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The Princess and her

Bounty Hunter

 

A distress signal sends Princess Tiana racing across the galaxy to rescue a child.

A psychic’s clue sends T’Makizomo racing across the galaxy to capture his next bounty.

Two worlds are about to collide!

 

Mak is on the trail of a bounty with a huge price on his head. When the trail goes cold, he visits Misha’Ha, a psychic, and blackmails her into helping him. The only catch is, the information doesn’t lead him to his bounty, it leads him to a princess. 

Tiana has sworn to save Larka, who has been snatched from her mother’s arms and is being held on a slave planet. But as soon as Tiana leaves the safety of her home planet, she is attacked. Despite a badly damaged ship, she manages to outrun her attackers, before she crash lands on an alien planet.

Stranded, she’s not sure she will survive the night, yet alone make it off the planet, which means Larka will be sentenced to a life as a slave.

But when help comes from an unlikely hero, can Tiana persuade Mak to put aside his own hunt, and help her fulfill a promise?

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter One – Mak

He wondered if he had made a mistake coming here. Or more precisely, if the trader he had persuaded to give him information on how to find the woman he was searching for, had done a number on him, and sent him on a wild goose chase halfway across the galaxy.

It all looked too genteel. That must be one of the most underused words in Mak’s vocabulary, but it perfectly described the neat little tea shop, in a part of town frequented by the richer members of Trealian society. A glance at the menu, handwritten in swirly writing, and a look through the big stained-glass windows to the neat tables, covered by pristine white tablecloths, confirmed his suspicions. He was going to look as out of place as a quasimid in a bathing pool. People would take notice, and then get out as quickly as they could. He had that effect on people. 

Maybe it was his size: at approaching seven feet tall, he towered above almost everyone who wasn’t a Virdian. His broad shoulders and chest were an expanse of bone and muscle that put any intelligent person off taking him on in hand-to-hand combat, unless they were desperate to escape him. Although, he was never short of desperate damsels in distress wanting to cry on his broad shoulders; but, most often, his size and appearance made ordinary people uncomfortable.

He straightened up, made sure his fully charged side lance was covered by his long, tanned leather coat, which hugged his shoulders and flared out at the bottom, making it easy to fight in. Although it covered his clothes, it made him distinctly noticeable, especially when the other people in the shop were dressed casually, not for battle; they wore tunics and soft shoes, not Virdian body armor and hard boots. 

Oh well, he had endured worse than the stares he was about to receive. He very much doubted he would get stabbed by anything more lethal than eyes in this place. These men, sipping their herbal teas, would probably run rather than confront him, even if he walked up to them and stole one of their delicate pastries with his giant hands.

Not that he was going to be confrontational. Not as long as the woman he had come here for gave him what he wanted. And all he wanted was information. Very specific information.

The door swung open easily; it was well oiled, the paint fresh. The tea shop had been an ironmonger’s last time he had passed this way. Now the only metal inside was spoons for stirring tea and forks to stop the patrons getting their fingers sticky on their fancy iced cakes. 

He smiled at a woman seated at one of the tables, who looked as if she was about to drop her cup of teomil tea, trying to put her at her ease. She might need a refill of the soothing beverage before his visit was over. However, his smile seemed to work, because the next look she gave him was accompanied by eyelashes being batted. 

If she had any idea of who he was, and what he was capable of, both in and out of the bedroom, she would do more than bat her eyelashes. Tempting, he thought. He hadn’t had a woman like her for months, the sort who would let him have his way with her, make her submit to him in ways that she would never dream of. If drinking tea with that soft-suited wimp she sat at a table with was the highlight of her day, then he would teach her about real men. Although, one-night stands were not as satisfying as they used to be, he must be getting old, or soft.

A stirring in his pants reminded him he was still virile and in no way soft, but Mak reined in his thoughts. He was here on business, not pleasure. Time was short: he was not the only one on the trail of the bounty he was searching for. Not surprising, since the prize was huge, enough to keep his village fed all winter.

Approaching the counter, he saw the young woman look up, her eyes narrowing as she saw trouble on two legs coming her way.

“Can I serve you?” she asked all the same, her accent telling him she was from Quara, and most likely a slave. Still, she looked well fed and cared for; most of the women taken from the poorly protected planet were sent to brothels all over the galaxy. A tea shop must be heaven compared to what men, and certain women, would subject her to in some of the places he had visited.

“Tea,” he said simply.

She rolled her eyes at him. No, she was most definitely lucky if she was a slave and still had an attitude like that. “What kind of tea?”

“What kind do you have?” he asked, a wicked grin on his face.

She opened her mouth to say something, but instead pointed to the sign. “They are all listed there. If you can read.”

“That is rude,” he said, leaning on the counter. “I think I would like to talk to your owner, and see what she has to say about your cheek.”

The girl didn’t flinch; if anything, her face hardened. “And what? Ask her to take me outside and whip me for my insolence?”

He laughed. “I get the feeling she doesn’t care how insolent you are. So why not just tell Misha’Ha I’m here to see her, and promise I won’t stay long enough to frighten off your other customers.”

She winced at the name he used, but covered her expression quickly. “My mistress is not here, not that she would see a man like you anyway. And we don’t like threats,” the girl said, and huffed, turning to gather up a tray. 

The shop door behind him had closed. He didn’t need his eyes to tell him the couple sat in the window seats had left. His senses were incredibly heightened to the presence of people; it was what kept him alive, it stopped him getting ambushed, and it had once stopped him getting knifed in the back.

“We could play this game. Or I could walk over to the radgraph and ask them to send a message to a certain princess in Carinia. I hear she has put a price on a certain psychic’s head.” 

That got her attention. Her hand gripped the tray so tightly, he could see the whites of her knuckles straining to burst out of her skin. He stood up, adjusting his coat, letting her see his side lance. The Virdian were the most sought-after bounty hunters in this galaxy or the next, and Mak was the most sought-after bounty hunter of all the Virdian. She wouldn’t know it, but he carried was latest model, with a laser beam that could cut through heavy steel, and a pulse blast capable of killing a man at thirty feet. But he suspected she would know any lance could maim her from ten feet, and that usually was enough encouragement to get his own way.

“She’s still not here,” the girl said.

“Then maybe you should tell me where she is, or when she will be back.” 

The girl looked at the doorway and then back to Mak. “She went to the market. She will be back in about half an hour. If you sit and wait, I’ll fetch you some tea.”

“What kind of tea?” he asked with a wink. Her hands flexed just a little. He smiled. She was wondering if she could hit him hard enough to knock him out. “Right choice,” he said as she set the tray down and turned her back to him, spooning tea leaves into a pot and then pouring hot water on them.

When it was ready, she turned back to him, placed the cup on the counter so hard he thought the delicate china would shatter, and said, “Corner, don’t talk to anyone, don’t insult anyone.”

“Thank you.” He took the cup and went to a table out of the way from the other patrons, those that hadn’t already fled. It suited him. He could sit with his back to a wall, and his face to the door. That was one of the simplest ways to stay alive. Oh, and he had no intention of drinking the tea, although he would make her believe he was. Some of those herbal teas could knock a man out, and he needed all his faculties to deal with the woman he had come here to speak to.

His pretend-sipping of the tea was watched with great interest. Not sure if it was supposed to kill him or make him go to sleep, he just pretended that his eyes were heavy, his lids drooping. The girl appeared to buy it. Resting his head on his hand, he closed his eyes, and let the rest of his senses do the work. It was his sense of smell that told him when the woman he had come to see had walked into the coffee shop.

He could scent a Jala’Ha witch anywhere. That was the secret, their scent, because their gift gave them the ability to change their appearance, to shift their features from one minute to the next, so you could never describe them in detail if asked.

This was the great Misha’Ha, and she would speak to him, and tell him what he needed to know.


Chapter Two – Tiana

The planet loomed larger in the window, too large, too fast. 

“Brace for impact,” the computer ordered. “Prepare for crash landing.”

“I am aware,” Tiana said, wanting to tuck her head down and cover it with her arms. But she needed to guide them in. Yes, she could trust the computer, but trust wasn’t really her thing. Neither man nor machine.

“I can’t die here.” Those words were not meant to be hollow. They were born from a promise, a promise she had made two days ago when she had left the safety of her planet and her comfortable life, and headed into enemy territory to rescue an innocent girl called Larka.

The plan had been simple enough, she planned to go to Haripor and get her back, whatever the cost. Taken from her home planet, Larka would most likely be sold as a kitchen slave, until old enough to be something else. Tiana didn’t let her mind wander too far in that direction; it was too dark, too awful to comprehend, especially since it was Tiana’s fault Larka had been stolen from her mother. 

Tiana had received the message from Larka’s mother, Kilma. She had gone to her father to ask him to send troops, but he had refused, saying they could not risk entering the airspace of another planet, not when the captive was not one of their own people. Tiana had argued; he had again refused. 

She had threatened to go herself. He had told her to grow up and stop acting like a boy playing at soldiers. She was a woman, a princess and she should do what she was born to do, marry and breed. The argument had finished in its usual place, with Tiana’s father telling her he would find her a husband so that she could have her own children, rather than dreaming of running halfway across the sector to rescue a peasant child.

He might as well have slapped her across the face. In his eyes she was something he could sell, something he could barter for a new trade agreement. In short, she was no better off than Larka. 

Tiana decided it was time she made a stand for what she believed in. Her father had not anticipated her next move. He had no idea of her courage, or her loyalty to something other than the crown or her position. If he had, he would have made sure the star port had instructions to ground her. 

Going to the star port, she had requested a fully fueled ship, and been given one. Then she launched, telling the rad master she was going to their nearest moon for the afternoon. It wasn’t an unusual request: Tiana liked the peace and emptiness of space. It allowed her to dream of a future she would never have, one where she explored the galaxy and beyond.

She’d figured getting out of Kalisov space was going to be the hard part. With a pocketful of her dead mother’s jewelry, she had expected to go to Haripor, the capital of the planet Brigal, and simply buy Larka. She had been so wrong. 

Leaving Kalisov space was the easy part. It was afterwards, around twenty light-years afterwards, to be exact, when things got complicated. That’s when she had run across bandits, and ended up with a hole in her engine. 

A small hole, that was what Tiana had told herself as she outran the bandits and risked a jump to light speed; her ship was luckily superior to theirs for speed. The engine had held together better than she expected. It had kept going for long enough to get to the other side of the galaxy, she just wasn’t sure which galaxy.

As the engine failed, they had slipped out of light speed. With the second engine failing under the strain, her only hope was to find a habitable planet and land on it, soon.

Planet 5109 was the only choice. That didn’t mean it was a good choice, but the air was breathable, unlike the dense atmosphere of the other planets in the vicinity. If she could keep the ship in one piece on landing, she might be able to salvage enough parts to build one good engine and then continue on her way. 

She knew the odds were slim, but she wasn’t ready to turn tail and run home, not yet. This was her one chance to save Larka. Afterwards, she would have to accept being nothing more than a slave herself, sold to a husband in exchange for money, or arms. At least one of them would be safe, and have a free life. Her father was continually seeking more power, and as the daughter of his second wife, she was never going to sit on the throne: he had two sons from his first marriage to fulfill that role. Marrying her off was her only use. 

Unless she took the ship and kept running.

Tiana flicked a switch and a screen lit up. She needed to check the data one last time, but the power was dwindling. Hurriedly, she entered the data she needed, and the ship began to scan. Numbers crossed the screen, but before it gave her the information she needed, it went blank, and half the lights on the ship went black.

“Then engine has gone, power has been diverted to navigation. I’ll have to fly in blind.” Tiana flicked a switch and the shields protecting the window slid up. She would have to do this the old-fashioned way, trusting what she could see with her eyes.

There was a large expanse of water in the northern hemisphere, and then large, flat areas of land around the equator. If she was correct, that would be desert, hot and inhospitable, and she had to consider she might be in for a long stay on the island. There was some food and water on board, but she had to be able to go outside to fix the engine, so she needed to find somewhere else.

Not that it was ever going to be an exact science. With only one engine working, just, there was every chance she would overshoot her target. Her control was too limited. She needed somewhere safe, and yet open. 

“There.” Tiana adjusted the course, which was like trying to steer a lump of wood. There was no finesse in the adjustments, and she fought to maintain any kind of course, heading for a grassy plain with trees on its furthermost edge. If the ship was irreparable, she could trek there for cover. “Perfect.”

The ship was vibrating so violently Tiana wasn’t sure if they were going to have to worry about landing at all. It was going to be pulled apart way before she got anywhere near the planet’s surface.

“I’ve got this,” she told herself firmly.

Sweat was beading on her forehead, and the muscles in her arms were screaming at her to let go of the control stick. Her father’s face flashed in front of her, full of anger at the disgrace she had brought on him by leaving to rescue Larka, and snubbing his attempts to use her to form a new planetary alliance for their people.

She had to live through this, had to fulfill her promise to keep Larka safe.

“Brace.” The alarm was going off in the background, but she ignored it as she broke through the atmosphere. Tiana readjusted the ship’s speed and direction as a cross-wind hit it. Could this planet be any harder to read? She had expected the landing to be easier once out of the atmosphere, but she was wrong. Buffeted one way and then another. Pushed forward, then back, the ship stuttered through the remainder of the distance toward the ground, Tiana half expected the last engine to stall and end her mission, and her life.

The grassland loomed closer in the window. What had looked like solid ground now resembled bog. The ship was going to be impossible to repair if it was half submerged in water. Pulling the control stick back, she lifted the ship’s nose, and kept it off the ground for a further hundred feet. Then it hit the ground. Spray shot up around her, but they bounced, going on another twenty feet before they hit the soggy ground once more.

Not so much spray, but that didn’t hide the truth: the ground was too wet for the ship to land on and for her to do the necessary repairs. As she fought to keep going, the trees on the edge of the grassland grew closer. If she could just make it that far. 

Her arms ached, her back ached, her hands were frozen around the control stick, but still she fought. She was her mother’s daughter, born of the old world but brought up in the new. Fighting was in her blood, and she fought on, until at last she had to let the ship slide across the ground, before it broke up with the impact of each bounce.

When at last the world stopped moving, she sat back in her seat, slowly flexing her fingers, making them work, making them release the only control she’d had on her future. Which was now no more than a stick of metal attached to a steering system that was dead. Just like the whole ship was dead.

“Enough.” Tiana undid her seat belt and climbed out of her seat. The ship might be dead, but she wasn’t. The tilting of the ship told her the ground wasn’t firm underneath it. It also made walking difficult, especially coupled with the exhaustion that threatened her as the adrenaline rush she had experienced slipped away.

The way she staggered from side to side must make her look as though she had drunk too much abslon. The fuzziness in her head was almost enough to confirm it, but she knew where she was, and what danger she was in. She had to get herself moving, and assess her situation.

Tiana made her way to the ship’s stores, and opened all the doors. Taking down three large containers, she filled them with as much food as she could, adding survival gear, water purification tablets and a blanket being of the most importance, before sealing the lids on tightly, in the hope that they would stay dry once she left the ship. Her plan was to reach the trees on the edge of the bog and set up some kind of second camp. From there she could come back and assess the ship, its damaged engines and likelihood of repair.

Only a momentary feeling of desperation was allowed into her head before she pushed it aside. She was not going to die here. 

Taking the supplies, she placed them next to the escape exit, but didn’t pull it open. She had to be ready; the ship might have already sunk enough that was soon as the door was blown, water would flood in. Only one way to find out. She pulled the lever. There was a hiss of air, followed by the smell of rotting vegetation, then the door swung open, and she assessed her chances of ever making it off this planet.

They were not good.


Chapter Three – Mak

“Misha’Ha,” the girl exclaimed, and he could hear the worry in her voice, even though it was barely a whisper. “We must leave. There is a bounty hunter here. He knows your name.”

“I am not leaving,” Misha’Ha replied calmly. “That’s him, I presume. What did you give him?” Footsteps came closer. He kept still, his breathing shallow and even.

“Donaetea. I wanted him to sleep. I hope I haven’t killed him.”

“He’s still breathing. The effects last around eight hours, we need to get him out of here. If the authorities find out you gave it him without his knowledge, there will be trouble.” The footsteps stopped. “Although he does have to drink it for it to take effect.”

“You are very perceptive,” Mak said sitting up. “I’m not big on tea.” He got up, towering above the two women, and handing the full cup back to the girl. Who promptly took it off him and then threw it back in his face. Only Misha’Ha’s hand stopped her throwing the cup too.

“It’s our best china, Driole, and we haven’t paid for it yet.” She loosed the girl’s hand and came closer to Mak. “What do you want, Virdian bounty hunter.”

“I want information, of course. I am trailing someone, and that trail has gone cold.”

“And what has that to do with me?” the witch asked, her eyes bright, defiance glittering there, hard, strong, and he could see why she had survived so long in a world that didn’t always understand or forgive her power.

“You are going to tell me where my bounty is. And then I am going to walk out of here and never mention I know where you are to anyone. Particularly a certain princess.”

“I will not help you with this bounty,” Misha’Ha said, and turned away from him. “I will not help you track someone down.”

“But that power of yours can. And so you will.” He followed her, the other people in the tea room watching the exchange, which made Misha’Ha increasingly nervous. Her heart rate was fast, her breath shallow and quick. She might hide it well, but he was unnerving her.

“Come through, we can talk privately there.” Her eyes turned violet as she looked back to him. Mak had seen just about everything there was to see in this universe, and nothing ever unnerved him. But this witch did.

“Talk? Or are you planning on drugging my tea again?” He raised his voice enough for it to carry to the other patrons, who looked nervously at their own beverages.

“Out now. Driole, offer our guests some complimentary cake.” The old woman moved quickly, belying her years, and he followed close behind her, letting his senses roam. If she planned to ambush him with her magic, he had to be ready.

If she had magic. It was well known that a Jala’Ha witch could see things, things that hadn’t happened yet, or the places where things were hidden. But what other powers they had were shrouded in mystery. These women were never supposed to leave their home planet. But this one had.

“Sit,” she commanded, and he did. 

Misha’Ha seated herself across the table from him, her eyes fixed on his face, making him feel uncomfortable, and he had withstood the looks from some terrifying creatures in his time. The longer she looked, the more her eyes bored into him. He wanted to pull away, but he couldn’t. Was she changing his memories? Making him forget seeing her? Would he end up a lump of mush after she fried his brain?

“The princess has a bounty out on me?” Misha’Ha asked, suddenly releasing him from her deadly stare.

“Yes.” Could she tell it was only a half truth? The bounty was for information, which he might decide to trade in if he didn’t catch up with his current quarry.

“And what poor creature are you searching for?” Misha’Ha asked.

“Here.” He took his taptab out of his coat pocket and set it down in front of her. The picture of a male appeared, and he gave Misha’Ha no more information. “I was close. I know you don’t want to help me, but believe me, it would be far better if I caught up with him first. This one is a piece of work, and I’m about the only one who would rather take him alive.”

“I don’t doubt that.” She glanced at him, but there was no more of her deep probing, much to his relief. “Give me your hands.”

“Why?” he asked, glancing down at her bony hands. Her nails were like long talons, just right for sinking into his flesh.

“Because that is how I read the future. Of course it always works much better if you cross my palm with silver first.”

“You mean, if I pay you? You did get the part about our deal being one set of information traded for another.”

“Do you want it to work or not?” She lifted her left hand, and thrust it under his nose. Mak dug into his pocket and retrieved a coin, not worth much, but it was silver. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome,” he said politely, even if it was laced with a hint of sarcasm.

She held in her palm, and then set it aside. “Hands.”

He did as she asked, wanting it to be over with. The place was starting to give him the creeps. Not bright and airy, as the front of the tea shop was, this room was dimly lit, a strong smell of incense lingered on the air. Mak felt his senses becoming numb, his eyes growing heavy. If he didn’t know better, he would have believed he had drunk the tea Driole had given him.

“There.” The old woman spoke, and he snapped awake.

“Where?” Mak asked.

“What you seek. It is at the point where day meets night, on the Jewel of the Trallic.”

“The what?” he asked, shaking his head to clear the fog there. He could almost feel it, could almost see it floating around in his brain.

“The thing you seek is at the point where day meets night, on the Jewel of the Trallic. Look for the aquamarine. Once you find it, you will know.”

“Know what? That is a whole load of gibberish.” 

“It is all you will get from me. The clues are there, the truth if there, what you do with them is up to you.” She loosed his hands, got up quickly and then said sharply, “Now get out. I have fulfilled my side of the bargain; I expect you to fulfill yours.”

He stood, bowed slightly and then left, her words joining the fog in his brain. The bright light of the shop made his head hurt, and he struggled to walk in a straight line. Had the witch drugged him? Dazed, he left the tea shop, not comprehending the words Driole said to him, but he was sure they were a Quarian insult.

Once in the fresh air, he let Misha’Ha’s words sit with him, while he made his way back to his space ship. He didn’t understand them at all. Even after the cool air had cleared his mind, they sounded as if she were simply trying to trick him. He had been to all the galaxies in this sector, and some beyond, but never had he heard of the Jewel of the Trallic. The man he was seeking hadn’t had time to get any further. Not unless he found someone with a warp drive, and Mak knew for sure there were only three in the sector. Two belonged to world rulers and one belonged to a certain Virdian bounty hunter, and went by the name of Stellia.

Once inside his ship, he punched the ignition button, strapped himself in and launched into space.

“Stellia. The Jewel of the Trallic. Ever heard of it?” Mak asked the onboard computer.

“What is this? A test of my memory banks?” Stellia answered in a voice that often verged on sarcastic. Whoever had programmed the voice must have had a sick sense of humor. It was like having a nagging wife on board, who always knew what you were doing, and what you were supposed to be doing.

He took a deep breath. “No. It is not a test. I have information about our quarry. And that information tells me we have to go to the Jewel of the Trallic. So if you have anything that will help us, please share it with me.”

He swore the computer sighed, in that resigned way reserved for talking to an idiot. “Jewel of the Trallic. An archaic name for the Cronolon Belt. Once part of the Alaton Empire, the Trallic was a group of five planets orbiting a sun, ruled by the Alaton Race. The Alaton…”

“I don’t need the history lesson; I know of their downfall. Do you know which planet is the Jewel?”

“The Jewel was so called because from space it looks like a habitable planet. There have been many attempts by difference races to settle there. But the water is polluted by underwater volcanoes, which makes the water viscous.”

“Viscous?”

“You get stuck in it,” Stellia answered sharply. She obviously thought he needed everything explained to him in simple terms.

“I know what it means.” He thought for a moment. “Anything else?”

“The creatures there have evolved to take the moisture out of the gloop, but it is too labor-intensive for other species to settle there. The only water you can drink is from the streams after rainfall. As soon as it reaches a large body of water it returns to its gelatinous composition.”

“Great.”

“And then there are the creatures themselves. Huge, big teeth. The kind you like.”

“You mean deadly.”

“Yes.”

“And that is where we have to go. Unless this psychic is trying to get rid of me.”

“Why would anyone want to do that?”

“Because they do not appreciate me in the same way you do.”

Stellia snorted. “Shall I plot the course?”

He thought for a moment. “If the witch Misha’Ha is to be believed, then that is where we have to go.”

“Misha’Ha. She is a Jala’Ha witch.”

“That’s the one. I’m surprised she made it into your data banks. She may be trying to kill me to hide her whereabouts.”

“I will watch you back, Mak,” Stellia said all too sweetly.

He rolled his eyes. “Thank you, Stellia,” he said. “Tell me, is a certain Virdian bounty hunter called T’Makizomo in your memory banks? I hear he is the best bounty hunter in the sector.”

With infinite patience, Stellia said, “No, Mak, you are not in my data banks. Maybe if you did something worthwhile, they might include you in the update.”

“I’ll bear that in mind, Stellia.” And he settled back to rest his still muzzy head, while his ship entered warp, heading to the Jewel in the Trallic.


Chapter Four – Tiana

“Yuck.” That didn’t quite cover how disgusting it was to be standing knee deep in thick primordial gloop. That was what it reminded her of anyway, especially since it was filled with tiny creatures that crawled over her.

She hated it. Hated it with a passion she saved for hating her brothers when they told her she was a girl and couldn’t learn to fight. It was that same passion with which she loved them. They were her playmates, her antagonists and her friends, and although she wasn’t supposed to learn, they taught her everything she needed to know. Meaning by the time she was a grown woman, she could fight, and fight well. 

Lances were her favorite weapon: the way the power vibrated in your hands as you held the electrically charged hilt. It had taken her six months to finally hit her eldest brother, Axil, in the chest and knock him to the ground, and a further two months to do the same to Cralik, who was five years her senior and quick on his feet. They treated her the same as they treated each other, despite her being a girl, and having a different mother. They loved her, not always siding with their father in his treatment of her.

Maybe they were also united by the endless love of Tiana’s mother, Jolina. Their own mother had died in childbirth, so Cralik had never known her, and Axil had been four at the time, his memories of her soon forgotten. Jolina had come to Kalisov as their nanny, bringing happiness, love and laughter to the palace. She wove a spell over everyone, including the widowed king, who fell in love and married her, despite her lowly beginnings. Tiana might be a princess, but one half of her family tree were fishermen from the planet Rilan.

She heaved the last of the boxes out of the ship, resting it on a solid lump of ground. Taking a deep breath, she lifted it and began the short but exhausting walk to the edge of the bog. The rest of her provisions awaited her, and she had promised herself she would eat when this last box was safely out of the bog. 

Treading carefully, she followed the trail she had memorized, knowing that one wrong move could send her and her provisions into a deep pocket of gloop they might never climb out of. Treacherous, that was an understatement. 

One foot sunk into the sticky substance, and she heaved her other foot up, ready to take the next step forward, when something brushed against it. Not looking down, she carried on, her eyes fixed on the edge of the bog, which was now only ten feet away. One foot up, one foot down, repeat.

Across to her left, something stirred the thick gloop, making it swell. The thing brushing her leg had not been her imagination, and now it was heading back towards her. 

“Damn it.” She placed the box on a section of high ground and ran for the edge of the bog, hoping hard ground would save her from this thing. But if it was amphibian, she might well be about to die. Horribly.

A sucking noise filled her ears, and the sticky watery stuff began to move away from her, dragging her with it, as if she was on the sea shore and the tide had turned. Two feet away from the bank, it felt as if she were treading water, and going nowhere. Reaching out, she tried to grab hold of a low branch; it slipped through her fingers.

With the last of her energy reserves, she tried again. This time her fingers curled around the branch, and although it gave a sickening crack, it held, and she pulled herself out of the bog. Just as the creature loomed up, its mouth opening, lips peeled back, ready to strike. It was brown, the color of mud, its skin made up of scales. It moved in a slithering, sinuous way, sliding through the gloop, so close she could smell the decay on its breath.

The fights with her brothers had taught her one important lesson. If you were weaker, if your opponent thought it had the upper hand, you struck first, and you struck hard.

Pulling her leg back towards her like a wound-up coil, she quickly released it, jerking her foot out, until it came into contact with what she hoped was the thing’s neck. A satisfying gasp, followed by a strangled gargle told her she had hit her mark, and the creature slid down into the water. However, it was not about to give up, and the water swelled again, she could see how tight the creature was turning, bending itself in two and coming back towards her.

She didn’t want to risk her luck again. The same move might not work, not if this creature had any kind of brain in its thick, ugly skull.

Scrambling to the edge of the bog, her brain screaming at her legs to go faster, her arms to pull harder, she made it out as the thing erupted from the shallows, its teeth making a sickening snapping sound as it tried to make her its next meal. 

Letting go of the branch, she fell forward onto her hands and knees, gasping for breath, her heart hammering so hard it was like thunder, the blood pulsing in her body making her feel faint. But she had to stay awake, and alert: she wasn’t out of danger yet.

Getting her feet under her, she pushed her exhausted body up, not caring about the thick goo that coated her black leggings, or that her leather jacket was ruined, and she would never be able to dry out her boots. She was alive, and she wanted to stay that way. That meant getting herself and her supplies to some place safe. Some place out of the reach of the creature. Although, thankfully, it seemed unable to get itself out of the shallows.

But it watched her. Small black eyes on either side of its head stared at her, the snakelike neck, sinewy and strong, moved from side to side, looking at her, watching her every move as she dragged one box, then another, back further into the trees. 

Occasionally it lifted its head, its mouth pointing up towards the darkening sky, and emitted a terrible howl. She shuddered with the sense that it was calling to something. Perhaps there were many more like him, a thought which filled her with dread. There was nowhere to hide; the trees would give her some shelter, but not enough if there were similar creatures capable of moving on land.

She had to find shelter, because night would come soon. But where? The trees were thinning. She was getting close to the edge of the small wood, close to open ground, and whatever lay beyond. 

Tiana knew she had to keep all that was left of her equipment together, sure that she would never be able to make it back to her ship, either for food or to mend the engines. She needed to form a plan, some way to save herself. It was impossible. She was light-years from home, and no one knew she was here. All her plans to rescue Larka were gone; she was now the one in need of rescue.

Then in the distance, she heard a sound that made her freeze. Another creature called, a sound that rent the air, it was almost as if the trees shook to their roots. Something was coming, and it was coming for her.

“Don’t panic,” she told herself, taking deep breaths and assessing the terrain. This was where she was going to have to make her stand. Or hide. She peered forward, toward a tall tree. Dead branches told her it might provide some kind of sanctuary. If she was lucky.

The call came again. Lucky or dead, there would be no in between. 

Taking one of the boxes, she dragged it after her until she reached the foot of the tree. There she opened it, looking for something she could use to hack away at the tree trunk. Nothing, this was the provisions box. Racing back for the other, she rummaged through it, sure there was a knife in one of the boxes. She only hoped it wasn’t the box still out in the bog.

“Got you,” she said as her hand closed around the hilt and pulled it out. With no time to spare, she left the open box, running back to the tree and pushing the blade into a gap in the dry wood, and pressing down to pull the outside bark off. It was tough, too tough.

“Do it,” she told herself, and then felt the knife sink into soft wood. Chipping away at it, she made a hole big enough to get her fingers into, and began tearing at the trunk, relieved when a big chunk came away, revealing, as she had suspected, a cavity big enough for her to slide into.

“Food.” She had to eat: her energy was spent, and she needed fluids too. Going back to the first box, she took out handfuls of emergency rations, grateful all of the ships from her home planet were well stocked. Emergencies happened in space, and they knew to be prepared.

Water was the next thing, along with a packet of rehydration tablets. Once those were safely inside, she headed out again, stopping for a moment to listen for big monster footsteps. It was quiet. Perhaps too quiet.

Taking a risk, she ran to the other box, pulling out an emergency blanket and tucking it under her arm. Then she dragged both the box away from the tree, hoping that they might go unnoticed by anything passing by. It felt counterintuitive to leave her only provisions out here, but there was no room in her hiding place.

Exhaustion caught up with her. She crawled into her tree and pulled what dead wood she could across the hole. Then she lay down, with the blanket over her, trying to ignore her clothes, which were covered in the gloopy water, dirt and sweat.

Then she opened her ration bar and ate it. Anyone seeing her now would never have guessed who she was. It wasn’t exactly the best look for anyone, let alone a princess.


Chapter Five – Mak

The Virdian always embraced new technology, and the jump to warp speed reminded him why. It would have taken him days to travel here at light speed; instead, the journey had taken an hour at most. As they exited warp speed, he checked the readings on the nav screen. Being so new, he struggled to see how something so fast could still be so accurate, but as usual, Stellia had steered them true. He smiled with satisfaction, pleased with his expensive purchase once more. 

One thing he had learned early on: if you were going to collect bounties, you have to be able to outrun the next guy. This bounty would make a sizable dent in the cost of Stellia. He grinned. The investment was good. He only hoped the trip had not been a waste of his time or his fuel. He might be learning to trust the ship, but Misha’Ha, that was another matter.

“Stellia, scan planet.”

“Planet scanning commenced.”

“Highlight technology.”

“Confirmed. Readings on display.”

He squinted, looking at the display screen in front of him, where a surprising number of advanced technologies were highlighted. “Well, it looks as if your data bank does need an overhaul. You said the planet was uninhabited.”

There was no answer from Stellia, which probably meant he was wrong.

“What are these workings?” he asked, his finger touching the screen to show Stellia where he meant.

“Earth works.” He had upset her; they were going to play one-word answers.

“A mine?” he asked.

“Affirmative.”

“What kind of mine?”

Stellia was silent. Maybe she was not running an analysis, but rather planning how to make him pay for his lack of respect of her superior intelligence. He smiled again, they were getting used to each other; she just needed to learn not to take things so personally.

“Creatil.”

“Creatil. Used in old momentum engines?”

“Yes.” She paused, not able to hold out too long, and he chuckled when she caved in, needing to share her knowledge. “By my calculations they have been dormant for fifty sols. All machinery intact.”

“Interesting. OK, so search for anything recent. A space cruiser of some description would be an excellent find.”

“Space cruiser located.”

“Good work.” He peered at the screen. There it was, in a large grassy area. “Not exactly the aquamarine I envisaged.”

“It’s a bog.”

“Misha’Ha said, where day meets night, on the Jewel of the Trallic. Look for the aquamarine.” He stared at the screen. He studied the terrain. “Analyze composition.”

New results flashed up. He looked at them frowning, while Stellia buzzed, static electricity crackling through her circuitry. That meant only one thing; she was excited with her find. He wasn’t going to play games with her. He needed answers, and like an excited child, jumping up and down with its hand in the air, Stellia had them.

“I don’t see what she means,” Mak said, sounding defeated.

“Phosphorescence.”

“And…?”

“I will break it down for you.” Because your human brain is too small to put it together. “We have reached the Jewel of the Trallic. And the ship is where day meets night, as the planet turns out of the sun’s rays.”

“Yes.”

“The bog is made of a phosphorus viscous organic liquid.”

“Commonly known as gloop,” he said with a wry smile.

“Your gloop clings to everything. When the sun sets, it glows. In this case it glows a bluey-green color, also known as aquamarine.”

“So we land there.”

“You land there. I have no intention of touching down in that gloop of yours.”

“So you have a plan?” 

“Of course,” she replied. 

“Does it involve opening the cargo bay door and throwing me out?” he teased.

She sighed. Don’t tempt me. “I will hover low enough for you to be expelled out of the cargo hold in the rover. Then I will find a place of safety and send you the coordinates. When you have found what you seek, we will rendezvous.”

“That is a good plan. I like your strong sense of self-preservation. Just don’t forget you need me.”

“How could I?” she answered, making him smile. Their relationship was in some ways symbiotic: he needed her for information, she needed him for fuel. If she could do away with him, he was sure she would; although she was warming to him, he had a sense for these things.

Trusting Stellia to keep him safe, Mak left her to work out the necessary coordinates while he went to the cargo hold and prepared the rover. Out of habit, he checked the emergency rations and the fuel levels; then he climbed in and put on his seatbelt, bracing himself for the entry through the upper atmosphere. This was something else he had grown used to trusting Stellia with: she could make minute adjustments and analyze data to correct the ship’s course in a nanosecond.

It made every landing smooth. Including this one. “Prepare for exit,” her voice came to him over the ship’s internal radio. 

“Open doors,” he commanded, and the cargo doors began to open, a rush of air spilling in, tugging at the rover, which was still magnetically secured to the floor. Starting the engine, he checked the coordinates Stellia had sent to him. 

When the doors were open wide enough for the cruiser to fit through, he pulled a lever, releasing the wheels. However, wheels were going to be useless in the bog. He punched a button, and the sound of air being pumped filled the cargo bay. The rover raised another foot higher and hung in the air, swaying slightly as the ship flew lower towards the ground.

Throttling forward, he eased the rover forward and maneuvered it out of the cruiser, the ground coming up to meet them. He could feel Stellia making minute adjustments, timing her descent to match his movements. She really did have eyes everywhere, and far too much control. But she was the difference between life and death, and he did not plan on dying today. 

Once the rover was free of the ship, Stellia lifted back up into the air, and he watched her fly away, trusting she wouldn’t desert him while he was off finding his bounty. There was always a first time, right?

He couldn’t think like that. He had to find the man he sought, hopefully before night fell completely; he shuddered to think what was alive on this planet. The information Stellia had dug up about the mines told him they had been abandoned while the crew was still on the ground. Dead on the ground. There was a reason this planet was uninhabited, and he didn’t want to experience it firsthand.

Throttling his rover forward, he kept one eye on the distant horizon to his left, where the sun was slowly setting, while the other was on the grid the onboard computer relayed. It was linked to Stellia, it was what kept him safe and helped him find his bounties. It was designed to pick up movement. With the ability to use infrared to seek out heat sources, generally it alerted him to anything, and everything.

“Scan four clicks ahead.” The grid widened, and caught the outline of the ship; it was in the bog, a residual heat from its engines showing on the screen.

Maybe he was still sat in there, waiting to be rescued. Hey, he might be pleased to see a bounty hunter. Could life ever be that easy? 

He doubted it, but his job was to seek and find. One way or another he was going to capture this bounty. He had not come this deep into a strange galaxy to leave empty-handed. He also mentally apologized for not trusting Misha’Ha. 

The grid flashed, and he steered the rover towards the downed ship, slowing as he drew nearer. At this distance he could scan the ship more thoroughly, but could not pick up the identification code of the ship: not surprising, since the bounty would want to cover his tracks. But it was the right make and model, a generic space shuttle, used more for short-range journeys, but with the capabilities of reaching light speed.

The scan was complete, showing no other heat source other than the cooling engines, which told bounty was either dead, or no longer on the ship. He would have to go aboard and take a look, it was a dead or alive deal, but ferrying a body back across the galaxy never sat well with him, even if the death was not of his doing.

Circling around, the grid flashed again; this time it showed a bigger heat source. Much bigger, outside of the ship. There was some kind of creature, hanging around the edge of the bank, and then swimming back towards the ship in a loop. This did not look good. If this thing had eaten his bounty, he would never get paid, unless he caught the creature and slit it open. Would a half-eaten corpse be enough?

He lifted his rover to maximum height, but knew it might not give him enough clearance above this monster. If it reared up, it could down him, and he wasn’t in the mood for a dip in the bog.

Pushing the grid to one side, he looked out of the window, to take a proper look at what he was up against.

“Hello, handsome,” Mak said as the wormlike creature swung back towards the ship, its head coming high enough above the thick gloop, to give him a look at its head and its incredibly sharp teeth. He was not picking a fight with that thing in a hurry.

To make the whole spectacle even more unnerving, as the sun set behind him, pockets of gloop began to glow. Shimmering as the creature disturbed the surface. Stellia was right: it was kind of an aquamarine color, but not bright and vibrant, more like a sea churned up by a storm. Dull, dark and sinister.

However, as darkness settled further, the glow became brighter, almost hovering above the surface of the water like a fog. He scanned the bog for any more of these creatures, all the time pulling back from the one still making its endless patrol. As if it was searching. But for what?

“Of course.” It made sense. The ship had landed, and he had got out, knowing he was stuck: where would he go? The bank, and the shelter of the trees. Skirting wide around the creature, Mak headed towards the bank, but the trees were too close together. He would have to land and then get out and move on foot. All he had to decide was which direction to take?

Then he had his answer. On the bank, across from where the ship had gone down, was a glowing trail. Under the trees, where darkness was deepest, he could make it out like footprints in wet sand. His only concern was, that anything else out here would be able to see it too. The knowledge of those dead miners played a little trick with his mind, and he shivered, glad he had weapons to defend himself with.

Or he could simply return to Stellia and seek out a different bounty. But Mak wasn’t the best for nothing—he had never walked away from a difficult fight in his life.

Time to ditch his rover, somewhere out of the reach of the freakish thing in the water, and head inland on foot. A small clearing in the trees around fifty feet from the edge of the bog seemed about as good as it was going to get. He was certain nowhere was safe on this planet; if the big thing in the bog was any indication, then he was going to meet trouble. 

Unless life had never left the water. Maybe evolution had stalled. He might just hold onto that thought. Undoing his harness, he checked his weapons, slung a pack on his back, which contained a mixture of weapons and supply rations, and headed outside, relieved when his feet hit solid ground.

Taking out his taptab, which showed a similar grid to the one on the rover, he switched it on, and checked the reading. It flashed to show proximity and he extended its range as far as he could. If there was a big bad bearumba out there, it would be picked up.

He shook his head as he stepped over a fallen branch. Not sure if he could hear the sound of another creature in the distance, or whether it was the one in the bog roaring into the night. Beneath the trees, the sounds were distorted, giving him little clue as to its true location.

Another call, another shudder passed through him. It felt as if the planet was haunted, ghosts and ghouls waiting to crawl out of the glowing bog and grip him with their bony hands. Who knew how many souls had been killed on this planet? He was not going to be one of them. He had to keep his mind on the job. Hunting was ingrained into his very nature, and a good hunter never let himself be distracted.

He kept walking, the darkness beginning to settle, the bog behind him was becoming dimmer, but so too was the glowing trail before him. He suspected most of the gloop had dried on his quarry’s clothes. Only a faint blob or two kept him moving forward in the right direction. 

A whoop sounded nearer, he could imagine some bird flying down to pluck him off the ground and carry him off to its rocky crevice somewhere high above them, where its monstrous chicks were waiting, hungry for fresh meat.

He sighed. That kind of thinking was never useful; he had to focus. 

Then the taptab in his hand picked up a heat source. If it was his bounty, he was close. A few more steps and the infrared image cleared enough for him to make out the outline of a body clearly, lying down, knees drawn up. At least the bounty was still alive. 

All he had to do was catch him.

Slowing his pace, he moved noiselessly, not wanting him to bolt when he found him. Silent, like the clouds passing by overhead, he drew closer.

This was what he did, and he was good at it. Tracking, hunting and capturing. Mak drew his laser, set it to stun, and smiled to himself. He could almost feel the weight of the bounty in his pocket. Then he let his confidence ebb, putting himself on alert. The man in there was dangerous; he could not afford to be cocky. Cocky got you killed, and he was not in the mood for dying. 


Chapter Six – Tiana

Tiana hoped she would be safe here, huddled under the blanket in a vain attempt to keep warm. The night wasn’t too cold, but her wet clothes did nothing to keep her warm and they clung to her skin, negating any value the blanket had. However, taking them off was out of the question; she had to be prepared for anything this planet might throw at her. 

Another shudder passed through her body, making her teeth chatter. She desperately wanted to light a fire, but even a small one would attract attention to her hiding place. Although it was something she would consider tomorrow, if she could find some clean water to bathe in. Not because she hated being dirty, but because, as darkness fell, she realized just how easily she would be seen if anything tracked her through the night. They wouldn’t need to see her hidden in this tree, they wouldn’t need to hear her, or scent her: they would just have to follow the glowing trail right to her door.

The bog was made up of something phosphorescent. It covered everything that she wore, everything that she touched, and lying there she knew there was nothing she could do about it. Just as there was nothing she could do to save Larka.

Tiana thought of the poor child, all alone, in the possession of men who wanted to use her. At thirteen, it was only a matter of time until the slavers were offered enough coin to sell her as more than a kitchen slave. She tried to shut those thoughts out. She would get to her in time, she would save her, just as she had promised Larka’s mom, Kilma, when she had sent the radgraph with the message saying Larka had been ripped from her arms.

If Kilma had ever got the message. The way the bandits had intercepted Tiana’s ship, she wondered if her return message had been intercepted too. Had they known the princess from Kalisov was out in space all alone?

She turned over, hating the mess she had made. Taking the message at face value had been a mistake; she should have had it confirmed. Instead, afraid that if her father had the slightest idea that his daughter planned to leave, he would have grounded her completely, she had left. No consideration to her own safety, only focusing on Larka. Lying here, she had gone over the sequence of events, and it had come to her that either Larka had been taken to purposely lure her out, or the child was still at home with her mother and the whole thing had been a ruse, to get her to leave her planet.

Foolish, foolish, she chastised herself. She had been only too happy to run away. So easily she had persuaded herself it was because Larka needed her. The reality was, she knew her father was planning to marry her off, not understanding that it wasn’t that she couldn’t find a husband. It was because she didn’t want one; instead, she wanted a life of her own. She wanted freedom. How her mom had given up her freedom to become a queen was beyond Tiana. Jolina must have really loved Tiana’s father, and those two young boys who she treated as her own.

Marriage was not going to play the same trick on Tiana; she wanted to remain free. No husband, definitely no children. She could serve the people of Kalisov in other ways. She had to make her father see that.

A noise close by made her alert, but she didn’t move. The slightest sound could be enough to bring one of those creatures crashing through the dried wood she had piled up against the entrance to her makeshift shelter.

She listened, the silence broken by her heartbeat. It drummed in her chest, pounding in her ears, leaving her straining to hear anything above it. Using small shallow breaths, she tried to calm herself. It might have been nothing: perhaps a small creature sniffing around after food.

Or it might be a big beast who wants to rip your head off.

A vision of the snakelike creature, and its deadly, sharp teeth replayed in her head. Not helping.

Just as she had convinced herself that there was nothing out there interested in her, there was the sound of scuffling footsteps, and then a whoop so loud, it must have been right outside. 

The whooping was cut off by the sound of a laser, and replaced by a snarling that made her start, so loud, so vicious, so full of hatred was it. Full of death.

The laser sounded again, followed by a male voice, shouting. “Victor Ulha!”

Who the hell was out there? And who the hell did he think was in here.

“Victor, if you are in there, this would be good time to come out.” He sounded as if he was exerting himself and the steady swish of his laser lance told her he was fighting something, something angry, something that had been stalking her, waiting outside for her to emerge, perhaps?

Or another trick? 

A new sound mingled with those of the battle already going on outside. A howl, deep, full of unspeakable rage, made the wood rattle. It wasn’t close, not yet. But she had no doubt it soon would be. This was perhaps her best chance of escape.

Pushing the blanket off, Tiana raised her glowing foot and kicked at the wood piled across the entrance to her not-so-safe sanctuary. As she reached up to wrap her hands around the edge of the tree to pull herself forward, she noted every part of her skin and clothes glowed. She would have been so easy to find, an easy meal for the creature already here, or the one on its way. 

Giant thunderous footsteps made the ground tremble, and a crashing sound told her that trees were being crushed underfoot as the thing made its way towards them.

Them. Who was this man? He was fighting a creature, similar to the one in the bog, but with short sturdy legs. Crashing branches told her the other thing heading towards them was perhaps one more step up on the evolutionary ladder. She didn’t want to meet it; she just wanted to get out of here.

“You are not Victor Ulha,” the man said, looking at her with a mixture of surprise and disappointment.

Obviously, she thought, hoping she looked at least female to this monster of a male alien who towered above her. “No, I am not,” she answered. 

A swipe from the creature made him direct his attention back to his adversary. “We need to run,” he said, as he jabbed at the whooping creature, whose sinewy neck weaved from one side to the other, looking for a way past the laser that stung it every time it lunged forward in attack.

Tiana’s legs hated the idea of running. Her body had shut down, the cold, and exertion from earlier, zapping all her strength, and so far, her fear of what was coming had not kickstarted her adrenalin. 

“Hey. Can you use one of these?” He took out another laser and held it up.

She nodded. “Yes.”

He threw it at her. At first she fumbled it, nearly dropping it to the ground, but her fingers closed around the hilt, her brain telling her she had to wake up or she would be asleep forever. Dead. Tired was no excuse for winding up dead in the ground.

Her thumb flicked the switch to charge it. This was a newer model to the one she had used to spar with her brothers, but those fights had been some time ago, and technology moved on. She briefly thought back to those carefree days, so long ago.

Her eldest brother was married, his wife with child, and an heir to their kingdom, while Cralik was head of the armed forces, no longer in a position to be caught sparring with his younger sister. He was above all childish games now; his role was too important to have his authority undermined by play fighting with his younger sister. That was what he had told her, but she was sure he was simply scared one of his men might see her whooping his ass.

“It’s charged,” he called across to her as the laser went green.

“I know,” she said, and aimed it at the snake creature, firing off two shots, hitting it just below the eye. It reared up at the male alien. Although, at seven-foot-tall, with broad shoulders to match, the creature didn’t quite tower above him. The alien looked as if he could hold his own if it came down to a fight. He appeared to be all muscle, but was light on his feet. He ducked as the creature’s sharp teeth snapped at him, and then weaved to the side, telling her he was fit. Very fit. And used to a good fight.

The creature reacted to her onslaught as she fired two more shots, then hit recharge on the weapon. That gave the male alien a chance to fire his own laser, hitting the creature under its chin. The thing whooped in pain, the ear-splitting sound answered by a roar from the other approaching creature.

“We go. Now.” He fired again and ran towards the beast. Stunned at his bravery, she saw the flash of a blade and the knife in his hand dug into the flesh of the snakelike creature. Blood spurted from the wound. Not red, but the same phosphorescence color as the gloop from the bog, as if it was born from the earth itself.

He dodged back out of the way of the glowing bodily fluids. “One of us being lit up like a celestial body is enough, don’t you think?” He grinned and she caught white teeth, but his eyes were dark, almost unreadable, apart from the tinge of blue that flashed across them. He reminded Tiana of the laser, a sparkling current passing through him, bringing him to life.

Taking her hand, he pulled her toward him, and then turned them both around, dragging her with him back towards the bog. 

“You know what’s in there, don’t you?” she asked.

“Big teeth, brother of this one?” he asked.

“Yes.” Her legs were not cooperating fully, and she was glad he had hold of her, dragging her away from the monsters. But where were they heading? Who was this mysterious alien?

And more importantly, what did he want with her?

Slowing down and asking him now was not a good idea. The ground still trembled under the footsteps of the big creature who was following them. This tall alien was her best chance of escaping, and once they reached safety, hopefully the safety of his space ship, then she would deal with him.

Her grip around the laser tightened, and she set it to charge, knowing she might very well have to turn it on her rescuer. Because the more she thought about it, the more she figured him being here wasn’t a coincidence. 

Someone had shot at her out in space. Had that someone managed to track her as she jumped to light speed? Was that same someone holding her hand, and leading her to his ship? To what?

Tiana had no idea, but she was going to find out, one way or another.


Chapter Seven – Mak

What the hell were those things? He could still hear them, the larger, unseen one especially, it howled, filled with an anger that he didn’t need to be able to understand it to know it was telling them to get off its planet. Which was exactly what he planned to do.  

“My rover is just through these trees,” he said, pulling the grid from his pocket and checking the location. If he led them the wrong way, they didn’t stand a chance. Hell, he didn’t know if they stood a chance even if they reached the rover. 

They would have to go back across the bog, and the rover did not move fast in hovercraft mode. They would be out in the open and vulnerable. The thing chasing them was fast; he could hear it crashing through the trees, cutting a deep swathe through the ancient forest.

Maybe that creature was even more ancient. It would explain why no one ever settled here permanently. No one probably lived to tell the tale either. He would update Stellia’s data banks accurately when they were safely on board and out of the thing’s reach. This planet should have a giant flashing warning sign hung on it.

That reminded him, Stellia had not sent him a rendezvous point. Did that mean something had happened to his ship? Being stuck here with that thing was not happening—this was not where he was going to die.

Cursing, he looked behind him at the woman he had found, who was glowing like a beacon for anything to see. They had to reach the rover and try to outrun it. Hiding was not an option, not unless she stripped her clothes off and he covered her in his coat. The thought of stripping her drew his eyes to her voluptuous breasts, which were exaggerated by the glowing clothing. If her naked breasts were the last thing he saw before he died, he might die happy. 

Mentally kicking himself in the ass, he tightened his grip on her hand and propelled them both forward faster. He was not dying here.

 “Keep going, only a couple of hundred feet left to go.” He looked at the taptab and then lifted his head to scan the trees for the rover. It was here somewhere.

Her breathing was labored, coming in short rasping gasps, but he was not going to let her give up. The grim determination of her face told him that choice was not going to be his to make, she had no intention of dying here either. Something in him shifted slightly, this might not be the bounty he was hunting, but if his senses were anything to go by, and he trusted them as much as he trusted Stellia, then she was no ordinary woman. And he intended to interrogate her thoroughly once they were safely off this damn planet.

“Is that it?” she asked, and pointed into the distance. 

“Certainly is,” he said. “And not too soon. That thing is gaining on us.” The steady thud of its footfalls had already told him it was still moving, but now he could see its body heat on his taptab. It was gaining on them quickly.

“We have to get on board fast, and try to outrun it,” he shouted, dodging through the trees to the small clearing.

“I’ll ride shotgun,” she said as he pulled the door open at the back of the rover. 

“Good idea,” he agreed, pulling himself inside, and then reaching his hand out to help her. She took it, and he could feel the strength in her upper body as she climbed in. “Are you some kind of bounty hunter too?”

She looked up at him, those green eyes flashing and he wondered if he should be as scared of her as he was of the beast that was now within two hundred feet of them. “Don’t you think you can start the engines? Or is this thing eating us for its supper?”

He grinned, thinking how he would very much like to eat her, in the most intimate of ways, and then grabbed the back of his seat and hauled himself into position, slamming his hand on the ignition. Mak grabbed the steering wheel, then his foot hit the gas and they lurched forward. He turned the steering wheel hard, turning them around one hundred and eighty degrees in a split second and then accelerating away. The tires bit into the dirt, sending stones flying upwards, and then as they approached the bog, he switched to hover mode.

Immediately they slowed, the transition from wheels to air slowing them down. 

“Stellia,” he called into the radio, worried there were still no rendezvous coordinates flashing up on the screen. Silence. He tried again. “Stellia, do you hear me?”

“Who’s Stellia, your girlfriend, or your accomplice?” the woman yelled from the back of the rover.

“She’s our only hope of getting out of here.”

“I’m so pleased you have at last acknowledged that you need me,” Stellia’s voice said.

“Good to hear from you. Where are you?” he asked, not in the mood for her jibes, but needing her to act fast to pull them out of here. In the back he could hear his new acquaintance letting off a couple of rounds from her laser, followed by an enraged roar from the creature.

“I’m close. I can’t land anywhere, some kind of worm tried to eat me.” She sounded affronted. From Stellia, that was not good.

“So do you have a plan?” he asked.

“Of course.” The withering sarcasm was back, which relieved him.

“Care to share?”

Then in front of him, he saw her big bulk, flying low to the ground, and he knew they were going to board her in the same way he had exited. 

Well, if he ever planned to impress a woman, this was it. “Hold tight,” he yelled and throttled forward, as Stellia’s cargo bay opened like a gaping mouth to swallow them up.


Chapter Eight – Tiana

Hold tight! What the hell was he thinking? She looked past him, through the windshield of the rover, to where a ship of some kind was slowing, bringing them onto a collision course. 

They were going to die. She could see it, she could feel it, and when she turned back to look out of the rover, she could smell it, the dank stagnant breath of the beast that had somehow caught up with them.

“Hurry!” she yelled, over the howl of the creature. Its jaws were open; she could see its teeth, sharp, jutting out like shards of deadly glass. 

Aiming the laser, she let off two rounds, right into its mouth; the thing barely flinched. Risking the laser not being up to full power, but needing to buy them some time, she grabbed hold of the door of the rover, swinging herself outwards to change the angle, and fired at the monster’s eye.

A direct hit. It reeled back, the howl escaping its mouth so loud, it left her ears ringing. She had bought some time but at what cost? The rover was accelerating forward, and she was in danger of being left behind. 

“Damn it.” She scrambled back towards the door, looping her leg around the opening and pulling herself back in. The rover jolted forward, and she had to jam her foot against the back panel to stop herself falling back out. 

Knowing there was nothing else she could do, and that their fate now rested in the hands of her alien rescuer, not that she would ever call him that to his face, she slammed the door of the rover shut, and hauled herself to the front, sliding into the passenger seat.

“Are you sure you can make it?” Tiana asked.

“Yep.” The concentration on his face was intense. He was checking the speed, lining up the rover with the space ship, while a woman’s voice counted down from ten.

“I’m glad you are so confident,” Tiana said, her knuckles white as she gripped the edge of the control console.

“Well, if I’m wrong, neither of us are going to know anything about it. If I miss, we’re either going to crash and burn, or be eaten by that thing.” He turned to her and grinned. “So I might as well sound as if I know what I’m doing.”

She rolled her eyes. “Men.”

“Do you know a lot about men?” he asked.

“Not the time,” she said. She hated to admit that the only man she wanted to know more about was him. He was so different to anyone else she had met. Even on the planets she had visited with her father, when he decided to drag his lowliest heir around to generate good will, she had never met a man so big, and so, well, charismatic. His smile made her insides squirm, and she figured if her father would find her a man like this to marry for the good of her people, she might just agree with it.

No. No, she wouldn’t. Tiana wanted a marriage born out of love and respect, and she doubted this man had any respect for her, or any other female. The way he had spoken to her back on the ground had told her that. 

“One.” The female voice reached the end of its countdown, and he throttled forward and then quickly eased off, to slow them down. The darkness around them gave way to red flashing emergency lights. They had successfully landed inside the ship.

Just as she thought they were safe, an alarm began to sound. “What does that mean?”

“Ship’s going to stall.”

“What?” Then she realized why. They were climbing steeply—the rover was somehow locked in place to stop them rolling back out—but the back door was still open. Or at least closing very slowly, but the creature was back after them, its jaws snapping shut, nearly taking a chunk out of the tailgate of the ship. If that happened, she doubted they would make it off the planet, the atmosphere would burn them up, or else the emptiness of space would suffocate them.

She slipped out of her seat, the laser gripped tightly in her hand as she slid to the back of the rover. Flinging the door open, she aimed and let off a round. It glanced off the creature’s nose, doing no real damage, but it did flinch, knocking itself off balance, and by the time it had righted itself they were beyond its reach, and the doors were nearly closed.

A hand gripped her gloop-stained jacket, hauling her back to the front of the rover and into the seat. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” he asked, his eyes blazing, the blue streaking across it like forked lightning. He sure was different. Unique. And mad.

“No. That’s why I went after him with the laser.” She titled her head on one side, wanting him to know she thought he was an imbecile. OK, so he had got them aboard the ship against the odds, but still, she knew what she was doing. The creature could have brought down the whole ship.

“Thank you, Princess Tiana Oliatro,” the woman’s voice said through the console.

He laughed. “You are a princess?”

Damn, how did the ship know? “What does it matter to you? Or are you expecting a bounty for rescuing me?”

“I’m sure Mak will give you sanctuary,” the female voice said.

“Sanctuary? What am I, a charity now? We were on the trail of a nice juicy fee, and now we are stuck with a princess.”

“It is common courtesy to offer shelter to those in need. I thought that was the Virdian way? Especially since she helped save me.”

Tiana raised one eyebrow at the man. “See, your friend has manners.”

He chuckled. “I should have known women stick together.”

“I do not know what you mean, Mak,” the woman’s voice said. “I was simply thanking Princess Tiana for her quick action.”

“What about my quick action? It was me who docked the rover.”

“Because I directed you. If I hadn’t lined it up perfectly…”

“I give up,” he said, and opened the door of the rover and slipped out. 

Tiana followed. “Are we leaving the planet?”

“Yes. We should go to the control deck and buckle up.” He raised his voice. “Although with Stellia piloting, it will be smooth sailing.”

“I cannot guarantee that, Mak, so please make yourselves secure.” 

He didn’t look back, only stalked out of the cargo bay, leading her through the ship, along two corridors and into the control deck. Which was empty.

“Where is Stellia?” Tiana asked, sure they would have found the woman here, in the heart of the ship.

“All around you. She is the ship.”

“Wow. I never knew a ship’s computer could have such a personality.”

“I am truly blessed. Now sit.” He indicated a seat, and she sat down, clicking the seat belt into place. “We’re good to go, Stellia.”

“Preparing for exit.” The ship’s gravity shifted. They were heading straight up through the atmosphere, the force knocking her back in her seat. 

“This is one powerful ship,” Tiana said, her head back against the headrest, not able to move.

“She likes to think so,” he said.

The ship vibrated, her teeth chattered, knocking against themselves, while her hands gripped the arm rests. They climbed and climbed; it was if the monster below them had hold of them between its teeth, not letting them go.

Then they were free, launching into space, and she let out her breath, letting go of the tension that had built up inside her. With it went the last of her strength. Her muscles became heavy, and she could hardly lift her hand to undo her seat belt, and when she did, and tried to stand up, her legs wouldn’t support her. Worse, the laser she had clung onto, in the hope she would be able to use it to overpower him, slipped from her hand and clattered to the floor.

His strong arms caught her, stopping her hitting the floor. “Easy.”

“I just need to rest for a minute.”

“You look done in. It’s going to take more than a minute for you to recover.”

“No, I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not.” He lifted her up into his arms, and she couldn’t help it, she rested her head against his chest, liking the sound of his heartbeat in her ear. It was comforting, somehow.


Chapter Nine – Mak

His muscles clenched, and not just those of his arms. Every part of him contracted, wanting to close around her and protect her.

“Heart rate elevated,” Stellia said helpfully.

He growled. Deep in his chest the rumbling vibrated out, making other parts of his body come alive. Being attracted to her was not a thing he had anticipated. Up until he met her, he had considered all women, and princesses in particular, to be a pain in the ass. 

Unless he wanted to take her to his bed, which didn’t happen often these days

Unlike many of the other bounty hunters, he was not a girl-in-every-star-port kind of guy. Women were few and far between, and as he had matured, the in-betweens had become longer. On day he hoped to find the right woman to settle down with and raise a family. Could this princess fulfill all of his needs? 

Damn it, he was picturing himself living in a fairy tale. And everyone knew those things were not real!

“Set a heading for the planet Kalisov,” he ordered Stellia. 

“No,” the woman in his arms protested, lifting her head and then placing her hands on his chest to push back from him. “I’m not going home.”

“Yes, you are. I have a job to do, a bounty to hunt down, and you have already wasted enough of my time,” he said, his jaw clenching, his feelings once more returning to irritation. Did she really think she could order him around? On his own ship?

“I am not going home. You can drop me off at the nearest space port.”

“No. I am taking you back to your home planet, and back to your father,” he said, through teeth that ground together. Mainly to stop himself saying any more. Mak was not good at holding his tongue, not unless there was a bounty involved.

“Please,” she said, and her eyes conveyed such emotion, he wanted to look into them, dive into them and be lost to her. Romantic rubbish.

“Give me one good reason why not? I’m suspecting your father has money and would be more than willing to compensate me for my time and trouble if I return you to him.”

“Is that all everyone is to you? A way to earn money?” she spat, her strength returning enough to look at him with loathing.

“No. But I’m not a charity either. If you were poor, I’d return you for free, but if Daddy can pay, then why shouldn’t he?” 

Her face was so pale, she reminded him of a frozen moon, yet the heat in her eyes was still there, burning hot. “I have money.”

“I don’t want it.” His conscience wouldn’t rest if anything happened to her out here in space. “Space is not safe for a princess alone.”

“It’s more than my father will pay you. Please.”

Her teeth were chattering, she looked on the verge of exhaustion, and he wondered how she still stood on her feet. This must mean a lot to her. Now he understood: she was running away, maybe she had fallen in love with an unsuitable man and was eloping, only to get stranded on that foul planet.

“Make me an offer,” he said.

“I don’t have money,” she said, wriggling out of his grasp completely.

“I don’t work on promises and credit,” he said bluntly.

“I could have guessed that,” she retorted, tearing at the lining of her jacket. “I have these.”

She took out a ring and matching necklace. Holding them in her hand, she offered them to him. He moved to take the ring, sensing her attachment to it, as her fingers involuntarily curled around it. 

“I want to check they’re not fake.”

“They’re not. They were my mother’s. The finest Darkarian rubies.” Her voice caught in her throat. Running away must mean an awful lot to her.

“And how much of a distance do you expect these Darkarian rubies to put between you and Kalisov?” he asked.

She shook her head and her whole body wobbled with it. “I’m not running away.”

“That’s not what it looks like. What’s wrong, fall in love with the wrong man?” He couldn’t resist trying to hurt her, although he knew it was petty. Only she didn’t react as he had imagined.

“Is that what you think this is? Some personal goal of running from my life?” She shook her head. “But I suppose in your line of work, it’s always about self-gain.”

“Ouch,” he said, placing his hand over his heart. “Now who is making unfounded judgments?”

“Listen. I will give you these jewels, and you will take me to Haripor.”

“Haripor?” he questioned. “What is…”

She held her hand up. “There is something there I have to retrieve. Once we get it, you take me to the planet Rilan and I’ll give you the jewels. Then you can take me back to my father and claim your bounty.”

“I don’t understand?”

“You don’t have to,” she said. “You don’t have to understand, or ask questions, you just have to do it and get paid. Twice. That should appeal to a man like you.”

“A man like me…” He nodded. “Deal.”

“Good.” If it was possible, her skin grew paler, her hand reaching for the nearest solid object that would keep her on her feet. He made sure that object was him.

Lifting her up, he carried her to the small bunk room where he slept, despite her assurances she could walk there herself. “I’m just protecting my investment.” 

With that he dumped her on the bed, turned around, tearing himself away from her, and left the room, shutting the door firmly behind him.

“Stellia…”

“Course set for Haripor,” she interrupted him.

“Women,” he said, and went to the console and sat down, replaying everything that had happened in his head, trying to figure out what Tiana was up to. Blackmail sprung to mind. That would explain why she had her mother’s jewels with her in the first place.

Unless she was spinning him a whole pack of lies. And he had heard them all before, he knew what people would do and say to get out of trouble. But she intrigued him, and despite his better judgment he wanted to see how this played out.

Maybe this princess would bring him in a sum as big as the bounty he had almost certainly lost by delaying picking up the trail of Victor Ulha. For once, he found he didn’t care.


Chapter Ten – Tiana

Was this the right thing to do? She still didn’t know if Larka had been kidnapped, but if she had, going to Haripor with that big hunk of man flesh was the surest way to get her back. He knew how to protect himself, and he would protect her, because she was his ticket to riches.

Maybe she should try to get a message to Kilma first, before they went bursting into Haripor? she wondered as she lay still, half in a dream world, half in the real world, her body too exhausted to get itself out of bed. Although the stiffness in her bones told her she had been lying here much too long.

And that might mean he had disregarded her offer and by now was close to her home planet, and her angry, disappointed father.

With a groan, she hooked her leg off the side of the bed and heaved herself forward, swinging her legs around to plant her feet on the floor. It was then that she noticed that she had a lot less clothes on than she had gone to bed in.

“Damn it!” Was the guy some kind of pervert too?

As if to answer her question, the door opened, and, without knocking, he came in. The only thing that stopped her launching the kind of attack on him her brothers were afraid of was the tray of food in his hand.

Her stomach rumbled so loudly, he must have heard it and a smile spread across his face. “Stellia said you were awake.”

Tiana frowned. “Does Stellia know everything?”

He dropped his voice conspiratorially. “She thinks she does.” He winked and looked up, as if he was expecting some clever retort from the computer. When it didn’t come, he raised his eyebrows, and said, “Here. Eat. Then we can talk.”

“About what?” she said, momentarily forgetting all about her lack of clothes as she took the tray from him, and set it on her lap. Picking up what looked like fresh bread, she bit into it. “That is delicious.”

“Stellia is the latest model, and she is fitted with the latest technology. Including some kind of oven that seems to work miracles on whatever is put in it. Ten minutes ago, that bread was a packet of powder.”

“Impressive,” she said, taking another bite. “I wouldn’t be able to guess.” He smiled, making her wonder if he was making it up, but found she didn’t care, and was not going to let him ruin her breakfast.

“So, Haripor?” he asked.

She sighed. It looked as if her breakfast was going to be ruined after all. “Is that where we are heading?”

“It is. We are in orbit. But before I dock, I want to know what exactly I’m getting myself into.”

“You don’t have to get yourself into anything. All you have to do is dock, let me out and then wait on your ship until I return.”

He laughed. “Have you been to Haripor?” His face grew serious. “If you take a step on that planet, you are likely to be taken and sold.”

“But I’m the daughter of the King of Kalisov.”

“Which is why you will fetch a good price.”

“They wouldn’t dare.”

“Why wouldn’t they?” He shook his head. “You have no understanding of their ways. Everything has a price to the slavers of Haripor. Which is why I need to know what I will be buying. Because I’m assuming it’s a person. Your lover? What, did your father not approve of you having an affair with the hired help, and so he sent him here?”

After nearly choking on her food, she placed her bread back down on the plate, swallowing the words she wanted to spit out at him and his rude assumptions. She had to play this cool; from what he said, she truly did need his help, because getting herself kidnapped would not help Kilma and Larka. She needed him to understand why she was here and why it was so important to her. “There is a girl.”

“A girl?” His voice told her his interest had been piqued. “I thought for sure we would be going there to trade for a lover of yours. Or maybe a kitchen maid who makes your favorite cookies.”

That did it! She stood up, despite her legs feeling as though they were still stuck in the bog. “Is that it? Or do you have any other insults? Just because I’m a princess, doesn’t mean I only think of myself.”

“Sit down and eat. I’m sorry.” He nodded. She figured he was sincere, and she wanted to eat, so she did as he asked and sat down.

“Where are my clothes?” she asked. Her temper had got the better of her, and she had momentarily forgotten she was half naked. “Or is this your idea of entertainment—strip a woman while she’s sleeping so you can see her half naked in the morning?”

“Your clothes smelt of that bog, and were glowing in the dark. I washed them, and once you have a shower you can have them back.”

“A shower? Another part of your ship’s advanced technologies?”

“It’s not exactly a shower, more of a decontamination chamber. You have no idea the kind of undesirable people I have on my shiny new ship.” The insult was aimed at her.

“Well, as soon as we have what I need from Haripor, and we have returned her to Rilan, you can take me home, get your bounty and I will be out of your life forever.”

He snorted, and then recovered himself. “I think we need to start again.” He turned his body towards her, making her incredibly aware of his presence. A heat emanated from him, and she wanted to lean into him, and let it soothe her aching body, and calm her frayed nerves. When he spoke about Haripor and how she would most likely end up as a slave there herself, she realized just how little she knew of the universe outside of the small bubble that was Kalisov and its surrounding territories.

“Thank you for rescuing me,” she said, deciding to play nice, at least for now. He might be a bounty hunter, but he appeared to be trustworthy, and trustworthy was all she needed right now. He could have just marched into Haripor and sold her himself; instead, he had offered to keep her out of their reach.

For the jewels in your pocket, she reminded herself. Her pocket!

“They are on the table next to my bunk,” he said, pointing behind her. He had read her mind.

“Oh,” she said.

“You sound disappointed I’m not a liar and a thief.” He took the tray and began eating the bread himself. She was being rude to him, and she didn’t know why. Here she was, on his ship, being treated fairly, eating his food.

“Not disappointed. Surprised.”

“Why?” he asked.

“Because you are a bounty hunter. That means you hunt people down for money.”

“And that makes me a bad person?”

“Doesn’t it?” she asked, hoping he could prove her wrong, because she really wanted to like him.

“No. You see, my people live by certain rules. One of which is, we only take bounties from people who are looking for something, or someone they have lost. Like you and your child. Or your father might look for his missing daughter.”

“She’s not my child,” Tiana said, looking him in the eye. “She’s from Rilan. Her mom sent me a message to say she had been taken. I knew my father wouldn’t let me go and get her, and neither would he send an emissary of any kind.”

“So you ran?” His eyes narrowed, intent on what she was saying.

“I didn’t run. As in run away. I planned to go to Haripor, buy Larka back, return her to her mom and then go home.”

“I don’t know what kind of technology your ship has, but you were a long way from Haripor when I found you.”

“I know.” Oh well, she might just as well tell him everything. Even though she suspected he already knew a lot more than he was letting on. “I was attacked. It was if they were waiting for me.”

This interested him, and a crackle of electricity told her Stellia was listening too. She looked up, and then to him, suddenly afraid this was all a setup, and that her attackers were somehow linked to this man.

“Who attacked you?” he asked gently.

“Their ships were unmarked. But old. They hit one of my engines, but I managed to jump to light speed and lost them. My engine was too damaged and I dropped out of light speed.”

“You don’t have any idea who they were? Color of their ship? Their weapons? Photon?”

She sat still, closing her eyes, trying to bring back the memory into her fuzzy head. Usually she was good at remembering every detail, but yesterday had taken it out of her and she had to concentrate really hard. “There was a small number on the one ship. 158-34. I think that was it. The hull was blue, but with some darker patches, like it had been reprimed.”

“Good girl. And the weapons? Were they bright when they fired?” he asked.

“I do know the difference between photon and neutron. The blast wasn’t either of those. It wasn’t a laser. It was an old-fashioned crank.”

“The Maraki.”

“The Maraki? Aren’t they traders from the outer quadrant?” she asked, remembering her brother talking about a meeting he had with them a month or two back.

“They are.” He rubbed the stubble that covered his chin, and Tiana took in the tiredness around his eyes. It looked as if he hadn’t slept. But then, she had been in his bunk, so where would he sleep?

“Are you going to tell me why the Maraki tried to shoot me down?” she asked, reaching across and taking a small piece of dried fruit from the remainder of her breakfast.

“I don’t know.”

“But you have a theory?” she prompted. 

“Theories get you into trouble. I am a humble bounty hunter, and you are a princess. If I tell you what I think and you relay it to other sources, I might find myself in trouble.”

She smiled. “You are not humble. And who would listen to a girl?”

He chuckled. “You might be a girl, but you are a princess, with no husband, who lives on a planet at the heart of the known trade routes. Do you have any idea how valuable that makes you?” He stood up. “I think we should abandon this rescue. And I should return you home.”

“No.” She rose to her feet, her chin stuck out defiantly. Despite this alien towering above her, making her feel small, she would not be intimidated. “We struck a bargain. Or are you afraid? I thought Virdian bounty hunters were the best.”

“And I thought princesses were self-centered brats.” He dipped his head, his breath caressing her skin when he spoke his next words. “Tell me what is so special about this girl.”

“Nothing. And everything,” Tiana answered. 


Chapter Eleven – Mak

Nothing. And everything. He should have let it go, and not listened to what she had to say and simply turned the ship around and taken the princess home. But he had listened and that was why he was stood here now, at the gates of the capital of Haripor, with her jewels in his pocket, and a laser at his side. He wasn’t sure which would be his weapon of choice. 

It would depend on who had hold of this child, Larka, and why. 

His suspicions were growing. Had the Maraki set this whole thing up? Did they have any idea how much the girl, Larka, meant to Tiana? Or had they simply intercepted the radgraph sent from Tiana to Larka’s mom, Kilma? If that was the case, he had to consider the possibility that they were not the only radgraphs to be intercepted. 

A small piece of the puzzle clicked into place in his brain. The Maraki were always looking for new ways to hustle. Tiana was a bargaining chip they could use to do a deal with the King of Kalisov. If they managed to get their hands on her, they could use her to make him sign a trade treaty. Or maybe they had intended to lure her out of Kalisov territory and then save her from some attack, thus earning her father’s thanks and a swiftly arranged marriage to one of their princes.

Mak wasn’t aware the Maraki had any ambitions of bettering themselves. They might be the biggest trading force in this sector of the universe, but their ships were old and unreliable, and the ruling party never thought to invest in the planet’s infrastructure. They simply moved goods from one place to another for the cheapest possible price, their low overheads making them more appealing to many traders, their absence of care making them unpopular with others.

Now it looked as if they wanted to open new trade opportunities, and in their usual way, they were being heavy handed, willing to use this girl, Larka, to get their hands on the princess. Had they never heard of plain old negotiations?

He shook his head in disgust. Yes, it all fell into place, they were traders, and Larka and Tiana were the currency they would use however they saw fit. Not if he could help it. His hand went to the laser he wore on his hip, checking it was there, checking it was charged and then keeping himself alert for anyone he may have to use it on. He hadn’t told Tiana, but a Virdian such as Mak would fetch nearly as much in a slaver’s market as a Kalisov princess, and his height made it hard for him to go unnoticed.

Which was why he had chosen to come here in the middle of the afternoon, when street traders were out touting their wares, which included men and women who could be bought alongside pots and pans. Mak had never understood the booming trade in slaves. His people had not dealt in the misery of others for generations, but Haripor still had a thriving business in those unfortunate enough to be captured, usually from the outer planets who had less sophisticated technology and were not able to arm themselves.

Planets such as Rilan, where Larka came from. Perhaps there was nothing more sinister here than an unfortunate child in the wrong place at the wrong time. However, the bounty hunter in Mak thought otherwise. He could smell a good conspiracy, and this one reeked.

He walked under the arch, and entered the main trading square. He had a contact in a small store off the main thoroughfare, a man for whom Mak had worked for around year ago, when his son had mysteriously disappeared. Mak had found the young man aboard a transport, leaving for the furthermost outreaches of the sector. When Mak had questioned him at one of the star ports the transport had stopped at, the son had told Mak he felt misunderstood, and that his father was disappointed that he was not interested in working in the store. Instead, he wanted to widen his horizons, something his father found disappointing. Mak’s advice to talk to his father rather than running had brought the boy back, the reunion was happy, and Mak had gained a friend.

That friend would know if there was a girl on Haripor for sale. One thing the locals did not agree with was the sale of children. The double standards amused Mak, but only a little. There was nothing amusing in the brutal reality of slavery.

“Don,” Mak said, walking into the store, and picking up an orange fruit out of a woven basket. He put it to his nose and breathed in its tangy scent. “How’s business?”

“Good, thank you, Mak. What brings you here, since you never visit just to say hello.”

Mak picked up another fruit. He was tempted to buy some for the princess, who was being held prisoner by Stellia. OK, so “prisoner” might be a little strong, but he suspected if she were able to, she would have left the ship to start her own search for the girl, and he wanted to keep her safe.

Tiana didn’t understand how difficult her being here might make things. Particularly if there was some kind of conspiracy going on with the Maraki.

“You know I don’t approve of the goods on sale on Haripor,” Mak said to Don, walking over to the counter and lowering his voice. “Unfortunately, I have to look at its sordid underbelly to find what I am looking for.”

“Which is?” Don asked.

“A girl. A young girl.” Mak watched Don’s expression cloud over.

“That is outlawed on Haripor.” Don shook his head. “Nonetheless, we all know it goes on.”

“And if it were going on?” Mak prompted, getting a gold coin out of his pocket, and placing the fruit down on the counter. It was a way of paying for Don’s confidence without it looking like a bribe. A bribe would be bad for Don’s business if there were any witnesses.

“South side. There is a warehouse. It’s not a favorable part of town. So no one sees, and no one tells.” 

Mak nodded. “Keep the change.” He picked up the fruit and walked back out into the street, trying not to look into the eyes of the poor unfortunate woman who was being inspected. Luckily it looked as if she were being assessed for her strength for carrying goods, rather than anything more sordid.

“You can’t save them all.” Stellia’s voice came to him as he switched on the communicator that he wore on his wrist. It was fashioned to look like a leather cuff, but hidden within it was a small chip. He could speak to the ship, and she could give him the information he needed through an earpiece. She could also keep tabs on his movements, and from her vantage point on the ship, Stellia could direct him to where he needed to go.

“I know.” Mak strode along the street, before slipping down a side alley. “I’m heading to a warehouse on the south side of the city.”

“Analyzing data.” There was a moment of silence, then she said, “I see a group of buildings. Not in a very good state of repair.”

“That would be a good place to hide out. If you were doing something even this sordid rats’ nest disapproved of.” He moved through the alleyway, and out into a road that was quieter than the traders’ street. “Tell me where to go.”

Stellia’s calm voice led him through the city. He already couldn’t wait to get off the planet. But this was his job, finding things, no matter where they were hidden, and so he would stomach the images of men with collars being paraded by women who wore clothes and jewelry that were the height of tacky grandeur. 

The women might as well have been taking a pet for a walk, and the tone of the gossip between them told him these men were expected to do more than chores around the house.

Pushing on, he turned right, onto a deserted strip of land, with a fence around it that had once been built as a perimeter to a large complex of warehouses. The fence no longer did its job, with several of the tall, upright posts broken, taking the chain-linked wire with it. He could see why it had never been repaired; there was nothing in the complex to protect. 

In various stages of decay, most of the buildings visible had not been used for years. As Stellia had said, just right for hiding something of value. This was the least likely place to look. Not that anyone would be looking, not if the slavers covered their tracks, or dropped bribes in the right pockets.

“I’m about to enter the complex. Any indication which warehouse I should be looking in?” Mak asked Stellia.

“Nothing. I am not in position to use infrared. You may be able to pick it up as you get closer.”

He slipped through a gap in the fence and jogged across the open ground to the wall of the nearest warehouse. There he took a good look around, assessing the other buildings. None of them looked watertight, but they did look like the kind of place the Maraki would operate from. Like their ships, they went for cheap, not necessarily secure.

His suspicions were confirmed when he saw the deep grooves in the ground, a sign of heavy use. The tracks could be from when the whole complex was in use years ago, however, the grooves led almost exclusively to one section of the complex. Which indicated they were still in use.

Taking the risk of being seen, he walked across to one of the grooves, bending down to examine them. Yes, fresh tire markings, from a vehicle that was heavily laden. That ruled out anyone coming in here for a joyride around the buildings. It was more likely cargo had been brought here before being loaded on ships. 

Keeping low, he moved back to the edge of the warehouses and followed the trail, only breaking cover when he had to move between buildings. Deeper into the complex he moved, until he was rewarded by the sound of voices, arguing.

This was his chance. He wanted to slip in unnoticed; it would sure beat walking up to the door unannounced. 

Only he hadn’t been unnoticed. As he moved forward, the sound of a laser charging met his ears, and he wheeled around just in time to see a gun aimed at his head.

His reactions, honed from years out in the field, were automatic: his hand reached for his side arm. As he ducked and rolled across the ground he aimed and pulled the trigger, hitting his target. His attacker fell back, the burn mark on his shirt a sign of just how good a shot Mak was.

“Bull’s-eye,” he breathed. Pain erupted all over his body, his central nervous system screaming to shut down. As his eyes closed, he was hit even harder, by the fact that he wasn’t as invincible as he believed.


Chapter Twelve – Tiana

“Mak.”

“Mak.”

Tiana listened to Stellia as she repeated her call over and over. “Stellia. If he could answer, he would,” she said gently.

“Mak.” If it were possible, the computer-generated voice sounded worried, lost even. Tiana guessed this was the first time Mak had been incommunicado during a mission. But simply repeating his name was not going to bring him back.

“Stellia, listen to me. You have the last known coordinates of Mak’s transmitter. Right?”

“Yes,” Stellia answered.

“So I’ll go in and rescue him.”

“You can’t.”

“Why, because I’m a princess, or because I’m a woman?” Tiana asked, her temper rising. She was every bit as capable as Mak at handling herself. 

“Because he put me on lockdown.”

“Lockdown?” Tiana repeated.

“He said it was to keep you safe. I have orders to return you to your home planet if anything happens to Mak.”

“What!” Tiana couldn’t believe she was going to be shipped off home when she was so close to rescuing Larka. And then there was Mak. She couldn’t just leave him to his fate, not when it was her fault he had been captured.

“Mak gave me specific orders.”

“I’m willing to ignore those orders if you are,” Tiana said, heading out of the control room and along the corridor to where she had seen Mak take weapons from a store. “Let me have some weapons and I’ll go in there and save him.”

“I cannot.” Stellia’s voice sounded shocked.

“You’ve never broken the rules before?” Tiana asked, looking up, although there was nothing to see. She always half expected there to be some shadowy figure looking over her; it was hard not to think of Stellia as being an actual person.

“No. Never. It is not in my programming.” 

“And you can’t override your programming?” Tiana asked.

“No. I have been given orders by my commander.”

“OK. So what happens if Mak doesn’t come back?”

“I take you home.”

“And then?” Tiana asked.

Stellia was silent. “He did not say.”

“OK. So you would have no commander.”

“No. I suppose I could go back to Virdia.”

“On Kalisov, if something happens to a commander, then the next person of authority would take charge.”

“That sounds sensible.” Stellia had a hint of hope in her voice.

“That would be me. Agreed?”

“I don’t know that you have any authority over a Virdian ship.”

“Let’s say I do. And I use that authority to order you to open the weapons locker and then let me leave the ship to rescue Mak.”

“That would be a sensible outcome.”

The locker in front of Tiana opened and she reached inside, taking out two side arms and a bigger gun that she was sure must fire photons. The bounty hunter liked his weapons.

“I have a better plan. Than you leaving the ship and taking the same route as Mak,” Stellia said, as Tiana entered the cargo bay. She had planned to take the rover. 

“I’m listening.”

“I can fly to the docking area and land. It is within the permitted landing zone, as set down by Article 257. Although that article is no longer in use, it can still be applied.”

“That sounds much better than traipsing through the streets. We still may have some element of surprise if we act quickly.” She shut the door to the locker. “Shall we go into battle, Stellia?”

“Yes. First you need to put one of Mak’s communications bracelets on.”

“Where do I find one of those?”

“Come to the control deck.”

“Sure, why don’t you launch and I’ll come straight there.”

“Agreed, Tiana.” The ship shuddered and then took off, the ride smooth, but Tiana was left in no doubt that Stellia meant business. “We are approaching the warehouse complex. I have Mak’s readings; his transmitter is still working. I have located the warehouse. Moving to intercept.”

“To intercept what?” Tiana asked, blind to what Stellia had in mind. “Please, remember Larka is in there.”

“I am aware.” Stellia didn’t exactly sound as if she cared, though. Tiana was certain that Stellia would sacrifice anyone just to get her precious Mak back. Part of Tiana couldn’t blame the ship, although she was sure the computer didn’t see him in quite the same way as flesh and blood women did. Or maybe she did. Tiana didn’t want to dwell on that. What if she became romantically linked with Mak, and Stellia decided to bump off the competition because of her own electronic infatuation?

“Intercept in three, two, one.”

“Wait!” Tiana yelled, still not aware of what exactly they were intercepting.

A blast, followed by a sound like a building falling down, sounded outside. “What have you done?!

“I have made a way in for you, Tiana. I suggest you run to the cargo bay. Ramp is descending.”

“Damn computers,” Tiana said under her breath as she ran to the cargo bay. Stellia had decided to take charge of the situation herself. “I thought I was in charge?”

“You are, but I have superior knowledge and experience.”

Not having time to argue with Stellia, Tiana ran into the cargo bay, to see the doors half open, and she slid through them, landing on the ground heavily, but at least on her feet. A large hole had been blown in the warehouse wall right in front of her. Stellia was a master of precision.

Drawing her laser, she ran forward, raising it and firing as a man—some weird alien being with an orange face and what looked like four hands—came towards her. She hit him square in the chest, rechecking that the gun was on stun. With no idea who was who, and who was good or bad, she was not willing to kill anyone, not unless she really had to. The least she could do was try to avoid a diplomatic incident.

“Into the warehouse, head across to the door on your right, and then the door on the left. That is where Mak is.” Stellia’s voice spoke to her, and she obeyed. Although Tiana didn’t like it: she was running blind, putting her trust in a computer. As she made her way across to the first door, the reality of the situation settled on her. This was a life or death situation. Sparring with your brothers was one thing, but open warfare like this was another, and she wanted to get Mak and Larka and leave. Quickly.

Once through the first door, she ducked behind a table before standing slowly and looking around, checking there wasn’t anyone in here who was going to blast her out of existence. She assumed the bad guys would not have their guns set to stun. They would be out to kill her. Unless Mak was right and this whole thing was a setup, with Larka as bait for a princess. That meant she had played straight into their hands, a thought that did not sit well with Tiana.

Going home after rescuing Larka would be bad enough; being captured and then traded by these Maraki back to her father would be impossible to bear. 

So let’s not allow that to happen, she told herself.

“Tiana. I have reconnected with Mak. Or at least he is allowing me to hear what is being said. There are six separate voices in the next room. One of which is Mak, the other is a girl, and the other four are unknown males.”

“Four. Great, I’m not sure I can take them all out.”

“They have a gun to the girl’s head.”

“Oh, damn it.”

“You have to go on,” Stellia said. How could she sense Tiana’s reservations?

“What if she ends up dead?”

“Is that any worse than what they are threatening to do to her if she lives through this and is still their captive?”

Tiana closed her eyes, tears threatening, but she blinked them away. “I don’t know. Isn’t any life better than no life?”

“I do not have the experience to answer that question,” Stellia answered.

“Sorry, that was insensitive of me.”

“Do not be sorry. It means a lot to me that you think of me as a sentient being.”

“You sometimes sound more sentient than most other people I have met, Stellia.” She took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.”

She plunged forward, kicking the door open, surveying the room quickly and letting off two shots, hitting two of the men in the chest and halving her adversaries. She reached for the second laser, which was charged and ready to fire, but a voice commanded her to stop.

“I could break this little girl’s neck. One tug of my arm and she is dead.” 

Tania hesitated. It gave the other man in the room enough time to act, and he raised a laser, aiming it at Tiana’s head. 

“There now, we all just need to chill,” said the guy pointing his laser at her. “That means you need to put your gun down, Princess, or this little girl will be parting ways with this world.”

Tiana looked at Larka, whose eyes were red-rimmed, and each breath she took was a huge shuddering sob. “Are you OK, Larka?”

Larka nodded, but the man who had held of her gripped her tighter, making her squeak. Tiana’s hand involuntarily tightened around her laser, her finger itching to pull the trigger. She was playing it out in her mind, over and over, but she could not see how she could shoot the two men without either her or Larka ending up dead. Unless…

Where exactly was Mak? She knew he was in here and that he must be conscious, because Stellia said his comms was on; that was how she knew how many people were in the room.

“Looking for loverboy?” the guy with the gun asked. “He’s a little tied up.”

“Is that the best you can do?” she asked, sneering at this attempt at a joke.

“The best I can do is kill him, and then take you back to Daddy myself and demand we get married. You and me will make some fine babies.” He licked his lips. “And I can show you such a good time. You’ll learn to like it rough.”

Bile bit the back of her throat. The thought of being with a man like this was sickening. Surely her father would never make her marry someone like this! But wasn’t that what he had been grooming her for her whole life? To marry for the good of the planet. He had spoken a lot lately about opening new trade routes, and helping their planet prosper from new ventures.

It also confirmed one thing. These were the people responsible for shooting her down. They must have been trying to capture her, and use her as leverage. Would her father really give in to such demands?

“Let the girl go.” Tiana held her gun firmly, not letting it dip down, not wavering at all. “Big men don’t need to hide behind little girls. Or are you afraid?”

“Afraid of what?” 

“Going one to one with a woman?”

He laughed. “Don’t waste your breath. You will not taunt me into doing something stupid. This has all been well thought out, I promise you. Although I didn’t really believe you would take the bait. Not really. I thought you would get Daddy to send his guards. But my informant told me he didn’t consider the girl worth it. But you did. Didn’t you? Too loyal for your own good.”

“I will kill you,” she said, feeling the buzz of the charged laser in her hand, as the electricity demanded to be loosed on its victim.

“No, you won’t. You might be able to free this little one.” He stroked Larka’s hair. “But she will end up an orphan and you wouldn’t want her to experience the loss of her mother, would you? You know exactly how much that hurts.”

Tiana looked at Larka, and saw the fear in the child’s eyes. “What did you do?”

“We decided that a mother and her child should not be separated.” The man grinned, knowing he had won. “That gives us leverage.” Larka began to cry. “Now, put your gun down.”

“Larka, we can get to your mom first.”

The man laughed. “We have a two-day head start.”

“But we have a warp drive. Latest upgrade. Right, Mak?” Tiana called to the man lying on the floor, still not moving.

It was a relief when his voice answered. “Right. We can be there in two hours.”

Suddenly the man holding Larka began to choke, clutching at his throat and losing the girl he had held so cruelly. Tiana didn’t hesitate. She fired her laser at his accomplice, knocking him clean out. Then she turned it on the one kneeling on the floor, who was clutching at his throat and aimed, but the blood coming out of his throat told her he was already dead.

“What the hell!” Tiana yelled “Who the hell did that?” She ran to Larka and grasped her hand, pulling her to the ground and covering her head with her arms.

“The comms device I gave you was modified. It gave me the ability to see inside the room and shoot the assailant,” Stellia’s voice said.

“You shot him?” Tiana asked.

“Yes.”

“What if you had missed?” Tiana asked, still holding on to Larka, trying to shield her eyes from the man bleeding out on the floor.

“I never miss. I have accuracy of…”

“Not now, Stellia. Thank you.”

“You are welcome.”

“That’s not what I was th… Never mind. Let’s just get out of here.” 

She got to her feet, holding Larka close to her and then heading over to Mak.

“How are you, Larka? Did they hurt you?” Tiana asked.

Larka shook her head, and then looked up at Tiana with her large blue eyes, that looked as if they were filled with tears, but she held them in. “Two hours. You are sure?”

“To get to your mom. I am certain. Mak’s ship goes really fast.” She cupped Larka’s face in her hand, and then said, “We’ll get to your mom. But we have to get Mak up and onto his ship.”

Larka loosed her hand and they both knelt down next to Mak, who was still drowsy. “What did they hit you with?”

“A scatter gun. Haven’t seen one of those for decades.”

“Can you walk?” Tiana asked, putting his arm around her and lifting him up.

“Just about,” he said.

“We should have come in here together,” Tiana said hotly.

“I’ll take that into account next time,” he grinned at her, looking like his old self, which made her more relieved than she would like to admit.

Deep inside she knew she was starting to have feelings for this man. But their relationship would never be accepted by her father, and it would be cruel to allow either of them to think otherwise. 

“Come on, that ship of yours is waiting.”

With that they left the warehouse and boarded the ship. Soon the planet of Haripor would be far behind them, and they would be reuniting Larka with her mom. But what happened after that, she wasn’t sure. 

Their home planet was no longer safe. If the Maraki had attempted this once, they would do so again. Larka and Kilma were suddenly her responsibility, and she wasn’t sure what to do.


Chapter Thirteen – Mak

“Dropping from warp, in three, two, one.” Stellia’s voice was comfortingly normal, something he appreciated after his encounter with Maraki. 

In truth, it wasn’t the Maraki he found disturbing, it was the newly discovered feelings that blossomed in his chest and were directed towards Tiana, which were growing stronger the longer he spent in her company. She was fierce, whereas he had always assumed she would be a wishy-washy princess whom he could dominate both in and out of the bedroom.

“There it is,” Larka, no more than thirteen years old, but with the continence of one much older, said. “I didn’t think I would ever see it again.”

She sobbed, and Tiana undid her seat belt before leaning across to comfort Larka. “I don’t think you can stay here, Larka. We’ll land, but we have to make arrangements with your mom.”

“Where will we go? This is our home,” Larka said.

“I don’t know yet. Let’s see if your mom has any ideas.” 

Listening to them talk, he could see the close relationship between his princess, yes, that is how he saw her now, and the girl. He wondered where it stemmed from, and as soon as he had the opportunity he intended to ask Tiana; he needed the facts. He also wanted to tell her he was sorry her mom was dead. That was the effect she had on him, it was as if he was getting in touch with his feminine side. Yuck.

“You need to put your seat belt back on,” he said to Tiana. “Stellia is good, but it could still be a bumpy ride.”

She released Larka and slipped her seat belt closed with a click. “How are you feeling?” Tiana looked at him and smiled with sympathy. Did he look that bad? He certainly felt it.

Mak wanted to put a brave face on, not wanting to let Tiana know he felt like shit. Not wanting to admit that anything more strenuous than sitting in this chair was too much effort. That if his seat belt was not holding him in his seat, he would slide out of it like gloop.

“Mak?” Tiana’s voice pulled him back together, making his brain communicate with the rest of his body, which somehow felt detached.

“I’m OK. I just need to rest.”

“Once we land, you stay on Stellia and I’ll go and speak to Kilma.”

“Not a chance,” he ground out. Although he had no idea how he was going to get up from this seat, let alone leave the ship.

“You aren’t exactly in any fit state to do leave the ship.” Tiana studied him for a moment, and then her face softened. “You need to rest.” He could sense what she really wanted to say was she couldn’t protect him, not when she had Larka and Kilma to watch out for. And she was right. “I’d hate anything to happen to you,” she added.

That made him feel better. Just.

The landing was smooth, and when Stellia told them it was all clear, he stayed seated while Tiana prepared to leave the ship, armed with two of his best lasers as side arms and a comms bracelet. Stellia gave her instructions, while he simply sat there, like a useless fool.

“Thank you,” Larka said to him shyly, as Tiana spoke to Stellia.

“You are welcome,” Mak replied. He met her eyes, and saw the fear there. “It’ll be OK. Tiana will fix this for you.”

“But we can’t stay here, and her dad doesn’t like us, so we can’t go and live with her. So where do we go?” Larka asked.

“Why doesn’t her dad like you?” Mak asked quietly.

“My mom argued with him when the queen died. She was my aunt.”

He frowned, his muddled brain trying to get his head around this news. Tiana was Larka’s cousin! That explained why the princess had left her planet behind to rescue her from the Maraki.

“Ready?” Tiana asked Larka, who nodded, then the princess placed her arm on him lightly. “Behave while I’m gone. Stellia will go into lockdown so only I can come back on board.”

“Now the two of you are ganging up on me?” he asked.

“We discussed the best plan of action to keep you safe, Mak,” Stellia said. She had been unusually quiet during the journey to Rilan, as if on her best behavior.

“I feel like I’m the child,” he complained.

“Until you are recovered, you are.” Tiana left the control deck and headed along the corridor, while Larka hesitated, hanging back.

Mak said, seeing the young girl’s concern, “We will make sure you end up somewhere safe.”

“I know,” she said, looking after Tiana and then turning back to Mak. “She likes you. A lot.”

He opened his mouth to answer, but Larka had skipped off after Tiana, leaving him frowning at her words.

“Larka is correct, Mak,” Stellia said. “Tiana likes you. She would make a good wife.”

“Thanks for the advice,” he said, undoing his seat belt and forcing his legs to take his weight. “Liking me and marrying me are two different things.”

“You should tell her.”

Stellia’s words echoed in his head as he made it to his bunk and lay down, forgetting how long it had been since he had slept, but remembering that Tiana had been in his bed only hours ago. How he wished she was here now.

That was the last coherent thought he had before his eyes closed and slept, dreams of a princess bride floating in his brain, along with bright sparks of laser fire, and the knowledge that he had a big battle ahead of him if he wanted her for his wife.


Chapter Fourteen – Tiana

“Larka!” Kilma exclaimed when he saw her daughter. “I thought I’d lost you.”

Larka ran to her mom, and cast herself into her arms, her fingers digging into the folds of Kilma’s worn jacket as she held on tightly, as if she was scared to let go of her mother ever again. It broke Tiana’s heart to witness the exchange, and the emptiness inside her where her mother’s love should be felt like a gaping abyss.

“Tiana. Thank you,” Kilma said. “I didn’t think you would answer my call.”

“You should have known I would. Larka and you are so special to me.” Tiana stepped forward, and the mother and daughter embraced her too.

“And you are special to us. Very special.” Kilma stood back, and looked at the two young women in front of her. “You could almost be sisters.”

“Well, cousins will have to do.”

“I can see me and your mom as we were so many years ago.” Kilma smiled. “If only she had never left Rilan, we would have brought you up side by side.”

Tiana felt the familiar wave of sadness at Kilma’s words. She always said the same thing, always the same regrets. “I know, Aunt Kilma. But if she hadn’t left, I would never have been born.”

“She would have found herself a nice boy from her home planet and settled down and had you all the same.”

Tiana had tried several times to persuade her aunt that she would only be who she was if the King of Kalisov was her father. She never accepted it, and Tiana had given up repeating the same argument over and over. Now she simply smiled, kissed her aunt and then said, “It’s only because my mom left that I was able to help Larka. Which brings us back to the problem of where you two are going to live.”

“We live here,” Kilma said with a frown. “I know you have offered us sanctuary on your planet, but your father will never allow it.”

“Then we need to change his mind. This all happened because of me, and they will use you both against me if you are left here unprotected.”

“Come inside. Then we’ll talk.” They went inside and Kilma put the kettle on to boil, setting out tea things on the table. “I know it’s not as fancy as that palace of yours.”

“And you know it’s never mattered to me.” Tiana looked around the small wooden cabin. It wasn’t much, filled with the barest of furniture. A dresser filled with chipped plates, with a vase of wild flowers sat on it, which brought color to the otherwise drab room. Two wooden chairs, and a soft sofa, with straw sticking out where it had been restuffed, were placed in front of the fireplace, in which a fire always burned. Over the fire the kettle for water had been set to boil, and a cauldron filled with a strong-smelling herbs simmered alongside it.

The table, which was always scrubbed clean, held a variety of herbs that Kilma had been preparing. She was the local herbalist, or healer, or witch, depending on whom you spoke to. Although Tiana had never seen her use any powers, she wasn’t convinced things like that even existed, so she settled for her aunt being a wise woman who could cure most things with a strong tonic, brewed specially for what ailed a person.

“Can you make a tonic for me? Well, for someone I know,” Tiana asked. 

“For Mak?” Larka asked.

“Yes, for Mak. It seems the least we can do for him.”

“And who is this Mak?” Kilma asked, her voice filled with curiosity.

“The man who helped rescue Larka, and brought us here.”

“Tiana likes him, and he likes Tiana,” Larka said in an exaggerated whisper, still clinging close to her mom.

“Yes, because when he takes me back to my father, he will get a large bounty.” She raised her eyebrows at Kilma’s questioning look. “He’s a bounty hunter. I gave him my mom’s jewelry so he would help me. So don’t look at me as if he did it for any other reason. The Virdian will do anything for money.”

“Then why do you want to help him? If you paid him, then his injuries are just collateral damage from him doing his job.” Kilma smiled at Larka and winked. “Or does he think there’s more to it?”

Larka nodded and opened her mouth to speak, but Tiana cut her off. “I don’t know what he’s thinking. My father has no doubt already got my future, including my husband, all mapped out for me. I don’t need it complicated by a bounty hunter in tight pants.”

“Tight pants, is it?” Kilma laughed. “Come on, tell me what ails him and I’ll brew him a potion, you can take it back to his ship, with my compliments. I am thankful he saved my daughter. You may have paid him, but I did not.”

“You make the potion, I’ll make the tea,” Tiana said, deciding she really did not want to talk about her feelings for Mak anymore. “Then I’ll take it back to him, while you pack.”

“So soon?” Kilma asked. “Surely we have time.”

Tiana shook her head. “A ship is already on its way here. Mak’s ship, Stellia, jumped to warp, which is why we beat them to it. It’s not safe.”

“Then I’d better get this tonic made,” Kilma said, her hands shaking as she spooned herbs into a pan and set it to boil.

***

An hour later, Tiana was heading back to the ship. Stellia had set herself down about a mile from the small inlet where Kilma lived. The small village consisted of a group of about twenty houses, which were scattered along the headland, looking down on the River Yellit, about two miles from where it reached the great sea.

The land was fertile, and hay meadows ran down to the banks of the river, in which the herbs Kilma harvested grew. The peace and quiet of the open countryside appealed to Tiana. Here there were no rules of court to uphold; the people were free to do as they wanted, as long as they did not break the laws by stealing from, or hurting, other people.

A simple life. Or at least it had been. Tiana looked back to the small cabin where Larka had lived her whole life, sheltered from the world. It was about to come to an end. They all knew it as they sat around drinking tea, while Kilma stirred the simmering herbs to make a tonic for Mak. But they didn’t speak of it. Those words could wait, the future put off for an hour or so more.

When she left them, they had begun to pack, a sadness settling over the small cabin, and Tiana knew it was the right thing to do, leaving them alone to say goodbye to their old life.

Weaving her way through the trees, she caught her first glimpse of Stellia’s hull, and her heart beat a little faster. Mak consumed more of her thoughts than was appropriate, and Kilma’s words as she pressed the tonic bottle into Tiana’s hand had not helped to rid her of them.

“Don’t waste this opportunity. We are all forced to do what we would rather not. I know from experience, just as your mom knew. She went to your father for love, even though she knew it would kill her in the end. But you have the chance to choose a small piece of happiness, right now, with this Mak.”

“But it will be so brief, so fleeting,” Tiana had answered.

“The smallest, brightest flames often burn for the briefest of moments.”

“And then they are gone.”

“But at least they existed, and are remembered by those who see them. Take this opportunity, make the most of it.”

As Stellia opened the ramp for her, that was what she intended to do.


Chapter Fifteen – Mak

“Mak.” A voice came to him, and he fought to surface from the sleep that had claimed him. But it was persistent, as was the hand on his arm, shaking him.

“What?” he murmured in response. His body ached to move, and that included his eyelids, and his eyes, and every part of him, even the hairs on his head.

“Are you awake?” It was Tiana. That made him feel a little better, knowing she had come back to check on him when she could have stayed with Larka and her family. 

“I am now.” He opened his eyes and tried to sit up, but she placed her hand on his shoulder to stop him. “Has the Maraki ship arrived?”

“No.”

He relaxed back down, relieved he didn’t have to force his poor aching body into action. “Then why are you here? Or did you think I might die on you?”

She laughed softly. “I think it would take more than a scatter gun to take you out, but I’m thinking you feel like shit.”

“You would be right.” He closed his eyes briefly, hoping that when he opened them again he might be able to focus on her face. There was something about her that he wanted to lie here and stare at all night, and for once it wasn’t in a sexual kind of way. Instead, he found she soothed him: her smile, her voice, her touch, everything about her made him feel light and happy.

“I took Larka home, and her mom made this for you. To say thank you for bringing her daughter back home.”

One eye opened, and he made out the shape of her nose and her smile. Damn, how he wanted to kiss those lips. “What is it?”

“A pick-me-up. She’s an herbalist.”

“Is she? The last time someone made me anything with herbs, it was to try to knock me out, not pick me up.”

“You obviously have an effect on people.”

“I do.” He sat up, and took the small bottle from her. “Is it safe?”

“Want me to drink some first so you know we’re not trying to kill you? Because of course, with the Maraki due to arrive here in the next day or so, killing you is the most sensible thing to do.”

“You sound like Stellia. Have you been taking lessons?”

“No. But that should be my next point. If I hurt you in any way, Stellia wouldn’t let me leave the ship alive.”

“True.” He lifted his hand, first sniffing the bottle, and then opening his mouth and swallowing it down. He figured that no matter what was in it, he could not feel any worse than he already did. “Damn, that tastes disgusting.”

“All the best medicines do.” She took the bottle from him and placed it down on the table next to the bunk. “It should only take a few minutes to work.”

He closed his eyes and relaxed, wondering if he was imagining the sense of deep relaxation that crept over him. “That feels better already.”

“Good.” He flinched as her fingers touched his face. She stopped, about to withdraw her hand.

“I like it.” He opened one eye. “Works nearly as well as the tonic.”

She smiled, and he was glad his eyes were coming into focus; he would have hated to miss the way her full lips turned up at the corners and her eyes sparkled with life. She was beautiful, even for a princess. He chuckled.

“What’s so funny?” Her fingers trailed down his face, a fingertip tracing his top lip, and he pursed them, kissing it lightly. It was her turn to flinch.

“I won’t bite,” he said, mustering the strength to sit up. His body no longer ached, and the sense of every nerve ending being on fire was beginning to fade.

She leaned forward, and pressed her lips to his. Mak responded, kissing her back, wanting her to know how much he liked her, wanted her. And then she nipped his bottom lip, which made him less relaxed in certain parts of his body. He groaned in frustration, he really did not think he was up to having sex right now. The potion was good, but not that good. He doubted he had the stamina to take her as she deserved to be taken. And he wanted to make a really good first impression.

“Tiana,” he said, kissing her once more, his tongue stroking her lower lip and then asking for, no, demanding, access to her mouth.

“Hmmm,” she murmured in response.

“Tiana, we need to talk.” He pulled back, looking into her eyes, searching for the truth of her feelings towards him. Was this lust, or something else, something deeper?

“And it can’t wait until later?” she asked, her left hand cupping his cheek, while her right hand moved lower, a lot lower, to stroke his cock. “I think we have more pressing things to think about. If you have your strength back.”

The pressing thing was her hand squeezing him, until he thought he would explode right then. Now, that would be a good way to prove his prowess in the bedroom. “We have to talk.”

“Don’t you want me?” she asked, her mouth covering his ear, her teeth nipping the lobe, while her breath tickled his skin.

“Did you drink a potion too?” he asked, his sense of doing the right thing slipping away with each movement of her body and word from her mouth.

She giggled. “No. This is all me. Aren’t I allowed to show you how much I appreciate your help? Before you take me back to my father, aren’t I allowed to experience wanting something for me, not for anyone else? He’s probably going to marry me off to some old Maraki trader, and I’d like my first time to be with someone of my choosing.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

His resolve disappeared and he grabbed her roughly, turning their bodies so their positions were opposite, with him on top and her firmly underneath him. Pressing his lips to her neck, he worked his way down, until he grazed her hard nipples through her clothes.

“Damn, I want to see you naked.”

He sat up, and began to undo her shirt, the potion making him feel better by the minute. When he met Kilma, he was going to kiss her, and promise to take her wherever she wanted to go. If it wasn’t for her, he would be flat on his back, with no energy, instead of unveiling Tiana’s beautiful breasts. 

He sighed. They were beautiful, her skin pale and soft, encased in a silk bra, which was about to be unclasped and discarded along with her shirt. 

“Damn, you are amazing,” he said, his hands caressing her skin, fingers tweaking her nipples until they were hard buds, just ripe for sucking into his mouth.

“Do you say that to all your women?” she asked, her hand covering his cock, which was painfully hard in his pants. Her touch was like magic, just the right combination of squeezing, and stroking.

“I don’t have that many women,” he admitted, lifting his head from where he had been nursing on her breasts. “I want a wife. My biological clock is ticking. I want an heir, I don’t care if it’s a boy or a girl, but I want a child.”

“To teach them everything you know.”

“Not everything,” he said seductively, undoing her pants, and then moving down her body, taking them with him, until she was naked before him. Placing his hands on her knees, he spread her legs wide enough for him to nestle his broad shoulders between them. “Some things have to be learned by experience and experimentation.”

His mouth covered her clit, his tongue flicking over it, making her writhe beneath him. Using his strong hands, he held her in place, even when she fisted his hair and tried to drag him away from her sensitive bud. The moans coming from her mouth told him she liked it, but couldn’t handle the intense pleasure his mouth was giving her.

Dipping his head lower, he plunged his tongue in and out of her sex, bringing her close to her orgasm, and then switching back to torture her clit, sending her over the edge. She screamed, calling out his name and filling the air with words of profanity a princess would never learn in court.

“I should wash your mouth out,” he said as he kissed his way up her body, giving her time to collect her senses before he guided himself into her slick, wet sex.


Chapter Sixteen – Tiana

He filled her so completely, she thought he would split her in two. This Virdian was huge in every way, and his cock was in proportion with the rest of his body. Yet his size didn’t matter, he was so gentle with her, moving slowly, stroking her skin, making certain she was ready for him.

Tiana wrapped her arms around his neck, holding him close as he inched his way deeper into her. Pulling back, and then thrusting deeper, slowly filling her, slowly driving her arousal higher, until her senses were overwhelmed.

“I have never been with a princess,” he said, kissing her neck.

“I have never been with a bounty hunter,” she said, her voice rising as he thrust harder, deeper.

He chuckled. “You are so tight around me, I would say you had never been with any man.” He bit her neck, and her inner muscles clamped around his cock even tighter.

“A princess never talks of such things.” She ran her hands across his back, feeling the broadness of his torso, the strength of his muscles, and she wanted him to consume her, to make her forget she was a princess and that one day she might have to lie with a man not of her choosing.

“I could make you talk.” He thrust into her harder, but not enough to hurt her. “I could make you tell me all the secrets of your kingdom.” Mak lowered his mouth, kissing the swell of her breasts, and then capturing her nipple between his teeth, tugging it gently, before licking it with the flat of his tongue.

“And I believe I could do the same to you, Mak of the Virdian.”

“T’Makizomo of the Virdian. I think you should at least know my full name if I’m making love to you.” His mouth went back to sucking her breasts, his left hand moving under her bottom, holding her close as his thrusts became harder.

“And are we making love, T’Makizomo?” she asked, raising her knees and circling his thighs, tilting her pelvis. At this new angle, with each thrust, his body skimmed her clit, and she knew she would not hold on for long. “Or is this sex?”

She raked her nails down his back, sliding her hands down until they were on his ass, and then she urged him to take her, and he did. Long lunges, in and out, he drove them both to the edge of the precipice and then threw them off it.

Tiana cried out as her orgasm hit her. It was as though he had captured her very essence and then pulled it apart strand by strand, leaving her in a million pieces. Then he kissed her and brought her back together again. “Definitely making love,” he said, smiling, his eyes catching hers.

Then their beautiful new world was shattered by Stellia’s voice. “Maraki entering Rilan air space.”

“Damn it!” he cursed.

“I thought they weren’t supposed to get here until tomorrow sometime,” Tiana said, grabbing her clothes, while Mak pulled his pants on, dressing quickly.

“Stellia, do you have any answers?” Mak asked the air.

“Recalculating.” As the computer fell silent, Mak pulled on his boots and they both made their way to the weapons locker.

“Listen, we need to go and grab Kilma and Larka and leave Rilan with them. Whatever you have to say, whatever you have to promise, we have to make them leave. Now the Maraki know they are here, they will never leave them alone.”

“I’ve been giving it some thought, and the only thing I can think of is for us to smuggle them onto Kalisov,” Tiana said, buckling a laser to her belt. “Unless you have any suggestions.”

He looked kind of sheepish, averting his eyes as if he had something to hide. It looked as if he did have a suggestion, one she was not going to like. Taking his time, he removed a large laser rifle and something that looked big enough to blow a hole in a space ship, before closing the locker and looking at her.

“We don’t have a lot of time, but this is what I think we should do.” He nodded, as if encouraging himself to talk. “There is a psychic on Trealian; it’s a small planet on the outer edge of this sector.”

“I’ve heard of Trealian, but not of the psychic.” Why was he being secretive about her? “Is she like your girlfriend, or something?”

He laughed and shook his head. “She’s old enough to be my grandma. Seriously, I have no idea of her age, she’s one of the last, if not the last, of her kind. But she could take them in. She runs a tea shop, herbs and stuff. Kilma could probably work there. You know, making these tonics. It’s the perfect place. Well, apart from the fact that there is a princess offering a bounty on her for information on her whereabouts.”

“If she’s psychic, will she be able to protect them?” Tiana asked. “They may be safer on Kalisov.” Apart from the way her father felt about them.

“You tell me. I know Kilma is your aunt, but Larka said your father doesn’t like them.”

“They argued when my mom died. They ended up blaming each other for her death. I don’t know the details, and neither of them have ever talked to me about it. They kept a dignified silence, I expect so they didn’t alienate me from the other.”

“That makes a change. Usually people are only too happy to sway others to their cause.”

“All I know is when my mom got sick, Kilma wanted to bring her home to Rilan, and my father said no. I think my mom wanted to come here, but she would never go against my father’s wishes. Maybe Kilma thought her herbs would save my mom. The argument made my mom worse… At least that was how it seemed to me. As if my mom was tired of being stuck between two worlds.”

“And when she died the argument festered?”

“Something like that. I came here a couple of times after she died, but that stopped, my father always seemed to have something else I should be doing.”

“Well, if they won’t go to Kalisov, maybe Misha’Ha is the next option. If not, I don’t have a plan C, unless they come to Virdia.”

“You would do that for them?” Tiana asked.

“I would do it for you.” 

Tiana blushed, not knowing what to say. He chuckled, and she hid her face, trying to compose herself.

“Stellia. Open cargo bay door, we’ll take the rover. While we’re gone, prepare for launch.”

“Cargo door opening.”

Mak opened the rover door, and boosted her up into her seat, while he climbed into the driver’s seat. “What was wrong with your mom?”

“She just became sad. I remember her being so happy, always singing, and laughing. Then it stopped.”

“Depression?” Mak asked. “She married a king. Why was she depressed?”

“What, you think because you are married to a king everything has to be happy ever after?” Tiana asked.

“No, but … oh … was she forced into it?” 

“No. She loved my father. And he loved her.”

“Then what am I missing? She had the perfect fairy-tale ending to her story. Fell in love, married a prince, had a child. Your planet is rich; she wouldn’t have wanted for anything.”

“Except the freedom of a house on a planet where the air is clear and the water is pure, and you can get up in the morning and walk out of your house without someone catering to your every need.”

“Culture shock.”

“Something like that.” She stared pensively out of the window. “She was torn between two lives. One filled with love, a husband and a family, and another that was wild and free. I think as I grew up, she saw what I was missing, running with the wind in my hair, no concern as to what was right or proper.”

He looked at her sharply. “Wait, you blame yourself?”

“She was happy until she had me. My brothers tell me how she used to sit and tell them bedtime stories; after their mom died, she was the one who looked after them. It was how she met my father. They fell in love, everyone was happy and then I came along.”

“Wait, it is not your fault.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She shook her head. “Let’s just concentrate on helping what’s left of my family.”

“OK. But then we are having a serious talk about this.”

She smiled, shaking her hair back off her shoulders and turning to him. “What does a bounty hunter care about the mixed-up feelings of a princess? Once we have my aunt and Larka safe, you will get your reward, and be on your way. I am not a damsel in distress who needs rescuing by you.”

“Really? Because I already rescued you once.”

“Back at you,” she said, tilting her head to one side. “You do remember being flat out on the floor at the mercy of the Maraki?”

“Etched firmly in my brain.” The rover made its way out of the trees, and he had to ask her, “Which way now?”

“Head north, then follow the trail.” 

“Stellia. How long until the Maraki reach the surface?”

“The ship is not of the Maraki.”

“What?” Mak yelled, slowing the vehicle down. “Then who the hell is it?”

“The ship belongs to the King of Kalisov.”

“You are sure?” he asked, glancing across to Tiana. She knew the blood had drained from her face. But she had no idea what she was supposed to say, or what she should do.

“There, that is their cabin.” She pointed to the little house where her aunt had always lived, and where she had some of her happiest moments with her mom. Only here did she remember her mom smiling. She hated the idea of Larka growing up somewhere else, but it was for the best.

“What are we going to do?” Mak asked.

“Go inside, get them to gather whatever belongings they want to take.” She turned to Mak. “Then you take them to safety, while I talk to my father.”

“I’m not leaving you,” he said.

“It’s for the best, I don’t want him to accuse you of kidnapping me or anything stupid.”

“Tiana. I think it’s better if we all face him. That he sees why you did this.”

She shook her head. “No. What if something happens to Kilma and Larka?”

“Do you really believe your father would hurt them?” Mak asked.

She shook her head. “No, but he wouldn’t help them either.”

“Give him a chance to explain.” Mak placed his hand on her arm. “Please. Clear the air with your family. All your family. Then we can make the best decision about Larka and Kilma.”

She nodded, looking up to where the bright light of a star ship could be seen making the descent through the atmosphere. “I hope you are right.”

“I’m always right.” He leaned forward and kissed her. “Trust me, I’m a bounty hunter.”

She laughed and then looked up, her eyes locked on his. “I don’t know where you came from, but thank you for walking into my life.”

“You need to thank Misha’Ha, she’s the one who sent me.”

“What?”

He shrugged. “I wasn’t looking for you. I was on the trail of a large bounty. I asked her for information, but she sent me to you.”

“Victor Ulha?”

“That’s the one.”

“Then maybe we should go and see this Misha’Ha and thank her.”

“For what? I can’t see your father approving of us, can you? She must have decided I needed to be taught a lesson. Dangling something untouchable in front of my face.”

“You’ve already done plenty of touching,” she said, shocked at her own words.

“Is your father the sort of man who will take my head off with a laser lance in revenge?” 

“He married my mom, who was the daughter of a fisherman. He’s not that much of a snob.”

“I suppose he was going to marry you off to a Maraki trader,” Mak said thoughtfully.

She dared herself to say her next words. “Would a Virdian bounty hunter be so much different?”

“Better, from where I’m sitting,” he said, his voice low and sexy as hell.

She blushed and ducked her head, wanting to squirm in her seat. “I don’t want to force you into anything.”

He laughed. “You couldn’t even if you tried. But I’ve been looking for ways to expand my people’s trade routes. This might be a good marriage.”

“So now you want to marry me for my connections?”

“Oh no. For something much more than that.” He slid his hand between her thighs, and pressed his thumb on her clit, making her squirm. “But I’m always looking for the best deal.”

“You are the worst,” she said, kissing him. Then she pulled away. “I have to warn Kilma.”


Chapter Seventeen – Mak

Jumping to the ground, she ran to the cabin, and he followed, not wanting to let her out of his sight. Tiana burst through the door, her breathing rapid. Mak placed a hand on her shoulder, trying to get her to calm down. He had been in enough negotiations to know they all had to keep level heads.

“Tiana!” Kilma exclaimed. “What’s wrong?”

“A ship is coming into land,” she puffed.

“The Maraki are here already?” Kilma asked, turning to look for Larka. “Larka, come quickly.”

“No.” Tiana steadied her voice. “It’s my father’s ship. His own personal ship.”

“Your father is here? On Rilan.” Kilma looked pale. “What does he want?”

“I don’t know. But I want to ask him if you can come and live with us.”

“No.” Kilma said, shaking her head. “Not there. I know you mean well, but it’s not for us.”

“I understand. So if you don’t want to, that’s up to you.” Tiana looked at him, and then said, “Mak has another idea. A planet called Trealian. There is a woman there, and Mak thinks she might take you in.”

“Would we be safe?” Kilma asked Mak.

“I believe so,” Mak said. “It’s on the outer edges of the sector. We could smuggle you there, you might have to change your names. But we think it would suit you best.”

“We could do that. Change our names.” Kilma said, nodding. “But to leave everything behind…”

“I can take you. Make sure you are safe.” Mak moved back to the door and looked out to where the ship landed, about one click away. “They will be here soon.”

“Then we should go,” Kilma said, gathering up her things.

Mak watched as a rover approached. There were two guards on the outside of it, with lasers that made his weapons look ancient. What he wouldn’t give for something like that…

Maybe her father would give him some new weapons as a wedding gift. But as the rover pulled up, and a man got out, dressed in expensive armor that had never seen a battle, he was struck by just how big a hurdle asking for Tiana’s hand in marriage really was.

Mak moved from the doorway, going out to meet his future father-in-law, wanting to give Tiana some more time alone with Kilma before they met. He also wanted to gauge the king’s mood; going by his expression, it was foul. “You must be the King of Kalisov.” Mak offered the king his hand. “I’m T’Makizomo, of Virdia.”

“I know you are a Virdian. Your height gives you away. A bounty hunter, I presume.” The king looked at Mak’s hand, and then took it, while the guards on the rover aimed their weapons at him. Smiling widely, trying to look relaxed, but knowing the lasers would not be set to stun, he tried not to squeeze the king’s hand too hard. “I’m looking for my daughter. My scouts tell me she was last seen boarding a Virdian ship on Brigal.”

“Guilty as charged,” Mak said. “They are in there.” He tilted his head towards the cabin. “But before you break up the family reunion, I think we need to talk.”

“Do we?” the king said. Mak was unsure if he was amused or annoyed at Mak’s direct talk.

“You see; I know about families. I know about duty, and most of all I know about loyalty.”

“And you think I don’t?” the king questioned, definitely verging on annoyed.

“I think you know better than most people. But that doesn’t mean you know how to deal with it. You have more people to answer to, more to keep happy, and to protect. So I’m going to give you my advice as I see it.” Mak put his very large hand on the king’s shoulder, pressing down just enough to make it uncomfortable. For a non-Virdian, the king was tall, but still a good foot smaller than Mak, both in height and width.

“My guards will shoot you,” the king said evenly.

“I know. But I think you want this resolved, otherwise you would not have come here personally. I also want to believe you want the best for your daughter. She is one fierce lady, and you don’t know what to do with her to keep her safe, and make sure she doesn’t get into any more scrapes like this.”

“You think a lot.”

“Traveling the galaxy gives you time to think.” He smiled. “OK, here goes. Whatever it is between you and Kilma, you sort it out. Tiana lost her mom, and now she feels as if she had to make a choice between her aunt and cousin, and her dad.”

“She made that choice,” the king said bitterly. “She ignored me and ran off.”

“She did. Because you have taught her about duty and loyalty. If a princess can’t express those things for her family, how can she express them for the people on your planet?” Mak nodded. Surely anyone could see the wisdom in his words.

“But sacrifice is also part of being answerable to your people.”

“Sacrifice as a rule doesn’t work for me. You do what you can. And sacrificing a child to make a point or to test loyalty, that is not a good trait in anyone.”

“Especially a king?”

“Hey, I’m not here to judge, and I certainly am not going to accuse the King of Kalisov of anything, when he has two guards pointing their weapons at me.” Mak removed his hand, and the king stepped away from him. “One thing you should know. Larka only got taken because she is related to you by marriage. Now, in my book, that puts the responsibility on you.”

The king looked at him sharply. “Are you sure?”

“Oh yeah. The Maraki were trying to lure Tiana out. It seems they knew you wouldn’t send help, but they also knew Tiana would go. They either have a mole in your court, or they know you better than you know yourself.” With that Mak strolled back to the cabin, the king having to take big strides to keep up.

“As a Virdian, I suppose you are expecting a reward for your trouble.” The king sounded breathless.

Mak shook his head. “This one is on me.” Then he changed his mind. “Actually, there is one thing. You can go in there and make it right for your daughter.”

“You like her?” the king asked.

“A lot,” Mak said, and then stepped inside the cabin, followed by the king. He wasn’t going to discuss his feelings for Tiana with her father until he had talked to Tiana first.

Inside the cabin, Tiana was helping Kilma lift her bags, hefting them onto her shoulders. “Will you speak to my father before you leave?” Tiana asked. “Please, let’s put whatever happened behind us.”

“Tiana, last time we spoke, it was ugly. I know he’s a king, but Jolina was my sister, just as much as she was his wife. I loved her.”

“I know. I also know she wouldn’t want her love, or her death, to come between us.” Tiana hugged her aunt. “Please, for my mom, make peace with my father.”

“I’ll try. But I can’t promise.”

“Thank you,” Tiana said, kissing her cheek. “I know he can be stubborn.”

“As can my daughter,” the King of Kalisov said.  

“Father!” Tiana whirled around, and stood staring at Mak and her father.

“Tiana. You have led us quite a chase. I’m going to have to have talk to the star port officers about not giving you a ship on demand in future. Where is it, by the way?”

“In a bog somewhere.” She looked at the ground. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s done. But now we have to clear this mess up.”

“Is that what we are to you, Your Majesty? A mess to be cleared up. Swept under the rug,” Kilma said.

“Aunt Kilma, you promised to try.”

“To try, yes, but I don’t think there is a way forward,” Kilma said, turning her back on the king to begin packing her possessions up again. “Despite the fact we would be free to live our lives here on our home planet, if he hadn’t wed my sister…”

“I am sorry.” The king left it at that. But it was a start, and Mak hoped Kilma would allow herself to let her defenses down and allow peace in.

Kilma packed in silence, and Tiana filled the gap, speaking to her father. “The Maraki ship will be here in the next few hours, that is the only mess you have to clear up. Mak and I are going to take Kilma and Larka somewhere safe.”

“Are you?” Her father stepped forward. “I cannot have you running around the galaxy like this. You are a princess.”

“I understand. And once I’ve done this, I will come back and be a princess.” Her eyes flicked to Mak, full of longing, and he wondered if she was going to be brave enough to make a stand. To tell her father she wanted to be with him. He wouldn’t blame her if she chose not to. “But I want to choose my own husband.”

“Do you?” her father said, looking at her hard, and then flicking his gaze to Mak, who was smiling, with pride. “And what’s brought on this sudden decision? I thought you refused to marry anyone. If I didn’t know you better, I would think someone has been putting ideas in your head.”

“Well, you do know me better.”

“And is there a particular husband you have in mind?”

“There might be. But I have to get to know him a little better first.” 

Mak raised his eyebrow. He liked the idea of getting to know her more than a little better. He also had to admit she was right. He didn’t believe in love at first sight. There was no need to rush into things, although a trade agreement in the near future would be good for his people. It would soften the blow of him telling them he was dating an alien princess.


Chapter Eighteen – Tiana

 “Nearly there,” Mak said, as they descended through the atmosphere towards the Trealian surface.

“I’m surprised my father let me come with you,” Tiana said. “I thought for sure he was going to get one of the guards to bundle me aboard his ship and run off back to Kalisov with me.”

“If he did that, I may have been forced to come and rescue you again,” Mak said. She couldn’t miss the undertones in his voice. He was not willing to let her go; their relationship was not yet a promise of marriage or even a life together, but it was a promise of a new start, a step down a path that disappeared into an unknown distance. Which they had chosen to walk together.

“He’s mellowed in his old age. Or his loneliness,” Kilma said.

“But things are settled between you and the king?” Larka asked hopefully.

“Yes, Larka. We spoke for some time. We have agreed that we both loved Jolina, neither more than the other. And that the responsibility of her death lay with a tumor that grew in her brain.”

“A tumor?” Tiana asked, tears springing to her eyes. “I never knew. He never said.”

“No. He didn’t. He didn’t want anyone to know he had his apothecaries slice into her to find the root of her death. He wanted you and the boys to picture her as she was the last time you saw her, beautiful, whole.” Kilma sobbed. “I wish I’d known. I could have helped her, I’m sure.”

“The past is the past, and this is your new future.” Tiana smiled through her tears at her aunt and cousin. “I’m sorry you have had to leave Rilan.”

“From what Mak says, this Misha’Ha can teach me a lot, and I want to pass my knowledge down to Larka.”

“I want to be a healer,” Larka said.

“All we have to do is persuade Misha’Ha it’s a good idea,” Mak said, for once not sounding confident.

“I’m sure you can sweet-talk her,” Tiana said. “And to think, I believed bounty hunters were all brawn, no brains.”

“Then I have done my people a good service, breaking down that image you have,” Mak answered, bowing his head slightly.

“What exactly did you say to my father?” Tiana asked.

“That is between me and him. I don’t give secrets away; they have to be bought. Or earned.”

She laughed, knowing how he would expect her to earn the information. She would not complain. The time aboard Stellia with Mak had been the happiest for years. She planned to enjoy every minute of it, especially once they were alone.

They neared the surface of Trealian, and Stellia guided them down to the star port.

“Will the Maraki be able to trace where we’ve gone?” Tiana asked. “It would be pointless to go through all of this for them to turn up on the doorstep and try to take Larka again. Even if my father did destroy the ship coming for Kilma. They are bound to keep looking.”

“Hopefully not. Your father is going to leave a trail back to Kalisov, and tell people he has ended his feud with Kilma and imply they are settled somewhere on your home planet. And if Stellia can change the credentials for her when we dock.”

Stellia, who had been on her best behavior ever since they picked up Larka, huffed. “You want me to break the law.”

“Bend. Bend, not break.”

“Is there a difference?” Stellia asked.

“What’s wrong? They can’t exactly put you in jail.”

“But they can impound me and melt me down into tin cans.”

“I will never let that happen to you, Stellia. Never,” Mak promised.

Her circuitry crackled in pleasure.

***

“This is where we are going to live?” Kilma asked, looking at the small tea shop.

“Hopefully,” Mak said, as he stepped up to the door, and looked inside. 

“I hope you aren’t responsible for this,” Tiana said. It was deserted, no one drinking tea out of fine china or eating delicate melt-in-the-mouth pastries. She had been looking forward to sampling the sweet treats after Mak had described them, and her mouth watered for a sticky cake.

“Wait. There’s someone coming,” Kilma said, stepping back from the window and taking Larka’s hand.

“Is this Misha’Ha?” Tiana asked.

“No, it’s the girl who works for her.” The door opened, and Mak stepped forward. “Hello, Driole. Remember me?”

“Unfortunately.”

“We were wondering if Misha’Ha was here? We would like to talk to her.”

“Come in,” Driole said, standing to one side. Mak hesitated. “What? Are you afraid of a little girl?”

Mak ducked under the doorway, looking around, before motioning for the rest of them to follow. “Business not good?”

“We’re shut for the day.”

“Why?” Tiana asked warily.

“She knew you were coming, and she didn’t want a scene. Last time he came he frightened four customers away. They’ve never been back,” Driole accused.

“He has that effect on people,” Tiana said sympathetically.

“Right. Well, you can go through,” Driole looked at Tiana.

“Me? But we came to see if Kilma and Larka could come and live here.”

Driole looked at them, not unfriendly, but not exactly welcoming. “There are rooms upstairs. I’ll show you.”

“You knew?” Tiana asked.

“Didn’t he tell you who Misha’Ha is?” Driole asked, indicating Mak.

“Yes. He did, but…” Tiana left her words hanging.

“Go and speak to her. She doesn’t like to be kept waiting. You two come with me. And you stay here. If you break anything, or eat anything, she says she’ll curse you.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Mak said. 

Tiana felt nerves knotting in her stomach. She wasn’t sure she wanted to come face to face with a witch, and she certainly didn’t want to hear her future. But she needed Misha’Ha to give Kilma and Larka a home.

“She won’t bite,” Driole said, when she saw her hesitating.

“Thanks,” Tiana said, going through into the back of the shop. 

“Follow the smell of incense,” Mak offered loudly, earning him a scowl from Driole.

His advice was spot on. The scent grew stronger, until she stood outside a door that was slightly ajar. There she stopped, not knowing if she was supposed to knock, or simply enter.

“Come in, Princess Tiana of Kalisov,” a voice said from inside the room.

Taking a deep breath of the scented air, she pushed the door open and went inside. There, sat at a table, was a kindly old woman. Tiana immediately felt at ease. “Hello. Are you Misha’Ha?”

“I am. Come and sit down.”

Tiana took the seat across from Misha’Ha. Between them stood a small empty table, on which the old woman rested her hands. “I can’t look into my own future, but after that big Virdian came here a few days ago, I was worried I would have to move on. Then I had a sense of your aunt. Kilma, isn’t it. And the child, Larka. They will be safe here with me.”

“I’m very grateful.”

“I know. Anyway, I had a memory of your mother in my head. That is where I got the connection to Kilma and Larka.”

“My mother?” Tiana asked, her voice barely audible. “She came here?”

“Not here. No, she came to Carinia once. Before she was married to your father. She was looking for work after leaving that small place she called home.”

“And you sent her to my father?” Tiana asked, frowning.

“Just as I sent that larger-than-life lout to find you.”

“He mentioned he had been to see you.”

“He didn’t come looking for you. But I don’t give information to bounty hunters. Not the kind of information he wanted.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“I want you to know, that whatever it takes, whatever your father says, you two belong together. My gift never lies.”

Tiana looked at Misha’Ha’s hands, and said, “Are you going to read my future?”

“No need. I saw it all when I read his.” She sighed, her face thin, worn, her eyes flashing violet, and then it all faded, and she was the old woman again. “I saw you grow old with him.”

Tiana felt a weight she had not known she carried shift. “Old.”

“You worry that you will die young, like your mother. You don’t want to leave a child alone, as you have been alone. I know your father distanced himself. He loved your mother very much. Which is why he will let you marry that … man. Although part of me thinks I should lie and let you walk away from him. Trouble on two legs.”

“But what fine legs they are,” Tiana said, laughing.

“Each to their own.” Misha’Ha shook her head. “You can go. I’ll speak to your aunt later. Just don’t bring that giant around to visit too often.”

“I won’t. And thank you.”

Tiana left the room, hesitating briefly when she was outside the door to collect her emotions. When they traveled here, she had been afraid to leave Kilma and Larka, but not anymore. Tiana was sure that Misha’Ha would not let any harm come to them, not once she gave them her protection.

“Are you OK?” Mak asked, worry creasing his face as she came back into the shop.

“Yes. She warned me you are a drunk and a brigand, and I would do well to keep away from you.”

“And you are willing to ignore everything she says because you love me?” he asked hopefully.

“Something like that.” She leaned against his broad chest, knowing that this man wouldn’t let anything happen to her; she was his woman. At least for now.


Chapter Nineteen – Mak

“Ready?” Mak asked.

“This sounded much more fun in the planning stages,” Tiana said, adjusting her clothing. 

“Wait until it’s worn in, then it will feel like a second skin.” Damn, if she wasn’t careful, it would never get worn in. She looked so sexy, so incredibly desirable, that he wanted to rip off the black leather bodice, which gripped her curvy body in all the right places, then tear off her tight leather pants and then kiss every bit of her skin and then…

“Hey! Mak! Mind out of the gutter, please. I’m the newbie, you have to focus.” She had her hands on her hips, breasts thrust forward as she berated him.

It did nothing to ease the hardness filling the crotch of his pants. However, she was right: he needed to get a grip, and get rid of his primal need to make love to her, or they would lose their bounty. 

“Coming into land,” Stellia announced, as if they couldn’t see out of the window at the rush of ground coming up to meet them. 

“Here we go,” Mak said to Tiana. “You’ll do great. Just follow my lead.”

“Because that always works,” she said under her breath.

“You did know all my senses are heightened? Including my hearing,” he said, rechecking his side lance was secure.

“Yep.”

He grinned all the same; she was something else. And she was his. Just like the ring she wore on her finger. His woman. His ring. Soon to be his wife.

Mak still couldn’t believe she had accepted his proposal. She’d made him the happiest Virdian alive, but he was also aware that her acceptance had also changed their relationship. At least for him.

Suddenly, this bounty hunter had an intense need to protect her. However, with their quarry cornered, there was no way he could ask her to stay onboard Stellia, but he wanted to. If he had his way, he would sneak off the ship and then order Stellia into lockdown so Tiana couldn’t follow him.

He knew what Tiana’s reaction would be, that ring would no longer be on her finger, and he would no longer be engaged to Princess Tiana of Kalisov. The princess part didn’t bother him, but the Tiana part—well, she was quickly becoming his reason to live. Not that a Virdian would ever admit those feelings to anyone.

“Landing complete. Preparing for takeoff,” Stellia announced.

“OK, we have an hour to find him and get off this planet before Stellia has to leave without us.” This was why he wanted Tiana to stay onboard. Their quarry had crash-landed on Iridis, a planet with a hostile environment. There were bacteria in the air that was attracted to anything with a large surface area, it would hit Stellia first, eating into her metal until it devoured every last electronic piece of her, but it would also find Mak and Tiana too, and strip the flesh from their bodies. 

Victor Ulha had managed to escape into a cave system that offered some protection, Stellia had calculated they could survive in there for two days, but she would have to leave the planet and return for them if they took longer than an hour. Even that short time was a risk.

“Are you sure you shouldn’t leave and then come back for us?” Tiana asked.

Stellia sighed. “We have discussed this, Tiana.”

“I was just checking,” Tiana answered, rolling her eyes at Mak.

“I appreciate your concern,” Stellia added, obviously the eye roll had not gone unnoticed. “But I trust my calculations, and I would rather stay put than come back for you. The descent was not as easy as I had calculated, and I do not want to risk repeating it.”

“But you made it look so easy,” Tiana said.

“You two need to get a room,” Mak said, and then added, “After we get this son-of-a-quasimid.”

“What the hell is a quasimid?” Tiana asked as they left Stellia.

“You’ve never seen one?” Mak asked.

“Nope.”

“Sixteen legs, the size of your fist and they can jump. And swim. And their teeth…”

“I get it,” she said with a shudder. “Do they live on your planet?”

“No.” 

“Good, or you would be single again.”

He drew his taptab out of his pocket; a protective sleeve covered it. They needed it to remain functioning as long as possible. If its circuits got eaten, and Stellia had to leave, they had to be able to find her again. 

They were taking no chances. Both of them wore comms bracelets, and Stellia had given them both back-up bracelets, which were tucked under their clothing. She had wanted to insert tracking chips into them too, but Tiana had drawn a line at that request.

“Is that what’s left of his ship?” Tiana asked. She pointed at a mess of metal and wires, which sat in the sand like a molten clump of debris. 

“Looks like it. Damn, I’ve never seen anything like it,” Mak said.

“We need to hurry; I would hate for Stellia to end up like that.”

He nodded. “The opening to the cave is dead ahead. The taptab hasn’t detected any heat on the infrared, so I’m guessing Victor is deep inside the cave. Last chance to run back?” He tried not to sound hopeful that she would take this last chance, but his mind had filled with images of her beautiful body ravaged by the thing in the atmosphere that would already be starting to gather, and come for them like a swarm of locusts.

“Want me to go first?” she asked in return.

“No. This time I’m not going to be a gentleman. Ladies are going a firm second.” He slipped into the darkness, using the taptab to map out the underground system, making a mental note that some kind of night vision goggles would be a good investment. The light in here was already too dim for them to see far, and even with his enhanced sight and a flashlight, there was an awful lot of darkness where cold-blooded things could lurk.

His hearing, though, that was working perfectly, and he could pick up the faint sound of what could only be described as moaning. Not the good, pleasurable kind of moaning, but the sound of someone in pain. A lot of pain.

“I think our man might already have been here too long,” Mak said, inching forward, waiting for the taptab to fully map the caves so that he didn’t make a wrong turn.

“I thought Stellia had calculated he wouldn’t be affected yet?”

“So did I.”

“I can hear you,” Stellia said. “I will rerun my calculations.”

“OK, fully mapped. There is a very faint heat source around five hundred feet away. We have to go through a maze of tunnels to get there. We’ll keep a steady pace, eyes open, check the roof of the caves and the walls. We need to keep a steady, sweeping motion with the flashlights. Got it?”

“Got it, Captain,” Tiana said with a mock salute, but her voice did not reflect the same bravado.

“Let’s get him and get out of here,” Mak said and set off down the first tunnel.

She followed close behind him. He could hear her footsteps, along with her breathing, which came fast and shallow. He could tell she was scared. Scared was good, scared kept you alive.

Turning left, they kept on for around ten feet before taking a sharp loop back on themselves. As they turned, and twisted, he knew they would never find their way back out of here if the taptab failed.

“Still with me?” he asked, as her light swung off the wall and went out. The low moaning was louder, eerily echoing along the walls.

“Can’t get rid of me that quickly.” She was tapping the flashlight, and sighed in relief when it came back on. “There’s nothing worse than being afraid of the unseen, is there?”

“Nothing worse. It’s like love, it creeps up on you and surrounds you, and there is no escape,” he said, his voice low. His brain was screaming at him to take her hand and get out of there, fast. It was an internal battle he had to win.

“Do you want to escape?” she asked. Then her flashlight went out again. “Damn it.”

“Here, try this one.” He reached into his pack and took out another one, passing it to her. “I’m thinking these caves might not be such a sanctuary,” he said as his flashlight also went out.

“You really think this guy is worth it?” Tiana asked.

“Yep. Since I’ve been on his trail, he has killed another three people. Innocent people—for food, clothes, a ship. The guy needs taking down.” 

They rounded a bend, and he dropped his voice. “The heat source is only a hundred feet away. “You know what to do. Hang back, let me go in first.”

She nodded, and he pushed on faster, knowing Victor would be able to hear them coming. If he had any ears left…

“Fuck. Stay back, Tiana,” he said, as he took one look of what remained of the bounty he had been following for a month now. It appeared justice had been served. “We should get out of here.”

“Aren’t we taking him with us?” Tiana asked, her voice high with fear.

“Not like that.” Mak crouched down, took a tube out of his pack, took out a DNA swab and touched the seething mess of sore flesh. The taptab flashed, confirming they were in the presence of Victor Ulha. Then he backed away.

“What are we going to do?” Tiana asked, as he neared her.

“Get off the planet, quickly.”

“No bounty?” Tiana asked, seeing his face and backing up. Not much fazed him, but this did. Victor Ulha was hanging onto the thinnest of threads to this world. 

“We’ll turn the information in. I recorded it on the taptab. If they take it, great, if not, at least we know we found him and he won’t be hurting anyone again.”

“You always surprise me; you know?” Tiana asked.

“Why? Because I’m a loser?” He was cross he had spent so much time and fuel on tracking this guy. Mak had been looking forward to taking him in to face justice. But justice had been well and truly served.

“Because you are in it for the greater good.”

“I have a village and people who rely on me, so the money is why I do this. But there is also a good amount of job satisfaction.”

“Well, Mr. Job Satisfaction. Once we are on our way home, I may have to give you a different kind of reward.”

He laughed, despite the fear they were going to end up like Victor, a pile of gooey flesh. “I am going to take you up on that, Princess Tiana.”


Chapter Twenty – Tiana

“Decontamination chamber. Now!” Stellia’s voice sounded over the comms as they made their way back onto the ship.

Tiana tried not to panic. “I thought the caves were supposed to be safer?”

“My calculations were for the surface; I could not penetrate deep enough to correctly calculate the bacteria inside.”

“And now you have?” Mak asked.

“The darkness enhances the movement of the bacteria. It clings to the walls of the caves, eating them from the inside out.”

“Damn,” Mak said, undoing his coat.

“Leave your clothes on the planet,” Stellia ordered.

“You mean my coat?” Mak took it off, and reluctantly let it drop to the floor.

“Leave as much clothing as you can, it will make decon quicker.” They both knew better than to argue with Stellia. There was an urgency in her voice that was unnerving; she might not always be polite, but she was always upbeat and positive.

“I know I dreamed of stripping those clothes off your body,” Mak said. “This was not actually what I had in mind.”

They hurried, knowing every minute delay was a chance for the bacteria to eat away at Stellia’s hull. 

“OK, I know there’s no one else on the planet, but I refuse to go completely naked out here,” Tiana said. 

Mak had fewer reservations and tore every stitch off his body. “Ready!” Stellia opened a side hatch, which led straight into the chamber. “Ladies first.” He helped her inside, where she quickly removed her underclothes and threw them back onto the planet’s surface.

“Now, that makes the whole thing worthwhile,” Mak said lightly, before following her in and pulling the door closed behind him.

They were stood in an empty chamber, a six-foot by six-foot space that should have felt claustrophobic, but didn’t, despite Mak’s huge body taking up a large amount of the room. The ceiling was just high enough that he could stand without ducking.

“Cozy,” he said with a grin.

“Something like that,” Tiana answered, although when the sound of air hissing into the chamber began, her nerves were close to shredding. “This will work. We won’t end up like Victor, will we?”

“I have taken a sample of the bacteria. The decon system has been programmed to kill it. Both inside and outside of your bodies.”

“Inside?” Tiana asked. She was beginning to wonder why she was here, why she hadn’t stayed at home, while Mak went out ridding the galaxy of evil. 

Mak stepped closer, gathering her into his arms. “It will be fine. I’ve been through worse.”

“Really?” she asked, resting her head against his broad chest, and trying to relax.

“Yes. One time on Erilo…”

“I don’t need to know. Just hold me,” she said, as a cloud of gas filled the chamber, making it hard to see. She clung to him as if he was the last solid thing in the world. She could be lost anywhere, and his presence would always make her feel as if she were home. 

Which was why she was here with him now, instead of sitting in her room in the palace, drinking tea and discussing the weather.

This was living. He was her life.

“Decontamination complete.”

“OK. Are you ready to launch?” Mak asked. A door opened, leading into the ship, and Mak took Tiana’s hand and pulled her through it.

“Yes.”

“Then launch.” He pulled Tiana onto the control deck and they sat down, still naked. They knew that any delay in launching put Stellia’s hull in danger, so clothes could wait.

“Launching, in three, two, one.” The ship’s voice sounded relieved as they blasted off.

Tiana held onto Mak’s hand, relieved to be leaving the planet. “Where to now?” she asked.

“We have to take the samples to the nearest cred station. After that, I don’t know.”

“I thought we could go on our honeymoon.”

Mak laughed. “We aren’t married yet.”

“I know, but the honeymoon is the best part, so I thought we could do that first.”

“I thought you wanted to get married soon,” he said, his eyes narrowing.

“I do. Well, I did. But my father wants us to go on a tour of the galaxy once we are married. You know, as ambassadors from Kalisov.”

“Oh.” He grinned. “A honeymoon sounds much more fun.”

“We have exited the planet,” Stellia announced.

“Damage to hull?” Mak asked.

“Ten percent of protective coating eroded. All other systems in optimum working order,” Stellia said proudly. “Barely a scratch.”

“You know, we really need to get Stellia fixed.” 

“I’m fine,” Stellia said.

Ignoring her words, Mak unfastened his seat belt, and stood up, his body towering over hers. “There’s this place I know, across the galaxy, he does great hull repairs.”

“Across the galaxy, huh?” Tiana asked.

“It’s a long journey…”

“We could use warp.” Stellia suggested.

“Too risky. I think we should go the scenic route,” Mak replied.

“I am capable of warp.”

“Sometimes the journey has to be slow,” Mak said. “You said your hull still has good integrity. So why rush it?”

“I will never understand you, Mak.” 

“No woman ever could. Now, maybe you could give me a minute alone with Tiana? Don’t you have something that needs calculating.”

“Like our slow course?”

“Exactly.”

Giggling, Tiana slid to her knees, and took his cock in her hand, her tongue licking the head, making him groan. His hand gripped the console, and when she glanced up, she could see his face lifted towards the ceiling, his mouth open. Grazing her teeth along his shaft drew a sharp hiss of breath from him, and his hand fisted her hair, his hips flexing forward.

Opening her mouth, she took him inside, her tongue swirling over the head, tasting his alien come on her tongue. If any other man tasted different, she would never know. He was the only one for her, for now and forever.

“I want to fuck you, Tiana.” He pulled back, his cock slipping out of her mouth. Bending down, he scooped up her naked body and then sat down in his chair, lifting the arm rests up so he could lower her down, one of her knees on either side of his thighs as she straddled him.

“How do you want me, Mak?” she asked, swaying her hips so her outer lips teased the head of his erect cock.

“I want you to sit on me. Slowly.” He placed his hands on her hips, and guided her down onto his shaft.

“Like this?” She lowered herself down, the head of his cock slipping inside her.

“Yes.”

She raised herself back up, and he groaned, his grip on her hips firmer, and she said, “I thought you liked a tease.”

“Not that kind of tease,” he ground out.

Tiana lowered herself onto him again, letting him slide inside her sex, deeper, wanting him, needing him. 

Mak’s giant hand cupped her right breast, his thumb rolling over her nipple, before his mouth sucked it in hungrily. Her hips bucked at the onslaught, his teeth and tongue torturing the taut bud. The intense need to feel him deep inside her overcame her, and she pressed herself down onto him, impaling herself on his cock.

“Oh, oh, Mak. I…” She rolled her hips, lifting herself up and down, the sensations of his mouth on her nipples joining with those that dwelled in her core, waking her whole body to the need for him.

Mak moved his right hand, sliding it across her soft stomach and then lower, to press against her clit. Tiana lost control, the rise and fall of her body mingling with the rolling of her hips, until they were dancing to a tune only they could hear.

Mak lifted himself to press into her, hard, and she wrapped her hands around his neck to keep herself grounded. Her climax was so tantalizingly close, she could feel it, taste it.

Before it hit her, Mak lifted her up, seating her on the edge of the console, and began the dance again. In and out, he corkscrewed his hips to stretch her around him. Their eyes locked and he watched her arousal near its peak, saw the hunger for him in her eyes, and he lowered his head to kiss her, their rhythm slowing. 

Lazily he moved, in and out, her orgasm slipping away as he fought to prolong their lovemaking. But she needed a release, needed to come and feel his seed warm and thick inside her.

Reaching down between their bodies, she cupped his balls in her hand, fondling them gently, stroking him, while she tensed her inner muscles.

“Not fair,” he said, his voice ragged.

Tiana nipped and sucked his earlobe, her breath caressing his skin as she whispered. “I don’t play fair. Not when it’s something I really want.”

He chuckled, and she heard a low rumble in his immense chest. “A woman after my own heart.”

“I’m after more than that, Mak.” 

“Whatever you want, it’s yours.” He kissed her neck, licking the hollow of her collar bone, and then sucking her breasts, while he gained momentum. She clung to him, knowing this time he would not pull away from her: they were one, and they came as one.

He lunged forward, his hand under her bottom, hard, deep, he thrust, filling her with his alien essence. The chain reaction was almost instantaneous. Her sex gripped him, inner muscles straining to milk him of his seed.

His stamina was amazing, his urgent thrusts slowed to become caresses, stroking her inner walls as her orgasm subsided. Then he picked her up and took her to his small bunk, where he made love to her all over again. And again, as Stellia took them the scenic route across the galaxy.

 

***
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Or available individually

suggested reading order
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Love
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Mate Of The Dragon
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The Escort (The Escort Series Part One)(Free in some regions)

The Escort (The Escort Series Part Two)

The Escort (The Escort Series Part Three)
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Helen’s story:
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Captured By The

Hannoth Barbarians

Captured By The Barbarian: Cilla Part One

Claimed By The Barbarians: Cilla Part Two

Taken By The Barbarians: Dinah

Tilda - Captured By The Hannoth Barbarians

Thandor - Captured By The Hannoth Barbarians

Princess Yolanda - Captured By The Hannoth Barbarians

Bound By The Barbarian: Tirim

Bound To The Barbarian: Tirim Part 2 (Reluctant Gay Sex)

Captured By The Barbarians: Scarla

Tamed By The Barbarian: Shona Part One

Hunted By The Barbarian: Shona Part 2

Teaching The Barbarian: Petra
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Saved By The Pack

Alice

Sarah

 

The Dualis
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Found (Book One)

Lost (Book Two)

Return (Book Three)

 

Shifters Of Spellholm - The Bears

Her First Time With A Bear (Book 1)

Too Much To Bear (Book 2)

Bear With Me (Book 3)
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Curves For Her Bears (BBW Shifter Erotic Romance)

Saving You, Saving Me (Bad Boys Love Big Girls (BBW Erotic Romance))

Rachel (Curves in the Family Part One (BBW Erotic Romance))
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BBW - Curves For Her Soldier
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BBW - Greystone Wolves

A Virgin For The Wolf (Curves For Her Werewolf Boss) (BBW Erotic Romance)

***

Curves For Her Cowboy (BBW Billionaire Cowboy Erotic Romance)

Betrayed Curves
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A Virgin For The Billionaire
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Behind Closed Doors

Stories filled with lust, sex and, of course, love.
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Continue reading What Katy Did First (First Time Virgin Sex)

What Katy Did Next (Oral sex, Domination)

What Katy Did Then (BDSM, Sex In The Car)

What Katy Did With Her Billionaire Boss (Billionaire Erotic Romance)

Crystal and Roxie, Rockstar Sex (Ménage Threesome First Time Anal Sex)

Jamie, Cowboy Lust (First Time Gay Sex)
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