
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	Praise for

	BONDING with the ALIEN WARRIOR

	 

	 

	“Alien Romance erotica at its finest. Not only were there steamy scenes aplenty, but the storyline was imaginative and unique. On to the next book in the series.”

	                                                           —J.M.H.

	 

	“She was destined to serve her people, and she would fulfill that obligation at whatever cost. He was destined to take care of her, and just like her, he was determined to follow through at whatever cost.”

	                                                                      —Reading Fiend

	 

	“This story is full of fear, sorrow, hope, love, power, compassion. Everything you could possibly hope for. This is one I’ll be reading a second time.”

	—Review
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	FIGHT DIRTY WITH ME

	DRAW DIRTY FOR ME

	 

	After the Plague Series
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	LOST: 2

	FOUND: 3

	SAFE: 4

	HAVEN: 5

	 

	City of a Thousand Lies Series
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	WANTED (coming soon)

	CAPTIVE (coming soon)
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	To my son—for long naps.

	 

	 



 

	 

	The Red Haze.

	 

	Tam’s word for the three-day frenzy that has dominated my consciousness and our every waking moment.

	A sheer, dazzling lust cloud. We writhe on the bed like animals. Nothing matters but him. Together. Forever. It terrifies me. It thrills me.

	 

	The time slides by in shades of red, from maroon to scarlet, fuchsia to burgundy.

	 

	He whispers words in his language with no equivalent in my own. Dark words. Dirty words. They excite me. And he knows it. He purrs pussy like it’s a caress, like mine is the rarest, most beautiful, most coveted thing in the universe.

	 

	I have no idea how many times my body convulses in release—how many times his body shudders in climax.

	 

	He’s scenting me, marking me, claiming me, Bonding me to him in a way that nothing and no one could ever break. I suck it from his fingers and beg for more like a beast gone mad, and the time slides by.
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	NISSA

	 

	
 

	I run. I run so hard my lungs burn.

	If branches cut my hands, and tree limbs slap my face, it doesn’t matter. It’s nothing compared to the suffering of my people.

	All that matters is warning my father before it’s too late.

	I jump over a log, skidding in dark mud. My feet lose traction, and I slide to the ground, tearing the thin fabric of my dress. Bloody scrapes mar the skin of my knees.

	One of my sandals is broken. It hangs, hopeless, from my left ankle. They weren’t designed for frantic running through 

	the forests. They’re meant for dancing on the terraces outside the palace, for strolling manicured paths through the Red Gardens. Pretty and useless. Like me.

	Nothing is pretty anymore. Nothing is right. Nothing is how it’s supposed to be. A drop of blood rolls off my palm, disappearing amid the decaying red leaves on the forest floor.

	Red.

	The color of my planet, of life, of beauty, of warmth.

	Now, it carries only the color of death, of destruction, of blood.

	Above me, barely visible between crimson leaves, the sky burns blue-violet. Even the furry-tailed splirantu are silent in the trees, mourning the death of this world to alien invaders.

	How many have died? Thousands.

	The quartz-cobbled streets of Trian pool with Trianni blood—bodies piled up like bricks in a wall with blood for mortar.

	Still fighting to catch my breath, I hurl the broken sandal. It lands amid lacy ferns and low, scrubby trees with fiery fronds. I take off the other one and throw it too.

	They aren’t just enslaving my people. They’re torturing them. Executing them. I saw it. With my own eyes, I saw the murderers laughing as they leveled their strange weapons on people, terrified and begging, herding them like livestock.

	The off-worlders, their shining hair flowing down their backs, they moved like animals, smooth and almost graceful, predatory. Fast.

	I rise to my bloody feet and run toward the ancient bunker we’ve been using for shelter.

	Finally, I round the dip in the forest floor and see the familiar metal doors with their ancient carvings. Father stands in a cluster of elders with Hialmeron, the wisest of his council.

	“Father.” My breath is so short it barely makes a sound. “Father!” I try again, and this time, they all turn, faces registering shock and irritation as they take me in.

	No one even knew I was gone. They’d never have allowed it.

	Panting, I rest my hands on my knees, careless of the breach in decorum from their usually perfect queen-designate.

	The king raises his eyebrows. “What is it, daughter?”

	“They’re killing them. I saw it—thousands in the town square. Everyone who surrendered to them. They’re just … slaughtering them all.”

	The elders freeze.

	Hialmeron, with his pale, pinkish-gold hair run through with white, is the first to speak. “It’s time, your Highness.”

	My fists tighten. I know what’s coming. But I loathe the thought of it.

	Father has aged a decade in the months since the off-worlders arrived, since they stole our city, ran us out, starved us. Bags have formed under his eyes, deep lines around his mouth. He’s barely eaten, saving as much of the food as he can for the others. His robes hang, stained and frayed, on a frame grown skeletal. “You propose abandoning our people.”

	Hialmeron shakes his head. “I propose saving what lives we can. A hundred preservation pods for a hundred lives.”

	My belly convulses. A hundred of our people hurled into space, like pollen from a blossom, hoping that one would be found amid the void. And the rest—abandoned here on this planet of death?

	“It takes only one pod being found,” Hialmeron continues when father shakes his head. “The survivor can use the transceivers to locate the rest. We will launch them in the direction of the neighboring solar system. There’s life there. We must have faith in the Goddess that one will be found to bring help back.”

	“How do you choose a hundred from ten thousand?” Father gestures helplessly at the dark doors to the bunker that lead to the underground caves.

	The last of our people, still free, live there, in the vast underground network that served as sewers to the ancient cities.

	“You don’t,” says Hialmeron. “You let the Goddess decide. We leave it to her.”

	My father’s eyes are grim. “No mother would leave her child.

	Hialmeron agrees, “And no  child should awaken alone in space.”

	Father nods glumly. “There are only four pods large enough for males. The rest go to unmarried females, then.”

	“Except for you, your Highness and the queen. Our people will need their leaders when they awake.”

	Father shakes his head.

	“And Criamnon, their future king,” says another elder, and my breath catches as always at the thought of the man who won the right to the kingdom and to my body in the Games.

	“And Nissa,” says one of the others. “They will need their queen-designate.”

	All eyes turn toward me.

	I bow my head against the sudden burst of panic. A pod? They want me to enter one.

	“We will have the lottery tonight,” father announces with a trace of his old confidence. “The pods launch in the morning.”
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	TAM

	 

	“Fuck.” I say it with wonder, not anger. Not anger at all, because what I just saw is impossible.

	Leaning over the viewscreen, I try to make sense of the object floating less than a hundred meters from my vessel.

	The red gleaming orb can only be a spaceship. But that’s not so strange. I see spaceships all the time. It’s what’s inside it that’s holding my interest. Just a glimpse, a tiny miserly flash through an ocular red-lit window, too fast to be certain, too distant for anything. But it’s enough to raise the hairs on the back of my neck and know this is no routine haul.

	The orb spins away, taking that flash of legs and wild hair and breasts with it, pulsing like a heart, flashing and dimming.

	Red.

	Red.

	Red.

	If I could, I’d dock the damned thing now, rip it open with my bare hands and find out if what I saw was real, but it’s far too risky. Space pirates are a reality. And worse, the Vestige.

	I should follow protocol, call it in, report my findings to base, but they’ll tell me to wait. And I don’t want to fucking wait. Not if there’s any chance there’s a real woman in there and she needs help.

	So I settle for the middle ground. I won’t race in half cocked, but I won’t call it in either, and tolerate their never-ending delays.

	“Begin preparation for absorption,” I tell the ship’s AI and check my weapons before docking.

	Initiating preparation sequences now, the ship says back to me in her breathy tinny voice, as I strap knives into the harnesses on the black leather bands crisscrossing my chest, and strap my sword and scabbard onto my back.

	Tribe warriors train long and hard and brutal. I’m no exception.

	But brutal isn’t invincible. Nothing’s showing on my radar inside a hundred miles of me in any direction, but finding a woman in the middle of a nowhere system is about as unlikely as winning the meta lottery back on Argentus. It sucks to admit, but a trap is more likely, though this feels too elaborate for pirates.

	My ship moves in and metallic, articulating arms lock into the orb, drawing it in. One oculus aligns just as the light flashes, and I get a crystal-clear image.

	A body. Definitely female, silhouetted against the red light. Frozen. Her hair floats around her like she’s suspended in fluid or gel. The skin on the back of my neck prickles just like before, and undeniable awareness, certainty that everything is about to change.

	What the hell is she doing in a pod in the middle of nowhere?

	“Fuck,” I breathe again. “Don’t let her be dead.”

	There’s no longer any question about reporting in to base. There’s a woman inside that thing. 

	Fewer than twelve percent of the females of my homeworld, Argentus, lived through a plague that hit over twenty years ago.

	She is a fucking miracle.

	“Absorb now and send a brief to the base.”

	Suggest a fifteen-minute reporting lag, the AI suggests, and after a second, I agree. Base will tell me not to wait.

	I don’t want to wait.

	Absorbing alien spacecraft and initiating decontamination sequences.

	 

	 

	 

	Pacing outside the sterile docking room, I wait for the computer’s voice to echo over the intercom. She’ll let me know when the sphere’s core temperature has regulated.

	I scrub my hand along my unshaved jaw, still grappling with the situation.

	A woman. A fucking woman.

	My hands literally itch to open the pod, to get close to her, to make sure she’s not dead or about to be dead. The universe is a huge asshole. I wouldn’t put it past it to dangle a woman in front of me only to have her die on my watch.

	And that is what women do. In my experience, they die. They all fucking die. One after another.

	Decontamination completed. Object is neutralized and warmed to a balmy eight-six degrees Fahrenheit. Biological matter detected on board. 

	There’s a pause. I swear sometimes the ship messes with me.

	Alive.

	Relief floods through me.

	The hatches to the docking chamber unseal with an echoing hiss, and I bolt inside, press my face to the window. My breath fogs the glass.

	The woman’s floating in a reddish liquid. She’s so small. Downright dainty. Her hair floats around her head and shoulders like the weeds that grow in the seas back home.

	Even unanimated, she’s beautiful.

	My chest does something, tightens or folds inward with the weight of a thousand warring instincts, primitive ones, protective ones, fear of what in the word drive her into that pod.

	Make no mistake, no one would get in cryo for fun.

	Space is big. Her orb is small. Entering life preservation pods is a ridiculous act of extreme faith or desperation. Putting herself in there was a gamble of Sisyphean proportions.

	It means terror. And a total lack of reasonable alternatives. 

	So many variables could have left her lost. If I’d taken a different route, if I’d come by a week later, she’d have already drifted off, out of sight. She may never have been found.

	Shaking my head at the stroke of fate that brought us here, I let my gaze rove her body. I should stop, look away, but I can’t. I haven’t seen a living woman on anything but a holograph in over a decade.

	I circle the sphere and look through another window, trying to figure out how to get into that orb

	My footsteps echo in the silent room.

	My mouth goes dry.

	I’ve dreamt of women my whole life. Every single night. But to be this close to one…

	I squeeze the heels of my hands into my scrunched-up eyes. Not for you, asshole. Base will gobble her up and figure out where she came from, and acting like a love-sick puppy will only make this worse.

	Get her out of there. Get her out of that liquid. Get her safe. Quit perving.

	Averting my gaze, I look for an opening to the sphere, a hinge or mechanism that would trigger its unlocking.

	“Any ideas for how to access it?” I ask the ship.

	According to various articles, typical cryogenics pods contain access that supersedes language or cultural symbolism. For example, the Vulanx cry-freeze pods contain minimal markings save for a single button in the color—

	“That’s enough.”

	Two depressions in the shape of hands, albeit hands far smaller than my own, are the only markings on the surface.

	My hand overhangs the small depressions by more than an inch on each finger and the entire heel of my palm, telling me that it’s not just this woman who’s tiny but her whole race of people. 

	 The second I press my palms into them, the pod goes dark, and that flashing light quits flashing. A buzzing hum sounds from within. The color of the fluid changes, becoming a brighter, deeper red as the sphere vibrates.

	The surface warms. With a hiss, it cracks open in a horizontal line, separating the container top from bottom. The top’s internal springs push up, lifting away, leaving a gap large enough for me to shove my hand inside. Vapor wisps from the opening as I heft the top off with a grunt because it’s heavy as a goddamn boulder and shove it aside.

	The fluid is congealed, leaving a perfectly round gelatinous form that glistens in the light.

	I wait, half expecting her to start moving.

	Nothing happens.

	“Any information about cryo-mediums?”

	Medium is a size classification in the language Argenti referring to the state between small and large. According to m—

	“Stop.”

	I touch the gunk. It’s sticky and thick. Like putty. How the hell can she breathe?

	“Is her heart beating?”

	Heartbeat detected, albeit faint.

	Fuck.

	Without a better plan, I pull out my knife and hack at the mess, slicing the thick gel away, moving gently when I get closer to her skin.

	Hands and forearms now stained rusty orange, I toss the shit aside. It lands with thick squelching plops, jiggling under the harsh lights, piling up on the floor around us like carnage.

	When it’s mostly cleared away, her eyes stayed stubbornly shut, her hair matted, dark and sticky, clogging in her nostrils. I touch her throat through gobs of gel. Her heart is beating. But, as the ship said, barely.

	I need to get her clean. And warm. And awake.

	Her features are similar to those of my own race, all the necessary parts in the right places, but so much softer, smoother, more delicate. Dark veins spread from her lips and wrists.

	Bending low, I lift her as carefully as I can and cradle her muck-covered body against my chest. She sticks to my shirt.

	For just a second, I held her tightly. I’ve never held a woman before. I have brief flashes of them from before the plague, but no tactile memories. I was young too, and my memories are mostly of my mother and sister. Then later, during my manhood ceremony, I spent one night with a priestess, but again, I was a young, untried, I barely touched her. And I certainly never lifted her into my arms.

	This one fits just right. Even covered in gunk. For just this second, I let myself imagine a different world, one where women never died, where my mom and sister were still alive, and I got a chance to meet a woman of my own, fall in love with her, Bond with her.

	It hurts, the imagining.

	I shake it off. That’s not this world. It will never be this world.

	My life has been on a flat trajectory since the day the plague hit Argentus.

	Finding this woman changes nothing for me.

	But maybe it will change everything for her.

	I couldn’t save the millions of women who died on Argentus, but maybe I can save this one.

	I will save her.
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	NISSA

	 

	Wet. Cold. Dark.

	A man speaks, deep and rumbly, but distant. Muffled. Like he’s speaking through layers of gauze or from far away. I can’t make out his words. They're foreign, thicker than the tones I’m used to.

	Water clings, blisteringly hot droplets on my skin. But I can’t see it. I can’t see anything. I can feel it, though, the heat of it burning me even though I’m shaking. I'm cold, so cold, in burning hot water, my skin drawn tight enough to pucker. I’m freezing.

	Quaking.

	Down to my bones.

	And darkness. Mauve-colored darkness that makes me think there’s light on the other side of my eyelids if only I can open them.

	The man speaks again, urgent, rushed, hurried, worried. Something touches my face, and I lash out with hands and feet, kicking, frantic, and my eyes stay plastered shut no matter how I fight to pry them open.

	Panic. I thrash in the hot water, teeth chattering, reaching for that voice, that deep voice in the darkness, that connection. The only thing that promises I'm not alone.

	I’m not dead, or lost, or forgotten forever.

	My foot makes contact with something hard and covered in wet fabric. He grunts, but I find forearms and wrap my hands around them like lifelines, going still, focusing on the feel of smooth caulked tiles beneath my feet, his skin under my fingers, the tactility of it, the muscles overlaying the bone.

	I’m not dead. I’m not alone.

	I try to suck breath through my nose, but it’s completely clogged. Did the cryo not work? Oh, god. Is he Vestige? That would explain the massive size of the arms I’m holding. The foreign voice.

	He speaks again, insistent, demanding. Those hands push my head under the water, haul me up again. With a scratchy cloth, he scrubs around my eyes.

	I reach up, find sticky muck covering my skin. My eyes really are sealed shut.

	I try to get the cloth, reaching blindly in the space, but he shoves me back under the water.

	This time, when he pulls me back above the surface, I sputter, shoving at him. “Quit pushing me under. I can do it myself.”

	He ignores me and the scratchy cloth is back, swiping at my nose and eyes. My fingers and palms grope through the space, trailing along those thick, hard forearms, to huge rough hands with the scratchy towel. I take it from him, my limbs awkwardly stiff and fumbly, and hold my shaking hand up in case he’s got ideas about shoving me under again.

	I scrub at my eyes myself, bungling it, my stiff fingers nearly dropping the cloth, but finally get one open.

	Bright lights in a sterile room. Too bright, blinding. I wince and blink and squint until my eyes adjust.

	Shining grey walls.

	Water up to my waist.

	A seriously huge man. Huge, like head and shoulders above me, blocking out light. He speaks, low and rumbly, and a strange metallic feminine sounding voice speaks foreign words around us.

	Searching gray eyes bore into mine, asking thousands of questions. His eyelashes form spikes from the water, long black inky triangles. Beautiful eyes, soft in a hard face, and so worried.

	Water sluices down sharp cheekbones, runs over smooth lips, into a harsh stubbled jaw. He’s clothed, covered in sodden straps and knives and globs of the same goop that covered me.

	He looks like my people in that he has eyes and a nose and a chin and a mouth. All the features are there, but it’s like saying the sun resembles the stars, or the night resembles the moon

	He speaks again.

	The sound chafes over my skin.

	Gruff.

	My teeth start chattering again.

	He points at the skin of my forearm, tracing a long finger over veins that spread in dark blue webs. They shouldn’t look like that. It looks horrible. Sickly.

	His dark brows furrow. He keeps talking in that raw voice, rough consonants and words with hard edges. He points again at the dark veins, that worried look flooding those gray eyes again.

	“Am I dying?” I ask.

	His brows draw together and he says something again, finally makes a noise I do recognize, a noise that bridges alien gaps. “Ssssh.”

	I stare up at him, chattering teeth and shivering skin and naked. Like completely naked in front of him. I’ve never been naked in front of a man before.

	The last thing I remember was stripping because of the gel.

	The gel!

	That’s the goop that’s everyone.

	Finally, my sluggish brain clings to facts that shift in and out of focus.

	The gel would have destroyed my gown, so I took it off and gave it to one of the handmaidens to stow.

	The memory surfaces slowly.

	I took it off in that dark cave, and, naked, took one last look around the bunker, reminded myself of all the people relying on me to be found, to get help and bring it back. And then, I stepped into the preservation chamber, and a lady elder closed the pod over my head and the gel rushed in.

	And now here I am. With this gigantic man. He found me. The pod worked, but something must have gone wrong.

	I blink at the veins, spreading dark blue across my skin.

	He speaks again, his big rich voice ruffling the air around me, as I look down at my unfamiliar body.

	My nipples stick out, hard and terrifyingly blue. Belatedly, I lift my hands to cover my breasts, cupping them stupidly, teeth chattering.

	Every bone in my body aches, chills run along my skin.

	Fever. Only different.

	Worse. Weak, drowsy, dizzy. My heart pounds. With a grip on my shoulder, he gently pushes, so I’m into the water up to my neck. It helps. It’s warm at least.

	“I need help.” The words are slushy, my eyes drifting in and out of focus. “My people …”

	Murmuring softly and making shushing sounds that tell me I don’t need to fear him but that he doesn’t understand me anymore than I understand him, he retrieves another cloth and soap. Those massive fingers slide through my gunky hair and massage shampoo into my scalp. He tips my head back, and surprised at my own cooperation, I let him finish rinsing me.

	I need him to take me to whoever is in charge of … wherever we are. I need to learn how to speak his language so he’ll help me. I need to … sleep.

	“Water,” I slur, trailing my hand through it. “This is water.”

	He murmurs and hushes in his rough magic voice. My head throbs and my thoughts scatter. It’s hard to focus, my brain is sluggish and confused.

	My legs float up in the pool, rising to the surface. He holds me afloat with one firm hand at my low back, and washes me with methodical unsentimental motions.

	I should be embarrassed, naked in front of him, but I’m too … sleepy. I don’t stop him when he slides the cloth down my neck, behind my ears. I even remove my hands from my breasts so he can swipe the cloth over them, under them, removing thick smears of gunk.

	My vision spins, as he swipes the cloth between my legs, along my bottom, my legs, my feet. My eyes drift shut and I fight to pull them open, floating there listlessly, my heart pounding, my breaths shuddering, and try to think, to focus, but my brain feels like it’s slowly turning off.

	Something is very very wrong with me. I can’t die. If I die … all the Trianni. My eyes drift shut again and this time I can’t open them.

	He speaks again, those strange and foreign words that run together and swirl like leaves caught in a tornado.

	“Help me,” I say, and find myself turning into him. I meant to look at him, but my eyes won’t open. Somehow, I find myself in his arms, my face on his wet gunk-and-leather covered chest. “Please. I think… I think I’m dying.”

	As if I weigh nothing at all, he picks me up and carries me from the pool.

	 I cling to fading awareness.

	He dries me with a towel, shoves soft fabric that smells of tart fruit and spices over my head, and tucks me into something soft and warm.

	And then I feel nothing at all.
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	TAM

	 

	“She’s dying.” My upper lip curling into frustration, my hand wrapping around the lip of the main comm console in the bridge, I force the shit words out of my mouth.

	I hated leaving her, but I had to contact base.

	On the holographic screen, Base Fleet Sierra-Six’s healer and my oldest friend, Ajax Willo scans a digital read before him.

	“Look at her stats.” My grip tightens, knowing they all say the same things. Low oxygen level. Low blood pressure. Low pulse. Low everything. She’s fucking dying. “Tell me what to do. Just tell me how to save her.”

	The connection is as shitty as ever. The three-dimensional HolCom of Ajax’s blond head appears and disappears, fading and crackling as the transmission rips across lightyears of space, relayed through portals, anchored at even intervals.

	Ajax’s HolCom brows furrow as he reviews her stats. His gaze flits to mine but his voice stays even and calm. “It’s not uncommon after a long-term cryo freeze. It’s called the blue-tinge.”

	“Whatever it’s called, it gets worse every goddamned second. How do I stop it?”

	Off-screen chatter surrounds Ajax, coming through in static bursts from WarCom, a massive, dark conference room on Sierra-Six where people more important than me make decisions.

	“You did a good job warming her and hydrating with the IV. That’ll help regulate her blood sugar and get her organs working.” He taps away at his glass digi-screen tablet, probably searching for past patients with similar afflictions. “How far up her arms and legs does it go? From her mouth?”

	“Last time I checked maybe mid-thigh, upper arm, and—” I gesture at my own face, swallowing my nausea at the memory of the thick blue veins marring her pretty skin. “—From her lips all the way to her collarbone.”

	Ajax’s eyes narrow. “Her fingernails?”

	Something in the lines around his mouth warn me my answer won’t be a good one. “Dark purple.”

	He cocks his head to the side, and the hologram wobbles. An almost amused curve lurks at the corner of his mouth. I suck in a breath. I know what that smile means.

	Maybe a part of me has known it since the second I saw the blue veins spreading with alarming speed across her skin.

	“It’s time you started considering using your serum.”

	Dread. Anticipation. Hope. Elation. Guilt. It hits like a drug mainlined to my system.

	“I don’t even know her name. What if it doesn’t work?” I roll my shoulders, blasted by images of sliding my way inside her warm body, her big green eyes trusting me, begging me to help her, to fix her, to save her.

	Fuck. I can’t do that to her. Not without talking to her first. Which I can’t do because we don’t speak the same language.

	“We’ve never encountered a race as similar as hers with whom the Bonding didn’t work.”

	I stay stubbornly silent. I’ve spent my whole life imagining what it would be like to have a chance with a woman, and here she is, and it has to start with me fucking her before we can even talk.

	“You can save her.”

	“We don’t speak the same language.”

	“I mean ...” He scratches the back of his neck. “I’m sure you can find a way to communicate. It’s a formal request. From Healing Bay to you. You can say no.”

	That’s a lie.

	Ajax continues, “Forming a permanent union is drastic. But I’d say the situation is drastic. Like you said, she’s dying. It’s a question of need. She needs you to do this.”

	I glare past the holograph, to the viewscreen and space beyond it, see the ghost of my own reflection there, only half-formed, but already somehow determined.

	When she opened her eyes, a green so intense it was unlike anything I’d ever seen, and she looked at me for the first time, I saw fear bloom in the depths of that green.

	I don’t think of me.

	I hope not of me.

	Part of me knew even then this was coming. She was so sick in the water, too weak to do more than shiver and let me wash her.

	And in her fear, she somehow managed to ask me for help, to trust me to save her. The tone of her voice, the widening of her eyes was clear as water in which she floated.

	I don’t know her name or age or even if she likes music or sunshine or swimming in the sea. If I use my serum to save her, she’ll be stuck with me forever.

	How will she feel about that?

	I can’t explain it, warn her, prepare her. It feels like a theft of her whole life. And the method I'll use to save her?

	How do you explain to someone that you need to fuck them or they’ll die?

	If someone said that to me, I’d kill them. Dead before their ass hit the floor.

	Ajax locks eyes with someone off-screen. The admiral maybe. The commands have probably already reached the top of the chain.

	HolCom Ajax fades to black-and-white for a few seconds then blinks back into vivid polychrome. “She’s dying, Tam. You can save her with your serum.”

	“You mean my semen.”

	“If you prefer that word.” Ajax levels an even gaze at me, through the feed across millions of miles of space. “If you’re really uncomfortable with the idea, you could put her in a hot bath, pray like hell she makes it, and bring her back here. Another warrior could supply the serum.”

	“Like hell.” Even I’m surprised by the growl that comes from my throat.

	Ajax exhales an amused laugh. “Then don’t let her die.” After a long silence, Ajax spoke again. “If you were her? Would you rather die?”

	“No.”

	“Understanding is part of the nature of the Bond. Go slowly. Don’t scare her. Your body’s chemistry will help you. Your kiss holds aphrodisiacs. They’re a powerful cocktail designed to keep your woman alive.” Ajax lifts one shoulder. “Trust in fate, friend. It led you here. It’ll work out.”

	“What do you know about women?”

	“Less than nothing.” Ajax smiles thinly. “But I’ve studied the Bonding enough to know it’s a lot more than chemistry. Serum isn’t medicine. It’s a transference of the cells in your body. It will change both of you.” He frowns, eyes unreadable. “This is a good thing, man. She gets you.”

	Me. One soldier in an army of soldiers.

	“You’re a good man, Tam. Don’t doubt that.” Ajax jerks his chin up.

	I send him a look that I hope conveys mingled irritation and gratitude. “Fuck off, man.”

	He laughs back which is about as close we get to saying we care, and the HolCom implodes in a burst of clear white light.

	I glare out at black space beyond the windows of the flight deck. A hundred thousand stars stare, polychrome clouds of distant galaxies, empty and merciless.

	Lucky.

	It’s not that simple. I’d gladly spread her wide open, spend a few days with my tongue in her pussy, learning how to make her scream and writhe, and take her every possible way I’ve ever seen on the pleasure holos.

	But like this?

	I don’t even know her name.

	“Fuck.” I walk to the entrance of my sleeping chamber and lean my forearm against the hatch frame over my head.

	She’s asleep, her slim form creating hills and valleys under my covers, her head on my pillow. She looks good there. Real good.

	Alone in my chamber in the solitude of space, when I fisted my cock, I imagined a million scenarios that would result in me ending up with a wife. This was never one of them.

	I approach. Her hair spreads across my pillow, red and wild as a silken vine. Even asleep, she’s so beautiful it almost hurts to look at her.

	Every warrior’s instinct in my body calls out to save her. My sack boils with it. When this is over, she’ll be stuck with me for life. I don’t know of a single Bond that’s ever been broken.

	Indecision. Doubt. These are not normal emotions for me. I trail a finger through her hair and blow out a long breath. No sense waiting.

	“Fuck.”
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	TAM

	 

	Raking my nails along the rough stubble of my jaw, I blow out a fat gust of air.

	I’ve had to do plenty of shit in my life. I’ve been in battles and they suck. I’ve had to do things I didn’t want to do, things that stuck with me, things that kept me up at night.

	The first step is always the hardest. Even killing gets easier the more you do it.

	No sense delaying. I’m doing this for her, to wave her, to help her.

	I unbuckle the strap of my holster, remove each of my weapons and stow them on the shelves near the hatch for cleaning later. I strip off my harnesses and hang them on hooks. Boots, I unlace and tuck meticulously under the bed.

	I know what I’m doing. Delaying.

	With a grimace, I snag my shirt by the collar at the back of my neck and yank it over my head, using the clean side of it to wipe any lingering gunk off my chest.

	I rest my knee on the bed beside her, acutely aware of how awkward this could be, and lie on the bed beside her, my face on the pillow a few inches away from hers.

	Her features are so delicate, skin clear and smooth, those blue veins spreading from her lips and down her chin like road lines on a map heading for her heart.

	“Hey,” I whisper and touch her shoulder through the fabric of the shirt I put on her.

	Those color-blast eyes open, bleary confused, she murmurs out her beautiful alien words as fluid as music, voice weak, unfocused.

	I’ll never be able to explain this to her, but at least she can know my name and I can know hers.

	I try to smile reassuringly, look smaller, less threatening as I press my fist to my chest. “Tam.”

	Her eyes widen, bloodshot and confused.

	I repeat the motion again. Tap my chest. “Tam.” I tap the shirt over her sternum, raise my brows, put questions into my eyes.

	After a moment, she relaxes and finally speaks, soft and tremulous. “Nissa.”

	I smile. “Nissa. That’s really pretty.”

	She smiles, too. Just a small one. No teeth showing, but it’s something.

	Moving slowly so as not to frighten her, I stroke the damp hair back from her face. Her eyes register surprise, but she doesn’t pull away. I move the covers around, and pull her arm from the cocoon she’s burrowed herself into, and cradle it in one palm, trace my fingers along the veins spreading blue on soft skin.

	I shake my head. “Bad.” I tap the blue skin. “You’re sick.”

	She frowns but nods.

	"It's coming for your heart." I follow the line of the veins to the center of her chest and tap over her heat. "It will kill you."

	She looks down at my hand, back to the veins, up to me. I don't know if she understands, but she nods.

	I stroke her cheek, moving closer. She draws in a breath, her legs finding mine under the covers, sniffing at the air like she’s scenting me. Her lashes drift shut and open again. Through the layer of blankets, I let my knee nudge against hers, trail my fingers down her cheek to trace the plush line of her lower lip.

	She watches me closely.

	“You must be brave,” I whisper, thumbing her lips until they part. “You got in that pod. I need you to be brave again.”

	Slow, cautious, holding her gaze and willing her to trust me, I lean in and press my lips to hers. She gasps at the contact, pulls back.

	“Nissa,” I whisper, shushing, letting her get used to the smell and size and shape of me.

	“Tam?”

	“It’s okay. I can make you better. We just have to do this … weird thing first. It’s called the Bonding, and when we come out of this, there’ll be no one else in the universe you will love more than me. That’s probably not really how you expected your life to go, but it’s better than dying. I hope.”

	She shakes her head and makes her own words, probably telling me she doesn’t understand or asking me questions I can't answer.

	“When this is over, I’ll love you more than anything. I’ll protect you from everything. I'll die to keep you safe and happy forever.” This time when I press my lips to hers, tentative, cautious, she doesn’t pull away, though she has to be confused as hell.

	If anything, she leans into me, her fingers trickle up my chest. I cradle her face, the pads of my fingers at the nape of her neck, my thumb under her chin, I nudge my tongue along the seam of her lips.

	Warm and so soft.

	She makes a little squeak in the back of her throat and her mouth opens.

	Emerald eyes, wide and curious, stare at mine, so close they’re almost crossed. When she touches her tongue to mine, all the blood in my body rushes south.

	I stroke her face, moving his fingers through her hair, taking in her scent, delicate, floral and so feminine. “Nissa.”

	Any minute now, the aphrodisiacs will kick in, she'll lose herself in the haze. Her cheeks look warmer already, pinker, her eyes more alert.

	“I swear I’ll be good to you,” I whisper against her lips.

	She strokes my tongue with her own, and my eyes nearly roll back, my blood pumping with lust and fire. The bones beneath her skin feel so fine compared to my own, as I slide my hand down her back, along her shirt-covered vertebrae.

	She shoves at the covers irritably, her legs tangling with mine, her back bowing into me.

	Her skin is soft. Silky. Velvety.

	She moans, and I swear to fuck all, I’ve never heard a more beautiful sound. Not ever. I slide my tongue in deeper, dragging my thumb down her chin, opening her wider.

	My hand spans her back, as I knead it up to the fine bones of her shoulder blades, down to the full rise of her hips, the flair of her ass.

	Her hips move in, as if drawn to some invisible tide, and the rock-solid ridge of my dick presses against her low belly. She hisses at the contact, eyes going wide on me, hands sliding up my bare chest.

	Breath coming fast now, pupils, dilating. She rocks her hips into me, with a long, drawn-out moan.

	The aphrodisiac. By now, it’s swirling through her blood, compelling her to obey the biological command to Bond.

	Guilt stabs through me, but I let my hand go down, beneath the hem of the shirt, to stroke the full rise of her ass, pushing the cotton up to her hips.

	I don’t stop her as she slides her hand along the girth of me, then reaches inside my pants.

	She lets out a sex snarl when she touches the red-hot skin of my shaft. Sending her an apologetic smile, I unzip and toe off my pants, and there it is, my dick waving in front of her like a flagstaff.

	She stares at it for a long time, eyes uncertain and a little scared, like maybe she just figured out what was
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