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        A girl disguised as a boy tricks her way aboard the ship captained by her Fated Mate...who also happens to be her big brother’s best friend.

      

      

      
        
        A Mafia Princess disguised as a boy...

      

      

      Running from a loveless marriage, I disguised myself and tricked my way aboard the starship captained by my Fated Mate. Only Turk doesn’t know we’re meant to be together and how can I tell him when he thinks I’m a boy? I don’t dare reveal my true identity but what happens when my body starts craving his and he finds out who I really am? Will he believe we’re meant to be together…or send me back to the cruel old man who paid for me?

      
        
        A Mafia Captain tricked into hiring his Fated Mate...

      

      

      I thought there was something strange about my new crewmember. He was so quiet and shy—and much too pretty to be male. But he was also the best damn navigator I’d ever seen. Still, why did I feel so drawn to him? It didn’t make sense—I’m no lover of males. When he was attacked by another crewmember, I was forced to take him into my own cabin to protect him. But then our bodies started reacting and the cravings began. Little did I know that the pretty new navigator was hiding a secret that would blow my life apart…

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to Laura who knows what I love to write.
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      Years ago everyone who could afford it left the dying Earth and traveled to the stars. There, humanity found that they were not alone—there was plenty of sentient life to connect with…if they wanted to.

      A core group of humans refused to have anything to do with the aliens. The Untainted, as they chose to call themselves, have pure human blood in their veins—their DNA has remained unchanged for centuries. They marry each other and do their best to ignore the outsiders—but there are some who are hard to ignore…for instance, the Brutal Crime Lords.

      The Brutal Crime Organization operates like the Cosa Nostra back on Dying Earth. Made up of four different Alien Crime families, they rule over whole sectors of the Imperium Galaxy and extract tribute from anyone living in their territory. The Brutes, as they are called, have inhuman lusts. Always searching for their Fated Mate, once they find her, they develop The Thirst which compels them to taste her juices. Some have tails and most have horns. All of them have special equipment that’s big enough to split a woman in two…or give her pleasure beyond her wildest dreams.

      The Untainted refuse to ever marry or mate with the Brutes…but exceptions happen. And when a woman enters a Permanent Binding with a Brute, she can never, ever be free of him.

      Author's Note: I hope you'll enjoy this new series — I wanted to take Mafia Romance themes and tropes and put them in a sci-fi setting filled with cruel and irresistible Alien Mafia Enforcers. Expect to find Love and Betrayal, Enemies to Lovers, and growly, grumpy Morally Grey Heroes determined to find their Fated Mates at all costs.

      Enter the Brutal Universe at your own risk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE FOUR FAMILIES

          

          BRUTAL UNIVERSE

        

      

    

    
      Clan Cruel — these Alien Mafiosos carry a Darkness inside them that comes out when their woman is threatened.

      Clan Savage — Serpentine blood ensures these Alien Enforcers have fangs and a desire to taste their woman's blood.

      Clan Vicious — Moving neon tatts and an ability to read their enemy’s intentions and see their past are the characteristics of these Morally Grey Alien Capos. They must always wear gloves because their touch is dangerous...until they find their Fated Mate.

      Clan Ruthless — These Alien Crime Lords have bat-like wings and burning red eyes, not to mention the ability to mate in flight.

      *All Four Clans have these three things common — Horns, Knots, and The Thirst — an insatiable desire to taste their Fated Mate.
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            JESSINA

          

          MAFIA PRINCESS, DAUGHTER OF THE CHIEFTAIN OF CLAN CRUEL

        

      

    

    
      “Jessina, where are you? Please, just let me know you’re safe. Our Sire is worried sick and Lyrah…well, you know how she is. But even she’s anxious. Where did you go? Are you all right? Call me. I can help you—I promise.”

      I pulled the communication device from my ear and looked at it, contemplating my big brother’s voice message. Could he really help me? I wished I could believe it was true.

      Slade was the Head Enforcer of Clan Cruel, one of the Four Families that ruled the fringes of the Imperium Galaxy. He was feared and respected and he had a lot of power. But did he have more power than our father, the Chieftain of Clan Cruel?

      The answer was a definite no.

      Slade might think he could help me—he might even swear to keep me safe. But he couldn’t overrule the will of our father. And our father was under the spell of my wicked stepmother who had decided I was going to marry a disgusting old man who was thirty years my senior.

      If that sounds dramatic, I’m sorry but every word is true.

      Lyrah, my stepmother, had stepped into my father’s life and basically seduced him not two months after my own mother died. That was ten years ago and she’s been leading my father around by his nose ever since. (Though let’s get real—that’s not the body part she’s leading him around by.)

      Lyrah’s been trying to get me married off almost from the minute she moved into my family’s mansion. I think she just wants to get rid of me so she can have my father all to herself. My big brother, Slade, moved out two months after she moved in. But since I’m a daughter, not a son, I didn’t have that option.

      I’ve been doing my best to avoid her for years, but she still wants me gone. So when my father decided it was time for me to marry, she naturally volunteered to take over the whole process.

      I didn’t know anything about it until she took me to a “special surprise luncheon” as she put it at Chez L’ronge, the most expensive and exclusive restaurant on Rigelis Nine.

      I was suspicious, of course—Lyrah and I mostly avoid each other. Why would she want to take me to lunch now? All the way there in the back of the hover-limo, she kept prattling on about how I was getting too old to keep living at home and that I needed a new direction in my life.

      I was starting to have some hope that maybe she had talked my father into letting me move out to an apartment of my own, the way Slade had. He has the penthouse suite at the top of the Henkleton Resort where he and his new human bride, Aurora were currently living their best lives. So at the time, I thought that maybe Lyrah had arranged for me to get an apartment in the same resort as my big brother.

      But all my hopes were dashed when we walked into the circular dining room of Chez L’ronge.

      The restaurant is located at the top of the tallest tower in the city and it boasts a gorgeous view of the entire downtown area. Looking down from the circular windows that ring the entire dining area, you can see all the lines of flying traffic and the 3-D Holo ads which are often as big as the buildings themselves.

      But it wasn’t the spectacular view I was looking at. It was the elderly male sitting at one of the tables. He must be at least half Brute—which is the race of the Four Families or Clans—because he did have the curling horns all Brute males have. But they were small and withered and unpainted. Only chieftains, enforcers, and soldiers of the Clans are allowed to paint their horns, so I knew at once this male was someone who was outside the inner circle I had grown up in.

      The Brutal Clans function like the Mob back on Old Earth—we operate outside the law in things like racketeering, smuggling, and illegal cloning. We also offer protection to the ragged little colonies and planetoids barely hanging on around the fringes of the galaxy where the Imperium—the galactic government—usually doesn’t bother to come.

      I say “we” but I’ve never had anything to do with the family business—that’s the way my father wants it. He’s also expressed a wish to have me marry outside the Clan, to a male unaffiliated with any of the Four Families. So I guess the stranger’s unpainted horns shouldn’t have been a surprise.

      What was a surprise was how old he was. There were wrinkles around his eyes and the corners of his mouth and the grey skin of his cheeks hung in doughy waddles on either side of his face. He was wearing a long robe to try and disguise his girth, but it was clear that he wasn’t in very good shape.

      I don’t want to sound hateful or judgmental—he looked like a nice old GrandSire and there’s nothing wrong with that. But I had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach as he looked me up and down with a lustful gaze that was anything but grandfatherly.

      When the old male saw Lyrah, he raised a hand and half-stood to greet her.

      “Grr. Malofice—there you are!” my stepmother trilled. Taking me by the arm, she hurried me over to the table where he was sitting.

      “Grrsa. Lyrah, my dear. It’s so very good to see you again.” He looked at me, giving me that same, greedy look that made my skin crawl. “And this must be your lovely daughter—the one you say is looking for a husband.”

      I knew then and there that my fate was sealed. But I was determined not to go down without a fight.

      “I’m not looking for a husband,” I said bluntly. “I’m waiting for my Fated Mate—the one She of the Four Faces set aside just for me.”

      “Oh Jessina, don’t be ridiculous!” Lyrah scoffed. “Nobody waits for their Fated Mate anymore—it’s nothing but a nursery story.”

      “Your mother is right, a lovely young girl like you mustn’t wait until she’s old and withered hoping for a fairytale to come true,” the male called Grr. Malofice said, laughing jovially.

      He was one to talk about being “old and withered” but I didn’t say that.

      “My older brother just claimed his Fated Mate,” I said. “They have a beautiful Binding Ceremony planned.”

      “Well, it sounds like someone wants their big day to be special,” Grr. Malofice said, smiling broadly in a way that showed his yellowed teeth. They nearly matched the color of his withered horns. “Please—won’t the two of you have a seat?” he asked, making a sweeping gesture to the two chairs across from his.

      “We’d love to.” Lyrah shot me a murderous look as we got settled. Clearly she wanted me to sit still and shut up—but I wasn’t prepared to do that.

      “So, your mother tells me—” Grr. Malofice began.

      “Lyrah is my stepmother,” I interrupted, correcting him. “And once again I want to be clear—I’m not looking for a husband or to enter into a Binding of any kind.”

      I was trying to nip the whole business in the bud, but it seemed that matters had already progressed beyond that point.

      “That’s all right, young lady,” Grr. Malofice said pleasantly. “It doesn’t matter if you’re looking for a husband or not because your Sire has decided that you are. And it just so happens that I am looking for a wife.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I said blankly.

      “It means your father has put me in charge of finding you the perfect husband and as you can see, I have.” Lyrah smiled brightly at me. “Jessina, meet your future lord and husband.” And she nodded proudly at Grr. Malofice.

      “No,” I said flatly, looking at the old man across from me. “You’re joking.”

      “I would never joke about such an important subject as your future happiness, dear daughter.” Lyrah gave me a poisonous smile, her green eyes snapping.

      “You’re a lovely young lady and I’m sure we can make each other very happy.” Grr. Malofice leered at me again, his eyes running up and down my body and lingering on my breasts. They may not be the biggest, but they’re perky and I was currently wishing that I’d worn something that covered them better than the thin Trixian silk top I had on which showed the points of my nipples.

      “I very much doubt that’s true,” I said coldly, folding my arms over my chest to hide myself.

      “I don’t.” He gave me a self-satisfied grin—clearly he thought he had me in the bag—bought and paid for—and there was nothing I could do about it. “Now, don’t fret—I’m prepared to be extremely generous with your allowance, my dear. You’ll be able to buy anything your pretty little heart desires to wear—your closet will be stuffed with pretty little dresses.”

      While down below I’d be stuffed with…I didn’t want to think about that.

      “Stepmother dear,” I said to Lyrah through gritted teeth. “I feel the need to visit the ladies room. Would you please come with me?”

      Lyrah gave me a nasty look.

      “Not now, Jessina. You need to get to know your husband-to-be.”

      “Yes, now,” I said and rose from the table. “I’m going—you can come with me or not,” I added and walked out of the dining room.

      “Jessina, what do you think you’re doing?” she hissed at me, as we entered the elaborately decorated ladies room together. The wallpaper was made of living velvet that flowed in endless pink and gold patterns and there was a row of gold-framed, floor-to-ceiling mirrors on one wall.

      I studied myself in one of the mirrors, avoiding my stepmother’s furious gaze.

      I’m only half Brute myself. My mother was Yerbishian, so instead of the pearly grey skin tones of most of the people around me, my skin is a creamy brown. My eyes, though, show my father’s side of my heritage. They’re a clear, pale amber with no other color at all. I’m tall for a woman and I have what you might call a “boyish figure” all except for my breasts, which are medium-sized and firm. My hair is long and thick and black—it falls to the middle of my back.

      I don’t know if you’d call me pretty—I wouldn’t. My features are delicate but still too strong to be cute. Still, I have a straight nose and full lips so I’m not ugly—I’m just not “feminine enough” at least to hear my stepmother tell it.

      Speaking of Lyrah, she was mad enough to spit. Her poison green eyes were flashing as she glared at me in the mirror. Her hair—currently dyed green and purple—was piled up in a fashionable up-do on top of her head and her designer top and skirt combo, which was pink with lime green stripes, clung to her huge fake breasts and enormous bubble-butt.

      “You can pout all you want, young lady,” she said to me. “But you’re going to marry Grr. Malofice and you’re going to do it with a smile on your face. Your father has given me free reign to choose your husband and I’ve made an excellent choice.”

      “An excellent choice? He’s old enough to be my GrandSire!” I exploded, glaring back at her. “There’s no way I’m Binding myself to him!”

      Lyrah made a sound like hrrumph.

      “You need an older male with a steady hand to keep you in line, my dear,” she sniffed. “Besides, Grr. Malofice is one of the richest merchants on all of Rigelis Nine! Why, he practically owns the garment district. He can get you discounts on all the latest fashions!”

      “You mean he can get you discounts on the latest fashions!” I exclaimed. I could see what was happening here—my stepmother was basically trading me away to a horny old man in order to assure herself of a lifetime of free or discounted clothes. Her whole criteria in choosing a husband for me was all about what she could get out of it.

      “There is a possibility that Grr. Malofice might be willing to give me a few discounts as well,” she acknowledged coolly. “But that doesn’t change the fact that he’s excellent husband material. Didn’t you hear me before? He’s extremely rich!”

      “You think I care about his money?” I demanded. “I don’t want his nasty hands crawling all over me just so you can get the latest fashions at a discount!”

      Lyrah stamped her foot, which made no sound at all in the thick, luxurious Bernah fur carpeting.

      “You selfish, stubborn girl!” she snarled at me. “You can whine and cry all you want but you will marry the male I picked for you! Your father has agreed to this match and the date of your Binding Ceremony has been set.”

      “You’re joking with me!” I shook my head. “Daddy wouldn’t do that to me! He wouldn’t make me marry an old man.”

      “Oh, no?” A cruel smile twisted her painted lips. “Then why don’t we ask him?”

      She pulled out her mobile holo-projector and punched in a number. A moment later, a 3-D hologram of my father, about a foot high, was hovering over her palm.

      “Yes, Lyrah my love, what is it?” he asked, looking distracted. My Father has the gilded horns of a Chieftain—the only males besides Head Enforcers that are allowed to paint their horns gold—and eyes the same dark gold as my brother, Slade’s.

      “Zirex, my darling, Jessina and I are here at Chez L’ronge having lunch with my good friend, Grr. Malofice. You remember him don’t you?”

      “Oh yes—the rich merchant.” My father nodded distractedly. “Well, why did you call?”

      “Well, it seems that your daughter doesn’t like the idea of getting Bound to Grr. Malofice,” Lyrah said sweetly. “She doesn’t understand that it’s in her best interest to get married before she’s too old to attract a husband.”

      “I’d rather die single than marry a man old enough to be my GrandSire!” I exclaimed. “Daddy, he’s older than you are!” I added, appealing to the holo image of my father.

      “Now, Jessina, your mother and I talked about this,” he said sternly. “We agreed that it would be best for you to be Bound to an older male—one with a stern hand who could keep you in check.”

      “Why do I need to be kept in check?” I demanded. “Why do I need to marry at all?”

      My father glowered at me.

      “You’re a princess of Clan Cruel—of course you must get married. You’re lucky I’m not using your marriage as an alliance to another Clan—I’m being kind in allowing you to get out of our lifestyle.”

      “You think forcing me to marry an old male I don’t love or even know is being kind?” I demanded. “Lyrah only chose him because he’s promised to get her a discount on the latest fashions!”

      “That’s not true! I had only your best interest at heart when I chose Grr. Malofice for you,” Lyrah snapped. “And since the contract is already signed, it’s too late to back out now.”

      “What?” I couldn’t believe my ears. “Daddy, please say it’s not true!” I begged my father. “Please tell me you didn’t sign me to a Binding Contract without even asking me if I wanted to be Bound to this male or not!”

      For the first time my father looked uncomfortable.

      “Now, Jessina,” he began. “When we signed the contract, we were only thinking of your future happiness⁠—”

      On hearing those words, “when we signed the contract,” all hope left my body. Once a Binding Contract is signed, there’s almost no way to back out of it. If my father really cared so little about me that he would allow my malevolent stepmother to choose my future husband based on who would give her the best discounts when she went shopping, then there was no way he would listen to my pleas and let me out of the upcoming union.

      Which meant I was going to have to find a way to get myself out of it.

      “All right, fine,” I said.

      “What do you mean by that?” Lyrah demanded.

      I shrugged.

      “Just what I said. If the contract is already signed, then there’s nothing to be done. It can’t be taken back.” I was furious—more angry than I had ever been in my life—but I knew if I showed it, I was only going to make them suspicious. And I couldn’t afford that—a plan was already forming in my mind.

      “So that’s it? You’re happy with our choice?” My father raised his eyebrows.

      “Well, he’s not as young as I had hoped my husband would be,” I said. “But you did say he’s rich, right?”

      “Yes, extremely. He’s one of the wealthiest males in the Imperium,” Lyrah said slowly. I could tell that she distrusted my sudden change of heart.

      “Well, then I guess I can just wait for him to die,” I said, shrugging.

      The hologram of my father frowned.

      “That’s an extremely disrespectful way to speak of your future lord and husband, daughter,” he said disapprovingly.

      Disrespectful was exactly what I had been aiming for. It was more believable than the idea that I would suddenly fall in love with the repulsive male they had chosen or decide to be a dutiful daughter and wed him even though I didn’t like him. They had to think I believed there was something in this Binding for me—some reason I would be willing to go through with it.

      “It’s disrespectful but she had a point,” Lyrah said. A greedy light was already shining in her green eyes. “And he has no other relations—just think of having that whole estate to ourselves when he dies!”

      It always came back to greed with her—I was convinced that was the main reason she’d married my father. That and she liked the status it gave her to be the wife of the Chieftain of Clan Cruel.

      “Last time I looked, I was the one getting Bound to him,” I told her. “I don’t know what you mean about getting the whole estate to ‘ourselves.’”

      “Don’t be greedy, Jessina,” she snapped. “Of course you’ll share! If it wasn’t for me, you’d never have gotten the chance at all that money and power in the first place! Don’t forget, I’m the one who arranged this Binding for you.”

      “If the two of you are in agreement, then I really have to go,” my father said, frowning. He was forever busy with the work of running the Clan—too busy to care if his children were happy, apparently.

      “Yes, darling—we’re all on the same page now,” Lyrah trilled, smiling. “I’ll see you later at home.”

      She snapped the holo-projector shut and tucked it back in her purse, giving me a smug smile.

      “All right then, shall we go back? And this time, I think you’d better be nicer to Grr. Malofice, don’t you?”

      I forced a smile on my face.

      “Yes—I’ll try.”

      “Just think of all that money, my dear. That would put a smile on anyone’s face.” Linking her arm through mine, she gave me an avaricious smile of her own and towed me back into the dining room.

      I spent the rest of the luncheon nodding at everything my husband-to-be said and smiling agreeably even though I felt like my face was going to crack. But the whole time I was planning my escape, plotting to get away and never, ever come back.

      I was going to run to my Fated Mate—the one the Goddess had set aside for me—my big brother’s best friend, Turk.
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            TURK

          

          CAPTAIN OF THE ILLYRIAN, SMUGGLING SHIP FOR CLAN SAVAGE

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean Jessina’s gone?” I stared blankly at the holo of my best friend. Slade is in a different Family from mine—he’s Clan Cruel and I’m Clan Savage—but that’s never affected our friendship. We met at a gathering of the Four Families when we were kids and we’ve been tight ever since.

      “Just what I said—she’s gone.” He ran a hand over his golden horns distractedly.

      You can generally tell the rank of any Brute affiliated with the Four Families by the color their horns are painted. Slade is Head Enforcer for his Clan which is the reason his horns are gold. I’m the Captain of a smuggling ship for Clan Savage so my horns are painted bronze.

      The bronze indicates my rank but it also shows the trust my Chieftain has in me. I take a multi-billion credit star ship out into the farthest reaches of deep space and bring back rare and precious cargo no one else can get.

      Oh, and illegal—my cargos are almost always something banned by the Imperium, which has a stick up its ass about things like certain mind-altering recreational drugs and medical instruments used in operations like illegal cloning procedures. In fact, I was headed to the Triplex Cluster in a day or so, as soon as I found a new navigator, to pick up a special shipment.

      But it wasn’t my next mission I was thinking of at the moment, it was my best friend and his missing little sister, Jessina.

      “Her room was a mess—my Sire said it looked like there had been a struggle,” Slade was telling me.

      “Did someone kidnap her?” I asked. “Who the fuck would dare to do that? Kidnap the daughter of a Clan Chieftain?”

      Slade shook his head, distractedly.

      “I have no fucking idea—I don’t even know if she was actually taken or not. Aurora thinks she ran off on her own. Apparently she wasn’t happy with the male my stepmother picked for her to Bind herself to. I thought she looked upset at the ceremony but I never got around to talking to her.”

      I could tell he was feeling guilty about it. He and his little sister have always been close.

      “Hey, don’t beat yourself up about it,” I told him. “It was your Binding Day—you had a lot going on.”

      “I know. I just…fuck! I just wish I knew where she was and if she was safe. She’s not answering any of my calls.” He sighed in obvious frustration and ran a hand over his horns again.

      I tried to remember if I had seen my friend’s little sister at the Binding Ceremony, which had been held at the Temple of She of the Four Faces—the Goddess all Brutes worship. But try as I might, the only mental image I could bring up was of Jessina when she was much younger.

      Back when Slade was still living at home in his family mansion, he’d invited me and the rest of our Cross-Clan Crew, as Slade calls us, to come stay pretty often. We did what all adolescent males did—spent most of the time gaming and partying. Jessina always wanted to hang around with us and mostly we let her. She and Slade were always close, even back then.

      She was a cute little thing with big, serious amber eyes and long black hair that fell to her waist. I still remembered the time when she had followed us to a club and gotten into trouble…

      Jessina was underage at the time but she hid in the trunk of Slade’s hover-coach. None of us knew she was there. Until I happened to go to the bar for another drink and saw her.

      She was sitting there with a male who was way too old for her and sipping something I really hoped wasn’t alcoholic. But alcoholic or not, the drink was going to fuck her up. The minute she looked away, I saw the bastard sitting beside her slip something into it—a bright pink rape pod.

      The pod dissolved instantly and the next thing I knew, Jessina was putting the glass to her lips and taking a sip.

      I was around the other side of the bar—which was a big one—but I got to her as fast as I could. Even so, by the time I reached them, she was already drooping and the bastard who had drugged her had an arm around her waist and was about to drag her outside.

      “Hey fuck-face—get your hands off my little sister!” I growled at him. Of course we’re not related but Slade is like my brother. So it follows that his little sister is my little sister—that’s the way it works with close friendships in the Four Families.

      The guy looked up at me and turned pale. My horns weren’t bronze at that point—they were platinum, the sign of a high-ranking soldier. But that was enough to let him know I was a member of one of the Clans and nobody to be messed with. My moving neon tats and my fangs, which I bared at him, marked me as Clan Savage and nobody he wanted to be fucking with.

      “She…she’s sick. I was taking her to the restroom,” he babbled.

      “Don’t bother lying—I saw you put a rape pod in her drink!” I stepped closer. “Give her to me and then hold out your arm.”

      “Wh-what? Why?” he stuttered. He was already handing Jessina over, and I could see he was going to try and bolt.

      I looped an arm around her limp form and then grabbed his wrist with my free hand. Bringing it to my mouth, I concentrated the venom in my fangs and sank them deep into his flesh.

      My Clan—Clan Savage—has Serpentine genes in our DNA. My fangs give me the ability to either poison or heal whenever I want. One guess which I was doing to this fucking asshole.

      The would-be rapist howled, sinking to his knees right there in the middle of the club. I kept injecting until my venom sacs were dry—only then did I release his arm.

      “Wh-what did you do to me?” he gasped, cradling his arm to his chest. It was already swelling and his light gray skin was turning an ominous reddish-purple. Dark lines of poison were creeping from his wrist, where I’d bitten him, up towards his elbow.

      “I gave you what you deserved,” I growled at him. “If I were you, I’d go seek medical attention right fucking now.” I nodded at the lines on his arm. “You might get there in time—or not. If my venom reaches your heart, you’re dead. Even if it doesn’t, your cock is never going to work right again. Good fucking luck.”

      Then I swung Jessina up into my arms and started to carry her back to our table where I figured Slade could take care of her. But she was still half-conscious and she looked up at me with pleading in her big amber eyes.

      “Please, Turk,” she begged softly. “Don’…don’t tell Slade. He’ll be so…so angry with me.”

      I felt my heart melting as I looked down at her—so young and innocent and so afraid to disappoint her big brother. She reminded me of a bird with a broken wing.

      “All right, little bird,” I murmured. “I’ll make an excuse and take you home.”

      I carried her out of the club, cradled against my chest, and managed to flag down a hover-cab. Once I got her safely stowed inside, I got in myself and gave the auto-drive the address of her family mansion. Then I called Slade and told him I had met someone—which wasn’t entirely untrue—and I would see him and the others back at the mansion later.

      I could hear the rest of our crew laughing and telling me what a dog I was, but they bought it. They thought I had picked up some girl and was taking her someplace quiet. Well, they weren’t completely wrong, though of course it wasn’t what they thought. I would never, ever do anything like that with my best friend’s little sister—not even if she was completely sober. Which she wasn’t, thanks to the rape pod that bastard had slipped her.

      When we got back to the mansion, I had to sneak Jessina in through the back way, and since I was carrying her in my arms, that wasn’t exactly easy. Still, I managed to avoid all the servants and her Mother and Sire too. Before I knew it, I was tucking her into bed and pulling the covers up to her chin.

      I was about to go, but Jessina’s eyes fluttered open and she reached out to grab me by the wrist. I thought she was going to thank me or maybe ask me not to tell Slade again. But instead she murmured something I could barely hear.

      “What was that, little bird?” I asked, leaning down to put my ear near her mouth.

      “Fated…Mate,” she whispered. And then her eyes closed and she was out.

      I looked down at her for a long time, taking in the way her long black lashes curled against her cheeks. She didn’t look like a Brute, except for her eyes. Her skin was a warm, creamy brown and for a moment I saw her as she would be when she got older. She was going to be a heartbreaker, I thought—not merely pretty or cute but fucking gorgeous. She had a regal quality about her. I hoped Slade was ready to defend her because there were going to be a lot of males after her.

      Reaching down, I stroked her cheek with the backs of my fingers. So soft and warm…so innocent. She stirred and a soft moan escaped her lips but she didn’t wake again. I wondered if she was dreaming of her Fated Mate—she must be, since those were the words she’d spoken. Whoever he was, I hoped he would treat her right.

      I left her asleep in her bed and never told a soul about what had happened at the club. But it made me feel protective of Jessina. Later on, I gave her a talking to about not sneaking into clubs while she was underage and about how she should never fucking ever take a drink offered by someone she didn’t know.

      “Order a drink in a bottle or a squeeze-bulb if you’re thirsty and be sure to keep it in your hand at all times so nobody can tamper with it,” I lectured her the next day. “Never trust any of the guys you meet at those places—half of them are fucking rapists! You could have died last night if I hadn’t seen you!”

      She listened with wide eyes and nodded when I was finished.

      “I’m sorry, Turk. I just wanted to be with you. I mean, with you guys—with the Crew, you know?” she added hastily.

      “Yeah, well we don’t always go places that are safe for a woman on her own,” I told her. “This time you got lucky—I might not see you next time. So please promise me you won’t try that again.”

      Jessina nodded.

      “I promise. And thank you for saving me.”

      “I’m just glad I saw you in time.” There was a tight feeling in my chest when I thought of what might have happened if I hadn’t decided I was thirsty just at the right moment to see her at the bar.

      “I’m glad too. Thank you, Turk.” Jessina threw her arms around me, giving me a big hug…as big as she could manage, anyway. She was such a tiny little thing. But then, anyone looks tiny to a Brute Enforcer—not a single one of us is under seven feet. It’s the Clan genes—they don’t quit.

      I hugged her back and stroked her long, silky hair. She felt so fragile in my arms—I wished I could protect her forever.

      “You’re welcome, little bird,” I murmured. “I just want you to be safe. Always.”

      That little incident made me feel especially close to Jessina and I couldn’t help remembering it when Slade called me and told me she was missing. I was as worried as he was—but I didn’t know if I could help, especially if she’d run off on her own, like he seemed to think.

      “I’ll look for her here at the spaceport,” I offered. “But the Illyrian is about to ship out to the Triplex Cluster. We’re doing a deal with the Salashions and they’re fucking crazy about their schedule.”

      “I understand.” Slade nodded. “Just call me if you hear anything. She might even call you—you’re like her second big brother, you know?”

      “Yeah, I know.” I nodded.

      Slade would never know about that night at the club or the secret his sister and I shared. I would never betray Jessina’s confidence. But it was true that it had made her look up to me, even more than the rest of our Cross-Clan Crew.

      Slade signed off and I sat at my desk for a minute, wondering where the fuck Jessina had gotten herself off to. She might be anywhere in the Imperium Galaxy by now. I prayed to She of the Four Faces my little bird was safe.

      I had no idea at the time how close she really was.
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      I had suspected that my brother’s best friend, Turk, was my Fated Mate from the moment I met him. It’s called The Lightning Strike—the feeling anyone with Brutal blood in their veins feels when they first come in contact with the one person that the Goddess of Four Faces has set aside exclusively for them.

      I felt it the first time Turk touched my hand—like an electrical tingle that ran through my whole body, making my nipples painfully tight and my pussy embarrassingly wet. But I was young then—I was unsure if what I’d felt was real or just wishful thinking.

      It didn’t help that Turk didn’t show any signs of The Lightning Strike himself. Not everyone with Brute blood feels it, though. Sometimes the realization comes on gradually.

      It made me wonder if my brother’s best friend would ever feel for me what I felt for him.

      Turk is tall and muscular and strong. Not to mention he’s easy on the eyes. At seven feet, he’s considerably taller than me and he has the pearly gray skin of all those who have the blood of the Brutal Clans in their veins. (I am a rare exception myself.)

      His dark hair has a slight wave to it and he has eyes that nearly match his horns, which are bronze—a sign of his high status within Clan Savage. He captains a ship called The Illyrian and they often go to neighboring galaxies to import rare and illegal cargo.

      That was where I was running—to the Illyrian. But of course, I couldn’t go there as myself or even let Turk know who I was. He would probably just send me right back to my father’s mansion or turn me over to Slade. My big brother was kind, but ultimately if our father demanded that he return me to the family mansion, Slade would have to comply.

      Which meant I needed a disguise—a really good one. So I took a hover-cab to the one place I knew I could get exactly what I needed.

      “I need a complete sex-change simulation,” I told the Synth dealer, once I was seated across from him in the small, grimy booth in the side alley where he did business.

      “Full change? That’s gonna cost ya,” he said, frowning at me. He had long, greasy black hair that was pulled into a ponytail at the back of his neck. But his fingernails were clean and he seemed to know what he was doing.

      I knew about this dealer from eavesdropping on my father’s conversations with his Enforcers. Synth implants along with Stealth Tech were highly illegal—mainly because a really good implant could fool even the Imperium’s most advanced scanners. So of course, it fell under our Clan’s jurisdiction. This dealer was supposed to be the best in the business and he regularly paid Clan Cruel protection money.

      Of course, I didn’t dare to tell him I was a Princess of Clan Cruel—he would refuse to do business with me and probably turn me back in to my father if I did. I had to pretend to be a regular customer.

      “I can pay your price,” I told him, lifting my chin. “I need an implant that will make me appear fully male from head to toe.”

      “Okay, girly—that’s gonna be a thousand credits,” he said briskly and opened his case. It was filled with hundreds of slim, silver cylinders that gleamed against the black velvet lining.

      “A thousand credits!” I squeaked before I could stop myself. That was practically all the money I had. I hadn’t dared to touch my bank account because I was afraid it would tip my father off to the fact I had run away.

      Before I left, I had staged a kidnapping, knocking over furniture and throwing personal items on the floor to make it look like there had been a struggle. But if I started pulling money out of my account, my father would know I had run away and would be able to trace it back to my location. I couldn’t have that.

      The dealer stopped in the act of choosing the right Synth cylinder.

      “You want it or not? Thought you said you could pay.”

      “I can.” I sighed. “Okay, so a thousand. That covers touch too, right?”

      The dealer frowned.

      “Don’t think so girly. Adding tactile to the visual Synth will run you another two thousand.”

      “So three thousand all together?” I exclaimed. Goddess, no wonder my father collected so much from this dealer—he was making a fortune.

      “Yeah. Can you pay?” His thick fingers hovered over a cylinder that was about as big as my pinky finger.

      Reluctantly, I shook my head. I had that much and more in my bank account, but as I said, I couldn’t access it.

      “Just a visual Synth,” I said.

      “Okay.” His fingers traveled to the other side of the case, finding a silver cylinder that was half as big. He plucked it from the black velvet and pulled out a snub-nosed device that looked like a weapon—a Synth gun. The dealer started to load the cylinder into the gun but paused for a minute. “Let’s see your money.”

      I pulled out four green two-hundred-fifty credit chips and showed them to him.

      “Good.” He nodded and grabbed my wrist, holding my arm still. With his other hand, he cocked the gun. Then he took aim at my upper arm and pointed the laser scope. A bright red dot appeared on my brown skin, just below my shoulder.

      “Wait,” I said. “Is this going to hur⁠—”

      There was a muffled explosion as the Synth gun went off and a searing pain stabbed me in the arm.

      Tears sprang to my eyes and I shrieked as the agony burst through me. I was pretty sure this was what getting shot with an old-fashioned projectile weapon felt like!

      “Hey now, girly—males don’t cry, ya know,” the dealer said roughly, releasing my arm.

      “You…you could have warned me.” I sucked back a sob and swiped at my damp eyes. “That really hurt!”

      “You’re lucky you couldn’t afford the tactile Synth,” he said blandly. “It hurts twice as much—like having your fucking arm cut off with a fire torch. You know, if you’re going to pretend to be a male, you need to remember not to show your emotions so much.”

      “I’m not!” I said indignantly.

      “Yes, you are, girly. Go on—go look at yourself.”

      He nodded at the alcove behind him where he’d set up a cheap 3-D viewer which would show me from all angles.

      Rising on shaky legs, I made my way to the viewer to have a look at my new appearance.

      What I saw stunned me.

      There was a boy looking back at me—a boy who could have been my twin. He had smooth, brown skin and pale amber eyes which were red from crying. His hair was short and his jaw line was still delicate, but more square than mine. His features were mine, only a bit larger and less feminine looking.

      But he was still almost pretty—and he looked too damn young! Like a male who was barely twenty—if that.

      “Hey—this isn’t what I asked for!” I said, rounding angrily on the dealer. “I’m supposed to look like a man—where’s my beard? Or at least some stubble?”

      He shrugged.

      “Sorry—that’s not how Synth works. If it makes changes that are too extreme, the Imperium’s Fraud Alarms are set off the minute they scan you. You get picked up on Synth charges and you’ll go away for a long fucking time. Believe me—I know,” he added darkly.

      “But how are other males going to respect me?” I demanded. Even as a man, I wasn’t tall or muscular or imposing, like a Brute Enforcer. I looked too thin and too weak—an easy target.

      “You can start by not crying around them,” the dealer said grimly. “And remember—this is a visual Synth only. If someone grabs your chest, they’ll feel your breasts. If they get close enough to your back, they’ll feel that long hair of yours, girly.”

      “They will?” I put a hand to my head reflexively and the boy in the viewer did the same. I touched what looked like empty air in the viewer…and felt the long, thick waterfall of my real hair cascading down my back.

      “They will,” the Synth dealer affirmed. “If I were you, I’d cut the hair and use a compression tank-top to flatten your breasts. I have one in your size you can have for another fifty credits,” he added.

      “Cut my hair?” I repeated, still stroking my fingers through the long strands. Since I’ve never thought of myself as really pretty, I consider my hair to be my one true beauty. The idea of cutting it hurt—almost as badly as the Synth gun had.

      Speaking of the Synth gun, I looked at my upper arm. There was no bulge there to show the implant, but there was a pretty nasty bruise already forming. I automatically started to rub my arm but winced and pulled my fingers away the minute they made contact—the flesh was still too tender.

      “I’ll cut it for you—no extra charge,” the dealer offered. “But I get to keep it—I’ll sell it to a high-end wig-maker in the Beauty district.”

      I didn’t want to let him do it…but who else could I ask? I couldn’t go to a barber or a stylist now. What would I say—“please cut off my invisible hair?” So I had to reluctantly agree.

      “All right,” I said. “But you’ve seen my hair—it’s worth a lot. I’ll trade you the hair for the compression tank.”

      He considered a moment and then nodded.

      “Deal.”

      He got up and came to stand beside me, holding a pair of heavy silver sheers. Grabbing my hair in one fist, he lifted the sheers and started chopping it off, right below my ears. As he cut, he talked.

      “Remember if you have to get naked, you’ve got the appearance of a shaft but it’s just a hologram projected by the Synth implant. If anyone tries to grab it or touch it, they’re going to know there’s nothing there. So it’s better to avoid getting naked in front of anyone you don’t trust.”

      “Don’t worry—I won’t!” I said with feeling. I had no plans to strip in front of strangers, so my Synth-projection penis was going to remain unseen by anyone but me.

      “Good.” He finished cutting and pulled the thick handful of hair away from my head. As the hair left my body and the thin holo-field being projected by the implant, it reappeared, trailing from his fist in a long, black, silky wave.

      I couldn’t help thinking it looked like he had scalped me—it felt like it too. My neck felt rubbery and my head was suddenly too light without the heavy masses of wavy hair I’d had all my life.

      I wanted to cry again when I saw the dealer fold my hair carefully and put it in a bag, but I reminded myself that I looked like a man now and I had to act like one. That meant no showing emotions, no matter how deeply I felt them.

      “I’ll get you that compression tank,” he said and rummaged in another bag at his booth for a moment before pulling out a skinny black tank-top that didn’t look big enough to fit a little girl—let alone a grown woman. He handed it to me and nodded at the viewer again. “Go on—put it on.”

      I wanted to protest his idea that I should take off my top in front of him…but then I realized he wouldn’t be able to see my breasts. The holo-field generated by the Synth implant would hide them.

      So I slipped off my top and my bra—it was useless now since its main function was to lift my medium sized breasts and make them more prominent. I felt naked and strange, standing there in the grimy ally, nude from the waist up, but the young man in the viewer didn’t seem to mind. He had a flat, unremarkable chest and tiny, dark brown disks for nipples instead of my own prominent points which had always been extremely sensitive.

      I pulled on the compression top, gasping a little as it pinched me, and finally got it into place. I had to admit, it did a great job of flattening my breasts. I doubted anyone brushing against me would feel anything.

      Since the dealer was sitting at his booth again and doing something—probably counting his money, I thought sourly—I dared to open my trousers and take a peek. Sure enough, there was a penis down there—or at least a holo-projection of one—curled against my inner thighs. When I shifted my legs, it shifted too—moving just like an actual shaft would.

      It looked so real, I reached down to touch it. My fingers passed through empty air and touched nothing but the soft curls of my mound.

      Behind me, the dealer stirred and I hastily pulled my hand out of my trousers and fastened them up again. Luckily, I had been planning my escape for some time so I’d had the opportunity to acquire male clothing in my size. Once I fastened my trousers and put my shirt back on over the compression tank, I really did look male—though still not as old or as imposing as I would have liked.

      “Looks like you’re set to go,” the dealer said, eyeing me critically. “Just remember—as long as the implant is in your arm, you’re safe. Don’t get it removed until you’re ready for people to know your true identity again.”

      “Got it.” I nodded. “Er, thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me, girly. Just doing my job.” He shrugged. “Be safe out there. And if anyone catches you or finds out about the implant, I don’t know you and I never saw you before.”

      “Yeah, okay.” I nodded.

      It was time to make my way to the Space Port where I knew Turk was getting the Illyrian ready for a long trip to the Triplex Cluster.

      I was determined to be on it when he left.
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      I kept my word to Slade—I and my crew searched the Space Port from top to bottom, looking for Jessina. But my little bird was nowhere to be found.

      Finally, with only a few hours before we were set to lift off for the Triplex Cluster, I had to call a halt to the hunt. I sent Slade a message that I hadn’t found her and went back to The Illyrian with a sore heart. Where could she be?

      I didn’t know but I had to push my worry to the back of my mind. I had put out a call for a navigator and a qualified one had applied for the position. I had to interview him and be sure he was a good fit with my crew before I could take off.

      It was always a pain, finding a new navvie. Those who are able to navigate outside the galaxy and go where there are no Space Gates to ensure a safe entry and exit from the fabric of Space Time are few and far between.

      Illyrian’s last navigator had crafted a bad jump and landed us too close to a brown dwarf star—way too fucking close. We were nearly sucked into the star’s gravitational field before my pilot was able to steer us clear at the last second.

      It had been a close call—one I didn’t care to repeat. As soon as we got back to the Imperium Galaxy
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