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      I tug on Steph’s panties. A black, lacy pair, so flimsy and thin they rip like paper. The sound alone speeds up my pulse, but I can’t let that distract me. Tonight, I need to perform — failure not an option.

      So I take the fabric and wrap it around the shock collar on my neck. Then another. And another. Granted, I probably look like someone with a fetish with this colorful assortment of female undergarments wrapped around metal. What can I say? Desperate times require desperate measures.

      With a thick buffer of lace all around my neck, breathing turns to panting. If the itty-bitty fabric will insulate my skin from the voltage upon escape, I can’t say, but stealing kitchen towels seems too risky.

      I grab the red bedsheet and wrap it around my shoulders, covering as much of myself as possible. Running down a street with panties dangling from my neck will be bad enough already. No need to add a swinging cock and balls to the picture when the neighbors watch me reclaim my freedom.

      I hurry down the stairs and slip through the patio door I left open when nobody was looking. The scent of Steph still lingers throughout the backyard, sweet and clean, serving as a reminder why I need to get the vek out of here.

      Become a saikh, they said.

      It’ll be fun, they said.

      Until some crazy human female shreds the clothes off your skin, ties you to her bed, and says things like: “I checked with my lawyer. Apparently, touching your dick against your will is considered molestation, but I’m within my rights to demand you walk around naked.”

      Her lawyer being Jax, the Vandalar male I shared a cell with at the slave trader. Veking traitor. That guy even suggested she should offer taking my cock into her mouth. Steph demonstrated. On her finger. For an hour. Getting me so damn hard I almost tossed my newfound pride away over it.

      I sneak off the patio, each step squishing the irrigated lawn underfoot. Those bubbles rising from wet blades pop like bombs, pumping panic through my veins.

      A glance back at the house.

      No movement. Good.

      Five sun cycles in the service of a female cured me of any desire to be a saikh. I would rather die alone than slave for yet another who refuses to accept me as the male I am.

      When I reach the wall, I take a deep breath. I lift my foot, bracing my sole against the rough stone. The hairs on my arms already stand at attention, tight muscles only waiting for that voltage crackling from the collar once I reach the top.

      I grab the stone.

      I dig my tailclaw into mortar.

      I bend my knee.

      “Going somewhere?”

      Steph’s voice sucks all strength from my muscles, and my foot slips off the wall. I turn around and choke on my swallow, because the way she puts her hands on her hips is never a good sign.

      “You look like the porn version of Little Red Riding Hood,” she says. “Just for your information, I saw your pale, naked ass gleam through the window from the other side of the—” Head cocked, narrow eyes drop to my neck. “Are those my panties?”

      I pull my claw from the mortar, tail dropping defeated to the ground. “For what it’s worth, I took the old ones from the back.”

      She tsks, running a hand down her blonde ponytail as if she has a reason to frown at me. “Dude, when I said I want you to rip my panties, this isn’t what I meant by that.”

      “Why are you so stubborn, woman? Just set me free. I will never be your saikh. Will never slave for you.”

      “Slave for me?” she huffs. “You constantly leave the toilet seat up, rack up an insane bill binge-streaming Desperate Housewives, and litter the gym with your sweaty towels.”

      I drop the sheet and drape it around my waist. “I will never please you in bed either.”

      Now those arms go from angled by her sides to crossing in front of her chest. “Brian! Cuff him to the bed.”

      “No!” Dread infuses my veins. “Strike me. Whip me. But not… not that.”

      Too late.

      Brian, her oversized cleaning droid, stomps up beside me. Hydraulic arms draped in fake skin clasp around me and toss me over a hard shoulder.

      Each drop of blood pooling around my brain heats my face. There’s just something so wrong about a big guy like me dangling from a male droid, silicone hand pressing against my naked ass now that the bedsheet waves around my face.

      “This is humiliating,” I snarl.

      “So was chasing you down the street last week at seven in the morning, in nothing but yoga pants, bra, and a green clay mask covering my face.” She pauses for a moment before she adds, “With fucking toilet paper hanging from my waistband!”

      I grunt in response, a headache forming around my temples as Brian enters the house. He carries me upstairs into Steph’s bedroom, where he tosses me onto the mattress.

      Mentally adding the last ten minutes to my long list of failed escape attempts, I raise my hands over my head out of sheer muscle memory. Warmth clasps around my wrists, followed by the familiar hum of laser cuffs.

      “Would that be all, Miss Stephanie?” Brian asks, his programmed smile roiling my guts.

      Steph nods. “For now. Thank you, Brian.”

      “My pleasure.”

      When the droid closes the door behind him, Steph slips out of her shoes with a sigh. She pulls her shirt over her head, the mounds of her delicious breasts shifting underneath the rays of moonlight filtering in through the window.

      Her shorts go next, and she folds everything neatly away atop the elaborately carved sideboard standing against the wall. Even in the dim light, her hair shimmers, and eyes I know are blue stare at me.

      “The night’s too hot for a sheet, don’t you think?” One tug, and the fabric floats to the ground, and she’s not even trying to hide her grin, completing my humiliation.

       My thick shaft rests against my stomach, hard and ready. In this regard, my mind and body continue to disagree on a course of action. My pride screams for freedom. My cock, however, just merrily winks at her, liking this scenario way too much.

      Perhaps I’m crazy too?

      Must be contagious…

      Steph licks her lips and lifts a brow. “On Earth, we say men think with their dicks. You should try it sometime because he’s clearly smarter than that screwed-up head of yours.”

      “You are insane.” And so, so sexy.

      She lies down beside me, a perfectly shaped ass rolling against my hip. “I prefer the term sexually empowered.”

      I shift onto my side, pressing my erection between her thighs. So warm. So soft. “The moment I touch you, woman, I will be a saikh again because it is all I know. And I swore on my pride I would never serve another female again.”

      Her thighs clasp tighter around my shaft, and her ass starts rocking, my cock so hard it hurts. “Are you saying you’ll remain abstinent for the rest of your life?”

      “Y-yes.” One word. One word, and I stumble over it because even I know it’s bullshit.

      “That’s a shame.”

      I stare down at where my ridges slide through the lips of her sex. Such a shame. “Stop teasing me.”

      “I’m not moving. You are.”

      Vek, she’s right.

      I immediately stop thrusting along her cunt. “Stop your mind games.” 

      “Did I ever mention how tight I am?” Many times. Do not care. “A human vagina can narrow and shorten over time, you know, when not in regular use. And I haven’t been touched in soo loong.”

      Neither have I. “How tight?”

      She grabs behind her and eases the cuffs, guiding my finger into her mouth. Pressing tongue against gums, she suckles hard, sending a lightning strike into my groin.

      “That tight,” she moans, the way she runs her teeth over my digit as she pulls my finger out making my balls rise.

      “That’s, um—” I gulp hard. “That’s very tight.”

      “Mmh, your cock feels so good.”

      Because I’m thrusting again, veking shit. “You are cruel, anesh'ka,” I moan. Moan!

      This female drives me to the edge of insanity. So long… So long since I last felt a female wrapped around my cock. Oh, I wish I could indulge in her cunt. Just once rut the way I want to…

      “You could slip in so easily.”

      So easily. “I won’t.”

      “Fuck me all night.”

      And into the morning. “No.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      The moment she rolls off the bed, I press my cock into the sheet and fuck the mattress, grinding and groaning, desperate for release. I’m seconds from spilling my seed all over the bed when something warm clasps around my ankle.

      “Stubborn aliens don’t get to come,” she snarls, but the subtle undertone of amusement isn’t lost on me. “If I go without, then you do too.”

      The tug of the laser cuff around my ankle pulls me onto my back. My hips buck into thin air, and angry heat courses through my veins.

      Torture.

      Sublime torture.

      The way I keep humping, wet crown slapping against my stomach, is embarrassing. As if I want to get myself off by letting my cock pound hard muscle until I release all over myself. For a moment, I consider it.

      Until warmth licks my other ankle, a laser cuff disabling any and all movement. No more bucking. No more fucking the air. Just my cock jerking on my stomach, and my testicles seemingly burning up from the inside.

      “Steph, please. You’re cruel. Finish me off.”

      That dark smile coming over her face sucks all warmth from my skin. Oh, how I want to punish her. Vek her with violent strokes until she can’t walk straight the next morning—

      What am I thinking?

      I don’t want to vek her!

      She blows over the length of my shaft, the cool breeze colliding with wet heat turning me dizzy. “Did you smell them?”

      “What?”

      She leans over me, large breasts dangling inches from my face. “My panties. Did you smell them?”

      “No.” My tongue strains to drag over that pert nipple, suckle it. “Please take me into your mouth and show me what it feels like to have my cock sucked. Like you demonstrated.”

      “Uh-uh.” She backs up, unwrapping the panties from the collar. “I offered it three times, and three times you turned me down. But I’ll offer you something else to make up for it.”

      “Please!” Whatever brings me release.

      She takes her panties and tosses them into the wicker hamper in the corner. When she grabs the ones from the sideboard, the ones she wore earlier, goosebumps spread across my body.

      “No…”

      Lace covers my face. The scent of her sex wafts around my nose, and I want to chew the fabric. “You are mean, anesh'ka.”

      She grabs her tiny nightgown, letting glistening silk slip down her generous curves. “You keep calling me that. Anesh'ka. What does it mean?”

      I shake her panties off my face, my veins boiling. “Anesh'ka is the goddess of our underworld. She is the goddess of torture, anguish, and torment, and you are her personification.” When she gives me her widest smile yet, I add, “Did you hear what I said? She is the goddess of suffering.”

      But Steph only turns to walk away, glancing over her shoulder as she breathes, “But she is a goddess.”
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      Waking up in Steph's bed with my arms tied above my head is the second-worst kind of torture. Not for the pain throbbing in my shoulders, or how I really have to take a piss.

      No.

      It’s how she goes to sleep on her side of the bed, only to gravitate toward me during the night. Cuffed to the bed like this, there’s no escaping the way I wake with her resting on me — and enjoying how she clasps to my torso…

      Soft body snuggled up against my side, her even breath tickles across my sternum while sleepy fingers play with the hairs on my chest. A beautiful female no doubt, but what I like best is the way she smiles even in her sleep.

      Psychological warfare at its finest.

      It’s clearly working, or why else would I even notice it? All this is messing with my head. The shared breakfasts. The watching TV together in the evenings. As if the way she feeds me popcorn during a movie is cute, and not because I’m veking cuffed.

      I shift and wiggle underneath her. “Steph!”

      She jerks awake, half-lidded eyes traveling back and forth between my face and yet another erection sitting flush with my stomach. 

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” I growl. “I was tied up the entire night and really have to use the bathroom.”

      Her fingers stroke through her hair mussed from sleep. “And here I thought it’s because you think I’m pretty.”

      Pretty annoying is what she is. “My bladder is full.”

      She deactivates the cuffs on my ankles. “Let’s hope it’s that; otherwise I might ask Brian to check on your prostate.”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “Always so grumpy in the mornings.”

      I bend my knees and shake out my joints. “That might happen when I wake up with my shoulders aching because I had my hands tied above my head all night, unable to scratch any itch.”

      “Oh, honey, next time wake me.” Her whisper brushes over my ear, silk-clad tits pressing against my chest as she fumbles with the cuffs. “I’ve got no trouble scratching your itches.”

      So veking tempting. “I don’t want you to touch me.”

      “Coming from the guy who begged me to blow him last night.” She partially releases the cuffs on my wrists. “Go potty, Adonis. Stretch those strong shoulders. The cuffs will go back on right after until I can trust you won’t skip planet. It’s dangerous out there for Vandalar males, you know.”

      “Not nearly as bad as in this house.”

      I walk into the bathroom, limp tail dragging over the floor. It takes a prayer and meditation to relieve my bladder. Four nights of Steph getting me to rub all over her, and my erection is now more of a permanent feature. How much I hate this organ lately.

      “Remember…” comes from the bedroom. “If you shake it more than twice, you’re playing with it!”

      “Are all Earth women this…” Psychologically unstable. “Sexually empowered?”

      She walks into the bathroom, strips out of her nightgown, no panties, and a tic drums along my rigid jawline. Not again…

      “I’m curious,” she says, and I offer no resistance when she cuffs my hands in the front because… Brian. “How did you picture this escape to play out in your head? You run out of the neighborhood with nothing on you but a slave collar, panties, and a bed sheet. And then you…?”

      “Then I walk to the city, find a bank, let them scan my DNA, and access my credits.”

      A voice command activates the shower, and she guides me underneath the water. “So you go into the bank, wrapped in a bedsheet and panties, no less, and get cash. And what do you do with that?”

      “Buy myself a ticket for an interstellar flight.” My skin tingles as the hot water drums down my sore muscles. “And clothes.”

      Steph reaches behind me toward the soap dispenser. “How long do you think it would take for someone to spot you as a runaway slave and take you to the peacekeepers?”

      Probably not long, but I don’t tell her that. “Can you massage my scalp the way you always do?”

      “Like this?”

      Fingertips circle around my horns, and I moan. She does that so well. Her small hands eventually trail down my shoulders, lathering my chest and stomach with soap.

      It takes a massive amount of focus to breathe my cock into flaccid compliance. I won’t give her this victory. Not again. Not after last night.

      “Assuming you actually make it off Agari II,” she continues, “where would you go? Back home to Vandalheim? Your family?”

      Considering what trouble I left behind back home, Vandalheim is probably not a good option. “A son is a nuisance for Vandalar parents, and I’m their fifth. They would probably pay me to stay away.”

      She giggles, though it sounds hollow. “Funny. Mine are doing the same.”

      This is probably the first time Steph has mentioned her family. Half a moon cycle, and I barely know anything about this woman. Except that she’s rich and insane. 

      Plus a few minuscule details… 

      Her favorite color is red. Not blood or cherry red. Scarlet is what she calls it. She eats eggs every morning. Eight minutes boiled or over easy. Hand her a mug of coffee and she’ll space out while she sips on it, twirling a strand of hair around her finger. She smiles more than any other creature I ever encountered.

      A shudder runs down my spine.

      Why do I know all that stuff?

      So many solar cycles of training to be a saikh, and now I can’t turn it off. Everything I am is the one thing I no longer want to be.

      Click.

      I startle to the sound of my shocking collar opening, and Steph’s voice follows. “Run, and I’ll send Brian to tackle you to the ground.” She hangs the collar on the glass partition before she adds, “From behind.”

      My muscles turn rigid at the threat.

      Getting the wrong kind of attention from other males is a real issue where I come from. One I avoided this far, and that won’t change, droid or not.

      “I don’t want the collar to rub like it did with Jax.” Steph gently washes my neck, stunning blue eyes glancing up at me. “Why did they get rid of you?”

      So many reasons. Because I fell in love. Because she never loved me back. Because I was sick of pretending. Sick of mating with ever-gentle strokes while never satisfying the male underneath the restrictions of the saikh.

      Not the first time she’s asked.

      Not the first time I say nothing.

      After moments of silence, her pupils flick to my cock. “You’ll have to wash the rest. Be gentle with yourself. Remember… if I don’t get any, neither do you.”

      I grunt low. “You did get yours.” 

      Last night, when she suddenly masturbated right next to me, staring at me the entire veking time. And I couldn’t look away, it was so sexy. How she licked her lips. Stared at me as if it wasn’t her fingers inside her cunt, but my cock, veking her the way I want it, pounding her so hard—

      Stop it.

      I will not vek her.

      I will not please her.

      “That doesn’t count.”

      She kneads her breasts until bubbles gather within the valley between them. But it isn’t until she drags two fingers through her slit with a moan that my chest tightens. Does this nightmare have no end?

      “I hate you.”

      Her eyes flick between my thighs, that smirk on her face turning me dizzy. “You sure about that?”

      I stare down at my hard length.

      Inappropriate veker!

      “Do you like my breasts?”

      “I…” Want to suckle them until she screams. “Your breasts are wonderful. And now turn around and stop giving me that look.”

      “What look?”

      The one that makes me want to yank her hair and mate her so hard the neighbors will file a noise complaint. “Turn around!”

      “Okey dokey.”

      She does turn around.

      And promptly leans over, ass in the air, rivulets of water running down her glistening cunt. I want to thrust into her so badly. I’m right there, throbbing crown a breath away from nudging at her entrance.

      “What are you doing?” I try to grunt, but it sounds more like I’m crying. Perhaps I am. Who can tell with all this water?

      “Washing my toes.” She peeks back at me. “What are you doing, other than staring at my pussy?”

      Such a nice pussy. “If my hands weren’t cuffed, I’d spank you right now.”

      “How many times?”

      I flinch at her response.

      As a saikh, I had my fair share of complaints. Too dominant. Too aggressive. Too demanding. And my all-time favorite: too possessive. The mere thought that Steph might enjoy that side of me—

      It’s just another one of her games, and I open my mouth to tell her that, but what comes out sounds more like, “Once. And hard.”

      “Now we’re talking,” she says, and insane never sounded this appealing. “Uh-uh. No jerking off.”

      I suck in a sharp breath.

      Sure enough, cuffed hands haphazardly stroke my length, thick shaft jerking. “Please, Steph. I need release or I might fall into a mating frenzy.”

      “Never heard of that before.”

      “It’s not common anymore among my kind since males are highly regulated but… it can happen. And I won’t be able to control myself if it does.”

      “Feel free to lose control in there.” A manicured finger dips into her cunt. “You know where to put it.”

      Yeah, I know where to put it but… “Never again.”

      She straightens and turns around, dragging a finger coated in her juices over my lips. “What a waste of a fine cock.”

      I don’t want to lick that.

      Don’t lick that!

      Do not—

      I snap at her finger with such force she jerks. Eyes wide open, she watches how I suckle her finger, tongue spreading the tang of her lust across my gums. My balls tighten, and I stroke myself harder. So close to coming. So close.

      “I’d call that progress.” Steph kneels down in front of me. “Do you want me to take you into my mouth?”

      I immediately drop my hands and nod frantically. “Yes. Yes, please. Suck my cock like you showed me.”

      It’s a small concession. Harmless enough, right? I won’t give her anything. But take? Taking shamelessly makes me the opposite of a saikh.

      “I want to spill my seed all over you.” Want her face coated in it. “Show me what it feels like to have your lips clasped around me.”

      When she pokes her tongue out, I rotate my hips and drag my crown over it, holding my breath for long moments at the pleasing texture.

      Experienced fingers wrap around my flesh, squeezing thick veins. The way she twirls her tongue around my tip is sweet torture, but it’s a small death when she closes her mouth around it all.

      Overwhelmed by the sensation, I stagger back, shoulders riding up against the glass mosaic wall behind me. “By the gods, Steph.”

      Her lips bump down along my ridges, and the suction increases whenever her head bobs back. No female ever allowed me inside her mouth, and I want to sink to my knees. It’s been so long since someone touched me.

      “What are you going to give me in return?” she asks.

      My breathing turns rapid, and my shaft tingles with what has to be the biggest peak of my life. “Nothing.”

      Big mistake.

      A pop echoes through the bathroom, and water pelts down on a sensitive crown jerking with the urge to release.

      But Steph clasps her fingers around my cock, right underneath the flare, squeezing so veking hard it hurts. But that pain has nothing, nothing, on the way my shaft almost bursts against the pressure of a release with nowhere to go. 

      I curl my fists into balls of agony and rage, hips thrusting, bucking, my entire body screaming to spill my seed but… I can’t.

      Blue eyes lock with mine, too innocent looking for something so rotten on the inside. “Boy, you look angry.”

      “Angry? Angry?” I am going to kill her. “Hear me, woman. I will find revenge for every atrocity, every torture, every mind game. One of these days, I will turn this around on you. Whatever I learned at the saikhmenti I will use to torment you.”

      She rises, takes the collar, and clicks it back around my neck. “Good. Can’t wait.”

      Then she steps out of the shower, grabs a towel, and wipes her mouth on it. “Brian! Varac needs assistance.”

      My stomach hardens to a boulder. Half a moon cycle of failed escape attempts, and all I have to show for is a permanent erection, and the picture of me slapping her ass flitting through my mind.

      No, there’s only one way to get away from her. I will have to be her saikh.

      Until she lets her guard down…
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      Izzy, one of the few women on Agari II, flips through the records of live creature imports: fainting goats from Earth, wrinkle-eating slugs from Heliar, and discarded saikhs from Vandalheim.

      She punches her hands into the pockets of her blue, oil-stained overall, black jump boots shifting from heel to ball and back again. “Just in the last two weeks, we received seven Vandalar males.”

      Beside us, robotic arms lift metal containers from spaceships, the grinding of metal against metal deafening.

      I sigh, the stench of lube and hydraulic fluid across cargo bay turning me dizzy “How many of them saikhs?”

      “Among those seven? All of them. I’ve been searching imports for nearly two years now, and only one of them wasn’t a saikh.”

      “Seven saikhs, and I spent eight-thousand Imperial Credits on the one male concubine who refuses to touch me.” Fuck. My. Luck. “Worse yet, that guy isn’t even tax deductible. I checked. Talk about a bad investment.”

      “Do you really have the time to put up with all this trouble he causes? Just remove his collar, point him west, and save yourself the headache.”

       “I considered setting him free when I first realized he’s clearly still dealing with something, but then Jax got assaulted and kidnapped. A local Vandalar, a kuchi artist, disappeared last week without a trace. What if the same happens to Varac? Saikhs are gaining traction, and it’s simply not safe for them in this solar system anymore.”

      She rakes a hand over her lavender-dyed pixie cut. “So? Not your problem.”

      “Guess that’s an easy thing to say for someone as hardened as you, who moves slaves around with a cattle prod all day. But I’m responsible for Varac.” And I won’t let him go out of the frying pan and into the fire. “He might think he has it bad with me, but there’s always worse.”

      “So you’re going to… what?” Her brow rises into an accusatory arch. “Keep him until he finally bangs you?”

      Always so judgmental. “Aliens invaded Earth two decades ago. They captured women to breed them, while other species bought the discarded ones as slaves. But now you’re giving me shit? Where’s the female integrity here?”

      “Two wrongs doesn’t make a right.”

      “Sweets, I’ve technically been exiled on this planet for almost five years. I’m lonely, okay? Take your ethical values elsewhere. Things would be different if he didn’t grow a hard-on each time I smile at him. I’m not even sure how his speech is still coherent, considering his blood is permanently pooled between his legs.”

      “Have you considered getting yourself a second—”

      “Saikh?” Hilarious… “Varac is already enough trouble as it is. He doesn’t do anything all day long but rip open one bag of chips after the other, leaving crumbs all over the floor.”

      She rolls her eyes. “He probably does that on purpose.”

      Well, that’s a given.

      “I’ll wait another week and see if things improve. There’s an interstellar flight going to Vandalheim, so I might just send him home and pay a guard to keep him from harm. Shame, really, because I think he’s worth the headaches.”

      “How would you know? What if he sucks in bed, and that’s why they kicked him to the curb?”

      Because something in his eyes tells me that there’s a fine male underneath all the gruff pretense.

      A swipe of my finger, and the hologram flips to the next page of cargo entries. “I doubt that. He’s tall, muscle-packed, drop-dead gorgeous. And he has a phd.”

      Her head tilts sideways. “He has a Ph.D. in sex?”

      “No, honey. Pretty huge dick. Unless he tries to push it in sideways, there’s not much he can do wrong with that equipment.”

      She slowly shakes her head. “Hurry up before my boss comes. He does that disgusting slithering sound with his reptile tongue whenever he’s pissed at me.”

      I scan the entries and jot down notes on the com illuminated around my wrist. “Did I calculate that right? Around twenty Vandalar males come through here per moon cycle?”

      “On average.”

      “Poor guys.”

      She smacks her tongue and crosses her arms in front of her chest. “That’s heavy, coming from someone who keeps hers tied to a bed. Where is he anyway?”

      “At home. Varac is kind of a robo-homophobe?” When she squints at me, I add, “My male-looking cleaning droid freaked him out from the start. So I told him I got Brian on sale. Said he’s a refurbished sex droid who once had a fried circuit board and confused males for females.”

      “No you didn’t…”

      “Difficult times, sweetie, difficult times. Ever since I started sending Brian to chase him, Varac reduced his escape attempts drastically.”

      “I had no idea they put a penis on cleaning droids.”

      “They don’t.” I download the import entries of the last six moon cycles. “For some reason, the manufacturer put his control panel down there, which scared the shit out of Lilly when she walked in on me one day… when I was down on my knees, trying to reboot him.”

      After another scan of her surroundings, Izzy drops her hand between us and rubs thumb over fingertips. “How about that donation you mentioned?”

      “Some friend you are.” I pull a handful of credits out of my pocket. “I’m trying to give those poor saikhs a better life, and you shamelessly make bank with it.”

      She scoffs and lets the credits disappear into her chest pocket. “Because you’re trying to set up a mail-order-saikh business out of the goodness of your heart.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with charging people for making them happy.”

      Especially if their happiness allows me to tell my parents to shove that trust fund up their tight politician asses. I’m sick of being stranded on this planet. Away from the media because, god forbid, Steph might find yet another way to disappoint the governor and end up on the front page of the tabloids.

      “Next week, I’ll check out the old building beside the language chip factory, and I have an appointment with the city planning committee the day after.”

      “Got a name for your new company?”

      “Working on it,” I say and shut off my wrist com. “I loved ‘Shop the Cock’, but there’s some export tax on sex products and services. My accountant wants something… less profane.”

      Izzy pulls a set of sturdy gloves from her pocket and fumbles them on. “Just pay the agreed one-percent cut on the commission, and I’ll let you know which shipment contains Vandalar, and how many.”

      “Good, because the way this trader over at the compound is keeping his slaves is deplorable. I hate that guy.”

      With a nod, Izzy walks off toward the massive ship entering the airlock, and I turn away with a skip in my step. Five years on Agari II, and I finally found a way to take my life into my own hands. About time, being thirty and all…

      I get into my hover car and hit the fastest flatlane, but the moment I turn into my street, I know something’s wrong.

      Well, not exactly wrong. Simply not wrong enough to be right. No peacekeepers. No rubbernecking neighbors. Which means Varac didn’t try to run.

      Suspicious.

      I pull up in front of the house, cringing when I reach my legs out with sneakers dangling from my feet. Gone are the times of high heels and pumps, now that I have to chase behind my slave at least once a week.

      Do I enjoy cuffing him?

      No.

      Well, maybe a little bit — deep down somewhere in the darkest part of my brain. I’ll discuss it with my shrink and see if I can somehow blame it on my childhood. That should help eliminate those occasional pangs of guilt.

      I follow the earthy scent of roasted coffee beans and turn toward the kitchen, knees first going tingly then wobbly underneath me. Oh. My. God.

      Varac stands naked in front of the coffee maker, hands bound behind his back, pressing the cappuccino button with the tip of his nose. Now, that’s ridiculous. But from the neck down?

      Gorgeous, tan skin everywhere, decorated with traditional kuchi scars. They form a set of wings spreading across his pecs and change into mystical symbols draped over his ribbed stomach. Even his buttocks is scarred with hard lines, trailing down strong thighs where they fade into thorny vines, matching his gruff attitude so perfectly.

      The things I would let this male do to me…

      “Let me do it.” I grab the mug and put it down on the raised bar so he can… I don’t know. Lap it?

      “Thank you,” he grates out before he clasps his lips around the mug and tips it.

      Another of those pangs of guilt.

      Morals. Inconvenient fuckers.

      “Wait.” I deactivate the laser cuffs on his arms and place them onto the counter. “Did you eat lunch?”

      He lifts his arms, groaning as he stretches his joints, the kitchen resonating with muffled pop-pop-pops. “I licked leftover stew off a plate in the fridge like some sort of pet.”

      Serves him right after last night’s stunt. “Stubborn aliens don’t get to use their hands.”

      Vibrant gray eyes pin me down, something sinister glistening behind them, and my heart punches my esophagus. Why is he flaring his nostrils?

      His eyes narrow into thin slits. “Neither do stubborn aliens get to come, do they?”

      My throat tightens.

      Oh boy.

      I forgot all about that fun we had in the shower this morning. He isn’t still pissed about that, is he? 

      Twitch underneath his left eye. Tendons protruding along his neck. Yup, this male is fucking furious. Which isn’t new, exactly. 

      Such a dramatic male; always complaining. My bladder is about to burst. My wrists are burning. This is humiliating. As if I enjoy being turned down twice a day. I’m thirty for fucks sake, unmarried, no children. I technically grow a new wrinkle on my forehead each time he refuses me.

      “Are you still angry with me?”

      He scoffs. “Angry isn’t nearly strong enough a word.”

      Yeah. Probably gave him blue balls.

      Despite the way he pulls his inky hair through his horns and begins braiding it with slow movements, his hard gaze sets off an internal alarm. Perhaps I pushed him too far? Or perhaps he’s finally about to crack?

      Only one way of finding out.

      I hop onto the counter and spread my legs, gathering the fabric of my flowered skirt in my lap. “Feel free to punish me.”

      His hands grip the counter to my left and right as he leans into me, whispering, “Maybe I should.”

      My body strings up tight. How a whisper can pulsate with such lust is beyond me, and my clit drums joyfully along. He’s kidding, right?

      Varac digs his hands into my hips and pulls me against his rock-hard abs, torturing his lower lip as he stares me down. “If your human cunt is really that tight, do you think I’ll fit?”

      My joints lock in place.

      Will fit? Not would?

      Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.

      Is this really happening?

      Deep breath. Sound casual. “Oh, I’ll stretch for you, baby.”

      “I was hard all morning,” he rasps, his lips curling back around his beard as he strokes his length. “Couldn’t forget the way you bent over before me, and I don’t know…” His voice trails off, and he stutters in a breath before he murmurs, “It’s getting more and more difficult for me to resist.”

      I trail my fingers over the dark bristles of his trimmed beard, a small, purple bruise sitting right on his cheekbone. Did he hit himself on something in the shower?

      “Then don’t.”

      His fingers grab my ass and pull me closer toward the edge before he fumbles my panties aside. He brushes his crown over my wet entrance, his moans strangled.

      I whimper and close my eyes. “Fuck me any way you’d like.”

      “What?” he chokes out, but then shakes his head quickly. “Vek, I hate myself for doing this.”

      I press my heels against the counter and raise my pelvis, meeting his thrusts, staring down at how he parts my lips but doesn’t enter. “Please, Varac.”

      “Oh, I want to please you but…”

      “But what?”

      His eyes clench shut for a brief moment, and he slowly shakes his head. “I don’t want to be a saikh anymore.”

      “Then just be yourself.”

      He hesitates for an overlong moment. “Even then I feel like a slave, and—” Taking a step back, he rakes a hand over his braid. “I can’t do this.”

      My skin turns heated. 

      What the hell?

      He can’t change his mind now!

      I reach for his arm. “What’s the matter?” 

      “I want you so badly, Steph, but…” He cups my chin, thumb trailing over my bottom lip with such gentleness I grow even slicker between my legs. “Not while I’m your slave. Remove my collar.”

      Ha.

      Ha ha ha.

      “Nice try, buddy.” Fuck, I can’t believe I fell for—

      Varac grabs a fistful of my hair, his words hot against my ear. “When I vek you, I want nothing to hold me back. No collar. No cuffs. Just my hands on your shapely hips, holding you in place while I vek you against the wall so hard it’ll be punishment for all sins to come.”

      That… almost made me come.

      What am I supposed to do?

      I’m melting against his hot breath flaring up and down the side of my neck, and the way his other hand is stroking my pussy isn’t helping that logical thinking.

      I want him. No.

      I need him.

      Even if I take the collar off and this is a trick, the moment he runs, I’ll just send Brian after him. It’s a small risk. But what if he chokes me to death—

      I jump at the sensation of his fingers swiping through my drenched slit. Varac brings them up to his mouth, trailing his tongue along the glistening wetness before he suckles on his digits.

      “So sweet.” He strokes said fingers over my lower lip before he drags his tongue over it.

      I shudder for long seconds.

      Alright, that’s it.

      One click, and I remove his collar, dropping it onto the counter behind me. “You mentioned something about a wall?”

      He circles my pussy with his fingertips before he dips in again, and… oh my God. I have no clue what he’s doing, but the way one of them rubs along my upper wall, and the way his palm cups my clit…

      “Fuck.” I throw my head back, spreading my legs even wider. “You sure know how to figure out a human female.”

      “That’s what I was trained for, isn’t it? To please you and make you come.” Skillful fingers make my clit throb and my pussy clench.

      “Shit, I’m so close.”

      “Yeah, I can feel you tightening around my fingers.” 

      Fingers which now pump in and out of me, my orgasm building… building—

      Fingers vanish.

      Varac cages me between his arms and presses his tail across my mouth, his voice menacing as he says, “Crazy human females don’t get to come.”
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      My entire body stiffens, and the panicked rush of blood whooshes through my brain. It’s okay. Brian will walk in on us and fix this.

      “You tortured me for days,” Varac growls low. “But don’t worry. With my skillset, I’ll have you scream in no time.”

      My skin pebbles.

      Like… what kind of screams?

      Are we talking him biting my fingers off one by one, or sexual torture? Please be the latter! Either way, I have it coming, don’t I?

      My pupils dart around nervously. Where the hell is my cleaning droid?

      Varac fumbles behind my back. “Nobody will save you, woman.”

      Dominant.

      Unconcerned.

      The qualities of his voice are so certain, almost as if… as if…

      My eyes flick to the bruise on his cheekbone, that next swallow going down like a mouthful of nails. Please tell me he didn’t murder a droid.

      The moment his eyes catch mine, a knowing smirk plays at his lips. “Overwhelming Brian was easier than anticipated. Turns out, that droid has no balls.”

      Oh my god.

      I want to lose my shit, but the sudden warmth spreading across my wrists snaps my mind into focus. Did he just cuff my hands behind my back? How dare he?

      I kick against his thighs, and maybe I could turn some nine-inch heels into a weapon. But I’m wearing fucking sneakers because of my runaway slave. This is a flat-soled nightmare.

      “Terrible attitude.” He yanks me off the counter by my hair, tail pressed over my mouth, the lopsided grin on his face the scariest yet. “Let’s fix that, huh?”

      A deep growl reverberates through the kitchen, and my spine snaps straight, liquid heat racing through every single vein and deep into my belly.

      The moment his tail slips off my mouth, I moan, “You fucking bastard. That was a mating growl.”

      “A poor one, judging by your insult.” Another growl, and my entire body goes so limp Varac swings his arm around my middle in support. “Say something, female.”

      Fuck you! “Please fuck me.”

      “Ah, much better.” He lifts me up and swings me over his shoulder. “You, Steph, are going to be punished.”

      He slaps my rear so hard it echoes, and the searing heat of it connects with the one pooling in my womb.

      I buck against his chest. “Mmh, yes. Punish me.”

      His steps first slow then hesitate before he picks up speed again and hurries up the stairs, mumbling, “By the gods, she likes it rough…”

      Rough, gentle. Who cares?

      My mind tells me to panic, but my body loves dangling upside down entirely at his mercy. Nipples grow hard at the lack of control. I should scream but instead, I lick his shoulder blades, nibble on his delicious skin.

      “Fuck, you taste so good.”

      “Oh, you’ll taste plenty more of me in just a moment.”

      He carries me upstairs and lowers me onto the bed with more care than I deserve. Grabbing my wrists, he deactivates the cuffs long enough to bring my arms overhead.

      “You’re cuffing me to my bed?” I moan mindlessly, a devious smirk coming over his face, but it dies the moment I add, “Mmh, I love it…”

      Why is he staring at me like that? And why is he running a hand over his braid with a sigh? Where’s all that punishing he promised?

      “Jax told me human females react stronger to a Vandalar mating growl than our own kind, but his warning didn’t prepare me for this.” He crosses his arms in front of his chest and taps a claw against one of his short fangs while I soak in a puddle of need. “You’re supposed to hate this, not love it.”

      Good luck with that. “Maybe you shouldn’t have growled so much.”

      His sculpted body paces beside the bed. So big. So hard. His cock, that is. I turn onto my stomach, grinding my pubic bone against the mattress.

      “I don’t think so.” Strong hands grip my hips and flip me back around. “I really didn’t want to do any of this, but I can’t risk you finding pleasure the moment my palm hits your rear.”

      “Why not?”

      “Spread!” He climbs between my legs, ripping my panties with little more than a tug. “You totally soaked this thing, didn’t you?”

      Yes. Yes, I did.

      Oh… so wet.

      Drenched fabric tossed aside, he buries his face between my thighs. Oh boy…

      Teeth gently rake over my labia as his tongue explores my slit. Drifting higher, he circles around my clit, and I hum in appreciation, the sensation making me buck against his mouth.

      “Vek, you’re delicious,” he chokes out, each destructive caress of his tongue sending hot currents through my belly.

      I cry out and lift my pelvis, rubbing my pussy all over the stubbles of his beard. “I’m so close…”

      He tugs on my lower lips and suckles them into his mouth, every fiber in my body stretching taut. When his hands push my knees wide and he devours me, lapping at me, my body drowns underneath little quakes.

      I grind against his face. “I’m… I’m…”

      “No you’re not.” That asshole backs up and rolls off the bed, a deep chuckle following him toward the dresser. “Where did you put my clothes?”

      I writhe frantically, rubbing my thighs together in a desperate chase for an orgasm slowly ebbing into nothing but frustration. “Wh-what?”

      “Clothes,” he repeats. “As you pointed out, it’ll look suspicious if I run through town naked. Where did you put my stuff?”

      Something shrivels inside my chest. “You’re leaving?”

      “As soon as I’m finished with you.” He steps up beside me, jutting cock on display. “Where, Steph?”

      All it takes is another mating growl, and I whimper, “Third drawer from the top, behind my camis.”

      He rummages through my clothes, tossing my stuff across the room by the handful. It doesn’t take him long until he finds a gray shirt he slips into. When he grabs the long linen pants, my pride goes out the window.

      “Don’t leave just yet! Please! Please!”

      He tosses the pants onto the bed. “I wasn’t going to. You owe me.”

      He walks up to me, props his knee onto the bed, and strokes his thick length, brushing the tip of his cock over my lips. “Open up anesh’ka. Suck me.”

      I don’t hesitate.

      Hungry lips wrap around his cock, and he clenches his eyes shut with a groan. I stuff my mouth with as many of his ridges as I can, twirling my tongue around his flared head each time I pull back.

      “Vek, your little mouth feels so good.” He throws his head back and thrusts against the back of my throat. “You have no idea how much I need this release.”

      “Come in my mouth, baby,” I choke out. “Let me taste you.”

      His fingers dig into my hair, hard eyes surrounded by frowns pinning me down. “You allow a male’s spent in your mouth?”

      Allow? I nod frantically. I’ll fucking gargle the national anthem with it if only I can get him to stay, to fuck me.

      “Humans…” he scoffs and shakes his head. “Keep sucking.”

      I moan in immediate compliance, running my tongue along the ridges of his engorged shaft. When his hands tighten in my strands, I suck his flared crown back into my mouth, shallow strokes milking the sensitive head.

      “Vek, Stephanie,” he moans hoarsely, the salty pre-cum spreading across my tongue turning me hungry for more.

      I want to have it all. His warm seed splashing against my gums, dripping down my throat, coating my tongue. But it never comes.

      Varac stares down at me, face distorting into a grimace as he grabs his cock at the base. He fucks my lips with another couple of thrusts until his cock throbs.

      Pulling out with a groan, hard, rapid strokes pump up and down his shaft, torturing the hard flesh. Ropes of seed shoot from his cock, landing warm on my cheek, clinging to the corner of my eye, until the last beads drip onto my mouth.

      Like starved, I lick his seed off my lips, only to send my tip searching for more. “What about me?”

      Chest rising and falling with heavy breaths, he quirks up a smile. “What about you?”

      When he drops his knee off the bed, turning to walk away, I panic. “You can do whatever you want with me!”
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      Whatever I want.

      Whatever. I. Want.

      That thought echoes.

      The room still spins around me, and I fall forward, catching myself just so on the wall above the headboard. I’m so veking dizzy from my release it takes me a moment to realize what just happened.

      I came all over her face. It glistens on her cheek. Clings to her lashes. Male pride swells my chest, amplified by the way she licks it off herself like a treat.

      “Open your mouth.” I trail a shaky finger over her chin and feed her more of it.

      My knees go weak at the sight.

      She moans in delight and laps it right up, suckling my finger, begging for more. It’s oddly honoring, and frightfully engrossing. Not to mention distracting from my plan.

      I will not vek her.

      Get dressed. Get out.

      That’s the plan.

      I step away and grab the pants, hard cock making it clear this release only took the edge off. But I have no time to waste if I want to escape before Steph’s mind clears from a bunch of mating growls. No need to risk her alerting the neighbors.

      “Just to be clear, I’m not a thief, but I’ll have to take a handful of credits from your purse.” I walk up to Steph and activate the hologram on her cuffs. “I’m putting a timer on these. In the morning, they’ll open, and your life can go back to normal.” Is she still licking my seed off her face? I shake my head. “Or whatever normal means to you.”

      Her leg hooks around my thigh and tugs me off balance, my knee digging into the mattress. The second one follows suit. Half a breath later, she holds my waist and tail in a tight clasp, her body suspended the moment I step back.

      “Don’t just abandon me,” she moans, wet cunt grinding over my cock until my crown aches against the inseam.

      Whatever I want.

      Vek… so distracting.

      “Let go of me, Steph.” Whatever I want. “Don’t make me growl at you again.”

      “But you didn’t punish me properly.”

      I really have to go but… she’s right.

      And what’s a few minutes more anyway?

      I rub my thumb over her pubic bone in large circles. When I dip into her cunt, my breath hitches. So drenched in need. How fast could I seat myself inside her like this? No, no, no. I will not vek her.

      But what’s the harm?

      I’ll have my fun with her and stop whenever she’s close to coming. It’s what she did with me, so it’s only fair if she suffers the same way I did. Right?

      Right!

      I push the waistband of my pants down, my cock already jerking in anticipation. If I was a saikh, I would ease into her. Give her time to adjust to my size. Vek being a saikh!

      “Don’t expect me to go easy on you.” Fingers digging into her hips, I climb back onto the mattress, guiding her onto my cock. “I will not please you, Steph. But I sure as vek will please myself for the first time in my life.”

      I work my crown inside her with a handful of slow pulsations, covering myself with her slick. That’s more merciful than she deserves, but I’m out for punishment, not pain.

      Steph peels her lips back into a snarl as hard flesh parts her but yelps the moment I pull her onto my cock with one hard thrust.

      “Mmh… hurts,” she hisses. “Hurts soo goood!”

      I damn near pass out, vision going speckled. “You didn’t lie, female.”

      She’s so tight, the boundary between pleasure and pain is a thin one, teasing my seed straight up into a pulsing tip.

      “Look at me, anesh’ka.” I seat my cock fully inside her cunt, bracing against her wiggles. “See how crazed you made me these past few days. A lesser male would have drifted into a mating frenzy.”

      Half-lidded eyes blink back at me. So dark, so filled with the need for me to fuck the growls out of her system. She whimpers, begs, and pleads.

      I ease out only to batter my way back into her cunt, tearing one scream after another from her throat. Whenever she doesn’t scream, she moans, “Fuck me!”

      And I do.

      My hands grip her with bruising strength, and I rut her so vigorously my heart slams wildly inside my ribcage. And still it isn’t deep enough, hard enough, or nearly close enough.

      I need more of this female.

      With Steph seated on my cock, I scoot toward the headboard and open her cuffs.

      What a stupid move.

      She pounces at me with such force I fall back, shoulders landing on the cool sheets while she positions herself astride my lap. I immediately issue a mating growl to regain control — only to lose it completely.

      “Oh my God!” Steph cries out, her cunt clenching so hard around my cock it’s torture all over again.

      “Please tell me I didn’t make you come.”

      She groans for way too long before she finally responds. “Mmh… just for clarification, you would be pissed if you did, right?”

      “Furious.”

      “Then no.”

      I lift her up and pull her back onto my cock with force. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Well excuse me for my lack of proficiency in making you believe I didn’t come,” she says, rearranging her legs as she rotates on my cock. “Usually, I pretend the opposite, so I’m seriously out of my skillset here.”

      I growled her to climax.

      How is that even possible?

      Okay, I allow her that one.

      But only that one.

      When I look up again, every single muscle in my body tightens. Where I expect black eyes, I find gorgeous, blonde hair caressing a slender waist. She’s riding me. In reverse…

      By the gods I should feel appalled by this atrocity. It’s not something Vandalar do or I would have the female’s tailclaw scratch all over my face.

      But Steph has no tail.

      Instead, she carries the red imprint of my hand on her left butt cheek, and a rush of blood pumps into my shaft at the sight.

      I stroke up and down her waist, enjoying her soft skin against my fingertips, and work her shirt over her head. The sway of her pelvis is a wonder to behold, a nice, curvy ass rising only to come back down again with a slap against my muscles.

      Seeing how she impales herself on my cock, combined with the sound of damp flash smacking together… It’s more than I can handle.

      “Enough!” I grab her waist and roll her off me in a tangle of limbs, getting rid of her skirt while at it.

      Something shatters.

      Doesn’t matter.

      I place her onto her stomach and pin her arms overhead. The harder I press her into the mattress, the wider she spreads her legs, and yet she dares a snarl. “Let go of me.”

      “You’re getting mouthy again.” So I growl at her. “I enjoy having you at my mercy.”

      So does she, and the way she turns her head, offering her vulnerable neck, is more proof than I can take.

      I lick the salt off her skin where neck ties into shoulder, thrusting into her cunt once more. “You enjoy being dominated, don’t you?”

      “Mmh, yes.”

      Vek, this female is made for me. “Yes you do, but you’re also making it damn difficult for a male to do so.”

      “You have to earn it.”

      Oh, I will.

      I pump faster, harder, hips snapping violently.  “If you were my female, I would enjoy your little games, but not nearly as much as punishing you for them once I gained the upper hand.”

      Pulling her onto all fours, I drive inside her hot cunt, thrusting in and out with powerful strokes. “You asked me to fuck you like the male I am. Can you handle me? Am I hurting you?”

      “No,” Steph cries out. “I need it harder.”

      My balls tingle.

      I’ll give her harder.

      I press down between her shoulder blades until breasts bunch against the mattress, rolling my hips upward and back. I fist her hair and rut like never before.

      A smack shatters through the bedroom.

      Steph groans.

      A burning sensation spreads across my palm. Sure enough, my hand sits flush with her ass, a new imprint already glowing red at the edges. By pure instinct, I issue another mating growl to ease whatever pain I might have caused, so deep, Steph’s entire body shakes.

      “Mmh, I love you,” she moans.

      My heart contracts, and things swing out of control from there.

      Lifting her leg, I wedge myself as close as I can and start pounding away, deeper, harder, some thrusts accompanied by the sound of my hand coming down on her ass.

      Each time I growl, she says that she loves me. Gods, how would it feel to be loved? It’s the growl talking, but I’ll take it for now. Pretend it’s real.

      I bend over and lick the nape of her neck, rake teeth over it, my mind blurred with a primal need to spill my seed deep inside her womb. It is urgent and all-consuming, a desire I never experienced before.

      At her next moan, tight walls flutter around my shaft. I have to stop. Have to pause. Have to—

      Her cunt clasps down on me again, and I rut through the increased friction with all my strength, my balls first tightening then rising.

      “Vek!” I shout, spilling my seed inside her with such violence I can’t breathe.

      Gravity shifts around me and the room darkens, the taste of iron spreading across my gums. Steph says something. High-pitched. A question? It rattles somewhere at the back of my mind as instincts take over, and my brain slowly drifts into blackness.
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      I know my plan failed miserably when I wake on the floor. In Steph’s bedroom. With my arm wrapped around her…

      What the vek happened?

      Every single muscle in my body hurts as if I got sucked through a wormhole. My cock is on fire, pants are gone, and my shirt’s a shredded mess. But that’s not the even worst part.

      The mattress hangs halfway off the bed, fitted sheet popped loose in two corners. Tissues, books, magazines, fake plants, and other crap litters the floor, with a broken table lamp lying at the center. Steph’s favorite Dali print dangles crooked from one nail. That’s nothing compared to the hole in the wall right next to it, though.

      I run a palm over my numb forehead and upward along my horn, something powdery clinging to my fingertips. Interesting. But that’s also not the worst part.

      No, the worst part comes in shades of dark purple and red, where bite marks decorate Steph’s hip, shoulder, breast, and thigh. Nausea licks the back of my throat. I veking bit her? Four times?

      I take a deep breath. Calm.

      I’m not an old-fashioned romantic who believes in claiming a female as his own. What does a claiming mark mean nowadays anyway? Nothing. It means nothing.

      Except that I might have put a youngling in her last night since marking a female rouses my seed for her. My heart first stutters, then rattles, then punches against my esophagus. I never asked her if she uses protection. And why should I have? I never wanted to vek her!

      But apparently, I did. More than once. By the state of this room, it’s safe to assume I did slip into a mating frenzy after all.

      “Steph.” My voice is entirely hoarse.

      Even after I wiggle my chest: no answer.

      A wave of panic takes my breath away. How many times did I growl at her last night? What if she’s braindead or something?

      She rubs her nose over my chest. “Mmh.”

      Okay. So… not braindead then.

      That’s good, because I wouldn’t know how to explain waking with someone neurologically wasted in my arms. Actually, I can’t explain any of this, and my memory offers little more than unreliable snippets.

      How I licked blood off my fangs.

      How I slapped her ass red.

      Oh, and how I shamelessly used every single hole this female has to offer — unless human women have more than those I’m aware of.

      No doubt half the stuff I did to her would cause the saikhmenti to strip me of my degrees, certifications, accolades, and ban me from calling myself a saikh for life. And while I don’t give a shit about that, it’s possible the things I don’t remember too well are bad enough they might end me imprisoned. Forced claiming. Mauling her body. Growling her brain into oblivion.

      Just to name a few…

      Yesterday, I wanted to get away from her.

      And while I’m a bit confused about that part right now, I’m left with no other choice but to skip planet before she calls the peacekeepers and has me arrested.

      Taking a deep breath, I scoot out from underneath her, gently lowering her head onto the floor. I curse every creak of the wooden planks as I sneak over to the dresser, pulling a wrinkled shirt and shorts from the open drawer.

      I hurry into the bathroom and drop my clothes onto the rug. There’s no time for a shower and — not going to lie — Steph’s scent permeates my every cell, and I don’t entirely hate it. But I do scoop handfuls of water from the sink, haphazardly washing the most crusted parts of my skin.

      After I dress, I lean over the sink, maneuvering my horn underneath the running water so I can wash the dust off.

      “What’s up stud?”

      I jerk up and hit my eye on the faucet, every single bone going so brittle inside my body, I sense myself caving in at the sound of Steph’s voice.

      I swing around and take her in, not sure if I should be scared because she smiles, or relieved because she’s still capable of forming actual speech.

      I swallow hard, my throat entirely dry. “Please don’t call the peacekeepers on me.”

      Wrinkles form between her eyes even as she lifts a brow. “Why would I do that?”

      I wave my hand from one bite mark to the next, ignoring how well they suit her. Crazy never looked more beautiful. “For what I did to you.”

      “Oh, that.” Her chin drops against her sternum for a quick assessment. “Considering you threatened to claim my cunt, your words, I’d say it could have been far worse. How’s the headache? Did the aspirin help?”

      A carpet of numbness spreads across my skin. Headache? Aspirin? For someone exposed to at least a dozen mating growls, she seems to remember plenty. More than I do, for sure.

      “Hmm, seems like you banged your brain a bit too hard when your horns went through that wall, huh?”

      Veking shit. “I rammed the wall?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “But… why?”

      She shrugs, grabs her yellow robe from the door, and slips into it. “Because you wanted to bite this cunt, and I said nobody claims that pussy unless the guy puts a ring on my finger first. Got you all worked up, chasing behind me and shit. Until you tripped and hit the wall, but it sure calmed you down so… yeah, that was a relief.”

      A wave of bile sloshes onto the back of my tongue. By the gods… I completely lost control over my urges last night. Which is her fault! Why did she have to say she loves me?

      My gaze drops to the white tiles, shame eating me from the inside. “So, you’re not going to file charges against me?”

      Her scoff resonates through the bathroom. “Because you’re a freak in the sheets? Fuck no. Give me a coffee, some Tylenol, and ten minutes for a shower, and we can repeat the entire thing.”

      “Are you saying you… enjoyed it?” Enjoyed the harsh, relentless demands of my body? The ones I figured I would never find an equal for?

      “I could have done without the part where you asked me to choke you with the cable of the table lamp.”

      My eyes snap up. “What?”

      “I’m just messing with you, that didn’t really happen. Coffee?”

      I nod as if in trance, and Steph makes her way downstairs with a tune whistling from her lips. She’s happy. I made her happy.

      Well… shit.

      What am I supposed to do with all this information? Not letting it veking mess with my head is what. This won’t happen again. I won’t let another female play me for a fool. Not again.

      Now that she won’t call the peacekeepers, I take a quick shower before I head downstairs with a weird flutter between my ribs. Was this house always this big? The ceilings always this high?

      “I made us scrambled eggs.” Steph puts a plate next to the steaming mug already sitting on the bar. “Now, I know you prefer cappuccino, but I’m afraid we ran out of milk. Want some cream in your coffee instead?”

      She knows my preference. Also interesting. “Black’s fine.”

      Instead of sitting down beside me, Steph stands across from me in the kitchen, eating her scrambled eggs straight from the frying pan. “What happens now? Clearly, you wanted to run last night.”

      I take a sip of coffee. Then another, because I have no veking clue. What if she’s pregnant? My lips tug upward at the thought alone, but I drown it with more coffee. I’ve always wanted a youngling.

      “Your collar is gone,” she continues. “And I’m not sure if I want to know what you did with my cleaning droid. You can march straight out of here, and there isn’t a thing I can do to stop you.”

      And I should do just that, if only for that look she’s giving me. She knows I could have walked out but didn’t. Why didn’t I leave? No doubt she’s as confused as I am, but too sassy to show it.

      “You could call the peacekeepers. I’m sure you invested quite a few credits in me.”

      “Worth every penny,” she says, and an inappropriate amount of male pride floods me. “Not gonna lie. I learned my lesson. Never cuff an alien because he’ll get mighty pissed and fuck the living daylights out of you.”

      Earlier, I wanted to run to avoid prison. And while a pregnancy would take this mess to new levels, I would step up to the responsibility. With the few females we have, most of them in no rush to bond to a male, reproducing is the greatest honor the gods can bestow.

      Wrapping my fingers around the warm mug, I clear my throat. “Steph, did your friend Lilly ever tell you about Vandalar bites?”

      “You claim your female like this.”

      This conversation is already swinging the wrong direction. “We used to but… it’s kind of outdated. It doesn’t mean anything anymore in our society.”

      “Oh.” Why do her shoulders slouch? Does she want for it to mean something? Nah… she’s just messing with my head again. “Jax did it to Lilly.”

      “I was more thinking of the fact that it, um, you know, roused my seed for you.”

      “Ah, that, yeah…” She pauses for the longest time, my pulse racing before she finally adds, “There’s no chance you knocked me up if that’s what you’re wondering. I had that shot thingy done.”

      No youngling then.

      I can get the vek out of here.

      I wait for a sense of relief.

      And I wait.

      And I wait…

      Steph takes my coffee mug and refills it before she places it back in front of me. “Are you and I even now? I tortured you – you got revenge?”

      “From what I remember, you didn’t sound very tortured.”

      “I’m so freaking sore I swear my pussy squeaks when I walk.”

      At least I achieved one goal.

      I prop my elbow onto the counter and sink a heavy head into my palm. “Yeah, we’re even.”

      “Good. Now hear me out, please.” She puts the frying pan down and stares straight at me. “Discarded saikhs are hot on the slave market, and I don’t think it’s safe for you to travel anywhere alone.”

      She’s got a point there after what happened to Jax. “So?”

      “So…” She folds her arms in front of her chest. “I have a business proposition for you.”

      My brow tugs up. “Go ahead.”

      “I’m in the process of starting my own company,” she says. “Long story short, I’m planning to purchase enslaved saikhs and find them mates on Earth.”

      “You’re buying saikhs and export them to your home planet, so they can slave for your females there as well?”

      “Did you crack your language chip when your head went through the wall? Look at my mouth.” Her lips move in slow-motion. “Mates. As in their very own female, to bite, claim and have a family with. Kinda what you did with me last night.”

      “Whoa, whoa…” My hands shoot up as if on instinct. “We’re not mates.”

      Did her shoulders just drop even lower? No. I’m imagining this. No doubt a sexually empowered woman like her has no interest in getting stuck with a discarded saikh like me. Neither do I.

      Another sip of coffee. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I’m a good person.” A faint giggle rides on the undercurrent of her breath. “An angel, really. The well-being of Vandalar males is a true concern of mine, and I will fight for their freedom and happiness.”

      A neglected muscle quirks to life, and I sense the corners of my lips rise. “You charge them, don’t you?”

      “Gotta pay the bills, right? But if it makes me look any better, the women pay the commission to get hitched.”

      I hate to admit it but, yeah, she looks slightly less evil than five minutes ago. “Why all this now? You’re well off.”

      “Remember when you said your parents would probably pay you to stay away?”

      Which wasn’t entirely true but… “Uh-huh.”

      “Well, that’s exactly what mine are doing. They pay for this entire show,” — she waves around the kitchen — “just so I’ll stay on this planet and out of the public eye.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re mighty talkative this morning, aren’t you? So many questions. What matters is that I’m sick of hiding in mandatory exile on this planet, so I decided to tell my parents to keep their money and start my own company.”

      “Helping saikhs find their own female?”

      “It goes both ways, doesn’t it? Vandalheim doesn’t have enough females. Well, ever since the war, Earth doesn’t have enough men. Few decent ones, anyway.”

      When she lifts her head, I watch my hand reaching out to brush a stray wisp of hair from her forehead, saying, “Who says they will work out together?”

      “There are no guarantees in love,” she says, and don’t I know it. “But look at Jax and Lilly. She absolutely loves—”

      “His trained cock? His food? The way he fluffs the pillows just right?”

      “Him.” Her voice is so hard I flinch. “Lilly loves him. And he deserves to be loved.”

      Her words sneak through my ribs and touch me where I’m supposed to be numb. That can’t happen. I much prefer feeling… nothing. Less risk of getting hurt again.

      “Perhaps you’ll find yourself a more willing saikh this way.” One who isn’t as jaded as me.

      A flicker hushes over her eyes, but she blinks it away, a strained grin curling her lips less than usual. “Female applicants need to go through a mental assessment on my website. Think I’ll pass that?”

      “Probably not,” I say, and what the vek is that vibration in my chest?

      Now Steph’s lips curl high enough the smile reaches her eyes. “You should laugh more often. Suits you a lot better than this constant grumpiness.”

      An unexpected warmth climbs into my core. Is that what that was? It’s been so long since my last laugh. At least a solar cycle.

      “What does all that have to do with me?”

      “I could use your help,” she says with a shrug. “Figuring out how to ease a saikh’s transition, how to approach them with this idea, and all that stuff. Eventually, I would like to travel to Vandalheim and see if I can strike a deal with the government, so I can get saikhs from there directly. You know, bypassing the slave traders. You could travel with me, safely making it back home.”

      I would much rather leave this instant. Get away before I succumb to my urges again, or worse yet, change my opinion about her.

      “Why did you never tell me about this until now?”

      “Because you never want to talk to me. All I ever get is non-verbal grunting.”

      And I can’t even deny it. Which kinda makes me look like a jerk. I’ve never bothered taking a closer look at this female. Good. I’m getting increasingly nervous over what I might find.

      This female is made for me.

      Another of those distracting echoes…

      I would be stupid to turn her offer down. What’s the point of escaping when someone might hit me over the head and sell me before I even leave this solar system?

      “Alright. I’ll stay and help.” My finger stabs the air. “But I won’t touch you again. Collar and cuffs stay off.”

      “No collar. No cuffs. Got it.” With a nod, she grabs the pan and her mug, placing both into the dishwasher. “By the way, what happened to Brian?”

      “Drowned him in the pool.”

      “You did what?” And those hands land on her hips again… “Who’s going to clean the house now?”

      It’s bad enough that I veked and pleased her, but I sure as shit won’t morph back into full-blown saikh-mode because of it. Never again.

      I slip off the stool with a shrug. “Not me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Seven

          

          
            Steph

          

        

      

    

    
      Lilly fans a hand in front of her face, the stench of mildew and stagnant air growing thicker the deeper we venture into the empty apartment. “So, what’s he doing all day, now that he isn’t scheming his escape?”

      I glance at the yellow wet spot on the ceiling and scoff. “Anything that doesn’t involve cooking, cleaning, or pleasing. He had the decency to fish Brian out of the pool, but for the most part, he keeps to himself in the gym.”

      “Think he’s still processing that night?”

      “Let’s just say he stares at that hole he ripped into the wall whenever he walks past it. I’m just glad he doesn’t mention how I moaned, ‘I love you’ repeatedly that night.”

      “Yeah, that growl does funny things.”

      Funny things indeed. “I probably meant to say, ‘I love what you are doing’, but his growl fried the brain cells in my frontal lobe.”

      Not saying Varac doesn’t have lovable traits. Just haven’t seen any. Fine by me. The last thing I need is to swoon over the one alien desperate to get away from me.

      Though he does have a wonderful laugh.

      My heels tap over a threadbare carpet that leads to the other bedrooms. “He had two goals: not to fuck me, and to run away. Now that he failed at both things so miserably, I’m sure he might feel a bit… aimless.”

      “And he’ll stay with you until you travel to Vandalheim?”

      “That’s what he said. I almost regret offering it up, because things are a bit awkward right now. As in ‘you wake up next to a dude and don’t remember his name’ awkward.”

      Tingly fingers go to my seashell choker necklace, tugging it in place so Lilly won’t see the bite mark Varac left where my neck ties into my shoulder. No need to dramatize this entire thing. He shrugged it off like it’s no big deal. And maybe it isn’t.

      Who cares?

      Not me.

      Lilly found something real special with Jax, but love doesn’t strike twice in the same proximity, does it? I gave up on that hope the moment he first ran.

      Lilly stops at the center of the hallway, finger pointing toward the doors as she counts. “Does each of the three apartments have five bedrooms?”

      “Uh-huh. Not counting the ones on the ground floor, since everything will be remodeled into office space, I can take in fifteen saikhs at a time. That gives me two lunar cycles to find them a woman, and book them a flight to Earth.”

      Easy peasy.

      Lilly steps into the last bedroom to the left, dodging a hamster-sized cockroach before she scratches her nail over the grimy window. “And you bought all this?”

      “Rented. For now.”

      “How fast can you get them to fix this place up? This shithole needs it bad.”

      “Only waiting for that last estimate to come in.” I scrunch my nose at the lingering tang of sweat. “Once I settle on a construction company, the contract I’ve prepared gives them twenty days to completion. Which costs me extra since it’s a rush job, but I need to get this business going. The website’s up, and I’m getting the first inquiries from Earth.”

      Lilly’s bright smile distracts from the dimness of the room. “Only thing missing are the saikhs desperate to please a woman.”

      “Yeah, let’s hope I won’t end up with more saikhs like Varac, or I’ll go bankrupt the first year, considering I offer a thirty-day return window.”

      My com vibrates.

      I activate the hologram, light-beams forming the face of Izzy. “What’s going on?”

      “We have a saikh coming in,” she blurts. “Can you make it here in the next twenty minutes?”

      My throat narrows. “Sweetie, the building won’t be ready for another two weeks, and I told you that.”

      Izzy scoffs. “You live in a freaking mansion, Steph. How hard can it be to put up one guy for two weeks?”

      “But—”

      “Look, you said you would pay me for every intercepted saikh before they hit the open market, and I happen to be saving up for an expensive interstellar trip. You either haul your ass over here and get him, or I’ll tell the slave trader what you’re up to.”

      “You’re a cow, you know that?”

      “One who needs to get off this planet.”

      When my eyes flick to Lilly, she gives a lazy shrug and says, “How difficult can it be to handle one saikh? It would give you a chance to get a feel for dealing with them before you buy entire shipments full of several males.”

      “That’s true.” So why are my toes going numb? “But what if it causes tension with Varac? Jax mentioned more than once that saikhs fight among each other.”

      Lilly tilts her head, eyes narrowed. “Seriously now? Varac doesn’t want to be a saikh. He wants to travel back home, so why would he care?”

      She’s right. Why would he?

      This is my chance to dip my toes into this business I’m trying to establish. How hard can it be to live with two Vandalar until the apartments are finished?

      I lift the com on my wrist higher. “I’ll be there in ten. Make sure he doesn’t make it to the slave market.”

      “Go!” Lilly swats her hands at me. “No, wait! Are we still on for dinner next week?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Another swat at me. “I’ll close the building and return the keys. You get yourself over to cargo bay!”

      A bolt of lightning runs straight down my spine, and I thrust myself into a wobbly sprint, ankles threatening to twist above skinny heels. I cling to the metal rail as I run down the staircase and out the building, getting into my hover car in record speed.

      I make it to the cargo bay in less than ten, tits bouncing as I track down Izzy, my lungs burning something awful.

      “They’re still searching the ship for contraband,” she says. “He’s in the stargazer over there, but I’ll unload him the moment they give green light. Just… try to blend in.”

      Blend in. Right.

      Easy enough for someone in a white designer costume, surrounded by robotic drills disassembling rusty cargo crates, and scaled, greasy workers with hardhats slithering their tongues at me.

      “You mentioned something about saving up for a trip?” I ask casually, ignoring the reptilian version of catcalls spitting in my direction.

      Izzy grows an adorable set of dimples with the way she tries to contain her smirk. “Why would I bother and buy myself a saikh? Figured I can just as well get a job on Vandalheim instead, and receive a harem full of them for free.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Kid you not. When I went over for dinner with Jax and Lilly the other night, he said their government would give me a house and a bunch of saikhs since they have so few females. All I have to do is meet the immigration requirements.”

      A rush of adrenaline pumps through my veins. Why didn’t I think of that? In addition to bringing saikhs to Earth, I could totally bring women to Vandalheim. Cha-ching. Cha-ching.

      “Ready?”

      I startle out of my mental profit calculations. “What?”

      “I’m getting your first saikh off the vessel. Wait here and get your payment ready. Plus my cut in cash.”

      At that, she disappears, only to return with a Vandalar male sculptured by Michelangelo himself — but with a much larger cock, judging by that bulge pressing against his linen pants.

      Izzy wiggles her electric poky stick. “He seems cooperative enough. Didn’t even have to shock him to get him moving.”

      The Vandalar bows, glancing up at me from a lowered head, his silver hair neatly braided between gray horns, though his sides are shaved. “Senu uk mej liku?”

      My eyes flash to Izzy. “What?”

      That hand covering her mouth barely contains her giggles. “He, um, he’s asking if you’re his female.”

      Oh.

      Oooh.

      “No, no, no.” I shake my head no matter how muscles resist because this dude is beautiful. “Tell him that he has to come with me. If he doesn’t run, I’ll find him an amazing female, and he won’t even have to share her.”

      “Fair warning, my Vandal isn’t the best.” Izzy tortures her lip for a moment before she continues. “Liku senu, um, hun treg hele natten. Go with liku, nei loping.”

      He stares at me with the same gorgeous gray eyes Varac has, though his aren’t as vibrant. “Nei loping.”

      “He says no running,” Izzy translates before she rubs her fingers together. “Time to pay up. I organized you a saikh, and I want my cut.”

      With a sigh, I fumble the credits together and hand them to her, then pay for the Vandalar using my com. “What’s his name?”

      “His file says Celem.”

      I turn toward the Vandalar, assessing the extensive kuchi covering his broad chest and powerful arms. “Okay, Celem. I need you to come with me now.”

      He nods. “Nei loping.”

      “Exactly! Nei loping. No running.” Setting into motion, I gesture him to follow behind, relieved when he does it. And with a smile! Varac grunted at me the day I picked him up. “On our way home, I’ll order a language chip and make sure a drone drops it off asap. I’m not quite prepared yet for a saikh, but we’ll manage.”

      “Saikh.” His lips tug even higher. “Celem saikh.”

      “Yeah, I know. That’s why I bought you.”

      I flinch when his fingers gently trail down my arm, followed by what sounds like something between a confession and a vow.

      “Well, you repeat that once we get home, buddy, okay?” I point at my hover car and gesture him to get inside. “I’ve got another Vandalar saikh at home, and he’ll translate, okay?”

      He nods frantically. “Okay. Celem Vandalar saikh. Uk senu mej liku. Celem hele natten mej liku.”

      Yeah… I have no clue what he’s saying. “We really need that language chip.”

      I start the fusion panels, my muscles so charged with energy I can’t sit still. This is really happening! I’ve got the building. The website is driving massive amounts of traffic. And now I have my very first saikh!

      A saikh who’s stroking my cheek…

      “Whoa, save the snuggles for your lady, Celem.” When I gently prod his hand away, he grabs my finger and fucking deepthroats the digit.

      Oh my god. Oh my god.

      What do I do?

      His teeth rake over my finger, and a giggle snorts from my nostrils. “Look, I really appreciate the attention, but you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

      “Celem saikh,” he says, licking his tongue up my arm until my stomach deep dives and my sternum curls toward my bellybutton.

      “I know, I know, but—” I pull my arm from him and jump onto the fastest hover lane. “You’re gorgeous. Really, you are. I just don’t think it’s good publicity if I test-drive every saikh passing through the company, okay?”

      “Okay,” he rasps… and places my hand onto his erection.

      “Celem, I kind of have a saikh. Or not. I don’t know. He’s probably the worst one in all the galaxies but—” I tug on my choker to reveal the bite mark, then shove the waistband of my skirt down to show him that one as well. “Not trying to sound romantic here, but I’m off limits, okay?”

      He stares at the bite marks and curls up a lip. A shrug follows, along with another string of words I don’t understand.

      When his hand lands atop mine and he thrusts into my palm, I let my fusion panels roar. I need a fucking translator before this one bites me too.
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      Bored out of my mind, I take another turn about the living room, counting all those things I could tidy up but refuse to. It only distracts me for so long, and I can’t outpace that hard lump in my stomach.

      I love you, Steph’s voice reverberates inside my head, stoking a warmth I have no desire to feel. The memory tests my resolve not to touch her again, if only to growl at her until she repeats those words.

      Gods, what am I thinking? She probably meant to say she loves my saikhmenti-trained cock, and the words got lost in the growl. But those bites…

      Many planet rotations ago, before Vandalheim had an organized government, frenzied males chased down the female they felt drawn to. They bit and claimed, leaving scars on their mate in warning to any rival who might approach her. But I didn’t feel drawn to Steph. Did I?

      Stop overthinking.

      I bit her. Big deal.

      Those marks mean nothing.

      Gravel crunching outside on the drive pulls me out of my mental ramblings, and I glance through the window. Steph is either eager to see me again, or she has to pee really bad. Probably the latter.

      “Varac!” A scream laced with panic shatters through the entryway. “Oh my God, please get him off me! What is it with you guys and the biting?”

      I hurry over to her, and the blood in my veins heats to a boiling rage. A Vandalar male — a saikh, no less, given his many kuchi — drags his filthy tongue over my claiming mark on her neck. The one that means nothing…

      Steph struggles away from his kisses. “He keeps saying something about hele natten.”

      I charge straight at him, wrap my hand around his throat, and slam him against the wall across, his feet dangling inches above the ground. “You’re not going to hele natten anybody. Pull that cock out and I swear I’ll rip your balls off.”

      What kind of Vandalar male goes around snapping his fangs after a female without her consent nowadays? Except for me. I did that, but that’s different.

      Steph grabs my arm, her hair a tangled mess, half her breast hanging out of her blouse. “I asked you to get him off me, not choke him to death.”

      I squeeze tighter. “What is he doing here?”

      “Stop damaging the inventory!”

      Inventory? What?

      I open my hand, and he hits the ground.

      “Brother,” he coughs out in Vandal, one hand clasped over his neck. “I’m the new saikh.”

      A tic drums underneath my eyelid.

      Steph stares at me and wisely takes a step back. “Why do you look at me funny?”

      I build myself up in front of her. “Why did you bring another saikh here?”

      “Another?” Arms sweep sideways in a dismissive motion. “He’s the only one in this house, Varac. You aren’t a saikh, remember?”

      Another twitch.

      Damn. She’s right.

      “And you can’t wait until I’m gone to get yourself a real one?”

      “If I would have known you’re going to give me that look—” She presses her lips into a thin line and throws her hand up. “Please, just for once, do as you’re told. Take him to the living room and make sure he doesn’t run until I’m back. You have no fucking idea what I went through on my drive home. Tell him that I’m offering him an opportunity to have his very own female.”

      Something rushes between my ears with such force I can’t tell if it’s my blood, or if I left the kitchen sink running. If she’s offering herself to this prick as a mate, then she’s an idiot.

      Or am I the idiot?

      I sure as vek feel like one right now. Or what do you call a Vandalar male who bites a female and then plans on walking out on her?

      “Get up,” I bark at the saikh after Steph hurries upstairs and point toward the living room. “Sit your ass down over there and don’t you dare look at her when she returns.”

      Veking show-off jumps up like I didn’t slam him into the wall three minutes ago and flings himself onto the couch as if he lives here.

      Over my dead body.

      I sit across from him, shoulders wide, chest thrust out. “Why would you try to bite her?”

      He gives a shrug entirely too lazy to be anything but insulting. “She showed me her claiming marks, and I figured there’s some sort of sharing thing going on here. You know? We all bite and play genetic roulette, see who has the strongest seed?”

      I hate him already.

      And I’ll kill him before he bites over my marks. “Flash those fangs in her presence again, and I’ll punch them down your throat.”

      “So what’s the deal then? Everyone bit her, but I don’t get to?”

      I lean forward and snarl. “I bit her.”

      “But she’s covered in marks.”

      “Exactly, and they’re all mine, so vek off.”

      “This is the most confusing arrangement I ever came across.”

      And don’t I know it?

      I sure made a mess of this.

      He blows his cheeks out and runs a hand up and down his gray horn “You claimed her as your female?”

      “It’s…” Complicated. “Quit running your mouth and wait until she’s back. She’s asking you not to run.”

      “Why would I run? I have no idea what she said on our way here, but she was kind, gentle, and always smiled. Which Vandalar male would try to escape from that?”

      That question cuts deep.

      Cuts deep and festers.

      Why did I try to get away from her again? I can’t seem to remember the reasons. That she saved me from a cell with a shit bucket at the center? Put me up in a mansion? It certainly wasn’t how she accepted me so fully that night.

      “That female is too much for you.” But just the right amount for me, with her boldness and that smart mouth. “Don’t even bother trying.”

      “I’m a quick study.”

      “Shut up.”

      He frowns, sizing me up.

      I sit straight, flex my muscles, and do the same. He’s younger than me. Not nearly experienced enough to handle a female like Steph. With the way she enjoys shifting the power balance back and forth, she’ll have him cuffed for eternity.

      My toes curl.

      Great. Now I have pictures zooming through my head that show Steph tying him to her bed, and my wrists almost feel naked. This is just fantastic — the way my fingers curl into fists not concerning at all.

      As if he notices, his lips pull into a cocky smirk. “You must be a terrible saikh if you have a claimed female, and yet she needs me to please—”

      I jump up and punch him in the face. “I please her so well we have to renovate rooms when we’re done, you arrogant prick.”

      “What the hell is going on here?” Steph shrieks as she runs up beside us, both hands pressed to her head. “Oh great, now he’s got a black eye. This is just fabulous.”

      I sense the throb of my pulse along my neck. “Is this another of your mind games? You bring a saikh here to spur me on? Piss me off?”

      Her eyes go a shade darker right in front of me, finger stabbing my chest. “You have no right to be pissed off whatsoever.”

      Neither should I have a reason, and yet… “I won’t tolerate another saikh in this house.”

      “This is my house, and he’s a guest just as much as you are.”

      A possessive heat crackles through me, setting something inside me ablaze. She sure is fast to degrade me from toy to guest. “You carry my claiming marks.”

      She folds her arms in front of her chest and huffs. “Outdated claiming marks. This is my house. He lives here now. Get over it, because I need him.”

      Well, excuse the shit out of me. “What you need is my mating growl.”

      “Don’t you dare!”

      One step, and I grab the back of her neck, gliding my fingers into her mussed hair, my lips brushing against her ear. “You. Bedroom. Now.”
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      I dangle from Varac’s shoulder, engulfed in heat. What the hell? He can’t just command me around like that.

      “Celem,” I shout from the upstairs landing. “Nei loping!”

      Varac digs his fingers into my thigh. “That guy would hurt himself trying to get you under control.”

      What’s that supposed to mean? “I can explain.”

      “I should spank you for that,” he grumbles. “I’m the only male you cuff and torture, do you understand, Steph?”

      I pound my fists against hard muscle. “You don’t get it. He isn’t for me!”

      “No, he’s not for you,” Varac rasps, and my back hits the bed. “I am.”

      I swear his words alone just got me pregnant.

      Varac climbs between my legs, teeth raking over the aching mark he left on my shoulder and rips my necklace off. “Why do you keep hiding my claiming marks, hmm?”

      Claiming my ass… “You’re deranged.”

      “That makes two of us.” Buttons scatter across the blanket when he tugs my blouse open, every fiber of my body heating with need for his touch.

      “You can’t just take me like this.”

      “This is exactly the way you want me to take you.” His hand kneads my breast, hard, teasing a moan from me. “Say that you want me.”

      I don’t hesitate. “I want you.”

      His mating growl hits me with such force I shiver. Tendrils of wet heat pool between my legs, and I can’t control how my body begs for his touch.

      “And yet you show up here with another male.” Powerful hands tug my skirt and panties down. “Spread your legs for me so I can lick all over you.”

      “That growl wasn’t necessary.”

      “Oh, yes it was,” he whispers against my pussy, his lips pressing kiss after kiss over my labia. “I’m not going to stop growling at you until you scream ‘I love you’ loud enough he can hear it.”

      That shouldn’t make my nipples go hard the way they do. “He can’t even understand it, and you sound awfully jealous.”

      “Jealous?” His voice is dark, and the hard tip of his tongue presses against my swollen clit, circling it. “Let me tell you something about me. I don’t share. Never have. Won’t start now.”

      Another growl circles down my spine until my pussy twitches. Varac’s hands grip my ass, a tongue dipping so expertly into me it dislodges a low cry from my throat.

      “I want to bite you all over again.” Another growl, and my mind spirals around us. “Say it, Stephanie.”

      “I love you.”

      Another growl. “Louder!”

      “I love you!”

      He moans low, his hands trembling even as they hold me firm. “He understood that, chip or not.”

      A greedy tongue laps at my slit. My hands grip his horns when he suckles on my clit, thighs quivering as he slides a finger into my pussy.

      Every now and then, his eyes flick up and narrow for long seconds, reading me, his mouth shifting ever so slightly. The darker his eyes grow in the dimming light of the evening, the harder my pussy spasms. Until he sucks my twitching bud between his lips, finger curling upward and driving me over the edge.

      I come so hard against his mouth I yank on his horns, body tightening, a fire erupting in my belly. But he just keeps dragging his tongue over my pussy, leisurely, unhurried, until my body calms.

      “I love the way you peel your lips over your teeth when you peak.” Varac jerks his shirt over his head, revealing a body made of corded muscle.

      Fuck, he’s so sexy.

      Shoving his arm underneath my shoulders, he pulls me up. His large hands are everywhere, caressing over the sensitive nerves around my breasts, and stroking my hair back as his lips tug on my earlobe.

      “Let me taste that mark I left on you.”

      I rub my hands over his shoulders, mapping every gorgeous scar rising beneath my fingertips. “Which one?”

      “All of them.” My skin tingles where he laps at the mark on my shoulder, tongue trailing down to the one on my breast. He releases me, pushing his pants over straining flesh and down his strong legs. “Kiss all those places I bit the last time. Would you like that?”

      “Yes,” I murmur and wrap my hand around his sleek horn, pulling him between legs spread wide.

      A kiss feathers over the mark on my thigh before he lowers himself down on me, cock nudging at my entrance.

      Taking himself in hand, he draws tight circles, slickening the broad head to prepare me for him. He enters me with slow, measured pulsations, stretching snug muscle one ridge at a time.

      “Exactly how I remember it,” he groans, small fangs dragging over a lower lip I want to suck between mine. “Wet, and tight, and so eager to take me all in.”

      He pumps inside me, smooth strokes advancing deeper and deeper until I gasp for breath, my pussy clenching around him.

      “My claiming marks look so good on you I keep staring at them each morning I wake next to you. And I grow hard at the sight, my cock throbbing with seed roused just for you.”

      I writhe my hips, taking in more of his steel-hard shaft. “You never bit another female?”

      “Only you.”

      “Ahh,” I moan, ridges raking over vigilant nerves, a wave of tension sweeping over my legs as I brace against his thrusts.

      Nails claw on his shoulders, my breath catching at the back of my throat. Gray eyes find mine, locking, and Varac holds my gaze, sinking himself so deep into me he groans at each roll of his hips. And yet, his pupils keep dipping to my lips before they wander back up, and I want to kiss him so badly. Feel his lips on mine. Taste his hunger.

      Our moans mingle, a fine layer of sweat dampening his chest, tinting the darkening bedroom in his sweet musk.

      He keeps his rhythm even, eyes ripping away only for his lips to caress the mark on my shoulder, licking it like a wound he’s tending.

      I drive myself harder against him, and a ripple of energy first tingles along my walls before it centers around my clit.

      I whimper into the crook of his neck, thighs locking around his hips, a never-ending release ravaging my body. It takes Varac another two, maybe three strokes until he pushes in deep and stills, cock jerking against my walls as he spurts his seed inside me with a groan.

      His breathing is rough, irregular, eyes clenched shut. He remains like that for long seconds, until shared trembles fade into skin pressed against skin.

      Shaky arms lower him down on me, forcing all air from my lungs before he props himself onto his underarms. And what the hell was what we just did?

      He pulls out of me and lowers his head to rest right underneath my breasts. “Can I stay like this?”

      “Sure.” I stroke my fingers through his beard, up his horns, and down again to massage the base the way he likes it.

      It’s quiet and intimate.

      Too intimate?

      Something prickles inside my chest. Shit, I’m too old to wreck my brain over wondering where this is heading between us. No fairytale ever started with ‘once upon a time, there was a princess with glorious boobs tying a sexy alien prince to her bed’.

      Horns vibrate inches from my face when Varac clears his throat. “The thought of sharing you with another male makes me furious.”

      “I noticed.” And I like said fury way too much. “Certainly didn’t expect you to punch him.”

      “Old saikh habit,” he whispers, but his voice quickly dies into silence.

      A silence that echoes with disappointment. How nice would it be if he was furious for reasons that go beyond what has to be a conditioned response among saikhs? Because he likes me? Wants me?

      Now I’m pathetic.

      I can’t even get my parents to like me.

      His nose nuzzles my upper belly as if he’s taking in my scent. “I want you to send him away.”

      An easy concession, considering Celem is supposed to be gone in two weeks regardless, and yet it gives me a gambling chip. “I won’t just put him on the street. Give me two weeks, and he’ll be gone. But I want you to tell me how you ended up a slave.”

      I let the quiet permeate until he sighs in surrender. “She kicked me out. Simple as that.”

      “Don’t overwhelm me with details.” God knows it might help me make sense of why he’s so guarded.

      His lips press a kiss against my tummy, and his fingers stroke the mark on my breast. “After my training, it didn’t take long until a female accepted me to her estate as her saikh.” He hesitates for a moment. “Did Jax ever explain how saikhs contribute to the estate’s income?”

      “He mentioned something.”

      “Well, each male is required to offer at least fifty percent of his income to the female,” he explains. “It encourages them to take in more males, saikh or not, increasing their level of comfort, affording luxuries and the like. But Yesmey had a good job and… I was her only saikh for many sun cycles.”

      I stroke over his braided hair, my heart hanging heavier on its strings because I know where this is headed. “Yesmey was the name of your female?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Being the only male for such a long time… It sounds more of a relationship than an arrangement.” And the way he tenses against me proves it. This male isn’t gruff. He’s hurt. Heartbroken. “And then?”

      “She worked at a research facility and messed something up. They demoted her. In order to keep up with the luxuries she was used to, I took a second job.” His lips smack several times, as if he’s not certain if he should continue. “Jax was smart because he went to law school, but I only trained as a saikh, Steph. I have no other education, so the jobs I worked paid low wages.”

      “So she brought another saikh.”

      My next inhale stops halfway, lungs burning with guilt over how I did the same. Regardless of how he has no claim on me — doesn’t seem to want one either — I feel bad for hurting him.

      No wonder he freaked out.

      “For five sun cycles, I pretended to be someone I am not just to make her happy. I talked the way she wanted, dressed the way she wanted. I mated her with careful strokes, not once giving in to my urge to rut her. All because I figured she would eventually allow me to claim her, when in reality she even refused sizing down her estate for me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      And I mean it because I totally get what it feels like to pretend to be someone else, only to be discarded when the real me isn’t good enough.

      “The night she took him to her bed, I stormed in there and beat the new saikh up. In my defense, he provoked me to no end. When law enforcement came after me, and I had no credits to buy a ticket off planet, I walked straight to the next shady slave trader so he would smuggle me out. Not one of my proudest moments, and certainly not the most rational decision.”

      My heart physically shrivels inside my chest for him. So that’s why he refuses to be a saikh. Refuses to pretend to be someone he isn’t, and gain nothing from it in the end.

      “Did you love her?”

      His horns bob with his nod. “I did but… It took me a while to realize that she never loved me back. Guess I can’t blame that on her, considering she never said it. She made no promises.”

      “You’re good the way you are.” I stroke his cheek, and he almost purrs at the touch, as if he’s as starved for that as he is for that I love you he insisted I scream. “And I like the way you dress when you’re naked.”

      A soft chuckle before it melts with a moment of silence. “I get I have no right to ask given the way all this went between us, but please send him away. At least until… until I’m gone.”

      Until he’s gone.

      That stings somehow.

      “I can be better until then.” His voice thins. “Grunt less. Talk more. Might even clean up my messes.”

      “Now you’re creeping me out.” A calming heaviness settles onto my body, and it’s not from the weight of his head. “I’m truly sorry that I just showed up with him, but it isn’t what you think.”

      He lifts his head. “What do you mean?”

      “He’s the first saikh for my company, and I’m planning to have up to fifteen.”

      “I just asked you to get rid of this one, and now you’re telling me you’ll bring fourteen more?” He rubs a hand over his horn and gulps. “That’s a lot of punching, Steph. Worse yet, it’ll hurt once they team-up against me and punch back.”

      “Nobody is going to punch anybody,” I say. “I’m getting a building prepared which offers temporary lodging for them, plus serves as the field office here on Agari II. Celem is only here because the apartments aren’t quite ready yet. I figured it’s no big deal to put him up here until then. Please don’t kill him. He’ll go as soon as the renovations are completed.”

      “He needs to know.”

      “I was hoping you could translate since he doesn’t have a language chip yet, but then everything went south so quickly.” I allow myself a peck on his head. “I didn’t expect you’d freak out like this.”

      His broad chest expands wide at his next inhale before he mumbles, “Neither did I.”

      My heart gives an out-of-tune whomp, and I can’t help but give an internal scoff.

      Conditioned response, Steph.

      Conditioned response.

      Those bites mean nothing.
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      I’m not sure anymore if those bites mean nothing.

      Why else would I stand in the hallway, pressing my ear to the door of Steph’s home office, my heart pounding harder at each laugh coming from behind the thick wood? What’s possibly so funny about this Celem?

      I turn away and walk back to the kitchen, my feet heavier the more distance I bring between me and… them. They’re having entirely too much fun for something she calls work.

      Spatula in hand, I flip my steak and let the raw side sizzle in melted butter. Then I flip the other steak. Not mine. Can’t quite explain how it ended up in the pan in the first place. It’s not like I’m cooking for Steph now…

      A bit of salt.

      Another laugh.

      I abandon the steaks and hurry back toward the hallway, the blood in my veins sizzling hotter than the one in the frying pan. What are they doing in there?

      One courtesy knock, and I step right in, finding Celem and Steph… far apart on two chairs opposite of each other. Yeah, he better keep his distance. Steph might not be my mate, but she sure as vek won’t be his either. I’ll make sure of it.

      Steph lifts a brow at me. “Something the matter?”

      “Nope, everything’s fine.” That tic in my eye? Coincidence. “I, um… there’s a steak for you in the kitchen.”

      Along with lettuce shaped into blooming flowers. By the gods… I’m morphing back into a saikh, that urge to please this female as annoying as it is oddly fulfilling. Something’s clearly wrong with me.

      “Are you saying you cooked lunch for me?”

      “It’s just leftovers. I cooked too much.” For the fifth time in three days, as if I suddenly forgot how to use measuring cups.

      Her eyes narrow for a brief moment before she says, “We’re almost done here. Just working on completing his profile.”

      “Right.”

      I close the door and head back to the kitchen, taking the steaks off the heat before I arrange them on our plates.

      How long does it take to complete a profile? He only ever attended the basic level of studies and was a saikh for less than a year. That male has no skills. Certainly nothing that compares to me. Except… he sure knows how to make her laugh.

      Again.

      Right now.

      Heat creeps into my earlobes, amplified with how I run back to the hallway, pace slowing when I sneak up to the door.

      I press my ear against the wood.

      I listen intently.

      “Please tell me you’re not eavesdropping.”

      Jax’s voice pulls my tendons tight and I jump up, placing my finger in front of my lips. “Shhh!”

      He throws his hands up in a what-the-vek kind of motion, but only until I shove him out of the hallway and into the kitchen. “How did you get in here?”

      “The door stood wide open.”

      Ugh, I must have left it open when I sprinted inside after I heard that first giggle on the front lawn. Gods, what is that sticky sensation clinging to my ribs? Why am I so… so…

      “Are you jealous?”

      Ridiculous. “Why would you think that?”

      “Because I’m quite certain Steph is in her office with Celem right now, and I caught you listening in on them.”

      “I’m not jealous.” Jealousy is an emotion, and I can’t have any of those.

      “No?” He rubs the back of his neck. “Didn’t pour green food dye into Celem’s body wash either, did you?”

      “Who told you?”

      “Don’t you think for a moment that there’s a single secret between Steph and Lilly. And what about you yanking him through a window by his horns?”

      Only because that prick handed Steph a measuring tape, saying he marked the length of his erect penis on there since he couldn’t read the numbers. Why by all the planets would he measure his cock?

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I take it you also know that I’m veking her?”

      “I even learned details about your penis I never cared to know. Something I can’t unhear ever since I walked in on them having coffee a few days ago. Still don’t get why you rammed a hole in the wall, though.”

      Which means Steph never told Lilly about the bites. “Where’s your mate?”

      “She stayed home since she isn’t feeling well.” He hands me a tub of berries of some sort. “Just wanted to bring these by really quick. We have too many and didn’t want them to go bad.”

      I put the food on the counter. “Jax, can I talk to you outside for a moment?”

      “Sure.” He follows me to the patio, sliding the door shut behind us. “What’s going on?”

      That’s what I’m trying to figure out. “Was choosing Lilly as your mate a conscious decision?”

      Around us, a monsoon is in full swing, and thick raindrops pound down on the few slate tiles not covered by the overhang.

      Jax climbs into the green hammock, propping his arms behind his head as he stares at me. “The bite was a conscious decision she and I discussed, but I realized that I wanted her as my mate long before that. Was close to biting her once, really.”

      I pace the length of the patio. “How did you realize?”

      “How?” Both eyebrows flick up for a second, and he braces his foot against the tiles until the hammock falls into an easy sway. “There was a moment when we had sex, and I kept kissing her shoulder. Licking it. Nibbling. As if some instinct told me to do it.”

      Something clenches underneath my sternum. “Yeah, that happened to me too.”

      “Glad you’re coming to your senses.” If anything, I’m losing them. “Steph is a great friend to Lilly and Izzy. I admire how she always sees the bright side of things. Never really seen that woman in a bad mood, have you? She’s a handful, though, isn’t she?”

      Fitting right into my palm. “Uh-huh.”

      “Actually, I always thought the two of you have a lot in common.”

      My pacing stops. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because you were sick of pretending and walked out on Yesmey. She was sick of pretending and walked out on her parents. Kind of. Well, not really, but you get what I mean.”

      I’m even more confused. “She never told me much about her family, other than how they pay her to stay away.”

      “Steph’s dad is some high-ranking government official. From what Lilly told me, they put a lot of pressure on her to make sure she appeared perfect in public all her life. You know… quiet, obedient, docile.”

      I snort a laugh. “Yeah, my Steph is nothing like that. She’s annoying, and loud… and…” Bold, and funny, and witty, and easygoing, and so veking sweet if you know how to handle her.

      “Your Steph?”

      “Huh?”

      Jax’s grin curls my toes. “You just called her your Steph.”

      Did I? “So what happened with her parents?”

      “There was something about a man she was supposed to marry,” he says casually, as if the mention of a man doesn’t make my jaws clench. “Not sure exactly what went down. In any case, Steph said she was done doing their bidding.”

      A lump forms at the back of my throat.

      Perhaps this female isn’t as insane and selfish as I first accused. I dare say we’re more similar than I’d like to admit, both of us knowing what it is like to bend to the expectations of others… and still not make the cut.

      You are good the way you are.

      Steph said that when I rested on her chest. Those words shifted something in me. Maybe it’s time to find out what? What if I bit her because I was myself that night, and she accepted me so fully?

      No. Not accepted.

      She embraced every bit of my flawed self. The dominance. The rough demands of my body. The savage underneath the saikh who never quite fit into our society.

      And what did I do?

      Leave lifelong scars on her body.

      Apparently, her best friend knows everything about my penis, but nothing about the bite marks. The ones I called outdated. Meaningless.

      No wonder she hides them.

      “I have to get back to mej liku.” Jax hoists himself out of the hammock, giving me a hearty pat on the back. “You’re not slipping into an existential crisis, are you?”

      Already sitting at the bottom of it.

      I don’t cook, unless by accident. I don’t clean. Sure, I rip one orgasm after another from Steph, but not because I’m pleasing her. I’m pleasing myself, veking her the way I want to, and her pleasure is nothing but a side-effect because we just… click.

      What does that make me?

      Not a saikh, that’s for sure.

      What if I got this all wrong, and she never wanted me that way? What if she appreciates the saikhmenti-approved cock, but wants the male attached to it? What if… she wants what Lilly and Jax have? With me? Because I’m starting to think I’d like that very much.

      “Tell Lilly I hope she’ll feel better soon,” I say as I bring Jax to the door. “How is the new crop coming along?”

      “I convinced her to rotate, so we’ll see how that goes. Right now, she’s too tired and exhausted to work much, so the seeding is going a bit slow.”

      “Perhaps Steph and I can help one of these days.”

      He jumps in the truck and leaves, and I make sure to close the door. By the time I get back to the kitchen, Steph stands by the coffee maker, eating one of those red berries.

      “I’m making myself a coffee,” she says. “Want a cappuccino?”

      I never manage to get the froth as perfect as she does. “Yes, thank you.”

      She suckles her stained fingers, and there’s no denying the way my tongue flicks against the roof of my mouth in response. What would I give to wrap my lips around those fingers?

      “How did it go with Celem?”

      She throws her head back. “Ugh, awful.”

      “Why?” My muscles tense. “He didn’t touch you again, did he?”

      “What? No. Celem is a sweet, funny guy.”

      I’m sweet. Sometimes.

      Great. That sticky feeling is back.

      Because I am jealous, damnit!

      “What’s the issue then?”

      “Well, I’m trying to determine his skillset, but he talks with all that saikh lingo.” She places the cappuccino in front of me. “Nakwi, ik’resh, lefama-something.”

      “Lefa’ma telosh.”

      “Yeah, that one,” she says with a wave of her hand. “So, I start writing down all those names. Then I ask him to explain them to me. And before I know it, I’ve wasted three hours learning about a bunch of techniques taught at the saikhmenti, aaand… he didn’t study a single one of them.”

      “He doesn’t have a lot of training, considering—”

      “Enough to make sure my human mate won’t need a second saikh,” Celem says, and what’s that ass doing grabbing one of the plates?

      “I’m not her saikh.” I snatch the plate from him, and hand it to Steph. “Cook your own food. I made that for her.”

      “And I’m not his mate.” Steph’s words drive a knife into my chest, but she veking twists that thing when she takes the plate… and hands it to Celem. “In the office, you said it’s leftover. I appreciate the effort, but I’m not hungry, so he can just as well have it.”

      With a grin I want to punch, Celem grabs the plate, sits down at the bar, and devours the steak. And I watch every bite he takes, every flower petal he uncurls, every lick over his lips.

      There’s nobody to blame for this mess other than me. Certainly not Steph, because she only repeated the words I put in her head. Guess I’m the idiot after all…

      Celem stares at me from a head lowered over his plate. “It’s a bit dry, to be honest.”

      “Please, quit taunting him,” Steph groans. “You’re still a blotchy-green, and I’m in no mood to reschedule the photographer a second time. Jesus, how do your females manage with a bunch of you? I’m one prank away from booking myself into a hotel.”

      Celem winks at her. “You would miss me too much.”

      Steph laughs. Loud! “Yeah, don’t hold your breath.”

      That sticky feeling rushes back full force. It clogs the gaps between my ribs, clings to my vertebras, and veking creeps up my spine, spreading throughout my body. Poisoning me. Cursing me with… with… emotions.

      Clank!

      All eyes snap to me, equally wide. Then they drop into the sink, where my steak hangs halfway off a broken plate.

      I turn and hurry upstairs, but it doesn’t take long until Steph’s voice hollers behind me. “Can you tell me what’s going on?”

      “Nothing’s going on.”

      Except that I need to get the vek out of this house.
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      Varac needs to get the fuck out of my house.

      Slightly unhinged, possessive, and dominant is sexy: until it results in a broken plate, turns my house into a frat house, and seriously interferes with my work.

      Lilly places a bowl of fruit salad on the patio table, the scent of strawberries and kiwi mingling with the crisp air of the evening. “I’m sure this will go great with Celem’s pastries. What are they called again? Ayrush?”

      “Aygosh,” Celem says, stroking a hand over Izzy’s neck who’s sitting on his lap. “I’ll admit, baking was never my specialty.”

      “Then what is?” she asks.

      With a boyish grin, Celem gently strokes his thumb over Izzy’s bottom lip. “Kissing.”

      I clear my throat. “You’re once more barking up the wrong tree, Celem.”

      A tree who can’t afford him, and I’m not doing this for charity. Not with that message I got from the bank this morning, saying Dad shut the trust fund down. Guess news travels quickly, even between solar systems.

      I load my bowl with fruit salad, and kick back into the patio chair. “Hey Izzy, did you already book your flight to Vandalheim? You know… to establish that harem full of saikhs you mentioned?”

      She slips off Celem’s lap. “As a matter of fact, I booked myself on the very next one, which leaves in a little less than two weeks. One stop on Togrean.”

      That catches my interest. “Do you know how booked the flight was? Maybe I can still get us tickets the day after the slave auction next week.”

      Lilly grabs one of the pastries and leans back against Jax’s chest. “I thought you didn’t want to travel to Vandalheim until the end of the solar cycle? Why such a rush now?”

      Because Varac is driving me insane with his hypocrisy. “I need to make connections there in order to open up a second income stream. Especially with Izzy leaving, which messes up my plans a little. Besides, Varac is in a rush to return home.”

      Who tenses in the chair beside me. “I don’t remember using the word rush.”

      “Guess I interpreted all your escape attempts wrong then. My bad.”

      “So how does that even work?” Lilly asks. “Izzy just shows up there, says she has a vagina, and the government gives her an estate?”

      Jax smacks his tongue. “The law says all she needs is a work visa and six solar cycles of residency for the government to offer her an estate. I doubt it’s common for females of other species to consider it, but the possibility is there.”

      Izzy wiggles on her bench. “My visa is already completed, and I start my job at the shipyard a week after I get there.”

      “So, how many saikhs can a female have?” I ask.

      Varac lifts a brow at me. “Why do you want to know?”

      “Curiosity.”

      “As many as you want,” Jax says. “Though I’ve never come across a household with more than… Varac, what do you think? No more than five?”

      Varac shakes his head. “I’ve never seen more than five in a household.”

      I pull a bunch of shot glasses toward me and start filling them. “How do they manage in regard to sex? You… what? Make an appointment? Pull a number? Flip a coin? Like… does a female have sex with only one male at a time, or—”

      “Is that what you want?” Varac asks, his undertone biting. “Be surrounded by a bunch of saikhs?”

      “Stop it.” Underneath the table, I kick him against his shin. “What is it with you today? I’m just curious.”

      “The answer is yes,” Jax blurts as if he caught on to that tension zapping the humid air. “Whatever pleases her. And if she wants five guys to please her at once, then that’s what she’ll get. We receive training for that.”

      The moment I finish distributing the shot glasses, I slump back in my chair. “Wow. That’s a lot of limbs and tails to manage.”

      “Alright, listen up everyone,” Jax suddenly calls out. “Lilly and I have an announcement to make.”

      “I knew it! You’re going to have a wedding, right? Give me a rose arch, a couple of white chairs, some tulle, and we’ll make this the prettiest little celebration at Whispering Whillwheat. I’ll pay for the cake! No arguments.”

      Celem cocks his head and stares into the group. “What’s a wedding?”

      “That’s what we celebrate on Earth when a man and a woman become husband and wife,” Izzy explains. “Like mates.”

      Lilly folds her hands on the table. “There will be a wedding.”

      I clap excitedly. “Did you set a date yet? Surely you won’t have it during monsoon season, right?”

      Jax shoves in his chair. “That’s not it, Steph.”

      I take my shot glass and lean across the table, pushing another closer to Lilly. “Please tell me you’re not moving away from Agari II. I want you to be happy, but on this planet, if at all possible.”

      Lilly shakes her head pushing the shot glass away, eyes growing glassy the higher her cheeks bunch. “No more booze for me.”

      “Lilly is pregnant.” Jax’s eyes turn even more watery, and he presses his forehead against hers. “That’s why she wasn’t feeling well lately.”

      “Seriously?” My heart clanks against my throat. “Oh my God! I’m going to be an auntie! The crazy, fun kind who buys all the loud, battery-operated toys!”

      “That’s so exciting,” Izzy squeals.

      But excitement aside, is it rude to ask if this was planned? A baby with an alien less than two months after they met?

      Could be worse, though. At least she won’t have a baby with an alien who bit her but wants to high tail it back to Vandalheim. Now that would be bad.

      Something pokes my head… from the inside.

      “Wait, I’m confused.” Because… how did this happen? “Didn’t you take that contraceptive shot?”

      Lilly presses her head against Jax’s chest. “Yeah, so, funny story. Turns out, once a Vandalar male bites you, the birth control we’re using is worthless.”

      Ha.

      Ha ha.

      Oh, that is hilarious.

      Also, I can’t breathe. “Oh fuck!”

      Lilly grins. “Yeah, I know. It’s crazy.”

      I meant more like… fuck me.

      Oh my God. Oh my God.

      Every single muscle in my body goes rigid. What if Varac knocked me up as well?

      No.

      No, no, no, nooo.

      That’s the panic talking.

      Even without birth control—

      “But we don’t ovulate while on those shots,” I say. “Maybe yours was running out?”

      Expired? Broken? Anything?

      Don’t panic.

      I didn’t ovulate.

      I’m not pregnant.

      Jax smacks his tongue. “When we did some research, we found out that a Vandalar mating growl will cause a human female to ovulate immediately, prepping her body for conception at record speed.”

      “Oh my God!” My squeal startles everyone. Everyone but Varac, who… laughs?

      Lilly reaches her hand to me. “Steph, are you okay?”

      Fucked is what I am. “I’m just so… so… happy for you.”

      “That’s so sweet of you, but I honestly didn’t expect you’d cry.”

      Am I? Crying?

      I breathe against the growing constriction in my chest and ignore that whooshing of blood around my temples. That still doesn’t mean I’m pregnant. How many times did Varac growl at me?

      One. Two…

      I lose count at around twelve. Damn, that guy probably sent my ovaries into overdrive. But how many times did we have sex?

      Five times.

      The first night, that is.

      Plus another eight, nine, ten… maybe? Let’s round it up to a total of twenty. Thirty? We pretty much fucked constantly, which means there’s a damn good chance—

      “Oh boy.” My pitiful whimper drowns underneath the clanking of shot glasses.

      Varac first chugs down his shot, then mine, his voice breathy as he mindlessly mumbles, “There’s that relief…”

      And what’s that supposed to mean?

      I swallow a lump the size of my fist. Five minutes ago, my parents would have agreed there’s nothing more disappointing than their daughter establishing a mail-order-concubine service.

      Well, hold my beer, because one of them might have knocked me up.

      “I have to… have to… b-be right back.”

      I get up and head inside, but it takes less than a minute before Lilly catches up with me in the kitchen, saying, “What’s wrong, Steph?”

      “Nothing, sugar bean.”

      Arms folded in front of her chest, head tilted, she stares right through me. “You’re lying. Something’s going on, and I need you to tell me.”

      And distract from something I know she wanted for so long? “We can talk about it tomorrow.”

      “Or we can talk about it now.” When I sigh, she narrows her eyes at me. “Spit it out. Now!”

      I don’t spit it out. Instead, I lift the silk scarf draped around my neck, and she immediately throws both hands to her mouth.

      “When did that happen?”

      “The night he rammed a hole in the wall.”

      Her eyes widen. “Did he growl at you?”

      “All. The. Time.”

      “Okay, so…” Hands frantically fan in front of her chest, and she paces back and forth. “There’s no need to panic just yet.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I have the, um, shit… give me a second.” She punches her hands into her jeans pockets, fumbling out a flat, oval device. “This is an inter-species blood test to detect pregnancy hormones as early as three days after conception. We wanted to show all of you.”

      Holding my shaky hand, she presses the device against my thumb for a quick poke.

      She brings it to her face.

      She squints at it.

      Her lips pout. “Yup, you’re totally baking a hybrid.”

      Gravity suspends itself, and I’m not sure if I’m falling, floating, or both. “This is… this is—”

      “Amazing!” she squeals and takes my hands into hers. “We can do pregnancy yoga together, and start eating healthy, and… wait. Why didn’t you tell me Varac claimed you as a mate?”

      “Because he didn’t.” Those words bring a rush of violent heat, turning me itchy. “He said those bites mean nothing.”

      “Oh.”

      Yeah… oh.

      Guess he was mistaken. At the very least, those bites mean that I’m carrying his horned, tailed baby, and no amount of panic can undo that.

      Rising onto her toes, Lilly wraps me in her arms. “You’ll be fine.”

      Fine. I’ll be fine.

      Breathe in.

      Breathe out.

      Children are a blessing and all that, right? Especially for a thirty-year-old woman who has never been married. I’m technically second choice even when up against a twice-divorced woman in her forties. From a socio-biological standpoint, an accidental pregnancy by a gorgeous, sexy, virile male is like winning the lottery. Isn’t it?

      I nod so hard my brain hurts. “I’ll be fine.”

      Green eyes soften on me. “That’s right.”

      “And I have, what? Almost ten months to come up with a plan?”

      Why is her face scrunching up?

      “Apparently, the gestational period for a hybrid is only a little over four months.”

      Hellooo stretch marks. “Oh my God…”

      “What’s going on?” Jax asks as he walks up beside us.

      Lilly tugs on my scarf, revealing one of four marks. “Steph is pregnant too.”

      Jax yanks on his horns, steps away, comes back, steps away again, and says, “You veking growled at her? Why?”

      Sure enough, Varac joins us in the kitchen, hands in his pockets and a shrug rolling from his shoulders. “How was I supposed to know?”

      “Brother. Steph is like… the last female in the universe in need of a growl.”

      Guess that’s one way of calling me horny…

      I press a peck onto Lilly’s cheek, and turn away. “I need some space to think. Tell Izzy she can take all the booze home.”

      Varac’s voice rumbles behind me. “Stephanie!”

      “Find yourself another bedroom to sleep tonight,” I snarl over my shoulder and walk up the stairs.

      This is all too much. The cancelled trust fund. The company. The baby. The father who’s driving me insane. The… vibrating stairs?

      A glance over my shoulder, and my stomach bottoms out. Great. Now he’s running behind me, saying, “Let’s sit down and talk about this.”

      Oh, like two grown people?

      Steps quicken underneath me, liquid anger pumping through my veins. Am I going to adult through this? Yes.

      Tomorrow.

      Tonight, I’m fucking furious.

      I bark over my shoulder. “Stop chasing me!”

      He doesn’t stop.

      If anything, he speeds up, strong legs thrusting him into a sprint.

      My muscles pull tight, and I run. Why is this hallway so long? Having the big bedroom at the end of it is great and all, until you have a three-hundred-pound, horned alien chasing behind you.

      Worse yet?

      His booming voice echoes from the walls in deep grunts that sound a lot like, “Oh, but I like chasing you.”

      “You’re crazy!”

      “Look who’s talking.” Those words shouldn’t breathe down my neck the way they do. Certainly not with a set of strong arms wrapping around me and lifting me off the ground. “You and I need to have a conversation.”

      No matter how I writhe and wiggle, he carries me into the bedroom and kicks the door shut behind us without batting an eye.

      “Let me go!”

      “No can do, mistress,” he rasps and lowers me onto my toes, but keeps me caged in his arms. “Not until you’re calm, and we talk.”

      “Mistress? Oh, so you’re suddenly a saikh again? Guess you’ve gotten rusty because you’re supposed to be nice to me. Chasing isn’t nice.”

      “You got that wrong.” Fuck, the way his tongue trails over the side of my neck doesn’t upset me nearly as much as it should. “Being a saikh doesn’t mean I’m nice. It means that I am whatever you need me to be. Give you whatever I know you need.”

      I blink up at him, the bit of light streaming in from the window across reflecting on hard lines and mercury eyes. Christ almighty, this is going to be one gorgeous baby. “Let me guess. You know what I need?”

      He walks me back until my calves ride up against the edge of the bed. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      My pulse goes wild. “Oh, do tell.”

      “This.”

      He grabs my throat and dives down, slanting his lips over mine for a ravenous kiss. Oh my God, the way he brushes my tongue, strokes it, teases it… My knees melt, and his arm pulling me tightly against his strong chest is the only thing that keeps me from collapsing.

      My lips burn when he pulls back, panting, his eyes pinning me with such force I can’t breathe. “Are you calm now?”

      Calm?

      My body plays possum, my joints so rigid they’ll creak if I make a single move. Not that my muscles would let me because they’re frozen in place, including the one between my ears. What the hell was that?

      “I’ll never forget the day I rendered you speechless,” he says, then climbs onto the bed and literally drags me onto the mattress, draping my stiff body over his chest. “Now tell me, what’s the bad part about this? That you’re carrying a youngling, or that I’m the one who put it there?”

      Oh, please. I’m pretty sure my uterus blushed when the male chiseled by God got me pregnant.

      “How am I supposed to do this?” I groan. “You want to play pranks instead of helping me? Fine. But you can’t constantly throw me over your shoulder whenever you feel like acting as if I’m your mate. My trust fund is gone, and I can no longer afford those distractions. Not with a baby on the way.”

      “I had no idea they cut you off already.” His fingers caress over my back in a way they never have, cautious, caring, his voice a rumble against my ear. “I’m sorry for the way I acted. The truth is, I’m veking terrified of the things I feel when I wake with you in my arms.”

      Whatever I expected to hear, it wasn’t this, and it snakes its way straight past my anger, going right for my heart. Maybe those bites are not meaningless to him after all? Maybe he’s just scared of what they might mean?

      He clasps my chin, lifting my gaze to meet his. “I like you, Steph. Just the way you are. Love how mouthy you can be, with your bold words, and all that energy you carry… Gods help me, you’re so perfect for me.”

      He likes me… just the way I am? That’s probably the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me. It’s definitely the sweetest thing he’s ever said to me.

      I can’t help but smile at him. “That’s awfully deranged coming from someone who spent two weeks tied to my bed.”

      “It made dominating you all the sweeter.” And he swiftly underlines his point by rolling himself on top of me, his grin devastatingly handsome. “You kept me against my will. I claimed you against yours. Let’s agree that we’re both insane and hope it’s not hereditary.”

      He swallows my laugh with another kiss, moaning into my mouth while his hands are everywhere. In my hair. On my hips. Teasing a nipple through my shirt. They wander across my body as if he wants to hold on to everything at once, or else I might disappear.

      “Those bites are not meaningless, Stephanie,” he rasps against the corner of my lips.

      My heart beats faster. “So what do they mean?”

      “I don’t know.” His thumb trails over my bottom lip. “But it’s high time we figure it out. Together.”
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      So… change of plans.

      I’ll stay right where I am.

      The way I see it, I have two options here. One: growl at Steph twenty times a day for the rest of her life, creating the illusion—

      No, no, no. I can’t do that.

      Given the way human females react to a Vandalar mating growl, who can tell if there’s lasting nerve-damage or something? What if it gives her a brain aneurysm? Someone should study that shit.

      Okay, number two then: help her with the company, create a calm environment for my youngling growing in her belly, and maybe, just maybe, get her to say ‘I love you’ before I growl.

      Ah. Now we’re talking.

      Steph steps out of the bathroom, her hair so luscious I can’t help but run a finger through it. “Izzy just confirmed there will be three saikhs at the auction. I’ll put them all in the same apartment. What can go wrong?”

      Let’s see.

      They might start fighting, cutting each other with their tail claws. One might break a horn off while ramming the other for dominance. Vandalar males are territorial. At times, we’re downright aggressive.

      I mention none of that and instead say, “They’ll be fine.”

      Rising onto her toes, she breathes the sweetest kiss onto my lips before she turns and slips into her shoes. “Let’s go and free some enslaved saikhs.”

      We leave our bedroom, finding Celem already waiting by the door. I still hate that prick, but it’s safer this way. Slavers might hit one of us over the head. Two males with intact horns? Unlikely.

      “We need to make sure we stay together,” I say as we leave the house and get into the hover car. “It doesn’t get shadier than the live creature holding area.”

      It takes less than fifteen minutes for us to reach the trading center, a massive cluster of colorful buildings with blue transportation tubes worming around it. Hundreds of docking stations line the bays, the blinking lights guiding vessels into their bellies.

      The moment we step into bay seventeen, the stench of unwashed bodies turns my stomach upside down. Beside me, Celem flinches, rubbing his neck as if to make sure he isn’t collared again.

      I jut my chin toward the left hallway. “The viewing area is over there if I remember correctly.”

      With each step toward the wire cages arranged in a circle, the smell of sweat turns thicker, the grunts intimidating enough Steph slows her pace. She isn’t prepared for this.

      “This is deplorable,” she mumbles, and I can’t help but wrap my arm around her, the distress in her voice causing a dense pressure beneath my sternum. “Please don’t tell me this is where they kept you before Keg’rik bought you?”

      Instead of answering, I point toward one of the larger cages. “There. They put all three Vandalar males in the same one.”

      It does the trick and distracts her enough she quickly hurries over. When I left Vandalheim, I technically threw myself into slavery, and I refuse to take her sympathy for something I did to myself.

      “I am totally walking out with them today,” she says, and I don’t doubt it with the way she parks her hands on those round hips I love grabbing. “They sure as spit won’t spend another night in here.”

      Celem leans into me, his tail claw hovering beside his hip. “I’ve never been more thankful that she bought me right out of the vessel.”

      I step up beside Steph, taking in this pile of scarred misery. Two Vandalar sit at the far end of the cage, staring at the rusty wire floor. The third one paces back and forth, one of his horns split vertically from tip about halfway down.

      Steph presses both hands to the side of her head, blue eyes narrowing. “Fuck! This is… this is insane.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      A trembling finger swipes through holographic files, one of her heels tap-tap-tapping against the filthy floor. “They’re asking fifteen for each of them. Eleven for the one with the broken horn. I can’t—”

      Her next swallow gulps from parted lips. “I expected eight. Maybe ten. Definitely not fifteen. There’s no way I can afford all three of them, and certainly not if others bid against me. Oh great… Keg’rik’s right over there.”

      Her eyes go to the Kokonian slave trader. “Gosh, how I hate that guy. He’ll bid them to high heaven.”

      A bell rings overhead. First patrons move toward the bidding stations, voices rumbling in languages from across solar systems.

      My throat constricts. With Steph’s trust fund gone, success is no longer optional. I have to provide for my family, even if it’s done in the background.

      “I have an idea.” I step up closer to the cages, addressing the collective in Vandal. “Brothers, if you wish to be free, you better do as I tell you.”

      Without warning, the one who just cowered across jumps up and storms toward me, fangs flashing and tail claw dragging over the wire. “Tell that hornless mistress of yours to find another to please her.”

      Yup, definitely a saikh.

      “Steph, please come over here.” I wave her over when she hesitates, tugging on the green fabric of her tunic to reveal my claiming mark. “Insult my mate again, and I will sting you through the wire.”

      The saikh hisses aggression, but only once before he musters the bite. “This female is your mate?”

      My breath hitches the moment my heart gives a massive whomp. Funny how I’ve never called her that before, and yet the word slipped right off my tongue. Almost as if it’s been sitting there for a while.

      “Bit. Claimed. Seeded.” The chamber shrinks around me. Or perhaps I just had a delayed growth spurt triggered by that pride rushing through my veins? “And if you would listen instead of hissing at me, you might be blessed with a female of your own. If the gods are willing, a home full of younglings on Earth.”

      “Earth.” He chews the word over. “What do you want from me?”

      “Pretend you contracted muscle fever. You know the symptoms, right?”

      “Had it as a child,” the one with the injured horn says, the bony split oozing yellow puss. “Will she purchase me as well?”

      “All of you, if you pretend just well enough.”

      Another ring overhead.

      “The bidding is on!” Steph tugs on my arm. “If I can’t get to a hologram in time, none of them will leave with us tonight.”

      Celem and I follow her to one of the bidding stations. Behind it, one slave after another is paraded around. They stand tall and flex their muscles until veins pop along their arms and neck. Except for the three Vandalar males.

      As instructed, they stumble into the sand ring, shaking violently, head lolling on their necks just as their knees cave in. The one with the injured horn vomits, though I doubt it’s part of the show.

      When no bids come, Steph gleams over her shoulder and back at me. “I know what you did there. You’re so smart.”

      Nobody ever called me that. Not saying I’m unintelligent. Just… uneducated. That makes the fact that I pleased her beyond my skills as a saikh all the more special.

      She lowballs an offer for all three of them. Who wants to get stuck with slaves in need of medical attention? Nobody.

      Offer accepted.

      Half an hour later, we’re walking them over to the building Steph rents, their temples red from where she had language chips placed.

      Steph whistles.

      She’s happy. I made her happy.

      Well… good.

      “That horn needs to come off,” I say as we enter the building, dodging tools, paint buckets, and electromagnetic safety barriers. “There’s no saving it, and he won’t recover until we cut off the infected part.”

      The Vandalar, Yriel, sobs.

      Horns are a sign of masculinity. He might just as well cut a ball off, but that’s still better than an infection of the blood.

      “I already commed a healer,” Steph says. “Damn, did you see Keg’rik’s face when I walked out with them? Bam! In your face!”

      Upstairs, Steph assigns rooms, asking each of them to take a shower. Rinse off the stench from travel and captivity. Then she activates her wrist com.

      “Alright,” she says, stepping up to the room of the first saikh. “Let me go in there really quick and start on his profile. Just the basics. The rest can wait until tomorrow when he’s rested.”

      “I’ll come with you.” My fingers quickly wrap around the doorknob, that damn stickiness once more clinging to my ribs. “Just in case he, um…” Is better than me. Makes you laugh. Pleases you better than I do. “He could, you know—”

      “Great idea.” Her nod comes slow, reassuring, calming those odd heart palpitations. “It’s about time you pull your weight around here.”

      With a wink, she waits until I open the door, then steps inside the small bedroom, taking a seat on the chair in the corner.

      “I understand you’re exhausted, but I need some basic info. What’s your name again?” Steph asks.

      The saikh lowers onyx horns marbled with gray lines. “Drax, mistress.”

      I cringe. “She’s not your mistress.”

      If anything, she’s mine.

      On occasion.

      “My name’s Steph,” she says, her fingers reaching out to intertwine with mine. “This is Varac, my, um—” Narrowed eyes lock with mine. “Husband?”

      “Yes!” I blurt, a spark of energy straightening my spine. “I’m her husband.” That should make it clear. But just in case it doesn’t, I add, “She’s my female.” Alright, that should do it. No way will he challenge— “Seeded with our youngling.”

      That one kinda slipped out.

      “Oookay,” Steph says, her thumb circling the inside of my palm before she lets go, swiping through the holograms. “I take it you’re a trained saikh?”

      “Yes, mis… Steph.” Drax nods, metal ring pierced through the tip of his right horn clanking.

      “And you agree to remain on company grounds and participate in the matching program?”

      “Wait a moment,” I say. “You didn’t even ask him yet what kind of saikh he is.”

      She flicks up a brow. “How many kinds are there?”

      Am I hearing this right? She wants to find saikhs mates on Earth, but knows nothing about the training structure of the saikhmenti? How should she, though? It’s not like I ever explained it to her.

      Because I was busy tainting Celem green…

      I turn my attention to Drax. “Saikh or Master Saikh?”

      Drax dips his head. “Saikh.”

      “Additional coursework?”

      “Three years.”

      “What area?”

      “Three additional years,” he says. “Most of it in governance.”

      When Steph glances at me, I say, “That’s the upbringing of younglings.”

      “Ha! Those MILF’s will love you!” she says, and I have no idea what that means, but she’s excessively excited about it. “So… this is going to seem odd, but I can’t help it.”

      Steph arranges her hands into a professional steeple in front of her chest. “I need to measure your erect penis.”

      The floor pulls out from underneath me, vocal cords forming a growl at the back of my throat, hands itching to throw her over my shoulder.

      I flinch.

      Can’t throw her over my shoulder. Can’t throw her over my shoulder. Can’t—

      “Steph,” I say. “A word outside, please.”

      Whatever rage she detects in my voice is enough she jumps up, politely excusing herself when she steps into the hallway with me.

      The moment the door falls shut, I pull her against my chest, my pulse speeding at the closeness. “By the Gods, woman, why by the heat of Heliar would you need to measure his cock?”

      “Don’t blame me. Blame alien smut authors.”

      “You better explain before I rut you in front of him.”

      “You might want to reconsider your threats, because this just got my panties soaked.”

      When I only stare at her, she sighs. “See, science fiction romance novels kinda nurtured specific expectations in women when it comes to alien penis sizes. Anything that isn’t at least once mentioned as ‘massive’, tends to be overlooked.”

      “And what if he isn’t massive?”

      “Even the less than well-endowed Vandalar is bigger than the average Earth male, as per research,” she says. “On the website, every saikh falls under one of three categories: average massive, below average massive, or above average massive. Or what I like to call pee aitch dee. Gives everyone a fair fighting chance. So smart!”

      “You women are insane.”

      Scratching her fingers over my chest, feeling for the hairs underneath my shirt no doubt, she stares up at me. “Sexually empowered.”

      “You will not measure his penis.”

      “Did you just volunteer? You’ve been using my measuring cups so, clearly, you figured out our numbers.”

      Vek no! “Why doesn’t he measure it himself?”

      “I don’t have the time to teach every saikh to read the numbers. Tried it with Celem, and he most definitely doesn’t have a sixteen-inch cock.”

      “Why didn’t Earth adapt to intercosmic letters?”

      She snorts a laugh. “Please… we’re still trying to establish the metric system across the planet.”

      With a grunt, I turn back toward the door. “I don’t even know how to explain that to him.”

      Back in Drax’s bedroom, Steph gives him a nod. “Varac will be the one measuring.”

      He drops his head. “Yes, mistress.”

      My fingers curl into fists. “I told you she’s not your —”

      Steph rises onto her toes and wraps one arm around my neck.

      Then she kisses me.

      Her tongue rubs against mine, pelvis rotating, cunt subtly riding up against my thigh, stoking a fire at my core that burns that stickiness straight from my ribs. It’s slow, tender, leisurely, as if there isn’t someone else in the room staring at us.

      And yet it’s so all-consuming, it breaks down that barrier around my heart, and a torrent of emotions washes over me. Affection. Desire. Hopefulness.

      Like that, lips still connected, she slips the measuring tape into my palm. Great. Varac, master saikh, measures male reproductive organs now.

      Gradually, the kiss dissolves, and she says, “None of them could ever measure up with you.”

      I gulp at her words, my body paralyzed. Did she do that on purpose? Because she noticed my unease rooted in past betrayal?

      Steph never gave me reason to be jealous. Back at the saikhmenti, nobody was better at spotting signs of arousal than me. She broadcasts them all the time. But always with me. Only me.

      I lick my lips, finding traces of something sweet on them, but with a slightly bitter aftertaste. “What did you eat?”

      “Chocolate chip cookies,” she says. “Lilly said she gets nauseous in the mornings, and always keeps cookies with her to keep it at bay.”

      Aside that she’s only two weeks pregnant… “It’s ten at night.”

      “I really don’t need this kind of negativity in my life, husband.” With a smack of her tongue, she turns and leaves the room. “I’ll be waiting outside.”

      Drax’s voice startles me. “I want one like that.”

      Yeah, me too.

      Jax wasn’t lying when he said they don’t make females like that back home. If falling in love has a taste, then it’s chocolate chip cookies, coupled with a devotion no female has ever honored me with.

      The idea of exposing myself to potential heartbreak is scary. But the risk of losing everything I ever wanted because I fear embracing it? A mate? A youngling? By the Gods, and entire family of my own? That shit’s terrifying.

      And it’s exactly what will happen if I don’t quit being such a coward, refusing to accept what’s painfully obvious: I want Steph. Want to love her. Have for a while. And I’m ninety-seven-percent certain it started the moment she cuffed me.
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      I did something this morning I haven’t done in the entire five years I’ve been living in this place.

      I went to my gym.

      Then I remembered I’m pregnant, turned around, and now I’m headed straight for the kitchen. I’m all for living a healthy lifestyle during pregnancy, but what’s the point in working out suddenly if I’ll get fat at double the speed anyway?

      Dressed in yoga pants that have never seen a downward dog, I hop onto a stool at the bar, and watch the vastly improved landscape of my kitchen.

      Gray sweatpants ride low on Varac’s hip, his chest bare, muscles shifting as he flips something in the frying pan. French toast?

      He grabs the steaming mug from the coffee maker and places it in front of me, the earthy aroma wafting straight into my nose. “How did you sleep?”

      “Amazing.” Mostly because I spent the first half of the night resting on his chest, and the second half wrapped in his arms. “How come you’re up so early?”

      A playful grin curls around his lips. “I got up shortly after four, worked out, showered, then spent the entire morning reading.”

      “Reading Earth recipes?”

      The answer comes as three, golden slices of French toast, topped with the rest of Lilly’s strawberries, and a nekru fruit carved into a flower. “That, and everything there was to find about human-Vandalar hybrids. Which was very little, so I read up on human pregnancies instead.”

      “What did you find out about hybrids? Do they have horns?”

      “Apparently yes, though I only found three confirmed cases of hybrids. Which means we need wall paneling.”

      What is it with these guys and the wall paneling? “Jax paneled the entire farm, and even the damn kitchen.”

      He taps a nail against his horn. “Once these emerge, our scalp itches like crazy, and we rub on whatever brings relief. My mother used to apply a cooling salve, but it never really helped.”

      Not going to lie. The thought that I’m going to give birth to something that’ll need a cattle-sized scratching post is intimidating.

      “Now to the interesting part about those three younglings,” he says as he wipes down the counter. “Two of the three hybrids are female, if the information is correct. Back home, almost seventy percent of pregnancies result in males.”

      That’s a lot of testosterone walking that planet. “Where are those hybrids?”

      “Two on Earth. Nothing noted on the third one. Now eat, so we can get to work.”

      “Work?”

      That first bite of my French toast makes my tongue curl around it. Not even Jax’s food can win against this.

      He hooks a thumb into the waistband of his sweatpants and leans against the counter, eyes roaming over me. “I thought about what you said, and you were right.”

      And what woman doesn’t love to hear that? “About?”

      “There’s a reason you have troubles completing Celem’s profile. You’re unfamiliar with the skills of a saikh, so I figured we should sit down together, and develop a way for you to assess their training.”

      Towel abandoned, he scratches over the scars on his pecs. “It would be insulting to them if you don’t classify their training appropriately. Not to mention how you would miss out on extra credits for those who went through many solar cycles of additional coursework.”

      “Certainly wouldn’t want to offend,” I say, and chew my breakfast a tad faster. “Any idea how I can get them to answer my questions? Whenever I ask Celem about his likes or dislikes, he answers with: whatever pleases her.”

      The moment I push the last bite into my mouth, Varac grabs my plate, and loads it into the dishwasher. “It’s a trained response, and the very first mantra taught at the saikhmenti. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s intimidated by the questions alone. As saikhs, we’re conditioned to ignore our personal likes and dislikes.”

      “You seem to be aware of yours just fine.”

      Varac prowls over to me and slips me off the stool, pressing a kiss onto my forehead that lasts for several breaths. “I spent almost a solar cycle as a slave, most of it prying gemstones from rock in a dark mine. That’s plenty of time to rediscover myself.”

      My stomach contracts, and I flatten my palm on his hard chest, sensing the rise of scars underneath. “What do you like and dislike?”

      Slow and deliberate, he traps my face between his silver stare and his thumb brushes from the side of my nose down to my upper lip. “I like those hairline wrinkles.”

      “You slept in on the day the saikhmenti talked about paying compliments, didn’t you? Erase the word wrinkle from your language chip, please.”

      His face remains stoic, unmoving, those iridescent eyes regarding me with so much… so much… affection? It’s unnerving. It’s fulfilling.

      “You have no idea how many hours I spent watching you smile in your sleep. It was like I witnessed those lines being formed in real time.” My breath hitches at his words, but stalls when he tugs on the collar of my shirt. “And I dislike when I can’t see my mark on you.” He kisses the one on my shoulder for what must be the hundredth time. “Come on. Let’s go to your office.”

      His touch slips off my face, but its warmth remains for long seconds while I follow behind him.

      He sits down on the yellow couch propped into the corner by the window, starting the interactive hologram. “Does this have language mirroring?”

      “Yup.” Three swipes, and the hologram clones itself. English on the left. Vandal on the right. “My main problem is that I don’t understand the different levels of saikhs.”

      His quick fingers draw four circles. “A male in training is a scholar. After three solar cycles, he can go to the board and, if he passes, be recognized as a saikh.”

      “That’s what Celem did?”

      He nods. “It’s the most basic training, which includes domestic skills, bodyworks such as massages, conversation, body condition, romance, and a decent set of intimacy skills. However…”

      Lines branch out, carrying tags like pressure points, defense, angling, and shallowing. Before I know it, a massive blueprint floats in my office.

      “Most saikhs add additional coursework to their studies,” he says. “Jax did another two solar cycles, which was smart since there’s quite a bit of competition. The saikhmenti is a very… ambitious environment.”

      “What kind of coursework?”

      “Stress relief through pressure points, needling, psychological manipulation, defen—”

      “They teach you how to manipulate females? Did you do that with me?”

      Lopsided grin on full display, he reaches his hand out and cups my cheek. “Only one time.”

      “When?”

      He takes forever to answer, his eyes slowly slipping to my lips. “The night you found out you were pregnant, you were angry with me. I chased you in order to amplify it with a good dose of adrenaline, then let it escalate by giving you something you’ve wanted for a while, essentially breaking down that anger barrier.”

      “The kiss.” My body heats up, spasming muscles well hidden behind lace. “What other skills did you use on me?”

      “None, unless you count the cooking.”

      “So… that guy who grabs me at the back of the neck, drapes me over furniture, and rams home—”

      “That’s all me. But…” His voice trails off just as he grabs my hips, prodding me to straddle powerful thighs. “You bring out a very dominant part in me with your smart mouth. Not to mention that perfectly shaped ass you rubbed over my cock when I couldn’t grab it.”

      But he grabs it now, with searing strength, digging his fingers into the fabric of my pants. “You’re such a tease, Steph. Excessively beautiful. Painfully provoking. Playing the mistress so well until she meets her master.”

      Sweet heaven, the way he slips his hand off my cheek and gently clasps my throat instead… If he makes my body hum like this with five digits and a set of words, turning my body lustful, heated, what else can he make me do without a single growl?

      I flinch at my own thoughts.

      Maybe… love him?

      “What else do they learn?” I ask, but it barely distracts from how I tremble.

      He leans forward, smelling my neck, perhaps the sweetness of strawberries on the corner of my lips. “All sorts of kinks. Subjugation. Group play. Breath play. Power shifting, which would be you, mej liku.”

      My female.

      Two ordinary words.

      Coming from his mouth, they caress over my soul, but it’s the devotion in his tone that runs a shiver down my spine. This pregnancy might have been unplanned, but I can’t come up with a single reason to call it an accident.

      “After four more sun cycles of extended studies, a saikh can apply to the board and be recognized as a master saikh.” Something flickers in his gleaming eyes. “That would be me. I even did additional training after that with the idea of becoming a mentor one day. But, um, I never managed to meet the requirements.”

      “What requirements?”

      His hand releases my throat only to slip down to my belly. “The title of mentor is reserved for those saikhs with a claimed mate, who have successfully performed shetim bindu. A very intimate, and exclusive way of bonding.”

      Even I can take a hint when something is a sore subject and place my hand onto his. “I bet you’re very proud of your training and achievements.”

      He shakes his head. “I spent ten solar cycles becoming one of the best at something I no longer want to do. With no other education, how am I going to support you and our youngling?”

      “You’re kidding right? You were amazing the night of the auction.” I reach for his horns, rubbing fingertips around the base until he moans. “What about your brothers? You once told me you’re the fifth son.”

      “Three of them work for my father, who is an architect designing passive-solar buildings… mmh, I love when you do that, Steph.” His fingers wrap around mine, guiding my touch. “The oldest one, Colif, is export manager at Sunhaven, and helped get me in touch with a slave trader when they tried to arrest me.”

      “You’re the only saikh?”

      His chuckle vibrates through his horns. “My entire family used to call me a terrible romantic, but I blame my parents for it. They’ve been exclusive mates for half a century. That’s what I wanted for myself, so I joined the saikhmenti. Figured it would be my best bet to achieve it.”

      I curl my fingers around his horns, exploring them from the thick base up to the pointed tips. “Sorry it didn’t work out.”

      His fingers slip down along my arms, rubbing my shoulders before they dig into my hair. Like that, he pulls me in for a kiss. He sucks, nibbles, and bites my lower lip, and the air zaps between us, creating a whirl of emotions spinning at my core.

      Nibbles continue along my jawline, until teeth rake over his claiming bite, his voice soft but no less certain. “It did work out, mej liku.”

      I love when he calls me that. Love how his body connects with mine in so many places. Raw. Open. Vulnerable.

      No pretending.

      He’s possessive, demanding, dominant. I amuse him. Tease him with my obstinance, poke him until he starts prowling, biting, claiming, only for us to end up in each other’s arms.

      “Mej liku aik anesh’ka, uhene mei aik ai yesh’i edar,” he whispers. “My female the goddess of torture, tormenting me with how much I want her.”

      And I want him. Wanted him like this for way longer than I cared to fully admit to myself. Fear of rejection is a bitch.

      “How do you say my male in Vandal?”

      “Mej kali.”

      Releasing one horn, my hand slips between his legs all on its own, exploring the thick shape of his cock, loving the way he jerks and throbs against my fingers. “Mej kali.”

      “Vek, Stephanie.” He chokes on his next breath before he groans against my throat. “I swear I want to growl you into oblivion right now.”

      Why isn’t he?

      He’s never been shy when it comes to growling at me. Ripping one I love you after another from me, his entire body trembling whenever I say it. Come to think, he hasn’t growled at me in days.

      I close my fingers around his cock. “Are you ever going to show me any of your special skills? Ye’mish, nakwi, ik’resh, hele natten—”

      His eyes connect with mine, a sparkle sitting at the depth of them. “Oh, I showed you hele natten already.”

      “What is it?”

      “This right here, growing underneath your heart.” Leaning back, he places both hands onto my stomach. “Hele natten means seed your womb. And by the gods, I will do everything to make you a good mate, and a good father to our youngling.”

      And I don’t doubt it.

      But can he love me? Because there’s no doubt in my mind I’m falling hard for this new Varac. The one who holds me, opens up to me, and supports me. No pretending here.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      His fingers stroke through my hair. “Anything.”

      “Are you only doing this for the—” A loud beep coming from somewhere outside cuts through my words. “What the hell?”

      I climb off him and peek out the window.

      My stomach drops, bottoming out somewhere around my ankles. Outside, trucks deposit several containers around the drive, fusion panels burning black spots into the lawn. A group of aliens trample over the flower beds, their wings tucked neatly behind their backs.

      All blood sucks from my body, and I barely feel the touch of Varac’s hand on my back as he says, “Who are they?”

      “No idea.” Given the way that numbness spreads from my spine along every bone, every muscle, every cell of my body, they aren’t good news. That’s for sure. “Are they putting a sign up?”

      I rush out of my office.

      I head toward the front door.

      A door that is already standing wide open, letting workers with hover carts pour into my home. Or maybe not my home anymore because outside, a big, fat hologram shines in bright red.

      For sale.
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      Steph could have done many things when the bank came to kick her out of her house because — unbeknownst to her — real property purchased through her trust fund returns to the trust fund.

      She could have cried.

      She could have shouted.

      Instead, my Stephanie grabbed her jacket, a box of cookies, and said, “Whatever. Place has been too big from the start, and I won’t ever use that gym anyway. Tits up. Let’s grab the essentials and get out of here.”

      The essentials being a stack of stretchy pants, and tunics she can ‘grow into’. Oh, and those pairs of high heels I’m currently staring at, perfectly lined up in front of a tiny bed, inside a small room, adjacent to the living area of one of the company apartments.

      My core tingles at the sight.

      Who would have thought shoes can inspire so much pride? Where a female once discarded me, unwilling to give up luxuries, Steph simply handed one of the workers credits and said, “Be a darling and put all my shit into storage.”

      I leave the bedroom and walk into the living area, the two white couches standing on a large blue rug still wrapped in plastic. Paint fumes linger the place, but it’s better than sharing the one stuffed with saikhs.

      Steph steps out of the bathroom, her hair clinging in damp tendrils to her shoulders. “Are they fighting again?”

      Shouts and Vandal insults resonate from the apartment below, interrupted only by the tok-tok-tok of horns clashing. Something I don’t pay much attention to, being Vandalar and all.

      “Just being their cocky selves.”

      I take her into my arms and kiss her. Not the controlling kind which demands and overwhelms. The gentle, devoted kind, where lips roam with barely any pressure, allowing me to melt against her.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask when our lips part, rubbing the remnant of our kiss against my gums. “I could make us something.”

      She shakes her head, walks over to the couch, and tugs on the plastic. “Maybe later. My mind is spinning right now.”

      “How so?”

      With a sigh, she rips the covering off and works it into a ball she tosses behind the couch. “Telling Drax and the others to act as if they’re sick was a great idea, but that won’t fly forever. Given how we’re technically homeless and need to find something to rent, how am I supposed to put down between ten and twenty grand for a saikh?”

      She’s right.

      I looked over business numbers with her, and she’s working on a tight margin. “Guess your business idea drove up the prices. Not to mention that you clearly prefer the part of matching saikhs, not obtaining them.”

      “Is it legal for a female to sell her saikh into slavery? How much do they get anyway?”

      “Not legal, but the government turns a blind eye. Each male leaving the planet is a relief, I would assume. And females certainly get much less than ten grand, but any amount of credit is acceptable for something of no worth to them.”

      She tosses herself onto the couch, immediately draping her legs over my thighs when I join her. “Something’s terribly off on your planet. Though there was a time on Earth when women were sold into marriage or worse.”

      “Don’t you miss the luxuries of your home?” I ask, pushing the fabric of her pants up so I can knead her calves. “I didn’t expect you to take it so well.”

      “Meh. The pool was only great when I shared it with Lilly and Izzy, with a bottle of wine floating at the center. A great kitchen is worth shit if I don’t have amazing friends sitting at the bar with a coffee. Sharing it with those I love was what made it great. I can do that here too.”

      My hands roam over her legs, fingers digging into tense muscle. “You’re something else, woman.”

      “Hey, did you know Drax is a kuchi artist?”

      That shouldn’t send a tingle across my skin the way it does. Even if I wanted to scar myself for Steph, I’ve got no skin left. No way am I going to put the motif dedicated to the mother of my youngling between those another talked me into getting.

      Sitting up, she pulls her legs off my lap. “I thought about getting one.”

      “They hurt.”

      “So does pushing out a hybrid. You’re a big dude, mej kali. Perfect opportunity to desensitize… whoa, I just had an idea.” She climbs onto my lap, straddling me as her hands run up and down my horns. “Why don’t we establish a field office on Vandalheim, offering females the chance to sell their unwanted saikhs to the program?”

      The only good part about this idea is how she used the word we. “That’s illegal. And while I doubt anybody would care, it might cause publicity issues on Earth.”

      “True. You always pick up on that stuff so quickly.”

      Gods, how I want to bite that lip she tortures. “Since saikhs are contractually obligated to share fifty percent of their income with the female, you could offer the credits to the saikh instead. They hand it over to their female. Problem of illegality solved. All parties happy. But you require a special permit to establish a business there.”

      “Looks like we’ll travel to Vandalheim after all. I’ll have my accountant draw up numbers I can present to the council there.” She gleams at me. “You should have studied shady business administration. However, I would need someone to run said field office.”

      “Izzy.”

      “That’ll be a hard sell. She grew up very poor and worked ever since she was a kid. The very reason for her to move to Vandalheim and saddle herself with five saikhs is so she won’t have to work.”

      “Find a way to convince her on our flight there.” Fingers caress up her waist, shoving the fabric of her shirt over her head, and lips gently trail over my bite on her shoulder. “I can’t wait to introduce you to my parents, mej liku.”

      “Mej kali.” The playful tone of her voice reaches all the way into my pants. “Are you going to drape me over this brand new couch now?”

      With one fast move, I grip her throat and run my thumb along her jawline. The mix of gentleness and dominant restriction rips a moan from her, but she holds my gaze.

      Mmh, yes, this female is made for me.

      How much I want to drape her over the couch. Break it in good or, better yet, press her against the wall of windows across, rutting her to the view of the sun meeting the horizon. But there’s something I want even more.

      “Only once.” I scrape nails down the side of her body. “This one night, I will be your saikh.”

      Reaching down between us, she lets fingertips climb into my pants, stroking through my trimmed pubic hair until they meet the first ridge of my cock. “Are you going to do dirty things to me?”

      “Another time.” Without warning, I grab her buttocks and stand us up, letting my pants pool at my ankles. “Undress, mej liku.”

      Of course she takes her sweet time, stretching my patience by brushing her knuckles over my hard cock as she takes pants and panties off. Such a tease.

      I take my shirt off.

      She gasps when I pull her against me, her warm chest searing into mine. “Are you finally going to fuck me against a wall?”

      “Any male with reasonable strength can do that.” Digging my nose into her hair, I breathe her in as if she’s the very air keeping me alive. “Tonight, you and I are going to connect our souls, and reach enlightenment together. Or so the oldest scripture at the saikhmenti promises.”

      “So… you’re totally going to saikh the shit out of this evening, aren’t you?”

      “Oh yes.” I lower us down at the center of the rug, fibers soft against my knees as I suckle on her lower lip. “Only a handful of master saikhs studied this. Fair warning, only in theory since I never had a mate to share it with.”

      Small hands glide over scarred shoulders, and shove upward over the top of my braid. “You have no idea how much I love your hair.”

      “Perhaps I gave it to our youngling growing underneath your heart.”

      “That makes you happy, doesn’t it?”

      With my mouth drawing circles on her forehead, I relish the way she tugs on the leather tying the end of my braid, slowly loosening up my hair. “Overjoyed. It’s a rare honor, and I’m taking it very seriously.”

      One hand around her back, the other clutching her bottom, I slowly pull her up while I fold my calves underneath my thighs. “Lower yourself onto my cock, mej liku. I’m hard and ready for you, and I can smell how wet you are for me.”

      We both stare down as she impales herself on my hard shaft, letting one thick ridge after another disappear under dense pressure, unable to stop her needy cunt from throbbing on my head.

      “Wrap your legs around me,” I whisper when she’s fully seated, tongue twirling along the valley above her collarbone. “Whenever I return you to this position, you connect with me in as many places as possible. Chest, stomach, arms, face. And you will breathe out with me. At the same time, I’ll do this.”

      I lift my hips and arch my back ever so slightly, rocking upward against her clit before I gently pulsate against her pubic bone.

      “Breathe in, mej liku.” The moment she mirrors my inhale, I shift her balance sideways and back as I sway her away from me in a circle, only to bring her close against me once more. “Breathe out with me. Good. We’ll do this a couple of times now, okay? Relax into my arm and breathe in.”

      We sway together, skin fractionally parting when I breathe in, only for me to pull her tight against my chest whenever we share our exhales. Each time I sway her into another circle, the sweet scent of her skin lingers, and her head lolls back with a moan.

      “Shetim bindu means bonding roots.” My voice, deep and reassuring, purrs across her skin, goosebumps sprouting underneath my touch. “The scriptures say it brings a deep connection between mates, allowing them to achieve an orgasm together unlike any other, unleashed by emotional connection.”

      Generous as she is, she gifts me another smile. “Is it true?”

      “Guess we’ll have to find out.” I reach behind her, finger playing where we are joined, wetting it on her lust before I place the pad right onto her ass. “Each time I pulsate, I need you to clench your muscles around my cock.”

      Warmth engulfs my length as she asks, “Like this?”

      “Harder.” I tap my finger against her puckered hole. “The entire area, including that one, which will make your pelvis tip forward slightly until—” Her cunt grabs me so hard I jerk. “Vek, yeah, like that. Now we do the same thing as before. I pulsate. You clench. Ready?”

      “Oh, this is some badass Kama Sutra right here,” she says with a soft laugh. “Let’s do it!”

      “You have no idea how much I love your smiles, woman, and that you seem to have an endless supply.” Just one moment. One moment of indulging in the beauty of my mate. Such a blessing. “Now focus with me. Bond with the male who claimed you.”

      Already I sway her into another circle. Send her away from my torso, sensing her spine ease into my arm before I bring her close again. Where she belongs. Skin fusing with skin. Female in the arms of her male.

      Sharing our exhale, I raise my pelvis and pulsate.

      No thrusting.

      No rubbing.

      No grinding.

      Her tight cunt clenches around me, sending a sweltering heat into every cell of my body. And I know she feels it too because, for once, my female ran out of witty remarks.

      Again.

      I send her into another sway, my heart already aching at letting her go for the fraction of a breath. A second. A beat. Pure torture.

      Disconnect. Inhale.

      Around she goes.

      Reconnect. Exhale.

      Our bodies melt together.

      I shiver in pleasure, the heat winding me tighter, taunting me to the edge of release… and keeping me there. Just riding it in circles, letting it simmer underneath. So veking close yet unattainable with the lack of friction, and the absence of thrusts.

      It’s agony.

      It’s passion.

      It’s unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before. Intense. Hypnotic. My mind numbs, and yet every sense intensifies. I feel every twitch of her body. Hear every gasp no matter how breathy. Taste our sweat in the air and smell the heat wafting from our chests.

      Our bodies absorb each other.

      Our breaths become one.

      Shared moans are nothing but a rumble between the loud rush of blood in my every vein, every venule. It’s blissfully intimate. Blissfully loving.

      Just… bliss.

      I wrap my tail around her back, freeing my hands to cup her face. So beautiful. So mine.

      Like that, I follow her around. For minutes. Hours? I don’t know. I don’t know. And I just don’t know how long we’re swaying like this.

      I just know that I’m veking enlightened alright. She’s crazy. I’m deranged. And together we’re so insanely good.

      She mirrors my touch, clasping my face between her fingers, a caress so intimate, so loving, a deep rumble escapes my chest.

      Her head tilts back with a moan, lips parting, and at the next sway, she whispers, “I love you.”

      I release so veking hard, so unexpected, I can’t breathe, I can’t think. Vek I can’t even groan. Where I expect to explode, I implode, crumbling into a million pieces while she clenches around my cock.

      Her fingers shake on my cheeks. Everything on her shakes, and I sense every vibration thrumming its way into my soul. Her breathing turns choppy, and mine right along with it, my entire cock tingling, little lightning strikes running down my thighs.

      It lasts.

      By the gods, our shared orgasm lasts forever, draining me of seed, of energy, of breath. After what feels like a small eternity, mej liku collapses against my chest. I support her head — and do a terrible job at it because my arm drops to the ground.

      Actually, we both roll to the side, and it takes all that I am not to squish her underneath my body. A million pieces surprisingly pieced together again. Not new, but not old either. Different.

      It takes what feels like another decade before she tries herself at a weak giggle. “Do you feel enlightened?”

      “Tired is what I feel.”

      Her hand haphazardly brushes over my chest. “That was… was…”

      “Nothing compares.”

      “I agree,” she rasps, pretty recovered already given the way she tugs on a hair on my chest. “Are we ever going to do this again?”

      “Give me a year to recover.” More like two because this sucked the soul out of me, aired it out, and pushed it back in. “I want to scar myself for you, Stephanie.”

      She tries to push herself up, probably to give me a stern look, but fails miserably and just groans into my chest instead. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “It’s important to me.” When her nod shoves over my pec, I continue. “Is there something you like? A flower? An animal? As much as I would like to turn myself into a walking work of worship to you, it needs to be small.”

      When she doesn’t say anything for the longest time, I glance down, only to find one of those devious grins on her face that can only mean trouble.

      “I have a crazy idea,” she whispers. No surprise there. “Let me talk to Drax about it. Maybe we can get it done before we travel to Vandalheim?”

      I nod, forcing some renewed strength into my arms to hold her tightly against me. “Say it once more, please.”

      There’s a moment of silent hesitation, as if she might pretend she didn’t say she loves me. Then… “Guess you’ll have to growl again.”

      “I didn’t growl.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      I clasp her cheek, bringing a shy gaze to meet mine, her cheeks so flushed not even the night can hide it.

      Adorable. Who would have thought there was something capable of throwing this female off? Guess I’m not the only one scared of love.

      “I groaned right before I released,” I rasp. “But I haven’t growled at you in days.”

      Her lips curl upward but she quickly pulls from my clasp, technically hiding her smile by pressing it against my chest, mumbling, “Oh. Well in that case… I love you.”
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      “Is that why you suddenly disappeared at the dinner and Lilly rushed me out of the house?” Izzy’s mouth falls open, head tipping sideways. “How do you go from ‘he refuses to touch me’ to ‘he knocked me up’ within, what? Two weeks? Three?”

      “What can I say? Thirty years old and I still have it.” Arms folded on the table at the cruiser restaurant, I stare over the green-speckled planet outside the massive window. “It’s still super early, but we stopped at the healer yesterday, making sure wormhole travel is safe, and all seems well.”

      “Honorable females.” Our Vandalar server places another platter of intergalactic delicacies between us, a translator strapped to his throat. “The vessel will dock soon and receive Vandalheim citizens first before we ask those passengers with travel permissions to head through exit two.”

      “How much longer do we have?” Izzy asks.

      He stares into space for a second, literally. “Approximately twenty Earth minutes.”

      I not-so-subtly glance at the kuchi poking out from the cuffs of his gray tunic. “You don’t happen to be a trained saikh, do you?”

      “I am, honorable female.”

      “Do you have a mate? An estate you’ve been accepted to?”

      Shoulders slouching, he shakes his head. “No, honorable female.”

      Izzy chortles a laugh. “I’m wanted on Earth for grand theft auto, and my friend here is a different story altogether, you can drop the honorable.”

      “Shut up, Izzy,” I snarl, conjuring up a contact hologram which I push toward him. “Try your luck with an Earth woman instead. Take this contact and look it up once you find the time.”

      His wide eyes connect with mine. “You wish me to be your saikh?”

      “What?” I immediately tug my legs underneath the chair before he drops to his knees and suckles my toes or something. “No. See that claiming mark right here? My mate is Vandalar.”

      “She runs a company which helps trained saikhs to find a female on Earth,” Izzy adds.

      “A Vandalar male claimed you as his female?” He regards the scar, eyes softening more and more. “Your mate is a saikh?”

      “Was a saikh. His name is Varac.”

      He flinches. “The Varac?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Forgive me.” In saikh fashion, he hints a bow. “The saikhmenti is a small community, which means I am familiar with who your mate is. Many of us consider him an idol among the saikhs.”

      Huh, interesting. “And why’s that?”

      “A saikh studies a million ways to please a female,” he says, pitch of his voice wavering. “Varac, however, mastered most of them.”

      Including bonding roots.

      We circled and swayed so much these last couple of days I bet I’m out at the hip. Those orgasms turn you inside out and, I’m pretty positive, rearrange your DNA. Still, it’s an awful lot of work for something only marginally better than when he yanks my hair, slaps my ass, and tells me I’m pretty.

      I prod the hologram toward our server once more. “Look up my website.”

      He bows even deeper as he deposits the ball of light into his com and backs away.

      “Looks like I hooked up with the rockstar of the saikh-world.” He probably forced so many orgasms on a sex droid the mainboard caught fire. “Anyway, did you think about the offer I made you? To run the field office at Sunhaven?”

      “Yeah, I don’t know Steph. I hustled on Agari II for two years, and just want to kick back for a bit. Let my saikhs do the working once I have them.”

      Oh, she’s in for a rude awakening…

      “Sweets, trust me. Living with more than one saikh isn’t as much fun as you might think. They constantly have, like, cat fights between them. Except that they’re grown-ass lions, roaring at each other. Pranks. Pranks every-fucking-where.”

      “Sounds like fun to me.”

      So much fun… “Until you accidentally grab the water bottle spiked with laxative, and you spend the rest of the day literally laughing your ass off on the throne. It’s like herding a bunch of toddlers who had chocolate and a coffee for breakfast.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “Come on. It can’t be so bad.”

      “Listen!” I hit the table with the edge of my hand. Once. Tok. Twice. Tok. “Those horns? Let me tell you, they’re not just convenient handlebars while you ride dick. They use them when they fight. Tok, tok, tok, at three a.m., seven in the morning, tok, tok, tok all the damn time. And don’t get me started on angry tails clearing the counter of whatever can shatter into a million shards when they bicker.”

      With a huff, she folds her arms in front of her chest. “Four thousand Imperial Credits per lunar cycle.”

      My stomach doubles over. “Fuck no.”

      “Find someone else then.”

      “Two thousand,” I say, and the moment she opens her mouth, I quickly add, “Three thousand after a solar cycle. Please remember, I’m currently homeless. I’m technically living inside my warehouse.”

      That shuts her up for a brief moment until she mumbles, “I don’t know.”

      I reach across the table and tap her head a handful of times. “Tok, tok, tok, Izzy. You’ll thank me for the opportunity to escape your estate while they play war at home.”

      She blows her cheeks out, but eventually releases it all in a breathy, “Okay. Two-thousand. Raise after a year. And you’ll pay two flights per solar cycle to Agari II and back so I can see those hybrids growing up.”

      “Deal.” I grab another sweet bread, the wrapped cuts on my finger itching something awful. “Varac said he’ll show us around Sunhaven once we arrive. He’ll wait at immigration for us and take us sightseeing.”

      “When’s your appointment with the council?”

      “First thing tomorrow morning.”

      A large hand presses against my back, and Varac steps up beside me. “I’m just going to borrow her for a moment, Izzy.”

      With that, he tugs me off the stool and leads me to the window, stroking his hand through my hair. “Gods, I miss you already.”

      “I’m sure you can survive half an hour without me,” I say with a wink. “Enjoy thirty minutes to yourself, because we have a tight schedule. Council. Saikhmenti. Your parents.”

      His eyes flick upward, where a message plays overhead. “They want me to disembark, mej liku. Are you going to be okay?”

      “Sure.” I tap against the translator clinging to my neck. “These are so much better than language chips.”

      “You have the paper with the address to the hotel?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Did you add the decryptor to your com? So you can read the signs?”

      I take his hands into mine. “Yup. Also, I used the potty, just in case you’re concerned about that too.”

      “I’m sorry, it’s just…” Small fangs torture his upper lip, his pupils darting across my face. “Guess what I’m trying to say is that I, um… I…”

      Everything inside me accelerates. That he loves me? Heavens how I want him to say it. Want it almost as much as I need this love I have for him to be mutual.

      His gaze strolls over my features, lips opening, closing, until an inhale gulps at the back of his throat, followed by, “I’ll see you at the bay?”

      It takes great effort to keep the expectant smile on my mouth curled up a while longer. “Yeah. See you at the bay.”

      At that, he turns away and merges with the line of other Vandalar heading toward the exit, leaving me behind with a bitter taste at the back of my tongue.

      It’s fine.

      He’s just not ready to say it yet.

      That’s all.

      No biggie.

      “Let’s head to our exit,” Izzy says, handing me another pastry. “It’s all the way on the opposite side of the cruiser, and I’m in no mood to run at the last second.”

      We leave the restaurant, and I trail my fingers over the sleek, white wall of center hall which alternates in convex and concave shapes. Above, the Delta Cole Wormhole stares down at us through a glass cupola.

      “Are you and Varac planning to marry?” Izzy asks. “Not sure why Lilly and Jax even bother. I understand the romantic notion of it but, in a way, being mates makes them husband and wife already.”

      “Legally, Jax’s bite is the equivalent of a marriage on Earth. But you know how much it hurt Lilly when her marriage failed. Guess it’s something that just means a lot to her.”

      She punches her hands into her jeans pockets, skipping the white tiles, only walking on the blue ones. “Jax’s a sweet guy. I want one like that in my harem. Plus one who’s funny, one who gives badass massages, and one who licks me to sleep each night.”

      “I only counted four.”

      “Don’t care about the fifth one,” she says with a shrug. “Maybe someone who likes to snuggle?”

      We join the line of many-limbed creatures, some scaled, some winged, most with a translator strapped around their necks.

      “Still don’t understand how you’ll possibly put up with five of them. I can’t wait to find something small to rent because those four living underneath me are driving me bonkers.”

      “Didn’t you find a female for Celem?”

      I swipe over my com, conjuring up my travel documents. “Uh-huh. And she’s actually planning to travel to Agari II so they can meet in person.”

      We head down the ramp, the bullseyes lining the walls to our left and right allowing a glimpse onto Sunhaven. Rays of the purple sun reflect on the glass skyscrapers, dipping the entire metropolis in a warm, pinkish hue. Behind them, the three blue moons of Vandalheim form a line right above what Varac told me are the Keneshu Mountains.

      I tap against the glass. “That’s where the saikhmenti is.”

      “I can’t wait to see that place. Picture this: a bunch of muscular guys sitting cross-legged on a pillow, with a massive erection, no less, humming whatever pleases her in a cacophony of deep voices.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Jax told me!” she snarls. “It’s their first mantra. Whatever pleases her.”

      “Yeah, Varac told me. What’s the second one?”

      I step into the security and travel permit scanner just as Izzy’s words follow behind in a faint, “I am there to please, not to love.”

      My next breath goes down sideways, and I choke on the very air momentarily trapping me inside a tube that scans me from top to bottom. Not sure why. Varac loved once, as a saikh. Surely, he can do it again considering he isn’t one anymore.

      The translator on my neck beeps in time as the tube turns and opens. I step outside, reunite with Izzy, and together we follow the other passengers. One by one, the crowd dissolves, until it’s just the two of us.

      “Holy cow.” Izzy sends a whistle of surprise into a dome-like structure, all sleek lines, white stone, gold embellishments, and purple accents. “I had no idea they are this technologically advanced. Even the holographic plants smell like fresh-cut hay.”

      “Over there.” I point at a dark gray stone sitting in floating water. “That’s where Varac said we’d meet.”

      We make our way toward the stone while the colorful eyes of Vandalar males roam over us. They’re everywhere. Vandalar males behind counters. Guiding hover carts stacked with luggage. Lounging in ergonomically designed chairs with horn rests. Males every fucking where.

      Except at the stone.

      Izzy scratches the back of her head, glancing around. “Maybe he got held up?”

      Behind us, the bay has already cleared, empty aside from hovering robots vacuuming and sanitizing the area. Immigration tubes deactivate, lights go dim, and the entry point for citizens is… dark.

      I ignore the heaviness in my stomach but can’t stop how my thumb brushes over the gauze clinging to my scarred middle finger. “Let’s just wait. I’m sure he’ll show up soon.”

      Except that he doesn’t.

      Minutes pass.

      They tick into ten minutes. Twenty. Thirty.

      Varac isn’t here. He’s just… gone.
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      I have some regrets.

      That I forgot to use the bathroom before I disembarked. How I didn’t tell Steph that I love her. Oh, and that I never appreciated the comfort of the cuffs she used on me, because the ones currently wrapped around my wrists burn like fire.

      But what I regret the most is how it never crossed my mind that there might be an outstanding warrant for my arrest on Vandalheim.

      Because there is.

      Can’t say I expected a warm welcome with my family lining up at the bay to hug me. But I certainly didn’t expect three males to throw themselves on top of me and tackle me to the ground either.

      The magistrate in front of me, left horn broken off at the tip, swipes his age-speckled hand over the electronic chart flickering between us. “Varac san Gish’rek, charged with attacking a fellow saikh contracted to his mistress’ estate.”

      I shrug, hands bound behind me. “It was merely a brawl.”

      “The victim lost two fangs…” His gaze stiffens on me, nostrils flaring. “And his left horn sustained a crack about halfway down the center, requiring the amputation of the upper part which, I can say from personal experience, is a most humiliating procedure.”

      Of course I had to end up with the one magistrate on this damned planet that lost the tip of his horn. “Like I said. Merely a brawl between two males.”

      And I happened to be stronger.

      “These are serious charges.” So serious, he loads the entire weight of his cutting stare on me as he leans into his chair, nostrils still flaring. “The victim also claimed post traumatic anxiety.”

      A scoff puffs into my beard. “What a wuss.”

      His brow snaps up. “You don’t seem to understand the gravity of this situation.”

      “Oh, I understand.” My chin juts toward the door keeping me locked in this tiny room with white walls and an even whiter floor. “My mate is pregnant with our first youngling, has no idea where I am, and probably wanders the bay worried sick.”

      I flinch at my own words.

      This can’t get any worse.

      “Your… mate?”

      Bit. Claimed. Seeded. “Yes.”

      He folds his hands into his lap. “Forgive me but, how can you possibly have a claimed mate if you are still… still…” His pupils trail over the chart for a second. “Ah, yes. Still in contract with a Yesmey san Lokta.”

      Shock sends a stutter across my breath. This just turned way worse than I anticipated when they tied my tail to my wrists.

      I shove in my chair, the padding underneath my ass sprouting bumps. “You’re not serious, right? How could I possibly still be in contract with her after I cracked her saikh’s horn, and punched his teeth down his throat?”

      He gives a lazy shrug as if this news isn’t a different kind of prison sentence. “Perhaps she never dissolved the contract since this incident was… merely a brawl.”

      Motherveker. “Contracts are up for renewal after each solar cycle.”

      “You waived your renewal rights three solar cycles ago, when you entered into a five solar cycle contract, leaving you with—”

      “Two solar cycles.”

      “Considering you spent one solar cycle in breach of contract, that would need to be added to the contractual obligation remaining, bringing you to a total of—”

      “Three. Yeah, I can do the math.” And I do so with a kick against his desk, sending a flicker into the electronic chart. “I will not return to her estate. By the Gods, I have a claimed mate.”

      “Claims. Bites.” I don’t like the way he gives a dismissive wave. “Aside from a reproductive standpoint, the notion of claims is rather… outdated. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Vek, that one hurt.

      Hurt hard enough someone clearly kicked me in the chest, my lungs so weak, so constricted, I can’t veking breathe. Hard to believe I said the exact same thing to my female less than a moon cycle ago. Those bites mean everything to me.

      Jawline aching, I grit the words out with a voice so dark I don’t even recognize it as my own. “My mate is with youngling, and I belong by their side. I will not return to Yesmey’s estate.”

      A chilling silence settles onto the room, save for the gnashing of my fangs. How could I mess up this bad? If I don’t get out of that contract, I won’t get to raise my youngling. Never mind Steph waiting for me until…

      This is a nightmare.

      “Perhaps she will dissolve the contract,” the magistrate says after a while. “Shouldn’t be much longer now.”

      “Much longer until what?”

      “Until she arrives.”

      Oh well, fantastic.

      While my mate is probably growing frantic, my mistress is on her way to put an invisible collar on me. A shudder runs up my shins. Not at the thought, but the clop-clop-clop of overconfident footsteps resonating the hallway outside.

      Sure enough, an officer opens the door, and Yesmey enters the room, along with one, two, three… however many saikhs she acquired ever since I left.

      Long-legged and slender, she rakes her fingers through silver hair, her golden eyes momentarily flicking to me before she comes to a halt.

      One of her saikhs hurries to shove a chair underneath her ass just as she sits down. They all stand in formation behind her, cutting me glares sharp enough one might think I’m trying to take something from them. Ridiculous.

      “Varac,” she says, her voice too steady, her tone too sweet to be anything but concerning. “I left my estate the moment they called me, informing me that my runaway saikh has returned.”

      I’m not a saikh, and certainly not hers. But I keep it to myself because this female is the only one who can dissolve this contract.

      “You look good, Yesmey.” A beautiful female, no questions asked. But not my female. Not made for me. “Fall on hard times?”

      My toenails curl.

      Shouldn’t have said that.

      Not with the way her arched brow almost touches her hairline, chin lifting. “Larger estate.”

      “Of course.” Because the seven-bedroom mansion she had before didn’t carry enough of an echo already. “Where is, um… whatever his name was.”

      “He turned out to be a poor choice.” Her voice softens even more as she adds, “It was wrong of me to bring him into what we had. What we can have again.”

      Ha ha. Oh, this is not going well.

      What am I supposed to say to this? Sorry, but what we had wasn’t real? Would never have satisfied me the way Steph does?

      Yesmey sits there, hair perfectly layered, horns polished, wearing an immaculately tailored dress made of the finest fabric. And still she has nothing on my Stephanie when she comes out of the shower, not a smidge of make-up on, her cheeks red from the hot water.

      “You scarred yourself.”

      Her observation pulls me out of my thoughts. “Excuse me?”

      Her pupils flick to my hands behind my back, where red scars, crusted over in most places, trail a ring around my finger. “That wasn’t there before. A very… simple motif. Are you her saikh?”

      Interesting. The thought of being Steph’s saikh doesn’t upset me nearly as much as it did a lunar cycle ago. It doesn’t upset me at all, to be honest. There’s nothing wrong with pleasing a female — if she’s the right one.

      “Look, Yesmey…” I suck in a breath of courage. “I am not, and never have been, the right male for you. If you insist I return—”

      “I loved you,” she blurts, ignoring the way her saikhs tense behind her. “I can love you again.”

      How many solar cycles did I wait to hear that? Pleased, and charmed, and pretended, bending myself into someone I was not just for those three words?

      Now she said them, and I feel… nothing. Nothing but the urge to get out of here, so I can return to where I belong. To Steph. The woman who takes me the way I am. Loves me the way I am.

      And I love her.

      I turn on my chair to face Yesmey and lean slightly forward. “But I can never love you again. As a matter of fact, at this point I’m quite certain that what I loved wasn’t so much you, but the premise of having a mate in general.”

      “You only say this because you’re hurt.”

      “I was heartbroken, but not anymore. If you think this is because I’m still holding a grudge, rest assured I made peace with this.”

      She waves over her shoulder. “I will send them away. Dissolve their contracts.”

      Murmurs rumble behind her, but the magistrate hisses them into silent obedience. “We need to have this contractual issue resolved so I may decide how to proceed.”

      A solar cycle ago, I would have asked how she would picture this happening. She sends them away and then what? Move into a smaller estate? But I don’t care.

      I pull as close to her as I can without yanking my tail from the root, letting my eyes search for hers. “That scar on my finger? I did that in honor of my female. My mate. A woman from Earth pregnant with our first youngling. I love her so much, each second I sit in this chair without her knowing that I’m here, possibly thinking that… vek… that I walked out on her…”

      My voice dies, and it takes a moment for me to find it again. “Insist on this contract, and you will waste three solar cycles with a male who loves another. Once the contract is satisfied, I will still love her. I will find her. And I will spend the rest of my life pursuing her.”

      Golden eyes sink first, followed by her head, the female I once glorified staring at the white tiles at her feet. “You were the best of them.”

      “I made you believe I was the best of them,” I whisper. “Release me. I’m begging you, Yesmey. If what you said is true, release me and let me find my mate. By the gods, she probably doesn’t even know I’ve been arrested.”

      Head bobbing, she straightens in her chair, and turns her attention to the magistrate. “I’m hereby dissolving our contract. I no longer have use for this male and forfeit any and all claims on him.”

      A flutter of relief moves through my chest, and I lean back into my chair, a bone-splintering exhale rattling through my ribcage. The moment I get out of here, I’ll have to find Steph. No doubt she can take care of herself, but I’d rather be the one doing it.

      “Glad we have this issue resolved,” the magistrate says with a smile. “There’s nothing worse than tangles upon tangles of felonies, accusations, contracts… messy. Just messy. All we can do is work through it one thing after another, don’t you agree?”

      Yeah, sure. Whatever. “May I be released now?”

      The magistrate stiffens, body going rigid in his chair just as he throws me a sideways glance. “Why would you expect your release?”

      The beat of my heart turns irregular, stumbling across its own strings. “Because… she dissolved the contract. There’s no obligation for me to return to her estate, so I might just as well leave and find my mate.”

      “Yes, she released you from your contract,” he repeats, folding his arms on his desk. “If she wouldn’t have, I would have issued an order to put you on house arrest on her estate for the duration of a solar cycle. You still committed a crime.”

      All warmth sucks from my extremities. “But…”

      “Varac san Gish’rek, you will be taken to one of the temporary holding facilities.” A beep on the electronic chart gives his statement a cutting finality. “There, you will await trial until a judge can see to your case.”

      “No!” I jump from my chair, ripping a startled yelp from Yesmey’s throat. “You can’t, I… what about my mate? She needs to know. Someone has to tell Steph—”

      “Guards!” the magistrate calls out. “Remove him and ready him for transport.”

      Arms hook around mine, and my legs go so weak underneath me the guards drag me along the hallway.

      Yes, I have regrets.

      The absolute worst of them?

      I never told mej liku just how much I love her, making it all too easy for her to believe that I just played along for the youngling… then rejected her the moment I stepped onto my home planet. Abandoning her.
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      Five years ago, I would have thought that Varac simply walked out on me. Shit like that is easy to believe when your parents loved you conditionally, pretending you don’t exist the moment you refused to marry a cheating fiancé just because he’s a senator’s son.

      Well, fuck that.

      I didn’t spend thousands of credits at a shrink curing myself of childhood trauma just to relapse — I’m too broke to relapse.

      Is it possible he walked out?

      Yes.

      It is probable?

      Hell no.

      Some of us announce their love between enlightenment and orgasmic bliss. Varac shows it in the way he rubs my back at night, kisses me awake in the morning, and tends to my every need during the day. Something happened to him, and I bet my bubble butt it has to do with how he skipped planet a year ago.

      Izzy deactivates her com and shakes her head. “No luck. All the authorities I called refuse to release any information since you aren’t a registered family member.”

      My heart turns to lead. “The ones I called said the same. The embassy was the only place willing to assess my bite, file a marriage form on Earth, and then return it to the officials here.”

      “But?”

      “Three months minimum.” I sink onto the mattress of my oval sleeping pod, which immediately lights up with holographic dream buttons to choose from. “Asking the council for their involvement is the only option I have left. Totally won’t make me look unprofessional. Hey, I have a business proposition. Also, can you find my husband?”

      A soft hand caresses over my hair. “Have you considered that he might have—”

      “He didn’t. Just… trust me with this.” With a clap of my hands, I get up and slip into my heels. “There’s nothing else we can do for now, so I might just as well head to the meeting with the council.”

      “Want me to go with you? I don’t mind. My intake appointment isn’t until tomorrow afternoon.”

      That squeezes a tear from me. “Fuck, I’ve got the sweetest friends, hands down. Let’s go downstairs and catch a drone.”

      I grab a jacket since there’s a constant breeze cutting through the high-rise buildings, and step into the hallway, locking the DNA-coded door behind me.

      We don’t make it far.

      Halfway toward the transportation tube, a bunch of males walk up to us, their steps slowing as they study our lack of horns. The small female at the center lifts her hand, bringing her entail to a halt.

      “Human females.” Golden eyes first scan Izzy, then me. “Hotel management told me I would find you on this floor. Which one of you is Steph?”

      I exchange a look of confusion with Izzy, then shrug. “That would be me.”

      The female scans me up and down again.

      And a third time.

      “My name is Yesmey.”

      “Oh.” Oooh… Yeah, this got awkward real fast, and I have the goosebumps to prove it. “Um, you don’t… like… happen to know where Varac is, do you?”

      Why else would she be here?

      She scans me a fourth time, but I’m not going to suck in my tummy for some ex. It’s not my best asset because… chocolate chip cookies. So I push my tits out instead.

      Straightening her spine, she clears her throat. “Varac has been arrested because of a violent crime he committed before he left Vandalheim.”

      My hands fling to my hips faster than my heel stomps the ground. “I knew it! I knew it!”

      “You did, girl. You did.” Izzy rubs the flare of tension from my back. “If you call Jax, he can tell you what to do next.”

      As if I need additional expenses for a lawyer on a planet I’m not familiar with. There has to be another way. “Excuse me, but how do you know all this?”

      “The authorities called me upon his arrest since he and I were still under contract.” Yesmey says, quickly adding, “The contract has now been dissolved. I saw him, and he was quite distressed because he feared you might think he left you.”

      What? Now that’s just silly. “Never crossed my mind.”

      “You carry his youngling.” She elegantly waves her hand toward my center with an upward curl of her lip. Disgust? Joy? Hard to tell. “He must be very proud. I am of no other help from here, but I thought you should know.”

      And just like that, she turns around, disappearing behind a wall of broad-backed saikhs marching behind her.

      Izzy stands flabbergasted. “What was that?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I say and urge her along. “Once we’re in the drone, I’ll contact Jax. At least now I know what kind of beast I’m dealing with.”

      Outside the hotel, we climb into one of the many public drones this place has, with white seats lined in a circle underneath the panoramic window. A voice command and an address later, we lift into the sky with a hum, and the drone automatically merges into a busy line.

      “Jax doesn’t pick up, but I sent him a message.” I stare out the window, crossing my legs, uncrossing them. Crossing them again… “Even if I get a lawyer involved, how long is that going to take? With the gestational period of a hybrid being as short as it is, I can travel for another three months at best.”

      “Stop being so negative, it freaks me out. That’s Lilly’s job. Yours is to tell everyone that it’s no big deal, and it’ll solve itself.”

      She’s right. Freaking out never helped anything. Guess I’ll have to take it up with the council after all. And I might just have an idea…

      By the time we reach the building, shaped like an elongated egg with lines of triangular windows, my breathing is somewhat even again. Good, because I need to sell a business idea here.

      Inside, I stroll over to the reception desk, heels clanking over the polished glass tiles. “Stephanie Johnson. I’m here to see the council?”

      “Of course,” the female says, her hair braided around horns much shorter than those of males. “The counsel is already expecting you, and Terosh will escort you and your companion to the meeting chamber.”

      “Honorable females.” A Vandalar male receives us, dropping his head until chin hits sternum. “Please follow me.”

      The meeting chamber is… let’s call it simple. A light-flooded room at the top level, windows on one side, nothing inside but a massive round slate table surrounded by white chairs. Plus the three Vandalar sitting there, staring back at us: two males, one female.

      “Mrs. Stephanie Johnson,” one of the males says, gesturing us to sit down. “I immediately recognized you from the hologram on your website. My name is Kefrin, and these are Neylem, and Djona. As you can see, Vandalar are on first-name basis unless for official identification purposes. And your companion is?”

      “Um, Elizabeth,” Izzy says. “Elizabeth Lee. I’m her—”

      “Client.” And I make sure she acts it with a nudge in her back, so she’ll stop staring at me open-mouthed. “Thank you for seeing me. Since you familiarized yourself with the website, I take it you looked over the proposal my accountant prepared? Went over the numbers?”

      “We have,” Djona, the female, says just as we sit down. “An impressive business plan to be certain. You would not sit here today if it hadn’t caught our interest.”

      The chair molds itself around my back and props my legs up, infusing the air around me with a citrusy kind of lavender. “My business relies on trained saikhs eager to join my matchmaking program. So far, I’ve purchased seven out of slavery back on Agari II. With prices on the rise, this method isn’t sustainable long-term. Not to mention that I loathe filling the pockets of slave traders, no matter how legal that institution might be in this solar system.”

      “Mmmh, yes.” Kefrin hooks his horns into the rest at the top of his chair. “The abduction of our males is… deplorable.”

      Is it, though?

      Pale pink eyes dull, posture at ease, hands folded on his lap. He doesn’t look too bothered by it, and Varac’s words come to mind: the government turns a blind eye.

      Djona brushes non-existent wrinkles from her tailored blouse. “The council discussed your proposition prior to your arrival, of course. We can offer you access to those saikhs who failed to find placement in an estate for three consecutive solar cycles or more.”

      Underneath the table, my toes turn hot. So, they’re pretty much feeding me what they consider their scraps?

      It’s not like we women have high expectations. All we want is for our guy to go down on us like pussy sustains him, help around the house, and feed us pizza when we’re on our period. Still, I won’t let them decide on the quality of what I offer.

      Kefrin shifts in his chair. “Of course there will be a fee involved to compensate for the loss of a citizen. Thirty percent of the commission you receive for his placement.”

      Oh, so now they want to charge for scraps?

      A citizen they don’t care about?

      Now that’s just rude. “Fuck no.”

      Djona tilts her head, shock flitting across her features. “Pardon me?”

      My stomach twists.

      Act professional.

      I lift a bored brow, and my chin right along with it. “Not acceptable. I am planning to establish a field office here in Sunhaven, creating an access point for saikhs to join my program. They will receive a bonus and, if they happen to be contracted to a female, the female will receive part of it before she dissolves the contract.”

      “Such a field office requires permission granted by the council,” Djona says. “Under those conditions, we are not inclined to grant it.”

      As if I didn’t expect it.

      Because they can’t dip their greedy fingers into my profits. “It seems we’ve reached an impasse rather quickly.”

      The very air stiffens around me, but I didn’t grow up the daughter of a ruthless politician for nothing. So I let my voice cut right through it.

      “A few weeks ago, I developed a second income stream that will offer great benefits to your planet.” Working up a politician’s smile, inherited and brought to perfection during endless fundraisers, I straighten my posture. “My company has the capability to bring women from Earth to Vandalheim, where they can form estates, provided by you, of course, with the obligation of taking in a contracted amount of males.”

      While the eyes of the males widen, Djona frowns. “It would disrupt the balance we’ve carefully established over the course of centuries.”

      What she’s really saying is that it would challenge how the females on this planet have the males by their balls.

      Kefrin leans forward, his eyes locked on me. “But it offers relief to male rivalry across the planet, allowing us to lower the law enforcement budget. Violent crimes are skyrocketing, and misdemeanors resulting from the general frustration of the male population are daily order.”

      Djona rolls her eyes. “The report stated Earth’s population generally lives monogamous. Who says human females are truly willing?”

      Bam. Checkmate!

      “Which is why I brought Elizabeth with me. My very first client who wishes to move to Vandalheim, so she can establish her own estate.” I stare at Izzy, mouthing, “Play along.”

      She nods. “Yes. Estate. Many saikhs.”

      “She will remain here on Vandalheim as the first woman with many more to follow,” I say. “A sign of goodwill, so to speak. Assuming we can come to an agreement.”

      Kefrin nods, shamelessly rowing Izzy over. “I like this idea very much.”

      “Why would we give their females estates?” Djona snarls. “What do they contribute to our society?”

      Beside me, Izzy’s spine snaps into place. “I will operate the field office here in Sunhaven. As for contributing, I’m willing to take in three males at first. Just until… you know… I have this dynamic down.”

      “Getting cold feet, huh?” I mumble, then turn my attention back to Kefrin. “Think of the publicity. The council striking a deal providing Vandalheim with more females.”

      At this point, Djona scoots to the edge of her chair. “This is ridiculous. Why would we accept another species on our planet just to pacify—”

      “I vote yes.” I jolt at the voice of the second male, Neylem. Totally forgot he was in the room. That guy didn’t say a word this entire time, but now carries a shit-eating grin. “If a human female were to accept a mate, the probability of her conceiving a female youngling is greater than sixty percent.”

      “How would you know?” Djona asks.

      “How would you not?” Neylem’s grin grows even wider. “When has it ever been advisable to rely on a provided report only? Couplings between Vandalar and humans are rare enough, yet they occur on occasion. Resulting hybrids have proven fertile, offering long-term benefit to our planet.”

      Djona burns her eyes into me. “I vote no.”

      Of course she does…

      My eyes fall to Kefrin, who runs a nail up and down his fawn horn, as I say, “Let me get this straight. I’m the daughter of a senator, and my company will be all over Earth media soon. It’ll shine a big, fat light on the issue of abductions running rampant on this planet. Not good publicity for Vandalheim at all.”

      Kefrin releases a deep sigh. “What are your conditions?”

      A sudden lightness spreads across my chest. “You will grant permission for the field office. The bonus goes to saikhs enrolling into my program. All immigrating women will receive an estate funded by your government.”

      “We will insist they take in a minimum of three males. Also, we demand thirty percent of their commission to offset the costs of the estate.”

      “Only if you grant me exclusive rights to bring women to Vandalheim.”

      “Deal.”

      My heart skips a beat. Seriously?

      “She has another demand,” Izzy says. “I want the chance to observe the upcoming graduates from the saikhmenti and be the first to choose from them. Your females might replace them easily, but I’d rather avoid it and make certain I contract the right ones from the start.”

      “Very well,” Kefrin says. “Then I vote yes. Do we have a deal, Mrs. Johnson?”

      “Not quite.” Clearing my throat, I cross my legs and stare straight at them. “There’s something I want returned to me.”
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      A mental breakdown is imminent.

      Yanking on my horns, I pace the room from bed to latrine and back again, heat coursing around the base of my horns. How does one escape prison?

      In hindsight, it would have been so much better to go with Yesmey. At least there I could have planned my escape. Walk up to the first shady slave trader like: “Please hit me over the head, cuff me, take me to Agari II, and call Stephanie Johnson to come buy me.” Again…

      No such luck now.

      I wipe a hand down my face, the bristles of my beard searing over the kuchi wrapped around my finger. A small motif in the shape of a ring, with vines growing along the center. Steph has the same one.

      My chest constricts at the memory of how she cursed throughout the entire procedure. I finally put a ring on that woman’s finger, and now I can’t even claim that pussy.

      Behind me, the door beeps, letting in a draft of fresh air just as I stop pacing and turn. My heart stumbles over that next beat, then stops altogether.

      There’s that mental breakdown.

      Why else am I imagining Steph standing in front of me, her blue eyes wide? Guess this is what going truly insane feels like. I’m completely losing my shit.

      Every single muscle in my body snaps tight, and I dive left, ramming my horns straight into the wall to combat this painful illusion. A wall made of stone, so I hit it with a hollow thump, bounce back, and fall on my ass, the overhead lights blinding my eyes.

      Until Steph’s face blocks it, staring down at me just as I imagine her saying, “What the hell is wrong with you? You can’t always ram shit.”

      That… sounded just like her.

      Very realistic, too.

      Also, the way she yanks my horn actually moves my head, almost as if… veking shit. “Is this real?”

      “They didn’t drug you, did they?” Grabbing both horns, she pulls me up to sit, my brain spinning. “For heaven’s sake, say something.”

      “Steph?”

      “That’s promising.” She kneels down in front of me and snaps her fingers right in front of my nose. “I came to free you. Again. Because I’m nice like that. Also because I’m carrying our child and have no idea how to change a diaper, but chances are you had some governance training as well.”

      The way her fingers stroke over my shirt snaps my mind into focus. “Mej liku, they arrested me. I swear I never—”

      “I know. Yesmey came to the hotel and told me. I met with the council this morning and made your release a condition.” Another tug on my horns, but it does little to clear the confusion. Yesmey did this for me? “Come on. Up with you now so we can catch the next flight home.”

      I jump to my feet so fast she yelps and dangles on my horns before I wrap my arms around her, pressing her against me. “Vek, I thought I lost you forever. Mej liku. My mate. My wife.”

      “All that, but I’m afraid we’re in a rush. They didn’t drop the charges, but they will allow you to leave the planet. No visiting your parents, sorry. You can’t return until this legal matter is settled. Jax is already finding us a good lawyer. We need to rush our asses to the departure bay.”

      “We’re leaving right away?”

      “That’s the plan.” She wiggles herself out of my embrace, her gaze going to the door. “He’s ready now.”

      A guard steps inside with laser cuffs dangling from his hands. “Please place your wrists behind your back and lift your tail.”

      My eyes snap to Steph. “You’re not serious.”

      She shrugs. “Officially, you’re a prisoner in transition until we leave Vandalheim exosphere. Until then, the cuffs need to stay on.”

      Whatever. “As long as I can get the vek out of there.”

      When I position myself, the guard quickly activates the cuffs, sending a burning sensation around my wrists and tail.

      The concerning part about this?

      How Steph’s lip curls up on one side as she says, “They look good on you. That purple laser suits your skin tone much better than the ones we have at home.”

      “You like this, don’t you?”

      Now she grins and walks up to me, nipping my lower lip before she kisses me. “Let’s go home, stud.”

      Two guards accompany us to the drone waiting outside, which swiftly lifts us into the air, heading straight for the departure bay.

      “I’m sorry I made a mess of this,” I say. “There’s so much I wanted to show you. How did the negotiations go?”

      “We came to an agreement. There’s going to be a lot of traveling in the next couple of weeks until everything is established.”

      And I have no doubt she’ll succeed. “You’re a strong female, Steph. This company will flourish. Come sit on my lap.”

      She climbs on my lap, arm going around my shoulder just as her head sinks into the crook of my neck. “I owe lots of this to my advisor. You have great ideas, Varac.”

      “Only because I know the system.”

      We sit in silence for a while. Oh, how I want to wrap my arms around her. Pull her deeper into my chest. But alas, I’m cuffed again, so this will have to wait.

      At the bay, the guards escort me all the way to our cabin, giving final instructions as to when exactly Steph can open my cuffs. Because it’s protocol, or so they say.

      “Not sure who would check on it while I’m in here anyway,” I say as soon as they leave. “Those cuffs will come off the moment the vessel moves, so I can reclaim my female. Lots of furniture in here to drape you over.”

      Steph lifts a brow and slips out of her heels. “Excuse me?”

      “I’ll start with that one.” My chin juts toward the black couch in front of the window. “You’ll be able to see the nebulae while I drive into you.”

      “Is that supposed to be romantic?”

      “Let’s call it considerate.”

      She leads me to that very couch, and gestures me to sit down. “Are you hungry?”

      “So much so I might make a meal of your cunt the moment you untie me.”

      With a devious smile on her face, she lifts her skirt and straddles me. “Who said I’ll do that?”

      I stiffen.

      Oh, oh.

      “Are you toying with me again?”

      “Maybe.” She unbuttons her blouse, in no rush when she shoves red lace aside, exposing a taut, pink nipple. “You know what to do.”

      Dipping down, I suck it between my lips, torturing the little bud, nibbling it, raking my fangs over it. “I was right then. You do enjoy seeing me like this.”

      “Can you blame me?” Rotating her pelvis, she rubs her cunt over a shaft tortured by fabric. “It’s been a while since I had you cuffed and at my mercy.”

      “We both know you don’t want me cuffed. You want my hands roaming your curves, and my tail swiping through your legs.”

      The vessel quakes briefly, and it only takes a few minutes for our cabin to dim as the universe blackens the window. Only a handful of faraway stars shine in the distance. How much longer until we leave the exosphere?

      Slipping off my lap, Steph unbuttons my pants. She takes me into her hand, fingers struggling to clasp all of me as she teases sensitive ridges. Her lips brush over the head, tip of her tongue teasing, twirling, her taunting eyes staring up at me.

      A shudder runs down my legs. I ache for her touch, her closeness. “Suck my cock, mej liku.”

      And she does.

      Gods, I could spend eternity watching how her lips clasp around my shaft, working up and down in slow thrusts. Her other hand fondles my balls, gently weighs them, kneads the skin.

      My female draws one groan after another from me, igniting spasms from the root of my cock which run all the way into the tip.

      “I’m so very close to shoot my load down your throat, mej liku.” But I would rather fill her cunt with my seed right now. “Untie me!”

      When she doesn’t react, I give a thrust against the back of her throat until she chokes. “Open the cuffs, Steph, so I can please you.”

      “Please me?” she mumbles, and damnit her mouth is still stuffed with my ridges, lips slowly releasing me with a pop. “But you’re not a saikh, mej kali.”

      Oh, I’m willing to be all sorts of things if only she keeps calling me that. “I’ll be your saikh whenever you behave.”

      “So… never then.” Her glance lazily shifts over her shoulder, where the exosphere illuminates the window with more and more stars. “We’re in the exosphere. We need to break out of it.”

      “Who gives a shit? Free me. I want to grab you, touch you, hold you.”

      The only thing she releases is my cock. From her hands. Using them to work her panties aside just as she climbs back onto the couch. Squatting down, she guides me into her cunt, struggling over the prominent flare before she gulps at the first ridge.

      “Vek!” I curse out loud as her cunt wraps me tight, regardless of how wet she is, literally dripping down my shaft. “You’re insanely sexy, Stephanie. Crazy in the way you get me all worked up.”

      With one hand behind her on my knee, the other resting on my shoulder, she rides my cock, blonde curls bouncing from her shoulders. “What are you going to do with this crazy, insane mate of yours?”

      I ease into the couch, back arching around the tangle of arms and tail behind my back, taking her all in. How she shamelessly rides me, so intoxicating with her boldness, her features tense with pleasure and still there is a slight uptick of her lips.

      Thrusting myself forward, her rhythm slows just as I capture her lips. I lift my knee to tip her against me, feeding her my kisses, my lips, my devotion.

      “What any sane male would do,” I rasp. “Love her. Because I do love you, Stephanie. Have for a while now, but sometimes I’m slow catching on to things.”

      I stare at her, waiting for tears, or a gasp, or shock fleeting across her face.

      She offers none of that.

      Of course she doesn’t.

      Wouldn’t be my Steph if she did…

      Instead, she reaches both hands behind her and rests them on my thighs. Like that, she grinds her cunt over me, casually saying, “I know you do.”

      Her thrusts pick up speed again, her cunt clenching around me. Her back arches, and her head lolls back, her climax hitting hard by the looks of it. And it’s stunning to behold. Oh, how I want to wedge myself between her legs. Vek her through this orgasm and on to the next.

      “Mmh, vek, nothing is more beautiful than watching you come apart on my cock.” I pulsate my hips as much as my position allows, prolonging her pleasure. “Take my cuffs off.”

      Her chest collapses against mine, and I shove my face into her blouse so I can kiss my claiming mark.

      “What about me?” I ask.

      She gets up faster than she’s ready to, her shaky legs scrambling for balance. “What about you?”

      This seems awfully familiar.

      My eyes trail to the window, the exosphere long behind us. “We already breached the—”

      She sucks my cock into her mouth with such force I hiss out a sharp exhale, the room tilting around me at the sensation. I want to vek her so bad, but this is good too.

      “Make me come,” I demand. More like beg, given my thinning voice. “Mmh, yes, mej liku, just like that. I’ll spend all my seed in your mouth, then again in your cunt.”

      That calculated grin hushing over her lips puts pressure on my ridge and a cold tingle into my chest. No, she wouldn’t—

      With a slurp, she abandons my cock and gets up, righting her clothes.

      “Uh-uh, don’t do this! Come on Steph.” Another glance through the window. Definitely out of the exosphere. “Do you remember what happened the last time you did this, hmm? You want me to bite you again? Chase you across the room and spank your ass? With blood all over my fangs?”

      Placing her hands onto my thighs, she leans over and kisses me, her lips sharing a hint of what our combined lust tastes together. “Fuck, you really know how to talk dirty to a girl, don’t you?”

      Rage pumps into my veins. Rage and… something much less angry, much more excited. Four times I asked her to release me. Four times she denied me. I’m starting to get the feeling she has no intentions of deactivating these cuffs.

      “Do you have to be so cruel?” I gesture toward the window. “We breeched the exosphere a long time ago, mej liku.”

      “Mmh.” Feigning disinterest, she walks over to the bar and grabs a bottle. “Probably.”

      I swallow hard. “You’re not going to untie me anytime soon, are you?”

      “Probably not.”

      “So cruel.” So made for me. “This is torture, anesh’ka. You’re making me suffer for how much I want you.”

      Holding the bottle to my mouth, offering me water, her whisper brushes against the shell of my ear. “And you like it.”

      Yes, yes I do. “Love it.”
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      Celem paces the length of my office, his body rocking back and forth at each step. “What if she doesn’t like me?”

      “Why would she not like you?” I place a tray with refreshments on the small table between a set of chairs. “You’re charming, funny—”

      “You can always growl at her, sink your teeth into her flesh, and force her to like you,” Varac says with a grin on his face.

      I sigh and shake my head. “Don’t listen to him. But most of all, please don’t bite her. Don’t growl at her either. Just be yourself.”

      Celem wipes his palms on his jeans for the tenth time. “Myself. Yeah, I can do that.”

      “Alright, we’re out of here,” I say and nudge Varac toward the door. “Wait here, and she’ll join you in a moment.”

      We leave my office and step into the large foyer, the smell of fresh paint and new furniture still lingering even a week after I opened the Agari II office. Alison, a woman I hired from Earth, stands behind the reception desk, working through incoming calls.

      “Coffee?” Varac asks.

      “I would appreciate that.” With that, I head over to the waiting area, where a young woman struggles with a bad case of restless knees. “Chloe?”

      “That’s me!” She jumps up, eyes darting wildly over my features as she reaches her hand out for a shake. “I’m so… just so…”

      “Nervous?”

      She nods, lips pressing into a thin line.

      “Well, so is he. It’s very sweet of you to come and meet him in person. I offer holographic and virtual dates, but in-person is always best.”

      At my gesture, she follows me back toward the office. “I figured it would be best if you two just have a chat. Get to know each other without anybody trying to force the conversation along. You’ve got some refreshments in there but let me know if you need anything else.”

      She pins a brown strand behind her ear, and stares at the door. “O-okay, I’m ready.”

      The moment I open the door and step inside, Celem jumps up from his chair, his eyes immediately locking on Chloe.

      “Celem, this is Chloe,” I say. “Take as long as you want. I’ll be over at Varac’s office if you need me.”

      Nobody says a word, and I leave them behind in awkward silence. Good lord, I should stick to those holographic and virtual dates.

      The scent of coffee lures me across the hallway, where Varac sits behind his desk, two steaming mugs standing at the center. That guy sure cleans up nicely in his blue suit, the top two buttons on his white shirt open.

      “Sunhaven opened up another two estates,” he says. “They promised another one for the end of the lunar cycle. As the program grows, we can establish more estates in other cities and more rural regions. Also—”

      He conjures up a hologram. “The permit for Anna came back, meaning she can officially move to her estate. Did you hear from Izzy?”

      I grab my coffee and park my ass on the chair across, popping the button on my dress pants open. “Apparently, it takes another two months until the new saikhs pass the board. She said she’s spending most of her time at the saikhmenti watching them practice heti’kan, whatever that means.”

      “Penetration angles,” Varac says drily, as if there’s nothing to it. “We practice them in formation.”

      I almost choke on my coffee.

      Saikhs. So weird…

      He wiggles his finger at my open pants. “Is our youngling bothering you?”

      “I get I’m not showing yet, but I swear buttons agitate the crap out of me lately. They’re just so uncomfortable I want to toss out all my pants.”

      He rises from his chair and walks around the desk, kneeling down in front of me. “You are showing.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are.” His hand gently trails over that little bump… oh, whatever. Maybe I’m showing a little bit. “Every morning, I stalk behind you when you’re about to shower, making sure I examine that swell on your stomach from just the right angle.”

      “More angles?”

      “Observation angles.” There’s a smile on his tone, but I can’t see his mouth since he presses his lips to that teeny tiny bump. “I love it. Love holding your hair when you retch in the morning.”

      “Now you’re being romantic again.”

      Gray eyes blink up at me, growing softer by the day. “I love you, anesh’ka.”

      “And I love you.”

      Just as he smiles, my ears prick at a laugh, and I glance over my shoulder back at my office. “Did you hear that?”

      “I have to give Celem some credit,” Varac says. “He’s an expert at making females laugh.”

      “Oh, before I forget. I might have found a woman for Drax. Single mom of two young daughters. He’s got excellent parenting skills.”

      Varac smacks his tongue. “He told me he likes younglings when he scarred the kuchi on my finger.”

      As if on reflex, our hands reach for each other, fingers intertwining. And there, right below our knuckles, trail white scars in the shape of two rings. But if we tighten the grip on each other’s hand, it actually looks like a pair of cuffs.

      

      This concludes Never Cuff an Alien. If you liked the story, please consider leaving a review — they totally make my day! Want to learn a secret about Steph? Then join my reading group, where I added 2 chapters that didn’t make it into the book.

      

      Now it’s time to take a trip to the saikhmenti. Wanna come? Of course you do, you crazy sexually empowered woman! Swipe right a few pages for a sneak peek of Turn Left for Stars.
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      Claws don't make a beast.

      Beauty doesn't make a person.

      Order here.
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      “Every female mammal on Earth has a clitoris.” Professor Smith points at the massive model of a human vulva sitting at the center of the lecture hall. “This very complex organ contains more than eight-thousand nerve-endings, along with synapses to another ten. Its sole purpose is the one of perceiving pleasure.”

      Mumbles resonate the tiered rows of chairs, all taken by one of the other seventy-nine scholars as per the dean’s order. Most of them don’t bother opening their holograms to take notes. But then again: most of them aren’t about to fail the finals.

      “At least Earth evolution put a button on their females,” I rasp quietly, my voice still hoarse from yesterday’s mating growl practice.

      Odrin flicks his finger over the clitoris on the synthetic model sitting on his desk. “I don’t know, brother. Guess I could live with this little nub right here, but no tail? Do humans dock them at birth, or—”

      “From what I’ve read, evolution got rid of it at some point. They just… don’t have one.”

      Which is creepy as vek, though, in all fairness, Vandalheim isn’t exactly known as a melting pot of different species. Guess that’s about to change, considering the council started an intergalactic tolerance campaign, and allows women to settle in Sunhaven. Rumor has it they’ll even be allowed to have saikhs.

      Not sure how I feel about that.

      Odrin curls up a disgusted lip. “What do they have there instead?”

      “No idea. Skin?” I shrug. “Look up holograms of a human buttocks on the datawiz.”

      “Vek no! That’s… perverted. I don’t even understand why the dean decided to make Earth Women 101 mandatory instead of an elective course. There’s no way I’ll ever touch a woman. I don’t want to study their weird extra organs either.”

      Neither do I, but I flunked my assessments on a few other courses. Okay, more than a few. About half of them, actually. There’s no way they’ll let me graduate if I fail this course too.

      So… clitoris.

      I straighten in my chair and lift my hand. “Excuse me Professor, but why is the organ hidden underneath skin if it’s so important for pleasure?”

      The Earth woman glances at me through thick glasses, her gray hair braided back tightly. “Adrin, what you see here is only a small part of the clitoris. More than three-quarters are internal. But let’s take a closer look, shall we?”

      It takes her entire hand to cover the skin the organ hides underneath, which she jerks back. “The human clitoris consists of several parts. Here we have the clitoral hood, or female foreskin.”

      I note that on my hologram, mumbling, “Foreskin.”

      So far so good.

      I’ll pass this class.

      I have to.

      She taps the little bud. “Retracting the foreskin, we expose the clitoral glans, also called tip, which connects to the shaft.”

      Another scribble. “Tip. Shaft”

      “Please be aware that the manual retraction of the foreskin is not necessary during intercourse,” Professor Smith says. “Arousal will cause the erectile tissue to swell. As the shaft and tip of the clitoris engorge, the hood might allow for more exposure automatically.”

      My toes curl.

      Wait a hot minute.

      I lean into Odrin. “Did she just say erectile tissue?”

      But Odrin doesn’t answer.

      In fact, he doesn’t even move, his features like chiseled into a display of pure shock. Which serves as an answer in itself. All around us, a good seventy scholars wear similar faces.

      I swing my hand up. “Um, Professor Smith?”

      “Yes, Adrin?”

      “Did you, um… did you just say erectile tissue?” And is there a chance she also said shaft earlier? “Why would a female need erectile tissue?”

      “Why for her clitoral erection, of course.”

      Something flips inside my skull, and that brain rattles, no matter how much I don’t want to put those puzzle pieces together. Human females have a tip, a shaft, foreskin, and erections? So, what she’s saying is that human females… have a penis?

      I shudder.

      Ewww.

      As if the Prof picked up on the tension permeating the lecture room, she folds her hands, and clears her throat. “The structure of the clitoris has many similarities to a male penis, but it is not—”

      “That’s it.” Odrin jumps up from his chair, hands raised in immediate surrender. “It’s one thing their species doesn’t have a tail, but quite another that their females have a mini cock. No judgment. Just not into it.”

      “Please, gentlemen,” Prof Smith says, raising her arms higher above her head with each male escaping toward the glass double doors. “It is not a penis.”

      Too late.

      One by one, the lecture hall empties, and my feet itch to do the same. I always considered myself open-minded, but learning how to stimulate something that isn’t entirely female? That’s pushing it.

      It’s clearly not an issue for Lucan and Silas, who sit next to each other in row two, twirling their fingers around the clitoris of the synthetic models in front of them. No surprise there.

      Professor Smith eventually sighs, pale cheeks blotchy red, and gazes over us three remaining scholars. “Well, there are benefits to small class sizes, aren’t there? I’m glad you decided to stay.”

      As if I have a choice.

      Passing this class is my only chance to graduate, and even that might not cut it. What I need is to pass Earth Women 101 as best of class to guarantee my graduation. With only three scholars left, how hard can it be?

      With a clap, Prof Smith turns her attention back to the model. “Let’s get started on clitoral stimulation to get rid of this awful tension, shall we? Dean san Tergush spared no expense when he ordered your interactive models. Let me demonstrate.”

      She slips her hand into a mirroring glove and conjures up a holographic vulva, her movements on the model perfectly animated on the hologram. “My course will teach you close to two-hundred ways to please a human female. Today, we start with the twelve ways of circling the clitoris.”

      Deep breath.

      I can do this.

      “Circling female penis.” I jot it into my notes and stare at it. It stares right back at me. Nope. Psychological manipulation is key, so I cross out penis and write down clitoris instead. “Twelve ways.”

      Prof Smith places her index finger on the model and starts demonstrating as she speaks. “We differentiate between large circles, small circles, interrupted circles, and stationary circles, which increase the intensity of the touch respectively. Let’s start with large circles, which avoids direct contact with the clitoris, and concentrates on the larger area around it instead.”

      Okay, I have to ignore the way the hairs on my arms stand at attention. There’s no way I’ll ever find a female unless I graduate as a saikh. And I will graduate, damnit, even if it means I have to stimulate a female penis. Clitoris!

      I take another deep breath.

      Index finger on the hood.

      Big circle. And again.

      The small feedback transmitter located just above the model lights up in green, indicating that I’m doing this right. Cool. This isn’t nearly as difficult as the Prof made it sound in the beginning.

      “Very good,” Prof Smith says. “Now, as expected, you’re all using rather firm pressure, which is one way of doing it. There is also medium pressure, and gentle gliding. Combine those three pressure applications with the four circles, and you have twelve options of circling. Please ease into gliding, which is only the hint of a touch, and enjoyed by over ninety percent of women.”

      “We keep large circles?” I ask.

      “Yes, Adrin. Only large circles for today.”

      I scale back on the pressure.

      Red light.

      Scale back some more.

      Orange light.

      Real soft.

      Huh. Still orange.

      “Gentler, Adrin,” the professor calls out and I jump in my seat, anxiety stiffening my fingers which now poke into the foreskin. “I said less pressure, Adrin, not… now you’re right on top of the clitoris. Big circles. Not stationary.”

      By the gods.

      So difficult…

      Sweat dampens my forehead. “Like this?”

      “Now you have big circles again, but my control board here says you’re back to heavy pressure. Remember: over eight-thousand nerve endings.”

      “I am very gentle,” I mumble, eyes locked on the angry-red feedback light. “Perhaps my vulva is broken?”

      With a huff, the old female steps off the raised platform, one leg carrying a slight limp as she approaches me. “These are brand-new models, and I tested them all before class started. Let me give you another exercise which might help you develop a softer touch.”

      Her ungloved index finger swipes from left thigh toward clitoris, dodges it in an upward curve, then swipes to the right thigh. “With this move, you only hint at going toward the clitoris before avoiding it entirely.”

      “That pleases women?”

      “Over seventy percent of them,” she says with a nod. “This movement requires your entire arm to move, taking the strength out of your touch. Try it. Left to right above. Right to left below.”

      My heart pounds inside my chest. Can’t mess this up. Need to excel at pleasing Earth females.

      I place my finger back on the model.

      Then I stall, toes curling.

      How was it again? Left to right? Right to left? Does it matter? Where do I start? Top? Bottom? Why is it getting so hot in here? Vek… I’m already messing this up.

      The moment I drag my finger over the fake skin, Professor Smith sucks in a sharp breath. “Gentle!”

      I immediately jerk back. “Why is this so complicated?”

      “Eight-thousand nerve endings.” As if her repeating it is of any help. “The clitoris of a woman is a highly complex organ. You will have to work on controlling the strength of your touch, Adrin, or you might not pass this class.”

      Nausea licks the back of my throat.

      Not pass? What the vek?

      I just started and I’m already failing?

      My eyes snap up to hers. “I can’t flunk this class. If I do, I might not graduate. Can I… take one of those models to my room? To practice?”

      She leans with her backside against the desk beside me, arms crossing in front of her chest, her features softening. “Young man, as I said earlier, the dean spared no expense. I doubt he will allow a model to leave this room. Just… go easy on the pressure. Next time, I will have you practice cunnilingus.”

      “Cunni what?”

      “You will lick the clitoris.”

      Ah, great. Now she wants me to lick that mini penis…

      Prof Smith claps her hands and slips out of my row. “Alright, let’s wrap it up for today.”

      I deactivate my hologram, leave the lecture room, and grab a hydration sphere from the dispenser on my way to the gym. The moment I bite on the sphere, bursting it with a pop, half of it dribbles down my gray shirt. Fantastic. This day can’t get any worse.

      How am I supposed to make best of class if I veked up the very first exercise? Why did Earth evolution take their tails away, giving females such a confusing organ instead? That thing needs a manual with step-by-step instructions, followed by a page on troubleshooting.

      Odrin swipes his finger over the wet spot on my shirt and grins. “I can see you did well. Made the tiny cock come all over you.”

      My spine snaps tight.

      Can they do that? Ugh…

      “Shut up!” I slap his hand away. “It’s just water you idiot. How about you spare me your dumb jokes, and tell me how I can pass as top of class if I did it all wrong on the first day.”

      “You just need more practice.”

      As if I don’t know that. “How am I supposed to practice? There’s no way they’ll give me a model, and it’s not like we’ve got a plethora of Earth females at the saikhmenti to guide me.”

      His grin pulls into something sly. “Perhaps Prof Smith will let you do your homework on her, and—”

      “What is wrong with you? That woman is at least… what? Eighty?” Also, scholars aren’t allowed any sexual contact during their three solar cycles of training, or they’ll be suspended. “Maybe I should clear my room right now. I’ll fail my finals. We both know it.”

      “Your own damn fault. Nobody asked you to go to the fight pits and break your leg, missing a bunch of training during recovery.” Odrin takes his shirt off, flings it onto the bench, and pats my shoulder. “Look, why don’t you ask that Earth woman who keeps staring at our cocks? She’s sitting right over there.”

      I don’t even have to glance over my shoulder.

      Of course he’s referring to Izzy, the young woman who shows up at the saikhmenti at least three times a week. Usually during what we call ketuni, where all scholars practice penetration angles in formation.

      A beautiful creature who, even with her short, grayish-blue hair, small curves, and oversized clothes, can’t hide her feminine features. It’s written across her soft skin, elegant cheekbones, and slender legs. Never talked to her but, her drooling over swinging penises aside, she seems nice.

      “And how am I going to do that?” I ask Odrin. “Hey, I’m Adrin, can I circle your…” Penis. “Clitoris?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      “Even if she agrees, which I highly doubt, the dean will kick me out of the saikhmenti if he finds out.”

      “Brother,” he says, and he means it because he is my actual brother. Twin brother, to be precise. “You’re screwed either way, so who cares?”

      My shoulders slouch. He’s right. What does it matter if I flunk the finals, or get kicked out before that if anybody finds out I’m exchanging sexual acts with an actual female?

      No, not exchanging.

      Only giving. Not taking.

      “Alright,” I groan. “I’ll ask her.”

      But I sure as vek won’t lick her penis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Turn Left for Stars

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Izzy

      

      

      Ah, penetration angle practice.

      What saikhs call ketuni, I lovingly refer to as ‘cock swinging’. It’s like a lovechild between gray-sweatpants-season, an Army ranger drill formation, and a Las Vegas performance of the Chippendales.

      I climb up the bleacher and sit down beside Neyja. “Did I miss anything?”

      “They only just gathered,” she says, her black hair braided into the shape of a crown between onyx horns, woven with gray strands. “How was the first night at your new estate?”

      Lonely. “Okay, I guess.”

      Neyja is what the saiks call a sheri’ma. Pretty sure they have a deeply spiritual translation for it, but I call her Miss Quality Control. Scholars at least two decades younger than the female demonstrate their skills on her, hoping she’ll slap her approval stamp on their cute asses. Kinky aliens…

      “Sooo…” Light beams from my wrist com form a hologram of notes I started three weeks ago. “Let’s continue where we left off last week. Which one of them is Joshia?”

      “The male with the two-toned horns. Third row. All the way to the left.” She points at a tall Vandalar standing proud in formation. “A generous lover, particularly talented with his tongue. Which doesn’t surprise since his conversation skills are superb. Poor domestic skills, however. In fact, he caused a fire at the culinary wing only a few moon cycles ago.”

      Did she mention something about a fire? Because she had me at generous lover. Don’t judge. After more than two years on Agari II without a single decent date... Let’s just say I haven’t properly shaved my hoo-ha in a while.

      “Generous lover,” I mumble, adding it to my notes about him. “Could burn down the estate.” So far so good. On to the tricky part. “Can you tell me anything about his personality?”

      Arching a brow, she stares at me as if asking: personality? Who cares?

      Well. I do.

      If a Vandalar female can replace her saikh without batting an eye, hey, more power to her. But that’s not me. Those saikhs I choose for my estate—as obligated per contract with the government—will be there to stay, so I better choose wisely.

      Too bad I never manage to chat them up. For whatever reason, saikhs scurry away whenever I approach them as if I’m a disease they didn’t get vaccinated for.

      I lean back and glance over the group of soon-to-graduate scholars. “Is any of them funny? Nothing beats a guy with great humor.”

      Neyja gives a non-committal shrug. “You Earth women are odd creatures.”

      Yeah, same to you lady. Same to you.

      My spine rounds against the hard metal behind me. Guess I have no other choice but to try my luck again after ketuni. See if I can talk to those guys before they’re released for the day.

      Neyja swats her hand at me. “Ear plugs, woman!”

      “Oh, almost forgot.”

      I quickly pull the little foam buttons from my pocket, and squeeze them into my ears. Good thing the dean provided me with these specialized plugs. During ketuni, all of the saikhs issue several mating growls in unison. One will have me drag my crotch over the bleachers, metal be damned. Eighty of them? At once? Let’s just say nobody of the faculty members wants to find out.

      The saikhs all fall into a wide stance, and my pulse pounds against my eardrums. In front of me, chiseled abs contract, hard jawlines clench, and the corded muscles on strong arms tense. Eight rows of alien beefcakes, each one sculpted to male perfection.

      It. Is. Glorious.

      They bend their thighs slightly, lowering their center of gravity, wearing nothing but wide, gray linen pants. Got it? Gray. Linen. That fabric shows every damn ridge, every flare, and leaves nothing to the imagination. In those regards, by notes are up to speed.

      When their mouths open as if to snarl, a vibration runs through the bleacher, rattling its way straight into my spine. “Oh shit…”

      Mating growl.

      Even with the ear plugs, that wicked sound turns to liquid heat. It feeds my veins, spreading into every cell of my body, and down to the nails of my pinkies.

      My pussy clenches. Once. Twice.

      Yup. Those pantie’s are goners.

      In front of me, saikhs move their pelvises perfectly synchronized, and I’ve watched ketuni often enough I remember every single move, shifting my hips with the motion.

      Cock swing left.

      Cock swing right.

      Grind in slow circles, aaand….

      Wait for it. Wait for it.

      Bam!

      Thrust forward.

      It doesn’t take long for the gym to fill with the musk of eighty males. An intense scent, heated and laced with testosterone, perhaps a dash of male aggression, which chases shudders up and down my spine.

      Another mating growl.

      More heat.

      Then they shift from one leg to the other, muscular upper bodies gyrating with the motion. Body rolls. They’re sexy, hands down, but my favorite is what comes next. Bet they have a fancy name for that as well, but I call them floor humps.

      My entire body tingles with anticipation.

      They all lean over, tasty ass in the air, palms pressed to the ground.

      Three.

      Two.

      One leg lifts up, and they dive their pelvis toward the ground, pulsating there three times before they glide forward and… damn it, I want to be the gym floor.

      It’s sexy. It’s arousing.

      It’s also stunningly elegant.

      Aside from that one saikh in row seven, who somehow manages to awkwardly stumble over his own feet just as he thrusts the wrong way with stiff hips. What a dork…

      They repeat the sequence five more times, always with different angles, and the formation falls apart the moment they’re done. Scattering into smaller groups, they grab their shirts and wipe the sweat off their handsome faces, laughing, chatting, some of them stretching.

      “The saikhmenti could make a fortune selling tickets to this,” I say as I fumble my earplugs out, letting them disappear back into my pockets. “All they need to do is remove that guy in row seven. Zero rhythm.”

      A sigh accompanies Neyja’s nod. “Adrin. Currently the scholar with the worst scores, and I doubt he will pass his finals. A shame, considering he started out so promising.”

      “What happened?”

      “Broke his leg in two places and missed almost a solar cycle of training. He’s been playing catching up ever since. A poor lover, if only for how stiff and nervous he is. Fantastic domestic skills, though, as long as you don’t ask him to fold laundry.”

      A poor lover?

      Who won’t fold laundry?

      Neeext!

      “I’ll catch up with you later,” I say and stagger down the bleachers. “Let me see if I can talk to some of them.”

      Forcing a smile onto my face, I try to make myself look as approachable as possible. But the moment I walk toward a handful of saikhs to the left, they all turn on their heels and hurry out the gym so fast one might think they’re running from me.

      My shoulders slouch. Maybe they are? Ugh, such a narrow-minded, intolerant bunch these Vandalar. Whatever. The other group then.

      When I turn right, toward the flock of saikhs stretching on the ground, they all jump up. One of them mumbles something that ends with “her penis” as he hastes away.

      That’s… odd.

      But the one who jumps up with such speed he yelps “cramp” and technically drags himself away with a limp, nervously glancing back at me over his shoulder? Now that’s just weird.

      My steps slow, muscles tightening. Am I imagining this, or are they all scurrying away from me even faster than they usually do? What’s going on here?

      It takes less than three minutes and the gym is empty.

      Well, kind of. At the far end, two saikhs I know are Lucan and Silas lean against the wall, stroking each others cheeks. Probably practicing. Did they even notice that everyone left?

      Everyone but the saikh who stumbled over his own feet during ketuni. What was his name again? I’ll just call him dork. Dork stares at me from intense, golden eyes.

      He eventually walks over to me, repeatedly dragging a hand over his white braid. “Hey. You, um, you’re Izzy, right?”

      “Uh-huh.” Something I would deny on Earth since I’m technically a wanted criminal there. “Sorry but… what was your name again?”

      “Adrin.”

      His eyes flick to my crotch for way longer than is polite. Do I stare at their cocks? Hell yeah, but I do so subtly, and none of them ever noticed. What’s he hoping to find down there anyway?

      “Right. Well, Adrin, as it so happens, I was just about to talk to Silas and Lucan. But you have a nice—”

      “Is it true the council gave you an estate, and you will choose saikhs for it?”

      Yup, but not crotch-starers with two left feet like him. “I’m sorry, but I was under the impression the scholars knew. That’s why I keep coming here. So I can observe them all and make a decision.” Which brings me back to… “I really need to talk to those two males over there. Nice chatting with you.”

      The moment I turn away from Adrin, he says, “You’re not seriously considering to accept them to your estate together, are you?”

      I glance back at him. “Why would you ask that?”

      Does he know something I don’t?

      Duh… of course he does.

      He’s an insider. I’m shunned.

      Adrin steps up closer, his golden eyes unnerving. “Don’t get me wrong. They’re both very skilled and will please you. And once they’ve done that, they’ll spend the rest of the night pleasing each other.”

      Is he saying… “Those two males are gay?”

      He hikes up a shoulder in response.

      That makes no sense. “Why would they be here if they’re into males?”

      “They received enough training they can perform perfectly for a female. The more important question is, how come you didn’t notice? You spent a lot of time observing us, yet you never caught on to how they gravitate around each other?”

      Great. Now I feel like a dork, or at the very least socially inept. “Well, trust me, I’m trying hard to get to know all the future saikhs, but it’s difficult since everyone keeps running away from me for some reason.”

      Is he staring at my crotch again?

      “Most are turned-off by your tailless backside.” He takes a deep breath. “Your penis isn’t helping either.”

      My what? “Excuse me?”

      “That small cock at the top of your vulva. Professor Smith taught it in Earth Women 101 today, and most scholars fled the lecture room after she mentioned your erection.”

      Yeah, I’m going to have a word with Jessica about how she confuses her students. That’s bad for business. “You have no idea what I would give to have one. Just for a day, so I can do jumping jacks and watch it go boing-boing-boing. I don’t have a cock.”

      “Clitoris. Whatever you call it, it doesn’t bother me.” He sucks in a sharp breath, face momentarily scrunching up. “Maybe it bothers me a little, but I can ignore it. Fact is, I think we can help each other, because I really need your vulva.”

      Whoa, this deteriorated quickly. “First off, nobody calls it that. We either wrongfully call it a vagina, or simply avoid naming it the wrong thing by calling it pussy. Second, you need to step up your seduction game because your attempt at getting into my panties earned itself a hard no.”

      His face scrunches up. “No, I don’t want to sleep—”

      I turn on my heels and head toward the hallway, pushing enough speed into it my flip-flops they squeak. “Bye!”

      “Izzy, wait!” Adrin jogs up to me. “Look, woman. I’m about to fail my finals. My only chance of graduating is to score best in class for Earth Women 101. What I need is a human female to guide me. Help me improve my skills.”

      My soles drag to a halt.

      Oooh. Now I get it.

      Guy wants to play doctor.

      I turn to him, arms folded in front of my chest. “Am I understanding this right? You want to use my body to practice?”

      “Yes.” Filthy alien. “In exchange, I’ll tell you all I know about every single scholar in this building. The good. The bad. The ugly. All the dirt I got on them.”

      All the dirt?

      That… catches my interest. “Practice on me how?”

      His hands shoot up, fingers wiggling. “With these, and my tongue. Nothing more. From what I understand, your internal sex is almost identical to our females, so penetration won’t be necessary.”

      Right, because he’s a poor lover already, no matter in which species he puts it. “How do I know you’re telling the truth? Do you have some sort of bet with the other scholars?”

      “Absolutely no bet,” he says, head shaking. “Nobody can find out about this, Izzy, or they’ll suspend me. This is only between you and me, I swear.”

      Hmmm. He did tell me Lucan and Silas are gay which, thinking about how they caressed each other, makes sense now. He told me he’s about to fail his finals, which matches Miss Quality Stamp’s earlier statement. Why would I not believe him?

      When I allow my eyes to roam over him, Adrin immediately stands tall, and pushes his strong chest out. Small scars cover his pecs and upper arms, all randomly placed, so they’re not traditional kuchi scars. He’s young, virile, his muscles defined and, not going to lie, the idea of this guy going down on me isn’t exactly appalling. Not after it’s been so long, anyway.

      “Alright, I might be open to the idea,” I say. “How do we do this?”

      “Let me come to where you live tonight.”

      No way. “Do I look like a victim? I’ve watched enough Criminal Minds I won’t let a stranger walk straight into my home.”

      “You cannot come to my room at the saikhmenti or others might catch on to us.” Full lips press into a thin line, which he releases with a smack of his tongue. “Let me come to your estate, and I’ll take you to a place where many of us hang out right after.”

      “How about we go there first, and then I might take you to my estate?”

      He parks his hands on his hips. “You’re pretty demanding for someone who managed to clear a gym from males within seconds. You will take me to your estate, and there, you might prove that you don’t have a penis. If you do, I will take you to the others and make sure they hear about it. I can be at your place at seven.”

      Shit. He has me there. “I work until seven.”

      A look of surprise fleets over his features. “You work?”

      “Downtown. I recruit saikhs for a matching program on Earth.”

      “Huh, interesting.” So much so he stares at me open-mouthed for a moment. “Eight?”

      A flutter of caution plays around in my stomach, but my options are limited. “Let me give you the address.”
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