four parsecs beyond Bolisare in another un-classified sector. If they stopped and unloaded on Bolisare, they could fuel up and get Lisa to Oruq Nine in a week or so. Did she have that long? Not that he had much in the way of options for her. Mek was a genius in his own right, but the Hardship lacked medical equipment, let alone medicine for humans.

      Adjusting the ship’s heading, he said, “We’ll head to Bolisare. I’ll work on finding a buyer.”

      “Aye-aye, Captain.” The hum of the engine room silenced as Tovik ended communication.

      The Hardship’s last visit to Bolisare hadn’t been an exemplary experience. Noatak’d relapsed on recovery stims and gotten into a brawl with a prominent Cartel businessman. The crew’d been forced to break him out of prison. Luckily, Qaiyaan’s contact on the planet was also on the alternate side of the local law. He wouldn’t offer a high price for the salvaged medicine, but at this point, unloading it for cheap was better than having to jettison worthless cargo.

      Feeling guilty about lying to Lisa about their comm system, Qaiyaan accessed the long-range channel for the planet’s black market and sent an encoded message. The communication would take at least twenty hours to reach his contact and another twenty for a return message. By then, they’d be almost halfway there. Setting the navigation controls to auto, he headed to the lower cargo bay where they kept the workout equipment. His nerves were jangling from the recovery stims, and he needed to focus his ionic energy if he was going to have a clear head for bargaining.

      He also needed to keep himself from hovering over the luscious human in his med bay.
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      Lisa pivoted to sit on the edge of the cot and wrapped the sheet around her, her body still naked from the cryo-pod. Mek had finally left the med bay, muttering about someone named Tovik who might have a fix for his malfunctioning sensors. He was dead-set on getting a reading of her cancer, and she felt bad for putting him through so much work for nothing. But she couldn’t risk exposing the Syndicorp technology. For all she knew, these men were pirates and would sell her off to the highest bidder once they found out what she carried. Her ship’s demise couldn’t have been a mistake. Someone was after her, and she needed to let Doug know where she was. The only way to do that was through Syndicorp.

      Planting her feet on the floor, she wobbled upright. Her feet left the ground unexpectedly, and she threw out both arms to keep her balance. Whoa. The ship’s gravity was barely enough to hold her feet to the deck. The sheet came loose and slithered down around her hips before she caught it and secured it around her breasts again. This was going to be interesting. She moved carefully toward the door. While interfering with the doctor’s scans, she’d determined that the med bay computer was only attached to the internal systems, and she’d need to find one connected to the external comm to get a message out. Her head hurt from controlling her nanites to block the doctor’s probes, but she’d need to use them again in short order.

      Cautiously sliding the door open, she peered into the half-lit corridor. The stark wall panels were similar to a half-dozen cargo ships she’d been on. Damn. Some part of her’d been hoping for one of those junker ships with exposed conduit running along the walls of every corridor. Should’ve known better than that, based on the orderly way Mek ran his medical bay. She had to find an access panel so she could physically hack in. Or find an actual comm unit. That would be way easier. Doug could’ve hacked in from anywhere on the ship, the lucky bastard. He also could’ve accessed the ship’s blueprints and known exactly where to go.

      Thinking of her brother made her chest tight. If someone was after her, they could also be after Doug. He was Syndicorp’s star pupil, and much more valuable than she was. She prayed he was safe and waiting for her at the corp lab—wherever that was.

      She stepped into the hall, listening for approaching crewmen. To her right, the passage ended at a closed airlock embedded in the floor. A door across from her stood open, revealing a lavatory with a shower head in the ceiling. Left, the hallway extended maybe fifty or sixty feet toward an open bay. Closed doors to either side likely led to crew quarters. Her nanites thrummed in the soles of her feet, telling her that engineering was down the airlock to her right. At the far end of the dim hall, on the wall near the catwalk, she spotted what looked like a conduit panel. Jackpot!

      Her bare feet slid along the metal deck, her footing unsure in the low gravity. She reached the panel and pried the metal cover loose, her fingertips stinging from the effort. Inside, cables and wires entwined each other like a nest of snakes. Tracing her fingertips along several wires, she searched for a familiar interface, skin heating and temples throbbing with effort. Damn, why did a ship need to have so many separate systems?

      From behind the nearby closed door, a man’s voice cut through her concentration. “She said she paid Syndicorp for medical treatment, so she has to be on the galactic net somewhere.”

      “Well, she isn’t. Not under the name Lisa Moss, anyway.”

      Lisa paused her search. It hadn’t occurred to her that not having a presence on the galactic net might be just as incriminating as her real files. Syndicorp had removed every trace of her and Doug to prevent the black market Cartel on Whylon Station from tracking them down and exacting revenge. Looking back, she should’ve suggested arranging an “accident” to make it appear she and Doug had died rather than disappeared.

      “Cryogenic containment isn’t cheap,” one voice continued. “She’s got money to afford that, plus whatever she’s paying Syndicorp. She probably told us a fake name to protect herself.”

      “Think her family will ransom her?”

      “We don’t know if she’s Syndicorp yet. We don’t target non-corp citizens.”

      “I’m just saying, our hull’s got to be repaired—for real this time—and this latest heist isn’t enough to pay for it. Especially if the meds go sour before we get there.”

      Heist? Queasiness roiled at the bottom of her stomach. So these men were pirates. They must’ve attacked her ship. But if they knew about her nanites, they hadn’t revealed it.

      “Let me take the money to the kwirn tables and⁠—”

      “Usviilnguq! Last time we had to haul ass out of Bolisare so fast, I didn’t get my kiss goodbye.”

      “The house was cheating! And your limp ucuk isn’t my problem, Tovik.”

      Suddenly, the door in front of her flew open, and she was looking at the broad chest of another monster of a man. Five long braids hung from his chin like tentacles, gathered at the bottom with a metal band. Her gaze followed them upward to meet a scowling bronze face.

      She clutched at the sheet around her torso, stuttering out her backup excuse for wandering around. “Uh, where’s the restroom?”

      His gaze flicked to the open conduit panel. “Not in there.”

      “Sorry about that. I lost my balance, and the cover fell off when I leaned against it. So clumsy.” Batting her lashes, she giggled and tried to affect an innocent smile. “Don’t you guys believe in gravity?”

      He grasped her left biceps with a hand that felt as hard as metal. Even his knuckles gleamed like bronze ball-bearings. “I don’t like eavesdroppers.”

      A younger man appeared in the open door, his beard a bit scruffy around the edges. “She’s awake?”

      “I’m not eavesdropping,” she rasped out. Her racing heart was making her dizzy. “I didn’t even know you were there until you opened the door.”

      The hand around her arm tightened. “Liar. Your pulse is going supernova.”

      The younger man put his hands on his hips but didn’t intervene. “Take it easy, Noatak. She’s our guest.”

      Lisa yanked her arm out of the bigger man’s grip. “I want to talk to Qaiyaan.”

      His upper lip curled into a sneer. “Oh, you’re going to talk, all right.” He targeted the younger man with a glower. “Tovik, check the panel. Make sure nothing’s compromised.”

      Once again he clasped her arm, nearly yanking her off her feet in the low gravity. He dragged her the rest of the way down the hall and onto a catwalk over a large, mostly empty cargo bay. Below, a shirtless Qaiyaan was performing a slow series of moves that looked almost like tai chi. Only his feet weren’t on the floor; he stood on the wall as if gravity had lost all meaning. His gleaming copper muscles bunched and flexed in ways that made Lisa’s insides quiver.

      “Captain!” the man beside her shouted.

      “What is it now, Noatak?” Qaiyaan jerked to a halt. He turned his head and his electric blue gaze met hers.

      As if gravity had suddenly returned, he belly-flopped against the decking.
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      Swearing loudly, Qaiyaan scrambled upright, elbows throbbing from the impact. What was the woman doing out of bed? And in his cargo bay? The thin sheet hugging her curves exposed far too much skin for a ship full of nothing but men. And Noatak has his hands all over her. “Dammit, Noatak, what are you doing?”

      Noatak merely quirked an eyebrow. “You think I dragged her out of bed?”

      “I was looking for a bathroom.” Lisa struggled against Noatak’s grasp.

      The first mate rounded on her, and Qaiyaan was half-way to the ladder without thinking. Noatak wasn’t known for keeping his temper. But the big man only spoke with deadly calm. “She had the conduit panel open. And I’m pretty sure she overheard Tovik and me talking.”

      Qaiyaan’s primary heart sank. Shit. Knowing Tovik, they’d been talking about Lisa—whether ransoming her or ravaging her, neither would be good. He pulled himself onto the catwalk, his gaze hard on his first mate. “No matter what she may have overheard, she now thinks the worst of us with you dragging her through the corridors in a bed sheet. Why don’t you go check our heading? I’ll take her from here.”

      Noatak’s nostrils flared, one bronze cheek twitching. “Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “Yell if you need me.”

      “I think I can handle a girl in a bed sheet, thank you.” Qaiyaan shot Lisa a conciliatory smile. Perhaps he could play everything down. Get her back to bed…

      Her face remained hard.

      Qaiyaan took a deep breath and gestured down the corridor. “Why don’t we see about getting you some clothing?”

      Gripping the sheet over the enticing swell of her breasts, she turned and shuffled ahead of him. His gaze was drawn to the two pert mounds of her ass cheeks. Damn flimsy sheet. Why was he so turned on by her? He’d had female passengers on board before and never felt a twinge of temptation. Denaida men could never consummate with non-Denaida. The prostitutes he and his men engaged were nothing more than accouterments to masturbation; three-dimensional pornography to be viewed, smelled, perhaps lightly touched or kissed, but never used for climax. The very act would put a non-denaidan into a coma.

      Perhaps it’d been too long since he’d indulged in a release. Might she be willing to assist? His mouth nearly watered as he watched her move, imagining that sheet sliding from her curves in a sensual slither, his hands molding against the indentation of her waist. Those bare feet wrapped around his backside as he drove himself into her…

      Shaking his head, he attempted to banish his rather obvious arousal. She’d suffered enough already under Noatak’s brutish accusations. Not to mention she was terminally ill. How could he be so damned insensitive? He needed to keep his nether regions tamed. He walked slowly behind her, breathing deeply to re-center his thoughts. She trailed the lingering chemical scent of the cryo-pod, but underneath it, he detected a faint floral aroma that reminded him of denaidan lilacs. Anaq. I definitely need some shore leave.

      At the end of the hall, Mekoryuk came bursting out of the med bay, his face dark with worry. He spotted them, and his shoulders relaxed. “Oh, thank Ellam Cua that she’s all right. She shouldn’t be out of bed!”

      Qaiyaan shook his head at the medic and nudged Lisa toward his cabin. His palm itched against her bare skin. “She’s fine. I’ll have her back to you in a bit.” He guided her into his quarters, suddenly wondering at the wisdom of being alone with her in his bedroom.

      Lisa entered the small space and moved immediately to the far end of the room, turning to glare at him with her arms crossed and her chin down. “You’re a pirate.”

      The accusation pierced him, though he wasn’t sure why. All he’d wanted to do was drop her at the saluqan facility and leave her none the wiser about her rescuers. Be a knight in shining armor. Save a woman from her insidious disease, as he’d been helpless to do with his own people. Maybe it wasn’t too late. He needed to verify what she actually knew versus what she merely suspected. Moving to his closet, he rifled through his few items of spare clothing. “How’d you come to a conclusion like that?”

      “Don’t bullshit me,” she said. “You didn’t just happen upon my ship floating derelict in space.”

      He chose his softest black tunic and a belt. His trousers would be far too long in the legs, but perhaps the shirt could serve as a dress. Turning, he held the pirelux silk up by both shoulders, assessing the length. “You’re right. We intercepted a distress call.”

      Her full lips pursed in a scowl. “Right after you disabled my ship. Stop trying to double talk me. I’ve dealt with your kind before. I’ll tell you right now, there’s no one to pay a ransom for me, so you may as well drop me at the next space station.”

      There was a hardness lying just beneath her surface, a solidness he could sense in the beating of her heart, and he knew he was talking to a woman who’d been through some anaq. Something deeper was at stake here, something she wasn’t telling him. Taking two steps forward, he offered her the shirt. “Wouldn’t a pirate have jettisoned your cryo-pod the moment the Syndicorp trooper ship appeared, hoping they’d stop the chase to pick you up?”

      A black scowl settled over her features, and she snatched the shirt from his hands. “Why didn’t you?”

      “They’d just blown your passenger ship to smithereens.” He quirked an eyebrow at her and laid the belt on the desktop nearby. “I had a feeling they might do the same to you.”

      Her shiny dark hair had just poked through the neckline of the shirt. The scowl on her face slackened, and her creamy skin blanched bone-white. “Why would they do that?”

      “That’s what I was hoping you could tell me. Any reason Syndicorp might want you dead?” He sat on the edge of his bunk. While his eyes watched her body language, his ionic sense reached out to feel the nuances of her heartbeat, breathing, and skin temperature. He had nothing close to the empathic power of a female of his species, but he could still sense physical changes that might give a clue about another’s hidden thoughts.

      Lisa turned away from him, shoving her hands into the shirtsleeves. Her body was trembling, but her voice remained strong. “You’re lying. “

      “Why would I lie about that?”

      “To get me to talk. To tell you my secrets, if I had any secrets.” Her heartbeat spiked, telling him she likely did have secrets. The shirt hem fell almost to her knees over the top of the wrapped sheet. Still facing away from him, she picked up the belt he’d laid on the desk next to her and allowed the sheet to fall in a puddle around her ankles while she cinched her waist. Those long, sculpted legs poking from beneath the shirt’s hem made him harden again.

      He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees to hide his bulging crotch. “So Syndicorp is after you.”

      “I never said that. You attacked my ship and took me captive. But I’m telling you, no one will claim me.” She began to roll up the too-long shirt sleeves as if she wore a man’s clothing all the time.

      Jealousy created a silent growl in the back of his throat as he thought of situations where she might wear another man’s shirt. He took a deep breath to shove the feeling down. “And I’m telling you, we didn’t attack your ship. We answered a distress call from the pirate who did. Then the Syndicorp troopers showed up and forced us to run. They destroyed everything we left behind.”

      Turning to him, she narrowed her eyes. “If you’re not pirates, and you merely stopped to aid a ship in distress, how did my cryo-pod end up on your ship?”

      “I never actually said we weren’t pirates,” he growled, tired of word games. He just wanted the truth out of her. He wanted her to understand that if Syndicorp was after her, he was on her side. Something she’d said in the med bay came back to him. “Why did you trust yourself to cryo if your chemistry interferes with electronics?”

      A flush rose to her cheeks. “It… I’m… that’s probably why it failed.”

      He rose and paced forward to stand over her. Even without his ionic sense, he knew she was lying. “What kind of cancer did you say you had?”

      She licked her lips, her gaze sliding away, body breaking into a sweat.

      “You don’t have cancer.” He didn’t need her to corroborate his words. Beneath his palms, he felt the adrenaline flooding her system—the trembling muscles, the elevated heart rate, the shallow breathing. Even her nerve endings seemed to rise to the surface, to reach for him, telling him she was as aware of the closeness of their bodies as he was. Or perhaps that was just wishful thinking. He’d allowed himself to be manipulated by this woman. He’d made choices that endangered his ship and his crew because of her. Well, not anymore.

      He clasped her shoulders and turned her to face him, her slate-gray eyes wide and fearful. Good. Let her fear him. Whatever it took to get the truth out of her. “That passenger ship you were on had been gutted and filled with cargo. Even the med bay’s equipment was removed. Seems to me whoever put you on board didn’t care if you lived or died. Considering Syndicorp destroyed its own ship, I’m thinking they may have even wanted you dead. If you want my help, it’s time to tell me the truth.”
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      Lisa’s heart threatened to beat its way out of her chest. Her secret was out. But with what Qaiyaan’d just revealed, she wasn’t sure it mattered anymore. “S-Syndicorp did what?”

      “They destroyed the pirate ship that attacked you. Then they moved to your ship, firing more than once. There’s nothing left but space dust.” His blue eyes looked into hers with an intense protectiveness she’d only ever felt from her brother. She was reminded of the time she was fourteen and had tried to con a drunken thug in a Whylon back-alley. Only it turned out he wasn’t so drunk after all, and she’d found herself cornered and beaten until Doug arrived to chase the guy off. Her brother’d given her the same “what the hell did you think you were doing” look Qaiyaan was giving her now.

      Still, she didn’t want to believe Syndicorp might actually try to kill her. Her brother had promised she was safe as long as he was alive. “Maybe they hit my ship on accident while they were shooting at the pirate.”

      Qaiyaan shook his head.

      She knew he wasn’t lying; her nanites were reading him like lines of code. Her skin tightened into goosebumps. There was something very wrong with this story. And yet familiar. Cyber-sensitive participants who failed the program had their nanites neutralized, received a severance package, and were released. Yet they were mysteriously never heard from again. There’d been rumors the corp was neutralizing more than simply the nanites; they were eradicating any potential leaks in the program. Although Lisa seemed to fail more exercises than she passed, Doug insisted Syndicorp would never eject her from the program. They needed her as a bargaining chip for his participation.

      But what if something happened to him? If the new tests they were giving him turned out to be fatal…

      She grew light-headed, stumbling toward the bed before she collapsed. No. They were twins. She’d know if he died, she was sure of it. She couldn’t imagine life without her brother at her side. But if Doug was dead, Syndicorp would see her as a liability. They’d ensure she was disintegrated to keep her nanites from falling into a competitor’s hands. He can’t be dead! She refused to believe such a thing.

      Qaiyaan thrust out an arm to support her, lowering her to sit beside him. She gratefully leaned into his firm support, her nanites buzzing. “I need to find my brother.”

      “What does your brother have to do with any of this?”

      She chewed her lip, contemplating how much to say. Qaiyaan was an admitted pirate, and if he knew about her nanites, what was to keep him from selling her out to the highest bidder? But she had to tell him something if she wanted his help, and the best grift was one with a whiff of truth. Tell him about Doug’s involvement. That should be enough. Aware of his amber-and-cedar scent filling her senses, she began. “He’s being held by Syndicorp as a test subject. It’s top secret. He’s top secret.”

      The arm behind her stiffened. “Test subject for what?”

      Play the scared maiden. Swallowing, she twisted to look him fully in the eyes and let her voice tremble. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone.”

      “I’m no friend to Syndicorp.” The menace in his voice would have been frightening if he’d directed it at her. “You have to offer me more if you want my help.”

      She took a deep breath. The idea of this burly copper alien acting as her protector was rather comforting. And if Doug was in trouble, she didn’t have time to draw out the game. This close, she again noticed the satiny, burnished copper sheen of Qaiyaan’s skin. He looked somewhat like one of the high-end cyborgs corporate bigwigs used as bodyguards. But his skin felt all-too alive where it touched hers, both a distraction and a draw. Just offer another bite of truth, not the whole thing. “Cyber-sensitivity. It’s kind of like a psychic ability to hack into computers.”

      Qaiyaan made a surprised sound. “Psychic computer hacking. Interesting. How did he end up a test subject?”

      “Doug was a hacker for the Cartel and knew a lot of backdoors.” She didn’t want to go into the whole backstory of how she’d fallen hard for a Cartel smuggler named Seloh, how he botched a job then tried to run. The cell leader made an example of him by torturing him to death, and she’d been unable to help. From that point on, she’d begged Doug to look for a way out. “Syndicorp offered us a deal.”

      “You turned on the Whylon Cartel? That’s a good way to end up dead.”

      “I know. But it was that or the prison mines on Nunam-qa. The cyber-sensitivity testing was a sort of witness protection program.”

      A growl of disgust came from Qaiyaan’s throat. “Slaves for the corp or dog meat for the Cartel. Either way, you lose.”

      She shivered, thinking of what awaited her at the hands of the Cartel’s enforcers. Unlike Syndicorp, the Cartel wouldn’t send assassins—they’d send torturers. “When the doctors wanted to move him to a new secret test facility, he refused to leave without me.” She sucked in a shuddering breath, realizing how much she missed him. “He and I are twins. We’ve been through a lot together.”

      Qaiyaan still had his arm around her and gave her a gentle squeeze that made her eyes prick with tears. The deeply masculine strength of him was more comfort than she’d felt in a long time. Telling the truth to this man came far too easy. Don’t fall into trusting him just because he’s gorgeous, she reminded herself. Seloh was gorgeous, too, and look where that got him. Keeping men at a distance kept her heart safe. Her brother was the only man who could ever know the real her.

      But she saw little harm in what she’d revealed to Qaiyaan so far. She continued, “The doctors at the facility did everything they could to get Doug to cooperate. Then I woke up one morning, and he was gone. The doctors told me he’d changed his mind.” Her heart was pounding double time as she remembered those last few days without him. “He’d never leave without telling me. Never.”

      “You think they kidnapped him?”

      “I knew they had. I tried to hack into the Syndicorp systems to find out where he’d gone—where they’d taken him—but they had firewalls within firewalls, most leading to dead ends.” She half-laughed. “If the situation’d been reversed, Doug could’ve found a way of using his cyber-sensitivity.”

      “That still doesn’t tell me how you ended up in a cryo-pod on a gutted passenger ship in the middle of unclassified space.”

      She licked her lips, remembering that awful moment when she’d been offered a chance to join her brother. “A corp rep called me and told me Doug was refusing to do any of the tests at the new facility until I joined him. I insisted on speaking to him, and they let me, but he couldn’t say much. But he said they would transport me if I agreed to travel in cryo.”

      “Why in cryo?”

      Her throat and chest felt tight, as if experiencing the helplessness of the freeze-chamber all over again. “If I was frozen, I couldn’t access any travel logs or destinations. They want to keep the lab’s location secret.” In addition, the cryo had been to stabilize her nanites for space travel; not only did she suck at hacking, her nanites were what the doctors called “high strung” and didn’t respond well to external stimulation, such as burn drives. But she couldn’t tell Qaiyaan about her nanites. “Now I wonder if they ever meant for me to reach the lab at all. I’m worried about Doug, and I don’t know how to find him.”

      Qaiyaan’s handsome face twitched with disgust. “You can’t trust Syndicorp.”

      “That’s what I told Doug when we first joined the test program, but he said he’d do whatever it took to keep me safe.” She shook her head. “He’s always been overprotective.”

      “I would be, too.” His voice was low and seductive. Attentive in a way that surprised her.

      She was pouring her heart out to this man, this stranger she knew absolutely nothing about. Her gut instinct was screaming at her to confide in him—an unfamiliar sensation for a grifter who grew up on Whylon. She needed to deflect the conversation long enough to regain her balance, then she’d decide how much more to tell him. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      His eyes had been attentive and concerned until that moment. Now they turned stormy. Behind her, the muscles of his arm bulged with tension. “Not anymore.”

      “Oh.” She hadn’t expected that answer. The same instinct that told her to trust him now urged her to comfort him, and she wasn’t exactly the nurturing type. She placed a hand on his knee. “I’m so sorry. What happened?”

      He shook his head, his braided beard sweeping his chest. “Syndicorp killed them.”

      Her mouth grew dry. She might have more in common with this pirate than she’d imagined. Her parents had died at a young age, leaving her with little more than vague recollections of their presence. Now she only had Doug. And if he was dead…

      Before she could ask another question, Qaiyaan continued. “Syndicorp destroyed my entire race, actually.”

      The way he said it, so matter-of-fact, suspended her worries about Doug. “Your entire race? How?”

      Qaiyaan’s eyes flashed like solar flares. “A genetically modified virus that was supposed to be harmless. It caused a chromosomal mutation much like cancer in denaidan females and spread like a plague across the planet. Every female died within months after Syndicorp began testing.”

      Lisa’s stomach turned over. No wonder he’d been so intent on saving her. The illness was personal for him. She was usually immune to guilt, but right now, shame was making it hard to breathe. Her lie cheapened his loss. The deep, almost primal part of her urging her to tell this man everything threatened to blast right through her Cartel-hardened exterior. Every girl needs a secret weapon, she reminded herself, a mantra from her days in the station slums. Back then, it had been a knife in her boot or a magnetically charged hairpin for picking locks. Were nanites really so much different? She shook off the guilt. Keep him talking about himself. “Why would Syndicorp infect your planet?”

      “Field testing a viral herbicide.” Qaiyaan’s eyes grew hard and hopeless as he stared at the wall past her shoulder. “When it became apparent that the virus had jumped species, Syndicorp sterilized the planet. Survivors and all.”

      If she’d thought the story was horrible before, now it was nearly unbelievable. Only planets with no sentient life were sterilized, most often prior to terraforming for colonization. “That’s… inconceivable. Why wasn’t it all over the news?”

      Qaiyaan shrugged almost imperceptibly. “Syndicorp controls the media. They diverted attention to the civil war in the Pulati system and rerouted all the shipping lanes. That was fifteen years ago. The corp made sure no one remembers the name of Denaida-Daru.”

      Lisa was struck speechless. There’d always been rumors of that sort of thing, but no one ever believed it. Such an atrocity couldn’t happen without repercussions, could it? Backlash. Revenge. She looked at Qaiyaan again with fresh eyes. “You’re a pirate because you want revenge.”

      He turned his attention to her, the deadness in his eyes suddenly sharper than any knife. “I’m going to help get your brother out of Syndicorp’s hands.”

      A wash of relief flooded Lisa’s body, so intense it sapped her strength. She sagged against Qaiyaan’s arm and took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

      His hand slid up her back, beneath her hair to her nape, his palm warm on her bare skin. Her heart skipped a beat. Maybe it was the endorphins rushing through her at his promise of help, but his lips looked imminently kissable. She felt like celebrating his promise of help. He was a partner, at least temporarily, both opposed to Syndicorp and wary of the Cartel, just like she was. She licked her lips, noting his gaze following the movement. He wants you, too.

      Without thinking any further, she leaned forward for a kiss.
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      The shock of the human’s lips contacting his own shorted out Qaiyaan’s mind like a solar flare, sending fiery trails of lust through his veins. The hand he held behind her head, the one he’d placed there to sense her pulse for truthfulness, was instead inundated by her desire. His blood went from red-hot to molten, settling hard at his groin. His pants were immediately far too tight against his crotch, and he shifted, sending his body even closer to hers.

      She wove her fingers into his hair, sending tingles along his scalp. Holy Ellam Cua, he hadn’t believed it was possible for a non-denaidan to elicit a response like this, even if it was merely physical. He groaned against her lips. He shouldn’t do this. Needed to pull away, now. Unlike his men, he’d never been comfortable engaging in foreplay with a woman, knowing he’d need to stop before consummation. But her kiss… Her kiss fed his soul like a long drink of water after a trek over the Favianese desert.

      Her mouth moved against his with soft insistence, and he claimed her kiss, making it his own. Perhaps a few moments of bliss wouldn’t hurt. Wrapping his free arm around her waist, he drew her closer, relishing her soft body. Every part of her felt like it was meant to be pressed against him. She smelled of denaidan lilacs and honey, warm and rich and completely edible.

      Bending over her, he ravaged her mouth like a starving man, plunging his tongue into her to taste deeply. Before he knew it, she was lying back against his mattress, her breasts crushed against his chest, his hand knotted in her silky tresses. The contact of his skin against hers tingled with desire and his erection was an agony of pleasure against her hip. How would it feel to plunge himself, long and thick, into her folds? It had been fifteen years since his few bungling sexual encounters with denaidan women, but his body had not forgotten. His cock might not be able to experience that pleasure, but he could still touch her. Taste her. He could make her moan his name. What would she sound like when she came? A few intimate hours would serve him well in the lonely years to come.

      Sliding a hand over the thin silk shirt, he cupped her breast, barely able to breathe from anticipation.

      She, too, seemed as if she was starving. Her tongue matched his movements, flicking his teeth, stroking smoothly across his lips. Their shared breath settled deep into his chest, filling him with incredible warmth. His hand slid down her ribcage and molded itself to her waist, his thumb stroking her hip bone, highly conscious of her nakedness beneath the shirt’s thin silk. More than he’d ever desired anything, he wanted to explore beneath the hem, discover her moist, hidden well, envelop himself within her heat.

      As if in invitation
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