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      Kritha Alfure darted behind the metal crate, snagging her cursed red dress and barely avoiding the pirate on her ass. Not only did the color scream for attention, but it barely covered her, and the open docks of the mining spaceport were frigid. She tucked herself into the tiny hiding space and clenched her jaw to stop her teeth from chattering. Huge loaders rolled past her hiding spot, loading the spaceships bound for unknown places. All she had to do was get on one and escape from the criminals who wanted more than a piece of her shimmering-gold hide.

      Luckily, she was an expert at being stealthy and slipping into the smallest of spaces. She’d survived for weeks on the pirate’s festering bucket of bolts after Hredmic had disappeared in the night, stealing their captured ship and abandoning her. Besides lying about taking her to her home planet, he’d left her to explain his actions, protesting she’d had nothing to do with his double-cross.

      The entire crew had been out for her blood as retribution ever since, determined to use her pussy like a sex sleeve. She’d had little sleep and less food for cycles while she’d hidden in every vent shaft and storage compartment on the hellhole of a ship. She’d mistakenly assumed once they’d landed her situation would improve. Why they were on a mining moon was a mystery, but not her problem to solve. All she had to do was get off it, preferably alive.

      Workers stomped by her hiding spot, far too close for comfort. A large hauler rolled back out of a nearby bay, laden with priceless minerals. Getting the behemoth out of the building without taking out the walls consumed everyone’s attention. As it pushed back, a smaller ship came into view, its loading ramp down in wide-open invitation. A stack of crates abandoned on a lift between her and the small ship could provide some cover. Anyone might see her out in the open. There might not be a place to hide on the small ship, but she might not get another chance.

      Kritha scurried as fast as possible in her heavy-soled boots to the temporary shield. Her heart raced. The gritty scent of machines and raw ore filled her delicate nostrils. The accumulated grime from weeks of hiding dimmed the shimmer of her skin fortunately, but she couldn’t remain where she was. She had to find the courage to cross the remaining meters. The large ship was nearly clear. With a deep breath, she forced herself to leave the illusion of safety and throw herself into the unknown.
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        * * *

      

      Tryghvias Felixiuh gave his best toothsome grin, keeping his fangs partially concealed, and clapped the dock worker, Graf, on the shoulder. “Good one.”

      “Did I tell you the one about…”

      Tryg feigned listening to the story Graf told every time he was assigned to load Tryg’s ship. The delivery deadline set by the Uhraervi council didn’t concern Graf at all. It was Tryg’s problem. Being rude would only lead to less pleasant visits in the future. Better to smile and absorb the slight delay. Tryg laughed again at the right spot. Graf grinned, happy to have told his story.

      “I better get you loaded, boss.”

      “As if I could be the boss. You’re the one who knows everything going on in this bay.”

      Graf puffed up, his squat body taking on a thicker dimension. “I know if I don’t get you out the door soon, the council will send strongly worded messages.”

      Tryg laughed as if the guy wasn’t dead on. “I’ll do my external system checks while you finish up. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “You got it, boss.” Graf took his position on the lift and drove it toward Tryg’s pride and joy, his ticket to freedom, his true home, Frelsi.

      As Tryg made his way about the nose, a stench accosted him.

      “Hey, friend. You seen a female around here?” The male wore a haphazard assortment of garments, rugged pants with excessive pockets, and heavy buckled boots. “About this tall?” The male held his hand out a few decimeters lower than his own height which was still less than Tryg’s. “Long, dark hair, green eyes, kinda like yours. Wearing a red dress.”

      Tryg’s ears twitched. He took a step back. “Who’s she to you?”

      “I’m her dad.”

      Right. And Tryg was the president of Earth’s World Federation. “Haven’t seen anyone like that. Good luck.”

      The filthy liar grabbed Tryg’s arm. “Then why’d you ask who I am to her? You better tell me what you know.”

      Tryg snarled, fully baring his fangs, and ripped his arm out of the thug’s grip. Tryg straightened the arm of his flight suit. “Fuck off. I don’t know who you are or who you’re looking for, but touch me again, and I’ll make sure you regret it. Leave before I investigate how you were authorized to land.”

      The man backed up, snarled, and walked away.

      When Tryg finished his inspection, Graf waited by the ramp. “You’re all set, boss. See you on the next trip?”

      “You know it.” Tryg gave Graf a happy-go-lucky grin and slapped the man’s six-digit hand with his own three.

      “Safe travels.”

      Tryg kept his smile in place as the ramp closed. As soon as it latched, he sobered and settled into his pilot’s seat. He ran through his system checks and rolled back out of his bay unassisted. As he waited for approval to launch, he checked the message he’d been ignoring from the head of the Uhraervi council—his mother.

      I’ve found three potentials genetic matches. Return as soon as possible.

      Fuck. Three possible mates? When he didn’t want one? The temptation to fly his ship in the opposite direction of the Uhraervi space station was nearly irresistible.

      The authorization to launch interrupted his dreams of abandoning his brothers to his mother’s match-making ways, and he rocketed into space. His sweet Frelsi practically flew herself. She was the only “mate” he required.

      He’d cleared the protected zone around the mining planet when a warning flashed on his screen. He activated the heads-up display and funneled power into his shields. The weapons on his ship were minimal, not enough to defend himself from the ship currently gaining on him and running dark. No identification possible. Tryg’s ship never failed to identify vessels in his area. They were hiding their data on purpose.

      Pirates.

      “All right, baby. We need to outrun these bastards and find a place to hide.” Tryg directed all spare energy to the engines and blasted forward, spun, and darted toward possible salvation. There was an asteroid not on any map he’d seen; if he could get to it and tuck into a crevice, he might survive long enough to tell his mother he wasn’t interested in a human female who would drop a litter of kits for him every few years.

      As he neared safety, he slowed Frelsi and deftly maneuvered onto the side of the asteroid, then cut the engines. The pirate ship sailed past, the shadows hiding his girl. He clicked on the displays. No ships in the area.

      In no hurry to be rediscovered, he replied to his mother. Be back soon so you can tell me all about my matches over dinner. If you’re selling me out, you have to at least feed me.

      He thought about cracking a joke about how he would need an infusion of quality protein if he was supposed to fertilize three humans, but his mother wouldn’t find it funny, and he had no intention of impregnating one—much less three. Better to keep the peace for as long as possible.
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