
        
            
                
            
        

    

Battling Rapture

Stormie
Kent

 

Niki is captured by hostile aliens
after Earth is invaded. Once a soldier, she is now a slave. She is sold to the
highest bidder, and then lost in a game of cards to a tall Ordanian spaceship
captain, who claims to have been sent to rescue her. They work together to
survive the dangers of the United Universe, while Niki battles her desire for
the only man to ever enflame her mind, body and soul.

Captain Rhine’s mission is to
reunite the Earth woman with her family. Outmaneuvering beast shifters and a
crazed stalker are the very least he is willing to do to keep her by his side.
Her touch ignites his passion. Her scent drives his lust. Her strength eases
his soul even as she challenges him every step of the way. In the end, Rhine
understands, the biggest battle is for her heart.
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Chapter One

 

Peering at the sheer drop to the ground was gut wrenching.
One wrong move and she’d topple through the floor or fall out of the missing
wall of the hospital wing. Niki wished for a hood as the wind blew debris and
dust around her. Unfortunately, she needed her peripheral vision sharp and not
hidden by hooded edges. Animal, alien or human, anything or anyone could be
hiding in the rubble.

She filled bags with medicines, needles and bandages. She
saw a pile of hospital gowns and shoved those in too. She had a little of
everything loaded into the packs, including soap, hospital toothbrushes and
sheets. Their third salvage mission might be their last. The next time they
came, the entire place could be vaporized. This was the only city for miles
which still contained the original architecture and infrastructure—even if it
was in ruins.

She walked to the gaping hole in the wall. Craters dotted
the landscape. Some were filled with buildings, others with vehicles. The
building across from her had the top two floors collapsed in. All the windows
were blown out. She looked down. Movement caught her eye, and she quickly hid
behind what was left of a pillar. She carefully peered down again and relaxed
when she noticed it was only a pack of stray dogs.

At least it isn’t a lion or tiger from the zoo.

She heard a whistle, and then a man stepped into the
doorway.

“You ready, Niki?” Antoine said.

“Yes, let’s get these down to the wagons and go get the
others. I hope they found baby formula and ammunition.”

Dragging the heavy packs down the emergency exit stairwell
was slow work. When they reached the ER entrance, they began loading the bags
in the carts.

“I wish I knew how the aliens track us when we use cars and
trucks. This would be so much easier without the horse and cart,” Antoine said.

“Just be happy we don’t have to hike back up the mountain
with this stuff on our backs or pulling it behind us on a makeshift gurney.”
She was slightly out of breath. Some of the bags she’d packed weighed more than
she did. She pulled her gun from her hip. “You steer the cart. I’ll be
lookout.”

There were four teams spread out all over the city. They
needed to pick them up and make it back to the mountain by late afternoon
without stumbling onto an alien hunting party.

She scanned the rubble for dead bodies. They tried to burn
them when they could. If not, the animals—well, it was better if they burned
the bodies. She refocused. She had a job to do. To make it back to camp safely,
they all needed to use their heads, stay sharp and work as a team.

Their survival depended on it.

* * * * *

“You Niki?”

She looked up at the man in front of her. He was about six
feet tall, sunburned, rangy and obviously new to camp. The camp had water for
bathing and the man didn’t appear to have seen bathing water in many months.
Only the blue of his eyes looked clean.

She’d been flipping her pocket knife open and closed as she
sat, feet braced on the ground and elbows propped on her thighs. Staring at the
man, she slowly leaned back so her back rested on the picnic table behind her.
She didn’t flinch as her ponytail caught between her spine and the table. No
weakness was too small to be preyed upon by others. Her hair snagged and tore
on the ragged wood of the table. The pain was fleeting, yet sharp.

The man’s eyes darted around and he had trouble meeting her
gaze. Shifty. She didn’t have time for this. It was late summer, and even in
the Appalachian Mountains of Virginia, it was damn hot. Her sleeveless t-shirt
molded to her body with sweat and when she moved, her dog tags shifted uneasily
against her breasts.

“Who are you?” It was time to speed up this little
conversation.

A familiar deep voice intruded on her conversation. “Why are
you looking for Niki?”

She peered at Mark as he walked toward them, rifle strapped
to his back. He had his nose in her business. Again. She almost sighed. He used
to be family, with strong emphasis on used to. The connection didn’t give him
the right to interfere.

He’d given up the privilege through the use of falsity and
defamation. She tightened her jaw until her back teeth hurt. It was no lie that
he loved her cousin. It was the only break she would cut him. Since they had
lost Camryn, he had been guarding Niki as if he were a drunk with his last
bottle of whiskey. She was tempted to put him on his ass just to remind him she
wasn’t a lightweight.

“I’m Blue,” the drifter said. The taller man almost bowed to
Mark. If he’d had a hat, she bet he would have doffed it. “I heard you was
looking for information on someone you lost when the aliens came.”

She was looking for information. Her heart raced. This could
be another dead end or it could be the break she needed. She’d lost Camryn.
Niki would find her. People came to the camp from time to time. Some claimed to
have seen Camryn or heard where she could be found. It didn’t matter how many
false reports she received. She had to look.

She opened her folding knife, and rubbed her thumb along the
swirling pink tiger lily handle. “What do you have for me?”

“You still paying?” he asked. He was almost belligerent
where he’d been mild mannered before.

“I have a day’s rations for good information.” He looked as
if he needed it.

“There’s a female in a camp close to what used to be New
Haven in the Metacomet Ridge Mountains. She’s black, and has long, curly, brown
and black hair.”

He’d just described Niki. Which meant the description would
match Camryn as well.

“He’s lying,” Mark said.

“I seen her myself. Sweet little thing. Kind to everybody.”
Blue’s eyes darted from Niki to Mark.

“Can you show me on a map how to get to this camp, Blue?”
she asked.

“Niki,” Mark said.

She clenched her jaw and continued to stare at Blue. Mark
could just butt out. The information the man brought was family business. Mark
had thrown away his chance to be family.

The drifter cleared his throat. “Yes, I can show you.”

“Good, come with me.” She rose from the bench and walked
with purpose toward her tent. She put her knife in her pocket.

“How did you get here without Trogo on your tail?” Mark
asked. He crowded Blue.

That was a good question. The Neanderthal-like aliens were
the best trackers there were. She and Mark had barely escaped the aliens as
they searched for Camryn.

“I stayed on the mountain. I haven’t seen one come in the
mountain ranges yet.” Blue edged away from Mark.

She hadn’t seen an alien on the mountain either.

“Wait here.” Niki entered her tent and grabbed the United
States map she had stretched across the dirt floor.

When she returned to the men, she spread the paper out on
the ground before Blue and Mark. She pointed to the spot where their camp was
located.

“We’re here.”

Blue traced a circuitous path northeast. “Camp was here.
It’s hard to tell really. Them aliens destroyed everything.”

The aliens had destroyed almost every town, city and
landmark in the area. From the reports they received from drifters like Blue,
the Nestvur, Orpuwanou and Trogo had somehow vaporized what had taken hundreds
of years to build in a matter of months. They flattened the land and created
alien ports where human captives were sold.

Her heartbeat was steady and strong. She felt urgency, but
not the desperation she’d felt when she and Camryn had first become separated.
This was better. She could plan properly.

“Niki, you can’t believe this guy. How did he even hear that
you were looking for Camryn? Probably from the last wanderer who conned you out
of a day’s rations,” Mark said.

She flipped him the bird in her mind and went back into the
tent. The obscene gesture wouldn’t sway him from saying whatever he’d come to
say anyway. She gathered the rations and took them out to Blue. The man thanked
her quickly and left. Niki refolded her map and pushed past Mark. She turned to
enter the tent.

He grabbed her arm. She looked down at his hand, and then
into his eyes. He was only slightly taller than her. She raised her eyebrow. It
was the only warning he would get. He released her immediately.

“At least wait and let me come with you,” he said.

She played out backhanding him in her mind. It was difficult
not to follow thought with action. She restrained herself. Barely.

He’d lost the love of his life in the invasion.
Unfortunately for him, he hadn’t been the love of Camryn’s life. She averted
her gaze. Cleared her throat. The same event that had cut his marriage short
had made him and Niki enemies for a while. Dull pain speared her chest and she
breathed through the moment.

Yet she didn’t expect any less from him than his desire to
protect her and look for Camryn. When men loved Camryn, they always loved her.

“You’re needed here. Who will run the camp?” Attachment was
weakness. Look at how she stood having a useless conversation when she could
have spent the time packing and forming a plan.

“How will we run the camp without you? Every time you
disappear, things fall apart.” He ran his hand through his dark-brown hair.
“She wouldn’t want you to get killed looking for her, Niki. You were all she
ever cared about.”

“She’s my only family, Mark. If you were raised as we were—”

“I tried to know both of you, Niki. Neither of you would let
me in. Even though you pretended not to care for her, you both only ever saw
each other.” His face was intense. His eyes blazed.

If he cries, I’m punching him.

“Mark, you tried to separate us and it didn’t work. She
would have been loyal to you forever.” She waited until that truth curbed his
attitude. He hunched a little as though she’d punched him in the gut. “She
would look for me. You know she would. I will find her.” She kept her voice low
as two camp members walked by.

“You two were closer than cousins.”

That’s because we weren’t just cousins.

“This conversation is over, Mark.”

“Just wait for me. I need to leave orders and then I can be
ready at dawn.” He began walking backward toward the camp’s command center.

She stared at him.

“Niki?”

“Fine. Don’t be late. I will leave you.”

 

At midnight, she passed the patrol on the northern edge of
camp. She’d trained the male and female pair herself. They didn’t attempt to
stop her and she didn’t volunteer any information. She needed to put distance
between herself and camp before dawn. Mark was going to be angry. She didn’t
want him following her.

She needed to find her cousin on her own. She didn’t think
he would put finding Camryn above his own life. She would.

She followed existing trails where she could. Each mountain
range had been changed by the damaging blasts from alien fire power. The
mountains still stood, but new caverns had emerged and many trails were blocked
by fallen rock and felled trees. Where lush foliage once grew, now the ground
only supported dirt and jagged rock.

Her pack was heavy against her spine. There was little
safety where she was headed. The path led her on a downward narrow spiral
toward the base of the mountain. Leaving the mountain meant becoming alien
prey.

She needed to find Camryn.

Initially, she’d felt a sense of urgency in locating her.
Camryn had been in trouble and Niki knew it. She and Mark had searched, dodging
Trogo and air patrols. It was as if Camryn had disappeared. Either she was
absorbed into a camp or she’d been captured.

There was a faint whoomp. A large shadow wavered on
the path in front of her. Niki looked up through the sparse trees at the
camel-colored, triangular-shaped aircraft. Air patrol. There was nowhere for
her to go, balanced on the grassy edge of the cliff.

She broke into a jog. Her heart pounded in her ears. Her
focus narrowed to the only plan that made sense. Run. Escape. Hide.

If she could find a cave, she might possibly wait the air
patrol out. They wouldn’t come onto the mountain to get her. They couldn’t,
right? She looked down. She was closer to the valley below than was safe. Where
was the imaginary line which kept the aliens off the mountain? Had she passed
it? Was she safe? She needed to hide before the shooting started.

Maybe they haven’t seen me.

The path before her exploded in laser fire. Her heart
skipped a beat before galloping faster than before. She couldn’t decide if her
heart wanted to get lodged in her throat or explode from her chest. Niki pulled
up quickly and reversed course. They fired on the path in front of her again.
Bits of rock ricocheted, and sprayed her legs. Without her fatigues, she would
have been cut. It hurt like hell anyway.

The air patrol craft hovered above her. She remained still
and alert. Her eyes darted around. There were only two directions left, up or
down. She could see ground hover vehicles floating over the earth in the
distance.

If she made it to the ground, she might have enough time to
kiss her freedom goodbye before they were on her. So, up. She turned and found
finger and toe holds. She began her climb. They would need to capture her
alive. Surely there wasn’t a current market for corpses.

They fired one blast above her head. Pebbles tumbled down
over her. She averted her eyes quickly.

“Damn.”

The dust caused her to cough uncontrollably. She wiped her
face and turned to the aircraft. Niki raised both her middle fingers at it,
then looked around. The only way left was down. She wasn’t going on her own.

She went to the cliff edge and sat down with her legs
dangling over the side. They would have to come up the mountain if they wanted
her. She pulled her .45 from her waist, released the safety and waited. The
handgun wouldn’t do much against air patrol, but she could pick off any Trogo
who climbed the short incline to reach her. For a while, at least.

“What I wouldn’t give for some hard liquor and an automatic
assault rifle right now.”

She imagined she was engaged in a faceoff with the air
patrol craft. The drop to the ground wasn’t far. For now, she would wait them
out. The ground hovercraft stopped below her. Khaki uniforms and scraggly hair
were all she could make out of the aliens below.

They didn’t climb up.

The air patrol craft shifted positions, lowering to her line
of sight. Then it fired repeatedly on the area of rock directly below her
perch. The ground shook and she fell back. The ledge gave way and she grabbed
hold of the loose boulder with her free hand and hugged the edge with her other
arm. She and the boulder slid down the incline.

If it flips, I’ll be crushed.

The speed at which she traveled was mind blowing. She felt
every bump as the boulder careened down the slope. Brown and green blurry
images of trees whizzed past. Her stomach and its contents rolled, fell and
rose again. The boulder scraped and clattered against rock, yet all she heard
was the whoosh of air passing her ears.

Suddenly, the boulder stopped and pitched forward. She was
flung through the air. What was probably seconds felt closer to minutes of
freefalling. She landed on her side. Hard. She was shaken, but managed to raise
her gun hand. Her fingers were numb. She fired off two shots. Purple blood
sprayed from the chest of the first Trogo to reach her.

Pain lanced through her body and she almost dropped her arm.
Almost. She fired until the clip was empty. Snarls and yells greeted her ears.
Bodies littered the ground, but more came. She couldn’t make her body get up.
Behind the Trogo, she could see men and women trapped in the cages on the rear
of the ground hover vehicles. She’d stumbled onto a patrol.

Adrenaline coursed through her system. Niki had her knife
out before the next Trogo grabbed her. She missed his heart as he twisted and
she only managed a gut stab. That wouldn’t kill him.

She was jerked roughly to her feet and handcuffed before she
could throw her first punch. Her knife was stuck in the Trogo’s belly. She
leaned back against the Trogo holding her upper arms, lifted both of her feet,
and kicked the one before her with all her strength. He fell back against his
comrades. They went down as though they were bowling pins.

The one holding her jerked her forward and to the rear of
the hovercraft. She spit on the pile of Trogo attempting to stand on the way
past.

“It took twenty of you to subdue one girl. You suck and your
friends are dead.” For once having the last word didn’t make her feel better.

* * * * *

He wouldn’t tell Venn he had brought his younger sister to
an almost lawless casino. Rhine looked around the B’wor’s Luck. It had all the
prerequisites of a place to lose your money or your life. The walls were dark
enough to hide anything which might splatter on them. The lights stayed dim.
The haze of tryzu smoke created an artificial fog which secluded pockets
of tables.

The old, sturdy tables were dented, watermarked tiont
wood. The chairs looked comfortable, black, ergonomic and obviously designed to
keep players in their seats for long hours. The scantily clad barmaids who
pushed subpar liquor were the hallmark of any low rent establishment on a
casino moon.

In the front room, hawkers enticed players to play at their
game tables and try computer games. As Rhine scanned the room, he occasionally
caught the hawkers’ eyes. He made sure his teeth were bared. The longer,
sharper and harder teeth of a hypersensitive were common knowledge. The hawkers
looked away quickly.

Play-for-credit machines lined the walls and randomly
whirled and buzzed with sounds and flashing lights. They hurt his
hypersensitive eyes and ears. The mood was boisterous.

They passed from the larger room to a smaller room in the
back. The noise and lights fell away as if it were a waterfall. Each sound was
measured, used or discarded here by patrons, based on whether or not it moved
them closer to more credits. The United Universe’s common currency was only
half of the motivation here. The other was the lure of the winning hand. All
the serious card players congregated here in the back room.

Somewhere on this casino moon was the Huntu’s newest first
lady’s kinswoman. His cousin Venn’s wife, Camryn, was an Earth woman, the love
of his cousin’s life and a former slave. Venn had hired the crew of the Dovian
Heart, a group of anti-slavery mercenaries, to search for the woman. Rhine
had been dubious in the extreme about the likelihood she would be found. Niki
Sawyer could have been on the beleaguered Earth or on one of the hundreds of
thousands of inhabited planets scattered throughout the United Universe. She’d
been identified quickly, surprising him more than he wanted to admit.

The information sent to Venn from the crew of the Dovian
Heart indicated Isor Ja, an itinerant gambler and lackey for the region’s
number two press gang boss, had purchased his new cousin’s kinswoman. Rhine had
been waiting in space, ready for the message that the Dovian Heart had
found Niki. He’d changed course immediately and set out with his cousins Tor,
Gunter and Olaf. Unfortunately, he also had an extra crew member. Bronwyn.

She was untried on a mission like this one. If Isor Ja
wouldn’t allow Rhine to purchase Niki Sawyer, Rhine fully intended to kill him
and take her. They tried to give Camryn what she wanted. She wanted her
kinswoman. She was nearly sick with wanting her.

The desire to give Camryn what she wanted was why, when the
small Earth woman asked if Bronwyn could continue her coming of age trip
instead of being returned to Ordan, both Venn and Rhine had folded. They had
pretended to be swayed by Camryn’s argument that Bronwyn would be with family.
He knew the truth. They were fools for her every request. Outside of her
brothers, who would protect the girl more fiercely than her cousins and the
ruling cabinet of her Tribe, she’d asked?

When he returned home, he would practice saying no to Camryn
each day until it was easy.

At least Bronwyn looked the part of a badass. They’d all
donned black leather and the girl had emulated Camryn’s style by wearing thin
leather pants under a bisected skirt. Extreme eyeliner and black lipstick,
combined with the fact that as an Ordanian she was taller than most men in the
casino, eased his mind on how tough she looked. Besides, Bronwyn had come into
the world with icy disdain in her eyes and a cold sneer on her lips.

He kept her close to his back and Tor stationed himself
behind her. Anyone would have to be a damn fool to come against four armed
Ordanian men and one mean and armed Ordanian woman.

He scanned his surroundings again, blocking the maelstrom of
emotions which swirled around the room. He wondered if the patrons would
control their feelings if they knew empaths walked among them.

“This place is a dump,” Bronwyn said.

For once, he was happy to see the contempt on her face.
Without Camryn to make her smile, the girl had no other expression.

They needed to find Isor Ja. Each man and Bronwyn had his
image on their communication pads from an old warrant. Sweaty, unwashed bodies
and tryzu smoke created an aroma which curled his lip and caused his
eyes to water.

“How are we going to find him in this crowd?” Gunter asked.

“We have to guard the little one here,” Rhine said.

“I’m almost as tall as you. How is that little?” she asked.

“I mean age, Bronwyn.”

“I’ll cover the door,” Gunter said quietly. “Contact me on
the com link if you find him.”

Rhine was proud of his new communications links. They had to
be special ordered because Ordanian hearing was so advanced that a regular link
sounded as if someone was screaming in their ears. Rhine nodded and they set
off to the right side of the room. They wound slowly through the tables. Anyone
in their way moved. Those who glanced at them looked away quickly. Being bigger
and scarier was satisfying in the extreme.

A familiar scent assailed his nose at the same moment
Bronwyn gasped. He hurriedly searched the room. It smelled as if they had
bottled Camryn’s scent, cut the layer of sweetness with an extra dose of spice
and then sprayed the rear of the room with it.

“There,” Bronwyn whispered.

She quickly pointed to a table behind a haze of tryzu
smoke and surrounded by several species he knew to be hypersensitive. The scent
of the Earth woman would be too much for them to resist.

He barreled through the aliens. As he neared, he got his
first clear look at a woman who had to be Niki Sawyer. Now we’ll have two of
them to defend.

She was exquisite. She looked like Camryn, yet she…didn’t.
She had the same Rhinonian colbruna-colored skin and long, curly brown
and black hair. Their features were almost identical at first glance. Niki’s
face was symmetrical, her eyes large and brilliant, her lashes long and her
lips full.

But her brown eyes were also hard and her mouth was
implacable instead of just stubborn. She stared at the back of Isor Ja’s head
as if the force of her gaze would be enough to shatter his skull. She radiated
a controlled anger which was almost frightening coming from such a beautiful
woman. He glanced down. Isor Ja had her hands chained behind her. She wore a
sheer sheath in a shimmering rainbow print and ankle shackles. The bastard
hadn’t even given her shoes for her feet.

They reached the table just as a player folded and stood. A
yellow and brown amphibious male from Ol attempted to take his place. Rhine
pulled him away by the neck, careful to keep the man’s shirt between his hand
and the mucous covering the Ol’s body.

“Hey, I was—” The man looked up at Rhine. “I’ll find another
table.”

Rhine sat down. “What’s the game? What are the stakes?”

“Ordanian,” Isor Ja said. He glanced behind Rhine at the
others and shuddered. “Ordanian nobles, no less. We aren’t playing for steep
enough stakes for someone like you.”

“We are Huntu. Are you telling me I may not play?”

Silence descended on the table.

“She’s mine. You have your own Earth exotic,” Isor Ja
blurted as he scraped his chair back.

Rhine could feel her eyes on him. Her malevolence was now
directed at him.

“You speak of my new cousin, Camryn, Lady Huntu. Do so with
respect.” Or die was a given.

Niki’s hostility lowered and the look she gave him was more
speculative than murderous. Rhine leaned back casually in the chair. He felt
more than heard Gunter join them.

“What are we playing?”

 

He wanted to say his prowess at cards was saving the day. In
reality, the Earth woman, Niki, gave him clues to best his opponents. He’d
worked out a system based on how she moved her body. A toss of her hair
indicated a bluff. If she cocked her head to the right, it meant bid higher. If
she cocked her head to the left, it meant hold. Her clues were too reliable for
chance. It seemed the woman had chosen sides.

Rhine didn’t feel at all guilty about cheating. Maybe Isor
Ja wouldn’t mind either if he knew that winning Niki would save Rhine from
slitting Isor Ja’s throat and tossing his body into the casino’s incinerator.

Isor Ja was clearly in trouble. Their fellow players had
abandoned the game, saying the stakes were too steep. Isor Ja refused to admit
defeat. Olaf had already hacked into the other man’s credit account and knew
what his balance was. He’d whispered the information to Rhine five hands ago.

“I raise my bet ten thousand credits,” Rhine said coolly.

Isor Ja was visibly sweating now. “I can’t cover a bet like
that.”

The man didn’t fold, though. Rhine stared at him for several
moments, allowing the man’s anxiety to escalate.

“What do you have that I would want?” Rhine asked.

“I have a cache of tryzu.” Isor Ja sounded hopeful.

“Tryzu won’t work on an Ordanian. I have no use for
drugs.”

They sat there in silence for a while. Rhine allowed the
tension to build. Isor Ja was a compulsive gambler. When he wasn’t running
errands for his boss, he was hopping from casino moon to casino moon. The
B’wor’s Luck just happened to be his favorite casino.

“Come now, if you can’t match the bet or make it worth my
while, I’ll take the entire pot.” Rhine made to move his credit badge to the
table computer, which recorded each bet and ensured it was paid.

“I have a new single-man fighter.” Isor Ja leaned forward in
his chair.

“If it’s standard issue, I won’t fit in it. Come, man, you
have a perfectly good exotic behind you. I would accept her as payment on the
debt.”

“Fifteen thousand credits. She’s a level one exotic.” His
tone was proud.

Rhine’s lip turned up in disdain. “You’ve already lain with
her.”

“I haven’t. I was waiting for tonight after we partied
some.”

Rhine inhaled. The man was telling the truth. Their scents
weren’t intermingled. He had merely touched her, and by the look of the cut
under the smaller man’s eye, Rhine knew why she was shackled.

“Thirteen thousand,” Rhine said. “Make sure the codes for
her chains come with her deed.”

She was angry again. Didn’t she understand that they had to
play this a certain way? They all needed to make it out alive.

Isor Ja looked down at his hand. “Fine, I accept the terms.”

The table computer flashed green. The bet had been recorded.

“Barbarian’s hammer,” Isor Ja said. He smiled as he laid his
cards on the table.

Rhine glanced down at all five warrior cards. The
holographic images of each armor-covered hulking warrior in red, black, blue,
green and orange bludgeoning an opponent with a mallet-like weapon flashed
repeatedly. Rhine could hear the blood pumping swiftly through Isor Ja’s three
chambered heart.

Rhine laid his cards down one at a time. In the game
Warrior’s Curse, only two hands won over a barbarian’s hammer. Rhine held one
of them.

“Emperor’s council,” Rhine said. The table computer beeped,
recording the win. Rhine waved his credit badge over the machine and then quickly
uploaded Niki’s deed to the satellite server that their spaceship, the Alta,
stored information in.

Isor Ja still stared at the cards on the table.

Rhine stood and rounded the table. He grabbed Niki’s arm and
pulled her toward the rest of the Ordanians. He had his blaster out and aimed
as Isor Ja woke from his stupor and did the same. Rhine shoved Niki behind him
and was relieved when he realized Bronwyn had pulled her weapon with the rest
of the Alta crew. They shifted, covering every direction of the room,
and keeping Niki in the middle of the group.

“You must have cheated,” Isor Ja said.

The blaster was trained on Rhine. There was almost no way
the man would miss.

“You lost. You’re a terrible gambler. I’m questioning your
manhood as well. You wouldn’t know what to do with a woman like this. That’s
why you have that black eye, and had to use shackles on one small woman. How
badly did she beat you?” Rhine sensed the rage welling up inside Isor Ja.

“I’m going to kill you,” Isor Ja said.

Rhine had been waiting on the declaration. He fired once,
hitting the other man in the forehead. Isor Ja dropped to the ground, still
clutching his weapon.

“I guess he wasn’t any good as a killer either,” Rhine said
quietly.

No one stopped them as they slowly moved toward the door.
Isor Ja had declared his intention to kill Rhine while brandishing a weapon. On
a casino moon, Rhine was clearly within his right of self defense to terminate
Isor Ja before he could act on the threat. They still needed to make a rapid
retreat. The gambler might have had family in the casino.

In the front room, they all turned, continuing to keep Niki
in the center. Tor cut a path to the door by simply pushing any and everything
out of his way. Sometimes it was good to be bigger and stronger than everyone
else. They reached the door quickly and Rhine thought of her unshod feet. He
turned her toward him and lifted her. She remained straight, and stiff against
him. He shifted her some so he wasn’t blinded by the tumble of her hair. She
still hadn’t said a word and her emotions were shifting too rapidly for him to
keep up.

They began to run as soon as they left the casino. Gunter
fell back to cover Rhine and Niki. Rhine made sure he kept Bronwyn in the
middle of the men. She was doing well and he was proud of his young cousin.
Mostly he tried to block Niki’s scent. It was hitting his system as if it was a
drug and the urge to rub his scent into her pores, obliterating Isor Ja’s
stench, was strong.

They made it to the Alta quickly. He gave the verbal
command to open the door. He didn’t put her down until they reached the bridge.
He let the others start the launch as he searched the information he’d gotten
from his win for the code to her shackles. She still hadn’t said a word, yet
she was exuding impatience. He found what he was looking for and entered the
release code. Her chains fell away.

“Where’s Camryn?”

It was the first thing she said as she shook out her arms.
Her voice was husky and sultry. Rhine took off his jacket and helped her into
it. It covered her past her knees. He took her left arm, and began to massage
the feeling back into it. She paused and cocked her head, but otherwise didn’t
protest.

“Camryn?” she said again.

“Why haven’t you spoken before now?” he asked.

“The little shit had the chains set to stun me if I talked.
I didn’t know if they would still work when you won me.” She shrugged. “Where’s
my cousin.”

Everyone paused.

“Cousin?” Rhine asked.

“Camryn didn’t send you?” she asked.

He took her other arm and massaged it.

Bronwyn answered while he gathered his thoughts. “Yes, she
is waiting for you. You don’t smell as if you are cousins. You smell as though
you are sisters.”

“We smell as though we are sisters?” She pulled her arm away
and he let her. “You’re not the same as the Trogo, are you?”

“Do we look as if we are illiterate animals to you?” Bronwyn
said. Her customary sneer was in full force.

“My mistake. Where is Camryn?” She enunciated each word.

“Don’t worry, Niki. When we are safely away from here, we
will contact her on a secure channel so that you may speak with her. Right now
we need to put distance between ourselves and this casino moon,” he said.

His expression never changed as he grabbed the hand she was
using to lightly steal his blaster. She stared back at him defiantly.

“Give it to me as an act of good faith,” she demanded.

“We don’t know you. I won’t have you at my back, scared and
confused, with a weapon.”

“You know Camryn,” she said.

He allowed a slight smile to touch his mouth. “I’ve seen
your sister elbow a hostile alien in the crotch before breaking his nose.
Excuse me if that isn’t a ringing endorsement.”

He felt the pride well in her and she grinned. A lesser man
would have been blinded by the sight. He had practice with her sister. She
visibly relaxed.

“I bet she still looked sweet and helpless as she did it
too,” she whispered. “That’s my Cam. How long is this escape going to take?”

“Just stay out of the way and it won’t take long at all.”

He turned then. He restrained the urge to check to see what
she might have stolen from him. He took the captain’s chair and pulled out the
hidden seat behind him. She could make her way to it or not. He wouldn’t coddle
her. He had a feeling she wouldn’t appreciate it.

He launched the second he had clearance. They needed to
leave the ten thousandth galaxy. The planets and moons were inhabited by the
desperate and the lawless. He pushed the Alta. They needed to reach a
hyper-jump entryway fast. He set a course and then handed the bridge to Gunter.

Niki hadn’t moved, but the smell of Isor Ja mixed with the
scent Rhine had created on her when he’d carried her turned his stomach and
made him increasingly angry. He knew he was being unreasonable. Rhine wouldn’t
try to lie to himself. He hadn’t lied to himself with Camryn and he surely wouldn’t
with this one.

He wanted her. He wanted her more than any woman he had met
before. The lure of the exotic had struck again and something about Niki called
on all of his possessive instincts. Maybe it was the slave deed still stored in
his credit badge. He hoped that was it, and when he released her from the deed,
it would cure him.

Rhine stood and headed toward her. She clutched the jacket
to her chest and watched the crew with unconcealed interest. She slowly turned
to him as he approached.

“Follow me,” he said.

The doors opened as he approached. The narrow hallway was
dimly lit and quiet. Her bare feet hardly made a sound as she followed behind
him.

“I don’t even know your name,” she said.

“Captain Rhine, or Sir Rhine, if you prefer.”

He opened the door to the room he’d set aside for her.

“You said Camryn was Lady something or other. What does that
mean?”

The door closed as she entered. He needed a moment. Her
scent trapped him in the small space. He stared down at a holographic photo.
Camryn called it their family photo. It showed a thirty second moving shot of
the moments after Venn and Camryn’s wedding ceremony. She had made them all
stand for the pictures and they had done it, letting her mix her customs with
their own.

He stiffened as Niki neared. She tried to touch Camryn’s
face, but the hologram scrambled and reset when she drew her finger back. He
looked down at her and she turned to him.

“Camryn sent you clothes. Our culture requires women to
cover their legs and wear skirts, but she has gotten around that with the split
skirts and leggings. I put everything in the closet.” He turned to go.

“Wait, why won’t you answer my questions?”

He didn’t turn. “Take a shower and put on the appropriate
clothing and I will answer your questions.” He started for the door again.

“Don’t leave. How will I find you?”

“I will return shortly to see if you have done what I asked.
I will answer your questions then.” Or not, if she chose not to comply. He
didn’t wait, but escaped with the little bit of sanity he had left.





Chapter Two

 

She was clean and dressed. The blue bisected skirt felt
weird. She was used to fatigues and jeans. At least she could move if she
needed to. She could have lived without the too revealing fitted top with its
somewhat plunging neckline. It was more Cam’s style than Niki’s.

She stared at the moving picture of Camryn surrounded by
really big, mean-looking blonds. Camryn was the only one in the photo smiling.
She looked happy. At the end of the picture’s rotation, the giant holding her
looked down and his eyes softened. If she had blinked, she’d have missed it.
Fortunately, the hologram played over and over.

“Playtime’s over.” She stepped away from the table and
looked around. She walked back to the bedroom portion of the large room.

She needed a weapon. Captain Rhine and crew might be friends
of Cam, but Niki didn’t know them. Period. She was especially suspicious of the
new throbbing low in her belly. She didn’t trust the attraction she felt for
the good captain. She hadn’t felt desire in months. Maybe that was his freaky
alien hoodoo. He lured unsuspecting women in with super pheromones that caused
a perpetual case of wet panties.

It was pretty unfair, considering that for such a big,
muscled man, he was almost pretty. She wondered how hard he hit anyone who
mentioned it.

She searched under the bed, but found the boxlike bed frame
shackled to the floor. She stood and her eyes fell on the other large object in
the room. The dresser was metal and had many drawers. She opened and inspected
each one. All she found were clothes and a bottle of cream with instructions
written in Cam’s handwriting. A comb and brush sat on the top. Captain Rhine
looked big and strong enough to crack the brush in half. There was a man with
her would-be rescuers even bigger and taller than the rest of them. He wouldn’t
even feel it if she tried to hit him with it. He would shoo her away as if she
were an annoying fly.

She hurried to the sitting area. She wouldn’t be able to
lift the sofa. They’d taken everything out she could use. She did a slow twirl
in the center of the room, scanning for anything sharp, hard or blunt. The door
swooshed while she had her back to it. She turned quickly, sweeping her skirt
out of the way and bracing her legs.

Captain Rhine stood in the doorway. He quirked one eyebrow
and scanned her from head to toe. Her nipples tightened and her pussy clenched
in response. She held her ground and returned his full body scan. His straight
blond hair stretched past his shoulders. His eyes were a vibrant blue, clouded
only with what appeared to be extreme cynicism. His nose was perfect. His mouth
was strong and sensual with a bowed upper lip and a firm, but slightly plump,
lower lip.

Except for his bare muscular arms, he was covered from neck
to toe in black leather. It appeared that there was a good deal of delectable
muscle under all that black. He wore black leather gloves and a pair of
kick-ass black leather boots with steel toes. They could have been titanium for
all she knew. She wished she was wearing them instead of the ballet flats
currently torturing her feet.

“Are you finished?” he asked.

“Wait, I haven’t checked out your junk.”

“Ah, I am familiar with this Earth word.”

She smirked. She just bet he was.

“I see you have done what I asked. You may ask your questions.”
He walked into the room and took a seat on the sofa.

His wide legged pose framed his crotch area and left little
doubt that he was built along impressive lines…all over. She restrained the
urge to check if she had drool on the corner of her mouth.

Get it together, Sawyer.

“Are you taking me straight to my—to Camryn?”

His head cocked to the side and she watched the slide of his
hair along the leather of his shirt. She blinked and refocused.

“Yes. Why does calling Camryn sister cause you distress?”

“I’m asking the questions, big boy. You called Cam your new
cousin. How is she your cousin?”

“You’re abrasive.” He stared her directly in the eye.

You’d think she’d be used to that. The sting in her chest
said otherwise.

“Look, gigantosaurus, I need information, not
psychoanalysis.” He could kiss her ass.

He was a blur of movement. One moment he was seated casually
on the sofa, the next he was in her face. She blocked him with her right
forearm, turned and kicked out at him with a roundhouse kick. He caught her
leg. Held it. She balanced.

Her chest heaved. Adrenaline flowed through her system.

“So you’re the kind of guy who hits women?”

“I’ve never hit a woman in my life.” He smiled, and it
transformed his face from fierce to devastating. “I’ve spanked a few, but only
when they begged.”

“Can I have my leg back now?”

He pulled lightly on her leg and she pitched forward. She
pressed her hands firmly to his chest. He held her leg around his waist. His
other hand pressed on her back. There wasn’t an inch of space between them and
she fought the urge to undulate.

“Here are the rules. I’m responsible for you. Do what I say
when I say it. I’ll be happy. You’ll be safe.”

“You caught me by surprise that time. Just answer the
questions, take me to Cam and you and I won’t have to interact at all. Oh, and
since you aren’t my commanding officer, I don’t have to do anything you say.”
It really turned her on that he could get the best of her. Strength, muscles
and he didn’t appear stupid. He was everything she wanted in a bedmate. Too bad
she had to resist. Technically, he was still the enemy.

“Your mouth is saying one thing, but your pussy is screaming
another. I can smell how aroused you are. I bet if I slid my fingers through
your folds right now, they would be drenched in seconds.” His hand pressed her
tighter to his chest.

“You don’t have an invitation to touch me.” She managed a
smile, but it hurt. She could feel his erection pressing against her belly, and
hot damn, was it impressive. Come to mama, impressive. There was one big but in
all of this. She’d seen the way he looked at that hologram. She didn’t care how
many people thought so, she wasn’t a substitute for Camryn.

“You’re right.” He abruptly released her and she almost
stumbled. He returned to his spot on the sofa. “What would you like to know?”

She caught the whimper before it could escape. “How is
Camryn your cousin?”

“She married my first cousin and the leader of our tribe,
making her Lady Huntu.” His expression was blank, but his cock still pushed
against his pants.

“Did she want to marry him or was she forced?”

“You don’t force Camryn to do anything for long,” he said.

That was true. “How long will it take us to reach…”

“My planet is Ordan. It will take about a week to reach our
galaxy from this one.”

Talk of galaxies always stumped her. She resisted the urge
to clutch her chest. It felt as if a large weight was crushing her breastbone.
Her former world was measured in continents and countries, not galactic
regions. Her mind blanked. Her next question vanished from her head.

He stood and went to retrieve something from the table with
the hologram photo. He turned. In his hand was a wristwatch.

“Language Interpreter, L.I. Do you know what it does?” he
asked.

She nodded and held out her hand for him to give it to her.
He held onto the L.I., staring her in the eyes, and she finally turned her hand
over, presenting her wrist. The slavers and Isor Ja had Language Interpreters.
It allowed people with different languages to speak with one another. He
fastened it to her wrist. Then he grabbed his jacket from the sofa arm and
strode to the door.

When it opened, he stood in the portal and turned to her. He
didn’t say anything, but she understood he wanted her to follow. She exited the
room, but only because she didn’t want to be trapped there for the journey.

He walked her to another doorway and went inside. “Stay here
for a moment.”

She looked around at the gray walls. The hall was stark, and
metallic. Doors were interspersed along the walls, and she couldn’t see how one
looked any different from the rest. She stood straighter as he emerged from the
room.

Rhine pushed a cylindrical container at her and something
which looked as though it was a sandwich wrap. Almost everything inside it was
the wrong color to be food.

“What is it?” She turned the wrap around in her hand.

“Water and a sandwich. We don’t have time for a full meal
right now, though I can hear your stomach growling.”

That was rude. “How good is your hearing?”

“I am a hypersensitive and an empath. I have six super
strong senses.” He watched her closely.

She choked on her first tentative bite of her sandwich.
“When you say empath, you mean you know what someone is feeling? What I’m
feeling right now?”

He nodded. His eyes never left her face.

Well wasn’t this a mess. “Prove it.”

He turned his head to the side. “How would you like me to do
that? You only seem to have two emotions, anger and desire.”

And he called her abrasive. “All of you can do this?”

“The males of our family can.” He slowly grinned, causing a
severe rush of cream to her panties. “It does come in handy when pleasuring a
woman.”

She just bet it did. Even though she doubted he could tell
what she was feeling, she had too much experience with the Trogo not to believe
he had super senses. Right then her pussy was practically sending up smoke
signals, it was so hot. He wouldn’t miss that. His nostrils flared. Nope, he
hadn’t missed it.

Niki forced herself to take a bite of her sandwich. She
feigned nonchalance. She didn’t taste a thing. She watched his eyes dilate and
focus on her mouth, then her throat. His gaze was almost a caress.

The slaver, Fewa, had explained a few things to the women he
had separated from the rest of the slave population. She had been classified as
an exotic. The little bastard had a checklist. She had everything a rich
hypersensitive pervert could want. She had a pleasing face and form, a unique
skin hue and her scent was an aphrodisiac. Oh yeah, even her voice was
supposedly the correct pitch to please someone similar to the good captain.

She wondered if he would find her to his…taste?

She took another tearing bite of her sandwich. She was in
trouble. Usually when she found out a man she liked was into Cam, she dried up
faster than the Sahara during a drought. He shifted slightly and she admired
the play of muscle along his arms. She wasn’t the least bit dry.

“Your sister became slightly hysterical when she learned we
were empaths. You are surprisingly calm.” He lifted one of her curls and rubbed
the ends between his fingers.

She shrugged, but didn’t pull her hair from his grip. Her
hands were full.

“If your dear cousin had enslaved her at the time, she
probably had things to hide.” There was a fire in her belly thinking about
Camryn as anyone’s slave. “Me, on the other hand, I don’t have anything to
hide.” She smiled.

“You do realize you belong to me,” he said.

Her already sensitive nipples pulled tighter. It was too bad
belong in this context meant own. “I don’t belong to any man.”

“I have a deed. You have a brand.”

They both looked at her wrist. She squeezed her sandwich
until the filling began to ooze out.

“Camryn won’t—”

“Your sister isn’t here.” His voice was hard. His eyes were
as cold as anything she’d ever seen.

She stayed quiet. She could play along for now. No matter
what kind of papers he had, she didn’t belong to him and she wasn’t going to
have sex with him. He didn’t seem to be the type to force her, and that was
what it would take. She took another bite of her sandwich and realized she was
almost finished.

“Are we just going to stand out here in the hallway?” She
wanted to get away from his stare.

He grunted, turned and headed down the corridor. She
followed. A set of double doors at the end opened as he approached and she
found herself back on the bridge of the ship. She glanced around. There were
things which could be used as weapons. Unfortunately, there seemed to be a
gigantic crew member between her and each item.

Rhine pointed at each of his crew. “Edela Bronwyn, Sir
Gunter, Sir Tor and Sir Olaf.”

She memorized each name. These people had to all be related.
Blond hair, blue eyes and rock-solid jaws abounded. Even the chick looked hard
core and mean. Other than a terse nod from the men, they all ignored her. Rhine
crossed to the captain’s chair. Niki decided to remain standing.

There was a large screen. Through it, space was inky black
and spattered with lights which striated and glimmered as though they were
thousands of oncoming headlights. It was beautiful and strange at the same
time.

She wandered around the room and finished her sandwich and
water. She stopped briefly at each station. It was all flashing lights, knobs
and foreign writing. She would need a box of Cracker Jacks and a secret decoder
ring just to make out what each of them was doing. If it took so many people to
fly the spacecraft, she wouldn’t be able to do it on her own. Her eyes
involuntarily sought out Captain Rhine. She needed him long enough to get to
Cam.

Finally, she sat in the chair he had folded down for her
before. She set down her water container and reached for a knife that wasn’t
there. She missed her knife. She’d reached for it many times since she left it
decorating the gut of a Trogo patrolman. She didn’t have anything to do with
her hands. She worked better when she had something to do. Cleaning a gun would
do. The man wouldn’t even let her hold his blaster. It was going to be a long,
boring and horny week.

“We are nearing a hyper-jump port,” Sir Tor said. He was the
really tall one.

“I see it on the scanner. There is an enormous amount of traffic
surrounding the site,” Rhine responded.

His brow was furrowed and his lips were so tight she decided
a crowded hyper-jump port was undesirable.

“I can’t get a lock on the spacecraft identification codes.
They could be anyone,” Sir Gunter said.

“Reversing course. We need to find another port,” Rhine
said.

“We are being pursued,” Sir Olaf said.

Their voices were so steady, she almost second-guessed her
assumption that they were in trouble. She wasn’t stupid. She understood space
was a dangerous place. If they had reversed course and were being pursued, it
was serious. She stood.

“Can’t you make this thing go any faster?” She was holding
the back of his chair.

He spared her a look which would have made her smirk if she
weren’t focused on coaxing him to go more swiftly.

“They have Gesturian fighters.”

She had no idea who said the words. She was fascinated by
the sleekly sharp-angled ships that appeared to zoom past them and begin to
travel in front of them. They sparkled as if they were chrome.

“The Alta is fast, but we can’t outrun Gesturian
fighters,” Sir Olaf said.

“We’re being hailed,” Sir Gunter added.

Niki’s focus snapped back to Rhine. He unclenched his fist.
It was the only sign he might be angry.

“On screen,” Rhine said.

The first thing she noticed was the creature’s muzzle. The
rest of its face was humanoid except for the short hair that covered it. The
hair or fur was the length and texture of a German shepherd. The ears stood
straight up the same as a dog on alert and it had a thick mane of black hair
that hung in coarse waves from a high forehead. It wore a tight black uniform
with various gold and silver medals. The hands were the same as human fingers
except covered in fur, and oh yeah, tipped with black claws.

Her normal adrenaline-enhanced bravado was failing her. Her
heart pounded and she gripped the back of Rhine’s chair so tightly she thought
her fingers might break.

“Captain Rhine, your presence and the presence of your crew
is requested by Bute Chaeen in the fortress.”

She was fascinated with how the sharp teeth in the alien’s
mouth appeared and disappeared as he talked.

“I am travelling on Tribe Huntu business. My cousin is
expecting us,” Rhine said.

“Bute Chaeen insists I do not return without you. He has
sent an honor guard of twelve ships to make sure you reach Tuetvon safely,” the
furry alien said.

Yeah, their escorts were closer to prison guards. That
wasn’t a friendly invitation. Twelve ships against one were pretty terrible
odds.

The screen went completely blank for a moment.

“Make sure the feed is cut,” Rhine said.

“We’re clear.”

“What in the hell was that?” Niki asked.

“Who. He is a Contu. They are bipedal beast men with
hypersenses and form-shifting powers. They are closely related to the Nestvur,”
Rhine said.

Anger flared hot in her stomach. Her fear retreated. The
Nestvur were an enemy she could get behind killing.

“I take it we have no choice but to go to this Tuetvon.”
These hairy beasts were standing between her and Camryn. What was the good
captain going to do about it? “Do they all look that way?”

“He was in a semi-shift. Most of the time they are just
really hairy men,” Edela Bronwyn said.

“Only ten seconds of the distress signal was allowed to go
through. It has been blocked,” Olaf said quietly.

“Damn,” Rhine said.

They were screwed.

 

Rhine looked at Niki and Bronwyn and almost howled as if he
were a Contu in battle. He was going into a brutal, conniving and extremely
sexually charged environment with a Huntu edela and a level one exotic. He
should have just tied a hunk of raw meat around his neck.

He knew Bronwyn would do what he asked, but Niki was more
unpredictable. She had only shown fear for a moment before her usual anger had
consumed her. If she was as unpredictable as her sister, and quick tempered as
well, she and Bronwyn could end up the property of Bute Chaeen and the rest of
them could end up dead.

They needed to be alive and get a message to Venn.

“Bronwyn, you show them all the hauteur of the Huntu’s
number-one edela. Never let one of them touch you without reminding them of
your rank, status and the wrath of your brother.” He knew this was a role she’d
been taught to play since infancy.

“I understand, Rhine.” She was more subdued than he could
ever remember seeing her.

He turned to his new slave. Bute Chaeen would definitely
want her. Rage welled to the surface in him and he quickly took control of the
emotion. His cousins shifted uneasily.

“Niki, you are my slave on Tuetvon. You must do as I say
quickly and without question.”

“Why?” She shifted and he controlled the urge to inhale
deeply of her scent.

“The Contu will not accept you are off-limits if you aren’t
openly and aggressively possessed and guarded by an owner. Bute Chaeen will
take offense that I do not give you to him in tribute.”

“Give me to him. There will be no giving. Once I finish
neutering him, I will be back for you.” She almost snarled it at him.

He resisted the urge to hold his balls. “You must act the
part. We can’t give him a reason to take you and Bronwyn and kill the rest of
us. There are too many of them and no one knows where we are.”

“We are cleared for landing,” Olaf said.

Rhine turned away from her distrustful eyes. He needed to
focus on landing the ship. Bute Chaeen wanted something. Rhine guessed it was
the trilliu, a rare mineral the Huntu had acquired in the twelve
thousandth galaxy. It could be made into clean fuel for space transport. The
Huntu currently had a monopoly on the substance. They had refused to sell to
Bute Chaeen. Maybe he wanted to renegotiate.

They landed smoothly. He pushed a button on the captain
chair controls and turned to Niki. He stood. He observed her tense body and
intense expression. She gazed back at him. Hostile was too mild for this woman.

“What?” she asked.

His next move wasn’t going to make her any more docile.
Before he could think too much about it, he snatched her from her seat and
cradled her in his arms. He ran his hands over her back as he made sure to
slide her along his front.

“What the hell are you doing? There isn’t time for you to
feel me up, you perv.”

She pushed against his chest. Her struggles to free herself
helped accomplish his goal and enflame his senses at the same time. Her full
breasts pressed and jiggled against him as he clutched her ample ass. It was
enough to make him forget his true purpose.

He caught her wrist before her palm connected with his nose.

He spun her away quickly. “I needed my scent to be fresh on
you.”

She watched him through slit lids. He forced his eyes from
her heaving breasts and focused on what was important. Her wide leg stance and
fisted hands. He knew how fast she was. She wasn’t as quick as him, but she
could do a lot of damage if he happened to be distracted, which he was. He
sidestepped her first pass, moving away from the fist that almost struck his
jaw. His right hand deflected her side kick and he used his left hand to grab
her arm and jerk her around so that her back was flush against his front.

He crushed both her arms to her sides and jerked her away
from anything she could gain leverage from with her feet. He couldn’t resist
pressing his face to the crook of her neck and inhaling. Somehow their little
sparring session was arousing him more than it angered him. He jerked his face
back quickly as she turned her head to bite him.

“Calm down. You will be among strong hypersensitives who
won’t believe I own a level one exotic and haven’t touched her.”

“Warn me next time, asshole. I don’t like surprises and I
definitely don’t want to be manhandled.”

He leaned close to her ear and spoke softly. “You lie.” Her
nipples were hard against his arms and the sweet spice of her pussy clouded his
judgment. His cock pressed against her back. Her struggles stroked him nicely.
“You call me Sir in alien company.”

“Would you two stop the foreplay? We’re really in trouble
here,” Bronwyn said.

“What do you know about foreplay, little one?” Rhine asked.

“Nothing, and I won’t ever know anything because she’s going
to get you killed and me passed around as though I’m a five-credit whore,”
Bronwyn snarled.

Niki calmed instantly. She turned her face to Bronwyn. “It
is important that I do this?”

“Yes. We have to buy time. We need my brother to look for us
or time to get a message to him.” Bronwyn’s features softened for a moment. “I
know Earth women find it hard to follow orders, but…”

“I understand,” Niki said.

He released her slowly. She stepped away from him.

“They’ve signaled for us to disembark. I’ve set the ship to
stun anyone attempting to board the Alta without our life signs,” Tor
said.

“Grab your emergency bags. Bronwyn, add clothes appropriate
for the edela to yours. Niki, get a few garments together.” He wouldn’t try to
pretend Bute Chaeen would let them go quickly.

Rhine glanced through the view screen at the wasteland that
was Tuetvon. The Contu had exploited their planet’s resources. The only thing
left of the once flourishing world was the decrepit shells of skyscrapers and
factories. Bute Chaeen held the last semi-fertile fields and farm animals. He
also owned land rich in mines. He controlled the planet’s only natural resources.

They exited the Alta to a fully armed guard. Bronwyn
descended the ship’s ramp on Tor’s arm. Rhine watched her performance. Her
posture was perfect and her head high. She looked down her nose at the Contu
guard in front of her, then straight ahead. She stared past the men with a
slight sneer on her face. Bronwyn at her haughty finest.

He braced himself and reached back for Niki. The moment she
stepped into the open, the Contu’s muzzles went up. They sniffed the air. One
stepped closer. Rhine brought his hand quickly to his blaster. Gunter moved
closer. The Contu stepped back.

They moved forward. Rhine looked up. Bute Chaeen controlled
his planet from this fortress. It soared into the gray sky. Clouds and smog
obscured the sun even though Rhine knew it was daytime on Tuetvon. Aircraft
patrolled the sky above the buildings and used spotlights to investigate the
darkest corners. Each splash of light against fortress walls showed them to be
the color of spilled blood.

For once, Niki gave off neither anger nor desire. She was
completely blank. He wished her scent was blank. Her voice would be pleasing to
the Contu as well. He’d reminded her to remain silent. She wasn’t covered
enough, but it couldn’t be helped. Bronwyn’s clothing would be too big for her,
so her arms remained bare and the upper swells of her breasts exposed. The
first dog to touch her would die.

She’s mine. He controlled his breathing with effort.
He had to remain in control. He couldn’t afford to let misplaced possessiveness
interfere with his duty. As the highest-ranking Huntu present, he needed to get
them all out alive.

The fortress entryway was long and dark, lit sporadically
with artificial torches. Rhine studied the path they took. The corridor was
surprisingly empty, yet he could hear many voices ahead. They turned a corner,
and through a double archway, Rhine spied the great hall filled almost to
brimming with Contu men and women. Here and there he spied various other
aliens, mostly women. They each carried the slave brand.

In the center of the large room, in a chair which resembled
a red throne, sat Bute Chaeen. He was in his humanoid form. Quiet spread as
they were led deeper into the room. Many of the beast men were inhaling deeply.
The air was thick with lust and desire.

Bute Chaeen sat up from his lounging position. “She is the
exact color of Rhinonian colbruna. I love the decadent candy. And her
smell.” The shifter’s face changed from humanoid to beast, then back again.

Rage exploded within Rhine. No one would be allowed to touch
her. He would bathe in Bute Chaeen’s entrails first. “Mine.”

“Surely you would share with your host.” The shifter smiled,
but his eyes were hard.

“I don’t share.” Rhine would not back down.

Bute Chaeen stood and moved closer. He inhaled deeply. “You
haven’t even fucked her. If you need help breaking her, I have trained many
slaves.”

He forgot himself for a moment and repositioned to launch
himself at Bute Chaeen. Niki pressed her body to his back and side, managing to
leave his arm free. Heat spread through his body. It startled him that she
would touch him voluntarily and he calmed enough to gain control.

“You don’t train a level one as if she were a common slave,
Bute Chaeen.” He didn’t react as she pinched his back. “We have more pressing
matters. I have the Huntu edela with me and her brother is expecting her within
the week. Why have you…invited…us here?”

The shifter turned to Bronwyn. Concern and then calculation
crossed his features. “My apologies, Edela, I did not realize you would be with
the males of your tribe. I do have business with them, and when it is completed
to my satisfaction, you may be returned to your brother.”

“I am not accustomed to so much mixed company, Bute Chaeen.
I will need to retire, and I am not allowed to go anywhere without the males of
my family.” She stared past his shoulder, head high.

The shifter regarded her for a moment. Rhine remained ready.

“The edela is tired. Do you have a suite large enough for us
all?” Rhine would speak for Bronwyn as the second-in-command of Tribe Huntu.

“I’m sure our host doesn’t mean to be inhospitable, cousin.”
The way Bronwyn said it left no doubt that she indeed believed that is exactly
what the shifter meant to do.

He tensed as amusement bubbled up in Niki, who was still
pressed against him, one hand at his back. It was the first emotion she’d let
slip since exiting the Alta.

Bute Chaeen smiled. The smile contained mostly sharp teeth.
“Find a suite large enough for our honored guests in the third east tower.”

He turned abruptly and stalked to his crimson throne.

Rhine gripped Niki’s arm as they were ushered out of the
room by their guards. The fortress was a gigantic maze. He opened all of his
senses to make sure he could retrace their steps. He was sure his cousins were
doing the same.

The guards left them at the door. They filed in slowly, then
closed and locked the door. There was a table in front of the overstuffed sofa.
The men surrounded it. Tor brought Bronwyn, Rhine tugged Niki over. Rhine
signaled his cousins. They all formed a tight circle and placed their bags on
the narrow table.

They quickly pulled out the things they needed. They
assembled the audio-visual jammer together and turned it on. The noise it made
was annoying to hypersensitive ears and Rhine flinched before he regulated the sound.

“It would be wise to only keep the jammer up for eight
minutes this time,” Gunter said.

“What is it?” Niki asked.

“It jams any audio or visual surveillance of the room,”
Gunter replied.

She backed toward the wall and looked around warily.

“We have the parts to create a long-range communicator, but
it will take days,” Olaf said.

“Days where we have to follow Bute Chaeen’s rules. Let’s
keep our eyes on Bronwyn. Bute Chaeen all but admitted he would hold her until
he got what he wanted.” Rhine stared at the young woman as he said this.

Bronwyn stared at Niki.

“Niki, you’re going to have to have sex with Rhine,” Bronwyn
said softly.

Rhine was almost glad Bronwyn had addressed the issue with
the Earth woman. She seemed to listen to Bronwyn, where she only fought him.

“Say what?” Niki’s eyes doubled in size.

“We can all smell that he hasn’t claimed you. Bute Chaeen
has already mentioned it.” Bronwyn pressed her advantage. “Unless you want to
be rutted by a furry man whore when he demands to train you properly.”

Acid pooled in Rhine’s stomach as he thought about Niki
being violated by the Contu dictator. The shifter wasn’t known for taking the
female’s body frailty into account when engaging in sex play. He fucked each
woman as if she were a Contu, even if her bones were softer and her skin
thinner. He glanced at Niki’s delicate throat.

Bronwyn joined the men around the table as they deactivated
the jammer and returned the parts to the bags. Niki still stood pressed against
the wall. He felt her eyes on him before he turned to her. She looked more
ready to fight him than to fall into his arms for a passionate interlude.

They stood facing each other as he listened to each of his
cousins check the rooms behind the doors along the walls. Eventually they were
left alone.

He could hear her heart pounding. She hadn’t moved from the
wall. The way she held her hands, he could easily imagine daggers in them. Her
head was slightly lowered and her jaw tight.

Her pupils were dilated. Her features were set in fierce
lines. If he couldn’t smell the overwhelming aroma of her pussy, he would
believe she didn’t want anything to do with him.

“It has to be done, Niki.” He tried to keep his voice
neutral and calm.

“I’m not Camryn.” Her mouth barely moved as she spoke
through gritted teeth.

If he hadn’t been trained from the cradle to mask his
reactions, she would have seen his eyes widen. She might have seen him shudder.
He raised an eyebrow instead.

“I don’t sleep with men in love with Camryn.”

It felt as though she’d kicked him in the stomach. How had
she discovered one of the most shameful secrets of his life so quickly? He
almost hesitated in his duty. She saw too much.

He saw something too. He saw the rapid pulse at her throat
and the accelerated rise and fall of her breasts. He saw the outline of her
stiff nipples against the bodice of her gown. He could smell her arousal. Her
pussy called to him, overriding any distress he felt from her words. His cock
strained against the supple leather of his pants.

Something more than the desire to keep her from becoming the
unwilling tribute to Bute Chaeen coursed through his body. He gazed at her
clenched hands and fierce expression. She was vulnerable and he wasn’t immune
to her struggle. He didn’t want to cause her harm, but he had a duty to her. He
stiffened his resolve.

She was getting fucked and it was for her own good.





Chapter Three

 

He didn’t look deterred in the least. He hadn’t even
flinched when she accused him of being in love with Camryn. He didn’t deny the
accusation either.

“Is this your only objection?” he asked.

He pulled off his jacket and shirt. Rope after rope of
tanned muscle distracted her for a moment.

“Yes…no. I make the choices as to who I sleep with and—”

He’d taken off his shoes and worked the molded pants down
his legs. He was commando. No warning or anything. He just put all that
gigantic male goodness on display. Thick veins coursed around the base of his
penis. The mushroom head was slightly lighter than the flushed shaft, but no
less impressive. Yeah, her mouth watered thinking about how his cock would feel
inside it.

She knew she had to have sex with Rhine for her own good,
but she wasn’t going to just lie down and take it. Maybe a fight would be good
for him too. He couldn’t really want to fuck a woman who would only be second
place in his heart to the woman he truly wanted. Despite the enormous physical
evidence to the contrary.

Damn, his dick is big. She was almost afraid she
couldn’t handle it. It was moving closer as she just stood there, mesmerized.
She looked up. She didn’t care for the smirk on his face at all.

“I don’t necessarily need to fall asleep with you, though it
will help to transfer my scent.” He shrugged. “You can take the floor if you
don’t like the bed.”

The comment snapped her out of her lust-induced stupor.

“You’re tall enough.” She stopped, and looked down at his
cock. “And long enough to ride this ride. But are you strong and smart enough?
No weapons. Pin me and we proceed.”

It wouldn’t take long for him to get the best of her. He was
stronger. This way she could enjoy him without the guilt. She was really going
to enjoy him.

Her heart thundered loudly. There was no other choice for
her. Her pride wouldn’t allow her to touch him without this concession.

“Are you sure this is how you want to do this?” He shook out
his arms and she admired the flex of the muscles there and on his chest.

Her response was to feint left and then dive right to remove
herself from the corner she had backed herself into. She immediately pressed
both her fists together, jumped and brought them down on the back of his neck.
He didn’t even stumble. She danced away as he turned. If she had been less
quick, he would have caught her in the gigantic hand which grabbed for her arm.

He moved at her fast and she went from offensive to
defensive. She blocked the hands that sought to grab her while managing to
throw a few punches. Punches that never landed as Rhine blocked each one. She’d
never fought a man and not given as good as she got. Ever. Her admiration for
his strength and quick reflexes fueled her arousal. Her nipples were tight and
her pussy tingled as it swelled.

He wasn’t even attempting to hit her, which was definitely
allowing their little sparring session to play out longer than it would have if
he endeavored to hurt her. He wasn’t exactly gentle, but his focus was
apprehension, not attack. He backed her into a corner which contained a
horrible curio cabinet full of animal figurines.

She ducked his next attempted grab, spun away and pulled the
curio cabinet down between them. She didn’t pause to watch him leap away. She
turned and ran for the sofa. She hopped over the arm and landed on the seat.
She wanted the large piece of furniture between her and Rhine. A hand grabbed
her ankle and tugged. She fell on the soft cushions. It was hard to turn on the
plush surface. She was dragged backward quickly. She used the momentum to turn.

His flushed face and determined expression made her nervous.
She kicked out with her free leg. Her foot made contact with his naked chest.
He grunted. She almost winced. She’d forgotten she was wearing shoes. The shoe
print looked red and obscene across his pectoral. Her hesitation was her
downfall. He grabbed her offending leg more roughly than he’d touched her so
far. He jerked her forward, released her legs and grabbed her wrists in mid
jab.

She looked around for a way to distract him and escape.

“You’re caught,” he rasped in her ear.

She shivered. “But not pinned.”

He jerked her off the sofa and toward one of the rooms. He
transferred her right wrist to the hand which held her left. He opened the door
and maneuvered her through. The bedroom was huge, but there wasn’t much more
than a bed and dresser.

She tried to catch her breath. He stopped, looked around and
ran a hand through his hair. When he turned back to her, she arched her eyebrow
as if to say, “What now?”

He pulled her toward the window, reached up and tore down
the ornamental gold rope and tassel which hung down the side.

“What do you think you’re going to do with that?” she
stammered.

He smiled. It wasn’t exactly a nice smile either. She began
to think she’d pushed him too far. He’d been so calm and matter-of-fact before.
Now something she couldn’t quite name filled his eyes. She bucked and he shook
her slightly, rattling her teeth.

“Be still. You’re going to cause me to hurt you. Never have
I been so challenged by a woman. One small woman who thinks she can best an
Ordanian warrior with ten times her strength.”

She wouldn’t say he was ten times stronger. Maybe five
times. He dragged her to the bed and lifted her. She struggled and he
practically threw her on the mattress while still retaining control of her
wrists. He climbed up and straddled her waist. She groaned as his erection
rested against her stomach. Her hips undulated involuntarily.

He leaned over her. His stomach muscles bunched and rolled
above her. She opened her mouth, barely stopping her tongue from peeking out
and tasting him. She looked up instead. He wrapped the rope around her wrists,
apparently finding it easy to manipulate the thick cord. He fastened the other
end around the top horizontal solid bar of the headboard.

He ran his hands softly over her inner arms. She shivered.
She tensed as he grabbed her face a little more roughly. She looked into his
eyes. Anticipation wound tightly within her. What would he do next?

“You have two dresses in my bag, correct?” he asked close to
her mouth.

She hesitated. He squeezed her face a little tighter.

“Yes.” She stared him in the eye.

“Good.” He let her go. He moved down so that he sat between
her legs, which had opened despite her desire not to appear too eager. His cock
rested against the juncture of her legs. She could feel its mass through the
layers of her skirt and leggings.

He sat back, grabbed her bodice and ripped it straight down
the middle. She gasped. Shock held her still for a moment. Then her pussy
gushed. This was just wrong. The man had tied her to a bed and literally ripped
her top off and she was creaming her panties. Her head fell back and she tugged
on the ties around her wrists. She was secured tightly.

Her attention snapped back to Rhine as she felt two large
hands cup her breasts. They teased, squeezed and rolled her tits and she
enjoyed every minute of it.

“Found some new toys.” She panted and suppressed a groan.

“Mine,” he said. He stared at her breasts hungrily. He slid
down her body.

“I don’t know about—” She gasped as he sucked her right
nipple into his mouth. Her eyes rolled up into her head for a moment.

“Okay, you can borrow them for a while.” If he kept up the
delicious suction, she’d be begging him to try it a little lower in no time.

The thought startled her. She wasn’t a virgin, but she’d
learned early not to get involved with the men she worked with. Other soldiers
and former soldiers didn’t always make great boyfriends. You always ran the
risk of being the stand-in for a girl back home or the rebound from a Dear John
note. She’d spent her childhood as second best. She wouldn’t let anyone
intentionally treat her that way.

Since the only men she’d met since the invasion were men who
helped her secure the camp, it had been a long time since she’d found herself
with more than her fingers between her legs. She’d never begged for anything
and certainly not to be fucked. Oh but she was thinking about it now.

A firm tug on her nipple brought her attention firmly back
to the giant worshipping her breasts. With every squeeze of his hand and tug of
his mouth, her hips arched. Her pussy contracted over and over as if it
hungered for something to hold onto. She had to settle for pressing her clit
against his cock. Even through all her layers of clothes, it felt wonderful.

She groaned and dropped her head back on the pillow. She
stared at the ceiling and tugged a little harder on the ropes restraining her
wrists. They rubbed a little and the pain caused an icy shiver to slither up
her spine. Rhine chose that moment to scrape his teeth across her areola.

Her body quaked. She hissed and ground her pussy against
him. She pressed her lips together so she wouldn’t yell at him to hurry.

“Don’t worry. I’m going to feed that hungry cunt of yours,”
he rasped.

The scratch in his voice traveled straight to her pussy. The
damn thing tingled and clenched. If she opened her legs any wider, she would be
doing a split. Why wouldn’t he just fuck her? Surely she was wet enough. He
rolled his hips and she was reminded how large he was. Maybe she wasn’t wet
enough after all.

He shifted and she could no longer feel him pressed against
her. She looked down at him in time to watch him tear the dress under her arms
and then pull the entire thing down her legs. Her shoes came off with the
action and he flung all the items to the floor. She was left with just her blue
leggings and panties. She hadn’t done a damn thing, but she was panting.

She stared into his eyes and he watched her. He looked
slightly feral. Since he had taken her from the casino, she’d been baiting him
and he’d been calm. Even when they fought, his reactions had been controlled.
There wasn’t anything controlled in his expression now. The look he was giving
her was pure fire. Hell, even her toes curled in anticipation.

“Let’s see what we have under here,” he whispered.

He pushed her legs closer together and then pressed his
hands flat against her belly. The muscles in her abdomen contracted. He slid
his hands down her torso until his fingers caught on the waistband of the
leggings. He pulled them down. Slowly. His eyes followed the slide of the
material down her hips. As they slid past the crotch of her panties he paused,
leaned forward and kissed and licked the wetness pooled there. She whimpered
and shivered again. He licked his lips and continued to pull the pants down and
off her body.

He rubbed his thumb several times over the soaked material
of her panties before pulling them off as well. He wrapped his hands around
each of her knees and pushed them up and out so that she felt the puffed lips
of her pussy fall open. Cool air teased her and she watched him devour the
sight with eyes that blazed and a clenched jaw. He lay on his belly and held
his torso up with his elbows. His hands slid up to the apex of her thighs and
his thumbs held the outer lips of her pussy open even farther. His eyes were
glued to the spot and her eyes were glued to his face.

“How beautiful. You’re a pretty brown on the outside.” His
thumbs slid along the fleshy folds, then slid toward her core and pressed
against the opening of her pussy. “And a vibrant pink on the inside.”

She was panting. She could hear it in the quiet of the room.
Her belly and thighs tingled and she waited for his next move. Would he taste
her first or move up and slide his cock into her.

“You’re so wet and you smell—” He paused, and his nostrils
flared. “Divine.”

He was just screwing with her now. She was all out of
patience. “Dammit, do something.”

His grin told her everything she needed to know. He’d made
her wait on purpose. She didn’t care. She lifted her hips and he chuckled. The
sound was guttural and ended on a groan.

“So impatient,” he said.

Just wait until it was his turn.

She held her breath as his mouth moved closer to her. He
delivered a long lick, which began at her perineum and ended with him circling
her clit over and over.

“Hell.” She couldn’t stop her eyes from rolling up and her
lids from closing.

The texture and technique of his tongue was just right. He
abandoned her clit and began an erotic kiss of her most intimate flesh. She
wished she could grab his head and hold him tightly to her core. Forever.

She’d never been particularly vocal during sex, but she
could hear herself saying some pretty raunchy things. She ground her pussy into
his mouth and clamped her lips together. She couldn’t stop her moans, though.
Goodness, the man knew what he was doing. He was a pussy whisperer.

Her thighs and arms began quivering first. Her entire body
felt flushed. Pleasure radiated out from her core. Her body felt scorched. His
mouth laid siege to her entire being. Then he slid his finger inside her. She
climaxed. She imploded from her core outward. She couldn’t hold her mouth
closed any longer and screamed.

Her body continued to twitch as she calmed. She glanced at
him through eyelids that felt heavy.

“My turn,” she rasped.

“Next time.” He crawled up her body until he loomed over
her.

She would have argued, but the head of his cock pressed
against the opening of her pussy. He pushed firmly and the mushroom-shaped head
stretched her deliciously. The pressure was almost painful for a moment and she
winced. He stopped.

She stared into his face. His eyes were closed and a vein
throbbed in his forehead. She relaxed and he moved forward again.

“You’re very big. Almost too big.” She squirmed.

He stopped again. “Just relax, Niki. Your pussy is
incredibly tight…and wet.” He opened his eyes and looked into her eyes. “You
should adjust in a moment.” His voice lowered. “If I live that long.”

The slight ache subsided to tightness and she lifted her
feet and pressed them onto his ass. She wanted him to move. Now.

He jerked and surged forward. He filled her to the limit and
slightly beyond. She needed a moment, but the look in his eyes didn’t promise
slow and easy. He pulled almost all the way out as the walls of her pussy
attempted to snatch him back. He plunged back inside her. Her breath caught.
Pain flooded her pussy, but so did pleasure. He showed her no mercy and she
didn’t ask for any. She wrapped her legs more firmly around his waist and held
on.

He slid a hand under her head, lifted her face to his and
kissed her. There wasn’t anything sweet about it. He fucked her mouth just as
he fucked her pussy. She reveled in every thrust of his cock and tongue. Hot
damn, he worked her over. He never let up.

Her entire body clenched and she wanted to gasp, but his
mouth never left hers. She was overwhelmed completely. Delicious tendrils of
bliss combined with the dull ache of his aggressive pounding. She wanted it.
She wanted every moment. Her wrists stung as she pulled harder on the ropes.
The burn added to her pleasure.

Then he twisted or swiveled. Something. Suddenly he was
hitting her just right. Her thighs quivered and her blood hummed. She couldn’t
think and her hearing dimmed. Every molecule in her body focused on where their
bodies joined and their skin touched. He wouldn’t let her shake her head to
clear it and then it was too late.

She shattered again. He rode her through it. He never let up
and she never came down.

Suddenly he pressed fully against her pussy and groaned into
her mouth. She could feel his release deep inside her. She panted, finally able
to let her body wind down. He lay braced above her on his forearms as her body
twitched here and there. She felt wetness slide into the shell of her ear.
Tears leaked from her eyes and she had no way to wipe them away.

He shifted and she winced. The delicate flesh of her pussy
felt swollen and bruised.

“Damn. I didn’t mean to take you so roughly.” He wiped the
tears from her eyes. “I apologize.”

“Don’t. You didn’t really hurt me. It’s just you’re a bit
bigger than I’m used to. I adjusted.” She didn’t want him to feel guilty when
she’d just had two stellar orgasms. Each better than any she’d ever felt
before. She wouldn’t share that information with him, though.

He stared into her eyes as if looking for truth in them. She
maintained eye contact and attempted to appear unfazed. Finally, he leaned
forward and kissed her neck. She knew she had to be sweaty and wondered how he
could stand to do it. His hands released her and he slowly pulled from her
body. She tried to bite back each wince, but knew she’d failed as his mouth
tightened into a grimace. He moved from the bed and she heard a side door open
and water run.

She was too tired to even close her legs. She needed a few
moments.

He returned with a cloth and wiped the folds of her pussy.
She tried to close her legs, but he grabbed one ankle and held her leg in the
air.

“Be still,” he said.

The gentle tone of his voice lent his words a silent please,
so she chose not to take offense. And she was tired.

“I don’t like to be handled,” she said softly.

His thumb rubbed her ankle and she felt her pussy gush. She
knew he had to see it, since his eyes were focused between her legs. She
sighed.

“You shouldn’t tell lies,” he said quietly.

He looked at her face, then turned away from the bed with
the cloth. She’d completely missed the extra door when he’d dragged her into the
room. He stood at a black sink in what looked to be a small bathroom.

“Were you planning on releasing me any time soon?” She held
her arms still. Her wrists were a little raw.

The water shut off and he moved to the bathroom doorway. “I
don’t know. When you’re loose, you tend to attack me. You scream, moan and have
orgasms tied up.”

Her face felt hot and she prayed to whatever higher power
was out there that her skin was dark enough that her blush didn’t show.

“I like that shade of red on you,” he said.

She blew out and allowed herself to pout for a moment. Luck
just wasn’t running her way this year. When had it ever?

She pressed her feet flat against the bed and pushed herself
up. When she had enough give on the rope around her wrists, she wrapped her hands
around it and pulled up to a sitting position. She was aware of him watching
her as she tried to unbind herself. She realized right away how impossible it
would be.

She caught movement out of the corner of her eyes and moved
her legs before he sat on them. She scowled at him, but he only reached over
and patted her thigh.

“Let’s negotiate,” he said. His iron-clad control was back.

She admitted to herself she was slightly miffed he could
gaze at her naked with a composed look on his face while she had to breathe
deeply to keep her heart rate under control.

“Untie me and I won’t stomp your balls the first chance I
get.” She didn’t mean to say that. It just came out. She glared at him to cover
her confusion.

“We will begin there. I’m tired of having to protect my
scrotum every time you get upset. Which seems to be every minute, I might add.
My balls have never received so many threats, and never from a woman. I untie
you and you stop fighting me and do what I tell you.”

He was right. It really was dangerous for her not to go
along with the team. They were essentially undercover on a mission and it was
over the top for her to continue to be difficult.

“Screw you,” she said. She pulled her knee back and kicked
out at him.

She was shocked with herself, but kept her features even. He
caught her foot and stood. He let her foot go and walked to the other side of
the bed. He picked up the edge of the blanket and tossed it over her. It
covered her from breasts to toes. It shocked her and she stilled. He walked out
of the room through the door leading to the main room.

What was wrong with her? She didn’t have any idea why she
kept pushing him. She didn’t have a reason to fight him now. The dirty deed was
done.

The door’s opening startled her. She looked up to see the
woman, Bronwyn. She walked in and a clothed Rhine walked in behind her and
closed the door. Bronwyn glanced at the torn clothing on the floor and Niki’s
bound wrists and sighed. The young woman crossed to the bed and sat at the
bottom. Rhine leaned back against the closed door.

“My cousin cannot fight you off and remain alert in this
place. He needs to focus. We all need to focus,” the younger woman said. She
looked down and adjusted the pleats in her dress. “I have come to ask you for
my life. I want to go home. I know you want to see your family again.”

Bronwyn paused to look around and Niki was reminded of the
possible hidden cameras and mics. Cameras that would have caught…everything
done in the room. Niki felt herself blush again for maybe the second time in
her adult life.

Bronwyn leaned toward her and lowered her voice. “I want to
return to my planet and my brothers. I want to live. I honor the sacrifice
you’ve made for me.” Her eyes traveled back up to the rope and back down across
Niki’s body covered with the blanket.

Niki almost didn’t hear her next words, they were so soft.
“I want my first lover to be my choice, not…”

Niki breathed deeply and stared into the other woman’s blue
eyes before speaking. “I am unhurt and I understand,” she whispered.

The girl didn’t look as if she could eat nails just then.
She just looked young and scared. Bronwyn nodded and stood. She left the room
without looking at Rhine as he held the door for her.

 

Rhine looked back at the woman on the bed. She seemed more
subdued than at any moment since he’d carried her from the casino. While her
constant sparring with him was in some ways exhilarating, it also was risky. He
needed her cooperation and the only person he’d seen get through to her was
Bronwyn.

He walked toward her cautiously. She was more skittish than
a wild hastut protecting her foal. He pulled his knife from one of the
hidden pockets in his pants, unfolded it and cut the rope that bound her
wrists. He caught her arms before she could lower them.

Damn. Her wrists were raw, the skin abraded. She
hadn’t said a word. He shook her arms gently to return circulation to them.

“Come with me,” he said.

She narrowed her eyes at him, but swung her legs over the
side of the bed and stood. He’d forgotten about the amazing nudity. She was
magnificent. Her entire body was firm, including breasts which should have been
too large to sit that high. He stared at the dark-brown of her nipples for a
mouthwatering moment before remembering she was hurt and it was his fault.

He led her into the black and white bathroom and activated
the sink. He moved her wrists over the basin and splashed water on them.

“Son of a bitch,” Niki said. She tried to pull her arms
away.

“I need to clean your wrists.” He used soap and water to
lightly clean the scrapes. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

He felt her eyes on him, but didn’t look at her face. The
sound of the running water was the only noise in the room for several minutes.

“They will heal,” she replied. Her voice was gruff.

He shut off the water and grabbed a towel. He was surprised
she let him pat her skin dry. She was a prickly woman.

“Sit on the bed and I will get some cream from my bag. It
will help your wrists heal.”

She nodded. Her thick, curly hair shifted around her
shoulders. The dark strands hid her face as she stared down at her hands
splayed across the sink ledge. He reached up and lifted her chin. Her face was
amazingly symmetrical. Her eyebrows delicately arched above slightly slanted,
yet large eyes. Their brown depths pierced him and he quickly lowered his gaze
to her prettily rounded nose and lower still to her lush mouth.

Her lips were beautiful, with the lower lip plumper than an
Ordanian woman’s. When she wasn’t scowling, her lips enticed and invited him to
lave and lick them. He recalled how they’d felt pressed against his as he’d
fucked her without mercy. He barely controlled the shudder that wanted to pass
through his body.

She pulled her chin away from his hand and turned to reenter
the bedroom. He watched the shape of her ass as it swayed. Her hips were
delectable in their abundance. He couldn’t wait to hold onto them as he surged
into her from behind. And he would. Soon.

He adjusted his erect cock in his pants before opening the
bedroom door to retrieve his bag and the medicine. He almost tripped over it.
Obviously Bronwyn had placed the bag directly outside the room.

He pulled out a change of clothes for Niki and dug around
for the medicinal cream. She’d wrapped herself in the blanket and sat watching
him. He walked toward her slowly. She’d taught him a little healthy caution.
Her emotions didn’t always match her actions. Simple arousal and lust wouldn’t
keep her from striking out at him.

“Did we make a sex tape?” she asked quietly.

“What?” He held his hand out for her wrists.

She hesitated. He let his hand remain where it was. She
rolled her eyes and placed her hands in his larger one. Satisfaction coursed
through him. If she needed patience, he could provide it.

“Do you think someone was watching us?” she whispered.

He used a light touch to smear the cream on her wrists. “If
they were, they probably haven’t stopped.”

“Dear lord, I don’t want a video of us doing the naked mambo
passed around the galaxy. Where are my clothes?” She pulled her hands away and
reached for the dress draped across the bottom of the bed.

The slope of her back and ass were clearly on display as she
reached past him. He wanted to touch her again and trail his lips and tongue
down the graceful line of her spinal column.

“Niki, you have likely been monitored from the moment you
were captured.”

She sat up and froze. Her clothes were clutched to her chest
along with the blanket and he tried not to be distracted by the panties exposed
in front of the pile.

“Are you serious,” she asked.

He nodded. Her eyes widened.

He took pity on her. He reached into his hair and pulled out
a small plait hidden in the center. Attached was a metal cylinder.
“Mini-jammer. It won’t cover a great distance, but creates video static, and
audio distortion in this room. I activated it when we came in here.”

Her shoulders relaxed slightly.

“They didn’t…bother you in the slave camps?” he asked.

“They separate the level ones. We had female attendants and
male guards who weren’t allowed to touch us. I was told hypersensitives don’t
like the smell of other men on their sex slaves.” Her tone was bitter.

“That is true for most. Species similar to the Contu are
different. They breed as a pack. They aren’t as possessive.”

“What about Ordanians?” she asked.

“I suppose it depends on personal preference. I’ve never had
a reason to care.” Until now. The smell of Isor Ja on Niki had stoked him to
violence. “You haven’t fucked a man in months. Two at least.”

“Wow, okay. You’re just going to go deep into my personal
business that way. Okay.” She stood, wrapped the blanket around her back with a
flourish and walked into the bathroom. She slid the door closed with a
distinctive snap.

“What did I say?” he called to her.

“Ugh!” The sound was muffled through the door.

He’d forgotten Earth women could be prickly about weird things.

He shut off the jammer as he left the bedroom. They only
used the jammers sparingly so the Contu would think their system was faulty. He
knocked on the other doors. His cousins came out. Each raised an eye at the
broken curio rack before finding a place to sit. Rhine pulled on his boots and
kicked the offending pieces farther into the corner.

His door opened and Niki walked out in a pale green dress
with clear gems embroidered along the neckline and hem. She ignored what he was
doing and took up a spot in a chair slightly removed from the group of
Ordanians.

Rhine walked over and sat on the arm of her chair. She moved
over, but they still touched. She stiffened and he sensed her displeasure. She
held her tongue and didn’t try to push him off the side. It would have to do
for now.

“We rigged a deterrent system for the door,” Olaf said.

“Will it lock others out?” Rhine asked.

“Yes. It won’t take them long to override it, so the code
will have to be changed frequently. At least we won’t have to worry about leaving
our things unattended,” Gunter replied.

“They won’t leave us alone much longer. We all know what to
do?” Rhine couldn’t say much more. They each nodded.

Bute Chaeen would expect the alarm system. It wasn’t a
secret.

He felt a tug on his sleeve. It startled him that she
touched him voluntarily. He dropped his eyes to her and she maneuvered to her
knees. When she placed her hands on his shoulder and leaned toward his ear, he
realized she wanted to say something. He bent toward her. She smoothed his hair
behind his ear. He shivered.

“Is this low enough?” she whispered.

Her breath on the shell of his ear and the husky tone forced
his eyes closed.

“Lower,” he said softly.

“Should we run reconnaissance? We seem to be alone now,” she
whispered.

It wasn’t a bad idea. He was sure their every move would be
monitored. Bute Chaeen wanted something and he’d gone through some trouble to
invite them to dinner, so to speak. It wouldn’t hurt and they could judge how
close their hidden guard was.

“We walk,” he said to the others. He smiled as he signaled
for them to be alert.

They filed out of the room. Tor and Olaf guarded Bronwyn. He
and Gunter protected Niki, though he didn’t believe she would thank them.

The stone walls were just as blood red inside the fortress
as they were outside. Where the rooms were painted, the corridors were not.
There were four doorways on the corridor and a stairwell. Olaf knocked on the
other three doors. When there was no answer, he, and Gunter opened the doors
and checked the rooms.

“There is no sign that anyone is staying in any of the
rooms,” Gunter said.

“That could change at any moment,” Olaf replied.

That was true.

He, Olaf, Tor and Gunter shielded the women at the same
time. Rhine could hear the sound of many feet on the stairs.

“We have company,” he said for Niki’s benefit.

Seven Contu guards entered the corridor. They were each in a
partial shift where their faces were half humanoid and half canine beast. Sharp
claws protruded from furry human hands. Rhine didn’t like the look of them or
the way they stared at the women.

If he survived this, he would never take another woman
aboard his ship. Ever. Every last one of them was bad luck.

“Bute Chaeen requests your presence at third meal,” the
guard in the very front of the pack said.

Rhine was getting tired of Bute Chaeen’s requests.
Unfortunately, his crew was at the mercy of the dictator until they could make
a clean escape. It was time for a little diplomacy, which was normally his job.
He was the Huntu emissary. He handled the delicate situations which his cousin
Venn’s more aggressive nature could or would not.

Rhine stared the beast-man in the eye. “Lead the way.”

They followed. It would be normal for Niki to walk behind
him, but he couldn’t make himself tell her to do so. He held her arm and kept
her where he could see, smell and touch her.

The hall was even more boisterous, and crowded than earlier.
High tables edged the room facing Bute Chaeen’s throne and table. Food and
ornate candelabras crowded each surface. They were led to an empty spot. A
humanoid female with the burnished red skin and long black hair of the Rary
people stood near. She was small and most of her body was bared by a
transparent red draped dress. He noticed the swirling slave brand on her wrist.

“I will take your slave so she may bring drinks to your
table,” the Rarian said.

Rhine narrowed his eyes at the woman. “No. Send another
servant.”

He waved her away. He sat and pulled Niki down on his lap so
she straddled his left leg. She sat stiffly, but did not fight him. Rhine
watched the Rary woman speak to a guard. The guard walked toward Bute Chaeen
and spoke with him.

The dictator clapped and the hall fell quiet. “Sir Rhine, I
understand your slave does not serve.”

Rhine allowed the corners of his mouth to turn up in a
parody of a smile. “She has a specific purpose. She is solely to see to my
pleasure. She does not fetch. She does not carry. She is to satisfy all of my
senses. That is all.”

Rhine picked up an ers fruit from the table and
placed it in her hand. “Eat,” he said quietly.

She lifted the fruit and took a bite. Her feelings were all
over the place. He felt anger and contempt swirling within her. What stabbed
him in the gut was the shame and sadness. He squeezed her waist. After a
moment, she tightened her thighs around his leg and released.

Bute Chaeen continued to stare thoughtfully. “This is a
different concept. So she is your own personal fuckable art?”

Niki gasped and Rhine vowed one day Bute Chaeen would die by
his hands. “If you like,” Rhine replied.

Various slave women of different species walked to the
dictator, distracting him from his failed attempts at philosophy. Chatter
filled the room once more.

Rhine leaned closer to Niki’s ear. “Just hold on.”

“Am I allowed to speak, Sir?” Sarcasm laced her low words.

“Well, hearing is one of my senses and you are a level one.”
He waited.

“Wow,” was all she said. She shook her head, but she did
smile slightly.

“Eat, Niki. We all need our strength.” He whispered the
words against her soft hair.

Hopefully, to anyone looking, it just appeared he enjoyed
holding and speaking to his exotic. When he was sure she would eat what was
offered, he leaned back and turned to Gunter on his right. Rhine was surprised
his cousin could eat as his eyes never seem to look at the table as he scanned
their surroundings.

“Anything,” Rhine said to him.

“Even the servants’ entrance is guarded. We definitely won’t
fight our way out.”

“Do you think it is guarded all the time? Could we try again
during the night?” Niki asked. He was pleased with her calmness. She kept her
eyes ahead and her voice so low he had to make an effort to hear it.

“It couldn’t hurt to try,” Gunter replied.

“How much longer do you all need?” Rhine asked, changing the
subject. They needed the long-range communicator yesterday.

“We’ll know better tomorrow. Our host still hasn’t let us
know why we’re here,” Gunter said.

A screen lowered on the far left wall. There was a great
cheer in the hall. Rhine slid his hand from Niki’s waist and through the slit
in her dress. He held onto her thigh to keep her in place. There was no telling
what would happen next.

The screen flashed and various sexual scenes unfolded. Each
one was of a different species or Contu couple. Niki stiffened and moved to
stand. He held tightly to her thigh.

“Tor,” Rhine said.

Tor was already on his feet. He pulled Bronwyn up with him.
Olaf stood as well. They left the room. Rhine didn’t want the group separated.
It couldn’t be helped. Bronwyn needed to leave to maintain the edela façade. He
wouldn’t be able to pull Niki out just yet.

All around them, groups of two and three were beginning to
grope each other and intertwine carnally on chairs, tables and the floor.
Dinner had just descended into an orgy.





Chapter Four

 

Niki tried not to gape. All around her, men and women
wrapped themselves around each other. Clothes were discarded. Bute Chaeen was
getting a blowjob from a naked light-blue woman with no hair. There was no
place for her eyes to safely look.

“I don’t do group work.” It was difficult to speak through
clenched teeth.

Gunter chuckled beside her.

“We’ll make our exit momentarily,” Rhine said. “We need a
moment when our host won’t care if we stay or go.”

“He’s getting a pretty enthusiastic blowjob right now.
Shouldn’t he be distracted enough,” she hissed.

“Just a little while longer. I won’t let anything happen to
you, Niki,” Rhine whispered.

She shivered. She did feel safe. That wasn’t the issue. It
was hard not to think about sex when it was all around you. Even if she closed
her eyes, she could still hear moans, and sighs. There was no mistaking the
slap of flesh against flesh. There was a distinctive slurping to her left.

Rhine’s hand was hot against her thigh. At first he squeezed
her leg to get her to remain seated, but now, consciously or not, he caressed
it. His fingers glided right up to the juncture where her mound met her thigh
and back. This happened over and over and her body took notice. She didn’t want
to feel desire. It was as if her body was bare and not covered by the thin
leggings.

In front of their table walked a woman with creamy pale skin
and hair which moved and crackled as though it were a flame. She lay down on
the floor and held up her arms. Three naked Contu men circled around her. The
muscular men each gripped their own cocks and pumped them in their hands. They
were all above average size and Niki wondered if they made an average size cock
in space.

The men knelt down and began removing the woman’s sarong
skirt and bandeau top. She wore no undergarments. The tallest of the three men
pushed her legs open, lay on his belly between her legs and began to lick the
woman in long sure strokes. Another of the men sucked the woman’s nipples as he
kneaded her belly. The flame-haired woman reached for the last man and guided
his dick into her smiling mouth.

Niki couldn’t pull her eyes away. The man at the woman’s
breasts rolled her nipples, and Niki felt it in her own breasts. Her nipples
hardened and she dropped her eyes to where the Contu feasted at the
flame-haired woman’s plump, flushed pussy. At that moment, Rhine’s caressing
hand swept close to Niki’s mound. He touched her briefly. Rhine slid his
fingers along the seam of her thin pants. The light touch sent sparks through
her clit and forced a groan from her lips.

The scene before her unfolded slowly. The men gently helped
the flame-haired woman sit up. She never released the cock in her hand and
mouth. The shifter who’d been between her legs adjusted and lay on his back. He
guided the woman’s legs over his hips and helped her lower her pussy onto his
cock.

The woman shivered and Niki shivered along with her. Rhine’s
fingers pressed more firmly against her now. Rhine had found her clit through
her leggings and was applying a slow circular pressure on her button. She
wanted to protest, but found herself caught by the scene before her.

The flame-haired woman now had a dick in her mouth and her
pussy. The third shifter pushed her forward slightly and lined his cock up with
her anus. Slowly he pushed inside. The woman went completely still at first,
then she began to buck and roll her hips. The shifter grabbed her and held her
still until he was fully inside her ass. They were suspended there for a
moment, then the men worked together, lifting the woman and pulling almost
completely out of her, then bringing her back down on their thrusting cocks.
Every lift pushed her face onto the cock in her mouth and Niki wondered how the
other woman could breathe and moan so loudly at the same time.

The men growled in time with their thrusts and Niki thought
about growling too. Rhine’s fingers moved quickly and forcefully over her clit
now and she had to clutch the edge of the table to keep her upper body still.
She closed her eyes and focused on his fingers on her pussy and controlling the
parts of her others could see. Her toes curled in her slippers and she
tightened her thighs painfully around Rhine’s thigh as she climaxed. She bit
her lower lip, desperate not to call out.

With her eyes closed, she attempted to get herself together.
All around her the sounds of sex and decadence continued and she realized what
she’d done.

“Shit,” she whispered.

Rhine pulled her limp body back against his chest. “Shh, no
one noticed. Gunter has gone to check the corridor.”

Dammit, she’d forgotten Gunter. She would have to face the
man knowing she’d just let his cousin finger her to climax in the middle of a
shifter orgy.

“Oh no.” She brought her hand up to cover her eyes and
groaned. Rhine turned her so she sat sideways in his lap and pressed her face
into his neck.

“He’s been gone for some time, Niki. We should leave as
well. This would be a good moment to sneak out.”

This was a big-girl-panties moment. She pushed away from him
and stood. He crowded her as he got up and she took a step back. They exited
the room the way they’d come. She didn’t miss the two Contu guards who fell
into step behind them. Her face flamed for a moment, knowing the men had been
watching them. Rhine rubbed her arm. It soothed her.

She glared at him. “Half of that was your fault.”

“I was simply trying to help.”

She spotted Gunter leaning against the wall at the end of
the corridor. She felt her face heat again and took another deep breath. There
was a guard standing two feet from him and Gunter looked bored. Gunter pushed
away from the wall as they joined him and headed for the stairs. Niki practiced
keeping her breathing even and her mind blank. She didn’t want to feel anything
the other man might pick up on. She couldn’t tell if it was fortunate or not
that her pussy always seemed to be wet around Rhine so she wouldn’t smell any
different to his cousin. She hoped.

They entered the suite. The others were already there,
sitting and waiting. She walked over to the chair she’d occupied before and
sat. She closed her eyes again.

“No more eating,” she said.

She heard a giggle. Niki opened one of her eyes to see
Bronwyn clutching her stomach and her mouth and trying to force back a laugh.
Niki smiled, closed her eyes again and shook her head.

She knew it was Rhine who pulled her from the chair, sat
down and arranged her on his lap. There wasn’t anyone else in the group as bold
when handling her person. She moved to get up and he tightened his arm around
her waist. She subsided. Niki would have to have a real talk with him later
about manhandling her. It didn’t matter if his stupid bloodhound nose said she
did like it, she shouldn’t.

“Are they still out there?” she whispered.

“No, they’ve gone,” Rhine said.

“We should do this now then,” Tor said.

Niki was startled as Rhine stood and deposited her back in
her seat. She watched as the men each went into Tor’s room. She looked at
Bronwyn, then followed them. She could feel the younger woman behind her. She
opened the door without knocking and passed the door to Bronwyn. The men never
looked up, but Rhine snagged her wrist as she tried to pass by and pulled her
closer.

The jammer was out and running again. The men were working
on another machine. She assumed it was the communicator.

“Won’t they know you’ve sent a message?” she asked.

“We have to chance it,” Olaf said.

“Do you have a secret code? You know, you’re saying, ‘hi,
we’re having a blast in Tuetvon’ when you mean, ‘get us the hell outta here.’”

“That would be nice, but no. They will know we sent out a
signal, but they won’t kill us. They know Venn will be sending help,” Rhine
said.

“If Cam is in the room, I can get her a secret message,” she
said.

“How?” Bronwyn asked.

“Sign language.” She used her hands to sign the words for
send help.

“Camryn understands this sign language?” Rhine asked.

“We’ve used it since we were kids. She said we always should
be able to talk to each other.” The words stung her throat a little.

She hadn’t always kept in touch, but she’d wanted to. It
just hurt sometimes to see Camryn. It hurt to remember her childhood. It hurt
to remember, period.

Strong arms came around her and she recognized Rhine’s
masculine scent. She didn’t want comfort. She certainly didn’t want to get used
to it. She stiffened, but he held on.

“I don’t want to have to hurt you,” she said quietly.

The Ordanians chuckled. Rhine patted her back. He wasn’t
gentle about it either. She scowled at him when he turned her loose.

“Just in case, we will let you send your sign language. Tell
her where we are and that we are in danger. That should be enough.” Rhine went
back to working on the machine.

“We should be done with this in a few hours if we keep
working on it. It would be better to have this done when most are asleep,” Tor
said.

“The jammer will have to go down in one minute,” Gunter
said. “The mini jammer won’t cover every sight and sound.”

In other words, they needed radio silence. “Do you think
they are watching the room? They don’t seem very sophisticated,” Niki said.

“It is the nature of the dictator to be paranoid,” Bronwyn
said.

“That’s right, little one,” Rhine said.

Niki watched as Bronwyn preened under the slight praise.

There was a knock on the outer door. Niki reached for her
gun, then realized she didn’t have one and glared at Rhine.

“Bronwyn and Niki, stay in this room,” he said.

She wanted to curse him, but she’d agreed to be a team
member and he was the lead. It galled her that he understood more about the
culture than she did. She’d seen for herself that Tuetvon was male dominated,
but she had a feeling Ordan was as well.

Rhine and Gunter left the room and closed the door. The
other men placed the semi-completed machinery out of sight. Niki cracked the
door slightly and listened.

“Bute Chaeen requests your presence, Sir Rhine.”

It must have been one of those pesky guards again.

“Where are we to meet him?” Rhine asked.

“He asked only for you and he will see you in the library.”

He better not leave without backup.

“My cousin will accompany me. If this is a business matter,
Sir Gunter has a head for numbers.” Rhine’s voice was quite firm on the matter.

The only other sound was the closing of the door. She opened
the door a little wider and peered out. The large room was empty. Everything in
her urged her to leave and trail them. Rhine could be in trouble and he only
had one cousin to guard his back. But she stayed.

She’d said she would. She didn’t know Olaf and Tor. They
were just as emotionless as Rhine could be sometimes. Tor was also a little
scary. She didn’t want to make him angry. She liked all her limbs just how they
were.

Eventually she couldn’t take it any longer and drifted out
to the larger room. No one tried to stop her and she was grateful. Sitting
still wasn’t her forte.

Why wasn’t he back yet? Surely Bute Chaeen could ask for
whatever he wanted, Rhine would tell him no and that would be the end of it.
Right after they had the talk about unwanted touching, they were going to talk
about leaving her behind when there was danger.

“Niki,” Bronwyn said.

Niki spun around. Either the girl was quiet or Niki was
distracted. She preferred to think it was the former.

“What’s up?”

Bronwyn blinked at her and looked at the ceiling.

“I mean, why did you call me?” She guessed the term didn’t
translate.

“You’re worried,” Bronwyn replied.

“Worried? I’m not worried.” Just because the man hadn’t
returned yet and she’d been waiting

“Would you like to play a game of cards? I have a pack in my
room.” Bronwyn turned and entered one of the side rooms. When she returned, she
held a set of holographic cards.

They sat across from each other at the table.

“You are already familiar with Warrior’s Curse. You want to
try that?” Bronwyn shuffled the cards and began to deal.

Niki supposed her choice was made for her. “Sure.”

How did Bronwyn end up on this little rescue mission? These
guys didn’t strike her as the types to bring their baby female cousin anywhere
she wouldn’t be completely safe. It was uncomfortable not being able to get
answers. She wasn’t even sure the room was being watched. Surely they would
have busted in every time the jammer was on if that was the truth.

Where was Rhine?

* * * * *

Rhine looked around at the dictator’s library. It was more
of a museum. The space was short on books, but big on draped gaudy fabrics, and
ugly statuary. Bute Chaeen was nowhere to be seen, but the room was full of
scantily clad woman. Five beautiful slaves to be exact.

The women loitered, draped over settees and opulent pillows.
The room was full of whatever scented oils they had rubbed on themselves. It
was probably Bute Chaeen’s attempt to hide the scent of all the men they’d lain
with recently.

The same Rary woman who attempted to show Niki how to serve,
offered Gunter and him refreshments, which they declined. Suddenly music began
to play. It was slow, sensual and full of woodwind and string instruments. The
wordless song contained a throbbing undercurrent of percussion. The women began
to dance. They undulated in sexually suggestive movements.

It was a nice show. Maybe if he wasn’t waiting for a knife
in the back, he would have enjoyed it. Tension could be seen in Gunter’s
shoulders as well. Two of the women moved closer and removed their tops. The
tanned one climbed into his lap and rubbed her pert breasts against him. Rhine
gathered the woman shaking her soft fragrant tits in his face by the arms and
set her on her feet away from him.

“No,” he said firmly.

Her face showed the shock he could feel coursing through
her. She was a beautiful woman, but he had no desire to actually touch her.
Looking was fine. Niki’s full, light brown, bountiful breasts flashed through
his mind. He shifted uncomfortably.

He noticed Gunter allowed the tittie rub to go on a while
longer before pushing the woman away with a sigh. Rhine held in a smile.

The dancing continued for a long time. Rhine opened all his
senses despite the overload and strain it put on him. This was just the type of
situation where distraction could lead to death. He heard the door open and
turned to watch Bute Chaeen and what must have been one of his personal guard
enter the room. The dictator looked irritated to have the focus on his entrance
and not the distraction he’d laid out for them.

Bute Chaeen clapped his hands, and the music ceased. The
women bowed to the dictator and each found a spot reclining on pillows
throughout the room. Rhine kept them in his peripheral vision. The women in his
life had taught him it could be dangerous to underestimate the weaker sex.

“How did you like the entertainment?” Bute Chaeen asked. He
settled behind an ornate desk. He looked rather silly in a loincloth sitting on
a finely upholstered chair.

“Fascinating, yet I am sure it is not as fascinating as the
reason you have…requested…our presence here.” Rhine wanted Bute Chaeen’s games
to stop. The man made him angry and anger could lead to deadly mistakes.

“I see you have no patience, Sir Rhine. I offer you the best
of my slaves. I have been extremely hospitable and yet all you can think of is
business. Very well. Your family has something I want.”

Maybe now they could get somewhere. “What would that be?” He
managed to keep irritation from his voice. He was the Huntu’s ambassador, after
all.

Bute Chaeen smiled and Rhine took stock of the man with all
his senses. The dictator’s heart rate was elevated and he reeked of smugness.

“My assistant spoke to you many weeks ago about the new
mineral for space transport.” Bute Chaeen’s gaze was intent on Rhine’s face.

Rhine remembered he’d turned down the Contu sent to purchase
rights to the mineral. “I remember.”

“Well, surely now we can come to an agreement.” The dictator
leaned back in his chair.

“I rarely change my mind once I’ve gotten final say from
Lord Huntu.” Rhine was pretty sure he understood what Bute Chaeen would use as
his bargaining chip.

“Which do you think Lord Huntu values more, the edela or the
trilliu?”

He couldn’t believe the little bastard was so incredibly
stupid. “Are you threatening Lord Huntu’s only sister.”

“Threatening? No, why would you say that, Sir Rhine? I’m
simply offering her the opportunity to enjoy my hospitality for a while longer.
I am surprised she was allowed off world. Usually edelas are guarded more
closely.”

He was correct. She was here because of Bronwyn’s desire to
see the universe combined with Camryn’s softhearted influence. He blamed
himself. He’d allowed the desire to make both women happy to override his good
judgment. The worst part was he hadn’t advised Venn to the best of his
abilities and now Bronwyn and Niki were both in danger.

“How do you think Lord Huntu is going to react to you
extending such abundant and extended hospitality?” He knew how Venn would
react. Bute Chaeen could expect war at his door soon.

The dictator had forgotten Venn was an oonatookreegay
or what Camryn often referred to fearfully as a berserker. Oonatookreegay
didn’t turn off their violent tendencies simply because they weren’t in the
midst of a killing rage. Oonatookreegay were killers every moment. This
wouldn’t be something his cousin would let go. Usually Camryn could calm him,
but…she could also be quite bloodthirsty. Bute Chaeen had captured her family,
including her precious sister. Rhine couldn’t see her preaching mercy.

“Eventually you will see things my way. Before you leave,
you can explain all the benefits of the arrangement to him.”

Bute Chaeen was either delusional or crazy. Rhine was going
to enjoy putting him down like the rabid hundrivarg he was. Rhine peeled
his fingers slowly from the arms of the chair. He could already feel Bute
Chaeen’s throat under his hands.

Gunter cleared his throat and Rhine remembered his role. He
took a deep breath. They would have the long-range communicator up by morning.
He wouldn’t have the satisfaction of killing the beast shifter right away, but
he would return once the women were safe.

“Bring me a communicator and I will explain your position to
him now,” Rhine said.

“No, return to your suite. Enjoy our hospitality for a few
more days. We will speak more on this matter in the days to come.” The dictator
stood. “Your honor guard is waiting to show you the way.”

They exited the room and Rhine kept his senses open. It
would be easy for someone to attack them here. He was anxious to return to the
suite. The beast shifter’s threats weighed heavily on his mind.

When they walked through the door, his eyes were drawn
immediately to Niki. She stood, clutching cards in her hands. Her eyes devoured
him briefly before her expression cleared and she sat back down and resumed the
game she’d been playing with Bronwyn. He locked the door and set the alarm.

Gunter stood behind Bronwyn and looked at the cards in her
hands.

“How did it go?” Bronwyn asked.

“As expected,” Gunter replied.

Rhine moved closer. He was drawn to Niki’s side. He had an
overwhelming urge to touch her. He figured he should take advantage while she
still belonged to him. He sat on the arm of her chair and smoothed her soft
hair from her face. It fascinated him how it simply sprang back perfectly. He
was surprised she allowed the touch without protest. He was even more surprised
when she leaned toward him, grabbed his jacket and sniffed.

“What is that smell?” she demanded. He watched her toss her
cards down on the table. She glared up at him, and for a moment, he foolishly
admired the fire in her brown eyes.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said slowly. He looked at
Gunter, who shook his head at him furiously. Obviously he knew what was wrong.

She hopped from the chair and turned to face him. Her chest
heaved and he found himself distracted by the movement of her breasts with
every inhalation.

“Look at my eyes, darn you!”

He did. “Why are you angry?”

“I’m angry because while I was sitting here concerned that
you and your cousin were being tortured, you were chasing tail.” She moved
farther away.

“What is chasing tail?” He wished she would just say why she
was angry.

“Ugh. Did Bute Chaeen invite you to another orgy and you
joined right in?” Her fists were clenched and he watched her body language. If
she was going to come at him, he needed to be ready.

“Of course not. I haven’t been with another woman.”

“You lie. Unless you and Gunter were having some quality
time spraying each other with cheap perfume.” She picked up one of the
artificial lanterns. “And really, your first instinct when you walked in was to
touch me. Shouldn’t you be tired?”

Then the crazy woman threw the lamp at him. She had good aim
too. If he hadn’t ducked, she would have gotten him in the head. From the
corner of his eye, he watched Gunter move a fascinated Bronwyn out of the line
of fire.

“We haven’t been with any women, Niki,” Gunter said calmly.

She turned her blazing eyes on him and he shrugged. “It’s
true. There were dancers—”

“You’re an idiot too,” she said.

She stomped to their bedroom door, opened it, went inside
and slammed the door behind her. He looked around and was surprised to notice
that he hadn’t seen Tor and Olaf come out. They stood there with tools in their
hands.

“What did you do to make her mad now?” Tor asked.

“I didn’t do anything. Bute Chaeen’s dancer rubbed against
me. I set her away. I didn’t realize Earth women had such sensitive noses.”
Rhine didn’t have a clue what he was supposed to do now.

“Go apologize,” Bronwyn said.

“I didn’t do anything.” Why should he have to apologize?

“She doesn’t know that. All she can smell is another woman
on you. She can’t tell the difference between a touch scent and a mating scent.
She was hurt. She was worried when you left.” Bronwyn smiled at him.

“How do you know what she was feeling?” he asked.

Bronwyn actually blushed. “I can sense a little if the
emotion is strong enough.”

He would have to let Venn know. They could work with her to
strengthen her gift.

He eyed Gunter. “You just had to tell her there were
dancers.”

Gunter shrugged. “How was I to know she would be possessive?
She never seemed to like you before.”

Rhine eyed the bedroom door with wonder. His cousin was
correct. Her strange reaction suggested she didn’t want another woman to have
his body. He walked to the door. He would be patient with the little lunatic.
He would seduce her and reassure her that she could have his body all to
herself until they returned home. Maybe he would allow her to use his body even
after they reached Ordan. At the moment, he couldn’t imagine wanting another
woman.

She sat on the bed cross-legged. She’d taken off her
leggings. Her bare knees peeked through the slits in her bisected skirt. She
glared at him as he closed the door, then looked away. She didn’t pout exactly.
Niki wasn’t the type. She did look pissed as hell and he scanned the room for
anything she could use as a projectile.

He shed his clothes quickly. He reached for the mini-jammer.
She stiffened, but continued to sit there, pretending to ignore him. He also
noted she was hurt. He’d missed it as she yelled and hurled the lantern in the
other room, but he could feel it now. Somehow, it changed how he wanted to
approach her.

“Niki, I’ve taken off my clothes. If you smell me again, you
will see I told the truth. I haven’t lain with another woman.”

She didn’t say anything, so he moved closer and sat on the
bed beside her. He pulled her to his chest, making sure to keep her arms pinned
beneath his. She lay stiffly at first. Gradually, she relaxed.

She tried to pull away and he let her. She slid her body
over on the bed.

“This doesn’t mean I’m going to have sex with you again,”
she said.

Her manner irritated him. “Of course you are. You’re mine
and you want me. Why do you fight it?”

“I am not yours and I don’t want you. Whoever told you that
was a liar.” She went to her hands and knees and attempted to crawl to the
other side of the large bed.

He caught her legs and pulled her back. She lay on her
stomach. Her constant denial of her attraction to him annoyed him. She didn’t
realize the challenge she presented every time her words didn’t match what his
senses told him. He could smell her arousal. It never abated. If he touched
her, it was stronger. Forcing him to chase her brought out the primitive in
him.

Hypersensitives were all pretty in tune with their animal
natures. Every time she fought or tried to escape him, it excited him. He
pushed her dress up, straddled her legs and began to undo the fastener in the
back.

“Get off me, you oaf.” She pushed up onto her hands, which
allowed him to work the dress up under her armpits.

He breathed out slowly to center himself. Her movements
caused her firm rounded ass to undulate against his cock. He moved down
slightly and pulled her torso up so she knelt on the bed between his legs. He
pulled the dress over her head while she was disoriented. He flung the garment
away and reached for her breasts with both hands.

He’d never been so excited about a pair of breasts in his
life. They filled his large hands with a slight overflow. Her skin was the
smoothest he’d ever felt and simply holding their weight in his hands made him
happy. He molded them gently and pinched her nipples between his pointer and
middle fingers. She shuddered and he let her erratic breathing tell him whether
she liked his attentions or not.

She shook her head suddenly, as if trying to clear it, and
then began pulling on his arms. She twisted against him in an effort to get
away and he wanted to howl in protest. He released her suddenly and she fell
forward. He caught the hands that she had planned to use to break her fall and
eased her to the bed himself. He held her down with his weight and reached for
one of the pillows. He pulled the case from the pillow and began to tear the
case into strips.

“What are you doing?” she asked. She tried to sit up, but
his weight was too much for her.

“You don’t seem to want to take the pleasure I offer you.
Judging from the way you responded earlier, you will only surrender when you
have no choice,” he said.

“You’re not going to force me.” She said it as a statement
and not a question.

“Your pussy is wet enough that I don’t think force would be
necessary. But no, you’re going to ask me to fuck you.”

“I suppose you want me to say please too.” Her tone was
sardonic.

“Only if you feel you must.” He tied her wrists again. He
took extra time to make certain she would not be hurt.

He wasn’t out of control tonight, so hopefully he would pay
attention to any pain signals she displayed.

He readjusted her body so she lay correctly on the bed on
her back, and then used another strip of the pillowcase to attach her ties to
the headboard. He moved away briefly to allow her to tug on the binding. He let
her determine for herself that they were secure.

“You’re a kinky bastard,” she muttered.

He grinned at her. “Earlier we fought. I won, I might add.”
He paused while she made a rude noise. “Now we’ll see how long you can last
before you ask me to slide into your tight, wet, warm pussy. I’ll even take a
command, though you’ll get better results being nice.” He grinned at her.

“Eat me,” she said.

“I plan to, but not just yet.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

He shrugged. “Be careful what you ask for.”

He smiled, but there wasn’t anything humorous about the
situation. There weren’t many things an Ordanian could become addicted to. But
just the sight of her caused his body to shake. Maybe she was his addiction.
Certainly, her smell fed his craving. He wanted to go slowly with her, but his
body urged him to devour her. His instincts goaded him to consume her.

Her skin dazzled. Her shape beckoned. He wanted to mark her.
He took a step back. She twisted and turned with her head flung back as she
tried to wriggle from the binding. And her breasts. He closed his eyes for a
moment. He could spend a lifetime caressing them, kissing them, fondling them.

He needed a moment. If not, he would fall on her body, rip
those tiny green panties from her and—

“Did you fall asleep over there? If you let me go now, I’ll
forget about this.” Her tone was biting, yet still sexy as hell.

He had it bad. Rhine slowly came to grips with what was
keeping him rooted to the spot. If he wanted to mark her—and he really did—he
wasn’t planning on giving her up.

“Look, gigantosaurus, it’s kind of chilly in here. Either do
something or let me have my clothes.”

She wasn’t even nice to him.

He opened his eyes and stared at her. He didn’t mask his
emotions. He allowed everything he felt to show. She gasped and tried to scoot
up on the bed.

“Calling me names won’t stop the inevitable,” he said.

He climbed on the bed and caught her leg. He tugged her
toward him so she was lying flat on her back again. He pulled her panties from
her slowly, despite her jerking movements. They were already slightly damp and
her arousal prodded him to hurry. He tortured himself revealing her skin bits
at a time. When her slit came into view, he smiled at the smooth, bare flesh.
She fought him, but her folds told a different story.

They were plump, wet and, if he remembered correctly,
delicious. He discarded the scrap of fabric and buried his face in her pussy.
She was as spicy as her personality, but he caught the middle notes of
sweetness too. He inhaled deeply as he opened his mouth and began to lap at her
juices. His gaze travelled up over her firm, quivering stomach and heaving
breasts. Her eyes were locked on his face between her legs and the way she held
her bottom lip between her teeth forced him to double his efforts.

She could lie with her mouth all she wanted. She wanted him.
Her eyes said so. The tremble in her limbs said so. Every lick of his tongue
gathered moisture from her pussy and yet more appeared, racing toward his
waiting mouth, and tongue. Surely, he’d never encountered another woman as
continually drenched as this one. If he wasn’t the cause of it, he would be
after tonight.

She didn’t want to be touched, but her body craved it. He
planned on touching every inch of her and continuing to do so until she
automatically leaned into him when he neared. She’d already forced him to
desire her. To have any peace, he would have to train her to want him and only
him.

He pushed her unresisting thighs against the mattress and
kissed her pussy intimately. He tugged on the outer lips, nipping her slightly.
He almost smiled when the passion he could feel inside her flared higher. He
speared her canal with his tongue and was immediately rewarded as her muscles
tightened around his tongue and she produced more nectar, which he quickly
devoured. Her clit was prominent in its fleshy home and he considered its
plumpness an invitation.

He sucked her clit into his mouth and she moaned deeply. She
lifted her hips, thrusting against his suctioning mouth. He absorbed her
pleasure, monitoring it carefully. She gasped and moaned continuously now. He
had to be careful. He needed to bring her to the brink and not a step over.

“Oh, right there. I’m going to come,” she whispered.

He released her clit with a groan of his own. He kissed the
flesh of her inner thigh before doing the same to her belly and sides. If he
wasn’t going to feast on her pussy, he wanted to plunge his cock into her. But
he wouldn’t. Not until she asked.

“What are you doing? You aren’t finished.” Her voice was
plaintive and she bucked beneath him.

He ignored her words as he buried his face between her
amazing breasts. He slid his cheeks over each of her puckered nipples. The
contrast between the nipples’ texture and the smoothness of the globes of her
tits distracted him. He brought his hands up and molded each one. The contrast
between his lightly tanned skin and the golden-brown of her flesh fascinated
him. She was truly a delight for the eyes.

He brought his cock to rest along her pussy’s open lips and
rubbed. They moaned at the same time and he couldn’t resist capturing her
parted lips with his own. He kissed her, allowing his tongue to sink into her
mouth as he desperately wanted his cock to do with her pussy. She brought her
legs up slowly and pressed them against his ass.

She contorted and almost succeeded in creating the right
angle for him to enter her as he slid past the opening to her pussy. He
adjusted and moved one of his hands down to clutch at her ass. He pressed their
pelvises closer. He held her still. He paused in kissing her. Their mouths
remained desperately open as they panted into each other mouths in a failed
attempt to catch their breath.

He never slowed his hip movements, but he did knead the
roundness of her ass. The feel of it was just as amazing as her breasts. He
wondered if all the women from her planet were so ample and plush. Surely such
a small woman didn’t need so much cushion. He squeezed her again and she
gasped. He decided she was built for his pleasure. If everything else about her
delighted him, why wouldn’t her ass as well. He told her so.

“That’s stupid,” she gasped against his mouth. “And also
completely irrelevant. Why have you stopped?”

“You know why. I told you what I want from you.” He kissed
down her jawline and licked the side of her collarbone.

The slight saltiness of her skin pleased him. He kissed and
sucked her neck. He enjoyed every whimper she made. Then he realized his hip
movements were pushing her toward her climax. He abruptly stopped. It almost
killed him.

“No!” she screamed.

He bit down on her shoulder without breaking the skin. She
shuddered.

He lifted his head, and looked into her eyes. “Ask me for
what you want.”

She whimpered before leaning forward to rest her forehead
against his.

“It’s so easy. Just ask me to fuck you and I will slide into
you as slowly or swiftly as you like. I’ll rub your pretty clit for you and let
you come.”

Though he felt like taking what she so clearly offered, he
knew he must make it her choice in the end. He never wanted her to say the
decision wasn’t hers. Or worse, deny she’d wanted him later. Minutes ticked by
as he clutched her, fully conscious of his cock wedged between her folds,
dripping with her juices and his precum.

He sighed and began his tactile assault again. He pulled the
lobe of her ear into his mouth and sucked.

“Fine!” She took a deep breath. “Fine. Fuck me. Fast and
hard, please, since you’re taking requests.”

He smiled against her neck before shifting, aligning the
crown of his cock with her slippery opening. He kissed her lips and, honoring
her request, he pressed his entire length inside her. She bucked and cursed. He
paused for a moment to absorb the wonder and tightness of her inner walls. He
waited to determine if he’d hurt her.

She clenched her inner muscles and he nipped at her lower
lip in return before pulling his mouth away.

“Let’s go,” she said. Her legs tightened around his waist.

He hoped she was close. He wasn’t going to last long. He
pulled almost entirely out of her before slamming back in. The tight glove of
her cunt was tenacious in trying to suck him back.

“Yes,” she whispered.

He had his senses wide open to search her for signs of pain.
It was there, but fleeting, appearing as he drove home inside her, then
disappearing into tendrils of bliss. He imagined he felt every corner of her
pussy as the tight sheath nestled him each moment he was inside her. It was one
of the most decadent moments of his life, yet he knew he’d held out too long
and wouldn’t last much longer. Her pussy was just as snug as he remembered and
it felt as if she milked him, massaging the climax from him.

He moved his fingers to her clit, never ceasing the driving
force she’d asked for. He worked her button and was satisfied when he felt her
spasm around his cock. He didn’t let up, not the clit stimulation or his
thrusts. She screamed and the sound traveled down his spine and settled in the
base. He thrust twice more before pulling in as close to her as he could get.
He released his seed in jerks. His climax cascaded through him, almost painful
in its intensity.

He came down slowly, glad he had shielded her more fragile
body from his full weight even in the fuzzy aftermath of his climax.
Satisfaction coursed through him as he realized their sweaty bodies helped
their scents transfer. Not only would another hyper know she was his, they
would also know he was hers.

Her body still shuddered. He ignored his own desire to
recover and, propped on his elbows, released the tie from the headboard. He
didn’t unbind her wrists yet. As he massaged her arms, she quieted. Her last
shiver subsided, along with a deep sigh.

He kissed her and she allowed it. Her pussy tightened around
him and he savored the feeling before carefully sliding out of her. She winced
and he controlled the urge to wince with her.

“Give me a minute,” she said quietly.

She closed her eyes and was asleep in seconds. He unbound
her wrists and checked for damage. There was none. He gathered her close and
arranged them both on their sides so he could spoon behind her. He brushed
sweaty locks of hair from her face and concentrated on the feel of holding her
in his arms without her trying to break his nose or crush his balls. Certainly
he was making progress.





Chapter Five

 

“Niki.”

She opened her eyes. Her gaze locked with Rhine’s. He knelt
beside the bed. A lock of his hair nearly covered his amazing blue eyes and she
reached out without thinking, and pushed it behind his ears. The smile started
in his eyes. She groaned. These little tender moments needed to stop. She
rolled over on her back.

“You need to get up. The communicator will be finished
shortly.” He stood and loomed over her.

“Why are you so tall?” She was a little irritable. She
covered her eyes with her arm.

“Is that a real question?”

He moved around and she felt something drop on the blanket
which covered her. She looked down at the green dress and leggings she’d worn
earlier. She rolled her eyes and sat up. She tugged herself into the dress
sleepily and then went into the bathroom to brush her teeth and clean up a bit.
When she returned to the bedroom, he held out the leggings.

“Really?” she asked.

“Your legs must be covered.” His tone was harsh again.

This wasn’t the man who had worked her body so expertly a
few hours before. She snatched the leggings from him and put them on. Typical
man. They were all mercurial and bossy.

When she stood, he pulled her into his arms. She wouldn’t
admit it, but she really liked the way he smelled. Well, now that he didn’t
smell as if he’d just come from a strip club. Dancers. She stiffened and he
rubbed her back until she relaxed against him again.

“We have somewhere to be,” she reminded him.

He pulled away and she searched out her shoes. They walked
into Tor’s room. The communicator was smaller than she thought it would be,
considering all the work and parts that had gone into it.

“Are you ready, Niki?” Gunter asked.

She nodded. They turned the machine on.

“Put the private locator code in,” Tor told Olaf.

There was a pinging sound. “What is that?” she whispered.

“It is ringing,” Rhine said.

She had to admit, she’d expected the Contu guards to come
barging in and ruin all the men’s work. The screen changed from gray to full
color. A man’s face filled the space. She identified the blond man as Cam’s
husband, Lord Huntu. He was kind of scary looking up close.

“Where are you?” he said.

“We are guests in the Tuetvon fortress,” Rhine responded.

“Where are they? Do they have Niki?”

Niki’s head felt fuzzy as she heard Camryn’s voice.
Suddenly, her familiar face squeezed in next to her husband’s on the screen.
Her smile was the widest she’d ever seen.

Niki gazed at her for a moment, noticing how good she
looked. She looked happy. She finally remembered her purpose and signed, “Don’t
speak.”

Camryn blinked and signed back,” Okay.”

The men talked around Niki, but she ignored them and
concentrated on getting her message across.

Niki signed, “We are being held hostage. We are in danger.
Help.”

Camryn’s eyes rose from Niki’s hands and Niki recognized the
expression in her big, brown eyes. That was fury at its best.

Camryn signed, “Somebody’s going to die.”

Niki laughed. She couldn’t help herself. She felt tears at
the back of her eyes and breathed through the urge to cry. She was so close to
having Camryn back. Suddenly, the feed was cut. She pinched the skin between
her thumb and pointer finger to help halt the flow of her tears. She calmed
enough to focus on the group.

“Jammer’s up,” Olaf said.

“Are you okay?” Rhine asked.

“Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?” She refused to look at him.

“What did Camryn say? I saw her hands moving,” Bronwyn said.

Niki smiled. “She said, ‘Somebody’s going to die.’”

They all smiled with her.

“It’s early, but we may want to get ready now. I don’t know
how quickly Venn can get us out, but we want to be prepared. Good job,
everyone,” Rhine said.

Niki left the room without him. She took a shower, ignoring
the possible eyes on her. She dressed in her last clean dress. It was peach
with an embossed design. Just in case she needed to smack down anyone, she
plaited her hair and tied it up in a bun. She shoved her things back into
Rhine’s satchel. She was sitting on the side of the bed waiting when Rhine
exited the bathroom with a black towel wrapped around his waist.

Yeah, her pulse picked up a little. She fought down a strong
desire to lick the last bead of water coursing down the center of his chest. Or
follow it inside his towel. She had yet to get her hands on the monster he
housed under there. Taking it in her mouth would be a challenge, but she was up
for it. Or he was. She smiled at the tent he had going on.

“I’m sorry, but you will have to wait to take advantage of
my body, Niki.”

“Say what now?” She raised her eyebrow and gave him her
haughtiest look.

“You’re staring at me as if you would like to molest me. I
don’t mind, but we have to be focused now, not become distracted by love play.”
He pulled another leather tunic over his head.

“You’re something else, you know that?” she asked.

“Yes, I am Ordanian.”

She snickered.

“Was there a translation problem?” he asked.

“You could say that?”

She didn’t even bother to avert her eyes as he dropped his
towel and pulled on his pants. She admired his ass as he bent over. Her hand
actually itched as she thought about caressing it and holding it tightly. He
was right. She did want to molest him. A lot.

She leaned back on her forearms, and squeezed her thighs
together. He picked up his socks and boots, walked to the bed and placed them
by her feet. Then he leaned over her, bracing his hands near her shoulders. She
looked up at him. His hair was cool against her face and throat.

“Did you want something?” she asked.

“I want you,” he said close to her mouth.

“I thought we had to focus.”

He nibbled the edges of her mouth before kissing her deeply.
The kiss was slow and sweet, but the shocks racing through her body were not.
Even her toes tingled. Her eyes remained closed for a moment after he pulled
away. The bed dipped beside her. She opened her eyes and sighed. He tugged on
his socks and shoes. His expression was indifferent, even though her body
pulsed and throbbed.

When he stood, he pulled her up with him and walked them out
of the room.

“You know I don’t like to be manhandled.” She managed a
glare.

“I am showing you courtesy by escorting you from place to
place. If you would take my arm, I wouldn’t have to hold yours.” He sounded as
if he was instructing her on proper etiquette.

The others were waiting in the large room. They sat around
stiffly. Even though their faces were expressionless, she still felt the
tension in the air.

“If they party all night, do you think anyone will be awake
this morning?” she asked.

Her stomach was a little growly since her dinner was
interrupted the night before.

“We can go down and see. There should be something set out
for early rising guests,” Rhine said.

She didn’t feel as if she was a guest. She felt as if she
was a prisoner. They left the room and were joined by several guards halfway to
their destination. The great hall was surprisingly full. Niki looked around
warily. She remembered what happened the last time these people congregated for
a meal. Her stomach fluttered.

“What’s wrong,” Rhine whispered.

“I don’t want a sideshow with my breakfast,” she responded.

They sat at the table and Niki sighed heavily before taking
her place on his lap.

“If there is a problem today, I will send you out with
Gunter.”

“No, then you won’t have anyone to watch your back. I’ll
just put my big-girl panties on and deal with it.” But not without a lot of
grumbling.

“You aren’t wearing panties?” Rhine glanced down at her lap.

Gunter coughed. She glared at him, then Rhine.

“It is an expression. It means I need to be a grown woman
and deal with my problems directly.”

They both nodded as though she was handing out sage wisdom.
It was kind of…cute. You know, if ginormous men could be labeled with a word as
mild as cute.

Servants appeared with enormous platters of food. She picked
at everything. Nothing looked or tasted as she thought it should, but she was
happy to have anything at all. Bute Chaeen walked in followed by six women of
various species. He sat on his crimson throne and the women began to choose
food and drink for him.

This place was right out of a bad dream. Harems, prison
guards and a child leading it all in the body of a grown man. She observed the
beast shifter. So far, he hadn’t said a word about the transmission they’d sent
earlier that morning. She really didn’t think Bute Chaeen was as smart as the
men thought.

The sound of a platter hitting the floor jerked her
attention to the right.

“I’m sorry, sir.” A brick-red-skinned woman was desperately
wiping at the shirt and pants of a large Contu male.

Rhine stiffened beneath her. The Contu was already partially
shifted. His body was rigid and he had both hands balled into fists. The entire
room had fallen silent.

“You’re useless,” he said.

He growled and then brought his fist down on the side of her
face. The woman doubled over and whimpered. Niki stood and began to round the
table. Rhine pulled her back with an arm around her stomach.

“Hell, no. I’m not going to watch some woman get beaten,”
she hissed at him.

His world was screwed up. He was a fool if he thought she
was just going to sit there with the rest of them and watch. He passed her to
Gunter and stood. He’d crossed half the floor before she could begin her
assault on his cousin. She stilled.

The Contu grabbed the woman’s hair, and jerked his fist back
to hit her again. Rhine grabbed his wrist and held it. The Contu threw his head
back and howled. He actually howled.

“You dare, Ordanian. This doesn’t concern you,” the Contu
said.

“She’s half your size. Why don’t you attempt to give me the
beating you’d intended for her?” Rhine’s voice was cold.

Niki held her breath. The Contu wasn’t as tall as Rhine, but
he was as wide and muscular. Plus, he had wicked long sharp teeth and claws.
For a second, fear gripped her. She hadn’t taken bulk, teeth and claws into
account when she’d decided to interfere.

“He will be fine, Niki,” Gunter whispered.

She remembered they knew what she felt and she swallowed her
emotions. Rhine didn’t need to worry about her right now.

Bute Chaeen spoke, “Sir Rhine has challenged you, Sarwee.
The winner will be awarded the Rarian slave to do with what they will.”

Bute Chaeen’s tone was bored, but his eyes gleamed. She
wished she had some itching powder for his loincloth. Rhine took off his jacket
and tossed it on the table as he stepped back to a clear spot on the floor. The
Contu snarled a bit and drool slid down his fangs.

The beast man circled Rhine, lunging at him and pulling back
before he was within arm’s length. The crowded room erupted in shouts and
laughter. Rhine looked as calm as a mild summer breeze. His hands were up and
ready, but he didn’t seem to respond to any of the beast shifter’s deceptive
movements beyond keeping his eyes on him.

It was torture trying to suppress her emotions. The contents
of her stomach were churning with all the turmoil of a typhoon and her heart
lodged in her throat. She watched as the Contu swiped at Rhine with his claws.
Rhine leaned away and grabbed the man’s fully extended wrist. He followed
immediately with an elbow jab to the underside of the shifter’s snout.

The shifter’s head snapped back and Rhine didn’t hesitate.
Methodically, he delivered blow after blow to the stunned man. His jabs were
faster than anything she’d seen outside a movie. The Contu’s face was bloody
and he clutched at his ribs. Rhine alternated his punches between the man’s
sides, gut and face.

The crowd had fallen silent as the shifter received his
beating. She was slightly uncomfortable with the ease in which Rhine dealt with
the beast shifter. She thought about her attacks on him earlier as the Contu
fell to his knees. He’d obviously been modifying his strength to keep from
hurting her. She’d known he was strong, but this was chilling.

He didn’t appear to be pulling any punches now as he
delivered a beating the beast man would never forget. The sound of fist hitting
flesh and bone was unmistakable and slightly nauseating. This wasn’t a fight.
Rhine slaughtered the other man.

“Rhine,” she said.

In the silent room, her voice seemed to carry and the
Ordanian paused. His head cocked, but he never looked away from the Contu. He
raised his hand and dealt the man a flat-handed chop to the side of his neck.
The beast shifter slumped to the floor. He didn’t move. Had he killed him?

Rhine turned. He grabbed his jacket and a cloth napkin from
the table. He tossed the jacket over his shoulder and wiped the blood from his
hands as he walked toward her. His eyes never left her face. Gunter released
her and she walked around the table and waited.

“I thought you were the diplomatic one in your tribe,” Bute Chaeen
said. He turned his frown from Rhine’s back to the defeated Contu on the floor.

“There are no weak links in Tribe Huntu,” Rhine said as he
reached her side.

She chose another napkin from the table and reached up to
wipe the splatters of blood from his face and shirt.

“Thank you,” she whispered. He nodded.

She caught movement out of the corner of her eye. The beaten
woman knelt before Rhine. Niki caught the red woman’s hand before she could
touch the waistband of Rhine’s pants.

“No.” Niki showed the woman her fiercest expression.

The woman looked up at her in surprise and tried to shake
her loose, then turned to Rhine. “Master?”

Bute Chaeen looked beyond irritated. “Why is the exotic
blocking the slave’s tribute? She shows you great honor by immediately
servicing your cock with her mouth.”

Niki was going to show them all beyond irritated if this
damn woman didn’t keep her hands and mouth to herself. She allowed displeasure
to radiate from her. She didn’t take a deep breath or try to mask her feelings
at all.

“This one is my number-one slave. I leave slave direction to
her. There is an order and the new one hasn’t earned the right to touch me
yet,” Rhine said.

She narrowed her eyes at him. Later, she’d show him what she
thought about this latest foolishness out of his mouth. He lied facilely, and
though the dubious talent came in handy, it made her nervous.

“You have a strange way of dealing with your slaves. Though
I do believe you make sense. I will think on this.” Bute Chaeen actually looked
thoughtful as he accepted a chalice from the same bald blue slave she’d watched
blow him yesterday.

What a wasted life. She stiffened as Rhine placed his hand
on her back and rubbed. He leaned down close to her ear.

“She will do what you tell her,” he said softly.

She looked down at her fist still wrapped around the poor
woman’s wrist. She looked scared and Niki released her slowly and tried to
smooth away the anger on her face.

“What is your name?” Niki asked.

“I am A’Di,” she said softly.

“I’m Niki. Don’t touch him.” Niki jerked her thumb at Rhine.

The other woman looked at Rhine, who just stood there as if
he was a great lumbering ox. She nodded, and stood.

“She needs ice,” Niki said.

The woman’s face was already swelling. Rhine directed a
server to bring him ice in a cloth. He walked to his chair and sat, pulling
Niki onto his lap. Niki looked at the woman, who now stood behind their chair.

“She can’t just stand there. Some big-ass dude just hit her
in the face. She needs to rest,” Niki whispered.

“I understood a third of what you just said. Would you like
me to offer her my other leg?” Rhine asked.

She pinched his side where no one in front of them could
see. A’Di gasped. Niki looked at the other men. Only Gunter stared at her.

“Please, Gunter,” she said. She tried for an innocent look
and the man smirked at her.

He nodded. Niki turned to A’Di. The woman now held an ice
pack to her eye.

“A’Di, this is Sir Gunter. You’re going to sit on his lap so
you can rest,” Niki said.

“Yes, Mistress Niki,” A’Di said.

Niki rolled her eyes, and turned to Rhine. “What’s that
about?”

He leaned very close to her ear. “You obviously have rank
and value to her master. In our world, that elevates you to mistress status.”

“I don’t like it,” she said.

He shrugged.

“Were you just going let her suck your dick right in front
of me?” she asked suddenly.

She hadn’t meant to say anything. He leaned back in the
seat. He shrugged again. His eyes never left her face. Her insides lit and
sparked with the intensity of firecrackers. Her hand rose.

“Niki,” Gunter said sharply.

She remembered why hitting him wasn’t a good idea in this
environment and reached for Rhine’s cup instead. Rhine smiled. Her aunt used to
call that naughty glimmer in a man’s eyes devilish intent.

The screen on the far left wall lowered.

“No, no, no, no.” She wasn’t going to sit through another
fuck fest.

A cheer went through the crowd. It stopped when the blank
screen changed to one of Lord Huntu dressed in what appeared to be a leather
battlesuit. He took up the entire screen and his face was frightening in its
intensity. His eyes alone made her shudder. Where the other Ordanians never
seem to display emotions, this man dripped with menace. Niki shuddered. Camryn
was married to this man?

Bute Chaeen addressed the image. “Lord Huntu, how—”

“Release my family and all their possessions, now. Every
tribe on Ordan has begun to mobilize in a mutual desire to avenge the slight
you have shown me. I have contacted all of my allies in the galaxy. Fuzar
fighters are now entering your air space to ensure the speedy release of the
Edela, my Council and the Lady Huntu’s kinswoman. Deny me and perish. You have
less than an hour. Huntu out.”

The screen went completely blank. Women began screaming and
men jumped up and fled the hall.

Bute Chaeen yelled to one of his guards, “Bring me a report
on the air space around the planet.

Niki glanced at her companions. A’Di was the only one who
appeared in any way concerned. They each continued to eat slowly and chat
softly. Rhine rubbed the small of her back in slow circles. It didn’t calm her
as it usually did. He reached for a dark-blue item which had the consistency of
meat. She grabbed his hand.

“No, you still have animal blood on your hands.” She picked
up one of the slices and fed it to him. She had visions of him somehow
ingesting the blood and going all flea collar and howling at the moon as though
he was in a werewolf movie.

She tried to keep her eyes on everything that was happening.
It was as if the Ordanians existed in a bubble, unconcerned, as everyone else
screamed and yelled. Guards filed into the room. One of them approached Bute
Chaeen at a run. He spoke quietly to the dictator. Bute Chaeen howled and
pushed over the raised table in front of him. Food and drink tumbled to the
floor. The women surrounding him scattered.

“Sir Rhine, take your people, and go. The guards will take
you to retrieve your things and to your ship.” He flung his hand toward the
door.

“I will have A’Di’s deed first,” Rhine said calmly.

Bute Chaeen looked away as he waved his hand at one of his
people. The man came forward with a small, flat, black electronic tablet. Rhine
pressed a few keys on the gray electronic device strapped to his wrist. Rhine
waved his wrist past the man’s tablet, then checked the information.

Slight pressure at her back alerted her he wanted her to
stand. They left the large chamber quickly. She wanted to be safely away from
this planet. She believed Lord Huntu would attack Tuetvon if they were even a
second late breaking the planet’s atmosphere.

When they entered the room, Tor closed the door firmly in
the guards’ faces.

“A’Di, is there access to the computer mainframe in this
room?” Rhine asked.

“There should be an outlet here.” She walked over to the far
right wall and tapped a panel.

A large square cabinet doorway opened to reveal a small
screen and exposed connectivity points.

“I’ll handle it,” Olaf said. He walked over to the wall.

“I’ll grab your bag,” Tor said. He walked off toward the
rooms.

Niki followed Rhine into their bedroom.

“What is he doing?” she asked.

Rhine reached into his hair and Niki realized he’d turned on
the mini-jammer.

“He’s setting a virus to eat through their computer
mainframe. Tuetvon isn’t much more than what is contained within the walls of
this fortress and the lands it protects. We have to take advantage of this
opportunity while we’re here.”

She nodded. It was a good initial strike. The Contu were
already struggling to understand how to react to Lord Huntu’s threats.

“Please wash the blood from your hands,” she whispered.

There was something about knowing he had the Contu’s blood
on his hands that unsettled her. She almost felt as if it could contaminate
him. He stared at her for a moment before walking into the bathroom.

When he returned she noticed his hairline was wet. The
tightness in her chest eased as she realized he’d washed his face as well.

“Thank you,” she said.

He grabbed his bag. She followed him to the larger room.
Everyone was assembled.

“Let’s get out of here,” Bronwyn said.

* * * * *

Their getaway was smooth. Niki allowed A’Di to sit in her
chair while Niki hovered around Rhine’s captain’s chair. She was urging him to
pilot the ship faster in her mind. She wanted to be as far away from Bute
Chaeen and Tuetvon as she could be before bedtime.

The Fuzar fighter ships accompanied them to the hyper-jump
portal. As she stared out into space, she realized the hyper-jump portal was a
wormhole. She held her breath as they made the jump. There’d been a disturbance
in her belly, similar to taking the giant drop on a roller coaster. Her heart
didn’t quiet until they were safely on the other side.

“You said a week’s worth of travel, correct?” she asked.

“Yes,” Rhine said.

She was a week away from Camryn. The only way she was going
to keep her safe was to stay with her. Especially now that she knew Cam’s
husband was super warlord of the year. Anyone who could send a room full of
beast shifters into a panic with one short message shouldn’t have anything to
do with Cam.

“What is it?” Rhine asked. He stared up at her over his shoulder.

“May I talk with her now?” she asked.

He turned to look at Olaf.

“I can get a signal through,” Olaf said.

She waited, but not patiently.

“On screen,” Olaf said.

Lord Huntu and Camryn were sitting side by side. Camryn’s
face lit from within as soon as she spotted Niki.

“Are you safe?” Camryn asked.

“I’m safe,” Niki replied. She signed, “Are you safe?”

Camryn frowned. “Niki—”

Niki signed, “Sign it.”

Camryn signed, “I couldn’t be safer. Truly.”

Niki believed she believed it. “Rhine says we are a week out.”
She turned to him. “Is a week seven days to you?”

“Yes.” He was staring at her oddly.

She didn’t care. Camryn was her only family. She was also
the only family member who had ever given a damn about whether she was happy or
sad, lived or died. She breathed through the pain in her chest and stomach.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Camryn asked frantically. She
leaned forward and her husband touched her arm.

She’d forgotten Cam could read her if she wasn’t careful. “I
just can’t believe I’ve found you. Or you found me.”

“I always have and I always will, Niki.” Camryn smiled
sweetly. “Venn needs to talk with Bronwyn and the guys. Get them to let you
call me again.”

Niki nodded.

Venn looked around. “Everyone is unharmed? Bronwyn is
unharmed?”

“I am unhurt, Brother,” Bronwyn said. “Hello, Camryn.”

“Hi, Hon.” Camryn waved at the young woman.

“Who is behind you?” Venn asked.

“New slave. A’Di,” Rhine said.

“New slave. When did you pick up any old slaves?” Camryn
asked.

“We have to go.” Rhine signaled Olaf.

“Wait, Rhine—” The feed was cut on Camryn’s next words.

“That was rude,” Niki said.

“We don’t want to worry her unnecessarily.” His voice was
pitched low and tender.

She remembered Rhine had a thing for Cam. Dizziness
overwhelmed her. She’d put his feelings for her sister out of her mind and had
sex with him in order to survive. Somewhere along the way, her rule against
getting involved with men attracted to her sister stopped mattering. All that
seemed to matter was what he made her feel.

“Take the bridge,” Rhine said.

His hand snagged her arm and she allowed him to lead her
from the bridge before pulling away. If he’d insisted, she knew she could never
have freed herself. She followed him down the hallway and to the room he’d
given her.

“Niki, why are you in so much pain?”

“I’m not.” She made sure to stare him in the eyes.

“Niki.”

“I thought I was your number-one slave,” she said, her tone
harsher than she wanted.

“We were under duress. I had to think up something to cover
your actions. He was expecting me to discipline you and allow A’Di to suck my
cock. Would you rather I let that happen?”

“No, but these stories come to you so quickly and easily.
What do you do for your cousin?” she asked.

“I serve on the Tribal Council. I am Venn’s
second-in-command and I am his ambassador. For the most part, it is my job to
give him advice and keep the peace.” He shrugged.

“Do you like it?”

“I was trained from an early age for the role. Venn and I
were raised together by my uncle. When it was clear Venn would be the Huntu to
win the right to rule, I was trained to help him. Venn is a good man who has
shown himself to be a good leader. I am honored Uncle Ivan thought I would make
an excellent second.”

Pride dripped from his voice and she made note of the way he
spoke of Venn. It was clear their years together had bred fierce loyalty.

He’d answered all her questions and she wouldn’t push him
anymore about Venn.

“Where is A’Di going to sleep?” she asked. “Do you have a
room for her?”

He took her hand and pulled her closer until he could wrap
her in his arms. She stood stiffly at first with her arms by her sides and her
cheek pressed against him. He rocked her slowly and rubbed her back.

“I thought I told you I don’t like to be handled.”

“I thought I told you that you lied,” he said.

She tried to pull away and the hand rubbing her back began
to massage. Her body relaxed involuntarily.

“Give her this space and come stay with me.”

He kissed her hairline and her insides melted. “Okay.”

Did it matter if she kept sleeping with him at this point?
It wasn’t as if everyone here couldn’t tell she wanted to. It would only be for
seven more days. She could enjoy him that long.

She still had one more thing on her mind. “Rhine, was the
shifter dead?”

“Which shifter?”

“The one who hit A’Di.”

“No, I sensed it would make you uncomfortable. Which I still
don’t understand.” He pulled her closer.

“I thought you said the Contu were related to the Nestvur.
Aren’t they strong? He looked as big as you. His fangs and claws were super
sharp.” She shivered.

“There are differences between and within natural
hyper-species. We are all essentially hunters, but there are levels. I am
warrior class on Ordan. There are only a few species who would be naturally
stronger than me in hand-to-hand combat. The Contu aren’t among them.”

“The Nestvur?”

“Yes, against a Nestvur warrior with no blasters involved,
it would be considered an equal match. Even that is deceptive. Within each
group, there are some who are stronger. We tend to make those men or women
leaders,” he said.

“So is that why your cousin leads your tribe?”

“Yes and no. He has special strength, but he was groomed
because he is also smart and fair. Strength without higher-order brain function
leads to animalistic behavior.”

“So the fight you had wasn’t fair?” she asked.

He shrugged and it shook her entire body.

“He had more of a chance than A’Di had against him.”

What could she really say? It was true.

“I’ve come up against Trogo before and hurt them. It took a
group of them to subdue me. Granted, I had weapons. You’re saying there are
some species I won’t have a chance against without a firearm and a head start.”
The fight had opened her eyes to her own vulnerability.

He pushed her out to arm’s length. He looked confused and
alarmed.

“Why would you be fighting Trogo?”

“My job was to protect and defend,” she said. “I couldn’t
change who I was just because the enemy was bigger and stronger.”

“You will no longer need to defend and protect. Your sister
has a guard and you will also,” he said.

“Why does she need a guard?” Her heart galloped.

“You both need a guard because people will want to steal you
away and we cannot be with you every moment.”

“You all live in the same place?”

“We stay much of the year in Huntu Keep.”

“So you’re saying someone would be foolish enough to walk
into a house full of big-ass men who can deliver a beat down equal to the one I
saw you give that Contu just to get to me?” Paranoid much.

“They already have. An Ordanian attempted to take your
sister. He had her out of the keep before we could get her back.’

“Your cousin let Cam get kidnapped?” What was the use of her
husband being big and bad if it didn’t protect Cam?

“Which is why she now has her own guard and so will you.
Your best choice if caught unaware is to run and hide until one of us can get
to you. Attack the soft spots if you are captured and get away. They won’t play
with you as I do. Your advantage is a kidnapper won’t expect you to have been
trained.”

She stared at him in disbelief. Was he kidding? She was a
fighter. She noted his rigid shoulders and set mouth. Then she remembered the
systematic hammering he’d given the beast shifter. No, Rhine hadn’t been
playing with the man. Not at all.

“I’ll keep your suggestions in mind.” She had so much to
think about. Everything was different now and she wasn’t sure she could adapt
appropriately.

“I will do anything to keep you safe, Niki,” he whispered.
He enfolded her in his arms again.





Chapter Six

 

She’d distracted him on purpose. Rhine was beginning to
realize she evaded when he asked her about her feelings. Something about her
silent conversation with her sister caused her anxiety, distress, fear and
pain. Some didn’t realize empaths didn’t just sense emotions. Yes, he could
interpret the body’s physiological responses and read them as emotion. He could
also sense more complicated feelings.

Niki had issues in her relationship with Camryn. He needed
to work extra hard to help her through whatever her problem was. Venn wasn’t
likely to allow anyone or anything to interfere with Camryn’s happiness. If Rhine
wanted to keep Niki with him at the keep, he was going to have to help her.

She’d walked around the bridge for hours, quietly asking
each crew member what they did and how. Sometimes they showed her simple things
and allowed her to take over a task for a while. Now he had two women working
on his ship. Bronwyn was still in training.

As time passed, all he could think about was how easily
she’d agreed to sleep with him. In Tuetvon, it had taken the threat of
molestation by Bute Chaeen to convince her. He thought he understood what
influenced her decision. She didn’t want A’Di anywhere near him and Niki
enjoyed the pleasure his body gave her. He was going to use the knowledge
shamelessly.

It shouldn’t take more than getting naked in her presence.
He’d never thought about the way he was made before, other than to thank the
Deity he was fit and able to contribute to his tribal duties. Every time Niki
ran her eyes leisurely over his form, it made him proud that she could take so
much pleasure in looking at him.

He couldn’t allow her to explore his body this morning, but
now would be an excellent time. They were taking two-man shifts on the bridge
tonight and Rhine and Gunter were on rest cycle first. He sent Bronwyn to bed.
As he gathered Niki and she gathered A’Di to leave the bridge, the Rarian
halted their progress.

“Mistress Niki, when will I be allowed access to the
Master?”

Niki blinked at her and he sensed anger begin to well up
inside the Earth woman.

“A’Di, you do not have to serve in that way anymore. Surely
you would prefer to have a good night’s rest,” Niki’s voice held a noticeably
hard edge.

He touched her arm and guided her a few steps away.

“You better not be getting ready to say you’ll take her up
on her offer.” She stared him hard in the eyes as she said the words and it
struck him as funny. Less than two days ago, she professed to want nothing to
do with him.

“She is Rarian, Niki,” he said.

“Speak plainly, man. What does that have to do with me?”

“Her species must have frequent and daily sexual relations
to maintain good health.” He forgot sometimes she did not understand the rules
of the cultures around her.

“I call bullshit,” she said.

“I take that to mean you don’t believe me. It is true.” They
stared at each other. Rhine attempted to look trustworthy, even though he’d
never had his honor questioned before.

Finally, Niki made a small noise in her throat and turned
back to A’Di.

“You still can’t have,” she paused and looked back at him
with a smirk, “the master. There are three other men on this spaceship. Captain
Rhine won’t mind if you convince one of them to help you.”

A’Di’s eyebrows drew down over her black eyes. “The Master
is not available,” she said slowly.

“No, but just look around, A’Di. I’m sure you can convince
one of these guys to keep you healthy. One, two, three, I don’t care. As long
as they’re willing. But not this one.” She pointed back at him and he watched
in fascination as she laid out the rules for the other woman. “Oh, and when we
get to Ordan, stay away from my sis—stay away from Lady Huntu’s husband. You
and I are friendly now, but I don’t want to be ugly with you.”

“Ugly, but you are beautiful,” A’Di said, looking Niki up
and down, confused.

“I mean behave ugly. On my world, I was trained as a female
warrior.”

A’Di nodded. “No Captain Rhine and no Lord Huntu.”

He couldn’t help it, he grabbed Niki and pulled her against
his front. He looked around at the other men, but he didn’t have to see their
faces to know they were amused.

Gunter cleared his throat. “Since I have time, I volunteer
to be the first to help you with your health.”

A’Di looked up at him and smiled. “You are all very
wonderful to look at. I’m sure you will have beautiful cocks for me to suck and
fuck.” She frowned, then smiled. “Mistress Niki must be a master of the sexual
arts if the master will only allow her to see to his needs.”

Niki started coughing. He heard a snicker from Olaf. Gunter
led A’Di from the bridge.

“Space is going to drive me crazy,” Niki muttered. “Come on,
oh great and powerful master.”

As they left the room, he wondered if there was something
wrong with him that he found her sarcasm sexy. Probably. She amused him. He
knew she didn’t see him as her master in any way. She didn’t acknowledge he
held a deed to her person.

He had time. He was sure if he kept his little master of the
sexual arts busy for the next seven days, she would find it harder to deny him
on Ordan. She was already possessive and he gave her every opportunity to claim
him even if she thought the situation would be temporary. It wouldn’t be. She
was his.

He would let her discover the fact on her own.

He opened his chamber door and allowed her to precede him
inside. He’d brought her things over earlier. She looked around and he tried to
picture the space through her eyes. All the rooms were remarkably similar. They
consisted of a large lounging space with a sleeping space and bathing room
beyond.

He had star charts tacked to the walls and holograms of his
family. He watched her walk around. She looked at each item and he leaned
against the side wall to observe her reactions. She touched things. He watched
her trace the diaphanous outlines of a Zunchar Nebula holographic photograph.

She studied each of his personal holograms. “Who is this? I
saw him in the hologram in my room also.“

“Venn and Bronwyn’s younger brother, Hans.”

“This is different than how I thought your space would
look,” she said. She turned to face him.

“Oh?”

“I was thinking skulls and crossbones, leather and whips.”
She smiled.

“No, you weren’t.”

“You’ve worn leather each day I’ve seen you.” She shrugged.

He took off his jacket and her eyes dilated and her
heartbeat leapt. He tossed it on the couch and stood there by the door,
waiting.

“Your turn,” he said. She raised her eyebrow. “Take
something off.”

She kicked off her shoes, then smirked.

He pulled his tunic over his head and tossed it the way of
his jacket.

“I wish I had some dollar bills,” she muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing. My turn, right?” She reached under her skirt and
pulled off her leggings.

He supposed it was the taboo nature of bare legs in society,
but every time he saw her without her leggings, he felt as if something extra
illicit was happening. The slit in the sides of the dress’s bisected skirt
climbed all the way to her waist.

Suddenly, she flipped the side so her right leg was
completely bare. She turned her leg at an angle and the defined muscles of her
leg and thigh snared his attention. Long expanses of colbruna-colored
skin sent waves of desire throughout his body. He adjusted his cock. His pants were
distinctly uncomfortable.

She covered her leg. “Maybe a preview will motivate you to
speed up.”

His boots were next. He cheated a little and tugged off his
socks at the same time. She pulled her panties down and discarded them quickly.
The pulse throbbed at her neck and her breathing was labored. He reached for
his waistband.

“Wait, can I do it?” she asked. Her eyes traveled from his
clearly defined shaft up to his eyes.

He pulled his hands away as she walked toward him. Brown
skin peeked through the slits in the sides of her dress as she moved. The slope
of her thigh tantalized him. He wanted to grab her and end the game he’d begun.
He didn’t. He wanted her to come to him. He needed her to reach for him,
whether she thought it was a good idea or not.

When she finally stood before him, she slid her hands from
his shoulders down his torso and back up. She repeated the process again,
pulling her hands a little closer together. Every place she touched tingled.
His cock twitched each time her hands slid closer to it.

“You are a beautiful man. This is the first time I get to
explore you.” She smiled. “Somebody forgot to tie me up.”

Her hands on him weren’t a laughing matter. He remained
still while she stroked him. She ran her hands around his side to his back and
tucked herself in close. He felt her hardened nipples rub his torso and
groaned. She shimmied slightly and rubbed her body against his.

“That’s nice,” she whispered. Then, more loudly, she said.
“I’ll have to get to your arms later. I’ve been waiting to do this for a
while.”

She unfastened his pants and directed him to step out of
them. Right after she tossed them to the side, she caressed his ass before
sliding her hands around his hips to gently take hold of his cock. The first
contact was electric. He jerked against her and she gripped him tighter.

He wasn’t the only one affected. He opened his senses wide
and studied her reactions. Her skin was flushed. Her chest heaved. She breathed
more quickly than normal and he watched her tongue peek out and moisten her
bottom lip as she gazed down. Her hands made a slow, but firm slide up and down
his shaft. He could smell her arousal, spicy, piquant yet sweetly redolent.

He reached for her updo and quickly untied the cloth she
used to keep it in place, then finger-combed her soft curly hair. It pooled
around her face and she looked up at him through several flyaway strands. Her
eyes were heavy with desire.

“You’re breathtaking,” he said.

“See, I knew you were smart.”

She slid slowly down his body, not releasing his shaft for
even a moment. He gathered the mass of her hair and pulled it away from her
face with one hand. She looked up at him before opening her mouth and slowly
taking him in. Her mouth was sublime. Warm and wet. She sucked and
simultaneously pulled him in deeper. His eyes tried to close as he groaned, but
he fought the impulse. He didn’t want to miss a moment. Watching her take him
slowly into her mouth was rapturous.

He felt the back of her throat before she ran out of shaft.
She took a deep breath. He felt it all the way to his toes. She watched his
face as she sucked, pulling back until she sucked only the tip of his cock
before taking him in again. She gained speed and he tightened his hold on her
hair. She gasped around his cock. Her tongue swirled as she maintained a tight
seal around his shaft and increased her speed.

He felt one of her hands begin to mold and caress his balls.
It was simply too much for him. The sight of her on her knees before him, the
glassy desire-filled look in her eyes, the tight sweet suction of her mouth and
her warm hand stroking him sent him over the edge.

“I’m coming,” he gasped.

She didn’t pull away. His release was massive. All the blood
rushed from his extremities to his cock. He never looked away as she struggled to
swallow every drop.

He recovered slowly. He felt her gently pull her mouth away
and stand. He leaned forward, pulled her to him with the hand still tangled in
her hair and kissed her.

Their tongues tangled and she reached up and clasped her
hands behind his neck. He released her hair and unfastened her dress in the
back. He interrupted the kiss to pull the dress up and off. He tossed it on top
of his clothes and looked down at her.

Her body was a delicate combination of voluptuous and
powerful. He picked her up and carried her to the bed in the next chamber.
Spread out over the coverings, her body invited him to join her. He spread her
legs and gazed at her core. He wasted little time on preliminaries. He wanted
to taste her and tucked himself between her thighs.

He inhaled deeply before placing both her feet on his
shoulders and pressing her thighs toward the bed. He felt them quiver beneath
his hands and ran his hands up her thighs slowly to steady her. She was open to
him. Her folds were drenched. Seeing the abundant evidence of her arousal was
as heady to his senses as her scent.

“Come on, man. I wasn’t this mean to you.” She grabbed
handfuls of his hair and urged him forward.

He chuckled. She shivered as his breath teased her delicate
skin. He covered her core with his mouth and kissed her deeply.

“Yes,” she hissed.

Every time he tasted her was better than the last. It had to
be the anticipation. In the back of his mind, every moment of the day, was the
thought of feasting on her and drinking her nectar. He devoured her, sucking
and caressing her folds with his tongue. She urged him closer, lifting her
hips. He helped by grabbing the plush globes of her ass and lifting her closer
to his mouth.

“My damn, you are eating me just right,” she whispered. “I
am so close.”

She whimpered and he redoubled his efforts. He loved when
she climaxed against his mouth. Lapping up the extra succulent liquid her pussy
created was quickly becoming his second favorite thing to do behind fucking her
with abandon. He’d get to that next.

He concentrated on her clit and she exploded. He caught all
her juices in his waiting mouth. He swallowed all he could before kissing her
pussy lips gently. He lowered her ass to the bed and slowly climbed up her
body. She heaved and twitched under him, but didn’t hesitate at all to kiss his
mouth passionately at his urging. She separated their mouths and licked his
chin.

She smiled at him. “You had a little something.” She tapped
his chin.

“I’ll bet.”

He slid into her heat, slowly maintaining eye contact the
entire time. Her eyes were heavy lidded, yet alert. As closely as he watched
her, she watched him. It forced his eyes to remain open even as he desperately
fought the desire to close them for a moment and experience the intense
pleasure of being embraced in her tight pussy. He wouldn’t take her with
pounding force. He was going to savor every slide. He would relish every
thrust.

He didn’t care how out of control he wanted to be. This was
the first time he hadn’t needed to coerce her into fucking him. The knowledge
was heady.

He pulled almost completely out of her before thrusting in
slowly, but with sureness of purpose. He wanted her to feel all of him just as
he felt all of her. Her legs came up and wrapped around his waist tightly. She
ran her hands along the straining muscles of his arms as he braced above her.

He watched as her breasts jiggled and her breath caught on
his every plunge into her depths. He kept that pace. Slow, sure and devastating
to his cock. Her mouth remained parted in deference to each gasp and he leaned
forward to lay his mouth against hers. He absorbed the noise and her breath.
Finally he allowed his eyes to close as he wallowed in the feeling of being
cradled in her depths as he shared her every breath.

This was possibly the closest he was ever going to be to
taming her. As soon as she was satisfied, she would be challenging him again
until the next time he could feed this side of her. He could live with that.

She kissed him, breaking the illusion that they were feeding
each other life sustaining breath, and he mourned the loss for a moment. Then
he burned. She deepened the open mouthed contact until his focus narrowed
completely to her and how his body felt everywhere he touched her. Even his
hair’s slow slide across her slick, sweaty skin was delicious. For a moment,
they were one person in his mind.

Her hands cupped his face gently before she nipped his lower
lip. The feeling traveled straight to his cock and he ground into her more
forcefully than he meant to. His slow steady rhythm was interrupted as she
delivered little biting kisses to lips, jaw and neck. His pace quickened
considerably as her love bites continued.

He drove into her now and her hips rose to meet him each
time. She asked for no mercy and he offered none. She was his and he was hers.
They would find pleasure in each other for there would be no others. He would
use his body to tell her so until she was ready to hear the words.

She stiffened against him as her climax struck. He pressed
firmly inside her as her grasping pussy pulled his own powerful climax from his
body. He gathered her close and rolled them so that she lay across his torso.
He was fast losing strength in his arms and feared crushing her as he collapsed
into the feeling of sharing his physical essence with her.

He held her tight, pressing his face into the tumble of her
hair. The mass gave him the illusion of being wrapped in her. He held onto the
feeling for as long as he could. She kissed his collarbone and relaxed
completely against him. They lay there for some time, not speaking, simply
relaxing together.

 

She forced her body to remain relaxed, even as stupid
vulnerability sneaked up on her. The desire to pull away from him and keep
their relationship just sex was powerful. Excruciating, even.

Lord, the man had just fucked her as though he was seeking
out new frontiers and staking a claim. While her pussy was all for being
claimed, her mind was not. She was a one-woman show. Other people were for
amusement and to check her groceries at the store so she wouldn’t starve. She
didn’t need anyone else. She wasn’t looking for a relationship. She didn’t
cohabitate. Ever.

But really, could that be it? He barely knew her. She didn’t
do what he asked without having to be coerced. She wasn’t nice to him. It had
to be her imagination. He wasn’t planning on keeping her. That would be a
disastrous plan. No, he was just holding onto her so she would be close when
little Rhine was rested again.

Though she might need a nap first.

Rhine moved. She held onto him as he stood. He was
incredibly strong to lift her straight from a reclining position and her pussy
squeezed him slightly in reflex. He threw the covers back, then lay back down,
still holding her one handed.

“I will take care of your sexual needs later. I must sleep
before my shift in a few hours,” he said.

He was a little blunt at times. He wasn’t giving her pussy a
tune-up, for goodness sake. She shifted and accidentally elbowed him in
the stomach. He didn’t even grunt. He did rub her back soothingly.

She was just about to tell him to cut it out when he kissed
the top of her head and apparently turned her into a blushing, tingling
sixteen-year-old girl. Maybe it would be fine this one time. She wasn’t going
to develop a habit in seven days. Didn’t it take twenty-eight days for habits
to form? She’d be extra careful when they reached his planet. Planets were big
places. They couldn’t be together all the time.

She could go to sleep since her worries were taken care of.
She allowed the hand caressing her back to lull her to sleep.

* * * * *

She awoke clutching a pillow to her stomach. Alone. She
guessed he’d already gone to relieve Tor and Olaf on the bridge. She looked
around for a moment and then gave in. She brought the pillow to her nose and
sniffed. Her eyes closed automatically and her empty pussy clenched. She’d know
the man’s smell anywhere.

He was redolent with a musky spice, but with a fresh scent
interwoven with it similar to…mint. His scent was masculine like cedar wood or
sandalwood. She took one last sniff and reluctantly released the pillow. She
wasn’t going to sit around mooning over the man. Her stiff muscles needed a
shower.

Standing, she winced. She wished the bathing room held a
tub. Every thrust of his cock caused pleasure, but he was rather large. He was
larger than any man she’d seen outside a porno and definitely larger than
anything she’d ever let pound her sensitive flesh. She’d never been so aware of
her pussy in her life.

She took a shower. She was sitting naked and cross-legged on
the bed when Rhine entered. He was dressed differently. He still wore a
sleeveless tunic, but it was cream cotton. His fitted pants were suede-like and
buff colored. The boots were still kick ass, but buff, not black and they
weren’t adorned with metal like the others. She realized she’d stopped applying
cream to her arm and was simply staring at him standing in the bedroom doorway.

She resumed applying lotion and tried to ignore the smirk on
his face.

“I’m right on time,” he said.

She couldn’t hide her tight nipples or wet pussy sitting as
she was and didn’t try. “On time for what?”

“To help. Applying that cream looks as if it’s a really hard
job.”

His tone was so serious she smiled despite herself. “I don’t
know about that. I do this every day all by myself.”

“What? Never fear, I’m here now to help you.” He walked to
the bed and sat down next to her.

She expected him to reach for the cream, but he surprised
her by gently grabbing the back of her neck and pulling her forward for a kiss
that really did curl her toes. He pulled away and looked at her with his head
slanted to the side.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hi.” She blushed again. She knew she did. Her face was hot
and his eyes scanned her from hairline to chin. The blushing was getting
embarrassing.

“Do you know when you do that your breasts blush too,” he
said.

Gawd.

She shook her head and watched as he scooped some of the
cream from the little black-and-white container and smoothed it between his
hands. He reached out and, starting with her shoulders and collarbone, rubbed
the lotion into her skin. His hands massaged as he rubbed and her body
automatically leaned into his hands.

She wondered how she could be so relaxed and yet aware of
every cell in her body. Everything in her urged her to surrender now. She liked
the torment. She rested her arms against her thighs as he took control of her
breasts. He measured their weight for a while before beginning a circular path
with his hands from the base of each one to the tips of each nipple.

“I really love your breasts.”

She could see that.

“They’re perfect in every way. Perfect weight, perfect slope
for my hands and they shimmy just right while I’m fucking you.” He smiled
wickedly. “And they feel spectacular in my mouth.”

If she were wearing panties, she would have dropped them by
now. He moved on to her belly and she thought she would have gotten a moment to
calm herself, but the way he ran his thumbs around her bellybutton caused her
belly to quiver.

“You seem a little too good at this,” she whispered. Her
eyes focused on his slightly fuller lower lip. She made plans to suck on it
later.

“I’ve never done this particular activity with a woman
before.”

Uh huh. The way he worked her body out each time, she
was sure there weren’t too many things he hadn’t done.

He worked on her arms and legs and she didn’t admit she’d
already done them. She wasn’t stupid.

“Turn over,” he said. His voice was even huskier than
normal.

She tried to hurry, but her body had fallen into a luscious
languor which made her want to give a feline stretch. When she rested on her
belly with her cheek pressed against the tops of her folded hands, she listened
to the sound of clothes rustling. She caught movement from the corner of her
eye, but preferred to be tantalized by the sound of his clothes being removed.

She shivered as she felt him slide his warm naked leg over
both her hers so that her closed legs were cradled between his bent ones. He
rested lightly behind her and she felt the unmistakable slide of his smooth
cock against the crevice of her ass. She wiggled until she cradled his shaft
between the globes.

He hissed and she smiled. She knew she was blessed in the
derrière department. This was one of those moments when she didn’t wish she had
a little less padding in the back.

“Did I mention I love your ass too?” He caressed the two
cheeks briefly before she felt him lean toward the container of cream.

She heard the sound of him rubbing his hands together before
he leaned forward and began working his magic hands down her back. The position
pressed his dick a little harder into her ass and she undulated slightly. A
large hand gripped her waist.

“Be still,” he said. She could tell his teeth were clenched.

She held her lips together briefly to keep from laughing.
“But I like the way it feels,” she said.

“Hellion,” he muttered.

He returned to massaging the small of her back. When he
moved his soothing hands to her ass, she found out how much he truly loved it.
He rolled the two halves under his hands. He caressed her for a long while
before holding the globes open and keeping them that way. She could imagine the
view with his ruddy cock still pressed snugly in the space.

Where she’d been languorous before, her heart rate
accelerated the longer he gazed down at her. She pushed up on her forearms and
he released one of her cheeks to press a hand to the center of her shoulder
blades and pushed gently. She submitted to the hand slowly, noticing as she did
how her nipples felt scraping against the sheets.

He moved back slightly and the head of his cock slid across her
anus and the crease of her pussy lips. Rhine lifted her hips until she was on
her knees. She rested her forehead against her hands. The wait created an ache
deep inside her. For once, she held her tongue and allowed the feeling to build
until she had to bite her lower lip as her pussy began to contract around
nothing.

He entered her swiftly, bottoming out almost immediately.
She cried out as her flesh quivered around his cock. For a moment, pain mixed
with pleasure. She climaxed, and ground her nipples against the bed beneath her
and her pussy back against his groin.

“Damn,” he whispered.

She tried to catch her breath. She felt his hand press
against her back and was comforted by its weight. Then he pulled back and
slammed back into her and her body started to shiver. He didn’t offer her
tenderness, and as her pussy spasmed again and again around his cock, she
didn’t ask for any. But she did start moaning and screaming. It was the only
way she could take the fucking he was giving her without begging for a break.

She just kept coming. She gripped the sheets now and thought
she heard a rip. She was feeling a little dizzy. She gritted her teeth and
prayed she wouldn’t pass out.

She’d never felt anything to compare to it. She wanted to
believe it was some type of alien magic which forced her to suddenly be
multi-orgasmic. Even as she screamed and gasped through the next orgasmic
crest, she knew better. The only thing that would make it better was a wall
mirror so she could see the powerful way he took her.

And he was taking her. She wouldn’t deny it to herself. She
was getting fucked within an inch of her life. He didn’t caress any part of her
but her pussy. There was no hair stroking or open mouth soul consuming kisses.

Even as her body was forced through another shattering
release, she realized she still felt close to him. He would take care of her.
If she truly couldn’t take it, she knew he would let her tap out. Only the man
pounding into her from behind could force such pleasure from her. She knew it
and she suspected he knew it too.

He pressed firmly against her and shouted. She felt him
release within her. Niki’s body continued to twitch and convulse. She was
tired. Too tired to move and too tired to care when a little too much of his
weight brought her flat to the mattress. She moaned. He swept her hair to the
side and kissed her neck, which sent another shiver down her spine.

Then he did it again and again as if he couldn’t get enough
of her. He rubbed her in slow strokes and her exhausted body ceased its involuntary
movements.

He sat back and pulled from her slowly.

“Oh,” she said.

“Did I hurt you?” he asked softly.

“No.” Only a little. The pain had added to the pleasure
somehow. There’d been moments when she hadn’t been sure she could take
climaxing so many times.

“Niki?”

She managed to turn toward him on her side. She scooted over
and tucked herself into his body warmth. She didn’t want to analyze what had
happened too closely. He gathered her close and pulled the sheet over them
both. She closed her eyes and pretended to be sleep.

The room was quiet for a long time. He smoothed her hair and
she realized a sleeping person couldn’t protest.

“I know you aren’t asleep, Niki.”

He couldn’t prove it.

She batted at his hand as he held her eye open.

“Were you raised in a barn?” she grumbled.

“I have something serious to ask you.”

“No way. I’m trying to bask in the afterglow right now.”

“Niki.”

“Rhine, if you’re going to ask me anything except if I want
to take a little nap before we try reverse cowgirl, I just want to warn you I’m
going to be extremely pissed and not let you play with my girl parts anymore.
I’m going to take my toys to the other room.”

He paused. She could almost feel the struggle his brain was
waging with his body.

“What is reverse cowgirl?” he asked finally.

She whispered the answer in his ear.

He cleared his throat. “Do you want to take a nap before we
try this reverse cowgirl?”





Chapter Seven

 

“You can’t distract me forever. We land on Ordan tomorrow.
You will answer my questions or I will tie you down,” Rhine declared.

She raised her eyebrow.

“And I won’t pleasure you while I have you tied up.”

Well, he wasn’t any fun today.

She stood in front of him, facing the door. It occurred to
her that the problem with a room on a spacecraft was there were no escape
routes. He stood in front of the only exit for the chamber. She’d already
established she couldn’t get around him and he looked really determined.

She knew when the path of least resistance would be best.
She walked over to the sofa and sat.

“What would you like to know?”

“Why are you distressed to say Camryn is your sister? I have
never heard you call her sister without catching yourself.”

Man. She sighed. She thought he’d forgotten about that. Her
stomach churned a little and she wondered if she might be sick.

“What is it?” He crossed the short distance and sat down
next to her. “Why do you have this reaction every time you are asked about her?
You behaved strangely when you spoke with her on the ship as well. Don’t think
I didn’t notice you both sending secret messages to each other.”

“Why do you need to know this?” she asked.

“If I noticed, Venn will notice. I want to help you.”

Maybe if she gave him the bare facts, it would satisfy him
and they could move on to the part that didn’t expose her soul and leave her
insides bleeding.

“Camryn and I have the same father, Nelson Highbear.”

He took her hand and rubbed the top with his thumbs.

“Our mothers were both in love with him and agreed to live
together as a family unit with him. Our mothers were also sisters, Kate and Ana
Sawyer.”

“So your family was polygamous. This happens on many
planets. This isn’t the reason you feel…shame.” He stared into her eyes.

“It wasn’t legal where we lived and our mothers being
sisters was taboo. But you’re right. Until I was five, I didn’t know our family
was considered wrong. They were just my family.”

“What happened when you were five?”

“Our father and our mothers sat us down and explained that
when I entered school we would have to tell a few lies. Outside of our home, I
was no longer Niki Highbear, I was Niki Sawyer, my father’s niece. Camryn would
remain a Highbear and his daughter.” It was at that point where she started
thinking about making a break for the door. She knew she wouldn’t make it. He
was too quick.

She didn’t want to talk about this. She never talked about
her past. She wouldn’t even speak of it with Camryn. She especially didn’t want
to speak of it with another person who thought she was second best. Like a man
who loved her sister, but fucked her because if he blurred his eyes she could
be her. Or because I let him.

He tried to hug her. She stood abruptly.

“Niki—”

“I need to go to the bathroom.”

She turned and he let her. She walked as normally as she
could into the bedroom. She averted her eyes from the bed as she moved through
to the bathroom. Once inside, she shut the door and sank to the floor. Her head
fell back and banged against the door.

“Are you hurt, Niki,” Rhine asked.

He was obviously right outside the door. She hoped she’d
locked it.

“I’m not hurt.” I’m just stupid.

There was a long pause and then she heard shifting. A light
tap sounded right by her ear. Was he sitting on the other side of the bathroom
door? She pulled her legs up and hugged them to her body.

“Niki, it isn’t your fault your parents chose to lie. It
isn’t your sister’s fault either. What else happened? Why are you angry with
her?”

She turned so she leaned sideways against the door. She laid
her palm against the smooth surface. They sat in silence for a while.

“I didn’t understand at first. Or maybe I did. I knew that
somehow the words Papa…Nelson said to me made us broken. And Cam, even at six,
she was my protector. I still remember how she stood and placed herself between
me and them. I remember how she hugged me. She would say to me every day,
‘You’re my sister. We’re a family,’ but no one else believed it. They whispered
about me being illegitimate. Every misstep I made was compared to how well
behaved Cam was. The worst was hearing how good it was of Nelson to take me in
and be a father to me.”

She laughed bitterly. “Imagine that. He was a father to his
own daughter.”

“I wish you would open the door,” he said.

“No. I thought you wanted to hear this.”

“The door makes you feel more comfortable.” He sounded as if
he was turning the idea over in his mind. “Please continue.”

She snorted. “I didn’t behave well. I was always in trouble
and I left home early. Camryn and I love each other. I know in my heart she
would do anything for me. I would do anything for her. Hell, searching for her
is what got me captured. We are the only family the other has left, yet when I
look at her sometimes, all I see are all the times I was compared to her and
found lacking. Sometimes I feel…”

“Shame,” he said quietly.

It shocked her and she automatically thought to deny it.
Then she remembered he could sense and decipher her emotions even when she
couldn’t.

“So I stay away. I come back when I can’t function without
seeing her and knowing she’s safe.”

“I am the perfect person to help you,” he said.

She almost smiled. He was a sweet man, even if he was nosy
and a bit arrogant.

“How can you help me?”

“My father was outcast because he would not accept my Uncle
Ivan’s right to rule Tribe Huntu. Lord Ivan had to defeat him several times
before sending him away. I spent the first seven years of my life in exile.”

She rested her hand against the door. He sounded
matter-of-fact, but for someone as duty driven and family oriented as Rhine,
being an outcast had to be extremely painful for him.

“How are you Venn’s second now if you were in exile?” she
whispered.

“My uncle came for me when it was my time to foster. My
father let me go because he thought it would be good strategy to have someone
loyal to him on the inside.”

His pause was the only indication he was having difficulty
telling the story. She needed to see his face. His voice wouldn’t tell her what
he was feeling. She reached up and tapped the door release. The door slid open.
The light from the bedroom hurt her eyes for a moment.

When she could see again, she wasn’t surprised to find him
seated on the floor, facing her. His feet were planted on the floor and his
forearms rested on his knees. He gazed back at her. He smiled slightly.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hi.”

She moved out of the smaller room and sat with her bent legs
between his. He didn’t touch her and he didn’t say anything further.

“What happened?” she asked.

“You have to understand how my father had raised me until
then. He told me Lord Ivan was responsible for his disgrace. He was angry. He
shouted at me and my mother for the smallest mistakes. He started my combat
training before he should have, and when I failed to accomplish tasks I was too
small for, he would beat me with his fists.”

She moved closer so her legs touched his. She didn’t know if
he wanted her to comfort him or not. She wasn’t good with emotion. All she knew
was she needed to touch him to reassure herself he wasn’t that beaten little
boy. He was a man who protected others. His fingertips lightly touched her
knee.

“My father’s favorite motivational statement was that my
cousin Venn was learning what I couldn’t. He would say, ‘I’m sure Ivan’s boy is
not a weakling.’ He told me that when I was born with the face of a girl, he
knew I would be useless.”

She wrapped her arms around his leg and laid her head on his
knee. He smoothed her hair back gently. His eyes never left her face and she
didn’t try to hide her sympathy. She understood.

“I was terrified of my uncle. He was bigger than my father
and I feared the beatings he would give me when I failed to learn what I should
and I was sure my cousin was going to be a bully and superior. I knew I
wouldn’t like him. I was wrong. I learned kindness from my uncle. He didn’t
beat children when they didn’t learn something right away. He didn’t beat children
at all. We did perform many chores. I think the stable hands had an easy job
when my cousins and I were being fostered.”

She chuckled a little and squeezed his leg. “What about
Venn?”

Rhine actually smiled. “He didn’t smile much as a child, but
I learned it was because he was naturally serious. The day I arrived, he looked
me up and down and told me I was too skinny. Then he showed me how to talk Cook
out of extra sweets. He knew things I didn’t know and he was very patient with
me as I caught up. By the time Tor, Gunter and Olaf joined us the next year, I
knew enough to help them. I also would have followed Venn into a Trogo den
empty-handed, with meat strapped to my back.”

She laughed and pushed gently on his other leg.

“I know how it feels to be held up to a family member and to
be found lacking. I know it happened to you for so long you developed unhealthy
coping skills, but I also know you want to be different with your sister or you
wouldn’t have crossed several galaxies just to protect her.”

“I’m sorry your father hurt you,” she said.

He pulled her closer, adjusting her legs so they rested
against his sides. Then he folded her into a tight hug.

“Petting me would make me feel much better.”

She smirked, but rubbed his back anyway. Something within
her wanted to offer him comfort, even if she suspected he was too well-adjusted
to really need it or her.

“Niki, I need to talk to you about being careful around
Venn.”

He stroked her hair in long passes and she realized he
expected her to become upset. Considering she’d recently locked herself in the
bathroom, she wouldn’t bite his head off.

“Why?”

“He is very protective of your sister. The emotions you have
when speaking to her will be troubling to him and you can be abrasive.”

She tried to pull away and he held her tight.

“I just mean that his word is law in our country. Camryn
wants you with her and Venn wants her to be happy.”

“So basically I’m on probation. Don’t worry, I will
definitely be on my best behavior.”

* * * * *

They landed on Ordan at night. There was a slight bite to
the air, but it wasn’t cold. She looked at A’Di. She felt sort of responsible
for the woman. She’d given her a couple of the traditional dresses Camryn had
sent on board the Alta. Bronwyn’s clothes were too big for A’Di and
apparently it was highly scandalous to show one’s legs in public.

The spaceship landing area was lit by rows of what appeared
to be solar panels. All around them was grassy terrain, not the concrete jungle
she’d anticipated. Then Rhine led her to the vehicle which would carry them to
the keep. She fell in love on the spot.

“What is it?” she asked.

“It is a hover vehicle.” Rhine eyed her in disbelief. “The
Orpuwanou did not bring hovercraft to your world?”

“Those were mass transport vehicles with cages in the back. This
is hot.”

She rubbed her hands over the hood. The machine was black,
large and all angles. It was the type of vehicle she thought about in her head
when someone said truck of the future. The doors lifted up and she smiled.

“Butterfly doors.” she whispered. Inside was a front driver
and passenger seat. Then the bench seats in the back faced each other similar
to a limousine. The leather was soft.

“It has wheels too,” Rhine said.

“Yeah.” She started to kneel down and look under the
vehicle, but Rhine caught her arm.

“I’ll show you in the daytime,” he said.

She nodded. They had someplace to be.

Tor drove and Olaf rode shotgun. There was very little talk
as they rode along. She couldn’t make out much as she looked out the side
window. There seemed to be a lot of fields and farmhouses. She compared it to
the barrenness of Tuetvon and decided she’d take the country living.

Until she saw the castle in the distance. As they travelled
closer, it got larger. She could see soldiers walking along the battlements.
The vehicle stopped and Tor entered a code into a panel which folded down out
of an apparently fake stone wall. She wondered what type of metal reinforced
the walls here.

They drove through an endless courtyard and directly to the
front steps. Then she realized her big sister lived in a castle and started
laughing.

“What is funny?” Gunter asked.

“There isn’t anything funny about my home,” Bronwyn said.
She frowned up at the structure.

“You had to be there,” she said.

Some little girls dreamed of growing up and marrying a
prince who would whisk them away to his castle. She wasn’t one of them, but
leave it to Cam to end up on the other side of the universe sitting pretty,
married to the ruler of his country and living in a true-to-life castle.

A guard opened the doors and they entered. Niki was
surprised Cam didn’t come running around the corner when they arrived.

“Lord and Lady Huntu are in the first receiving room,” the
guard said.

She looked up to find him staring at her. She frowned at him
and turned away. She had bigger issues. She’d spent months searching for Camryn
and been captured by slavers. She’d been sold and rescued by giants and then
captured again by beast men. None of it scared her more than this moment.

She’d met her goal. She’d found Camryn. Rhine’s hand
travelled down her braid in a soothing motion and she took a deep breath. His
hand slid to her arm and he squeezed briefly before releasing her and opening
the door. She noticed the door here had a handle and not a pad like on the
ship.

It felt as if the door opened in slow motion until it was
completely ajar and Cam stood directly across the room from her. Niki moved
forward. Cam vibrated with excitement, but she didn’t move and Niki frowned.
Her eyes travelled over Camryn and found Lord Huntu’s large hand clutching
Cam’s skirt. What the hell? She looked at him and back at Camryn. When
Niki reached the halfway point in the room, he released her skirt and Niki
relaxed as Camryn shot forward.

Niki braced herself just in time as she was engulfed in a fierce
hug. Niki’s arms came up more slowly. She locked them behind Cam’s back and
held on tightly. She closed her eyes and let the familiar scent and feel of the
only person who’d ever loved her envelop her. She would let herself have this
moment. Hugging someone didn’t make her weak, even if the hugging happened in
public. She was just really glad Cam was alive.

“You scared me. We looked for you, but all we found was your
pack,” Niki whispered.

“I know. I took a nap and woke up to a Trogo patrol.”

Camryn loosened her hold and Niki held on for a moment
longer, then took a step back.

“Let me look at you,” Camryn said. “You look good. Are you
well? What happened on Tuetvon?”

Niki smiled a little. “I’m fine. How are you?”

“You keep asking me that. What do you think is wrong with
me?” Camryn frowned.

“Niki,” Rhine said softly.

She stiffened, but got the hint. She wouldn’t assume the
worst of her new in-law, yet. “Are you going to introduce me to your husband?”

“Oh yes.” Camryn turned and pulled her toward the frowning
man.

He was scary as hell. Instead of the stoic look the others
showed to the world, his eyes were narrowed, and frankly, she’d seen scowls
before and that was a scowl. He wasn’t as tall as Tor, but he was just as big.
Plus there was something in his eyes. She knew he was a predator. She’d seen
the look before.

“Niki, this is my husband, Venn.”

Niki stared up at the man and narrowed her own eyes. She
held out her hand. “Lord Huntu.”

He looked down at her outstretched hand.

“She wants you to shake her hand, babe. It’s a custom from
home,” Camryn said.

He engulfed her hand with his larger one and pumped it up
and down before releasing her. “Hello, Niki. I’m glad you arrived safely. I
hope you will stay.”

She had a funny feeling he was trying to tell her something.
“Oh you’re gonna have to throw me out to get rid of me.” I’m watching you,
big guy.

“I don’t get what’s going on here. Venn, you be nice to my
sister,” Camryn said.

Niki recognized that tone. Somebody was getting ready to get
chewed out and it wasn’t her.

He looked down at his wife and his entire expression
changed. Even his posture softened. He pulled Camryn toward him and Niki
reluctantly let go of her hand.

“What have I done wrong?” he asked.

Camryn sighed. “I’ll tell you later.” She turned to the Alta
crew. “Thank you for bringing my sister to me. I’m sorry you were detained by
beast people. Everybody go rest. I have an awesome late dinner planned. Niki, I
have a room for you near mine.”

“No,” Rhine said.

Camryn frowned up at him. “No?”

“She stays with me,” he said calmly.

Oh no he didn’t.

Camryn squared her shoulders and Niki prepared to step in
and head off the verbal smackdown Cam was getting ready to give Rhine. Then Cam
cocked her head and smiled.

“Ooh,” Cam said. She looked back and forth between Rhine and
Niki. “Have you two been shackin’?”

“Cam,” Niki said plaintively.

“What is shackin’?” Venn asked.

“If it has anything to do with having sexual relations,
they’ve been doing it a lot,” Bronwyn said.

Camryn howled with laughter.

“What do you know about sexual relations, Bronwyn?” Venn
said.

“Nothing. At this rate I never will.”

“Bronwyn,” Rhine and Venn said together.

It hit her then that they were a family and she didn’t
really belong. She headed for the door, quietly. She didn’t want to ruin
anyone’s fun, but she didn’t feel like laughing.

“Don’t leave, Niki. I’m sorry,” Camryn said softly.

That Cam felt she had to apologize for making a joke cut her
a little. She’d sent her husband’s family across galaxies to look for her and
Niki should be able to spend a little time with her. But she couldn’t right
then. She’d reached her max and she just needed a break.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got her and I’ll bring her back for
dinner.” Rhine took her arm and led her from the room.

She allowed it because she was about to make a semi-clean
getaway. He led her up a set of winding stairs and down a corridor. She watched
each turn, determined not to be lost or dependent on someone else to get
around.

“So, I guess you’re going to tell me what I did wrong,” she
said.

“No, I think you feel bad enough. I am going to ask you why
you were so antagonistic toward Venn.”

“I was nice.”

“Your body language was aggressive. You challenged him with
your words as well. Why?”

He paused in front of a door and laid his palm against the
key pad. The door was designed the same as the ones on the ship. It slid open
and he guided her a little more roughly than normal into the room. She jerked
her arm away, but he wouldn’t let her go.

“Okay, I understand you mean business. You can let me go.”

She watched as his jaw tightened and a vein on his forehead
pulsed. His hand squeezed her upper arm a little harder before he released her,
a finger at a time.

“What were you thinking?” he asked.

“I was thinking that the sweetest woman I know is married to
a damn predator. You know what’s worse? She probably thinks he’s just
misunderstood.”

“Venn would never hurt Camryn. He loves her,” Rhine said.

She pointed her finger at his chest. “Look me in my eyes and
tell me he’s not capable of extreme unremorseful violence.”

Suddenly a chime sounded. She looked around for the origin
of the noise.

“It’s the door,” he said. “Enter.”

The door opened and Venn stepped into the room. Niki stepped
back on the ball of one foot, and held her leg loosely in case she needed to
kick out quickly. They both looked at her with narrowed eyes.

“You’re a spitfire, aren’t you?” Venn smiled, but it never
touched his eyes.

Rhine moved closer to her and she realized he’d placed
himself slightly in front of her.

“You’re my wife’s one weakness. We both know it. She wants
you here. I want her to be happy. I won’t let anything interfere with her
happiness. Or anyone.”

“Don’t threaten her, Venn,” Rhine said.

“I can speak for myself. I won’t believe a man has Cam’s
best interest at heart until I see it for myself. If you know so much about us,
then you know a man tried to get between us before.” She looked around. “I
don’t see him anywhere, do you? When and if I discover you’re who’s best for
her and you truly love her, I’ll back off. Until then, expect to find me
questioning every move you make regarding her. I am her last family member. I
may not be as big as you or as strong, but I will protect her with my last
breath.”

It was a big speech she made and very likely a stupid one.
He needed to know her sister wasn’t alone. If anything happened to Cam, she
would make sure he paid for it.

“I see. I didn’t realize you cared for her. She doesn’t
think you do,” he said softly.

It felt as though he punched her. She wasn’t quick enough to
hide it. He watched her so closely he had to have caught the pain which lanced
through her belly. Rhine reached back for her and she tried to evade his grasp,
but as usual, he was too quick.

She held her free hand up to hold him off. If he tried to
hold her, she was unsure what she would do.

She faced Venn again. “Screw you. You just keep her safe and
treat her right and we won’t have any problems.”

“Niki,” Rhine began.

“No. I don’t need your sympathy.” When she pulled her arm
away, he let her. She turned and walked away from them.

She heard arguing behind her, but didn’t turn. There was a
bedroom at the rear of the chamber. She sat on the side of the bed and kicked
off her shoes.

The chime sounded again and the men fell silent for a
moment.

“Enter,” Rhine said.

She listened to the swish of the door, but didn’t look up.

“Venn, what are you doing here?” Camryn said. “Rhine. What’s
going on between you two?”

“Everything is fine, sweet,” Venn said.

“Uh hmm. What’s wrong with Niki?”

“I’m fine, Cam. It’s the shoes. You know I feel more
comfortable in boots or sneakers. My feet hurt.” She looked up and smiled.

Camryn held a red dress and a strawberry blonde woman behind
her held a purple one. Camryn walked toward her.

“That’s okay. We’ll get the cobbler to make you some boots
at least. We’ve brought you two choices for dinner tonight. They’re made for
you, so if the last things fit, these should too,” Camryn said.

Niki focused behind her for a moment. The men were obviously
tense. They whispered now, but it was a safe bet they still argued about her.
Niki didn’t want Rhine to be at odds with the cousin who was kind to him when
he was an abused little boy. She was going to have to be more careful how she
showed her distrust of Venn.

She turned back to Camryn, who was watching her closely.
“Who’s this?” She nodded at the other woman.

“This is Awya. She is my personal assistant and my friend,”
Camryn said.

“I’m her lady’s maid, Mistress Niki.”

Niki could see the ease between the two women and admitted
her jealousy to herself. She and Camryn had been close once.

“Will everyone be calling me Mistress Niki now?”

“Yes, don’t fight it. Ordanians are very strict about
certain things. You will just make them nervous and they will ignore you
anyway,” Cam said. She didn’t seem bothered by it.

She watched the women hang the dresses in the closet.

Camryn moved back to her and leaned close. “I know I didn’t
send any bras. Awya can measure you for them later. She doesn’t like to create
them without the correct measurements,” she whispered.

“That’s fine.”

Camryn hugged her and Niki hugged her back a little tighter
than necessary.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Camryn whispered. “Urge Rhine not
to be late, will you.”

Niki nodded. Camryn walked over to the now silent men. She
watched Camryn push and prod her husband out of the room. Awya followed.

She tensed as she waited for Rhine to come in and chastise
her for being too aggressive. She’d ignore him, of course. She’d already
promised herself she wouldn’t make waves for him with his cousin. If Venn wasn’t
psychotic, one day she would be gone and he would still need to have a good
relationship with the man.

She looked up when he stopped next to her. She couldn’t read
his expression at all. He walked around her and sat closer to the headboard.
Then he pulled her onto his lap and held her until she stopped struggling. She
sighed. She thought she’d told him she didn’t need sympathy.

He adjusted so his back was against the headboard and he
could stretch his legs out on the bed. He stroked her hair and kissed her
hairline. Apparently he was a dirty fighter.

She was in no position to defend herself against comfort and
patience. So she gave in. She allowed her body to relax into him. She tucked
her legs between his powerful thighs and she used his scent to calm her nerves.
He was better than lavender on a pillow.

It was times like these when she could almost forget he was
capable of single-handedly killing an opponent in hand-to-hand combat. It was
almost as if he was two people. Cold and unfeeling with others and warm and
caring with her.

She was a different person with him as well. She’d never
allowed anyone to hold her. When she’d had sexual relationships in the past,
she’d had more of a grab your gratification and run mentality.

Rhine wanted to have conversations and lie around holding
her. She bet if she let him, he’d hold her hand in public. She had to draw the
line somewhere. Maybe hand holding in public would be the one thing she
wouldn’t let him do to her. That certainly left a lot of room for mischief.

“Feeling better?” he asked.

She shrugged.

“We need to get dressed,” he said.

“Do you all really change your clothes for dinner?”

He nodded. She rolled her eyes and climbed off him.

He pulled her back. “If you need me tonight, just ask.”

She couldn’t be angry he thought she needed him. So far she
hadn’t been very pulled together. It was nice to know he was there to help,
though.

“I won’t need any help. Thank you for defending me to your
cousin.”

“Anytime.”





Chapter Eight

 

He’d missed being home. They were all different at Huntu
Keep. They laughed more and weren’t as careful about keeping their countenance
neutral. They’d made light of their experiences on Tuetvon as they recounted
events for Venn, Camryn and Hans. He couldn’t relax fully. He was too busy
monitoring Niki.

She smiled and laughed, but there were moments when she
would completely fall silent and tense up. And she watched her sister. Every
interaction was analyzed. If Camryn frowned, Niki looked ready to pounce until
she smiled again. While this made Rhine nervous, it calmed Venn considerably.

After dinner, Camryn led them into the Blue Room. He gave
Niki a little more freedom by standing with Venn across the room from where she
sat on a settee with Camryn, holding her hands.

“Relax, Rhine,” Venn said softly.

Rhine looked at him. “She’s not always predictable.”

“I’m just returning advice you offered me,” Venn replied.

“She hits and kicks when provoked,” he said.

“Will she hit Camryn?” Venn’s posture stiffened.

“Not likely. Bronwyn either. But you or I are possible
targets.”

Venn smiled and relaxed. “She’s just one small woman.”

“Never underestimate her. She’s good. If she’d been born
with the strength of an Ordanian woman, she would be a serious threat. I’d put
my money on her against a non-hyper male or female.” His voice dripped with
pride.

“Camryn also uses this tone when she speaks about her
sister.” Venn replied.

Rhine watched as Camryn dragged Niki across the room to
them.

“Dr. Falk can be here tomorrow to remove the brand after you
fill out Niki’s emancipation papers,” Camryn said.

“I’m not freeing your sister, Camryn,” Rhine replied.

He stared at Niki, but kept part of his attention on her
sister. Niki crossed her hands over her chest, but looked quite bored as she
stared at him. Her sister, on the other hand, squeezed her eyebrows together
until a line appeared between them and tightened her mouth.

“I don’t find that funny. I don’t believe it either.
Especially not coming from you,” Camryn said.

Venn glared at him, but Rhine just raised his eyebrows.
Surely, the man wasn’t going to be a hypocrite.

“Don’t worry about it, Cam. I don’t acknowledge his
ownership, so why are you worried?” Niki said.

“I’m worried because if you try to go anywhere on your own,
someone is just going to catch you and return you to him. And that’s if they’re
nice. If they aren’t, they’ll take you and keep you for themselves or sell you.
Did you enjoy the slave camp and hanging out naked, being gawked at by anyone
who happened to pass by?” She whispered the words fiercely.

“Of course I didn’t enjoy it, Cam.”

“Venn, do something,” Camryn said. She held her hands
clasped in front of her as she beseeched her husband.

“I could break his legs, but he would still own her and
there isn’t anything I could do about it,” Venn told her.

“Break his legs?” Niki asked. She seemed a little shocked.

Camryn nodded. “While I don’t normally condone violence, on
this occasion—”

“Cam!” Niki said.

“You’re not staying a slave and that’s final,” Camryn said.

“I’m afraid she is. Even broken legs won’t sway me,” Rhine
said.

Camryn launched herself at him. Niki stepped in front of
him, but Venn caught Camryn before she could wrap her hands around his throat.
Niki immediately turned to him.

“Why are you making her angry on purpose? What are you
doing?” she asked.

He shrugged and watched her closely. He didn’t even smile
smugly because she’d stepped in front of him to save him from being assaulted
by her sister.

Venn called his name to get his attention. “I’ll give you
time, but get this worked out.” Then he tugged his wife from the room.

He could feel the eyes of the rest of his family on them,
but he concentrated on Niki.

“Fine,” she said finally. “But let’s talk about this in
private.

He led her back to his room and allowed her to precede him
inside. She walked to the sitting area and perched on the edge of a cushioned
armchair. He sat opposite her on the sofa and relaxed against the back.

“You want something in return for signing the emancipation
papers. You know I don’t care how many deeds you hold because you aren’t my
master. I do care that Camryn does and it hurts her. I do care that her husband
is going to get pissed in direct proportion to how stressed she becomes about
this situation. He would be the same guy who has the eyes of a killer and just
matter-of-factly stated your limbs were optional. So let’s deal. What do you
want?”

He didn’t say anything. After a few minutes, she raised her
middle finger at him in what he assumed was a rude gesture and then she stood.

“I want your promise you will stay with me for the next
year. We sleep in the same bed each night. If I have to travel and you can’t
go, you stay with your sister until my return. At the end of the year, we
reevaluate.” He hoped a year would be enough time for her to see she could be
happy with him.

She sat back down. “You want me to commit to having sex with
you for a year?”

“No, the commitment is living with me and sleeping in the
same bed with me. If I can’t get you to want me, I don’t deserve to sink into
your pussy.”

“There is something wrong with you,” she said.

“Do we have a deal?”

“What about A’Di?” she asked.

“I don’t want to sink into A’Di’s pussy.”

“Rhine.”

“Yes.”

She sighed. “That’s good to know. I meant, what will happen
to her? Will you let her go free too?”

“She may not be as thrilled about it as you think,” he
warned.

“I don’t care if she’s thrilled. Free her and let her make
her own decisions about her life. Hell, maybe she would like to go back to her
planet,” she said.

“Her planet is gone. A sun close to Rary went supernova.”

“Wow.”

“Even if I free her, I will still be responsible for her
until she’s settled.”

“No, you think you will still be responsible for her, but I
like that about you,” she said.

“What will you give me if I undertake the troublesome task
of getting the Rarian settled?”

“I won’t try to crack the back of your thick skull in.”

She was a keeper. “I can keep you from doing so on my own.”

“What do you want?”

“More time.”

“How much more?” she asked.

“Seven months, and you must figure out what she wants to do
once freed.”

“Man.” She sounded a bit plaintive. He tried not to take it
personally.

“Do we have an agreement?” He stood.

“This isn’t one of those relationships where I have to be
faithful and you get to bang anything with a hole, is it?”

She said some really alarming things sometimes. “Bang?”

“Sex. Fuck. Screw,” she said.

“If there is any banging to be had, we will have to make do
with each other. I don’t share and you don’t seem to be the type.” The way
she’d set the rules for A’Di had been his first clue.

She rose from the chair and held out her hand. He grasped it
and pulled her closer.

“Deal,” she said. “Now let me tell Cam so she won’t be up
all night.” She pulled back.

He held firm. He pulled his information pad from his waist
and sent Venn a message. He tossed the pad on the sofa table.

“She knows. Now since I want you, I guess I better get
started making you want me too.” He smiled.

“So arrogant,” she whispered.

“Luckily, I think your pussy likes me.”

“I don’t know if I like you. Not two minutes ago you were blackmailing
me. I think maybe we should just sleep.” She attempted to pull her hand
away.

“So it’s the hard way tonight? You need to be convinced.” He
tried to sound reassuring. He walked her toward the bedroom. She tried to trip
him.

He opened his senses fully. His nose had already told him
she was becoming aroused. He listened for a change in her breathing to match
the accelerated rise and fall of her breast.

Unfortunately, she liked for him to chase her. He’d warned
her about exciting him by fighting and inducing a hunt. He’d explained if she
didn’t want him, the best way to communicate that was to show indifference. She
hadn’t managed it yet.

He was already overstimulated by all the things which
classified her as a level one exotic. When she triggered his need to subdue
her, he found it impossible to resist.

He suspected she got a rush from experiencing dominance in a
controlled way. Anytime he allowed his strength to overpower her aggression,
she transmitted a rush of pleasure. Since the first time they were together and
he’d bruised her wrists, he’d been careful not to harm her. He had to be
constantly on guard because once she submitted to him sexually, she seemed to
enjoy it all. Pleasure and pain were equally enjoyable to her.

He needed to protect her, even if it was from herself—or
him. He gave her what she needed, but was determined not to damage her. Caring
for her, sexually or otherwise, was his first priority.

In the bedroom, he let her go to see what she would do. She
grinned as she spun away. She wanted to play.

“If you can catch and pin me before I make it to the door,”
she said with a shrug, “I’m all yours.”

He really tried to remain calm. The blood rushing to his
already engorged cock made the task slightly painful. She came at him fast and
strong. He blocked each punch, backhand and kick. He didn’t want to hurt her
and she knew it. She used the handicap against him mercilessly.

But he really didn’t have the patience for it today. She was
his. He’d outmaneuvered her. At least for the next year and a half. He turned
away from her and lunged to the bed. He clutched the coverings until he heard
her run up behind him. Then he flung the covering at her, taking advantage of
her surprise to wrap her tight and pull her close.

“I think you are caught and pinned,” he whispered.

“That was a dirty trick,” she said.

“You mean like trying to assault me with tacky beast shifter
figurines our first night on Tuetvon?”

“That was different.”

She appeared so disgruntled he couldn’t resist kissing her.
As usual, she melted into him. Her mouth was warm and wet beneath his. He
pulled back slightly and nibbled the corners of her lips. He unwrapped the
edges of the covering and tossed it back on the bed. He held her tightly
against him to minimize her chance of escape while he undressed her. His cock
twitched as he unfastened her dress and pushed it down over her hips. It landed
at her feet silently. He lifted her and tossed her on the bed.

He admired the jiggle of her breasts for a moment before she
propped herself up onto her elbows. He pulled her shoes from her feet and
pulled her leggings and panties off at the same time. He paused to gaze at her.

“You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my
life.”

She widened her legs and slowly slid her hand down between
her legs. “I would think, looking at Ordanian women, I would be too different
for you to find me attractive.”

He watched as she parted the lips of her pussy with her
fingers and began to slowly rub her clit before stopping to gather juices from
her canal and use it to lubricate her clit.

“You are not merely attractive, Niki, and you know it.”

He tore his gaze away from her dripping cunt to stare at her
face. She was smiling, the look in her eyes wicked. He tore his clothes away
from his body. She watched hungrily. His focus returned to her fingers, which
circled her clit faster now.

Naked, he fisted his cock, using the precum from the tip to
ease his hand up and down his shaft as he watched her pleasure herself. Slowly
he walked closer. He trailed the fingers of his free hand lightly up her ankle,
leg and thigh to rest at the entrance to her pussy. She shivered.

“Are you watching or helping?” she asked, breathlessly.

“Both.”

He slid two fingers slowly inside her. He rubbed his shaft
faster as he began to push his fingers in and out of her cunt. Her fingers flew
against her button now. Her inner walls tightened around his fingers.

“Harder,” she said.

He obliged, going from gentle thrusts to aggressive ones.
Her pussy clamped down on his fingers as she fell back with a cry. Her fingers
covered her clit and she touched his sticky fingers with her own. She shivered
from the inside out and he watched and felt it all.

He pulled his fingers from her body and crossed to his
dresser. He rummaged inside until he found his ceremonial neck cloths. He
grabbed them and returned to the bed. She hadn’t moved. Her eyes were closed
and she still clutched her pussy.

He really wanted to dive into her tight pussy and pump until
he spilled inside her, but he wouldn’t. She would like that, but she would
enjoy what he was going to do a lot more. He caressed her ankles before pulling
them together and tying them with one of the neck cloths.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

She frowned, but didn’t resist as he turned her over and
pulled her to her knees. He pulled her arms behind her back, crossed them at
the wrists and tied them as well. He placed one hand on her neck while one
clutched her wrists. He pressed gently on her neck until she bent forward at
the waist and her cheek touched the bed.

Her breathing was erratic now. Her body shook slightly. He
pulled the tie from the end of her braid and slowly pulled it apart. He spread
her hair around her. He stood back and observed what he’d done. Her lips parted
and her little tongue peeked out and licked her lips.

“You know, I should make you suck my cock now.” He waited
while she groaned. “You did say you belong to me, didn’t you?”

“That isn’t exactly what I said, but if you want me to suck
your dick, bring it over here.”

She tried to raise her chest off the bed and he pushed her
back down. He wasn’t as gentle this time.

“I said I should make you suck my dick, but I find I’m a
little impatient to fuck your pussy tonight. You look so sweet like this. But
we both know you have to be conquered to be this still.”

“Nobody likes a bully,” she said.

“Have I bullied you?” His hands travelled to the ties on her
wrists.

“No,” she said quickly.

He pulled the globes of her ass apart and stared at her
puckered hole and cunt just below. She was all his. He’d bought himself some
time to convince her of the fact. She was the type of woman you had to show
things. You couldn’t just tell her.

She made an impatient noise and he squeezed the flesh in his
hands.

And then he entered her sopping wet pussy in one push. She
gasped and he paused to get his control back. The position tightened an already
impossibly tight pussy and he almost disgraced himself. He widened her knees
slightly before pulling out and slamming back into her. His hips slapped
against her ass and her pussy made wet noises as he fucked her the way she was
currently screaming for him to do. Harder and faster were apparently her two
favorite words.

He placed one knee on the bed beside her thighs. He still
held her ass cheeks wide and her puckered hole enticed him. He let go of one of
her cheeks and moistened his thumb in the juices slowly coating his cock and
running down her legs. Then he pressed his thumb to her anal opening and
massaged. She started moaning in earnest and he pressed harder with his thumb
until he was inside. She wiggled her ass a little as if getting used to the
feeling, but he never let up.

He worked her ass as forcefully as he did her pussy. She
moved her legs closer together. He assumed she was applying pressure to her
clit with her thighs. Her pussy and asshole quivered for a moment before she
squeezed him unmercifully in ever tightening contractions as she climaxed. She
screamed her pleasure, letting him know how good it felt.

Rhine gritted his teeth through it, refusing to stop. She was
capable of climaxing over and over again for minutes at a time and he pushed
her. He brought the hand still holding her ass around her body and between her
legs. He pushed his way between her legs and worried her clit. She immediately
started cursing him. He’d never heard some of those words strung together in
phrases before.

She came over and over again and he gave her everything he
had. Her voice was starting to give out and so was his control. The pressure in
his balls was tremendous and finally he couldn’t hold back any longer. He
roared her name with his release. His cock jerked with each spurt of his seed.

He remained upright through sheer determination. He didn’t
want to crush her by falling on her and he couldn’t bring himself to pull out
of her warm pussy. Not yet.

He caught his breath, then slowly slid his thumb from her
body. She groaned. He untied her wrists and massaged her arms. He slid from her
pussy as slowly as possible before untying her ankles. She pulled herself flat
on the bed and he rolled her unresisting body over before climbing on top of
her, but holding his full weight from her with his forearms and knees.

Her eyes were heavy lidded and she smiled up at him. He
sipped at her smiling lips until she demanded greater pressure. He sincerely
suspected he loved the woman. His every thought was for her. He watched her
constantly, looking for ways to please her. The thought of her leaving him or
her with another man was enough to make him want to destroy something.

He pulled her knees up and kept them in the crooks of his
arms. He slid back into her body. He continued to kiss her as he slowly rocked
in, and out of her pussy. He maintained the steady thrust until she gave him a
quiet climax. He allowed his own release right after. She sighed against his
mouth and he felt it all the way to his toes.

* * * * *

Niki felt a little more relaxed at the breakfast table the
next morning. Rhine sat close to her. The weight of his leg felt familiar, if
heavy, pressed against hers under the table. The bargain she’d made with him
was strange. She’d suspected at first it was purely a sexual relationship he
wanted. She would be his mistress and the peace would be kept in the castle.
Until he flipped her world on its ear by suggesting she didn’t have to have sex
with him unless she wanted to. Suddenly she’d become a…girlfriend. No, that was
too tame a word for anyone associated with the captain. She was his woman. Even
if it was through blackmail.

She hadn’t felt there was any reason to haggle over the
terms of their bargain. She’d planned on staying anyway to keep an eye on Cam
and Venn. She already had some clue that if she stayed, she would probably end
up in Rhine’s bed more nights than not.

The dining room door opened and an older Ordanian woman
walked in. She was blonde, svelte and showed how Bronwyn would look in thirty
years. Well, she hoped Bronwyn wouldn’t walk around with that “What is that
smell” look on her face.

“Mother, why are you here?” Venn asked.

Niki guessed there was no love lost there.

“I’m visiting my children, even if they would rather be here
with her.” The woman stared hard at Camryn. “And when I arrive, I find two more
slaves at the Huntu table. Her twin and a Rarian.” The sides of the woman’s
mouth turned down and she stared at them through narrowed lids.

She was going to have serious wrinkles if her face always
looked that way.

“Lady Helsa, this is my sister Niki,” Camryn said.

“I suppose since Sir Rhine is salivating over her
overexposed breasts, she belongs to him,” Lady Helsa said.

Niki started laughing. The woman was absolutely horrible.
She was also bold and direct, which Niki admired.

Rhine grabbed the back of her neck gently. “Be quiet,
hellion.” He pressed a closed mouth kiss to her lips, but she still felt it
everywhere it counted.

Venn’s mother made a disgusted noise in her throat and
walked to an empty seat. She waited while one of the servants pulled it out for
her.

“Are you breeding yet,” she asked Camryn.

Niki started laughing all over again. Camryn turned to Niki
and threw a cloth napkin at her.

“Would you stop it,” Cam said.

Niki could see Cam was holding in a smile of her own. At
first Cam had looked shell-shocked, as though she’d been blindsided by the
woman’s words. There was a story there and Niki would get to the bottom of it
later.

“I don’t want to talk about reproduction at the breakfast
table,” Camryn said.

Lady Helsa waved her hand as if pushing the comment away.
“Nonsense, we are all family here, except for the Rarian. It is your duty to
produce sons and daughters. Though they will probably be scrawny, since their
mother is so small. Hans, have you been studying under your brother. Your
nephews will likely be too small to lead.”

Venn stood. His heavy chair scraped across the floor. “Get
out. Don’t think I haven’t forgotten what you’ve done. If you make any more
trouble, I will—”

“No, Venn.” Camryn tugged mightily on his arm.

Bronwyn frowned at Lady Helsa. “Mother, why are you being so
difficult? Isn’t being banished to the dowager holding bad enough?”

Niki observed that the boy, Hans, said nothing. He looked to
his brother as if for guidance, and Niki noticed, even though he was physically
big, he seemed wary of his mother.

Lady Helsa picked up her fork. “My own daughter has turned
against me.”

“She has to go,” Venn was saying to Camryn.

“Venn, she’s your mother,” Camryn responded softly.

“If she’s a threat to my sister, she does have to go,” Niki
said. “Amusing or not.”

“Did this slave just give me direction?” Lady Helsa said.

Niki leaned her arm across the back of her chair. “I’m only
a slave on paper until my man gets finished eating and the lawyers get here.
But I do take my family’s safety very seriously, and guess what?” She jerked
her thumb toward Camryn. “She’s the only family I’ve had since I was five.”

“You guard her as if you are a hundrivarg.” Lady
Helsa said.

“Why do I get the feeling she called me a bitch?”

Camryn whispered, “Because she did.”

“Okay, don’t think of me as any regular bitch, though. Think
of me as the super-supreme bitch of the galaxy. I’m just waiting for my
copyright to clear before I start wearing it on all my shirts,” Niki said.

“Ooh, don’t forget the matching jackets. You could put SSBG
for short. I want one in pink,” Camryn said.

They both started snickering. “We could have a social club.
I know Bronwyn would want to join,” Niki said.

“A hundrivarg social club,” Bronwyn asked dubiously.

Niki and Camryn roared with laughter.

“What is happening here? I don’t understand what they are
saying,” Lady Helsa complained.

“Yes, what is happening here?” Venn said. His voice was soft
as he rubbed the back of his giggling wife.

“Hellion, behave yourself,” Rhine said. He reached for her
hand and held it in his lap. She decided to let it go, since she was in a good
mood.

“Oh you already know I don’t behave. No money in it.”

Camryn sighed. “I am so glad you’re here.”

Niki winked at her. If you wanted pandemonium at the
breakfast table, she was your girl.

A teenaged boy ran into the room. His chest heaved and his
eyes looked a little wild. “Lord Huntu, there’s a problem at the stables.”

Venn looked down at his wife. “Stay here.”

She nodded. Niki’s left eyebrow raised.

Rhine squeezed her hand before getting up with the men.
Bronwyn stood.

“Not this time, little one,” he said as he passed her.

Bronwyn sat back down, a little dejectedly.

She could almost see the thoughts moving through Cam’s head.
She waited. Finally, Cam looked at her. Niki nodded. They both stood and headed
for the door. They’d watched their mothers take too many orders as kids and
weren’t too good at it themselves. Niki beckoned to Bronwyn, who shot up and
followed quickly.

“Bronwyn, come back here. Sir Rhine told you to stay here,”
Lady Helsa said.

Bronwyn walked a little faster.

The stable was bigger than her entire apartment building on
Earth. Inside, it looked as she expected. Stalls lined each wall and hay was
scattered around. She hadn’t expected the big black horns on the horses. She
poked her head over one of the stall doors and almost had it snapped off by
giant horse teeth.

“They’re hastut,” Camryn whispered.

They were bigger than any horses she’d ever seen. They had a
repeating striped and zigzag patterns on their manes and tails and legs. The
one which tried to bite her was gray with black stripes and zigzags, but there
were others in brown, white and black with gray, brown, black and white
stripes.

“I hear something this way,” Bronwyn said. She pointed to a
corridor to the right.

They followed it to an open door, which led to a corral in
the rear of the stables. The Huntu and several men she’d never seen before
stood around a mound on the ground. From where she stood, it looked and smelled
as if it was a dead animal.

“Oh no. That’s terrible,” Camryn whispered.

Another of the creatures lay on its belly, with its long
snout resting on its front paws. Its teeth weren’t contained in its mouth. They
were long and sharp. So were the wicked sharp black claws extended from its
four paws. This one was reddish brown with a coarse shock of black fur, which
stood straight out from its body, starting at the top of its head between
pointy jackal ears to the base of its bushy tail, as though it had a super long
Mohawk. It was hideous, with massive shoulders and breastbone.

“That’s a hundrivarg,” Camryn whispered.

It was scary as hell and completely awesome. “Definitely the
club mascot.”

The men turned as one and glared at them. Niki walked
forward. She observed the dead animal. It appeared to be an animal attack. She
knelt next to the body. The hundrivarg growled low. Niki faced it,
squaring her shoulders.

“Niki,” Rhine said.

She held her hand up in Rhine’s direction to stop whatever
he was about to do. The hundrivarg regarded her for a moment and put its
head back down on its paws. She turned back to the body.

“It’s supposed to look as if it were an animal attack, but
it appears to me as if it was attacked with some sort of serrated knife,” she
said.

She looked up at Rhine and Venn.

“Yes, we could determine that through scent,” Venn said.

“Hey, I don’t have a bionic nose. I have to get to the facts
in other ways. So I assume whoever did this knew you could sniff out the facts,
Scooby, yet didn’t care or they weren’t familiar with your abilities,” she
replied. She shook her head. “These types of gifts usually signal an unstable
mind.”

“Yes. We believe this also. It also has to be someone
strong. It is very hard to kill a hundrivarg,” Rhine said.

She stood. “Can you smell if they poisoned it first? That
would make it easier to kill.”

“We will have it tested. No matter the outcome, we know one
thing,” Venn said.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Whoever it is has had access to the holding since at least
last night and they could still be here now.”

The men searched the area, looking for clues to the identity
or whereabouts of the intruder. Niki felt sturdy bristles against her palm. She
looked down to see the hundrivarg pressing its head against her hand.
She rubbed it behind the ears. It raised its head and she changed her rubbing
spot since its head now reached her shoulder. She touched its mane. It wasn’t
sharp exactly. It felt similar to a brand-new scrub brush.

“Are you a girl or a boy?” she whispered.

“It’s female,” Bronwyn said.

“Does it have a name?” she asked.

Bronwyn frowned at her. “The hundrivarg keeper has
names for them. They are not pets. They patrol the holding, guarding against
intruders. The keeper won’t like it if you pet them.”

Camryn moved closer. “They have always scared me. They’re
cute when they’re little, though.”

“This one seems nice,” Niki said.

The animal licked Camryn’s outstretched hand. She laughed.

“Camryn, step away from that animal,” Venn said.

A whistle sounded and the animal lifted its head before
trotting over to an old man with black hair.

“That’s the keeper,” Bronwyn said.

Niki looked after the animal. She wanted one. How kick-ass
would she be with her very own coyote-jackal hybrid? She’d even paint its
toenails so it wouldn’t be as scary to others. She grinned.

“No,” Rhine said.

“No, what?”

“No, you cannot have a hundrivarg. They aren’t pets.
The animal is as big as you are,” he replied.

Venn patted her back and she winced a little at the sting.
“You are good with animals, Niki, but a hundrivarg is no good indoors.”

Rhine pulled her closer. “Be careful, Venn. You might damage
her.” He pulled her dress away from her back and looked inside.

She batted at his hands. “I’m fine.”

“Sometimes I forget they are weaker. I’m sorry,” Venn said.

She was so shocked, she forgot to be offended about being
called weak.

“If we are done out here, I suspect the lawyers and Dr. Falk
have arrived,” Camryn said.

It was time to get emancipated.





Chapter Nine

 

Niki was a little ticked that Rhine had been right about the
Rary woman. She hadn’t wanted any part of being freed. She liked her position
and she liked fucking the single Huntu males as often as they desired. Niki had
to promise not to send her away until she found the woman another place she
liked as well as having free access to the apparently talented and large dicks
of Tribe Huntu. She and Camryn had received more information about Tor, Gunter and
Olaf than they’d ever wanted to know.

Removing the slave brand would take three removal sessions
and the first one hurt worse than it did when they placed the brand on her
wrist. What surprised her most was the feeling she got when Rhine signed the
document on the lawyers’ information pad stating she was a free person. She’d
thought she didn’t care what the paper said. It was startling to find that she
really did care. Her eyes had almost watered.

She’d thought if she didn’t acknowledge the slave status someone
had imposed on her, it wouldn’t exist. But it felt as if an invisible weight
lifted from her. She was her own person again and not a possession. It felt
good. The knowledge that she’d allowed someone else’s label to define her, even
unconsciously, was unnerving.

Camryn was having an emancipation party, complete with
liquor, music and snacks. She’d said she didn’t care if it was still morning.

Niki’s paradigm shift from a strong woman who didn’t let
others define her to someone who let the label slave change her wouldn’t allow
her to relax. She needed a distraction.

She turned to Rhine. “Can I talk to you in the room?”

He stared at her, but she kept tight rein on her feelings.

“We’ll be back, everyone. Carry on the party without us,”
Rhine said.

As soon as they walked into the room, she began taking off
her clothes. She had her shoes, leggings and panties off before he turned to
face her. His eyes widened, but he quickly got with the program and started
stripping too.

His cock was flushed, and as usual, thick and long. She
promised herself she would have her lips around it later. Right now she really
needed her pussy filled. What better way to celebrate freedom than to do
exactly what she wanted.

“This first time, just take me fast and deep right against
this wall,” she said. She tossed her dress away.

He raised an eyebrow. He was handsome as hell and she really
wanted him to fuck her. Now. She hopped into his arms and he caught her just as
she knew he would. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around
his neck. She rubbed her wet pussy against his stomach and he groaned.

“Come on, sexy. I’m not even trying to play hard to get. I
need you.” She whispered the words against his mouth.

He clutched her ass and pulled her down on his cock. She hissed.
This man had the best dick ever. She told him so. He laughed and began walking
her closer to the wall. Every step rocked her clit against his pelvis and she
oohed and ahhed. He pressed her against the cool smooth surface and tucked in.
He curved his hips as he thrust into her.

“Oh that’s good.”

And it was. She loved it when he showed her pussy no mercy.
The tingle of discomfort, which accompanied the shot of pleasure he gave her
with each thrust, was heaven. Her breasts were crushed against him and she
absolutely loved it. They were already sweaty and it just added to the moment.

“Kiss me,” he demanded.

She did. She tried to consume everything he was with the
kiss. She sucked on his tongue as it explored her mouth. She was so close to
her release. She let go of his neck with one hand and squeezed it between their
bodies. She worked her clit, applying continuous pressure until she had no
choice but to fly apart in his arms. She screamed into his mouth. He thrust
twice more into her before reaching his own climax.

She loved having his cum inside her. She’d never fucked a
man without a condom before. Sometimes she wondered if her cum craving had more
to do with novelty or with the man. She suspected it was the man.

She panted against his mouth and tried to get some control
back. She had every intention of molesting him for a couple of hours or until
they passed out. She unwrapped her legs from his waist slowly. He helped her to
stand and then pulled her into a tight hug. She hugged him back and used the
opportunity to caress his ass. It was muscular and quite stellar. She couldn’t
get enough of him.

She bumped him slightly and he gave her a little room. She
ran her hands from his ass around to his cock. She traced its impressive length
as she kissed his chest. She swirled her tongue around his nipples. He braced
both his arms on the wall above her head.

“That’s good. A little harder,” he said.

She nipped at his pec and squeezed his cock at the same
time. His entire body shivered. She began to stroke his cock faster as she
nibbled her way down his chest and abdomen. The outline of his pelvic bone
delighted her and she got distracted for a moment. Finally, she was face to
face with the flushed head of his cock.

She kissed the tip and then licked the salty fluid from the
tip. She tasted her pussy juices mingled with his normal taste and it made her
hungry for the feelings they could only create together. She released his shaft
to grip his hips. She licked the underside of his cock from base to tip as she
gazed up at him.

His face was caught between pleasure and pain. His hair hung
down around his face and it felt as if there was a canopy above them, shutting
them in together. She took the head of his cock into her mouth and sucked. He
hissed.

“Take a little more, love,” he said.

She smiled around her mouthful upon hearing him call her
love in such a coaxing voice. She complied, sucking a little more of him into
her mouth. She hummed a little and he closed his eyes briefly. She felt the
power she had over him at that moment. On her knees before him, she could make
him lose control if she chose. Sometimes he was a little too controlled while
seeing to her pleasure. She had the control now.

She slowly took him in as far as she could. She relaxed her
throat so he could enter it. Her eyes watered, but she continued to watch his
face. He growled a little and she found it deliciously barbarian.

She worked his cock with her mouth. She sucked and swirled
her tongue. She reached between his legs and cupped his balls as she rubbed the
space between the sack and anus.

“Damn,” he said.

She was completely encouraged by the quivering in his thighs
and the muscles tightening under the hand she held on his hip. She redoubled
her efforts, sucking with enthusiasm as she massaged his balls and perineum.
She felt his hand rest lightly against the back of her head. He whispered
softly to her, telling her how wonderful she was. He told her how much he loved
her mouth around his cock. He even told her how lovely he thought she was.

Her pussy was positively soaked as he talked softly to her
and she stared into his eyes. She could have touched herself and sent herself
into a climax, but the feeling of her pussy trying to grasp at nothing added to
the moment. She was in each second of the encounter with him.

Every word out of his mouth made her feel special. She knew
he wanted her. The look in his eyes told her she was the sexiest woman he’d
ever seen. They told her he wanted only her, and she reciprocated. She felt
safe showing him some things with her own eyes. She showed him he was the best
man she’d ever met. She showed him she felt safe. She tried to tell him she
wanted to be with only him. She allowed herself to acknowledge her emotions
without feeling they made her weak.

“Ah, love, I’m coming.”

She welcomed it. She welcomed him. She watched him while he
climaxed. She swallowed every drop of his seed. She licked her sore lips after
she released him from her mouth.

Her need couldn’t be denied and she reached down and touched
her pussy lips. She closed her eyes on a sigh as she felt the smooth sensitive
flesh under her fingers. She parted her folds and rubbed along her slit from
clit to her entrance, and back again. She thrummed her flesh. It wasn’t long
before she was gasping, legs wide as she came.

She leaned her head back against the wall and opened her
eyes. Rhine stared down at her. His eyes were hungry and his smile sultry.

“I love watching you touch your pussy.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

She reached her hand up and he took it. She stood on shaky
legs.

“What about a ten minute break and round two?” she asked.

He smiled before picking her up, striding to the bed and
lying down. He cradled her in his arms and she squeezed as close to him as she
could get.

* * * * *

Lady Helsa gave Camryn a brand-new electronic information
pad at lunch, already loaded with articles about overcoming conception
difficulties. Camryn stared at the little black electronic device and then back
up at her mother-in-law. The entire room had gone quiet with Lady Helsa’s declaration
of the information pad’s contents. Lady Helsa sat eating with a slight smile on
her face.

Niki was just waiting for Camryn’s cue to deliver the verbal
beat down of Lady Helsa’s life. Venn had turned several shades of red as he
gripped the table. He looked as though he was trying to chew and swallow nails.

“I can’t do it.” He stood.

Camryn stopped him with a hand to his thigh. “You promised I
could deal with this on my own.”

Niki hadn’t realized she’d tried to move until she felt
Rhine’s restraining hand on her arm. Venn placed his hand over Camryn’s and
sat. He glared at his mother and took a tearing bite of his meat.

Camryn took a deep breath. “Thank you for thinking of me,
Lady Helsa.”

Niki blinked. Who had taken over her sister’s body?

“Oh heck no,” Niki said. “Seriously?”

“Niki, let it go. It isn’t important.” Camryn avoided her
eyes.

“Can I speak to you for a minute, you know, in private?”
Niki asked her.

“Now isn’t a good time.”

“Now would be a great time. Or I can always just blurt out
what I have to say right here.”

Camryn stood. “Excuse us.”

She smiled at the people around the table before leading
Niki out and across the hallway to a sitting room. Niki closed the door behind
them and leaned back against it.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing. I don’t want to cause trouble over something so
trivial. She is family. I don’t want Venn to alienate his mother over something
I can overlook,” Camryn said.

“She’s harassing you at mealtimes. On purpose. I don’t think
smacking her around is okay, but at least stand up for yourself. I’ve never
seen you so passive.” Niki walked toward her.

“Haven’t you?”

The door opened and Rhine and Venn entered. Venn shut the
door. Niki looked back at her sister. She had a nasty suspicion this wasn’t
about Lady Helsa anymore.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Niki asked her.

“It just means…nothing.”

“Don’t ‘nothing’ me. If you have an issue, just tell me.”

“When have I ever made waves with you, Niki?”

“What are you talking about? You tell me what to do all the
time.”

“No, I don’t. I suggest something to you, and when you
resist or get uncomfortable, I drop it.” Camryn stared down at her hands.

“Like what?” Niki crossed her arms over her chest.

“I’ve asked you to stop calling me your cousin,” Camryn
whispered.

“I haven’t called you that since I’ve been here.”

Camryn looked up and pierced her with her gaze.

“It’s been less than two days. You don’t say I’m your sister
either, you just call me family. You used to call me cuz’ or cousin and you
knew it hurt me. If I challenged you about how you treated me, you would leave.
I wouldn’t hear from you for months. What’s the difference between what you did
and what my mother-in-law is doing?”

Niki took an involuntary step back. Camryn was using a tone
she’d never taken with her. She could clearly see the other woman was angry.

“I never stood up to you, did I, Niki? That’s why you feel
you can come in here and tell me what to do now.” Tears appeared in the corners
of Camryn’s eyes, but they didn’t fall.

“You obviously have something to say. I’m here, you’re here.
Get it off your chest.”

Camryn took a deep breath. “Listen to your tone. So cold.
You could be talking to anyone. I’m your sister! I’ve only ever tried to
protect you, love you, understand you. It’s as if you can’t stand to look at
me. It’s as though you hate me. I’m surprised you’re still here and didn’t try
to take off the moment you saw I wasn’t hurt.”

Niki didn’t know how to deal with this. Her nature was to
attack, but she couldn’t. She could tell Camryn believed what she was saying.

“I don’t hate you, Cam.”

“Maybe, but you don’t want to hang around me. You know, when
Mark told me you’d come on to him and he’d slept with you, I believed him.”

Niki’s entire body froze. “You said—”

“I said he was a liar. But inside I thought you might have
done it. You know, just to hurt me. It didn’t matter, though. I still chose
you. You were the reason I married him after all. I felt bad about using your
friend to keep you around. I just figured it was karma paying me back.”

“I never slept with him. I didn’t come on to him. I
wouldn’t do that.” Niki’s throat stung and she prayed she wouldn’t cry.

“The way you despised him afterward told me so. If you’d
done it, you would have just been indifferent. It didn’t matter. That’s how
much I loved you. Mark knew it too. He wanted me all to himself and he wanted
me to hate you. He told me the day we signed the divorce papers.”

“Cam—”

“No, let me say it all. I love you so much it hurts. I used
to love you more than I loved myself. But I can’t let myself be that person
anymore. You’re a grown woman. We aren’t children anymore. I don’t want you to
leave me, but I won’t go crazy if you do. I see the way you interact with Venn.
You don’t trust each other. But I trust him. If you’re planning to make
trouble, don’t. I won’t choose you this time.” She blinked rapidly, turned and
left the room.

Venn paused for a moment. He stared at her and she looked at
him. Was he going to tell her to leave now? His face was blurry. Watery.

“It will be all right, Niki,” he said quietly. He turned and
left the room.

She needed to sit, and so she did, right there on the floor.
She pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. She
looked up when arms and legs slid around her own. Rhine scooted in close behind
her. He circled her waist with his arms. She relaxed back onto his chest. He
kissed her cheek.

She wasn’t ready to talk and he didn’t speak. She had a lot
to think about. Some of it wouldn’t even process. She’d never realized how much
her issues with her past had affected her sister. She’d been selfish, cocooned
in her own fear and neurosis.

She didn’t know how long they sat there. Her legs had begun
to cramp.

“I didn’t realize she felt that way,” she said.

“Do you care?”

“Of course I care.”

She shifted so she could scowl at him.

“What are you going to do about it? It seems to me you
should put your big girl panties on and talk to her.”

She covered his mouth as she laughed. “Never say that
again.”

He nibbled her fingers until she removed her hand.

“Come on, go talk to her.” He helped her to her feet.

They left the room and Rhine pulled out his information pad
and began typing. “They’re in her garden.”

She thought they were headed outside, but he led her to a
walled garden inside the keep. Venn sat on a stone bench, holding his wife. He
stroked her hair and Niki couldn’t deny the tenderness with which the large man
held and caressed her sister. Rhine squeezed her arm gently.

Niki took a deep breath and cleared her throat. Camryn sat
up and rubbed at her eyes. They were red and swollen. Niki panicked and almost
turned to go. Rhine grabbed her around the waist. She stiffened.

“Breathe,” he said quietly.

She let her breath out. She hadn’t even realized she’d been
holding it. She looked at her sister’s face. It hurt a little, but not as much
as usual. She reached back slowly and grabbed Rhine’s free hand. He squeezed
her fingers and then loosened his grip on her hand. She held on.

“You were right. When I look at you, I remember,” Niki said.

Camryn stiffened, but she didn’t turn away and she didn’t
try to say anything.

“I don’t look at myself for the same reason. Sometimes I see
Nelson in the shape of my chin or Mama in the slant of your eyes. But most of
all, I see that I wasn’t wanted. I remember neighbors whispering as I walked by
or others not even being respectful enough to whisper. I hear every boy I ever
liked asking me why I wasn’t more like you.”

She paused. This was harder than she’d thought. It was
probably hard for her sister to hear and not say anything. Camryn’s eyes had
begun to water and tears spilled down her cheeks.

“I know now, in trying to protect myself, I’ve hurt you. I
didn’t mean to, even if you don’t believe it. I never meant to hurt you. Why
would I? You were the only person who ever gave a damn about me. I knew that. I
know that. I love you, Cam. You are my sister, and if you’ll help me, I’ll try
to be a better one to you.”

She waited, scared as hell. Maybe it was too little, too
late. She wouldn’t blame Cam for being fed up with her. Gawd, Cam had believed
she’d slept with Mark. Her sister had held the information all these years.
Rhine hugged her tighter.

Then Camryn smiled. It was a full Camryn Highbear special
with all the delight and wonder she’d ever shown her, even if it was a little
watery.

“Let me up,” she said to Venn.

Niki watched as she hopped off her husband’s lap and
practically skipped toward her. Rhine’s hands fell away as Camryn grabbed her
arms.

“I love you too.” Camryn hugged her.

Niki closed her eyes and brought her arms up around her
sister. “I’m sorry…Sis.”

Camryn laughed and rocked her from side to side. When she
pulled back, she looked at Rhine, then Venn.

“Do you guys need a break? That had to be rough with us both
emoting as though we were method actors,” Camryn said.

Niki hadn’t thought of that. The men would have felt every
shard of pain. She turned to Rhine. He watched her closely. Since they were
hugging, she hugged him too.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Anytime.”

* * * * *

Rhine didn’t bother shielding Niki from the mutilated dead
body. She wasn’t squeamish and she observed well. He tried to focus. The crazy
person behind the mutilation and death of the yorstut had been too close
to the keep during the night. He’d been too close to Niki.

“This deer had wicked sharp horns. Why didn’t it defend
itself?” Niki asked.

Rhine turned to her. “It is a yorstut, not a deer.
The hundrivarg was drugged. I assume this animal was as well.”

“It’s a playing card, right?” She pointed to the green
warrior card shoved in the animal’s mouth.

He nodded.

“There must have been one on the other animal. Did it blow
away or get overlooked? It’s obviously his calling card. It would be on the
other body,” she said.

Venn nodded to a guard and the man moved off in the
direction of the stables.

“Now we need to think of what connection cards have to one
of you,” she said.

“Why,” Tor asked.

“Well, Crazy Killer is trying to send someone a message. It
wouldn’t be any fun if the person it was for didn’t know the gifts are for him.
Anybody have a gambling problem.”

The men just stared at her. They were too disciplined for
addictions.

Rhine shook his head. “An addiction would jeopardize the
safety of Tribe Huntu.”

“So, no? Then why would this card be important?” she asked.

The guard returned holding something dirty in his hand. “It
was buried partially under the fence.”

Venn took it from the guard. “Red warrior card.”

He passed it to Rhine.

“Are you sure Isor Ja is dead?” Niki asked.

“Yes. There was no way he survived a shot to the head.”

“Wasn’t his last hand full of cards identical to this?” she
asked.

The pieces all fell into place for Rhine. “We need a list of
Isor Ja’s family, friends and associates.”

“I will begin a search now,” Olaf said. He pulled out his
information pad.

They walked back toward the keep.

“She is very smart,” Venn said. “We will both have
intelligent and courageous children.”

The word children brought him up short. He stared at Niki.
He wanted her with him forever. Children would be a part of that. He would be
proud to see her belly full with his child.

“I really like it when you guys talk about me as if I’m not
here and I don’t change diapers.”

“We will have a children’s nurse in the keep,” Venn said.

Niki looked at Rhine, stopped and placed her hands on her
hips. “Did I agree to birth babies?”

Producing a brood of headstrong children was something he
would need to ease her into. He glared at his cousin before taking her arm and
tugging her inside. Her sister met them at the door.

“Well?” Camryn said.

Venn steered Camryn toward the dining room where breakfast
awaited them. A servant brought water and soap for hand cleaning.

Venn said, “We need a list of the ships allowed to enter
Ordanian airspace since Isor Ja’s death.”

“I will take care of it,” Gunter said.

Tor said, “Whoever it is would need help. Planetary aliens
must prove they have business here.”

“How did I get in?” Niki asked.

The room fell silent.

Lady Helsa paused with a slice of fruit partially to her
mouth. “You entered as property. You were the same as a kostut.”

Rhine sighed at the mention of the burden-bearing animal.
Lady Helsa could be trying.

“Do I want to know what that is right now?” Niki asked.

Camryn rolled her eyes at her mother-in-law. “No.”

Niki shrugged. “Who are your enemies on Ordan. I don’t want
to flatter you or anything, but you all seem to be the type to have loads
of them.”

Rhine smoothed the wisps of hair at her hairline. “Niki,
your compliments need work.”

“I’m just saying you probably have a boatload of enemies
because you’re all so sexy and awesome.” She bit into a piece of fruit.
“Mediocre people can be so jealous.”

Sometimes it was difficult to tell when she was being
facetious. She mixed truth in with half-truth, so he had to guess at her
intentions.

Lady Helsa nodded as she spoke. “Tribe Huntu is the most
powerful of the six tribes. My father chose the best for me when he contracted
my marriage.”

“See, even Lady Helsa agrees with me.”

Venn pulled his information pad out and placed it on the
table. “Let’s make the list now while we are all present.”

They worked even after the food was cleared from the table,
giving suggestions of Ordanians who might wish them harm and the reasons why.
They cross checked the list with the list of Ordanians who’d signed for
planetary aliens to enter the country.

Venn asked. “Do you have the list of Isor Ja’s family and
friends, Olaf?”

Olaf rounded the table to stand behind Venn to see his
information pad. They compared lists.

“Are we even sure it’s Isor Ja’s family?” Hans asked.

“No, but it’s the only lead we have. We might as well follow
it, just in case,” Rhine said.

“Here,” Olaf said. “Skela Ja entered Ordan two weeks ago. A
representative from Tribe Velth signed for him, claiming he was an exotic cloth
seller.”

Camryn asked. “Who in Tribe Velth is on your list?”

“Anyone from Tribe Velth’s House Ivar,” Rhine said.

“Why?” Niki asked.

Rhine said, “The politician, Citizen Ors, tried to abduct
your sister with Lady Helsa’s help. Their house was disgraced when he was
arrested and sentenced.”

“Why is Lady Helsa allowed to be around my sister? She could
have let the killer in the keep.” She looked ready to jump across the table and
attack Lady Helsa.

Venn’s face was frightening in his anger. “Your sister
showed leniency, which I am about to revoke.” He turned to Lady Helsa. “If I
find that you are involved in this in any way, Mother, I will have you locked
in one of the cells under the keep.”

Lady Helsa stood. “I don’t have to listen to this.” She left
the room with her head high.

Venn turned to a servant. “Follow her until a guard relieves
you.” The man bowed and left the room. Venn pointed to another man. “You, go
fetch the guard captain.”

“How are we going to run a search of the keep and the
surrounding lands? This person could just double back behind us and hide where
we have already looked,” Rhine said.

The task they needed to undertake was enormous. The first
order of business was to seal off Huntu holding. The guards at the gate were
ordered to let no one out and no one in who did not live within the holding’s
walls.

Each section of the keep was searched and a guard put in
place to ensure that no one could reenter who did not belong.

Rhine began the search of the land between the keep and the
battlement walls. Unfortunately, he had help he didn’t want. The same things
which drew him to Niki also frustrated him to no end. She didn’t understand
gender roles. She didn’t care that he wanted to keep her safe. If Isor Ja’s
family wanted revenge for his death, it wasn’t a stretch to assume they would
attempt to take Niki once he was dead.

“Are you still mad?” she asked.

They were meeting Venn, Olaf, Tor and Gunter to share any
new information. He didn’t answer at first. He was concerned, not mad. She
could be reckless and too sure of her abilities. She didn’t understand she was
important to others.

“Your willingness to put yourself in needless danger is
troublesome.”

“So I should be back at the castle doing my nails and
waiting for you, hereafter known as big strong man, to make it safe for me?”

She took two steps for every one of his, so he slowed his
stride.

“I should ignore the frailty of your body, knowing an
unhinged hypersensitive is loose. I should shackle my own worry something will
happen to you and I could have prevented it by keeping you inside and safe long
enough to find and eliminate the danger.”

It was his duty to protect the women in his care. She was
his woman and protecting her wasn’t just a duty. He needed to keep her safe.

She touched his arm and tugged. He stopped and faced her,
but remembered to stay between her and the open courtyard. Sunlight caressed
her skin. Her long, curly lashes adorned her brown eyes as she searched his
face. He braced himself not to soften too much. His instinct was to protect,
shield and spoil.

“I am expected to be able to protect myself and help my
team,” she said.

“If you were outnumbered and unarmed, would your commander
allow you to enter a battle?”

“I’m not unarmed.” She patted the blaster on her hip.

He’d given it to her after she’d demonstrated how well she
could shoot. He didn’t want her to feel false security with it. He wanted her
to use it if she needed it.

He touched her temple. “Though he may not be smarter than
you, he is stronger.”

“Maybe.” She looked thoughtful.

At least she would think about what he’d said.

“Rhine, who’s the guy who keeps following us?”

He’d hoped she would ignore Varin for a while longer.

“Varin, your guard.”

“If I don’t make a fuss about the guard, will you stop being
so tight-lipped?”

He urged her to keep moving by pressing his palm to her
back. “I’m not tight-lipped.”

“I’m surprised your mouth loosens enough to talk,” she
replied.

They reached the keep and went straight to the dining room.
They were the last to arrive and took their seats.

“We’ve found nothing so far,” Rhine said.

“The keep is secure,” Venn said. “I contacted Lord Velth. He
claims to have no knowledge of House Ivar’s actions, and assures me he will
investigate the matter. At this point, the entire House is in disgrace. If I
were him, I would disband it or gut it and place a new family in the position.”

Olaf stepped forward. “Skela Ja is the uncle of Isor Ja. He
raised him after the death of Isor Ja’s father. Skela Ja is definitely not an
exotic cloth dealer. He is a hunter by trade.”

“What planet?” Tor asked.

“R’riors. It is temperate and not unlike our own. The atmosphere
is slightly less dense,” Olaf replied.

Gunter said, “There doesn’t seem to be any traceable
communication between Lady Helsa and Skela Ja.”

Venn grunted. Everyone was quiet for several minutes.

“If you’ve looked everyplace you think he could be—” Camryn
began.

“Why not look where you think he couldn’t be,” Niki said.

“Exactly,” Camryn said.

“What does that mean?” Rhine asked.

“Well, he obviously isn’t hiding in one of your people’s
homes. You’ve checked all the buildings. What does that leave?” Niki said.

“You believe he is hiding on the land, but not leaving a
sign that he is there,” Venn said.

“It would make sense if he was a hunter. What better way to
hunt prey than to become one with the habitat?” Rhine shook his head.

“He would be someplace usually deserted, but easy for
someone who knows how to blend in. He would know how to survive without fire.”
Niki said.

“All he would need is a water source,” Rhine said.

They all sat quietly. Rhine thought of all the places which
would be perfect for a hunter to hide.

“The Lady’s Copse,” the men all said together.

Venn nodded. “No one has much reason to go there. We stopped
cutting back the brush in the copse when I was a boy. We no longer use wood as
our primary source of heat. It is just an overgrown wooded area now. It is a
perfect hiding place. The trees are dense and the area is shielded from outside
view.”

“It is near the lake, so Skela Ja would have access to
water,” Rhine added. “He could be in the trees or have made a bed in the fallen
leaves.”

“Let’s expect to move in an hour. I need to see the full
council in my study,” Venn said.

The men stood. Rhine ran his hand down Niki’s braid and she
patted his hand. They followed Venn out. As soon as the door was closed, Venn
switched directions. He headed for a side exit. When they’d cleared the keep
and were headed for the Lady’s Copse. Rhine started laughing.

“You laugh now, but you wouldn’t have been laughing as you
watched your woman walk right into danger because you don’t have the ability to
say no to her,” Venn said.

Rhine sobered immediately. “I was thinking rope.”

“My advice is to save rope for pleasurable activities. If
not, they tend to get mad. Trickery is better,” Venn said.

“She’s going to be angry anyway.”

“Yes, but she won’t be mad about you leaving her in addition
to you overpowering her.”

Rhine agreed he did have a point. They were careful to
remain as quiet as possible. The Lady’s Copse was situated to the west of the
lake. They didn’t need to cut as much wood, so the area had overgrown. Obviously
they’d become too lax about security within the holding.

They split up and spread out so they could each enter the
copse from a different point. Rhine stood and observed his surroundings. The
denseness of the foliage lent the copse an air of being a completely different
world. Birds fluttered overhead and settled. He allowed full rein to his
senses.

He looked for unsettled leaves and brush, which would have
been caused by something more than the smaller animals which inhabited the
copse. So far Skela Ja hadn’t left a scent on his prey. Rhine smelled the air,
looking for anything which did not belong. Maybe the man would slip up here,
where he felt no one could find him.

He heard skittering to his left. It was a sound too small
for a man. Slowly, Rhine moved farther into a space which had become woodland
in such a short period of time. He watched his footfalls as well as the trees
and foliage around and above him. Surely Skela Ja would notice how quiet the
animals had become. They waited now that their privacy had been invaded by the
five men.

A boulder caught his eye. At first he couldn’t understand
why. Then he saw it. The stone had obviously been moved from its original
resting place. Dirt and water marks lined the edge showing where it had
previously been in the ground. He pulled his blaster from his hip, and moved
closer. There was the chance that when he disturbed the area, it would trigger
a trap. It was what he would have done in the hunter’s place.

He pulled his pad and signaled his location to his cousins.
He moved closer. The boulder held down the edge of a camouflaged tarp. Fallen
leaves were spread across the top. If he hadn’t been looking carefully he might
have missed it.

His cousins appeared silently around him. He allowed them
time to notice what he’d noticed. They did not speak. He found a long tree
branch that had fallen to the woodland floor. He used the branch to snag the
edge of the camouflaged tarp, and fling it away.

A shallow trench had been dug in the earth. There was
nothing there to suggest anything about its creator. The hunter had left
nothing behind. Not even a change of clothing. Rhine recovered the hole and
scattered leaves along the top of the tarp. They signaled each other and once
again moved through the copse, looking for more evidence Skela Ja had been
there. They found nothing out of place. They would obviously need to set a trap
for the hunter at his resting place.

Olaf remained behind, hiding in some leaves and shrubbery.
Rhine walked with Venn, Tor and Gunter out of the copse and around the lake.
The breeze brought her scent to him before he saw her. She marched toward him
through the sparingly spread out trees surrounding the lake with Varin keeping
pace beside her. He didn’t need the blast of fury emanating from her to know
she seethed. Her eyebrows were so drawn a line appeared between her eyes. Her
jaw was tight and she clenched her fists at her side. His cousins stepped away
from him slightly.

“Traitors,” he whispered.

He heard the whoosh of an arrow leaving a bow. He pulled his
blaster even as he ran toward Niki. He felt air displace behind him as the
arrow travelled past the place he would have been. Varin had already pulled
Niki to the ground and covered her with his body. His cousins fired into the
trees to the left, covering him as he ran to Niki.

Then he realized the arrows were following him. He couldn’t
lead them to Niki. He had to trust in her ability to protect herself and
Varin’s ability to shield her. He changed direction. He dove behind a tree and
gazed around it. Three arrows hit the trunk in rapid succession. He jerked
back. He’d seen enough to know Niki and Varin had taken refuge behind another
tree.

“Stay there, Niki,” he yelled.

“I’m not the crazy person who just outran a bevy of arrows,”
she yelled back.

Rhine fired at the tree line where the arrows were coming
from. He couldn’t see anyone. He glanced over at Niki. She was also firing her
blaster at the tree line. They couldn’t stay there forever. Already guards
converged on the area.

Rhine waited for the second after an arrow was released and
darted to another of the widely space trees. He did this again and again until
he was close to the tree in which he believed the hunter hid. He gazed into the
tree canopy. He smiled as he caught sight of the hunter’s arm moving back to
nock the arrow. Camouflage or not, he had a clear shot. Rhine fired three
shots. The hunter called out once and fell.

Rhine raced to where he’d fallen. His angle hadn’t been the
best, so unless the man broke his neck in the fall, he might still be alive.
They reached the fallen man quickly, with Niki only a few moments behind. Skela
Ja bled from a small wound on the side of his neck, a belly shot and an arm
wound.

Venn directed one of the guards to climb the tree, and make
sure there weren’t any more surprises waiting for them.

“Skela Ja,” Rhine said.

The man looked up at him with disdain. He was covered in
dirt and leaves.

“You are still alive. You should be as dead as my nephew.”
Skela Ja coughed and blood coated his lips. “You cheated and shot him, all to
steal a slave.”

“Well, this slave slapped your nephew around a bit before he
lost me in a card game fair and square. He wasn’t a prize, and certainly not
worth being full of holes right now. You shouldn’t have wasted your time,” Niki
said. She gazed down at the man with a sneer.

The man lunged at her and she kicked him back. Rhine turned
to Venn.

“Do we end his suffering here or chat with him a bit more?”
he asked his cousin conversationally.

“We should definitely chat. I have a cell all ready for him
under the keep.” Venn looked eager.

“You heard your lord, tie this offal up and transport him to
one of the cells under Huntu Keep,” Rhine commanded.

Rhine grabbed Niki and pulled her closer to his side. He’d
felt such fear for her while she had apparently been as calm as the lake on a
clear day. Touching her soothed him, so he gave in and rubbed her back. That
she let him was reassuring.

“Thank you for keeping her safe, Varin,” he said to the
younger man.

“Yeah, thanks, Varin, though I can keep myself safe, even if
no one will believe me,” Niki muttered.

“I understand, Niki. Having Varin with you helped ease my
worry about your safety.” He lied. He’d worried anyway.

She patted his stomach. “I’m going to show you some
meditation exercises. You worry too much.”

As long as they were naked while they completed these
meditation exercises, he was all for it. They slowly began walking toward the
keep.

“Did she really slap Isor Ja?” Venn asked quietly.

Olaf still brushed leaves and dirt off his clothes from
where he’d been hiding in the underbrush. “The gambler had a black eye and she
is quick with a punch or hit.”

“I thought we discussed the fact that I can hear you and you
shouldn’t speak about me as if I’m not here,” Niki said.

“I thought she said she liked it,” Olaf whispered.





Chapter Ten

 

Niki considered stabbing herself just to prove she hadn’t
been bored to death. She shifted again on the sofa and Camryn patted her leg
reassuringly. It was her sister’s fault she was currently surrounded by
Ordanian noblewomen for the sixth time in the last six weeks. Each week they
got a new batch as though they’d been ordered from a catalogue. As Camryn’s
sister and Rhine’s woman, she was considered part of Camryn’s court. Since both
Camryn and Rhine took the position seriously, she was forced to sit still for
hours as these women talked. Thank goodness for the occasional card game and
horseback ride or she would have locked herself in her room and flagellated
herself with Rhine’s ornamental ties.

“Just a little while longer,” Bronwyn whispered.

Apparently Bronwyn had been raised from birth to hold these
conversations and make nice with others. Camryn hadn’t begun these
get-togethers until after Niki arrived. Niki wondered what brought on this
massive public relations campaign. That was what it was. Camryn was charming
and appeared highly educated about issues from each of the woman’s tribes.

They’d all been guests for a week and would be leaving
shortly when their husbands returned from conference with Rhine, Venn and the
rest of the Huntu boys.

“Will you remain with your sister when Sir Rhine returns to
travel, Mistress Niki?” Kadlin, Lady Velth asked.

She’d been especially nice to Camryn after the House Ivar
faux pas. Venn was correct. Lord Velth had stripped the family of their
position and placed another high-born Velth family in their place.

“I will do as Sir Rhine directs me, Lady Velth,” she
responded.

All the women nodded as if Niki was imparting sacred wisdom.
She’d learned the trick early. All she had to do was say anything she did was
at Rhine’s direction or proclaim she would do Rhine’s bidding if they asked her
a question she didn’t want to answer. It worked perfectly every time. Poor
Rhine probably had a reputation now as a strict taskmaster when he was really
putty in her hands—most of the time.

The door opened and the men entered to take their ladies
away. She realized her torture was almost at an end and she wanted to shout a
chorus of halleluiahs. She stood and crossed to Rhine. He immediately pulled
her to his side and laid his arm loosely around her waist. She calmed almost
immediately. There was a rustle of activity as each guest left the keep. She
stood next to Rhine and smiled politely as he clasped hands and said a few
words to each person. He was very diplomatic.

What in the world was he doing with her?

He pulled her into his arms as the door closed for the final
time.

“Don’t worry. They’re gone,” he said.

“We have two days before our next guests arrive,” Camryn
said to Bronwyn.

“Why is she torturing me?” Niki whispered the words against
Rhine’s chest.

Her body shook along with his as he laughed. She caught
movement out of the corner of her eye. Camryn was leaving the room without
Venn. She looked a little nervous. Usually after the guests left, she would
hang around and listen to the men analyze how their meetings went. She could be
going to the bathroom, but…Niki didn’t believe that for a moment.

She tugged away from Rhine. “Hey, I need the little
mistress’s room. Be back in a sec.”

She didn’t wait for permission despite the lies she liked to
tell Camryn’s guests. She did exit the room quickly to follow her sister.
Camryn wasn’t in the hallway, so she asked the guard at the front door where
she’d gone. He pointed her toward the area behind the stairs.

She checked every room. She found her in the communications
room. Camryn stopped speaking as Niki walked in. They stared at each other.

“What are you up to, Cam?”

Camryn smiled nervously. “Come here.”

Niki walked forward and looked at the screen on the desk.
She sat next to Camryn. On the screen were two women and a man. The man was
attractive, with brown skin, slanted eyes and wavy, shoulder length brown hair.
He could have been from any humanoid species, maybe even from Earth. The women
were spectacular. Their skin glowed in the way a pearl would if coated in
glitter. One had crayon red hair and the other coal black.

“These are the people who helped us locate you. Captain
Acia, Shunyuan and Cheris. Shunyuan is from Earth.”

“Thank you,” Niki said.

“It was our pleasure,” the redheaded woman said.

Her voice was mesmerizing. Niki could understand the words,
but she swore she heard bells and chimes tinkling.

“What’s going on here, Cam? You look as though you’re up to
something,” Niki asked.

“They are freedom fighters. They work for the Anti-Slavery
Alliance. We work for the Anti-Slavery Alliance.” Camryn stared at her
and waited for her response.

“Does your husband know you’re in this Alliance?” She was
all for it, but she knew Camryn took her role as Lady Huntu seriously.

“I’m working on it. Why do you think I’ve been practically
running for office around here trying to portray both you and me as people and
not former slaves? Your ‘I’m a good little woman routine’ has actually been
helping a little.”

Niki grinned. “Glad I could be of service. So what’s the
plan? I’m in.”

“Exactly what are you in?” Rhine said.

They both looked up to find both Venn and Rhine in the open
doorway.

“Call us back when you have more information,” Captain Acia
said.

The screen went blank and Camryn pushed a button on the
keypad. Niki assessed the situation and figured she’d let her sister, who’d
been wrapping men around her fingers since she was a toddler, explain their way
out of this one.

“Camryn, what have you done?” Venn asked with a frown.

“I haven’t done anything, Venn,” she said. Cam’s smile
dazzled.

Yeah, that’s why Niki was just going to sit there and be
quiet.

“Did I hear the Dovian captain on the communicator?” he
asked.

“Why yes. I was introducing her to Niki.”

“Camryn,” Venn said.

“Venn.”

He sighed. “I promise I won’t be angry. I just want to know
how to prepare.”

Camryn regarded him for several long moments.

“Well, Captain Acia and I are part of the Anti-Slavery
Alliance.”

Niki held her breath as she looked back and forth between
the two. Venn’s eyes narrowed.

“What have you helped them with so far?” he asked.

“Venn, you know slavery is rampant throughout the United
Universe. Not every enslaved person is as lucky as Niki and me. What if you’d
never walked past me in that market? What if I’d been purchased by a Gastronian
or one of the Tuetvon beast people? Where would I be now? Where would my sister
be now?” Camryn had tears in her eyes.

Where would they be? Camryn was correct. They were in a
position to at least help poke holes in the slave trade in the universe. Venn
walked forward and Niki took her eyes off them and stared at Rhine. His eyes
were locked on her. She jerked a bit. She’d expected him to be watching Camryn
just as everyone else was. Come on, her sister even cried prettily. She didn’t
cry ugly as most people did, with a red face and a runny nose. Yet he was
staring at Niki and not her sister.

She stood to make room for Venn as he moved to comfort his
wife. Rhine beckoned to her and she walked toward him. He led her out of the
room.

“You and your sister together are double the vexation,” he
said.

She bristled. “I don’t know what you mean. You’re going to
have to be specific.”

“Calm down, hellion.” He tugged her braid. “You’re worth the
trouble.”

The comment stopped her in her tracks. She looked up at him.
Maybe he did think she was worth it. She thought about everything they’d done.
He’d defended A’Di so Niki wouldn’t do it herself and be killed. He’d helped
her find the courage to begin fixing her relationship with her sister. He
didn’t try to make her change. He just warned her when she was about to jump
off a cliff. He was her friend. It was too bad she wanted so much more from
him.

She wrapped her arms around his waist, and hugged him. Other
than Camryn, he was the first person to tell her she was worth their time. He
kissed the crown of her head.

“You know, she’s right. If you hadn’t found me, someone
would have killed me by now. I would never have stopped giving attitude,
fighting and running. She’s right to help. We may not be able to do a lot, but
we can do our part.”

“Hmm.”

But the sound meant he was listening, even if he didn’t want
to. She pulled away and he took her hand and walked with her back to their
room. Once inside, he pulled her to the bed and tucked her into his side.

“What are the risks of helping the Alliance?” she asked.

“The United Universe has many laws about slavery. Each
planet is self-governing as long as they don’t make laws which contradict
universal law. If we could convince Ordanian Council to forbid citizens from
taking new slaves, it would be illegal to require they free any they already
own. It would violate the universal law.”

“Who makes universal laws?”

“Each galaxy has two representatives who are elected to
United Universe Assembly.”

“How many galaxies are there?”

“Well, your galaxy is the newest discovered and it has been
labeled the twelve thousandth galaxy.”

“Oh.” The numbers were staggering.

“Of course, some galaxies really don’t have evolved life.
The life forms are sentient, but only barely. The newest galaxies have no
representation in the United Universe Assembly.”

“So it is the United Universe Assembly laws which ultimately
have to be changed.”

“Yes. Unfortunately, the slave trade is a large business in
most galaxies. Economic structures will topple on several planets if it is
outlawed.”

“So you all will be making powerful enemies if you speak out
against slavery?”

“Yes.”

The problem was bigger than she’d imagined. She was a
fighter, not a diplomat. She wouldn’t know how to even begin a campaign to
convince one planet to change its laws, much less thousands of them. She’d be
better as a mercenary. But she couldn’t keep her new family as an outlaw. She
would lead trouble to their door with every visit.

And how would she get around? Maybe she could join the crew
who’d discovered her whereabouts. They already had one team member from Earth.
But she’d promised Rhine almost two years of time. She wouldn’t break her word.
She had time to investigate her options.

She looked at him. He lay with his eyes closed. He appeared
peaceful, almost as if Camryn hadn’t already broken a few laws and he and his
cousin weren’t going to have to hide the proverbial bodies.

She wondered if he still was in love with Camryn. Niki
cringed and her stomach churned. She rubbed the spot over her heart. There was
an ache deep inside her chest.

They all treated her sister well. She would find one or all
of them with Camryn in her garden talking about any and everything. The men
treated her as a little sister, humoring her and bringing her things they
believed she would like. The youngest Huntu, Hans, let Camryn treat him as
though he was a hair mannequin while he read to her in the afternoons.

But they were just as solicitous of Niki. She’d been sort of
suspicious at first, but realized the men simply recognized her as family. They
even let her spar with them, though she knew they pulled punches. She was
grateful. She didn’t want to be killed because one of the giants forgot she was
smaller than they were.

Rhine didn’t treat her as if she were his second choice.
He’d never once called her by Camryn’s name or suggested she be more like her
sister.

“Don’t worry so much, Niki,” he said quietly.

She looked into his clear blue eyes. She might shatter if
she discovered she was just a stand-in for her sister in his mind. She wouldn’t
ask. She couldn’t take the chance he would confirm his continued love of her
sister. She didn’t have talks about feelings, anyway. But you do brood about
them.

Suddenly, Rhine rolled away from her, stood and began to
remove his clothing.

“So you’re just going to go from zero to sixty just like
that?” She wasn’t really complaining.

“You will not relax, so I will help you.”

Did he time his words to coincide with the removal of his
pants? It was sort of brilliant.

“I feel more excited than relaxed.”

He winked at her. “The relaxation comes afterward. Strip.”

She stood on the bed and discarded her clothes as quickly as
possible. He stepped forward and she moved to the edge of the bed. His hands
cradled her face as he pulled her closer. He leaned forward as if to kiss her,
but didn’t. He held his mouth a hairsbreadth away from hers. Her eyes fluttered
completely closed as she waited. The anticipation sent delicate little shivers
down her spine.

Then his lips touched hers. Softly at first, they glided
across her lips before parting to deepen the delicious contact. His tongue
danced with hers and she tried to immerse herself in the exquisite feeling.
Whatever this was she felt when with him was addictive. She wanted to absorb
what he made her feel into her pores. With a simple kiss he could turn her to
mush and convince her she didn’t care if she were vulnerable.

His hands slid from her jaw and traced her neck and back. As
he slid his palms around to her belly, she gave in to her constant craving and
touched him. She caressed his shoulders before sliding her hands slowly over
his triceps. Being close to him caused her breasts to feel heavy and sensitive.
Her pussy pulsed with anticipation.

His palms dragged across her rib cage before closing over
her breasts. She exhaled in relief. She needed his touch. His mouth left hers
and he trailed kisses across her jaw, and down her neck. Every once in a while
he would scrape his teeth against her skin. Her breath caught every time.

He molded her breasts, presenting them to his sucking mouth
as he latched onto her nipples. She wound her hands in the silky strands of his
hair, and urged him closer. Her head fell back as she attempted to experience
every tug, and lick. He showed equal attention to each breast. She was flooded
with sensation.

His hand moved back down her torso, glided down her belly
and cupped her sex. He slid several fingers into her slit and rubbed. She
couldn’t help grinding her pussy against his fingers. His palm pressed against
her clit and she bit her bottom lip as the first quivers from the little bundle
of nerves jerked her body.

She widened her legs in hopes that he would thrust his
fingers inside her. He did. She squeezed his fingers and he thrust faster. She
rocked her hips, fucking herself against his thrusting digits. Her hands
clutched his shoulders for balance. He pulled away from her breast and slid his
fingers from her pussy at the same time. Her nails dug into his skin in
protest.

“I want you to come in my mouth,” he whispered.

He kissed the area below her bellybutton and moved her back
on the bed. She stepped back unsteadily as he released her. He lay on his back
and touched the back of her calf. He tugged gently and she stepped forward. He
guided her leg across his chest so she straddled his body. She gazed down at
him and smiled.

“This is the best view I’ve had all day,” he said.

He raised his hand to her pussy and rubbed his thumb through
the wetness there. He pulled his hand to his mouth and sucked her wetness from
his thumb.

“Feel free to drink from the source.” In fact, she might
have to insist.

“I’m waiting.”

She moved forward carefully and knelt so her pussy was above
his mouth. She clutched the headboard as he grabbed her ass and guided her
closer to his mouth. The first touch of his tongue was electric. He was
voracious as he pleasured her. He wasn’t as gentle as before and she couldn’t
imagine why she would want him to be. His tongue was magic as it circled and
suckled her clit. He lapped at her folds and imbibed her juices.

His hands on her ass encouraged her to grind her cunt into
his mouth. He was the best at pleasuring her pussy and she told him so. He
chuckled and the vibration against her sensitive flesh caused her entire body
to shake. He sucked forcefully on her clit and she stiffened, then convulsions
coursed through her body.

“Rhine!”

With her attention on her still twitching pussy, she didn’t
protest as her arms were gently pulled, forcing her to release the headboard.
She tumbled onto her back and he spread her thighs wide. Her eyes focused at
the exact moment Rhine slid into her willing body. She groaned in delight. His
expression was serious. His hair swirled around them and tickled her face. She
leaned up and kissed him quickly, then lay flat again.

He smiled slowly and her already wet pussy gushed and
clamped more securely around him, as if it too wanted to keep him forever.

“You were made just for me,” he said softly.

She thought so too. He began to move within her, pulling out
and pushing slowly, but forcefully. She panted a little with each thrust. She
couldn’t hold back the exhalation. He stared into her eyes and she was unable
to look away. A thrill ran through her. She secretly loved it when his total
focus was on her. She would look up from a conversation or eating, and find his
eyes on her, unwavering and possessive. She ate it up every time. This moment
was no exception.

She wrapped her arms around his back and tightened her legs
around his waist. Their pelvises ground together, and with every buck of his
hips, her clit reaped the benefits. She was seconds away from a climax.

Damn, I love this man. The shock of admitting her
feelings to herself pushed her into her release.

He sank into her faster, never stopping even as she writhed
under him. She gasped for breath, catching it only to have him steal it with
his next plunge. Their bodies created a smacking sound as flesh met flesh.

“You are my woman, Niki.”

She orgasmed again. His words claimed her and her body
agreed wholeheartedly.

When she calmed, she slid her palms around to his torso and
smoothed them up his chest and neck. She grasped the hair at the back of his
head. She kept her eyes on his. His mouth was set in a determined line. He
moved faster now, rocking the heavy bed as he silently demanded the right to
possess her.

“You’re my man.”

He took her mouth. His kiss consumed her. She tugged his
head closer as he froze over her and jerked, spilling his seed within her. She
wanted everything he had to give, including his heart.

 

Rhine cradled Niki close to his side. The feel of her
pressed so near was extraordinary. He’d taken her mind off her disquiet for a
little while. It didn’t last. Even as she rubbed his side, he could feel her
anxiety returning. She halted her caress and clutched him tightly. He could ask
her again what troubled her, but she would only change the subject or tell him
he was imagining things.

Yesterday she’d told him to go see the empath doctor because
his sixth sense was on the blink. Camryn had laughed, but he still wasn’t
exactly sure what she’d meant. Maybe she needed a break or a change of scenery.
When she’d been surrounded by fewer people on the ship, it had been harder for
her to put him off. So he would take her where there were fewer people.

“We’re going on a little trip,” he said.

“When?” She raised herself on her elbow.

“Now.” He forced himself to leave the warmth of her body.

“You never said anything about a trip. What about my sister?
What about my Ordanian lessons with Awya?”

He stood and stretched. He smiled as he felt her hand smooth
down his back and across his buttocks. She could never resist if he flexed a
muscle.

“I just decided to go, and as you will remember from our
agreement, you are to come with me. Your sister can live without you for a
little while. You’ll be back, and as for your lessons, I can read and write,
Niki. I’m sure I can teach you.”

“Are you sure?” Her tone implied his literacy was in
question.

He shook his head and walked to the closet. He pulled out several
bags. He gave her the biggest one. She clutched it and looked up at him in
bewilderment.

“Get packed. We will be gone for a while.”

“Are we going into space?”

“No.”

He went into the bathroom to wash. When he returned, she was
still sitting in the same spot, clutching the bag and worrying her lower lip.
He crossed to the bed and kissed her.

“Why won’t you tell me where we’re going?”

The anticipation would keep her mind off whatever was
troubling her.

“You’ll be going wrapped in a blanket with all of your
things still in this room in a minute. Maybe we should have gotten you a lady’s
maid.”

She climbed off the bed. “I don’t need a maid. I don’t wear
the elaborate clothes Cam does and I can pack my own bag.”

“Hmm.” He made sure to sound as dubious as possible.

“Put a Sir in front of some people’s names and they get
bossy.” She muttered the words as she entered the bathroom.

He didn’t always understand the meaning behind her words,
but he recognized the tone. Her mumbling always made him want to smile. It was
unique to her and she was his.

He packed the few things he would need quickly and left the
room. He found the castle manager, Nolf, and directed him to have his
hovercraft readied. He walked to his cousin’s study and requested entrance. The
door opened and he was greeted with the familiar sight of Camryn draped across
the room’s settee, reading from her information pad. Venn looked up from
paperwork on his desk.

“You’re leaving,” Camryn said.

He smiled. She always said the same thing and he could never
figure out how she knew.

“Yes.”

“You’re taking my sister with you.” Sadness laced her voice.

“I will bring her back and we will be less than half a day’s
ride by hovercraft.”

“I know. The change will be good for her. Something is
bothering her. I’ll go help her pack. She’s probably just dumping everything in
the bag.” Camryn smiled weakly before heading out the door.

“Niki was concerned for Camryn when I informed her we were
leaving.”

“They’re a lot easier with each other. Which may come back
to bite us both with this Anti-Slavery Alliance matter,” Venn said.

Rhine sat down in the armchair across from Venn.

“What have they done already?”

“Niki hasn’t done anything, yet. Camryn has enough
questionable activities to force a council hearing if she’s found out.” Venn
ran his hand over his face.

“Can we go back and cover it?”

“Olaf and Gunter have been working on it. I wondered why she
was inviting every lady and edela on Ordan to the keep. Apparently it was a
massive public relations campaign. She wanted to show them she was a real
person and not just an object for them to whisper about. She hoped their
opinion would sway their husbands, fathers and brothers.”

It was a good plan.

“Have we heard anything else on the Bute Chaeen matter?”
Rhine said.

He clamped down on the anger he felt whenever thinking of
the beast shifter.

“He’s dead. The virus you all released into his computer
mainframe made him vulnerable to a coup. They’re in the middle of a civil war
and apparently he was the victim of an assassin attack. I know you wanted your
chance at him, but with Niki here, you have other priorities now,” Venn said.

“I’m not the one who needs convincing. I did have to resort
to blackmail to keep her.”

“You might be surprised how little convincing she really
needs. Camryn has already started planning your wedding. I can’t seem to
convince her Niki won’t appreciate it. She says her sister promised her she
could, when they were ten and eleven.”

Rhine winced. He didn’t see that ending well at all.

Venn leaned forward. “I guess it’s my turn to offer you some
advice. I wouldn’t wait too long to tell her how you feel.”

“Venn, she’s—”

“More skittish than a wild hastut? Yes, she is, and a
little too smart for her own good. I bet she’s worked some things out in her
head which aren’t true. At least not anymore.”

“Would you speak clearly? If you know something, you should
just tell me.”

Venn smiled, and stood. “Would you care to take some people
with you? You only have a small staff and I don’t know how long I can keep my
wife off your doorstep.”

Rhine shook his head at the change of subject. He wouldn’t
get any more from his cousin, even if he attempted to beat it out of him.

“No. Give me a few weeks and bring them when you come.”

They walked together to the front entrance. Niki and Camryn
were hugging each other tightly as the family stood around solemnly. He was
just going to his home as he did for several weeks every few months. You would
think they were leaving forever. He almost changed his mind. Then Niki looked
up at him watching them and her worry seemed to escalate.

“Time to go,” he said. “If we leave now, we should be there
before nightfall.”

* * * * *

They traveled at a steady pace and reached the walls of his
home with the sun low in the sky.

“You guys love stone walls,” she said.

“They deter enemies.”

He deactivated the entryway so they could enter without
being shocked and drove to the front steps.

“Where are we?”

“This is our house.” If she didn’t like it, he’d get her a
new one.

“I don’t remember buying a mansion. And a house is one of
those buildings we passed in the last town we drove through. This is bigger
than a house.”

She stared up at the building. The door opened and Egil
appeared in the threshold. The man stood straight despite his age.

“Sir Rhine, we are ready to meet the mistress,” Egil said.

Rhine placed his arm around her waist so she wouldn’t run
away. He should have anticipated the servant’s interest in the only woman he’d
brought home. They also would have learned Niki was Lady Huntu’s sister from
the Huntu Keep servants and anticipated that her visit was somehow important.

“That’s fine, Egil.”

He walked with her up the steps and through the door. He
kept a small staff since he was the only person in residence and he wasn’t
often home. His mother had remained in exile with his father and died there. He
was an only child. His male cousins were his brothers. Bronwyn and Camryn were
his sisters. He glanced at Niki. Now that she was in his life, he considered
her his top priority. She was his family.

He introduced them by rank, since they’d turned out in
uniform. “This is Egil, the house manager. This is Cook. She makes the best
pastries in the area. Koll is our manservant and Sibbe is the house maid.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Niki said.

Rhine couldn’t help noticing their nostrils flaring. They
weren’t used to being around an exotic as the Keep servants were. It would
irritate her for a while, but they would adjust. Young Koll looked as if he was
already in love. He’d have a talk with him later.

“Have the bags taken up, Egil. We’re going out to the
hangar.”

“Yes, sir.”

He steered her toward the rear of the house and out the
exit. She was quiet. Maybe too quiet.

There was a slight chill in the air as he led her across the
rear lawn to the hangar. It was a large, rather ugly building. Inside was his
newest toy. He wanted her to see it. She would be the first person, other than
his cousins, he would show it to.

He paused at the door and deactivated the alarm. The door
slid open and the lights came on.

“It’s beautiful.”

He smiled at the awe in her voice.

“I wish we’d had it when we came to retrieve you. It would
have taken out those Gesturian fighters.”

He walked forward and ran a hand along the side of his
battleship.

“Why didn’t you have it?”

“I haven’t finished building it yet. My cousins help when
they have time. It shouldn’t be much longer now. The final parts came in while
I was away.”

He turned to watch her. She walked to the rear of the vessel
and back.

“It’s as big as a cruise ship. How will you get it out of
here?”

He went to the control panel, and punched in the code. He
watched her. When the two halves of the ceiling slid back slowly, she looked
up, and laughed. She spun around and he couldn’t keep his eyes from her.
Happiness showed on her face and the carefree way she moved her body made a
beautiful woman spectacular.

“Did you build the hangar too?”

“I put in the roof.”

She turned back to him and he recognized the look in her
eyes.

“Intelligence and talent are sexy as hell,” she said.

“Is that so?”

“Oh yeah. Come here, and I’ll prove it.”

She backed up until she was pressed against the smooth side
of the ship. He watched as she painstakingly pulled off each of her garments.
He reached for his jacket.

“No, leave all your clothes on. Just loosen your pants
enough to bring your cock out. I want you to fuck me up against the side of
your battleship with all your clothes on, like you couldn’t wait to have me.”

She smiled wickedly at him as she pulled her hair loose from
its braid. The woman he loved, naked against his battleship, telling him to
fuck her. It had to be one of the best moments of his life.

He moved forward until he crowded her. He kissed her as one
of his hands loosened the fastening of his pants and the other hand cupped her
cunt and explored. She was hot, wet and ready for him.

“No foreplay?” he asked.

“You already fucked my mind, baby, by building this
battleship. Give it to me.” She had her hand wrapped around his cock.

She let go and grabbed his shoulders as he lifted her. She
shivered and kissed him deeply. Her legs came up around his waist, and he
positioned himself to enter her pussy. He’d just had her that morning. He never
went a day without making love to her at least twice, but he was just as
excited as if he were touching her for the first time.

He eased into her slowly. She was tight, wet and perfect.
She moaned into his mouth. He concentrated on not embarrassing himself before
he could bring her to release.





Chapter Eleven

 

Niki felt every inch of him entering her pussy. His body was
hot even through his clothes. He scorched her even as the coolness of the metal
at her back caused her to shiver. She pulled him closer and the crispness of
his cotton-like shirt teased her sensitive nipples.

She propped her feet against his ass to give herself the leverage
to move. She met each of his thrusts forcefully. She pulled away from their
kiss and leaned her head back against the smooth surface of the battleship. She
sucked in gulps of air. Her heart raced and she knew her first orgasm was
approaching.

His hands were clutching her ass. He turned one cheek loose
and smoothed it up her slick skin until he was tugging her nipples. It felt
damn good. Everything about him felt right, his breath against her face, his
hands against her breast and ass and definitely the way he stroked her pussy.

“You can do it, love. Come for me,” he said.

She exploded. Her climax went on forever. He continued to
thrust faster and she couldn’t catch her breath. The hand at her breast moved
and he hooked her leg over his arm, lifting it, and began plunging into her at
a new angle. The new sensations were exquisite combined with the aftershocks
from her climax and she came again.

“I’m coming,” he whispered against her neck.

She kissed his ear as he jerked and spilled his seed deep
within her. She stroked every part of him she could reach as his breathing
calmed. He kissed her neck and her body shook.

One day she was going to have his gigantic, smart babies.

And that was how she knew she wouldn’t let anything rip him
from her. She’d never looked at any man before and pictured having anything to
do with his offspring.

Her entire world shifted, completing the change which had
begun when she realized she loved Rhine. He was hers. She was his. If she had
her way, they would be together forever.

He held her close for a while longer before pulling from her
body with a sharp inhalation. Slowly he lowered her legs back to the hangar
floor. His hands came up to rest on the ship at either side of her head. He
kissed her forehead, her temples, her cheeks, her nose and finally her lips.
Then he pulled away and helped her back into her clothes.

“I suppose everyone is going to know what we did out here,”
she said.

“If we don’t meet anyone before we get to our bedroom, we
can shower and change and no one will be the wiser.”

She loved the way he said everything was theirs as if she
had anything to do with what he already had before she came. She watched him
close the ceiling on his hangar before opening the door. He grabbed her hand
and they raced back toward the mansion. She couldn’t call a home that big a
house. He paused at the rear door and they flattened against the wall while he
listened for movement. They entered the mansion and sneaked up the stairs. She
was giggling by the time they closed the bedroom door.

* * * * *

Niki’s breath caught in her throat and she gripped the
sheets under her hands. She pressed her forehead to the bed and arched her
back. Rhine slammed into her with each thrust, the action punctuated by the
sound of his pelvis slapping against her ass. She didn’t know what had gotten
into him, she just hoped she survived it.

Pleasure and pain mixed deliciously. She was building to her
fifth orgasm and they’d each seemed forced from her body and unnaturally
intense. Tears mingled with the sweat pouring over her face. She’d passed
moaning and was actually screaming. He never let up and didn’t seem as if he
would stop any time soon.

She loved it, but she was afraid she was going to have to
tap out soon. She was tiring and the man apparently meant business. Yeah, there
might have been some loving even the super-supreme bitch of the galaxy couldn’t
handle, no matter how much she wanted to continue.

He pulled from her abruptly and she groaned as her achy, but
apparently stupid pussy protested and tried to clutch around air. He rolled her
to her side, lifted her leg and filled her completely in one long stroke. She
whimpered. He pushed her leg closer to her chest and held it there. She twisted
her torso so she could peer up at him. Sweat darkened his hair and coated his
chest. He reached a hand up and laid it at her neck.

She stared into his eyes and he gazed back. His eyes bore
into her and she couldn’t look away. There wasn’t a damn thing sweet about the
way he was fucking her and she wasn’t sure what was happening. His palm against
her throat was heavy, but not painful.

“This is my pussy,” he whispered.

Electricity raced up her spine and the pussy in question
tried to clamp down on his cock, creating friction which dragged a hoarse grown
from her lips. She tried to speak. She didn’t know whether she wanted to deny
him or affirm his statement, but she couldn’t. His thrusts stole the air needed
for her to form coherent words.

“When we’re done here, you’ll know exactly who you belong
to.”

His hand moved from her neck and slid heavily down her
breastbone and across each of her jiggling breasts. His calluses teased her
nipples even though she wasn’t sure that was his intent. She wasn’t sure of
anything at the moment. He’d been aggressive before, but there was definitely a
message he was trying to send her.

His hand traveled down her sweat-soaked belly and he rubbed
her mound before beginning to rub and finger her clit. It felt as if each
muscle in her body stiffened in anticipation of her next release.

“You won’t try to hide yourself from me.”

His words sounded important, but she didn’t care as her body
leaped into another climax. For a moment she heard nothing. The only things
real were his eyes. She’d never stopped staring in them. He wanted something
from her, and as his face blurred behind the tears she was unable to keep from
her eyes, she gave in.

He could have whatever he wanted. He just needed to tell
her.

“What…is…it?”

Hell, had she managed to get the words out? He smiled and
pulled from her quickly.

“No,” she gasped.

Was she crazy? He pushed her tired body onto her back and
her legs up and out. Rhine intertwined his fingers with hers over her head and
slipped back into her body. He long-stroked her now and she held on to his
hands as every press of his groin rubbed her sensitive clit. He kissed the
corners of her eyes, licking the tears away. His torso was pressed against her,
heavy even as he held the bulk of his weight away with his forearms.

She was dying for him to come inside her. She wanted to see
the fierce look on his face as he found completion. She wanted to feel him
stiffen over her and hear his shout as his warm seed bathed her insides.

And then he was coming and she watched in tired wonder as he
stiffened and jerked over her. He shouted her name and she listened for the
slight emphasis he always put on the last syllable.

They lay there for long moments. He remained within her. His
breath tickled her neck as it evened out. Their hands were still joined on the
bed above her head.

“What just happened?” she whispered.

He pulled his hands from hers and cupped her face. They
stared at each other.

“It has been weeks and you still hide something from me.”

“I’m not hiding anything,” she said carefully.

“What worries you, Niki?”

She was a coward. That was her problem. She didn’t have the
stones to ask him how he felt about her and how he felt about her sister. She
was scared to know, and if she asked about his feelings, she might have to
share her own. Not good.

“This is what I mean. What is going through your head?”

“Can I sit up?”

She definitely wasn’t having this conversation lying flat on
her back with his dick in her. She wanted to have as rational a discussion as
possible and she couldn’t achieve that under these conditions. He slowly slid
from her pussy and she closed her eyes. Her flesh was a little sore and she
marveled that the little bit of pain was also pleasurable.

She carefully rolled onto her hands and knees and eased
herself from the bed. She headed for the bathroom. She wasn’t asking him if he
was in love with another woman with his cum dripping from between her legs. She
would wash, put on clothes and then have the awful conversation.

“Where are you going?” He grabbed her arm.

“I’m going to wash and put on clothes.”

“Why do you need to wash my seed from your body to tell me
of your worry?”

His brows drew together over confused eyes. Boy, he was
going to derail her attempts to get the truth out if he kept stopping her.

“It’s the same as the bathroom door thing. It will make this
easier.” She hoped.

Mouth tight, he nodded. He let her go and she felt
reluctance in the way his fingers lingered against her skin. She walked into
the bathroom and braced her palms against the sink. She leaned her head forward
and tried to breathe.

She had to talk to him. She needed to face the issue
head-on. She didn’t want to. She hated that being second best to her sister, an
issue which had marred her entire life, touched her relationship with Rhine.
She shouldn’t have to deal with it with the man she loved. Tears gathered in
her eyes and pressure tightened her throat. But more than sadness filled her.
Rage and bitterness coursed through her, making her limbs tingle with the
desire to act. Yet circumstances would force her to leave the bathroom and
begin an extremely painful conversation.

There was no way she would get the smell of him off her
without a shower and she knew she didn’t have time for one. He wasn’t going to
let her hang out in the bathroom for long. Just the thought of him
matter-of-factly confirming she wasn’t what he wanted while she wore his scent
in her pores as if it was a perfume was too much. She swept everything off the
sink and onto the floor. Glass and plastic containers clattered and shattered
to the floor. She spun around, picked up anything she could find and flung
everything against the shower stall wall.

She heard the door slide open behind her. She didn’t turn.
Anger was better than shame. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything left to hurl
and she was too tired to fight him.

“I’ll be out in a minute.” She said the words calmly, as
though she hadn’t just destroyed his bathroom.

“You’ll cut your feet in here.” He replied just as calmly.

“I’m not finished.”

“There isn’t anything left to destroy.”

She was left.

“Come out, Niki, and use the bathroom next door.”

She turned, avoided eye contact and stepped around him to
leave the room. He followed and she headed for the door.

“Here.” He placed a plush robe around her shoulders.

“Thanks.”

She pushed her arms in and tied the belt before leaving the
room. She went to the bedroom on the right. She entered the bathroom and washed
her face and the evidence of their lovemaking from between her legs. She should
have been gentle with the flesh there, but she wasn’t.

She’d expected him to be right outside the door when she
exited the bathroom. The room was empty. She wanted to fight her way out of the
situation. Battling through problems or leaving and ignoring them were how she
normally dealt with the churning in her gut. Fighting wouldn’t work here. Her
love for him wouldn’t let her leave. Not without knowing the truth. Was she
screwed again? Yeah, she knocked over a few things on her way back to their
bedroom. She’d pick them up later.

He sprawled on the sofa, arms across the back and legs
spread wide. His chest was bare. He wore pants, but no shoes. She walked over
to the armchair across from him and squeezed the back under her hands.

“Do you feel better?” he asked.

“No.”

He leaned forward with his elbows braced on his thighs.
“Before you say anything, I want to reassure you that you are the most
important person in my life. Nothing you could say to me will change my mind.”

Her already thudding heart raced. She licked her lips.

“What about Camryn?”

His face contorted, showing his confusion. “What about her?”

The tears at the corners of her eyes were unacceptable. She
dug her nails into the chair’s upholstery until she heard a satisfying rip.

“When I first met you, I was under the impression you had
feelings for my sister.” She’d said it. Her stomach was queasy.

His eyes pleaded with her. “If I explain, will you listen
completely before making any judgments or decisions?”

She might as well. It wasn’t as if the problem was going
away. “I’ll do my best.”

“Sit down, please.”

She preferred to stand, but sat anyway. She perched on the
end of the chair.

“When your sister dropped into our lives, I’d never been
around a woman like her before. She was strong without being harsh, gentle
without being meek. Up until then, all I’d known was my mother, who couldn’t
defend herself or me from my father. Lady Helsa ignored me or referred to me as
the exile when my uncle wasn’t around. Any woman I met wanted the prestige of
sleeping with the second or carried the hope I would marry her, cementing her
place in the tribe or elevating her to an edela. Even Bronwyn was not as you
see her now. Before your sister came, she was Lady Helsa’s clone.”

He ran his hands harshly through his hair before they fell
back between his knees. She was beginning to get a picture of what had happened
when her sister burst on the scene. She had questions, but remained quiet. She
could tell that saying these things was hard for him. It sounded as if he’d
never felt any woman had ever loved him.

She sat back in her seat. He’d been abused as a boy and then
denied a tender word or sincere touch from the women around him. It was amazing
he wasn’t cruel.

“I had carried out my duty to women before. Uncle Ivan made
sure we understood responsibility to those weaker than we were. He said it was
easy to abuse the weak. He said a man would be shaped by how he treated those
in his care. I’d seen and felt what my father had done and I’d watched my
uncle. I knew who I wanted to be as a man. I had it all figured out. Then your
sister demanded I respect her by being different than the mold of women I knew.
I loved her, but I knew it was different than the way Venn loved her or the way
she loved him.”

He stared down at his hands and she ached for him.

“It wasn’t until Bronwyn began to change and grow into a
caring person that I realized I felt for your sister what I would feel for a
treasured female family member.” He frowned. “Unfortunately, she was also an
exotic so, in effect, my signals got crossed. My biological nature failed me
and created a situation that I regarded with extreme embarrassment and
dishonor.” His hands formed fists as the lines of his face pulled taut to the
point of bleakness. He unclenched his hands and his face softened. “And then I
met you. It was as though I’d awakened from a dream in one-dimensional black
and white and straight into four-dimensional full-color-spectrum reality.”

She wasn’t going to pretend like she could sit across from
him as he bared his soul. She would put money on the fact that no one else had
ever heard him say and admit any of these things before. She stood and crossed
to him. He watched her and it broke her heart a little to see the uncertainty
in his gaze, like he expected her to reject him.

She moved one of his arms and sat on his lap. He gathered
her tightly to his chest and she didn’t protest that his hold was a little too
tight. He kissed her cheek, then turned her face and kissed her lips.

“I love you, Niki. I love you beyond duty and the love I
would feel for a treasured female family member. I couldn’t see my life without
you in it. I love that you are strong and protective of those you care about. I
love that you can be sweet and giving. I love you. No one else will do in your
place.”

Tears filled her eyes and she didn’t try to stop them. The
man she loved, loved her back. She believed him. He’d been attempting to show
her how he felt for some time. If he could lay it all out there, she could as
well.

“I love you too. You’ve been special to me from the start.
It hurt me to think I was just a stand-in for my sister in your eyes when I
loved you so much.”

“Don’t be hurt. I keep saying you are perfect for me.” He
kissed her again.

She laughed.

“Next time you are worried about something, just tell me.
Maybe I can help and you won’t have to destroy anything,” he said.

“Maybe.”

“Will I have to tie you up to get you to tell me what is
wrong in the future?”

She perked up.

“Without the pleasuring part.”

Her face fell. “I thought we agreed never to do it that
way.”

“There was no agreement.”

“There should have been,” she muttered.

He pulled one of her curls. Then he kissed her with passion,
igniting a fire deep within her belly. His hand parted her robe and trailed
down to cup her mound before exploring her pussy. She winced and clutched at
his wrist.

“The mind is willing, but the body is too sore. I got the
point, by the way. I belong to you. You belong to me,” she said.

“Poor baby.” He kissed her neck and lifted her as he stood.
“We’re going to soak in the tub, but in another room. Someone made a mess in
our bathroom.”

“How long are we going to talk about this old stuff?”

He chuckled softly before carrying her from the room and
into the next. He stopped for a moment in the middle of the room and looked
around at the things she’d knocked over. The little sofa table might have been
overkill.

“Don’t ask.”

He sat her on the bed and went into the bathroom to start
the water in the tub. She walked into the room behind him and watched as he
opened the ornamental bottles of bath salts and sniffed each one. He sneezed
when he opened the purple bottle. He set it down and chose one with
sand-colored contents, then sprinkled it liberally into the water.

There was more than one spigot, so the bath filled quickly.
She took off her robe and entered the tub. There was room enough for four
people. She sighed as she sat and the water’s warmth soothed her sore places.
Rhine stripped and stepped into the tub. He sat and settled against the side.
She waded closer and he pulled her between his legs so she rested against his
torso.

His erection made it hard to find a comfortable position,
but she managed.

“Who’s going to turn the water off?”

“It will shut off before it overflows.”

That was handy. She hadn’t taken any leisurely baths in the
keep or their home, preferring the shower.

She lay against him contentedly. The soreness in her thighs,
and pussy subsided. Whatever he’d dumped into the water had a soothing effect
on both her muscles and her nerves. She began to feel a bit lazy, yet she
loathed leaving his embrace and their interlude. She was calm for the first
time in months.

“I had planned a much more romantic way to do this, but I
believe it may be better to ask you while you’re in a relatively good mood.”

She was in a good mood, so she would let the comment slide.
She turned sideways so she could look up at him.

“What is it?”

“Would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

It shocked her for a moment. Yes, he said he loved her. Yes,
he’d been calling everything he owned theirs for weeks. Deep down, she thought
they would just continue on as they had been. She’d never seen herself as the
marrying kind. He was probably the only person who had.

He stared at her and she realized he was…nervous.

“Marriage is important to you.” It wasn’t a question. Family
and duty were extremely important to Rhine. She wanted to be with him always.
Surely a ceremony and a document weren’t too much to ask.

She smiled. “Let’s deal.”

His entire body visibly relaxed. “What do you want?”

“I want time. To be specific, I want forever with you.”

“I accept your terms.” He kissed her.

When he pulled away, she sighed against his mouth. “I want
you.”

“Are you still sore?”

She shook her head. “Nope. Whatever you put in the water did
the job.”

“Uate is a natural pain reliever.”

He lifted her until she straddled his lap. She reached
between them, and guided him into her sheath. He began to move. Where before
he’d attempted to claim her, now he moved slowly and gently, expressing his
love for her with his body. He kissed her tenderly and she melted more fully
into him, pulling him closer.

Who would have thought she would begin her journey searching
for her sister and end it in the arms of the only man in the universe perfect
for her?
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