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Аннотация
Cerulean star garnets are her ticket to a better life, and she won't let anyone get in her way. Unfortunately, Daaron Von Saur'rel can't let her keep her gemstones, no matter the cost. He has people to protect, and a vision of the future that can't be stopped. Killing Tessa is the best way to protect his interests � but he can't bring himself to do it. Not when he can't stop lusting for her.
Now Tessa and Daaron find themselves locked in a battle of wills neither can afford to lose. Lives depend on them, and the only way both can win is through a marriage of convenience. It's garnets or bust.
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Chapter One 

Year 5, Saurellian Calendar Daaron crept up to the edge of the hillside on his belly, raising the scope of his rifle to his eyes, finger light on the trigger. The small figure of a woman came into focus and his breath hissed inward. He recognized her.
Tessa Marasdottir.
Fuck.
Of all the people in the damn Empire to find the garnet deposits, why the hell her?
Tessa�s tiny form hunched over an ore processor, and from the excited tension she radiated he knew she�d struck pay dirt. She�d discovered cerulean star garnets, which just happened to be the new Emperor�s favorite gemstone. Before today, they could only be found on one planet in the entire Empire.
The damn things would be worth a fortune, a dream come true for Tessa. Now Daaron�s job was to kill that dream. By all rights he should kill Tessa too. He sighed heavily and raised one hand to signal his men to hold their fire. He just couldn�t bring himself to do it, not yet.
Tessa dropped something, falling to her knees and reaching under the processing platform to find it. The position pulled her sturdy work pants tight against her butt and Daaron�s breath caught on a surge of lust. He�d wanted to get his hands on that ass for years, ever since the first time he�d seen her at university. She had a tight, compact little body just soft and round enough to give a man all kinds of ideas�mostly about plowing her until she screamed for mercy. His cock stirred, prodding the ground painfully, which also brought back memories. No woman had turned him down before or since, yet he�d spent two years lusting after Tessa without so much as a kiss, let alone the long hard screw he needed.
Nope, she�d protected her virtue against every type of assault, from his first gentle attempts to flirt to his final humiliating offers of money.
Daaron lifted his pelvis, adjusting himself awkwardly, but the brief touch of his hand brushing his stubborn prick just made things worse. Trying to ignore his arousal, he studied her carefully through the scope. Long, reddish braids still swung down her back, reaching all the way to her knees. He hated those braids. A proud symbol of her purity and unwed state, they were the crowning glory for any girl raised in the Warrens of Tyre. Why a people would refuse to allow their women to have sex outside marriage was beyond him, but that stubborn, lower-class morality had kept her out of his bed.
He would have given her anything, yet she rejected him.
As he watched, Tessa stood and turned toward him, reaching both hands down to the small of her back, stretching. High, pointed breasts poked forward. Taunting him.
He�d never seen them naked, but he�d watched her working out at the pool more than once. Her bathing suit, while modest, still left little to the imagination. He wanted to lick those nipples, suck on them while he thrust his fingers right into her cunt. Virgin territory, so tight it would hurt. Daaron reached down again, unable to resist gripping his cock as she turned away from him. His hips thrust down involuntarily, need hardening his thighs.
How could he kill Tessa? She�d fought so hard to make her way in the world, rising above her birth to escape the Warrens and build a life for herself. And what a waste of a beautiful woman that would be� Daaron forced himself to pull his hand away from his crotch as a solution came to him.
Maybe he wouldn�t have to kill her after all.
*** Tessa sat next to her fire in the cool evening air, studying an ancient colonial survey on her tablet. The brightly lit screen scrolled by quickly, dancing across the caparison data gleaned from fifteen core samples she�d taken earlier in the day. The last had been the best�who could have dreamed that she�d find a cerulean star garnet as big as her eye in a frigging core sample? Stuff like that never happened in the real world, and certainly not to Tessa.
As she read the analysis of her other findings, her ore processor chugged away quietly behind her. Occasionally it gave a little ping, setting her heart pounding. Each ping meant another garnet. She already had enough that she�d never have to work again, and that was without excavating at all. When she�d been assigned as a lowly clerk in the nearly defunct colonial geologic survey office she�d thought it was the worse thing that could have happened. Buried alive professionally, or so she�d been told.
Fuck that.
Tessa Marasdottir was about to rise from the dead. With this money she�d pay off her mother�s indenture and cover the immigration tax without even noticing. Within six months they�d be starting a new life in a new place. Hell, she might even be able to get married eventually, have kids.
Tonight her new life could begin.
Tessa flicked off the tablet and sat back in her camp chair, looking at the stars. Then she raised her glass of carefully hoarded Tyrian brandy and toasted herself.
�To the future,� she said, and drained it down.
�You got another cup?�
It took every bit of willpower Tessa had to hold her glass steady at the sound of that penetrating, hated voice.
Daaron Von Saur�rel.
Her eyes darted, searching for him, hunting him in the dim darkness beyond the reach of her fire. What the hell was he doing here? And more importantly, did he know about the garnets?
Daaron stepped into the circle of light. The bastard looked just like she remembered him, but different too. Still tall, with unruly dark hair that played around his head with a looseness that echoed his morals. Still that hideously beautiful face. Sculpted mouth and cheekbones, heavy-lidded eyes that belonged in the bedroom. A casually cruel mouth capable of flaying a classmate alive if they spoke out of turn or didn�t do their homework. Muscle-bound body, like a great ape.
But there were differences too. At university, he�d worn silken shirts that cost more than her mother�s indenture. Now he wore clothing that was still expensive but eminently more practical. She could tell even in the dim firelight that he had one of those fancy nano-shirts capable of shedding water, providing heat and even morphing shape as needed, the type used by the military. The same material in the form of pants cupped those lean hips she�d always tried so hard not to notice. She�d give anything to own a suit like that, far better than the cheap synth crap she wore.
And in his hand?
A blaster, pointed right at her.
�The old Daaron Von Saur�rel wouldn�t have let himself get this far from a luxury hotel and an entourage,� she said, sounding far cooler than she felt. �What brings you to my campsite?�
�The old Daaron Von Saur�rel is dead,� he replied, voice light but eyes deadly serious. �You still have your braids.�
She started, off guard.
�I am still unmarried,� she replied, choosing her words with great care. �That shouldn�t surprise you. I can only bring a man debt, not a dowry.�
�Doesn�t it seem a little old-fashioned to you?� he asked, his tone conversational, almost friendly. The gun wasn�t friendly at all.
�Our customs may seem strange to an aristocrat,� she replied, thinking rapidly.
Where was he going with this? �But they serve a valuable purpose for my people. Of course, we�ve had this conversation before. Without guns. I�m not going to change my mind about sleeping with you.�
�Having sex,� he corrected gently. �I wanted you to have sex with me. Sleep was always optional.�
He stepped farther into the light, and a crooked smile stole across his lips.
�You�re always cold, aren�t you, princess?� he asked. �Always high above us mortals?�
�Mortal?� she asked, her tone harsh and bitter. �You�ve never been mortal, Von Saur�rel. As far as I�m concerned, you aren�t even human.�
�You�re right about that,� he replied. �I stopped being human a long time ago. But probably not for the reasons you think. You were always too smart for your own good, Tessa. You�re lucky I happened to go out with the scouting party that followed you here. Otherwise you�d be dead by now. Instead, you have a choice.�
His words struck her hard. Followed her? How and why would Daaron Von Saur�rel be following anyone on this nearly empty planet in the back of beyond? And any choices Daaron might offer her wouldn�t be good; she knew that in her bones. He�d never made a secret of what he wanted from her. Sex. In her darkest moments she could even admit that she�d wanted him too. Every girl in their class had, and a good many more than that. He�d worked his way through more of them than should have been possible.
But how had he found her in the first place?
He strode into the firelight, eyes holding hers, blaster steady. He held it low, near to his hips, drawing her eyes toward that part of his body she always pretended didn�t exist. Dear Goddess, she could see his erection from here. Answering heat flickered to life in her own groin, he�d always done that to her. She cursed her response even as her mind raced. He�d followed her. Did he know about the garnets? How long had he been watching? Could she strike a deal with him? There were enough riches for both of them.
Although with his family, he didn�t need riches, something she�d been all too aware of at school. He�d been a frequent customer at the bar where she�d worked, spending more credits in a night that she�d earn in a month. A year.
Money couldn�t motivate Daaron Von Saur�rel.
He pointed with the tip of his blaster toward her tent.
�It looked to me earlier like you�d found something,� he said. �I�m assuming garnets?�
�How did you know?� she asked. �I sorted through thousands of planetary surveys to find them, records that nobody had accessed for generations. They�re mine.�
�I can�t let you keep them,� he said, and for one second she could have sworn there was compassion in his eyes. �You don�t want me to explain all the reasons why, trust me.�
She nodded toward the blaster.
�Are you going to kill me?� she asked. �Because unless you plan to do it, get out of my campsite. I don�t want you here, and I won�t let you get in the way of my plans. You may not have ever had to do anything more important than find exactly the right suit for an Imperial ball, but I have commitments. To my mother. She sacrificed everything to give me my education, and this is my chance to pay her back. Surely you can understand that?�
He nodded his head, surprising her.
�Actually, I can.�
He leaned one hip against her camp table, ignoring the careful piles of flimsies he crushed. She gritted her teeth�same old Daaron, oblivious to other people�s hard work.
She stood slowly, eyeing the blaster as she set down her glass. Then she took a careful step toward him.
�Please don�t touch my papers,� she said, doing her best to maintain her dignity.
She remembered him leaning that same way against her lab bench at university, tempting her with delights she couldn�t allow herself to contemplate.
Daughters of bond servants can�t afford relationships with aristocrats, not if they want to stay honorable. And Tessa was always honorable. Honor was the only inheritance her mother had given her, despite the fact that most nobles thought honor belonged to them alone. Stupid aristocrats with their duels. Daaron had fought three of them during those two years they�d studied together. Each time she�d been terrified for his life. But Daaron simply laughed at danger. To him, life was nothing more than a game. Still, she wondered if playing on the ancient aristocratic code might work in this circumstance�
�I found this claim fairly, using open records and my own intellect,� she said, walking toward him slowly and steadily. �When I sunk those core samples, I staked a claim that will hold up in Imperial court. You need to leave or you�ll be dishonoring me, not to mention opening yourself up to liability.�
He laughed, relaxing his grip on the blaster.
�I don�t give a damn about your claim,� he said. �And to be honest, honor doesn�t come into it. The Code wasn�t written for people like you. The Imperial officials would laugh in your face if you challenged me.�
Tessa froze. She�d always known he considered her inferior, but he�d never spoken so baldly. It hurt more than she�d realized.
�But this isn�t about the garnets,� he continued. �I don�t give a damn about money.
I have more than I need. This is more important than money, more important than our pathetic little lives put together. If you discover a new source of cerulean star garnets this planet will be crawling with speculators. Even worse, a consortium will eventually come in and strip mine. I can�t allow that to happen.�
�Why do you care?� she asked, genuinely puzzled. �We�re in the middle of nowhere, I don�t even understand why anybody settled here. It�s not an environmental preserve, not even ecologically unique. I checked. There is nothing special about this planet, it�s not even very good for farming, Goddess help those poor settlers who are trying. The spaceport looks like it might shut down any day from lack of use. Why are you determined to destroy this for me?�
�Come here and I�ll tell you,� he said. His eyes bore into hers, and for a moment she froze, mesmerized. What was it about him that called to her? Sure, he was handsome and sexy. He had power. But Daaron Von Saur�rel stood forever beyond her reach. Only a fool would hope for anything from him.
�Come here and kiss me,� he said, voice hoarse. She licked her lips nervously, drawing his eyes. Their heat burned her. He flicked off the blaster and put it in the holster hanging low on a belt across his hips.
Tessa stepped closer. She wanted to be near him, wanted to smell his scent.
He leaned his head down and sniffed at her neck, giving a low groan.
�So sweet,� he whispered, the breath of air touching her skin and sending ripples of sensation through her body. �Let me taste you, Tess.�
She nodded her head, incapable of disagreeing.
He reached a hand around her neck, gripping her braids loosely and pulling her in for the kiss. His mouth opened over hers and she sank back into his touch. Finally. She�d wanted him so many times, had come close to doing this more than once. Each time she�d held back, knowing they could never be together. But now�this might be her last chance to get rid of him. She�d manipulate him, use her body to convince him to leave her alone.
It was bullshit. Tessa knew that. She kissed him because she wanted to, because he�d caught her off guard, threatening her shiny new future. If she was to lose everything, then couldn�t she at least have a little fun first?
She opened her mouth to Daaron, allowing his tongue to steal inside and caress her.
His lips were far softer than she�d ever imagined, the kiss gentle although far from sweet. Heat spilled from his mouth to hers. What would it feel like to take more of him into her body? They stood apart, touching where they kissed, but she�d seen that shocking erection earlier. He wanted her for more than kissing. Her tightening nipples and the tingles of sensation running between her legs told her she wanted more too.
Something tugged at her head, breaking the flow of the kiss. She tried to ignore it, tried to throw herself back into the flow of that gentle, beautiful caress. But the tugging continued, pulling at her and hurting. Suddenly her head felt incredibly light, and she pulled away from him with a cry of betrayal.
He looked down at her, his face a mixture of triumph and something else. In one hand he held a knife. Her braids dangled from the other.
�Daaron, what have you done?�

Chapter Two 

�You�re mine now,� Daaron said, savoring the words. How many times had he imagined taking her? The fantasy was nothing compared to the satisfaction he felt now.
Confusion filled her face and he almost felt pity. This was supposed to be a special moment in Tessa�s life, he thought. A woman from the Warrens should have her braids shorn during a marriage ceremony, the knife wielded by a man who loved her.
�You can�t possibly understand what you just did,� she replied, eyes searching his, panicky. �I can�t lose my braids, Daaron. They�ll think I�m a whore without my braids.
My mother��
�She�ll think you�re a married woman,� he said, voice harsh. �She�ll think you�re my woman. You belong to me body and soul. I own you. The custom seems primitive to me, but it serves a �valuable purpose� for your people, remember?�
�This isn�t a game,� she replied, her voice tight with anger. �You get to go back to your life and laugh with your rich friends over the stupid little Warrens girl you
�married�, but nobody else will have me now.�
�I wouldn�t want them to,� he replied. �I won�t tolerate infidelity. You�re mine and I�m keeping you, Tessa. Accept reality, darling, it will be easier for both of us.�
She shook her head, and the pounding frustration he�d felt for so many years threatened to overwhelm him. He�d wanted her for years, held back because he knew she couldn�t fuck him without risking everything she held dear. But she�d lost that life the moment she�d found the garnets, even if she didn�t understand it yet. Women of her class were chaste before marriage, or so she insisted. About time to turn that archaic morality in his favor.
�Do you deny that we�re married by the laws and customs of your class?� he asked her, grasping her chin and forcing her to look him in the eye.
�No,� she whispered. �I can�t be married to you, Daaron.�
�Too late,� he replied. �And you have to obey me, don�t you?�
She tried to shake her head, but he held her chin firm.
�What would your mother say?� he asked. She whimpered, and he knew he would win.
�She would say you�re my husband and I have to obey,� Tessa whispered, voice breaking �This isn�t what I wanted, Daaron. Why did you do this to me?�
He could explain, but the more she knew, the greater her danger. And her attitude frustrated him, made him angry. Was marrying him truly such a horrible fate? Women had been chasing him his entire life, begging him for attention. Why wasn�t he good enough for this one? Years of denial, combined with the loss of his own freedom, welled up inside. Anger grew. He�d done his part and married her, honoring her ridiculous customs, trading his freedom for her survival. He�d take care of her the rest of her life.
She had nothing to fear. Why wouldn�t she give in to him now?
�I have more money than you can imagine,� he said tightly. �I own this entire star system. You�ll be more than adequately provided for. The least you can do is show me a little gratitude.�
�How dare you? I had my own plans, my own dreams. I�ve worked hard to get to this point and you think it�s all right to just take over my life? I can�t be bought. I thought I already taught you that.�
�I know you can�t be bought, we covered that a long time ago,� he replied. Her smell, that faint waft of flowers and woman, tickled his nose, clouding his ability to think. He didn�t need to talk. He needed to fuck.
�Tessa, I didn�t want to do this to you, believe it or not. You don�t think I could have taken you at university? My friends laughed at me when you turned me down, none of them could understand why I didn�t just spirit you away in the night and keep you prisoner on my yacht. Men like me do not have to get permission from women like you. But I admired your work ethic, admired the way you stood up to me. I loved the way you were honest with me, when even the professors groveled at my feet. You were the only one who stood up to me. I didn�t want to do this to you, but we�re out of choices. Now you�ll damned well live with the consequences.�
With that, he closed the space between them, pulling her against his body forcefully. He channeled all his frustration, anger and longing he�d felt over the years and kissed her. Hard.
Daaron�s lips took hers, demanding she open for him. Tessa tried to fight him off, but he held her tight with one arm, pinning her as his other hand dug into the shorn remains of her hair. With one swipe of his knife he�d married her, by the Goddess, and now he was going to have her. His cock swelled, glorying in the feel of her against his body. She gave a muffled whimper, the sound of a woman conquered.
He thrust one knee between her legs, pushing them apart and throwing her off balance. In an instant she went from fighting to clinging to him for support. He took advantage of the moment to reach down and grab her ass, lifting her up and wrapping her legs around his waist. Carrying her, he strode purposefully toward her tent.
�What the hell do you think you�re doing?� she asked, gripping him tightly as they lurched across the campsite.
�Taking you to bed,� he replied. �No marriage is legal unless it�s consummated.�
�You�re insane. This isn�t a real marriage.�
�You�d better hope it is,� he replied, his voice grim. �Marrying me is the only thing that will keep you alive. Wives can�t testify against their husbands according to Imperial code.�
�Testify? Daaron, you�re insane. I don�t know what kind of terrible secret you think I know, but I don�t give a damn about you or your life. I just want to leave with my garnets.�
They reached the tent, Daaron shouldering his way in and Tessa clutching him as they lurched to a stop. She tried to push him away again, but he wrapped a hard arm around her waist and gripped the back of her head one more time. This time his kiss was long and slow, pouring out all the heat and frustration he�d built up over the years.
She tasted better than his most fevered dreams. Finally he pulled away, allowing her to slide down his body. She opened her mouth to speak again, but he shushed her, putting one finger across her lips.
�Talk is all I�ve ever had from you, sweet Tessa,� he said. �Now it�s time for action.�

Chapter Three 

Daaron surrounded Tessa, his body overwhelming her, his scent filling the air. She took deep breaths, heart racing, wishing desperately that their contact didn�t feel so good. She opened her mouth once more, defying him, but he gave her a look so heated and intense that she fell silent. Moving with slow, steady determination, he backed her up against the portable sleeping unit. Her knees buckled and she fell back, eyes wide.
He deliberately pulled off his shirt, throwing it on the floor. Her eyes darted from his face to the endless expanse of his chest, panicked. She had to find some way to distract him. Just as deliberately, he removed his shoes and then his pants, throwing the belt and holstered blaster atop them.
Tessa�s breath tightened in her chest. She tried not to stare at him, but the tent was so small there was nowhere else to look.
Now Daaron stood before her, proud and beautiful in his nudity. His cock stood at attention, a solid pillar of flesh rising from the tangle of hair at his groin. It reached well up along his stomach, the helmet-shaped head flushing purple, pearls of moisture oozing from the slightly open slit. He dropped one hand down, rubbing along the rippled muscles of his abdomen, and gripped it firmly in his strong fingers. He stroked up and down once, again, his eyes boring into hers as his erection grew even stiffer.
�I�ve been waiting far too long to do this,� he said, stepping toward her.
The sight of the large, angry man moving so purposefully toward her was more than Tessa could handle. She turned, scrambling across the bed, trying to get away. His strong hands caught her around the waist and stopped her flight. He pulled her pants off, fingers so rough she wondered if there would be bruises later, and she opened her mouth to scream.
Some sixth sense must have alerted him, because he thrust her down into the bed, throwing his heavy weight atop her and knocking the breath from her lungs. One hand came around to cover her mouth. His voice whispered in her ear, �Don�t scream. I have men watching your campsite. You don�t want them to get the wrong idea about what�s happening here. They might hurt you.�
Tessa nodded her head, stunned. How long had they been watching? Did they know about her garnets too? As if she should be worrying about the gems right now�
Daaron was the greatest threat. They lay there for a moment, his enormous erection pushing against her ass, cradled by her flesh. The head pressed against her sphincter.
She shivered, quivering beneath him. He groaned and thrust against her involuntarily, jamming the cock head against her tightly muscled ring.
�Don�t tempt me,� he said, the words little more than a groan. �I want inside you too badly to play any more games, Tessa. Do you get that?�
She nodded her head, understanding him all too well. He removed his hand, pulling back from her, and she lifted her head to one side so she could breathe again.
Her head felt far too free and light, forcibly reminding her that her braids were gone.
She belonged to this man body and soul, so long as she followed the customs of the Warrens.
And if she ignored those customs? Tessa could hardly imagine that�they defined her, had enabled her to survive and thrive. Given her the strength to go to school and better herself. Without them she had no idea what she�d do.
�Don�t hurt me,� she said slowly and deliberately, careful not to move or incite him.
�I will do as you ask.�
She felt some of the tension ease from his form. His hips pulled back from her butt just a little, and he adjusted himself until his erect penis pushed down between her legs.
Her pants still held her feet together, and the feel of him trapped tight between the flesh of her thighs was strange.
Compelling.
�We�ll take our time,� he said, voice tight, triumphant. �At least for as long as I can handle it. I don�t want to hurt you. I want it to be good for both of us.�
The anger had eased from his voice, although Tessa still didn�t trust him any more than she could throw him.
�Tell me what you want me to do,� she whispered.
He laughed harshly and flexed his hips, rubbing his hard cock between her legs.
The thick length grazed her labia, and she froze as renewed sensation rippled through her. A trickle of moisture welled up inside, and her nipples hardened against the bed.
He flexed once more, giving a low chuckle of satisfaction as she whimpered, twisting her hips and trying to get�something. Tessa didn�t want to think about that. A tightening need grew within her, the same treacherous attraction that had always made her vulnerable to him. Only this time there were no caustic remarks and lab tables to hide behind.
Daaron nuzzled her neck, giving her a kiss here and a little nip there, while he worked one hand under her belly and between her legs. She lay helpless as his fingers wound down from her navel to the hair of her mound, burrowing their way to her clit.
Then he slid one down into the fold between her mound and clit, rubbing sensuously back and forth as she stiffened.
�Don�t fight it,� he said slowly. �This can be good for both of us. You�ve waited a long time, so let yourself enjoy it. Your rules always got between us, Tessa, but you wanted me too.�
She wanted to ignore him, to keep fighting if only to prove him wrong, but she couldn�t. That treacherous finger worked back and forth, each slow rub heightening an ache that made her want to squirm and twist beneath him. In that moment Tessa felt thankful for his heavy bulk holding her down, because it kept her from having to acknowledge her response. She was free to play the helpless victim, free to allow her body to betray her and reap all the rewards of that betrayal.
Back and forth, back and forth he tortured her, rubbing slowly and steadily. His hips started to move over her too, providing an alternative friction against her labia.
The scraping feel of his cock between her legs grew smoother and she knew her fluids were trickling out to ease his way. Virgin she might be, but Tessa was far from ignorant.
She�d explored her own body many times and knew what would happen if he didn�t stop.
Just the thought of that white-hot energy running through them, the release it would bring, forced her to bite back a moan of desire. The ebb and flow of slow need and bliss drifting through her body took Tessa�s muscle tone with it. Captive, she lay quietly, allowing her desire to grow until her entire being ached with burning hunger.
He must have sensed her tension, because Daaron increased the tempo, rubbing her harder and pushing a second finger in with the first, ringing her clit and stimulating it from both sides. She sighed heavily, her breath starting to come more quickly. If she could have moved her hips, she would have pressed against him, silently begging him for more.
Daaron laughed.
�I know how hot you are for me,� he said, voice rich with need and desire. �You�re so slick and wet I can hardly stand it. In a moment I�m going to lift up your hips and push my cock in so hard you�ll feel it on the back of your throat. Are you ready for me, Tess?�
She nodded her head, eyes closed, entire being focused on the delicious sensations he�d created. She felt him lift one arm to brace against the bed next to her head, and then his hips rose, pulling his cock out from between her thighs with a long, slow movement that drew a groan of need from her throat.
The hand buried in her clit pulled back too, cupping her mound, and he raised her hips off the bed. After a moment she was high enough that her knees could find purchase. He pushed them apart just a bit with his hand, although it wasn�t very far�
the pants around her ankles kept them from spreading. It didn�t stop him though.
Within seconds she felt the wide, swollen head of his penis pushing through her labia.
She froze�he was so big and she�d never had anything up there before. Tessa knew it was supposed to hurt though. Her mother had warned her as much. How much would it hurt with a cock as big as Daaron�s?
Dear Goddess, he might tear her apart.
�Relax,� he whispered, his breath warm in her ear.
She tried to raise her upper body with her hands, but he kept her down low, allowing only her hips to meet him. She understood why too. There was no way she�d be able to resist him in such a ridiculous position, no question of fighting back at all.
Daaron held her completely at his mercy.
Slowly, oh so slowly, his wide cock head took her. Tessa felt every inch of him pushing against her sensitive membranes, felt the way he widened her and pressed inexorably within. Fortunately her opening was well slicked with her own fluids, and he continued to work her clit with both fingers. Long moments passed. The tight pull of tension centered between her legs rose so high she felt like she might come on the spot.
Each time his fingers grazed her she wanted to die, desperate to pull away from him and end the near-painful stimulation, and terrified that he would stop all at the same time.
It just wasn�t fair.
Now he spread her farther open, spearing her until she wanted to shout in frustration. Why was he moving so slow? Then he hit the barrier of her virginity, pushing against it until pain threatened to overwhelm the pleasure.
�Hold tight,� he said. His hand left her clit, reaching around her waist to brace her body, and he thrust into her hard and fast.
The bed muffled her shriek.
Daaron stilled as she screamed, primitive satisfaction washing through him. Now he understood why men of the Warrens kept their women chaste�to experience this, the total ownership of a woman�s body. Tessa belonged to him, and no other. Despite his need to take her and ease his own tension, he waited, allowing her to adjust to the sensation of his prick splitting her moist heat. It was strange�she felt spread open, impaled, helpless before him. He had all the power, she couldn�t move at all, yet when she flexed her interior muscles, unconsciously trying to push him out, he gave an agonized groan and jerked. Her slightest squeeze was enough to challenge his defenses.
Long moments passed, and then his fingers drifted back to her clit. Tessa shivered as he grazed her sensitive flesh. She knew his finger had to be slick with her moisture, but his cock stretched her in new ways, and everything felt different now. She wondered if it was possible for her to feel every ridge of his fingerprint, if each tiny bump could really stimulate her like this. She clenched one more time and he moaned, leaning down against her back.
�Tessa, please,� he whispered, and she wondered what he meant. Then he moved and she forgot everything else. His cock pulled out of her slow and steady. Just moments earlier she�d thought him too big, but as he pulled away she felt an emptiness she�d never imagined. She pushed her hips back at him, wanting him inside again. He held his hips steady, but his finger spasmed against her and his breath caught. She wasn�t the only one overwhelmed by their union.
�Tess, I never imagined it could be this good,� he said, kissing her neck. She gave a mewling cry, needing him to stop talking and start moving. Her body cried out for fulfillment and he could give it to her, no question about that. He pushed back into her, still going too damn slow. She wiggled her ass a little, encouraging him, and he lost control, lunging into her harder than she could have imagined.
Oh that did it.
Again and again he thrust, pushing her tender flesh apart further than she could have dreamed possible. He seemed incapable of giving her clit the slow, steady stimulation he�d offered earlier, but he kept his hand on her. Now he used it to press her tender flesh against the hardness of her pelvic bone. Each thrust brought new friction, working the nerves with exquisite force. Tension grew in her body, a tight triangle of sensation running from her vagina to her clit and back up to her breasts, which found their own form of stimulation against the harsh fabric of her shirt.
Tessa hadn�t been a stranger to physical pleasure. Her decision to remain a virgin hadn�t kept her from masturbating, and up to that point she�d thought she knew what an orgasm was. But the sound of Daaron�s rasping breaths, the smell of his sweat as he plowed her from behind, the sensation of his hard prick cleaving her open again and again�this was far beyond anything she could have imagined.
Dear heavens, she didn�t want it to ever end.
At the same time, the pounding of her heart and the tightness of her chest made her wonder how much more she could take. She felt her release hovering just beyond the edge of his touch, knew it waited for her, taunted her with its closeness.
She struggled against his weight, no longer seeking escape. Now she wanted to move, wanted the leverage to take what she needed from his body to end this terrible need. If it didn�t stop soon she�d die. Fuck that, if it didn�t stop soon she�d kill him.
Daaron, that bastard, owed her this orgasm.
He was close too, she knew it from the stiffening of his body and the way his cock seemed to be swelling and growing impossibly harder within her. Inspiration struck, and she squeezed him as hard as she could with her internal muscles.
He choked back a groan and then pulled his hand away from her pelvis.
Gripping her hips with both hands, he raised his upper body and knelt behind her.
This new position set her free, and she lifted up on her arms to meet the forceful blows of his hips.
Almost there.
Tessa sensed the restrained power in the hands holding her, the hardness of his thighs against her legs, the solid length of his cock. She wanted to answer with her own violent thrusts, wanted to take her pleasure from him the same way he�d taken her freedom and her garnets.
But not even the thought of her lovely gems could distract her from her raging need.
Again and again they came together, until she couldn�t hear for the pounding of her heart, couldn�t breathe for the tightness in her chest�her release lay so close yet still not overwhelming her. He gave one more powerful shove and she exploded in a whirlwind of sensation beyond anything she�d ever approached on her own. Above and behind her, Tessa was dimly aware of Daaron reaching his own release. Then they collapsed together on the bed, panting and exhausted.
Tessa tried to collect her thoughts, blinking and dazed by the force of her orgasm.
She�d never experienced anything as magnificent as the last ten minutes. Not when she graduated from college, not when she�d gotten her first job. Not even when she�d found that enormous cerulean star garnet�
Garnets.
She froze, reality rushing back in an instant. She needed to get her garnets and go, quickly. And she would have to take Daaron with her as her hostage, she realized. She might be able to get away from him here and now, but even if she did, he would hunt her down. He�d said he had backup out in the darkness, so she�d have to use Daaron as her shield. It all sounded like something out of a holovid, not the kind of thing real people did, but the alternative seemed to be giving up her lovely, lovely gems and doing what Daaron told her.
Not an option.
Taking a deep breath, Tessa forced a sensuous smile to creep across her face, drifting her hands along his back in the most soothing manner she could imagine. All she had to do was convince him she wanted him again. Daaron�s colossal ego would take care of the rest for her. He rolled over to look at her and smiled. So easy.
�That was good for you, wasn�t it?�
�Yes,� she replied, telling the truth. �But there�s something I�ve always wanted to try.�
�What?�
�Lean back and close your eyes,� she said. He did, and she knelt next to him on the bed, rubbing her hands up and down his chest. His nipples hardened as her fingertips grazed them. She found his chest fascinating�she�d never been up so close to a man before. Well, a naked man. They were far more interesting in the flesh than in books.
When she leaned over and licked the skin right above his navel, she told herself it was all part of her ploy to distract him.
No matter that the salty taste of his skin made the flesh between her legs burn with hunger.
Tessa shifted, trying to dismiss the sensation, and dropped her hand to the hard length of his semi-erect cock. He still wanted her, even though they�d only just finished.
She knew that wasn�t the norm; her roommates at college had been clear on that one.
Most men were useless after coming, but Daaron seemed to just be warming up. She leaned over and blew lightly on his member. Daaron groaned.
�Whatever it was you wanted to try, you�d better do it soon,� he said, voice strained. �Or I�ll lose patience.�
A wave of pleasure and power washed through Tessa. She loved how he responded to her, and thoroughly enjoyed the idea of using her sexuality against him. She blew again and then flicked her tongue out, catching the flared head of his penis with the tip.
Daaron shuddered. Tessa gripped his length firmly in her hand and rubbed up and down, feeling the ridges of the veins within, pulling the soft skin up along his length.
She shot a look up to his face to make sure his eyes were still closed before glancing at the floor. The fool had left his blaster sitting right there, next to his clothing. She gripped him harder and he moaned.
This time she didn�t have to force a smile, it came naturally.
Tessa leaned over again, took a deep breath and sucked his length into her mouth.
The taste of him, salty and warm, surprised her. She wiggled her tongue against him as her roommate had described doing. Apparently she did it right, because Daaron bucked against her and gave another of those deep moans of excitement. She pulled up. His hand reached down, gripping her hair and trying to push her head back down, but she grabbed it and pushed it away.
�No, this is my fantasy,� she said. �Stay still.�
He did as she asked.
Moving quickly, she leaned over the edge of the bed and grabbed the blaster. As he started to sit up, she shoved the cold metal of the gun into his groin, right at the base of his cock.
�I said stay still.�
Daaron froze, eyes flying open. His face filled with rage, and she realized she could never, ever allow him to overpower her again. If she did, he might kill her.
�You said you had some friends outside,� she said slowly. �I�m taking you hostage.
We�re going to get my garnets and leave this damned planet, and your buddies better not try to stop us. Do I make myself clear?�
�You�re my wife, you have to obey me,� he said. �That�s the way it works in the Warrens.�
�How stupid do you think I am?� Tessa snapped back. �Women of the Warrens might have to obey their husbands, but only as long as they�re alive. Don�t push your luck.�

Chapter Four 

Daaron took deep breaths, forcing down the anger thundering through him. The situation was his own damn fault. Losing control of your weapon was a fool�s mistake, and if one of his men had done it, he�d find himself cleaning latrines for a month. He�d forgotten just how intoxicating Tessa�s presence could be, and seriously underestimated the woman herself. Being near her all but wiped out his ability to think, and now they would both pay.
Tessa stepped away from him, holding the blaster steady, and awkwardly pulled up her pants with one hand.
�Get up,� she said. �We�re going to walk outside and you�re going to stand in front of me as a shield. I want you to tell your friends to leave us alone until we get to my cruiser. We�ll be taking the first available transport off-planet, and then I�ll make arrangements to sell my garnets and disappear. If you do everything I tell you, you�ll survive. Do you understand me?�
He nodded his head, not looking forward to the next ten minutes. His team didn�t respond well to threats.
�Pick up your clothes,� Tessa added.
�Should I put them on?�
She gave him a speculative look before offering him a rather dark smile.
�No,� she replied sweetly. �It will be harder for you to run if you�re naked. Now we�re going to leave. I�m going to stand right behind you as we go out. You�ll pause in the doorway and tell your people to let us by. Then we�ll grab the garnets and go.�
He nodded his head, knowing it wouldn�t get that far. Together they moved toward the opening and Daaron stepped out slowly. Tessa nudged him with the blaster, and he opened his mouth to speak. Before anything could come out, a hail of drugged flechettes rained through the air.
Daaron went down first, tranquilizers blazing through his system in a mere heartbeat. His last sensation as he fell was the punishing hit of a blaster bolt. She�d done it, he marveled. Soft, sweet Tessa had just shot him in the back. He heard her shriek and the world turned black.
*** Tessa awakened slowly, her mouth tasting metallic and bitter. She took a deep breath. The air smelled odd, recycled, like the air on a space station�or in the deepest reaches of the Warrens. Not the fresh, clean breezes of her camp, certainly. She opened her eyes and looked at the ceiling, finding bare metal punctuated only by endless rows of rivets. The bed upon which she lay was soft but far from luxurious, although the fabric of the covers had the smooth, perfectly inviting feel that only natural fibers could create. Expensive, like everything else Daaron had ever owned.
Daaron. 
Memory flooded back. Dear Goddess, she�d killed Daaron. Shot him point-blank with his own blaster. Tessa felt sick, completely disgusted with herself. She�d killed a man over a handful of stupid garnets.
Daaron had given his life for a pile of fucking rocks.
How could she live with herself? Of course, her continuing survival probably wouldn�t be a problem, not after his people got through with her. She�d enjoyed threatening Daaron, liked the idea of him feeling uncertain and scared, the way he�d always made her feel. But dead? No, never that. For long moments Tessa lay back on the bed, trying to think.
Finally she sat up listlessly, wondering when her executioners would arrive. Her cell was sparse. Bed, metal basin with water spouts and a fresher. Some drawers with a mirrored surface on the wall above them. A small table beside the bed. Everything one piece, everything bolted to the floor. She stood, trying to detect any signs of artificial gravity. If they were in space, it was on something big and powerful enough to have the best gravitrons money could buy.
Of course, money had never been an issue for Daaron.
The door pinged, and she watched it slide open without interest. Then Daaron walked in and she froze.
�You�re alive,� she said, stunned.
�Obviously,� he replied, his voice tight. �Good thing you didn�t check the blaster to see if the charge was lethal.�
It hadn�t even occurred to her.
�For the record, I�m sorry I shot you,� she said, meaning it. �I think I panicked. I didn�t want you dead� Just out of the way.�
�I find that tremendously comforting,� he replied, tone dark with sarcasm. �Getting shot with a blaster, even on the lowest setting, hurts like hell. And my men are pissed.
You�re lucky they didn�t kill you.�
�Why didn�t they?� she asked, trying to figure out her next move. She supposed that as long as they kept talking, she�d stay alive. Anything to buy time.
�Because I gave them strict orders not to,� he replied. �And they always obey. I�m not so sure I believe in the whole Warrens subservient wife thing though. Clearly it didn�t sink into your psyche growing up.�
She fell silent, unsure of her response. According to the traditions of the Warrens, they were married and she should obey him. She just didn�t want to though. And why should she? He sure as shit wasn�t from the Warrens, she couldn�t expect him to love and honor her in return for her obedience. No, he�d just use it against her.
�You said you had to marry me, to keep me from testifying,� she said after a long pause. �What did you mean by that? Honestly, I don�t know anything about you or your people. I just want to take my garnets and leave. Surely you can understand?�
�There are bigger things in play here than money,� he said. �I can give you money.
Your financial worries are over.�
Tessa tensed.
�I don�t want your money any more now than I did at school, Daaron,� she replied.
�I shouldn�t need it. I used my skills and education to find my own way of making money. The garnets. They�re all the rage at court, now that the Emperor has expressed a fondness for them. They might have been worthless this time last year, but they�re more than enough to set me for life today. All you have to do is give me my rocks and let me go. You do your own thing and we�ll both live happily ever after. Or you�ll do whatever weird thing it is you want to do, and I�ll live happily ever after. We can pretend this didn�t happen.�
�Let�s sit down,� Daaron said, gesturing toward the bed. He seemed to fill the room, crowding her. Daaron had always done that to her�every place he went, he filled. He stepped toward her, crowding her, and she slid to one side of the bed in an attempt to put space between them. He gave her a knowing smile. She hadn�t fooled him. He plopped down on the bed, depressing the mattress so she had to fight to keep from falling into him.
�Tell me what�s going on here,� she said. �I need to know.�
�All you need to know is that you�re my wife and I can�t allow you to leave with those garnets,� he replied.
�You�re right,� she said. �I misspoke. I don�t care what�s going on. I just want to go.�
�And I want to fuck you,� he replied. �And unlike you, I�m in a position to take what I want.�
�Oh yes, the great Daaron Von Saur�rel,� she snapped. �It doesn�t matter if a woman actually desires you, you can do whatever you want. Of course, if you were an ordinary mortal, maybe nobody would sleep with you. Have you ever wondered if your success with the ladies has more to do with your money than your cock?�
He froze, and she knew she had him.
�Think about it, Daaron,� Tessa continued, her voice cold. �Maybe your daddy paid them to fuck you. After all, the only woman who couldn�t be bought didn�t sleep with you. What does that really say?�
She knew how hateful the words were, and she knew they weren�t true either. But she had to attack him any way she could, because otherwise she was dead in the water.
Maybe she could goad him into action and use it to her advantage.
He laughed, and her hopes sank.
�I haven�t talked to my father in five years,� he mused. �I suppose the possibility exists that he interfered at school, but since then I haven�t exactly been celibate, unlike you. Ever wonder if you missed out on the best years of your life?�
Her breath hissed out. Bastard. She didn�t have a comeback for that one.
�So you want to call a truce?� he asked. She nodded her head. Fighting wasn�t getting her anywhere. Time to gather information and think through her next move.
�Do you admit that we�re married by the customs of your people?� he asked.
She pondered it, then nodded her head.
�Although, when you consider that the customs of my people have never been held in high esteem by nobles like yourself, I�m not sure that means very much.�
He gave her an icy smile.
�Are you trying to get yourself killed?� he asked. �As my wife, you can�t testify and aren�t a threat. Otherwise you are. Which would you rather be? Remember, I said you have a choice to make.�
She fell silent again.
�As my wife, you�d sleep with me.�
She had to laugh.
�You�re right,� she replied. �Of course, as you nicely pointed out to me earlier, sleeping is different than fucking.�
�You�d fuck me too.�
Silence fell between them, thick with tension.
�So let�s get this straight,� she said finally. �My choice, as you put it, is between being married to you and death, right?�
�Yes.�
�Why?�
�Because we can�t afford to have anyone poking around on this planet,� he replied.
�As soon as those garnets hit the market, the consortiums would be after you. Sooner or later they�ll find you and you�ll tell them where you got the gems. Things would get ugly after that. There�s more at stake here than just you and me.�
�I won�t tell them.�
He laughed, the sound anything but amused.
�They aren�t nearly as nice as I am. Eventually everyone breaks under torture, Tessa. It doesn�t matter how good your intentions are. The only way to ensure your silence is to make sure nobody ever finds you. The easiest way is to kill you; instead I�m offering you marriage. As my wife, you�ll be under my control. And as I said, you can�t testify against me, just in case you learn too much.�
Tessa shivered, the reality of her situation sinking in for the first time.
Daaron reached one arm around her and pulled her close.
�Don�t be afraid,� he said. �You�ll find that being married to me isn�t that bad.
Remember, I�m rich. You�ll never want for anything again.�
She leaned against him, momentarily defeated. He rubbed her shoulder comfortingly before moving to her back. His hands stroked steadily, lulling and soothing her. Tessa took a deep breath, inhaling his scent. Desire stirred again. Dear heavens, just being around the man was dangerous.
After long moments, he kissed her, this time slow and gentle�completely different from his angry, manipulative touch earlier. His lips nibbled at hers softly, teasing her with unimagined pleasures and waking new desires. Her nipples tightened, and Tessa reached up to wrap her arms around his neck, eager for more of this new sensation.
Why not just give in for just a little while?
Together they fell back on the bed, hands restlessly exploring beneath each other�s clothing. Daaron pulled his mouth away from hers, running kisses down along her chin and nuzzling at her ears. She lay passive beneath him at first, but after a while she didn�t want him in charge. She could acknowledge that she wanted to have sex with him. Now she needed to take back what mastery she could. Tessa jumped up, straddling him and leaning down low. This time she took control of the kiss.
Daaron didn�t mind at all. He let himself relax, savoring every moment as she kissed him for the first time. He enjoyed the smooth, steady rocking of her hips across his even more. Tessa might have been a virgin until recently, but her instincts were good. Very good. He felt her heat through his pants, could imagine the sucking warmth of her warm slit pulling him deep inside. Just the thought of that crevice, so tight and slick, made his head want to explode. He reached down and cupped her ass, pulling her close.
He couldn�t wait much longer. She seemed to feel the same way, because when he reached for the clasp of her pants she pulled her mouth from his and helped him with the clothing. Within seconds they were both naked, and Tessa climbed back atop him.
She caught his gaze with hers, expression inscrutable. Daaron looked deep into her eyes, fiercely satisfied to have her safely trapped in marriage. Inch by inch, Tessa lowered herself down over his heated cock, until they were half joined. Then she paused with a gasp.
�You feel a lot bigger this way.�
�Every man likes to hear how big he is,� Daaron replied. He ringed her waist with his hands, steadying her and holding her in place. �Take as much time as you need to feel comfortable. I�m pretty happy right here as we are.�
She gave a choked giggle. His heart swelled unexpectedly; he�d heard laughter so few times from her. Her life had been governed by hardship. He�d make her happy, he vowed. Short of betraying his cause, he�d do whatever it took to make up for her suffering.
Daaron�s noble thoughts evaporated as she abruptly dropped down over him, impaling herself on his length. He gasped, awash in sensation. Tessa closed her eyes, head falling back, apparently lost in sensation.
Long seconds passed.
Then Tessa began to move. Slowly at first, she rocked back and forth on him, riding him, clutching him with her inner muscles and driving him crazy. He reached down between them, pressing his thumb against her clit. She shuddered and moved faster.
Despite his own mounting need, Daaron couldn�t take his eyes off her face. Her newly shorn hair curled around features abandoned to pure desire. Her breath came in short, hard gasps. A drop of sweat rolled down her temple and across her cheek before falling against him with a splat.
He pushed down hard with his thumb and she came with a loud cry as every muscle in her body clenched and froze, including those cradling his cock. He thrust up at her once more, just enough to push through the vise of her pussy and knock him over the edge. Then Daaron�s own orgasm hit and he shouted his release. Tessa collapsed across him, panting, and he wrapped his arms tightly around him.
A knock sounded at the door.
�Everyone all right in there?� a man�s voice asked, tone harsh. �Daaron?�
Daaron grunted, trying to catch his breath.
�Yes,� he managed to gasp out. �We�re both doing fine.�
�I guess we got their attention,� Tessa whispered. �Nice to know someone was able to take a break from counting my garnets long enough check up on random screaming in the compound. This is some sort of compound, right?�
Daaron heaved a sigh as he sat up to look at the incredible, sexy, belligerent woman who was now his wife.
�I wondered how long it would take us to get back to that,� he said, running the situation through his head, trying to figure how to explain things. �Sex is only going to distract you for so long, I take it?�
�I�ll admit it, you were right,� she answered. �Sex between us was good, just like you always told me it would be. And I really enjoyed it, so you can just stop gloating over that right now. But I want to know how you found out about my garnets. And why the hell you married me. You say you can�t tell me, but I�m not some puppet wifey.
Either prepare yourself to watch me every moment for the rest of your life or tell me what�s going on.�
�I suppose you won�t believe this, but I really didn�t want to take them from you,� he replied, choosing his words with great care. �We simply can�t afford to have Imperials crawling around this planet.�
�Um, �Imperials�?� she asked, giving him a look of disbelief. �Daaron, you are the
�Imperial�, don�t you realize that? What kind of game are you playing here?�
�No game,� he replied. �You may find this hard to believe, but I�m actually a federalist. I don�t believe in Empire.�
She burst out laughing, falling back on the bed. To his delight, he could actually see the exact moment she realized she was naked. Her face flushed bright red, and then she scrambled to dress. He watched in silence as she pulled on her pants, amused when she couldn�t find her breast band. She pulled on her shirt, clearly annoyed. Finally she faced him again.
�Stop messing with me. Why are you here? Flattering as it may seem, something tells me you didn�t just marry me so we could�sleep�together,� she said, blushing again. �You must be doing something big here, and I want to understand.�
�Sex. We had sex. Fucked. Banged. Boinked. We have not slept together yet,� he said, drinking in her embarrassment. Then he grew serious. �You may not believe me, but I really am federalist. I don�t believe that the Emperor should have absolute authority, I think each planet should form its own government. I don�t even believe in the nobility.�
Silence hung between them.
�Daaron, in the entire time I�ve known you, you�ve taken your rank and status for granted. You never gave any indications at school that you felt this way. Why should I believe you?�
�I suppose you have no real reason to,� he replied. �And I doubt that just hearing the truth will make you believe. But these are the facts. The year after we finished school I attended court with my father, who is one of the Emperor�s advisors. We went on progress with him to a small planet called Danube. They hadn�t ever had a royal visit, and their protocol minister wasn�t up to the task. The first night they insulted the Emperor, my father and several other high-ranking members of the court by providing a pathetically inadequate banquet that featured an improper seating chart.�
He took a deep breath, willing himself to keep calm as he finished the story.
�The Emperor was so angry that he ordered the noble house that ruled Danube executed, right down to the last child and elderly servant. He had the planet interdicted�completely cut off from all civilization�and blockaded. It still is, and will be for the next fifty years. Danube wasn�t a highly developed place, Tessa. They didn�t have a medical or scientific infrastructure, let alone the ability to produce enough food to feed the population. The entire economy was based on arts and crafts exports. People started dying within weeks. There were ten million living there when it happened.
Imperial observers now estimate that at least half of them have died from disease and starvation. Slow genocide.�
Tessa�s face grew cold as she listened.
�We got regular reports at court,� he continued. �The Emperor felt Danube provided a very good example to the rest of his nobles. But it had the opposite effect on me. I�ve never been so angry. I�m still angry. I decided to do something about it.
�When I graduated from university, my parents gave me my inheritance. It included a small fleet and this system, which has four habitable planets. I�m a third son, so it wasn�t much compared to my brothers. We�re well beyond the normal range of Imperial travel or protection. Nobody lived here. My family considers it a token, but it�s been perfect for my needs. None of the Danubians were able to break the blockade, but thousands of them were off-planet during the disaster. I collected as many of them as I could and brought them here. They�re the colonists you saw at the spaceport.
�That�s the real reason you can�t have your garnets�if the Imperials discovered cerulean star garnets here, they�d find the Danubians and use them as an excuse to come in and take over. They�d lose their home all over again.�
Tessa felt humbled. Suddenly her problems�even her mother�s situation�seemed very small.
�What about your family? What do they think about what you�re doing?�
�They don�t have any idea what�s really going on,� he said. �They think I�m playing at starting a colony, they don�t know it�s connected to Danube. Eccentric, but harmless.
Fortunately, the Empire has a long history of eccentric nobility.�
Tessa mulled his tale over in her head, but something didn�t click. She understood why he was so determined to protect his people. But his story just didn�t feel right. She knew, with a certainty that defied reason, that he still hadn�t told her the whole truth.
�What�s the rest of it?�
Daaron shook his head.
�That�s all.�
�Bullshit, there�s more going on here,� she said. �This is a fledgling colony, yet we�re sitting in a well-built prison in what you admit is a compound. I didn�t see anything like that when I arrived at the spaceport. Your people followed me halfway across the planet�why not just kill me when I arrived? You�re hiding something bigger.�
�It�s infinitely safer for you not to know.�
�It would have been infinitely safer for me to stay in the Warrens and get married,� she snapped. �Instead my mother sold herself into slavery to buy me an education and a better life. Tell me the truth, once and for all, or I promise you I�ll make your life a living hell.�
�If I tell you this, you�ll never be able to leave.�
�More bullshit, I�d never be able to leave anyway. I already know too much.�
He nodded his head, acknowledging the point.
�We�re not just building a settlement of people who were off-planet when Danube was interdicted. We�ve formed an organization, part military, part espionage and for the past year, we�ve been blockade running. We bring out refugees a few hundred at a time and settle them here.
�Our headquarters are most unfortunately located under the garnet deposits. We discovered them while we were building but didn�t think much of it. They weren�t worth anything back then.�
Tessa took a deep, hissing breath.
No wonder they�d planned to kill her. This was big, bigger than anything she could have imagined. Suddenly she wished she�d listened to him instead of demanding the truth.
�So you�re actively engaged in treason against the Emperor.�
�Yes. That�s why it�s very convenient that you can�t testify against me.�

Chapter Five 

Tessa spent several long seconds calming herself.
�I hate to say it, but killing me makes a hell of a lot more sense than marrying me.�
�I suppose so,� Daaron replied, reaching out to touch her cheek gently. �But I couldn�t do that to you, Tessa. You were the only person at university who didn�t fall all over themselves to kiss my ass. You were the only one who told me the truth, who stood up to me. You were the one who taught me that everyone�even someone born in the Warrens�has as much right to freedom and prosperity as a noble.�
�Wow.�
�Not to mention the fact that I still hadn�t gotten into your pants,� he added, a sly little smirk stealing across his face. It broke the tension that hung so heavily in the room. Tessa snatched a pillow and hit him over the head with it, hard. He grabbed her and wrestled her down, kissing her roughly even as he reached around to tickle her.
She kicked at him, pulling away from his kiss and screeching. He clapped one hand over her mouth.
�Be careful,� he said. �Remember our listeners in the hallway. We�ve already given them enough of a show.�
She nodded her head and he released her. Goddess be-damned, touching him made her want him again. All those years of celibacy must be coming back to haunt her, because all she could think of was sex, sex, sex.
�So where do we go from here?� she asked finally. �I understand why you can�t let me have the garnets. I don�t think I want them anymore, not if it means hurting so many people. And I certainly don�t have any love for Imperials. I grew up in the Warrens, remember? Their own personal hunting grounds? Where I live, a person who works for the Emperor is likely to get gutted if he strays too far without armed guards.
I�m not going to rat you out, Daaron.�
He nodded his head.
�I believe you,� he replied. �But only marriage is enough to convince my people of that. They�re different than most living within the Empire, very religious. When their priestesses declare a marriage valid, they don�t just see it as a social contract. It�s a lifemating. And something strange happens between them, I�ve seen it. I don�t think those couples could separate even if they wanted to. Our marriage will keep you safe.�
�I have an obligation to my mother,� she said, feeling tired. �I was going to use the money from the garnets to buy her freedom. I can�t just let her rot away. Will you help me?�
�Yes,� he replied. �Easy enough to buy out one woman�s indenture. I�m sorry for that�I know you wanted to do it yourself.�
�My pride isn�t worth destroying lives,� she said firmly, pulling away from him.
�This isn�t how I would have planned things, but I can accept reality. We should make the best of it, Daaron. I don�t want to fight with you if I don�t have to.�
�Then I guess we�re stuck with each other,� he replied. He reached up and tousled her newly shortened hair. She sighed, rolling her head into his touch. It felt good, comforting. For the first time in her life, she felt safe. Pretty pathetic, considering she�d just entered into a conspiracy against the Emperor.
�I suppose so,� she replied. �At least, let�s give it a try. I never considered marriage to you, Daaron. It�s going to take some getting used to. But when I was a little girl, getting out of the Warrens and going to university seemed like an impossible dream. I made it there. Maybe I can make it here.�
Daaron gave a sigh of relief. He hadn�t realized just how nervous he was until she�d said yes. He thought about when he�d cut off her braids, marking her as his in the way men of the Warrens had for centuries. His noble peers had always laughed at the lower-
class practice, mocking the masses of Tyre for their barbaric traditions. He hadn�t understood until now just how satisfying those traditions could be.
�Come here,� he said, reaching for her.
�Why?� she asked, her tone suspicious. �I�m not up for more �boinking� as you so eloquently put it. I need a shower first.�
He laughed and shook his head.
�Because you�ve done me a great honor and I want to thank you,� he replied, willing her to believe and understand him. �I know this isn�t what you planned, but I promise you I�ll care for you, Tessa. And your mother. I still have enough contacts on Tyre to find her.�
�Thank you,� she said. �You have no idea how much this means to me.�
Daaron smiled at her, feeling strange, almost light. Happy.
�I had no idea how much you could mean to me,� he said. �Never dreamed it, but I can�t imagine anything better.�
*** Tessa tried not to get too lost as Daaron guided her through the training center. The place was a maze, but she�d always been good with directions. Who would have imagined a conspiracy of this scope against the Emperor could exist, let alone that she�d become part of it? Although the politics really didn�t really matter to her. All that counted was her mother�s freedom and their new life. Daaron�s compassion for the Danubians, his willingness to risk his own life, had taken her completely off guard.
Who could have imagined the mighty Lord Von Saur�rel could have a soul?
It certainly made up for the loss of her garnets.
After leading her in what seemed like endless circles, Daaron finally brought her into a large dining hall. Round tables surrounded by bench seating were bolted into the floor. At some silent signal, people filtered in through the doors, more men than women. They eyed her closely, some looking friendly but most seeming suspicious, even hostile.
She supposed she would feel the same way about a potentially threatening stranger if she found herself in their shoes. Daaron took her hand, guiding her up and over a bench onto one of the tables.
�This is my wife Tessa,� he said, voice firm and in command�the voice of a man whose authority had never been questioned in his entire life, she thought. �You will treat her with the same respect you treat me. Do you have any questions?�
�I do.�
The woman who spoke was young and lovely, but her face held a brittle tension that spoke volumes about the life she�d led. No one could ever mistake her for someone who had been granted anything. Tessa knew instinctively that if anyone could successfully challenge her presence, this woman would be the one.
�Why should we believe you won�t betray us?� she asked, her voice ringing in the barren, metal-walled room. �Daaron says you�ll obey him, that you�re his true lifemate.
Will you obey?�
Good question, Tessa thought. She knew she should say yes, but she�d never been good at lying. Warrens culture might tell her to obey her husband, but somehow that didn�t seem to apply to a woman who had been to university and now found herself married to a noble-born rebel. And she wasn�t even sure she knew what a lifemate was, let alone whether Daaron was hers. He looked at her expectantly, nodding his head as if to give her permission to speak. Needing a man�s permission just because he�d cut off her braids rankled. Time to lay her cards on the table. She figured it might not be smart, but Tessa didn�t care. She should be honest if she hoped to make a new life among these people.
�No, I won�t just do what he says,� she replied, holding the woman�s gaze with her own. She needed to get this just right. �Just because I�m from the Warrens doesn�t mean I�m a puppet. I�m a thinking, feeling human being.
�My mother sold herself into slavery to give me a better life, so I understand what it means to hold a debt to those who sacrificed for your freedom. I hear you lost your homes and families to the Emperor. I�ll never betray your secret. You dream of a galaxy where nobody dies because a seating chart gets fucked up. I dream of a place where nobody�s parents become slaves to provide their children with an education. Sounds to me like we�re on the same side. But I�m not just going to obey him blindly.�
Tessa snapped her mouth shut, shooting Daaron a defiant look before turning to meet the woman�s gaze. She expected to see hostility there, perhaps even a threat.
Instead she caught a smile.
�Good,� she replied. �He deserves to be put in his place. He might threaten you if you don�t obey, but I�ll kill you if you do. There aren�t many women on this planet and we have to stick together. Otherwise the men will get the idea that they own us, and we can�t afford that. They already hold most of the power. The priestesses will agree with me.�
Daaron glared at her, but she laughed, walking up to Tessa and offering her hand in friendship.
�I�m Leezal,� she said, helping her step down. �Don�t worry about Daaron, he made it clear to us from the moment he saw you that you were special. I think he�s the only one who didn�t realize just how he felt about you. Your people seem to be awfully stupid about lifemating. And I�m sorry we shot you with the flechettes. It was the only way we could think of to keep you from getting hurt.�
�I�m just happy that I didn�t hurt Daaron,� Tessa replied, wondering if Leezal could be a friend. How strange things had become! �When I thought I�d killed him, I wanted to die myself.�
�And you would have too,� Leezal replied, her face suddenly serious. �We owe him everything, Tessa. You can�t imagine.�
�I�m beginning to,� she replied, meaning every word. �I�m starting to realize just how much I want to learn more about him. I�ve never been so wrong about anyone in my life.�
�I know the feeling. I�d just lost my home and family when he found me. I thought he�d come to kill me for the Emperor. Instead he gave me a new life and purpose. Come with me, I�ll introduce you to everyone.�

Epilogue 

Six months later Tessa leaned forward, kissing her husband�s neck and hugging him so tight it almost hurt.
�A message arrived today,� she said. �My mother will be here in about a week.
She�s very excited to meet my new husband.�
�I�m happy to hear that,� Daaron said, reaching down with one hand to rub her slightly swollen belly. The Danubians were thrilled about the pregnancy�they took it as a sign that the Goddess looked upon their lifemating with favor. He wasn�t sure he believed in the Goddess, but he�d never been happier in his life. And now that they were becoming a family, everything seemed different. Brighter and better somehow.
Glorious.
Tessa reached up to kiss his mouth and he lost track of his thoughts. He�d always been a man of lusty habits, able to go two or three times a night, but the speed his cock rose to meet her was almost embarrassing. It was always this way between them.
Intense. Some day he�d have to figure out a way to draw things out a little more.
She pulled back from the kiss, and smiled up at him. Then she looked at the bed pointedly, and gently pushed his chest. Daaron fell back, taking her with him. He reached for her breasts, but she stopped him, giving him a smile that was pure woman�filled with mystery and a knowing wisdom that he could only wonder at.
�I�m really excited to see my mother again,� she said, dropping kisses along his chest. �I hope it won�t offend you, but I have an old-fashioned way I�d like to show my appreciation.�
He looked at her, hoping desperately it would involve her lips on his body.
�Helping your mother is the least I could do,� he said. �You�ve made my life complete, Tessa. You don�t owe me anything.�
�You might think that, but I�m feeling a rather urgent need to make myself clear,� she said, giving him a smile. She dropped her head, kissing down to his nipple, suckling it with gentle insistence. Then she flicked it with her tongue and looked up.
Accepting defeat gracefully, Daaron relaxed against the bed, allowing her free reign. After a moment�s pause, she leaned down and bit his nipple.
He started.
�Just making sure you�re paying attention,� she said, and gave the tiny hurt a gentle kiss. Then she nuzzled down his body, finding the gentle rises and swells of his muscles and ribs. When she reached his stomach he froze, every part of his body focused on the feel of her lips grazing his sensitive flesh. With agonizing slowness, she kissed, licked and nipped her way to his navel, then darted her tongue inside. He felt it right at the base of his cock, as if a string connected the two spots. His balls tightened, and he clenched the muscles of his ass to keep from rearing up at her.
She gave a low laugh, full of power, and Daaron felt it run through his bones. He�d never heard anything sexier in his life. After long moments spent toying with him, she allowed the bottom of her chin to brush the tip of his straining cock. Once, twice, the skin catching as moisture welled up from his eager slit.
Tessa laid her cheek against his stomach and flicked her tongue out quickly, swirling it around his cock head. He gasped.
�I�d heard that men like it when women do that,� she said, her voice all innocence.
�I take it that rumor is accurate?�
He gave a groan, incapable of offering her any other answer. She opened her mouth, resting her lips against the round head and deliberately licking his slit, poking it with the tip of her tongue.
�Salty,� she whispered. �Yum.�
Daaron took a deep breath, trying to focus on the moment. Pressure built in his balls. He knew he�d come too fast if he wasn�t very, very careful. She was a heady drug, one he couldn�t begin to resist.
She sucked him in like a piece of candy, her mouth barely fitting around his girth.
She reached down with one hand, finding his testicles and cupping them. Then Tessa rolled the orbs between her fingers, pulling at them within the sac of skin. He shivered and she sucked him in deeply, continuing to roll and tug at his testicles.
Daaron closed his eyes, awash in sensation. He took deep, gulping breaths, desperate to calm himself. He wanted to savor this moment, and yet the more she touched him the greater his urgency grew.
He�d gotten blowjobs from the best, most expensive and exclusive pleasure workers in the Empire during his old life, but their skilled touch was nothing compared to Tessa�s at that moment. She was far from expert�for all her boldness, she was still perfecting her technique. Every once in a while her teeth grazed him. It should have hurt, but instead it turned him on. There was something so amazing, so sexy, about having been the first man inside a woman�s body. Each time they made love it was special, beautiful.
A blessing.
As the thought passed through his head, her tongue found the little notch on the underside of his cock head and flicked it. Suddenly he couldn�t think at all, he could only sink back into the exquisite, amazing feel of her mouth sucking him as she toyed with his balls. Then one wet finger slipped lower, trailing along his perineum to his anus. She massaged the opening gently until he relaxed, and slid her finger in. She found the swollen bump of his prostate and he stiffened and gasped.
Holy shit, when had she learned that?
Rubbing it, she pulled her mouth from his cock and he opened his eyes. She looked up at him, a strange little smile on her mouth.
�You really, really like this, don�t you?� she asked, her voice filled with wonder.
�You have no idea,� he replied. �Please don�t stop. I think I�m going to die if you don�t touch me more.�
She flicked his cock head with her tongue again and he shuddered. Pre-come welled up in the slit. Her tongue darted out again and she tasted him, her finger massaging his prostate, working it until he shivered and moaned.
�Mmmmm, that�s nice,� she said. �I�ve read about this, but it�s fascinating to learn about it in a bit more�hands-on kind of way.�
She dipped her head once more, playing with his cock, nuzzling it and rubbing it against her cheeks, swirling his fluid around her face. That was just too much, he couldn�t take any more torture.
Daaron reached down into her hair with both hands, gently guiding her mouth to his cock. Tessa took the hint, sucking him in deeply as she stroked his nether gland steadily. She seemed to understand that he�d had enough of teasing, that it was time to take things seriously. She sucked and his cock hit the back of her mouth. Then she swallowed and he slid into her throat. Holy Goddess, that was new too. The tightness of mouth and throat was almost more than he could handle. His cock was so hard, so hungry and eager for her body that he wasn�t sure he�d last another minute.
Her fingers continued to play with his balls, but he�d moved past the need for stimulation there. The root of his cock ached to be touched, and he grabbed her free hand, clasping it around his length. Now she held him in every way possible.
Daaron dropped both his hands to the bed, bracing himself to keep from thrusting his hips up and hurting her. Her head bobbed up and down as she sucked him, erotic in her abandon. He�d never been so aroused in his entire life. Never. In that moment he thanked the Goddess for their strange marriage, regardless of how irregularly it had begun.
In fact, he couldn�t figure out why he�d waited so long to take her. It would have been so easy to sneak up and steal her braids in the lab at night. Back then it had never occurred to him that he wanted her for longer than an evening. Now he knew better.
Tessa belonged to him and he�d die before giving her up.
Her head flew up and down, fingers squeezing him tightly as he shuddered with need and the first tremors of approaching orgasm. Her touch on his prostate was almost painful, it felt so good. She sensed his urgency, working him faster and faster, sucking him hard until her cheeks caved him. He moaned and thrashed his head, heart pounding and breath tight in his chest. Then he couldn�t breathe at all as waves of intense pleasure and release washed through him. His hips bucked, spraying seed into her waiting mouth. She sucked him eagerly, swallowing his essence. After a moment she pulled slowly away, sitting up on the bed beside him.
�I appreciate what you did for my mother,� she said, wiping her rosy mouth delicately with one hand.
�If that�s how you thank me, I�m going to have to think of some other things to make you grateful,� he said weakly. �Although probably not too soon. I don�t think I can handle anything like that again for a while.�
�Oh really?� she asked, her tone arch and challenging. �I heard you can handle quite a bit. In fact, I heard that you took on four girls at one party back in school. In front of everyone. Any truth to that rumor?�
�I wouldn�t dream of discussing my past with you,� he said, rolling forward to sit up. He shot her a smug smile. �But if I did, I might clarify that it was six.�
Tessa raised her eyebrows, and they both laughed.
�Arrogant,� she said.
�Stubborn,� he countered, leaning over and kissing her.
�Spoiled.�
�Rotten,� he agreed, smiling. �And you should be too. I have a present for you.
Consider it a very late engagement gift.�
Tessa perked up.
�What is it?� she demanded, and he laughed. He reached to the bedside table, opening a drawer and pulling out a small jewelry case. He offered it to her and she opened it.
Inside was a silver-filigreed necklace set with garnets. Cerulean star garnets, the center one nearly as big as her eye.
�My garnets,� she said, awed. She looked up at him and laughed. �Do you realize this necklace is worth more than most people will see in their lifetimes?�
�Yes, but fortunately none of those people will ever encounter it,� he replied. �You can only wear it here, on New Danube.�
�You know the people are calling it Saurellia, after you,� she said, drawing the necklace out of the box and holding it up. �Nobody likes New Danube. Leezal says we need a new name for a new place.�
Daaron scowled.
�It makes me feel stupid, pompous,� he said. �Only a fool names a planet after himself.�
�You aren�t doing the naming,� she said. �So be nice.� She poked him in the chest for emphasis, and he sighed, willing to let the point go for the moment.
�Do you want me to help you put on your necklace?�
She shook her head. �Before we do anything I want to get cleaned up.�
�You need some help?� he asked hopefully. She shook her head, laughing.
�If we do that, it�ll take forever. I�m showering alone.�
�No, you aren�t. You have to obey me, remember?�
�If I do, Leezal will kill me,� she said, smirking. �I can�t risk your heir�s health and safety, Daaron. I�ll just have to ignore your orders.�
�Damn Warrens woman,� he said, sweeping her up into her arms. She shrieked, laughing and pounding at his chest playfully. �You�ll do what you�re told.�
�If I must,� she replied, stilling as he leaned down to kiss her. �But only because you finally gave me my garnets.�
Then his lips took hers and there was no more need for conversation.
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