
  
    [image: Space Gypsy Chronicles]
  


  
    
      SPACE GYPSY CHRONICLES

      BOOKS 1 - 4

    

    
      
        EVE LANGLAIS

      

    

    
      NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

    

  


  
    
      Original Copyright for Pirate, Sinner, Rebel, King © 2016 Eve Langlais

      Space Gypsy Chronicles Omnibus ©  2022

      Cover Art Eerilyfair Design ©  2022

      Produced in Canada

      
        
        Published by Eve Langlais ~ www.EveLanglais.com

      

      

      
        
        ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

      

      

      This book  is a work of fiction and the characters, events and dialogue found within the story are of the author's imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, either living or deceased, is completely coincidental.

      No part of this book may be reproduced or shared in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including but not limited to digital copying, file sharing, audio recording, email and printing without permission in writing from the author.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          PIRATE

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          SINNER

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          REBEL

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          KING

        

        
          
            Foreword

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            1. ~Mikhail~

          

          
            2. ~Emma~

          

          
            3. ~Rafe~

          

          
            4. ~Mikhail~

          

          
            5. ~Emma~

          

          
            6. ~Rafe~

          

          
            7. ~Mikhail~

          

          
            8. ~Emma~

          

          
            9. ~Rafe~

          

          
            10. ~Mikhail~

          

          
            11. ~Emma~

          

          
            12. ~Rafe~

          

          
            13. ~Mikhail~

          

          
            14. ~Emma~

          

          
            15. ~Rafe~

          

          
            16. ~Mikhail~

          

          
            17. ~Emma~

          

          
            18. ~Rafe~

          

          
            19. ~Nadjya~

          

          
            20. ~Mikhail~

          

          
            21. ~Emma~

          

          
            22. ~Rafe~

          

          
            23. ~Mikhail~

          

          
            24. ~Rafe~

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        For more books visit

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PIRATE

          

          BOOK ONE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Knock. Knock. Knock-fucking-knock.

      The pounding on his door announced, with a certain gleeful relish, that someone wanted to die. Painfully. Perhaps even more than once.

      Usually a patient man, Rafe was inclined to indulge them. There truly was nothing more annoying than someone banging on his trailer at the unseemly hour of—he raised his head and peered with a bleary eye at the clock, its gaudy red numerals much too bright—two o’clock in the afternoon.

      So early. Didn’t people understand a male needed to sleep until at least four, maybe even five, in the afternoon to recover from the excesses of the night before, a night that lasted until about four a.m. and involved a bottle of tequila—the good kind with the worm at the bottom.

      Damned inconsiderate. Knock. Knock. And persistent.

      The knocking turned into shouting by a melodious female voice. “Mr. Abaddon. I know you’re in there. You told me the last time I was here to not leave until you accepted the package.”

      Yes, he had made that demand because there was nothing more annoying than having to contact the shipping company to reschedule. Did they not realize their schedule should revolve around him?

      “Can’t you just leave the fucking thing in its usual place?” he hollered back. Bad move. The indigenes in his head with their drums multiplied. He didn’t recommend it given the purple-eyed, green-tentacled monsters were gifted when it came to discordant percussion.

      “You know I can’t do that. Company rules state—”

      Even without shouting, sound carried. The joys of non-insulated living.  “Your rules blow.” And not in a way that would see him easing the tension in his sac.

      “Don’t blame the company policies. You’re the one who keeps ordering items that need a signature. Maybe you should try ordering less stuff.”

      Less? What is this word less? As if any male with balls between his legs would do anything less. Size mattered in more ways than one.

      And, if there’s one thing I’ve got, it is size. He also didn’t refer just to his ego, although he was the first to admit it barely fit through the door.

      “You win, you evil wench. I’m coming to answer the bloody door, but I’ll warn you right now, I’m naked.”

      “Is that a warning so I don’t laugh?”

      Cheeky brat. Her quick retort drew a smile from him as he flung back the thin sheet he used to cover his body. The warm air, dancing with dust motes, caressed his skin, and he took a moment to stretch, flat on his back, extending his limbs until he achieved a few satisfactory cracks.

      “I’m still waiting,” sang his delivery lady before pounding again. At the insistent nonstop pummeling, he laughed.

      Forget cheeky brat. She was a demonic imp in need of a spanking. I might just oblige, wench. The only name he had for her since she wouldn’t give him her real name. The one stitched on her shirt said Stan.

      And she most definitely doesn’t look like a Stan. Then again, these days, a guy couldn’t be too sure until the pants came off.

      As Rafe swung his legs over the edge of the bed, he couldn’t help but visualize the woman outside his trailer. Almost as tall as him, and curvy, with dark-lashed, bright blue eyes, sun-streaked brown hair, and freckles. Totally his type.

      Anything with breasts and an in-hole that doesn’t bite is your type. His subconscious ever did taunt him.

      Rafe stood and, as he had too many times to count, whacked his head on the stupidly low ceiling of the trailer he called home. Not entirely the ceiling’s fault. By metric standards, he measured just under two meters.

      As he scratched his chest, he noted a somewhat clean T-shirt and track pants lying across the dresser by the bed.

      He could put them on, an idea he quickly vetoed. The cheeky wench deserved an eyeful for making him rise so early—and maybe if she saw it, she’d do something about his rise.

      “Still waiting,” she yodeled. “Get your lazy ass moving. I’ve got a light load today, which means, once I’m done with you, I can go have some fun.”

      Once you were done with me, you’d have had all the fun you needed and want a nap. While he would crave a cigarette. Filthy nasty habit, and yet, Rafe quite enjoyed the act of smoking. As they said on this world, it made him look badass. Personally, he thought he had a great ass, but as with many expressions, deep analysis should be avoided.

      As his feisty delivery gal pounded on the door some more, he took a quick peek at his place to ensure nothing appeared out of place. Still the same plastic walls, textured and painted to look like paneling. Worn laminate floors, a couch with cushions sporting a pattern of burn holes. Damned hashish burned like a bastard when you dropped an ember.

      For all its shabbiness, the compact space seemed positively lavish compared to some places he’d crashed over the years. At least here Rafe didn’t have to worry about waking in an alley naked with no recollection of the past several days. Not that he minded the naked part. It was the bite marks he wished he could recall.

      A quick glance down and he was pleased to note he bore no bite marks on his body—but the day had just begun.

      He flung open his door with a wide grin. “Top of the morning to you, wench.”

      Beautiful blue eyes glared at him from under the brim of a tan-colored company cap. “You are, by far, the most irritating client on my route. A route that, I might add, was extended because of you and your need to live in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Wench, you wound me.” He clutched his heart, arched a brow, and grinned, a surefire panty-wetter.

      Not only did Stan not melt, she didn’t even look down. So much for the gypsy reputation of being irresistible lovers. Then again, she was the only female to ever turn him down. Consistently. He should add it wasn’t for a lack of trying. He’d been flirting for months in an attempt to get in her pants. So far, utter failure. But he had a feeling about today.

      She stabbed a finger in his direction. “I would wound you if it wouldn’t get me fired. You are so annoying. I just want to get this done so I can sign off for the day and get out of these stupid clothes.”

      Nothing could have stopped his smile, and he drawled. “Feel free to get naked any time you like, wench. I won’t stop you. Hell, I’ll give you a hand.”

      “Perv.” Uttered with a snorting laugh. “Would you stop screwing around and sign for your stuff already?”  She thrust the touch pad at him, along with the stylus, but he leaned against the jamb of his door and tucked his arms behind his back.

      “You know, wench, your customer service skills leave much to be desired. Isn’t your company motto something about it being all about the client? I know a way you can fix that.” Winsome smile met the expression that wouldn’t melt.

      Her lips pursed. “You have a problem.”

      Not one for subtlety, he looked down. “Yes. Yes, I do.”

      “I’m done here.” She whirled around and marched toward her delivery truck.

      Without his signature.

      I knew she didn’t really need it. She just wanted to see him. Who could blame her? He enjoyed seeing himself every morning in the mirror. Now that he’d made her day complete by gifting her with a view of his assets, she could finish off her day and, if she was inclined, finish him too.

      Yet, if her sole purpose in getting him to answer the door was to ogle, then why was she getting in the truck and starting it? Why was she not around back unloading his boxes?

      As she shifted the vehicle into gear, the rumble of her polluting diesel engine growling, his indolence turned to incredulity.

      She’s leaving—with my stuff!
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      Men were pigs. Without fail. Every single time. But that wasn’t why Emma got in her truck and pretended to leave.

      As she peeked in her rearview mirror, she couldn’t help but grin as she spotted the very sexy Mr. Abaddon sprinting toward her truck. Balls naked.

      Bounce. Bounce.

      So entertaining.

      Hot too. So hot she couldn’t blame the heat of the desert for the flush in her body. As a red-blooded woman, she could admit she found him attractive. That didn’t mean it would go anywhere—even if she did enjoy the tease.

      Playing hard to get wasn’t easy with this guy, but she’d promised herself she wouldn’t fall into bed so quickly the next time she fell in lust. But damn, he made that hard, as hard as that rock-solid bod of his. Watching that man spring into motion, dick waving, muscles moving… Totally worth getting him agitated, client or not.

      Emma thought she knew him well enough by now to expect he wouldn’t report her attitude, just like she wouldn’t report his behavior. They played a game of tease and deny, one she might eventually let him win. Maybe. To be honest, she was having so much fun she’d hate to ruin it with disappointing sex because a guy that pretty was probably selfish and lousy in bed.

      As Mr. Abaddon drew alongside, she put the truck into park and smiled down at him. “Can I help you, sir?”

      Without a hint of a smile, he held out his hand. “I’ll sign.” He scrawled something unintelligible on her tablet and handed it back.

      “Thanks. Now, was that so hard?” Only as the words emerged from her mouth did she realize how he would take it.

      He smiled. “So hard, wench.”

      Someone crank the air conditioning, the temperature just went up about ten degrees. “Where am I unloading the stuff?”

      “Around back, same place as usual. I’m gonna throw on some pants and meet you back there.”

      Pants? What a shame.

      Despite her claim she wanted to finish early, she didn’t immediately get to work, pretending to fiddle with her portable scanner. In reality, she checked out his taut, tanned ass as he sauntered back to his trailer. The man had incredible glutes.

      Only once he disappeared from sight did she begin to unload his order.

      Actually, she didn’t. The little machine on sturdy wheels she had in the truck did most of the work. The boys in the warehouse called it a self-propelled pallet truck. She called it the pretty red machine that did most of the work. It let her move with ease the packaged pallets loaded with boxes and shrink wrapped. Wheeling the shiny red truck, she steered the load to a cleared spot behind the trailer, a spot empty of the pallets she’d brought just over two weeks ago.

      What does he do with the stuff? Because his trailer certainly wasn’t big enough to stash it. Perhaps he’s one of those survival nuts with a bomb shelter under his place. Given his mental state, it wouldn’t surprise her.

      As she lowered the second pallet, he reappeared, as threatened, wearing pants but nothing else. Not even shoes.

      Was it wrong to notice the size of his feet? They matched impressively large hands. Hands big enough to…

      Thump. She lowered her load too quickly, and it hit the ground hard, sending up a puff of dust.

      Waving a hand before his face to clear the air, he coughed. “Good thing my foot wasn’t in your way.”

      “You have two. You can spare one.”

      His laughter rang out, loud and boisterous. “You always have an answer to everything, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” Except for the answer of what Mr. Abaddon did out here. Alone. On a road that technically barely existed.

      As she had since she started bringing him order after order, she asked, “What are you doing with the stuff I deliver?” Because no one needed that much coconut oil for anything. And what of the saffron the previous delivery? As for the ton of jelly beans, he definitely didn’t have the body of a man who ate them.

      “I told you. I am buying it for the intergalactic black market. There is a crazy demand for Earth goods. This coconut oil, for instance, is highly coveted by the Hu’lians. They like to use it in their food. Apparently it acts as some kind of sexual aphrodisiac.”

      And there he went again with his wildly imaginative space stories, probably the biggest reason why she’d yet to let him get in her pants.

      Cute, so very cute and sexy, yet batshit fucking crazy. “All coconut oil is good for is cooking and facials.”

      “I know something that provides a better facial.”

      She felt the twitch in her cheek as she forced her gaze to remain above his waistline area. It was a struggle, but she succeeded. “I’m going to drive away if you start being crude again.”

      “I was merely going to suggest that if you’re looking to smooth fine lines and wrinkles that you might want to try the ghinzha oil from the Klrukian planet.” He pasted a benign smile on his face.

      “And what is this oil supposedly made from?”

      “Nuts. Hairy ones that their females milk when the three moons align.”

      “You’re a pig.”

      “No, wench, I am a randy pirate. You must be referring to the Piorcuma species. They are true swine.”

      “I really think you should talk to your doctor about prescribing new meds. I don’t think the ones you’re taking are strong enough.”

      He leaned against the cargo, looking utterly sane, until he opened his mouth. “I’m not crazy. Everything I’ve told you is the truth.”

      “Because little green men are real and aliens are watching.”

      “Watching and living among you. Sometimes closer than you think.” Wink.

      What a waste of a cute guy. Ignoring him, she guided the little red truck back to her delivery van, loading and unloading it one last time. She didn’t speak to the client after dropping the last pallet. No point. She’d had her dose of crazy for the day.

      Delivery done, it took only a few minutes for her to secure the pallet truck. She leaped out of the back of the truck to find Mr. Abaddon perched on the milk crates he used as a front step, looking utterly relaxed and comfortable, despite the screwy wiring inside his head.

      Keeping her sights on his face meant noting his sun-streaked blond hair hung in messy hanks around his head. His jaw wore a bristle, an abrasion for a woman’s inner thigh before he went in for…

      She reeled those dirty thoughts back in. “I guess I’ll see you next week or the one after,” she replied. He never went more than a few weeks between orders.

      “Or, since you’re done for the day, you could stay for a bit. Maybe have a drink with me, or a bite.”

      The boyish grin captivated her. The naked, tanned flesh of his upper body teased too, but she knew how to fight it. “Tell me again about our president.”

      His eyes practically twinkled, a perfect match for his wide grin. “Your current president is an alien. Actually, it’s a she, but she’s wearing a male body at the moment so she can rule your country and eventually take over your world. But she’s only doing that in order to save you from yourselves.”

      And those kind of white-padded room declarations were how she kept her panties on.

      “Batshit crazy,” she muttered as she went to climb into her truck—except her truck kind of exploded and flung her to the ground.
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      Kaboom! The blast took out the top of the delivery van and knocked the woman to the ground.

      “Shit.” Talk about unexpected. How the fuck had someone snuck past his warning system?

      You mean the system you haven’t fixed since you spilled that beer on it a few days ago trying to fix the backup condensing unit?

      So it hadn’t been at the top of his priorities. Complacency ever was his enemy. Fixing it would make the top of his list once he extricated himself from his current dilemma.

      Speaking of dilemma, he could hear a low whine. A peek around the rear end of the smoking truck showed dust rising in the distance, a distance shortly closing as the riders went full throttle on their crotch rockets. It wouldn’t take them long to reach him. Of more concern was whether or not they’d stop and fire off another rocket. In either case, he should get his ass moving.

      Fire on me, will they? He’d show them. They weren’t the only ones with firepower.

      Rafe darted into his trailer and dove for the sofa bench. Gripping the cushion, he yanked on it, pulling it free to reveal the storage area underneath. He tossed to the side the semi-automatic rifle, the handgun, and the three grenades. Useless human toys.

      Leaning in deeper, he pressed against the false panel in the bottom until it clicked and popped loose. He reached into that hidden recess and pulled forth a real weapon.

      Now that’s a gun.

      While not very heavy, it did have size. Rafe carted it two-handed to the door, really wishing he’d thrown on more than pants. He hated going into battle almost naked. At least his balls were covered. On some worlds, the wildlife liked to jump and pinch. It made him envy the ball-less species that had evolved. Of even more concern than a possible snipping of his sac were his feet. Toes were a particularly tasty treat for some hungry critters.

      Not a problem in the desert. Out here it was just the spiders, scorpions, and snakes he needed to watch for. At least until now.

      Peeking through his door, the big gun cradled in his arms, Rafe searched the horizon for the culprits behind the demolished truck. The metal edges still glowed red from the heated laser blast that had disintegrated it.

      Nothing moved. Nothing fired. Even the whine of the motorbikes had gone silent. Could they have left?

      Possible. The destruction of the truck could have been a warning that it was time for Rafe to move on. Or perhaps the attackers thought him dead in the blast. A wrong assumption only an amateur would make.

      He let his eyes track the open sky and area around his trailer. No sign of any drones or paratroopers. The only thing organic in nature and of concern was the delivery girl still lying on the ground. She didn’t move at all.

      Did the blast kill her? I hope not. He’d feel bad. She was a nice girl who just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      As if sensing his stare, she stirred, pushing herself up to an elbow. Her head shook as she probably tried to dispel the woozy effect of her tumble. He’d done enough to know the look.

      She peered upward and recoiled as she noted her blasted vehicle. A tough wench, she didn’t remain on the ground. She scrambled to her feet and reached out to touch the hot truck.

      Idiot. “Don’t touch that.”

      At his words, two things happened. She turned and took a step toward him, and he heard the high-pitched whine of a bike popping out of a sound cloak, approaching from behind. Instinct made him whirl, but he could see nothing through the trailer. But the fact that he could hear the bike wasn’t good. Most enemies only uncloaked to shoot.

      “Are you holding a gun?” the delivery girl squeaked, reminding him he wasn’t alone.

      He turned his head to peer at her and noted her eyes rounded wide in shock. Her mouth opened, and he sighed. Just his luck, she was a screamer.

      Except she didn’t scream. She did something worse. She questioned. “You better not be thinking of shooting me with that thing. You won’t get away with it.”

      “I’m not shooting you. In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re under attack.”

      “Attack from who?”

      Good question. He really should start a list of people he’d pissed off, but he didn’t have that kind of time. If he was smart, he’d stay away from things that might cause trouble, like people on cloaked bikes shooting lasers. Key emphasis on smart. His cousins always did say they’d dropped him on his head plenty when he was young.

      The one thing Rafe didn’t have a problem with was survival.

      As the whine of the bike’s engine grew louder, he took several steps away from his trailer home, moving to the corner so he could peer around it.

      “Where are you going with that gun?” she asked.

      Why, oh why, did some people feel a need to question when in dire situations? “Don’t worry about the gun. Get your ass into my trailer.”

      “And why would I go into your place?”

      “To save your life.”

      “There’s a new line. Is this some elaborate scheme to get in my pants?” she huffed with her hands on her hips.

      “No. But I might use this to my advantage later, though.”

      “I’m not—”

      He dove in her direction and shoved her out of the way before the laser, a zinging red bolt of pure heat, sliced through the air, the heat singeing some of his short hairs.

      The woman hit the ground first, and Rafe landed atop her. As landing spots went, his was rather nice, and being a man, he took a brief moment to enjoy it. He also couldn’t resist a drawled, “How you doing?” And yes, he channeled his best Joey voice, which also sounded remarkably a lot like his cousin Emilian.

      “Get off me.” She shoved at Rafe, but he was already moving.

      Rolling to his feet, he tucked the gun back against his body. He scanned the area and finally noted one of the incoming culprits. Riding a speed bike with a laser gun mounted in the center of the handlebars, the helmeted figure hunched over it, not bothering to cloak anymore as the rider waited for the laser to charge for another blast.

      But the incoming rider wasn’t the only problem; a second one remained cloaked. Again, not the biggest issue. That was reserved for the small cruiser that hovered a few hundred yards behind his house, just high enough off the ground that it could drop its cloak and avoid any radar in the area.

      A two-pronged attack, ground and air. Even at this distance, he spotted the hole in the hull of the ship peeling open. Out came the gun, a big one, and no way to avoid it. Gun propped on his hip, Rafe prepared to shoot and wondered if today he’d get to meet his maker—and explain his many sins, most done in the name of, well, supporting himself. He’d long ago abandoned home and family. It was now Rafe against the universe, a universe that had finally caught up to him.

      As he prepared to go out in a blaze of glory, it occurred to him he had nothing to lose. Except maybe his tongue, but that didn’t stop him from grabbing the delivery girl and planting a kiss on her full lips.

      “Wha—”

      He swallowed her protest as he embraced her, figuring if he was going to die he might as well do it having fun. Except…the expected pulverization didn’t happen.

      With a bit of reluctance, because she did taste sweet even if she nipped his lip, he raised his head and noted the smoke curling from the cruiser’s weapon.

      Misfire! My god is watching over me. The trickster deity once again hadn’t let him down.

      A malfunctioning gun, though, didn’t mean his attackers were done. From under the ship, specks appeared. Floating toward them, using gravity-powered wings, a trio of hunters came zinging at them.

      A slap distracted him. “How dare you kiss me!” she huffed, in full indignation.

      “We’re under attack and you’re worried about a kiss? Maybe you should worry more about that. And that.” He pointed at the incoming problems.

      “Who the hell are they?” Finally, Miss Oblivious noted their aerial company.

      “Galactic bounty hunters would be my guess. Lucky for us, their aim sucks.” The best warriors in the galaxy chose a mercenary way of life. It paid much better. Those who couldn’t shoot joined the guilds, like the one for bounty hunting, for a steady paycheck.

      “Bounty hunters?” Humans could achieve such high, incredulous notes—but the best ones happened in bed. “Why would they be after you, unless…” Her eyes widened. “You’re a criminal.”

      “Can we discuss my illegal habits later? We really should move before they get off a lucky shot and turn us into dust. These guys don’t fool around when it comes to eliminating people wanted on bounties and warrants.”

      “Maybe you’re wanted, but I haven’t done anything. I’m just an innocent bystander.” She shoved away from him and moved out into the open, waving her arms. “Hey there, Mr. Bounty Hunter. I’m not with him.”

      Idiot.

      Zing. The mini laser bullets peppered the ground in front of her, short of their target but showing their wicked intent with the puffs of dust they raised.

      “They shot at me!” she squeaked.

      “It’s what you get for associating with a known criminal. They now consider you my accomplice.” He smiled. “Welcome to my world.”

      “This is your fault!” She yelled the accusation as she ducked behind him, moments before more laser bullets hit the ground where she’d stood.

      Of course this was his fault. Way to state the obvious. Even more obvious was the fact that they’d end up as particles of ash if they didn’t get to safety.

      “Get into my trailer.” Rafe shoved the woman in that direction before he leaned back and took aim.

      Rat-tat-tat. It took two hands to hold his rapid-fire laser weapon steady, and his aim wasn’t any better than the hunters. Stupid gravity and wind made a mockery of his years of practicing on the space stations.

      Rafe did manage to clip one of the incoming brutes, but all that did was put his attacker on the ground where it dropped to all fours and sprinted.

      Meanwhile the motorbike was close enough for him to see the bright red glow of the barrel, meaning it was ready to fire.

      Shit.

      He sprinted after his delivery gal, who hesitated before going in.

      “You’re not a vampire. You don’t need a special invitation to go inside,” he growled as he shoved at her. “Move.”

      “I don’t see how your puny trailer is going to protect us,” she muttered with a glare over her shoulder.

      “Then stay outside. Right now, I really don’t give a fuck.”

      For all her protesting, she apparently didn’t want to remain outside either, especially since the ground behind them was getting riddled with holes as the two remaining flyers got close enough to improve their aim.

      She went into his trailer, and he dove in right after. As soon as he was inside, he pushed past her to his bedroom.

      “I don’t think this is the time for a nap,” she remarked.

      “I don’t intend to sleep until we’ve escaped from this situation.” Preferably alive. “Right now, we need to break camp and get out of here.”

      “And how do you plan to do that?” she said, ducking as the ping of laser fire peppered his trailer, punching holes through it and letting daylight leak in. “You can’t exactly drive off with this thing and hope to outrun them.”

      “Not with this thing I can’t.” He hauled back the worn, stained carpet in his bedroom and slapped his hand on the floor. The panel sank down a few cubits then slid sideways, revealing a hatch and a dark tunnel down.

      “Is that a bomb shelter hiding under there?” she asked.

      “Better. That’s the access tube to my spaceship.” How many guys could claim to own one of those? Cue the impressive music and get ready for her swoon of appreciation.

      What he got instead was laughter.
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      The day had taken a very surreal turn. It had started out so nice and sunny too. Then it got hot and naked. But as it turned violent and impossible, Emma realized she had to be dreaming.

      Parachuting bounty hunters shooting at her and a guy who lived in a trailer sitting atop what he claimed was a spaceship? Nope. She must have fallen and hit her head. Maybe she’d fainted due to dehydration or something and now hallucinated. Anything was more plausible.

      “You have a tunnel under your trailer.” She couldn’t help giggling, an edge of hysteria clinging to it as more gunfire riddled the walls.

      “It’s an access tube so we can get on my ship.”

      “You have a ship underground? Don’t those work better at sea?” More likely he hid a bomb shelter, but right now, with people intent on killing them, she didn’t really care.

      “I keep my ship underground to keep it off your planet’s radar.” Exasperation colored his tone. “Can we discuss this later?” He swung his legs into the hole and levered his body into it. “This trailer isn’t going to protect us for much longer.”

      No it wouldn’t, but she had only his word that the hole in the ground went anywhere.

      Down he dropped, popping out of sight.

      For a moment, she stayed crouched on the floor, wondering if she should follow him down the rabbit hole. More and more bullets peppered the siding, giving it a Swiss cheese appearance. While a part of her truly believed this was only a dream, she couldn’t help a spurt of fear. What if it’s not?

      And even if this was an elaborate dream, how would following him hurt?

      Boom!

      The whole trailer shook and rattled as something sheared off the top of it. Actually, it was more like three quarters. If she’d not landed flat on her face, it might have pulverized her too. Blue sky hazed with smoke greeted her when she dared to raise her head for a peek.

      “Oh my God.” Real or not, she couldn’t stick around. She stuck her feet into the trap door and then screamed as something grabbed them and yanked her in.

      Her ass hit the side of the tunnel, and given its angle, she slid. She also screamed, “Ahhhhhhh!”

      She didn’t fall far or too long, and as landings went, hers was pretty nice given Mr. Batshit-Crazy caught her and held her against his body. His still half-naked body.

      Her turn to mutter, “How you doing?” in her best husky tone. To no avail.

      What kind of dream had a half-naked hunk setting her away from him? To add insult to injury, hot debris came whipping out of the slide and hit her.

      “Ow!” She slapped at a burning ember on her arm, the painful sting a little too real for comfort.

      “I’d move away from there,” he stated. “Find a spot and strap yourself in. Things might get kind of wild.”

      “Strap myself in? Where? Where are we going?” Exactly how did he plan to get this underground chamber to move?

      “We are leaving Earth, wench.”

      With those ominous words, which should have sounded ridiculous, he moved out of the circular room with its metal walls held together with rivets, what appeared to be duct tape, and, in one place, a dried hunk of purple gunk.

      Although out of sight, Emma heard him as he barked orders. “Annabelle, seal the hatch.”

      What feeble light that made it down from above disappeared as the hole closed. She could hear the whine of something mechanical as Mr. Abaddon continued to yell out commands. “Power up the primary core.”

      “The primary core is still in maintenance mode. Shall I power the second?” The female voice permeated the air. Was someone else in here with them? In all the times she’d delivered to his trailer, Emma had never spotted another soul.

      You also never spotted the fact he hid a bomb shelter under his trailer.

      Probably because she was too busy admiring his straight white teeth and most excellent physique. She was such a slut for a hot body. And look where it got her— underground with no way out.

      The floor shuddered, and something rumbled, much like an engine would. She peeked down and noted the grid-iron floor. It occurred to her to wonder about his claim. What if this wasn’t a bomb shelter? What if he wasn’t completely crazy?

      Still, a spaceship? She peeked around, really looking this time. Nothing really screamed alien. As a matter of fact, the area reminded her of a submarine or even a naval ship. Until something purple and fuzzy squeezed through a hole in the floor. It blinked three eyes at her. She blinked back. It puffed up and hissed. Since it was no bigger than a desert spider, she raised her foot and said, “I’ll squish you.”

      It deflated and scurried back under. But it had accomplished its job. I think I saw my first alien.

      Dear God. If she had, then that meant he wasn’t lying. I’m on a spaceship about to take off.

      Holy crap.

      I’m on a spaceship about to take off! She needed to get off this thing, like now, but the question was, how? The tube they’d used to enter was sealed. Surely there was another exit.

      She popped her head out the only door and was faced with a long hallway. It kind of reminded her of the narrow corridors seen in movies for submarines, all metal, hatches, and pipes running in all directions. What she didn’t see was the crazy guy, although she did hear his voice echoing back from far ahead.

      “How the fuck is the primary not fixed yet? Don’t answer that. It doesn’t matter. Power the second core and prepare the launch sequence, but skip the pre-flight check. We don’t have time for that. We need to get out of here and fast.”

      “What of the cargo planetside? Do you still wish to retrieve it?”

      Was the stupid woman seriously worried about coconut oil? People were shooting at them.

      They want us dead!

      It was enough to make her knees wobble, and she sat down hard on the floor. The low hum of the metal grate under her ass increased enough that her teeth rattled.

      Boom. The distant thundering sound let her know whoever came after Mr. Abaddon—who was possibly not so batshit crazy but definitely still not dating-material—was still intent on his demise, which, in turn, meant her demise. If this truly was a spaceship, as he claimed, then what the hell was he waiting for to get them out of there?

      Getting to her feet, she ignored the little voice that said, He told us to get strapped in. Since she didn’t see any seatbelts and she refused to cower on the floor, she followed the hall to a T-junction. A peek left showed stairs going down. To her right, another hall with several doors, all closed.

      The metal walls didn’t have any handy-dandy signage. Just more pipes and valves running in all directions.

      Really underwhelming as her first experience with a spaceship went. Maybe that purple fluffball wasn’t an ET but some insect she’d never seen before. It was pretty farfetched to automatically believe this was a UFO, no matter what he claimed. Things buried underground couldn’t fly. Even she knew that.

      The whole structure shuddered and groaned. She threw out her hands to balance herself, and yet she still tipped, her staggering steps taking her toward the nearby staircase. She managed to grab a hold of the rails, but another shudder and tilt sent her swinging out over the steps. Since gravity insisted she go down, she hugged the wall and skipped down the stairs as fast as she could, the metal thump of her feet, still clad in the ridiculous steel-toe boots, louder than the increasing engine noise.

      At the bottom, she found herself in a small room with a hatch-like door. It had a window. Peeking through the window, she noted a vast space, filled with pallets. Her pallets, the same ones she’d delivered these past few months. She also spotted daylight streaming down, along with a fine sift of sand.

      The crazy bastard had opened some kind of overhead doors, and a long-armed crane mechanism tipped with pinchers lowered the cargo she’d delivered not even fifteen minutes ago.

      Emma didn’t care though about the fact that Mr. Abaddon seemed determined to not leave his coconut oil shipment behind. She saw daylight. Dusty motes of sun meant an exit. The dilemma was how to reach it.

      She couldn’t even try unless she managed to get into the room. A shove against the door didn’t make it budge. Nor did she spy a handle of any kind or a convenient knob.

      She took a moment to truly look at the door, which, much like the portal on a ship—the kind made for oceans—sported a wheel in the center of it. She grabbed a hold of the wheel, and although a part of her expected it to fight her and remain locked, it spun easily, and she heard the hiss of air as the seals on it loosened.

      When she could turn it no more, she put her shoulder to the door and shoved at it. She almost fell into the room as the door swung open, almost dragging her with it.  Lifting her foot over the ledge that formed the frame, she stepped into the cavernous room. It resembled a warehouse with the many stacked pallets, strapped into place with thick metallic threaded rope tethered to fat metal rings in the floor.

      The cargo itself didn’t interest her. She knew most of it by sight and knew nothing there would help her escape. None of the strapped pallets stood high enough either for her to use and reach that open hole.

      Whir.

      The mechanical sound had her peering upwards, and she noted the arm of the crane rising from the pallet it deposited, heading back for another load.

      There’s my ride. Emma ran across the room, weaving through the stacked cargo, still with no plan on how she could actually shimmy the crane thing but determined to try.

      Luckily, the doors overhead remained open, and even better, she could no longer hear the noise of guns firing. Then again, the rumble all around her didn’t make it easy to tell.

      Time ticked, and the crane had hooked the second pallet and was on its way down again. She needed to get on it before it returned for the third and last pallet.

      While she usually felt anything related to jogging was for the sadistic, this one time she made an exception as she ran and scrambled atop the pallet nearest the crane. Her feet slipped as she tried to use the pincher to give herself leverage to reach the upper part of the crane’s arm. Her muscles protested the exertion, but she ignored them. They also liked to stage protests every time she thought about signing up to go to the gym.

      It took some work reaching the top of the crane. It wasn’t pretty. She huffed and puffed, her cheeks flushed, her body coated in a sheen of sweat. She couldn’t stop a small yell of fright as the crane jerked and started moving upward.

      Feeling herself slip, Emma clenched her thighs tighter around the beam of metal and hugged it too.

      The crane didn’t seem bothered by her weight—unlike her last boyfriend. He’d totally deserved that call to the IRS. That would teach him to tell her to not order any meat when they went to dinner. He claimed it was to help her weight problem, but she knew it was because he was cheap.

      Although, right about now, she kind of wished she were a few pounds lighter because staying on the crane wasn’t easy, but she persevered. She could see freedom just out of reach, and as even more incentive, a hard landing awaited if she fell off.

      Gulp.

      Up, up the crane inched, slower than her trembling muscles liked. The gap to freedom lurked out of reach. Too far to jump.

      A shadow interrupted the sunlight, and she raised her gaze to see a head encased in a visored helmet peeking into the shrinking gap.

      “Help me!” she cried out, reaching for the person. Sure, he was probably one of the bounty hunters shooting at Mr. Crazy Pants, but crazy dude wasn’t here right now. Just her. Surely they wouldn’t hurt an innocent. She batted her lashes as she pled. “Can you please help me get out of here? I’m not with that guy. I was just delivering a package.”

      The request fell on deaf ears. Into the hole poked a gun, aimed at her!

      For a moment, she forgot where she was. Panic engulfed her and she reacted, throwing herself away from the line of fire. Of course, away meant off the crane she perched on, which meant falling. Down, down, down. Crunch.
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      From where he sat in the command center of his ship, Rafe’s fingers flew across the console in front of him. Despite the fact that his onboard AI would have done automated checks, mistakes could happen. Programming could go corrupt. It was always wise to give things a second glance, even a rapid one.

      So far things looked good. Lots of clear lights, indicating normal status. A pulsing blue one let him know the second engine core still powered up. It would take some time before it had charged his onboard engines enough to move his vessel from its grave under the surface. In the meantime, he double-checked that everything else was ready to go and strapped down. Especially his cargo, and that included the cargo just delivered that day.

      Sure, some would call his decision to snare it insane. But he had to think only of his cousin’s mockery if they found out he’d tucked tail and run without it to cement his determination to bring it with him.

      He’d spent too much money—most of it won through gambling—and too much time—time that kept him away from drinking and gambling—to leave it behind. The effort he expended now would pay for itself a thousand times over.

      I am going to make a fortune with this haul.

      While Rafe didn’t personally oversee the loading of the goods, he did, however, let his fingers tap the commands. He’d done it enough times by now that they knew the sequence. While he didn’t believe in carrying a large crew, worker bots, such as his automated crane, were invaluable. They also didn’t talk back, mutiny, or drink the last drop of booze.

      While he took care of his captain duties, Annabelle, the AI he had installed before his sojourn to Earth, kept him updated with the status of the ship. “The engines are at seventy-five percent; the power core is down to forty-three. The air intakes have been retracted from the surface. The debris flaps are all secured. All outer doors are sealed in preparation for departure except for the upper cargo bay doors. The cargo is still being brought on board and—” With an unusual abruptness, Annabelle stopped talking.

      “Annabelle?” he queried aloud. Given his AI system could usually multitask, he wondered at the silence.

      Whoop. Whoop.

      The strident siren, installed by the previous owner to warn of pirate embarkations—which, he might add from experience, didn’t work too well given he now commanded said ship—went off.

      Annabelle returned with a message. “An intruder has been detected within the cargo bay.”

      Was that where his delivery lady had gone? “If you’re talking about the woman, she’s with me.”

      “I am not referencing the female you acquired on the surface, but the entity that has breached the bay doors with a firearm.”

      Fuck me. Such an evocative Earth expression he’d adopted during his time here. He’d forgotten about the thugs on the ground. It seemed they’d not backed off, despite reducing his trailer to a pile of junk.

      The bounty must be higher than usual. The hunters usually didn’t like to risk life and limb.

      What exactly had happened in his cargo bay? And did he need to worry about it?

      A flick of a switch and the left hand of the big view screen switched to the camera in the cargo bay, a not completely full storage area, but enough to turn a very tidy profit.

      When Rafe had initially settled on Earth to acquire some goods—and do a bit of rest and research—he’d hoped to have at least a few more months before being forced to move on. There were still a few stones I wished to turn over. A few more things on my list for the market.

      However, as a born traveler, Rafe knew when it was time to move on. Circumstances often tended to dictate his actions. People shooting at him was a good indicator he’d overstayed his welcome.

      At first, perusing the screen, he didn’t spot the intruder. What he did see was a leg, finished in a familiar black boot, hanging off the edge of a pallet.

      I thought I told that wench to get strapped in. Obviously, she’d not listened and now was in a spot of trouble, given he’d spotted his visitor. The hunter had hopped from the open bay door to the boom arm and currently shimmied down its length. A helmet with a dark visor hid the hunter’s appearance, but Rafe could just imagine it given the squat and thick body. He’d wager under the form-fitting gloves and tactical suit was a warty green body with a penchant for eating its targets.

      A crew of Krolz, a brilliant group to send to Earth, a protected planet, where the motto for all non-resident beings was Leave No Trace. The Krolz never left a thing behind. They always ate any clues of their presence or brought it with them, including their poop. Which was less gross than it sounded.

      Everyone wanted Krolz poop. Their excrement was in high demand because, with a method scientists had yet to decipher, their digestive system caused them to eject a colorful paste that was considered invaluable in the construction of skins over the hulls of spacecraft.

      His own ship was covered in shit, and considered all the tougher for it.

      But, while having Krolz excrement was good, having one on board was bad. He could not allow the hunter to stay on board, not unchained at any rate.

      Unbuckling his harness, he rose from his seat. “Annabelle, you’re in charge of the launch while I take care of the intruder. Get us out of here, but make sure you swing us out through Saturn. I want to collect some of that dust for testing. And then a straight shot out of here to the closest wormhole.”

      “As the captain commands.” Did his AI’s respectful tone hold a hint of sarcasm? Surely not. He’d had her persona designed to be strictly compatible with his. During their maiden voyage to Earth, he’d not noticed any issues.

      Perhaps it’s simply the stress of the situation getting to me.

      “What are the captain’s wishes in regards to the other vessel in the sky?”

      “You mean they haven’t vacated the airspace after their fireworks?” Surprising given their antics would have drawn attention from the human military. “Perform evasive maneuvers. If I can, I’d rather not piss off the Grykko”—who headed the bounty hunter guild—“any more than necessary.” As it was, they would grumble at the loss they’d incurred when their thugs didn’t catch him.

      Meanwhile, his reputation would grow. Still, though, this level of attack was unheard of and less than subtle. Perhaps once he got this shipment sold, he could bribe his way out of any outstanding warrants and buy himself a spot of time before he pissed off a new set of folk. “And can you try to avoid taking any more fire? I’d like to avoid any more damage.”

      “The captain is wise.”

      Definite sarcasm there, but Rafe didn’t have time to deal with it. The intruder on screen was shimmying to the bottom of the crane.

      He didn’t have much time. Before sprinting out of the command center, Rafe grabbed the holster he kept on a hook. He buckled it around his hips as he ran, not needing his hands to open a door to the hall. As a matter of fact, the archway into the bridge still sported the twisted hinges he’d blown to pieces when he stole the ship from its last owner.

      Not stolen. Acquired. It wasn’t Rafe’s fault the fellow didn’t know how to hold on to it and thought he could cheat Rafe at cards. The fact that Rafe cheated too didn’t matter. He hated to lose.

      The echo of his boots as he stomped along the grated hallway bounced and added weight to the sound. Some might look askance at the checkered flooring full of holes, but to them he said it was a cargo ship and, as such, required practical over pretty. Grate floors not only provided better access to ship components for repair, it also made clean up easy, as he could just get the grease monkeys—literal ones with magenta fur and prehensile tails—at the space stations to sluice it clean.

      He just hoped he wouldn’t have to get them to cleanse his cargo bay of blood. Blood might ruin some of his precious stash. A stash that now included a human.

      I didn’t have a choice. To leave her behind would have led to almost certain death. The hunters weren’t usually gentle with their questioning methods.

      Besides, a companion would be nice for the ride—and by ride, he did mean naked atop him. A man could be friendly with his hand only so many times before he craved something a little more.

      He bolted down the stairs two at a time, not worried about the noise he was making, not with the building rumble of the engine hiding most of it. And he could almost guarantee the alien intruder expected company. I wouldn’t want to disappoint.

      At the bottom of the stairs, he made quick work of the wheel on the door, spinning it rapidly. There was only the slightest hiss as the seals unlocked and he pushed the door in. It no sooner swung wide when a bolt of searing heat sizzled past his head. The fucker must have spotted him and shot.

      Shot me on my own ship. The nerve. He could have damaged something.

      Rafe ducked and rolled into the room, hiding immediately behind some cargo. The words across the boxes in large marker stated Saffron.

      Please don’t shoot it. The stuff would fetch a killing on the open galactic market.

      Back flat to the boxes, Rafe drew his weapon and tucked it against his chest. One breath. Two.

      Fast as he could, he peered around the corner, extended his gun, and fired. The heavy-duty projectile dart loaded with a sleeping serum—because prisoners fetched more money than bodies—missed the alien and sank into the pallet behind.

      He’d missed, but now his unwanted guest returned his greeting and fired, shooting wildly at Rafe. Luckily, the hunter’s aim proved piss-poor, especially in this heavy gravity. The blast was completely off. It gave Rafe a chance to line up a better shot now that he knew exactly where the fellow was.

      This time, Rafe poked his head over the top of the cargo. He aimed his gun carefully and fired a couple of quick shots. Pft. Pft. Pft.

      The darts zinged off, following three trajectories meant to take in evasion by his target. He needed only one to hit and score. One pinged off the helmet of the hunter. Another whizzed past, but the third got the alien in the hand, the sharp tip penetrating the glove.

      The sedative took hold, and the Krolz wavered on his feet, but that wasn’t what killed it.

      His buddy peeking through the hole above did with his wild shots. Most missed, but one hit the hunter in the back. The Krolz dropped to the ground, his gun clattering uselessly from his fingers as he leaked disgusting fluids all over Rafe’s floor, enough that he’d have to get the hose out later.

      As for the partner who shot him, before Rafe could fire at him, the ship rumbled and shook. A body came plummeting, head first, into the floor.

      Crunch.

      Great. More cleanup. Later though.

      Right now, escape remained Rafe’s first priority, and that began with closing the hatch. None too soon, too, because he could see via the opening the other ship hovering overhead. Given those surface transport cruisers could hold a dozen bodies, more for short distances, he could be looking at new troops wanting to cause havoc with his departure.

      And all of this commotion is going to draw attention. He had to admit a touch of surprise at the vehemence of the attack. In the past, the bounty hunters usually waited for him to clear protected planets before making a move. They also usually give me a chance to bribe them.

      “Annabelle. Close cargo bay doors and ensure they are sealed for departure while I secure the goods.”

      Annabelle didn’t reply, but the mechanism controlling the two doors kicked in to play. The heavily plated metal doors slid into place with a clang. More clicks as the locks engaged and then a hiss as the room pressurized.

      With all the exits sealed, his ship was ready for takeoff. His passenger, on the other hand, was anything but.

      While a part of him realized he should go back to the command center and take control of the ship, Rafe couldn’t exactly leave her lying on the crushed boxes. She’ll ruin the cargo.

      That was the excuse he used to placate his conscience.

      Tucking his gun back into its holster, he stepped quickly. Before he’d approached more than a few paces, she stirred and groaned. With the sound of more crushing cardboard and crinkling plastic wrap, she rolled onto her hands and knees, pushing herself up into a position that would have proven a lot more interesting naked.

      “Nice view,” he commented as he came around the side of the pallet. “But would you mind not crushing the merchandise?”

      “Grrrr.” At least it sounded like a growl to him.

      “Did you say something?”

      She faced his direction, most of her face hidden by the hair hanging over it, so all he could see was the glare in her one visible eye. “I said, why did you close the doors? I wanted to get out.”

      “Whatever happened to thanking a guy for saving your life?” he retorted.

      “My life would not be in danger if you weren’t a wanted criminal.”

      “Criminal is a state of mind and also depends on which laws you’re following. In my culture, what I do is considered honorable work.”

      “And what is your culture?” she asked. “Murderers? Thieves?”

      “Why the violent suggestions? What makes you think I’m not wanted for more subtle acts like fraud or tax evasion.”

      “You have taxes in space?”

      “More than you can imagine. Although my people are very good at discovering loopholes that minimize tax. It’s considered a point of pride for some.”

      “You keep saying my people,” she noted as she grasped the hand he offered.

      “We are the Rhomanii.”

      “And what are the roman-eyes?” she asked, butchering the name.

      “The closest Earth comparison would be Gypsies. Although we prefer the term travelers and tinkerers.”

      “You might travel, but you don’t look like the type to tinker,” she noted as she leaped off the pallet, still holding his hand.

      “And what do I look like?” he asked.

      “A drunken wastrel.”

      “Then my cover was a success.” He’d not wanted the inhabitants of Earth to think he was anything more than just a guy who liked to play games of chance and drink.

      “This is very confusing.”

      “Only if you’re human, and while I am sure you have many questions, I really don’t care right now. I need to go play pilot if you want us to get out of here alive.”

      “What if I’d rather stay here?” was her retort.

      “Well, that might be what you want, but that’s not going to happen,” he tossed over his shoulder as he retraced his steps back to the door out of the cargo bay. “The hatches are now sealed, and we are preparing for takeoff. If I were you, I’d find a spot to park your ass and strap in for the ride. Or don’t. It’s your choice, but I warn you, things could get kind of bumpy.”

      Just before he reached the door, he staggered as she slammed into him from behind. More than slammed, she pounced him, wrapping her arms and legs around his body.

      “You let me off this instant!” she yelled in his ear, punctuating her demand with a thump of her fist. “I didn’t ask to be kidnapped.”

      “No one kidnapped you. You chose to board my ship willingly.”

      “Willingly?” The word reached a painful pitch. “What choice did I have? People were shooting at me because you”—she stabbed him with her finger—“dragged me into your drama.”

      “Excuse me for saving your life,” he retorted.

      “I am only excusing you if you let me off this ship.”

      “Not happening. We’ve wasted enough time already.”

      “You can’t do this.” And then she tried to choke him—or did she only hug his neck very tightly because she liked him?

      Whatever her reason, he ignored her antics and kept walking. She could cling to him all she wanted. He could handle her weight, and besides, she kept his bare back warm.

      He took the stairs two at a time, still with her clinging to his back. As they jostled up the steps, she stopped hitting him, most likely because she had a fear of falling off.

      At the top of the stairs, he had only a few steps to take to reach his command center. Once they entered through the jagged door, she finally let go, and he was able to make his way to his seat—oddly missing her warm weight—and dropped into it.

      Given the launch was imminent, he couldn’t spare a moment to see what she did behind him, but he did hear the wonder in her tone when she said, “Oh my fucking God. It’s a real fucking spaceship.”

      At that, he couldn’t help but laugh. “Of course it’s real. I told you we were blowing this planet. I can’t exactly do that on a bicycle.”

      “Don’t be a sarcastic prick,” she replied. “It’s not attractive.”

      “That’s not what the ladies think.”

      She cuffed him in the back of the head.

      “Hey. What was that for?”

      “Because you’re an ass.”

      “An ass who needs to pilot this ship, so behave or I might just let you leave…through an airlock in space.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” she huffed.

      “Try me.” At his passenger’s silence, he inwardly smiled. Point for me. He’d get another point once they cleared this planet—alive. He couldn’t wait for her thanks. Oral gratitude was the best.

      “Annabelle, what is the status on our power? Are we ready yet?”

      “The engines are at eighty-nine percent,” his computer replied. “We can commence the launch sequence. All exits have been sealed. The vessel is pressurized. A course has been plotted to the outer planets.”

      “What about that ship waiting for us above ground?” Rafe asked. He doubted it had left yet. It probably waited for him to pop out of the ground.

      “The enemy vessel is still present. Orders?”

      “Ensure the laser cannon is ready.” Screw the Grykko and their guild. If they weren’t going to play by the regular rules of the game and allow him to bribe them before shooting, then they deserved whatever he did next.

      “The rapid-fire weapons are fully functional. However, the canon is out of commission. It still requires reparation from the meteorite damage we took on our journey here.”

      He frowned. Was that recrimination he heard in Annabelle’s tone? There shouldn’t be. AIs weren’t programmed to have attitude, but someone apparently had forgotten to tell his onboard computer. Of late, she copped him attitude every chance she got.

      Time to take her in for a maintenance check, especially since his last four diagnostics had not found anything wrong with her. When he’d sent a service call in to the programming engineers, they dared to say he imagined the smirk in her tone. Let’s see if they re-evaluate that opinion when my fist meets their faces.

      As Rafe flicked switches and the rumble in his vessel increased, he was very aware of the woman at his back. “You might want to strap in,” he advised his passenger again. “This ride might get a little bumpy.” When he’d buried his ship months ago during a vicious storm, he’d made sure to cover it with firmly packed dirt. Now he needed his vessel to rise from that grave.

      “Where the hell am I supposed to sit?” she asked.

      “If it looks like a chair, then plop your ass into it. The straps are on the top part of the backrest. Bring them over your torso and buckle them between your legs.”

      He heard a creak as she found a spot and a grumble as she clicked the buckle into place. “I feel like a little kid in a car seat.”

      “The five-point harness system is a proven safety measure. Why do you think the patent was introduced to your Earth?” The appalling lack of regard the humans had for protecting their youth had forced the more softhearted members of the galactic council to interfere in their societal development.

      But now wasn’t the time to delve into the meddling of the Department for the Protection of Indigene Slow Societies—also known as PISS.  Not to be mistaken for PISS OPH, the Pretentious Ideologist Secretive Society of Pompous Heirs.

      The entire ship shuddered and shook as it prepared to leave its hidden underground lair. With the press of a button, part of his armrest opened, a small panel sliding back so that a control lever could rise on each side. His hands clamped around them.

      “Are those joysticks? Are you seriously going to fly this thing yourself?”

      He didn’t take offense at her query. He’d spent enough time on Earth to have seen the movies, seen the human technology, and seen also their reliance on technology. They’d learn.

      Technology always failed at some point.

      In some things, it was best to remain hands-on. Computers, even very smart ones like Annabelle, were limited. Their free thinking, for all that it seemed innovative, was still programmed. A piece of software could not replicate instinct. A computer couldn’t feel that clench in the gut that Rafe used to guide him when he flew during especially intense situations.

      In order to obey his gut, Rafe had to be hands-on, and no matter the technology, the best method to drive a spaceship was still, for those with hand-like appendages, the classic control lever. Or, as the human girl called it, a joystick.

      Not a bad name. I certainly get a thrill out of outmaneuvering the enemy. His fingers curled around the familiar handles, and his thumbs lay lightly against the top. The slightest press would activate the guns located at various points outside his hull. His control levers could do a myriad of tasks, except order a pizza. Actually, there was nowhere in the galaxy he could order a take-out pizza, the one thing he would dearly miss about this planet.

      The whine of metal stressing grew louder and took the shuddering of his vessel to a whole new level. At times he wondered if the stress would prove too much for his ship. After all, it was getting on in years, but his Annabelle was solid.

      He hoped.

      “Here we go,” he muttered as he tugged on the joysticks. At first nothing happened as his ship pushed against the tons of dirt on top of it. But the engine was at—he glanced over at the dial to his left—ninety-three percent, enough juice to give him the push he needed.

      Grrrr. Whrrrr. Shake. Rattle. When the ship finally managed to rise from its shallow grave, it did so with an almost gleeful scream, and when it popped free of the weight, the engines took on a purr, as they no longer had to work as hard. The intense vibration subsided, but only for a moment.

      Whoop. Whoop. Once again, a siren went off as something impacted his vessel on the right-hand side. And, no, it wasn’t starboard. He’d like to meet the human who coined that word. In space, there were stars all around, so they stuck to universal directions. Left, right. Up, down. Fifth dimension. But that required a wormhole.

      The blow to his ship rattled it, and his outer hull of poop held, but that didn’t mean he wanted to sit around and let the other vessel use him as target practice.

      “Annabelle, switch the view to full surround. Let me see what we’re up against.”

      “As the captain orders.”

      The entire bridge turned into a virtual theatre. The walls, with their knobs and screens and flashing lights, disappeared, as did the floor and ceiling. A hefty upgrade, but one worth it as Annabelle projected a holographic image of the space around his ship. For all intents and purposes now, it was him against the universe—a universe with a ship determined to destroy his.

      He immediately spotted the Krolz vessel, almost directly in front of him and readying to fire again. It seemed they’d fixed their earlier cannon problem. A shame. He’d hoped to avoid a messy confrontation.

      A tilt of his joystick saw them banking away from the next missile, and his passenger screamed as the ship rolled. Something thumped, probably a loose part he’d forgotten to stow before takeoff. He could hope only it wouldn’t cause any damage as it went pinballing about.

      Ignoring the sound of the wench’s shrieks, he bent his primary focus on making sure they got off the planet alive. The extra loops and dips, though? They were purely to fuck with the girl and for fun.

      Whee. Yes, soaring through the sky in a mad weave proved exhilarating, but he couldn’t just play. The situation was serious, the stakes very real and high.

      With his foot, he kicked at a lever lock, releasing his seat from its forward upright position. It initially wobbled then stabilized. Now the seat would roll with his motions so that he could pivot and turn. His viewpoint would not be restricted, as he could visually access all the space around his ship.

      It took only a nudge of his body to send himself spinning, giving him an around-the-clock view so he could spot the enemy. He located the other ship weaving behind him, a laughable attempt on their part to foil any guided missiles.

      That won’t work with me. When Rafe aimed, he aimed so that he
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