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Introduction 
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SHE WAS ABDUCTED BY aliens...and rescued by a fierce bounty hunter.
Vivi has always been a survivor. So, when she’s snatched from her bed by little green men and dropped on a former prison planet, her survival instincts quickly kick in. She’s ready to kick ass and take names—even though she’s wearing nothing more than boy shorts and a lacy camisole. 
Then, she meets him. Zoren. The alien bounty hunter with abs of steel and a hot, glowy tattoo on his seriously muscled chest. Zoren’s not like the aliens who abducted her. He’s fierce, yet protective, and he takes her breath away. Zoren has a spaceship and can help Vivi get back to Earth. She’s just not sure if she wants to go back. 

He’s closer than ever to avenging his brother’s death...until he meets his fated mate. 

For five long cycles of the seasons, Zoren has relentlessly hunted the most wanted assassin in the galaxy. Xfier killed his brother, and new intel leads him to Reazus Prime, a dangerous planet without laws or order. When Zoren catches Xfier, he’ll finally have his revenge. There’s just one problem: Vivi.  

His desire for the tiny human with hair the color of flame and skin as pale as sand burns as bright as the Entwined Souls mark on his chest. Vivi offers to help him catch his bounty. In exchange, she wants him to help her get home. But she belongs to him, and nothing will stop Zoren from claiming her. Even if keeping Vivi means letting his brother’s killer slip through his hands. Again. 

Alien’s Bounty is a standalone romance in the Outlaw Planet Mates series. The books in this exciting, shared-world series can be read in any order. No cliffhangers or cheating; just romance, adventure, and lots of happy endings. 
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The World of Outlaw Planet Mates
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REAZUS PRIME IS A HARD planet. Once a prison, it was abandoned when the mines dried up and the Overlords could no longer turn a profit off the prisoners. Now it's a haven for outlaws, pirates, and anyone holding a grudge against authority.

It's isolated, alone, and the only ships coming are the worst sort. Once such ship, carrying a cargo of abducted human women, explodes in orbit. A lucky few were ejected in pods, only to crash on the outlaw planet.

Now the race is on to find and claim the human females...
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Chapter 1
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VIVI

A blaring alarm jolted Vivi awake. Her consciousness returned quickly, with a startling whoosh of sound and sight, and the stark realization that she was trapped in a claustrophobic, high-tech tube that was about to become a coffin. 

Danger! Critical life support failure. Oxygen level at 25 percent. Abort stasis.

Danger! Critical life support failure. Oxygen level at 20 percent. Abort stasis.

Danger! Critical life support failure. Oxygen level at 15 percent. Abort stasis.

The mechanical voice warning her that she was about to run out of air wasn’t speaking English, but the communicator the aliens injected behind her ear translated for her. 

She’d been in enough tight spots to realize that if she didn’t get out of the stasis pod soon, her life was over.

Vivi pulled her arms from their restraints and clawed at the various tubes and sensors connected to her body, ripping them free while her heart raced and her lungs filled with the last remnants of air. 

Danger! Critical life support failure. Oxygen level at 10 percent. Abort stasis.

There was a control panel on the wall of the pod next to her left shoulder. Her legs were still pinned by restraints, but she was able to twist her upper body enough to get a better look at it. 

Unfortunately, the words on the screen were gibberish; the communicator didn’t translate alien text. So, she jabbed at the touchscreen with her index finger, hoping to hit something that would help.

Danger! Critical life support failure. Oxygen level at 5 percent. Abort stasis.

With a soft click, the restraints around her legs retracted. She’d have celebrated that success if there was more time. But her racing heart, burning lungs, and spotty vision told her that time was running out. 

Danger! Critical life support failure. Oxygen level depleted. Abort stasis.

A big red button with a single word in all caps appeared on the control panel, and she hoped to hell it said ABORT. But her arm felt too heavy to lift, and all she wanted to do was go to sleep. 

It would be so easy to give up...so easy to finally stop fighting. Vivi had been fighting for most of her life, and she was so damn tired of the struggle. 

Snap out of it, Vivi. You’re a survivor, not a quitter. Push the damn button!

Her name was actually Vivian, but nobody called her that except her mom. She was named after Julia Roberts’ character in Pretty Woman, a movie Vivi and her mom must have watched 200 times together. 

Oh, wait. 

Her 7th grade biology teacher also called her Vivian once, when the teacher caught her making out with Aaron Jenkins in the coat closet. 

"Vivian McLaren," Miss Carter had scolded with her hands on her hips, her black glasses sliding down her sharp, beak-like nose. "Do you know what this kind of behavior leads to?"

"Yeah," Vivi had replied after wiping her mouth with her sweatshirt sleeve. Aaron Jenkins was a sloppy kisser. "Lunch." 

Miss Carter had grabbed her arm and dragged her out of the closet. "Don’t sass me, young lady. We’re going to the principal’s office to call your mother." With her eyes narrowed, Miss Carter had glanced back at Aaron. "And you have after-school detention for a week, young man. Shame on you for taking advantage of sweet Vivi like this."

Miss Carter thought Vivi was being flippant, but she was hungry and just trying to eat. She also thought Vivi was sweet and a lady, which said a lot about her teacher’s ability to judge a situation—or a person’s character.

As Miss Carter pulled her down the hallway, though, Vivi remembered patting the front pocket of her worn blue jeans where she’d put Aaron’s $5 bill and thinking how proud her mom would be when the principal called.  

"Never give anything away for free, Vivian," her mom had told her early one morning after a night of turning tricks, her words slurred from a mixture of drugs and alcohol. "And always get your money up front." 

Vivi made Aaron give her his five bucks before they locked lips. And it was a good thing, too, because their make-out session was cut short. 

Thinking about her mom should have made Vivi sad, but it didn’t. She left home six years ago, on her eighteenth birthday, and hadn’t seen or heard from her mom since. She could be dead now for all Vivi knew, although her mom was dead to her long before she finally left home.  

Maybe if Vivi had had a better mother, she wouldn’t have been living in a shitty basement apartment in a seedy part of the city that made her an easy target for the little green men who snatched her from her bed wearing nothing but skimpy boy shorts and a lacy camisole. 

The little green men had called her a universal breeder and discussed selling her to the highest bidder at an alien auction as they shoved her into the stasis pod and put her to sleep. 

Push the damn button, Vivi!

As the world around her faded to black, she somehow found the strength to reach out and brush her fingertips across the red button. With a loud clunk followed by a whirring sound, the stasis pod opened. 

Vivi sat up with a start, gasping for breath, and sucked in hot, humid air. Hot, humid, breathable air. 

When her vision cleared, she realized her pod was in a small clearing surrounded by trees. Not Earth trees; alien ones. Trees with fuzzy yellow trunks, giant purple leaves, and claw-like branches that appeared to be reaching for her. 

She must be imagining the reaching part, right? 

Right?!

Vivi was no expert on space travel—hell, she didn’t even know aliens were real until they showed up in her apartment and beamed her onto their spaceship—but she was pretty sure something went wrong on the way to the auction. And if something went wrong and the little green men dropped her here on purpose, they’d probably be back to get her. She needed to get as far away from the pod as possible, fast.

She climbed out on unsteady legs, looking around while getting her bearings. In addition to alien trees, the planet’s oddly colored sky had two suns. The intensity of the humid mid-day heat made her red hair frizz and her body sweat, and it wouldn’t be long before her fair skin freckled and burned. 

The lack of wildlife was disturbing. There weren’t any birds chirping, bugs buzzing, or animal sounds of any kind. What kind of forest didn’t have wildlife? 

With those weird trees reaching for her from every direction, Vivi wasn’t sure which way to go. She looked around for something to use as a weapon to beat back the branches if they tried to grab her. 

She spotted a thick stick that would work well as a club but before she could grab it, a rope shot out from the trees and snaked around her body, binding her arms and legs so she could barely move. 

"What in the hell?!" she yelped in surprise, struggling against the bindings. Had her abductors returned already?

She watched as an alien emerged from the trees holding the other end of the rope in one hand and a long, lethal-looking blade in the other. Except the alien wasn’t little or green like her abductors. He was huge, silver, and shirtless, with a cool, swirly tattoo on his right pec and abs that looked like they were made of steel. 

Everything about him was chiseled with precision, from his chisled facial features and sharp jawline to his muscled chest, defined arms, and trim waist that led to a massive bulge beneath black pants. 

When he realized she was checking him out, she could have sworn she heard a sexy growl rumble up from his chest. 

She swallowed hard.

Vivi should have been terrified, but she wasn’t. Maybe her brain was still oxygen-deprived, and she wasn’t thinking straight because she was actually a little turned on. For an alien, Abs of Steel was seriously hot. 

He jerked on the rope, and she stumbled toward him. "What’s your name, female?"

She knew just how to play this and smiled coyly while striking a sexy pose. Well, as sexy as she could make it considering she was bound from chest to knees like a cow roped at the rodeo. "What do you want it to be?" she said in a soft, sultry voice. 

"Don’t play games with me." The alien narrowed his black eyes and yanked on the rope again, pulling her even closer to him. "Your name. Now."

Looks like Abs of Steel had never seen Pretty Woman. 
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Chapter 2
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ZOREN

Leave it to Xfier, the most wanted assassin in the galaxy, to use an alluring female decoy to throw Zoren off his trail. An alluring, human female if the bounty hunter’s ocular scanner was correct.

Human females from Earth were both rare and valuable in this galaxy. How Xfier procured one was a mystery, although he’d proven to be both smart and resourceful.  

This female was an exceptional specimen. Small and curvy, and scantily clothed in little more than undergarments. Her scent was enticing, and it deepened as she examined Zoren’s toned physique. His cock stirred in response—how could it not? 

He assumed his physical reaction to the creature was part of Xfier’s plan to avoid capture. Most males would be unable to resist a female that looked so appealing and smelled this delicious. 

Although his body responded to her, Zoren had better control over his carnal urgers than most males, especially ones on a dangerous outlaw planet like Reazus Prime. Nothing would distract him from his purpose. Not even a tasty, tempting female. 

While her height, body mass, and internal temperature were similar enough to Xfier’s to fool Zoren’s heat signature tracker, that's where their similarities ended. 

While Xfier was red and scaled, the human’s skin was as pale as sand and appeared to be soft and smooth. Xfier had two antennae atop his head; the female had a mass of cascading curls the color of flame. Xfier’s razor-sharp claws were meant to maim or kill; she had slender fingers with blunt, useless nails. Xfier’s small, slight stature did nothing to lessen his lethal nature; the human appeared delicate, fragile, in need of protection. 

She didn’t seem equipped to survive alone in the carnivorous Hungry Forest. Then again, she was working with a murderer, so her delicate nature could be a ruse. He needed to remain on guard. 

"Your name," Zoren barked. "Now." 

"It’s Vivi," she finally responded. "My name’s Vivi." 

He had her lassoed and drew her closer. Her scent ripened further, and despite his practiced control, he struggled to tamp down his arousal. "Tell me where to find Xfier, and I might just let you live."

"Is Xfier one of the little green men? Because I don’t know where they are or when they’re coming back," she babbled. "All I know is that I need to be gone before they do because there’s no way in hell I’m going to the auction."

"What auction?"

The female rolled her eyes, and he wondered if she was having some sort of seizure. "The one where they take universal breeders and sell them to the highest bidder."

"Xfier’s skin is red," Zoren stated. "Why is he involved with slave traders?"

"How should I know? I never saw a red guy. Just three creepy green ones with bald heads, bug eyes, dangly arms, long fingers, and—"

"Forget the slavers," Zoren growled, his voice menacing. "Where is Xfier?" 

He looped the rope around his hand, cutting more of the slack, and yanked the female closer. She stumbled, bumping against him before righting herself. The Entwined Souls mark on his chest warmed from the brief contact, heating his flesh, and he hid his surprise. His mark had never reacted to female contact before. Not even with females from his own race. 

The human sighed dramatically, and the sweet scent of her exhaled breath nearly brought him to his knees. His physical reactions to her weren’t normal or expected. Was this Earth female—Vivi—some sort of sorceress? 

"I think we may have gotten off on the wrong foot," she said. 

Confused, Zoren looked down. "There is nothing wrong with our feet."

Vivi laughed, a melodious sound that, oddly, made his chest mark ache. "It’s an Earth saying that means our meeting here got off to a bad start. Why don’t we try again?"

Zoren nodded his agreement. He would play along with her for now to get the information he needed.

"Great. I’ll go first. I’m Vivi. A week ago—more or less, I’m not really sure because I’ve been in asleep in that stasis pod over there—I was abducted from my home on Earth. My pod landed in this clearing for some reason, and I need to get out of here before the aliens come back to get me. I honestly don’t know who this red Xfier guy is. Before you, the only aliens I’d seen were the green ones." 

Zoren’s ocular scanner failed to detect any signs of deceit. The female’s vital signs—pulse, respiratory rate, body temperature, pupil size—were steady. Unless she was a master manipulator, and he couldn’t rule that out yet, she was telling the truth. 

"Now, it’s your turn," Vivi said. "Why don’t you start with your name and why you’re looking for this Xfier character?"  

"I am Zoren, an independent bounty hunter registered with the Federation of Allied Planets.  Xfier is the most wanted assassin in the galaxy. If you’re aiding and abetting him, female, I will find out." He scowled at her. "And I’ll take you down with him."
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VIVI

What would it take to convince this menacing alien that she was the victim here?

"I swear to you that I’m not working with Xfier," Vivi insisted, her voice desperate yet firm. "And now that I’ve told you my name, I’d appreciate you using it. Calling me 'female' is a bit impersonal, don’t you think? Especially since you’ve got me all tied up." She winked seductively, attempting to break the tension, but another growl rumbled from his chest. Only this time it didn’t sound sexy at all... it sounded threatening and ominous.

Zoren's piercing glare seemed to cut through her as he raised the razor-sharp blade he held in his right hand. Panic clawed at her chest, and she realized she must have really angered him. Vivi cowered, expecting him to slit her throat or decapitate her. But instead of slashing at her, his entire body tensed, and his gaze traveled past her to the shadowy forest floor behind her.

She hadn’t even noticed the vines slithering towards her from the trees until she felt their prickly leaves snake around her ankles—and then her calves. She tried to move away, but there was nowhere to go with so little slack in Zoren’s rope.

The vines advanced up her body, higher and higher, faster and faster. She felt them wrapping around her knees, her thighs, her hips. As they climbed her body, they tugged, attempting to pull her toward the ominous trees. The only thing keeping her from being dragged away was the rope Zoren held onto with an iron grip.

The look on his face was fierce and angry, and the swirly tattoo on his pec started to glow, casting eerie shadows on the forest floor. The arm holding his blade moved downward, and in that heart-stopping moment, which seemed to unfold in slow motion, she realized that Zoren was going to kill her. Vivi squeezed her eyes shut and screamed, bracing for certain death.

Except... death didn’t come.

Hysterical laughter bubbled up from her throat, and she opened her eyes. "You’re not going to kill me?" she gasped as he hacked through the thick, writhing vines that still entangled her legs. 

Zoren had saved her life instead of ending it, and the more he hacked, the more the glowing tattoo intensified. Weird.

"Not yet," he grunted as he finally freed her from the vines. His tattoo was so bright it was almost blinding, the light pulsing on his chest like a beating heart.

As Vivi watched Zoren continue hacking at the vines until they retreated back into the trees, she felt a strange sense of connection to him. It was almost as if they were destined to meet so he could save her life.

But that was impossible, wasn’t it? She was from Earth, and he was from some other planet light-years away. Cosmic connections weren’t real, were they?

She shook off the thought as fanciful.

What she was feeling was relief, gratitude, and a rush of fight-or-flight hormones. And maybe a bit of arousal. After all, the powerful, sexy alien had just saved her life.

Who wouldn’t be a little turned on by that? 

###
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ZOREN

The intense, nearly violent reaction of the Entwined Souls mark on Zoren’s chest confirmed what he could no longer deny. This human female, Vivi, was his fated mate. 

When her life was in danger from the Hungry Forest, he had reacted on instinct, slashing at the vines without thought or hesitation. Although he would never stop looking for Xfier so he could avenge his brother’s death, he had a new life purpose now: Caring for his mate and keeping her safe. 

There were far too many dangers on this planet for Zoren’s comfort. The best way to keep Vivi safe was to get her onto his ship and off Reazus Prime. He'd do everything in his power to protect her, even if that meant letting Xfier go. At least for now. Because Vivi belonged to him—mind, body, and soul. Even if he wasn’t ready to tell her that. 

"I’m going to free you from the bindings. Do not run away," he commanded. She nodded vigorously, and he loosened the rope so it fell to her feet. 

He sheathed his blade and reached over his shoulder to retrieve the thin hover board that was strapped to his back. With a push of a button, the board hummed to life, floating just above the forest floor. 

"Whoa," Vivi said, her eyes wide. 

Zoren retrieved his pack and stepped on the board, placing his feet on the navigation panels. "Get on." 

"Seriously?" she said. "That’s how we’re getting out of here? On a flying skateboard?"

"The hoverboard is perfectly safe as long as you hold on and remain upright," Zoren told her. By air, they were two solar rotations away from the Hub, which was where his ship was docked. Getting there on foot would be a much longer and more dangerous journey. "I won’t let you fall."

She hesitated only briefly before stepping onto the board behind him and wrapping her arms around his waist. The feel of her soft body pressed against his back made Zoren’s Entwined Souls mark pulse in his chest and his cock throb with need. 

He pushed his desire to consummate the mate bond to the back of his mind and concentrated on launching the board into the air and keeping it steady, which wasn't easy with a small, scared female trembling against his back. 

"The vines are tracking us. We need to get above the tree line," he told her. "Hold on." 
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VIVI

Vivi clutched Zoren tighter as he sent the board soaring upward at a steep angle before leveling off when they were above the treetops.  

As they zipped through the air, further and further away from the dangerous forest and the stasis pod that dropped her there, she became more aware of her body pressed against Zoren’s broad, firm back. 

Every inch of him was hard and chiseled, as if he were sculpted out of stone. His physical strength made her feel safe. And, if she were being honest, really hot. She squeezed her legs together as heat pulsed between her thighs.

She needed to get her head on straight. Now that they were out of danger, getting back to Earth was her primary concern. Not her physical attraction to Zoren or some imagined connection she had with him. 

"Where are we going?" she asked, practically yelling so he could hear her.

"To my ship," he replied in his usual clipped tone. 

If Zoren had a ship, maybe he could take her back to Earth. "Is your ship far away?"

"Two solar rotations."

There were so many questions she wanted to ask, but conversing on the hover board with the wind whipping her hair around was hard, and Zoren wasn’t in a chatty mood. 

Assuming a solar rotation was equivalent to one day, there’d be plenty of time to talk before reaching his ship. Eventually they'd have to land. Then, she'd get some answers.

###
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Vivi had no way to tell time, but it seemed like they'd been flying for hours when the hoverboard started making erratic jerking motions, and their speed gradually slowed.

"What’s happening?" she called out, her voice filled with concern.

"Low power," Zoren responded, his tone matter-of-fact.

"What does that mean?"

"We need to land so the power cells can recharge."

Vivi clung to him as the board dropped out of the air at an alarming speed. Landing would be good; she was hungry, thirsty, and really needed to pee.

The eerie forest with its yellow tree trunks, purple leaves, and deadly vines was long gone, but there was still nothing but vast wilderness as far as her eyes could see. Why couldn’t the hoverboard have run out of power over a bustling city? Even a tiny town would be better than another forest, as long as it had indoor plumbing and food.

Zoren must have spotted a suitable landing site because he angled the board downward into a steep dive that made her glad that she had an empty stomach. Even though she trusted him to land safely, Vivi clutched onto him so hard her arms shook. She didn’t relax her hold until she finally felt solid ground beneath them, and the board came to a stop in the middle of a lush, grassy meadow.

"We'll rest here for the night," Zoren said as he stepped off the hoverboard.

Vivi hadn’t noticed it before because all her attention had been on staying upright on the board, but the sky had lost its brightness, and the suns were starting to set. Her bare feet stuck to the tacky surface of the board as she tried to step off, and she'd have face-planted into the grass if Zoren’s beefy arms hadn’t reached out to steady her.

"Release your feet one at a time, lifting your heel first," he instructed, his hands gently holding her waist. "That’s it."

"Thanks for the help," Vivi said once she was free. His touch made her heart race and her face flush, and she didn’t like it. She needed to keep a clear head. Zoren might have saved her life, but he was still an alien, and she didn’t know much about him. "You can, uh, let me go now."

When he released her, she immediately missed the warmth of his hands. She did a few standing stretches, partly to distract herself from Zoren’s nearness and partly to ease the tension in her muscles. Her whole body ached, and her legs felt like jelly. She hadn’t realized how exhausted she was.

"I need to take care of business," she said, holding her lower belly and trying not to sound too desperate. "Private business."

Zoren scanned the dense woods surrounding them, his eyes narrowing as he assessed their surroundings. He then pointed to a nearby cluster of trees, their branches twisted and adorned with odd-shaped leaves. "Don’t go far and be quick. This isn’t the Hungry Forest, yet many predators make their homes here."

Hungry Forest? A shiver ran down Vivi's spine. An appropriate name for a place that tried to eat her. "I’ll be back before you know it." She hurried toward the trees before he could offer to come with her for safety.

As Vivi relieved herself behind a particularly bushy tree, she noticed how similar this area was to the forests back home. She was a city girl with limited exposure to untouched nature, but the lush grass blanketing the meadow where they landed was a vibrant green, and the stream nearby gurgled happily as it ran over smooth rocks, just like it would do on Earth. 

The plants and flowers that dotted the landscape were definitely alien, their shapes and patterns unique. But they were a bright rainbow of familiar colors. The air was thick with the scent of an unknown flora, a mix of sweet and spicy that tickled her nose.

Still, she didn’t linger, and she didn’t touch anything. For all she knew, that tall plant with gorgeous blue blossoms that seemed to almost glow in the waning light could be poisonous. And, while she knew Zoren would try to keep her safe, she doubted he had a poison antidote in the small pack he had with him.

When she emerged from the trees, she found Zoren had already set up camp. He had pitched a small tent made of an iridescent, silvery material and built a fire that crackled softly, casting dancing shadows on the ground. He handed her a small white disk. 

"What’s this?" she asked.

"Hand cleanser."

She rubbed the disk between her hands, and it foamed for moment before evaporating. Her fingers felt fresher, and she smiled, returning the cleansing disk. "Thanks. I wish there was something like this back on Earth."

"Sit and drink," Zoren said, handing her a canteen.

He didn’t have to tell her twice. She plopped down in the grass by the fire and guzzled the cool, crisp water that tasted faintly of minerals. She supposed there were worse places to spend the night. The air was fresh, the scenery was a breathtaking combination of otherworldly and familiar, and she had a big, bad alien bodyguard to keep her safe.

When he offered her some sort of food bar, her stomach growled. "Thanks," she said, biting into the bar. The texture was firm, and the bland taste was more savory than sweet, but the bar was edible and didn’t seem to upset her stomach. Zoren sat down across from her and ate his own bar, his gaze lingering on the exposed skin of her cheeks, shoulders, and chest which had turned a blotchy shade of reddish pink.

"What’s wrong with your coloring?" he asked, his voice a mixture of curiosity and concern.

"It’s sunburned. Redheads with fair skin like me burn easily. I’m part Irish."

"Do the burns pain you?"

Vivi shrugged. "A little." In the grand scheme of things, a little sunburn wasn’t her most pressing problem. "The pain will be worse if I get more sun exposure tomorrow."

When they finished eating, Zoren reached into his bag and retrieved a small jar. He moved around the fire and sat beside her. Then he opened the jar and scooped out a small amount of cream with his fingers. The cream had a pleasant, herbal scent that filled the air around them. "Turn toward me, and I will apply the salve to your burns."

Vivi's breath caught, her pulse quickening. She looked at him with wide eyes. "You want to... rub that on my skin?"
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VIVI

Zoren nodded. "Yes. That is, if you wish your burns to heal."

His matter-of-fact reply wasn’t sexual, but Vivi’s mind went there anyway, causing her nipples to pebble beneath her thin camisole. She did want her sunburn to heal, though, so she turned toward him.

As Zoren applied the healing cream to Vivi’s sunburned skin, she noticed how different his hands were compared to hers. His fingers were longer and thicker, with a slightly rough texture, like they were accustomed to hard labor. And heat emanated from his palms, making her wonder how hot his core body temperature ran. 

Despite their differences, his touch was gentle and soothing. And even though there was nothing sensual about the way he applied the cream, delicious shivers tiptoed up and down Vivi’s spine.

She couldn’t remember the last time someone took care of her like this. Her mother wasn’t the nurturing type, and she didn’t have any close friends. Feeling cared for was a strange sensation, one she found oddly comforting. She let herself relax, enjoying the feel of Zoren’s hot alien hands on her bare skin.

He seemed to be in no hurry, taking his time to ensure each part of her reddened skin was thoroughly covered, being extra careful when applying the cream to her cheeks. He worked in silence until he had tended to all her sunburned skin, then moved back with a satisfied nod.

Still lost in the moment, Vivi stared at him. For the briefest of moments, she felt like anything was possible; that anything could happen out here in this lush alien forest with no boundaries or laws or expectations other than their own.

Then, Zoren cleared his throat and put away the jar. "We should get some rest."

"I am pretty tired," Vivi admitted.

"You take the shelter; I’ll sleep by the fire."

"I’m sure there’s room in there for both of us." The thought of sleeping alone in the forest, even in a tent, made Vivi uneasy. "I’d feel safer if you were next to me."

After a brief hesitation, Zoren nodded. "Very well."

Vivi crawled into the tent while he banked the fire. Inside, it wasn’t nearly as spacious as she thought. When Zoren joined her, she moved onto her side, scooting over as far as she could.

Once he laid down, though, it was hard to keep their bodies from touching. Not that she minded. The temperature had dropped, and the night air held a chill. There didn’t seem to be a blanket, and the heat emanating from his body felt good, a comforting warmth in the cool night air.

"So, Zoren, where’s your home planet?" she asked, hoping small talk would ease the awkwardness inside the cramped tent.

"I don’t have one. The planet my people, the Celteris, originated from was destroyed by war long before I was born."

"Then where do you live?"

"On my ship, mostly. I keep quarters at the Federation’s home base, but I rarely stay there. I prefer work over leisure, space over land."

Now that her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, the glow from Zoren’s chest tattoo put out just enough light for Vivi to see his silhouette, including his insanely broad shoulders, his beefy biceps, and the rather substantial bulge in the front of his pants.

She needed to get her mind out of the gutter. "Why did you become a bounty hunter?"

"Just after I came of age, my parents were killed in an explosion, a bomb from a terrorist attack at the market where they sold wares. Over 50 innocent souls lost their lives that day."

"I’m sorry." The sadness in his voice made Vivi want to reach out and squeeze his arm, but she didn’t want to overstep.

"Bounty hunting was the easiest way to earn enough credits to take care of my younger brother, who was still in secondary school. The third bounty I ever earned was for capturing one of the terrorists responsible for my parents’ death. The payout was enough to buy my own ship, although I'd have captured that bastard for free."

"I bet the payout for capturing Xfier is big, too."

"It is," Zoren said. "It’s enough to fund my retirement. I’ve been after him for five long cycles of the seasons. This is the closest I’ve ever gotten to capturing him."

Five years was a long time to chase after a single paycheck, even one that would set Zoren up for life. Vivi was missing something. "If Xfier is so good at evading capture, why keep chasing him? There must be easier ways to earn money for your retirement."

"Because Xfier killed my younger brother," Zoren said, "and I’d do anything to catch him."

So, this was personal for him.

A plan was forming in the back of Vivi’s mind. "Anything?"

She saw him nod in the dim light. "Anything."
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ZOREN

Zoren had never told anyone so much about his life. He was a loner who kept his personal affairs private. 

Yet something about this little human made him want to bare his soul. Perhaps it was the way her large, emerald eyes sparkled when he spoke. Or maybe it was her delicious scent that filled the cramped shelter and surrounded him like a warm embrace. 

He had been alone for so long that he had forgotten what it was like to feel connected to another being. To share his thoughts and feelings. To care for someone else.

Is this what it was like to meet your Entwined Souls mate? 

Vivi’s body inadvertently touched his, and Zoren’s cock throbbed in response. His hand twitched, wanting to reach out to her. 

He wondered what it would feel like to caress her bare skin... to kiss her deeply, taking her breath away... to discover how his touch could make her sigh, make her moan. Most of all, he wanted to bury his face between her thighs to see if she tasted as delicious as she smelled... to tongue her cunt until she shattered beneath him.  

But now was not the time for such things. Not when Vivi needed her rest and danger was all around them. 

"I know how you can catch Xfier," Vivi said quietly, her words sparking both hope and fear in his heart.

"How?" Zoren responded, certain that he would not like her answer. 

"You can use me as bait."

"Absolutely not." Vivi would be the perfect bait because she was a desirable and alluring human. But using his Entwined Souls mate to catch a killer was too dangerous; she could end up dead like his brother.

"I don’t want you to split your bounty with me, if that’s what you’re thinking," she said.

"It’s not," he replied, offended. "Catching Xfier isn’t about the credits. It’s about avenging my brother’s death." 

"They why won’t you even consider my idea?"

This would be the perfect time for Zoren to tell Vivi she was his Entwined Souls mate, the one female who could make him complete. "Because there are too many things that could go wrong," he said instead. "Have you forgotten that Xfier is the most wanted assassin in the galaxy?"

"No," Vivi admitted. "But I trust you to keep me safe." 

He couldn’t keep his brother safe. 

"If you don’t want credits, what would you want in return?" he asked. 

She hesitated. "To go home."

Her words stung, but he understood. "My ship isn’t powerful enough to make it to Earth. I will take you to a refugee planet where you’ll be safe. Then, I’ll return to Reazus Prime to apprehend Xfier."

Even in the shelter’s dim light he could see the profound disappointment on her face which cut him almost as much as her desire to leave him.  

"Even if you can’t take me back to Earth, I’ll still help you catch Xfier," she said, her voice sad. "You saved my life, Zoren. It’s the least I can do." 

He couldn’t stand to see her so dejected. "I might know someone who can arrange safe passage for you back to Earth." 

"Really?" The hopeful smile on her face was so bright it practically illuminated the small shelter they shared.

"Really," he confirmed. 

"Does that mean we have a deal?" she asked excitedly.

When he nodded, she wriggled toward him and wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her small, soft body against him. He froze, forcing himself not to return her embrace, yet unable to control his body’s physical reactions to her nearness.

"Thank you, Zoren! I promise you won’t regret accepting my help!"

He didn’t tell her that he already did. "You should get some rest. We must leave at first light."

"Okay." Vivi ended her embrace and turned away from him, rolling onto her side. "Good night, Zoren," she whispered. 

Her scent called to him, and he found himself wanting to bury his nose in her hair. "Good night, Vivi." 

It wasn’t long before her breathing evened out and her body sought out his warmth with a soft sigh, oblivious to his aching erection and the hot, pulsing mark on his chest. He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. 

It pleased Zoren that his mate felt safe enough to sleep. For him, though, it was going to be a long, restless night. 
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VIVI

Vivi slept better than she’d expected, considering the circumstances and her surroundings. When she crawled out of the tent, she stretched out the kinks from sleeping on the hard ground. 

An easy smile came to her when she saw Zoren, although it slowly faded as she realized he wasn’t smiling in return.

"Good morning," she said, hoping to break the ice.

"Yes. Here is a meal bar for you, and I have fresh water." His tone was cool, almost indifferent.

She frowned as she took the bar, wondering if he just wasn’t a morning person. She couldn’t fault him for that. Who liked to get up early? "What's on the agenda for today?"

"Traveling." His single word response was barely a grunt.

She took a bite of the bland, savory bar, finding it even less pleasing than last night. "I hope we can find real food today."

He scowled. "Food is food."

She definitely wasn’t imagining his unpleasant mood. "Did something bad happen?"

He blinked. "What do you mean?"

"You seem a little... I dunno." Grumpy. "You seem quiet this morning, that's all." 

He shrugged and grunted again. "We need to leave soon."

With a sigh, Vivi finished the bar and gulped down some water. "Is it okay if I rinse off in the stream before we go?"

Zoren nodded. "Be quick about it."

She resisted the urge to snap at him as she made her way down to the water, being careful not to slip on the rocky bank. 

It was irritating how different he was acting compared to last night. Like she was a burden instead of the person who offered to help him avenge his brother's death. 

Vivi knelt at the waterline, letting it barely touch her knees. She leaned forward to scoop several handfuls of water over her face before washing her arms. She was amazed by how quickly her sunburn had faded. It wasn’t completely gone, but it was barely noticeable even when she scrubbed her skin. 

Zoren's cream was amazing. Maybe she could get the recipe and take it back to Earth. If she patented it, she'd make millions.

The fantasy made her smile as she ran wet hands through her hair, trying to work out the tangles and freshen the red locks. She felt gross after being in stasis and sleeping in the forest, but the cool water helped. She leaned back with a sigh of satisfaction. 

She was surprised that Zoren hadn't barked at her to hurry up. She’d been dawdling, but she needed it after everything she’d been through. She was about to head back when something caught her attention across the stream.  

Vivi squinted then startled, realizing it was some sort of alien cat. She grinned as the cat-thing moved closer, giving her a better look. Aww. It reminded her of Tom, the stray alley cat she fed on Earth. 

Wanting to pet the kitty, she almost called out to it. But then it turned slightly, and she noticed its tail was tipped with a series of sharp barbs that swished back and forth like a set of daggers. The cat opened its mouth, and a hideous cry escaped it. 

It was nothing like the sweet meow Tom let out to get her attention. No. This sound was alien, eerie, and menacing. It was worse than the shrieking cries of a midnight cat fight. 

What's more, the cat-thing's teeth sent a chill through her core. They were long, sharp, and crowded into the creature's mouth. She shivered as the animal shifted, its body wiggling. It was a familiar pose of a cat ready to pounce, and Vivi had a feeling she was the target.

She started to move away from the water's edge when an awareness she couldn’t explain made her pause. Oddly, she sensed Zoren behind her before she saw or heard him. 

"Stay calm, get to your feet, and back away," he said quietly. "A cherrill responds to fear as much as aggression."

Vivi nodded, pretending she knew exactly what he meant as she stood. She maintained a careful watch on the cherrill as she backed away, but she couldn’t stifle a sharp cry when it yowled and launched itself from the embankment—right toward her!

With a growl of his own, Zoren jumped in front of her, intercepting the cat. He wrestled with it in his arms, its razor-sharp claws digging into his skin. Its vicious teeth raked along his shoulder, then it leapt out of Zoren's grip. But it didn't run away. 

Realizing she couldn't just stand there like a damsel in distress, Vivi searched for a weapon. She found a thick branch and pulled on it, but it was attached to a tree. She swore the tree made a sound of protest, although she told herself it was just the wind. The next branch she tried to pick up was severed from the tree, and she spun around to wield it, hoping she could help. 

She tried not to think about Tom as she moved closer to where Zoren and the cherrill were engaged in an epic stare-down. The creature was nothing like her tame semi-pet, and she was doing what she had to in order to help Zoren.

Acting on instinct, she smashed the branch down on the cat’s barbed tail. The way the spikes shredded the wood, she didn’t think it had even noticed—until it turned and let out another ferocious yowl in her direction. She scurried back as it turned away from Zoren and stalked toward her, its green eyes glowing with menace. 

Vivi's heart pounded in her chest, and she tightened her grip on the splintered branch. Zoren barked out a loud command that didn't translate. The cat-thing hesitated, its attention shifting from Vivi back to him. 

He held up his arm up, pointing the face of his alien wristwatch at the creature. Zoren's eyes flicked between the cherrill and Vivi, assessing the situation with lightning speed.

"Vivi, when I tell you, I need you to jump to your right," Zoren said, his voice steely and calm. "Do you understand?"

Swallowing hard, Vivi nodded. "Yes."

The cherrill's muscles coiled beneath its sleek fur, ready to spring, while Zoren seemed to tense, waiting for the perfect moment to do... something. 

Vivi steadied her breath, preparing to jump at his command.
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ZORIN

Zoren ignored the searing pain from the bite on his shoulder as he pointed his wrist at the cherrill and glanced at Vivi. The look of terror on her face etched itself in his heart, a haunting image that would never fade. 

The cherrill, a vicious predator, was preparing to leap at her again, yet he was too far away for him to intercept the creature. 

He took several precious moments to clear away all thought and emotion, knowing he'd only get one chance to save Vivi's life. To succeed, he needed a larger target; he needed access to the cherrill's flank. The only way to achieve that was to prompt the creature to leap toward Vivi. 

He tapped the gleaming wristband to line up the sights and prepared to fire. He wouldn't miss. No, he couldn't miss. 

"Now!" Zoren shouted to Vivi. 

She jumped, the cherrill leapt, and he tapped his wrist once more. 

A tiny dart escaped from a hidden cartridge, whizzing through the air with a slight hissing sound. He exhaled in relief when the dart struck the cherrill in the side. Instantly, the creature dropped. Less than a meter from his Entwined Souls mate.  

He rushed toward Vivi, adrenaline pumping through his veins, and pulled her shaking body into his arms. "Are you hurt?" 

She shook her head. "No, just scared." Her tear-filled gaze landed on his shoulder. "But you're hurt."

"It's just a scratch," Zoren lied.

"We need to clean your wound and wrap it. If it gets infected, you could die. And if you die, I'll be all alone again." Her frantic tone and increased shaking made him fear she was going into shock. 

"You're safe now, my Vivi. We’re both safe." He tightened his grip on her which calmed her shaking. "Look at my shoulder; the bleeding has already slowed. I have a med kit in my pack that I can use to seal the wound." 

"Okay," she said, calming slightly. "What did you do to that thing... that cherrill?"

"I shot it with a poison dart."

She let out a small screech, her shock replaced with outrage. "If you had a poison dart, why in the hell didn't you shoot that thing before it took a chunk out of your shoulder?"

He smiled, touched by his feisty mate's concern for him. "It takes two hands to aim to fire, and I only had one dart. I had to be sure I didn't miss, so I couldn't risk firing at the cherrill from a head-on position or while it was attacking me. I needed access to its side."

She nuzzled his chest with her head, her contact with his Entwined Souls mark making his blood boil with desire. "I don't like that you put yourself in danger to save me. You scared me, Zoren." 

"I would do anything to keep you safe, Vivi."  He rubbed his hands along her back, his touch tender. "It will take more than one little cherrill to stop this bounty hunter from completing that mission." 

His undoing was far more likely to be caused by the small human in his arms. 

She lifted her head to look up at him, her gaze grateful and heated. "Thank you for saving my life, Zoren. Again." 

When she licked her lips, he groaned, bending his head to accept the unspoken invitation to taste her mouth. But a rustling sound coming from the trees stopped him from kissing her. "We should go. Where there is one cherrill, there may be more." 

"Yeah, let’s do that."

Zoren took Vivi's hand and led her back to the campsite. He reached into his pack for his med kit and sealed the wound on his shoulder. Then he retrieved a garment from the pack and handed it to Vivi. 

"Put this on. It’s made of a special fabric that blocks blaster fire. It should protect your skin from the sun." She nodded her appreciation. 

He tried hard not to stare at her breasts, which strained against her thin top covering as she stretched her arms up to slide his garment over her head. But he wasn’t a saint and couldn't look away. The sight of her pulling his shirt over her soft, perfect curves made his breath quicken. 

Even though the garment hung loose on her, he knew what was hiding underneath. The mate bond strengthened, and he bit back an expletive.

"Your tattoo," she said.

"My what?" he replied, still distracted by thoughts of Vivi's luscious body. 

"The thing on your chest." She pointed to his Entwined Souls mark. "It's glowing."

He shrugged, not ready to explain it. That would mean telling her everything, and there wasn't time for that now. "Must be from battling the cherrill." He glanced at the hoverboard. "We need to go."

She didn’t protest. After helping her mount, he stood in front of her and took off. When they were safely in the air, he looked down on the forest below. His vision easily spotted a small cluster of cherrills sniffing their fallen packmate. 

He was glad to have Vivi safely away from them, but his thoughts were still in turmoil. Opening himself up to caring for her left him tense and confused. Allowing someone to wield so much power over him was dangerous. A distraction that could get them both killed. 

His stomach clenched when he imagined Xfier getting ahold of her. She offered to be bait, and the plan made sense. But the thought of letting his mate take such a risk made him feel sick. 

The thought of their plan succeeding almost made him feel worse. Assuming they caught Xfier, he would honor his promise to get Vivi back to Earth. 

Avenging his brother's death meant he would lose the one soul who could make him whole. 
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VIVI

Vivi clutched onto Zoren with a desperation that had nothing to do with the danger they'd experienced. The thought of leaving him, of going home, made her heart ache. She almost wanted to sabotage their plan so she'd have an excuse to stay with him.

But she wouldn't do that. Catching Xfier meant too much to Zoren. She owed him her life. If they caught Xfier, a broken heart was a small price to pay for getting back to Earth.

Wasn't it?

They traveled in silence until her bladder screamed at her for another break. She tapped his shoulder. "I need to use a bush again."

He nodded, aiming the hoverboard downward and landing it in a reasonably flat spot. "Stay close," he cautioned, heading in the opposite direction to relieve himself. 

"Got it," she said, rushing to the nearest oversized bush. When she was done, he handed her the cleansing disk. 

"Is my shirt protecting your skin?"

She nodded. The shirt covered her from her neck to her knees. "The only sun I'm getting is on my face and my lower legs."

He grunted, which she took for approval. Zoren was difficult to read, but he seemed kinder since their encounter with the cherrill, his earlier grumpiness mostly gone.

He wasn’t like Earth men, who seemed to only want one thing. Zoren hadn't even tried anything in the tent last night. Although, if she was being honest, she wouldn't have minded. It was like he cared about her instead of getting laid. That was a totally alien concept to Vivi. 

After their bathroom break, they got back in the air. Lost in thought, the time flew by. When the board started to shake, she clung tighter to Zoren. This time, she knew what that meant.

He landed in a clearing and when they got off the board, he slung it over his head, placing it in the straps on his back. 

"We're not resting here while it recharges?" Vivi asked. 

"No need. There's a small village nearby. We'll rest there."

He led her through the trees which soon gave way to reveal a cluster of small buildings with mushroom-shaped roofs. Vivi thought the village looked quaint, although it seemed a bit more rustic than she'd prefer. 

"Are you hungry?" Zoren asked. "We can get something to eat." 

Vivi's stomach rumbled. "I’m starving." 

When they reached the village, she eagerly followed him into one of the buildings, which housed several small tables and what looked like a bar area. The place wasn't fancy, but it was clean and inviting. 

Zoren led her to an open table in the back and took a seat facing the entrance. Vivi sat across from him. 

"Remain silent and let me do the talking," he said quietly when they were approached by a lizard-like alien walking upright.

"Bounty hunter," the alien said in greeting, as if he knew Zoren.

"Gin," Zoren replied with a nod. 

The lizardman's long, forked tongue snaked outward in Vivi's direction. It was almost like he was trying to lick her. Vivi shuddered.

"A human female?" Gin said. "Not a familiar sight on Reazus Prime. Although I've heard stories of human females in escape pods being dropped all around the planet."

Zoren, ignoring Gin's comment, grabbed the hoverboard and handed it to the lizardman. "Put this on your rapid charger, and bring us two Specials and a couple of ales."

"Rapid charge will cost you," Gin said.

"Just do it," Zoren barked. Gin shrugged and walked away.

"I take it you've been here before," Vivi said.

Zoren nodded. "A time or two. Gin's mostly trustworthy, but he's a huge gossip. It won't be long before word of you gets around. If we're going to get a jump on Xfier, we'll need to act fast."

Vivi pretended she had a clue what that meant. "What's the Hub?" 

"The planet's trading city. My ship is docked at the spaceport there."

"And you think that's where Xfier is hiding? At the Hub?"

Zoren nodded. "And if he's not, I know someone there who can tell me where he is." 

Vivi drummed her fingers nervously on the table. "What's the 'Special'?" she asked, hoping it was something resembling a cheeseburger. 

Zoren just shrugged. "The only thing on the menu. The Special is whatever Gin has decided to prepare today."

The acid in Vivi's empty stomach churned a bit. "Good to know." She looked around at the other diners, a hideous mix of rough-looking male aliens, before returning her gaze to Zoren. He was watching the door with a wary expression on his face. "You expecting company?"

"No," he responded. "But I want to be ready just in case."

Gin passed by their table, flicking his tongue out toward her again as he set their drinks down and walked away. 

"Why does he do that?" she asked. 

"He's tasting you." Zoren's gaze heated. "Your scent is very alluring."

"Well, it's creepy." Vivi took a sip of her ale and made a face. The ale tasted like flat beer mixed with cheap wine. But it was wet and even the small sip calmed her nerves. "This almost feels like a date," she blurted that out.

Zoren arched a brow. "We aren't even two rotations into our acquaintance. Is there a particular date about which you are referencing?"

Vivi sipped her ale again, which was already starting to taste better, to cover a giggle. Zoren's translator must have given him an incomplete definition for the word date. "No date in particular. Just making conversation."

Gin returned to their table with two steaming bowls, a loaf of bread, eating utensils, and napkins. "Your hoverboard will be charged by the time you're done eating." Zoren nodded, and the lizardman slinked away again.

Vivi picked up a spoon and stirred the contents of the bowl. Colorful vegetables and some sort of meat appeared to be mixed with broth. It looked like chunky alien soup. "Are you sure this is safe to eat?"

"Perfectly safe." Zoren used his big hands to tear the bread into smaller pieces, then dug into his meal with gusto. Although he hadn't complained, it looked like he was starving, too. 

Vivi took a tentative taste of the broth, decided it was okay, then ate some of the chunks. When she'd had enough, she slid her bowl toward Zoren and nibbled on a piece of bread. 

"That's all you're going to eat?" he asked, concerned.

"My stomach's full. I'm not sure how long it's been since I had a real meal but it's probably been a while. If I eat too much, it'll make me sick."

Zoren finished his soup then started on what was left of hers. "I've never been in stasis, but I suspect you're right."

"So," Vivi said, clearing her throat. "Have you come up with a plan on how to use me to catch Xfier?" 
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ZOREN

What was left of Zoren's appetite left as he mulled over Vivi's question. On the hoverboard, the feeling of her soft curves pressed against him, her warm breath on his neck, and her enticing scent had made it difficult for him to focus. 

"I have the beginning of a plan, but I don't really like it."

Vivi furrowed her brow. "Why not?"

"I don't like putting you at risk." The thought of her being harmed sent a shiver of dread through him.

"I don't like that either, but I want to help." Vivi's smile illuminated her entire face. "So, what's your idea?" 

"We'll be at the Hub before dark. When we arrive, it'll be safest for you if we pretend to be mates. I'll get us a room at an inn where you can wait while I discreetly inquire about Xfier's whereabouts." 

"Can't you use your fancy watch for that?" She pointed to his wristband.

"It's not a watch, it's a toolkit."

"There isn't a tool in there for finding Xfier?" 

"It can search for his heat signature, but there will be too many bodies in the bustling Hub to get an accurate lock on his location."

"Is that how you found me?" Vivi asked. "By looking for Xfier's heat signature?"

"Yes. Your size and body mass are similar to Xfier's which produces similar heat signatures. But that's where your similarities end."

"Glad to hear it. He sounds creepy looking, and red skin would clash with my hair color," Vivi joked with a toss of her curls "Although I don't see how he could look creepier than the green guys who stole me from my bed. The jerks didn't even let me get dressed before beaming me onto their ship." 

Zoren growled at the mention of the slavers—and the mention of the skimpy undergarments Vivi wore under his shirt. The knowledge of what little she had on underneath made his cock throb.

"What else does your toolkit thingy do? I know it shoots out poison darts and tracks people."

"One dart," Zoren corrected. "But it has other weapons, too, including a short-range blaster. I can use it to transfer credits to pay for things, like this meal. It's also a navigation device and can communicate with my ship."  

"It sounds like something Bond would have thanks to Q," Vivi giggled. "Does that make me a Bond Girl?"

He shrugged. "I don't know what a bond or a bondgirl is."

"James Bond is this guy on Earth. Well, not a real guy. A fictional character. He's a handsome British spy with super cool gadgets that help him catch bad guys. In every Bond movie, he always gets the hot girl. He just doesn't keep her."

Zoren scowled. "What is the point of this Bond character finding his Entwined Souls mate if he does not keep her?"

Vivi laughed. "I'm not sure what an Entwined Souls mate is, but James Bond isn't the type to settle down. His job is too dangerous. His relationships with the bond girls are more like expanded, temporary booty calls."

He didn't need a translator to tell him what that meant. It was apparent from her tone and the way she waggled her eyebrows. "He doesn't sound like a man anyone should admire."

"A lot of people in my world sleep around before settling down. And some never settle down at all. You can't tell me it's any different here in space. You don't have a wife, but I'm guessing a strong, virile guy like you isn't celibate," she said, teasing. 

"What about you, Vivi? Are you the type to settle down?"

The smile on her face faded away. "Not really. I don't believe in love or happily ever after. At least not for me." 

Her words bothered him, but he kept his emotions in check as he changed the subject back to Xfier. "I'm hoping Xfier will be hiding in plain sight. He's been on this planet for quite some time without challenge, so I expect him to have let his guard down. At least somewhat."

Vivi touched his hand, the brief contact sending his need soaring. " I believe in you, Zoren. If anyone can catch him, you can."

"We can," he corrected gruffly, uncomfortable in her faith in his abilities.  

Deep down, he almost hoped to discover that Xfier had already left the planet so he could get Vivi somewhere safe before resuming his pursuit of the assassin.
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VIVI

Vivi gripped Zoren's hand as they made their way through the diverse crowd of aliens shopping at an open-air market, her senses bombarded by the cacophony of sights, sounds, and smells. They'd landed at the Hub shortly before dark and were on their way to an inn on the other side of the market just off the main street.

"This Zedrick Inn is reputable and has rooms without windows," Zoren had explained. When Vivi asked him why they'd want a room without a window he told her that having one point of entry was safer. 

When they got to the Zedrick, she cowered meekly behind Zoren while he booked a second-floor room with a private cleansing unit and no window. The innkeeper had eyed her curiously, although he didn't even blink when Zoren referred to her as his mate. 

The room itself was shabby but cleaner than Vivi expected based on the seediness of the neighborhood. She wouldn't have been surprised to learn the Zedrick rented out rooms by the hour. 

"When I leave, bolt the door and don't open it for anyone other than me," Zoren said.

"We've already been over this," Vivi complained. "Bolt the door, keep the knife you gave me close, hide in the cleansing room if anything happens. I got it, Zoren. Go do your thing."

He took her face in his hands. "This is serious, Vivi. I won't be gone long, but I need to know you'll be safe."

"I'll be fine," she assured him for the fifth time. 

Reluctantly, Zoren left her to meet with his informant, and Vivi bolted the door behind him. Her heart tightened with worry for Zoren, but she had to trust that he knew what he was doing.

Once she was alone, her first thought was to take a long, hot shower. She felt grimy from traveling on the hoverboard, her hair was a greasy mess, and who knows how long she'd been in the stasis pod. 

Vivi took off Zoren's shirt and hung it in the small closet, then dropped her camisole and boy shorts on the cleansing room floor. She half-expected some kind of alien plumbing she wouldn’t be able to figure out, but what she found was a basic shower control valve and ice-cold water. She let the water run for a bit, hoping it would warm up, but it never did. At least the full soap dispenser was full.

She took a deep breath and jumped under the spray, washing her hair and scrubbing her skin as quickly as possible. When she got out of the shower, she shivered, her teeth chattering slightly as she looked around for a towel. There didn't seem to be one.  

Muttering a curse under her breath, she stood in front of the mirror, which had a faint shimmering edge around it that seemed to suggest it was electronically generated rather than a piece of glass. She bent forward and finger-combed her hair, squeezing out the excess water onto the floor. 

She stepped back to avoid the puddle from her hair and jumped when a rush of hot air hit her from the ceiling. That's when she realized there was a metal plate on the floor that triggered some sort of dryer.  Thrilled with this discovery, she stood on the plate as warm air blasted around her, warming her up while drying her skin and hair in minutes. 

Once she was clean and dry, the thought of putting her dirty clothes back on didn't appeal to her. So, she handwashed her camisole and boy shorts and hung them over a chair to dry. 

She thought about putting Zoren's shirt back on. 

Then she thought about Zoren returning only to find her naked.

And that thought left her with stiff nipples and a wet pussy, which should probably alarm her.

What if he found Xfier and was ready to enact the rest of his plan right away? Vivi's street smarts told her that, whatever his plan was, it would be dangerous. 

She wanted to help Zoren. But she also wanted Zoren. In the carnal sense. There was no use denying it. 

For Vivi, sex had always been transactional—and something short of fulfilling. She'd never slept with a guy just because she wanted him. She wanted to have sex with Zoren. And this might be her only chance.

She could die helping him catch Xfier. Didn't she deserve to experience panty-melting sex with him at least once? There was no doubt in her mind that Zoren would be an amazing lover.  

Even if she didn’t die helping him catch Xfier, at least she'd have an amazing memory to take home with her. A good memory to override the bad memory of her abduction. 

She didn’t dare imagine having anything more than a fling with Zoren. Life had taught her that fairytales weren't real and happy endings were for other people. What was the harm in one night, though?

Decided, she turned down the bedding and turned off the overhead light, leaving the dim bedside lamp on as mood lighting. She sprawled across the mattress, practicing various poses, hoping to present a tempting sight. 

Satisfied, she waited for Zoren's return. 

***
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She must have dozed off because her heart lurched with a mix of nerves and excitement when she was startled awake by a knocked on the door.  

"Vivi, I'm back. Let me in."

She jumped off the bed and released the bolt. "Give me a second, Zoren," she called out.

"Are you alright?" He sounded worried. 

"I'm fine, just not decent." She giggled as she climbed back on the bed, fluffed up her hair, and struck a seductive pose. "You can come in now!"

Zoren froze as he stepped inside, his pants immediately tenting. He closed the door and reset the bolt, his eyes darkening with desire. 

"Is this a game, Vivi?" His voice was low and husky.

"No game," she said. "I did some thinking while you were gone. I want you, Zoren. No strings attached."

With a low growl, he shed his clothes as he walked toward her, his well-toned muscles rippling, his eyes never leaving hers. He moved like an animal stalking its prey, similar to the cherrill. Only this time, Vivi wanted to be caught. 

He stood before her, gloriously naked, and her gaze moved to his cock. Her eyes widened at the alien size and shape. The thick, silver shaft that jutted out from his groin was erect and ridged, and the head was a glistening black knob that pulsed like his chest tattoo. Precum oozed from the tip, and she had the urge to lick it. He was this hard, this aroused, for her. The thought made her shiver.    

"I didn't expect to return to this," he said, "although I am not displeased."

The air shifted around them, electric with the suddenness of the moment. Passion radiated between them, a magnetic pull she couldn’t deny. Their eyes locked and, for an eternal second, she felt as if she were home, like this was the place she had been searching for her entire life. It was intoxicating to a woman who’d always been alone.

He joined her on the bed, fisting a handful of her hair and pulling her toward him. Then, he pressed his lips to hers, claiming her with his mouth, his lips, his tongue. 

Vivi gasped against his mouth, overwhelmed by the intensity of his kiss. She had never been kissed like this before... hadn't even realized that kissing could feel this erotic. Heat roared through her body, and desire threatened to consume her.

When she couldn’t breathe any longer, she pulled away and took a deep breath. "I wasn’t sure you wanted me." 

"Of course, I want you." He kissed her again, though softer this time. "I've wanted you since the moment we met in the Hungry Forest."

She pressed her fingers against his tattoo, and he groaned in response. "It's glowing again... brighter than ever."

Once again, he avoided talking about his tattoo, distracting her with another toe-curling kiss, his tongue sliding against hers as he explored the depths of her mouth. His hands roamed over her body, tracing the curves of her hips and waist before sliding upward to cup her breasts. Vivi arched into his touch, a low whimper escaping her lips as she pressed closer to him.

Zoren broke the kiss. "My sweet, Vivi, so delicious. I can't wait to taste your cunt before burying my cock deep inside of you." 

His dirty talk made her practically come just from anticipation. "I’m a little nervous that your cock won’t fit. That thing is impressively huge."

Zoren grinned, a response that was similar to Earth guys who loved hearing praise about their junk. "It will fit. You just need to come many times before we try." And with those words, he was back to being uniquely alien.

He trailed hot, open-mouthed kisses along her jawline, down her neck, across her breasts, over her stiff nipples. Vivi’s head fell back, her fingers tangling in his hair as she gave herself over to the sensations coursing through her body.

He nipped at her skin, marking his trail as he moved further down her body. His hands slid down to caress her inner thighs before pressing them apart and spreading her wide. He positioned himself there, between her legs, his breath hot on her core. 

Vivi’s entire body tingled as he leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to her damp curls, his lips ghosting over her sensitive flesh. She let out a low moan, her hips bucking forward, begging him for more.

Zoren chuckled darkly before using his hands to spread her thighs wider still. Then his tongue flicked over her clit, and Vivi cried out, her hands fisting the bedding at her sides.  

"This is mine," he growled as he feasted on her with his lips and tongue. "Say it, Vivi."

"Yours, Zoren." Her words were labored, her body so engulfed by flames that she could barely think. All she knew is that she'd say anything to keep him there, between his legs with his mouth on her.

She was already close to climaxing, her pleasure building toward that ultimate release. He slipped one thick finger inside of her, then two, his tongue never letting up. When he fastened his lips around her clit, she shattered, screaming his name as the most intense orgasm she'd ever had coursed through her body. 

He lapped hungrily at her juices, his fingers still fucking her as another orgasm quickly crashed over her like wild, breaking waves. 

She whimpered, trying to squirm away from him for a moment, because the pleasure was so intense it bordered on pain. He must have realized that, because he gentled his touch, his tongue licking around her clit rather than on it, his fingers fucking her slower now. 

When she finally stopped shaking, his tongue returned to her hyper-sensitive clit, tasting, teasing, dancing around, dancing over, never stopping. And those magic fingers... dear, God, they felt good. She'd never been fucked like this before. 

He hadn’t even been inside of her yet, and she was already well on her way to another orgasm. As if he could sense that, he moved his fingers in a way that sent her flying over the edge once again, the blissful aftershocks of orgasm number three leaving her happy and spent.  

She was vaguely aware of him repositioning her on the bed, then caging her with his arms as he wedged his hips between her thighs. He kissed her, and she could taste her scent on his lips. 

He notched his cock at her entrance. "Are you ready for me, my Vivi?"

"So ready," she said with a satisfied smile. 

But she tensed as the large head of his cock breached her tight opening. She really was afraid he wouldn't fit. Then he kissed her again and pressed deeper inside of her, letting her body's natural lubrication ease his way. 

He stilled, waiting for her to adjust to his size, and she gave him a reassuring smile. "More, Zoren. I want more." 
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Chapter 12
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ZOREN

Zoren could barely believe it when he entered the room and saw Vivi bare and waiting for him. A frenzy of need had seized him and was only now starting to ebb. Although even now he wanted to wring more pleasure from her body.

Every orgasm he gave his mate soothed his own ferocious need, though he couldn’t explain why. It had never happened before, but it was like her pleasure was linked to his. 

Was this because she was his Entwined Souls mate? 

"You have the sweetest cunt," he said, rocking gently against her opening. She was so small, so tight. Even though he had prepared her well, he had to go slow or he might hurt her. 

"And you have an amazing tongue and magic fingers," she responded. "No one, and I mean no one, has ever made me come like that before."

He couldn’t deny a surge of male satisfaction at her declaration. He wanted to make her come again, but refused to rush things. "Am I hurting you?"

Vivi bit her lip and shook her head. "No, you feel good. Give me all you've got, Zoren. I can take it." 

At her urging, he lifted her legs and pushed in deep, seating himself fully in her hot, tight cunt. She gasped and stiffened, but only for an instant. Then she raked her nails down his back and clenched her thighs around his waist. 

"Fuck me, Zoren. Take your pleasure from me." Her voice was breathy, almost begging.

He surrendered to his needs, thrusting harder, losing himself in her silken depths. The rhythm he set was punishing, although his thrusts soon turned erratic, his body consumed by the exquisite sensations of the mate bond. His logical mind resisted the possibility that her pleasure was linked with his, but there was no other explanation for the intensity of this experience. They were practically one.

Whimpering, Vivi pulsed her hips erratically against him, her own rhythm clearly lost in the upheaval of passion. He fucked her hard, his balls tightening as the base of his spine tingled with his imminent release. 

When she reached her peak, her cunt clamping around him, he let himself go, flooding her slick channel with his seed. 

Spent, Zoren collapsed on the bed beside her, pulling her tenderly into his arms and pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead. She nestled against him for several quiet minutes, and a peaceful silence enveloped them. Emotion swirled within him, but he found himself unable to express that emotion in words.

She used her fingers to trace his Entwined Souls mark. "Your tattoo is going crazy," she said. "It's scorching hot and practically leaping off your chest." 

When she kissed his mark, he groaned, a mixture of pleasure and vulnerability surging through him. 

"Do that again," he said. 

She did, and it sent another wave of intense sensations coursing through him, rivaling the feel of his recent orgasm.

"What's going on?" she asked. 

"What you call a tattoo, I call my Entwined Souls mark. All Celteri males are born with it," Zoren said, trying to contain his emotions. "When a male meets his Entwined Souls mate, the one female who is his perfect match in every way, the mark glows."

"Like some sort of fated mate beacon?"

He was pleased that she understood. "Exactly like that."

Vivi laughed. "That’s crazy talk, Zoren. Fairytale nonsense. I don’t mean to denigrate your culture or beliefs, but perfect matches and fated mates don't exist in my world."

"This isn't your world," Zoren said softly. "It's mine."

She paused, clearly uncomfortable with the direction of their conversation. "Right. So, if your tattoo is glowing, that means you've found your Entwined Souls mate, right?" She sounded odd, almost angry. 

"Right," he confirmed

"Then why in the hell did you just fuck me?" 

On second thought, he was wrong. She didn't understand at all. "Because you're my Entwined Souls mate, Vivi. You. You're the one female who is my perfect match in every way."

Her eyes widened for an instant, then she smiled and shook her head as if to dismiss his declaration as more fairytale nonsense. She pressed a chaste kiss to his cheek. "That's a really sweet idea, Zoren, but I'm sure your tattoo is glowing from the high of really great sex, not because of some cosmic connection between us. Sure, we have chemistry. But there's nothing more to it than that. Once we catch Xfier and I go home, you'll find someone new easily enough. Maybe even your true fated mate."

He wanted to argue with her, to convince her of the truth he knew deep down, but now wasn't the time. Although he wasn't ready to accept her dismissal of their bond, they had a deal and he planned to honor it. She wanted to go home, and though it would tear him apart, he would make sure she got there safely. Unless she changed her mind.

She rolled onto her back, and he immediately missed the feeling of her in his arms, although he was pleased that she was no longer angry. "Did you find out anything about Xfier?"

"I did. My source told me he's living in an abandoned warehouse protected by mercenary guards. He gets deliveries every few days of food, liquor, and other requirements..." He trailed off, allowing her mind to fill in what that might be.

"Prostitutes?"

He nodded. "Hopefully they’re willing and well-compensated."

"My mom always said get your money up front, so I hope the girls are doing the same," she said in an almost offhand way.

The casual way she mentioned her mother surprised him, especially when inferring what she meant. But he refrained from making any judgments. He had seen too much in the galaxy and understood how hard it could be to earn a living sometimes. 

"If you’re agreeable, I’ll arrange for you to be part of the delivery tomorrow night. That’s when the next one is due."

Vivi tensed, then nodded, and turned back to face him. "I won't pretend I’m not scared, Zoren, but I want to help. Do it. Make the arrangement."

Zoren rarely felt fear, yet intentionally putting his mate in danger made the unfamiliar emotion churn in his gut. For now, he would try to set his fear aside and focus on the time they had left together before putting his plan into play. 

He kissed her again, memorizing the taste and feel of her mouth against his, begging the gods who had let him down before to keep her safe. This time, he moved slower, taking the time to savor his delicious mate, just in case their time was cut short.

When her body was ready, he buried his length inside of her with a slow, single thrust. He wanted Vivi to know how much she meant to him, how deeply they were connected. If she didn't believe his words, maybe she would believe the pleasure he coaxed from her body. 

Their lovemaking was tender and passionate, a dance of two entwined souls aligned in perfect harmony.  Zoren sensed Vivi responding to him, her body moving in sync with his, their breath mingling as they shared heated kisses. 

Eventually, their passion reached a crescendo. They climaxed together, surrendering to the powerful waves of pleasure that crashed over them. As their heartbeats slowed and their breathing steadied, Zoren held Vivi close, not wanting to let her go. In a few hours, they would face danger and uncertainty, and he wanted to imprint this moment on his soul. 

"How do you do that?" Vivi whispered softly. 

Zoren pressed another tender kiss to her forehead. "Do what?"

"How do you know exactly where to touch, to kiss, to lick... how to make me come, again and again like that?" Her voice was barely audible. 

"Somehow, someway, I feel connected to your pleasure," he told her truthfully, purposely avoiding talk of fated mates. "Your body speaks to me, though not with words... with feelings, emotions. It tells me what you want, what you need. And when I give you pleasure, I feel pleasure in return."

"Is that a normal thing for Celteri males?" she asked.

"I don't believe so. I've never experienced it before... you." 

She seemed to ponder my words before adding, "Thank you."

"For what?" 

"For making me feel... good." 

He wondered if she had more to say, more to share. When she didn't speak again, he simply said, "You're welcome." 

They lay in each other's arms, the room silent but for the sounds of their breathing. As sleep threatened to claim him, Zoren made a silent promise to himself: he would do everything in his power to protect the female who had become his entire world. He would keep Vivi safe, even if that meant trading his life for hers.  
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Chapter 13
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VIVI

Vivi woke alone in bed, the realization souring the incredible experience she'd shared with Zoren. Her first thought was that he'd abandoned her, just like everyone else, which left a hollow ache in her heart. 

"Zoren?" She called out his name, hoping he was just in the cleansing room, but her voice was met with silence. 

Her own mother had deserted her, at least emotionally, long before Vivi was old enough to leave home. So had every friend she'd ever made and ever guy who looked at her twice. Why would her alien bounty hunter be any different?  

She hated the tumultuous storm of familiar emotions brewing inside of her, the sweat beading on her forehead. She thought he was different, that he actually cared about her. 

Climbing out of bed, she used the toilet and took another cold shower, trying to erase Zoren's scent from her body. Loneliness had been a constant companion in her life, even when she'd been surrounded by others. This time, though, the emptiness gnawed at her.

His Entwined Souls mate. That's what he'd called her, a concept she hadn't understood at the time and still struggled to grasp. What a joke. Obviously, that was just another ploy to get her into bed. The realization left her feeling bitter and repulsed, the disappointment festering within her.

But you're the one who seduced him, Vivi, a little voice inside her head whispered. He didn't tell you about his Entwined Souls mark until after you'd made love. Even then he resisted telling you, just like he had every time you asked about his glowing tattoo. It was if he instinctively knew you wouldn't believe him. 

She dismissed the voice and pulled on her camisole and boy shorts. Refusing to stay alone in the room, she resolved to find her way back to Earth on her own. She was about to slip on Zoren's shirt—the only other item of clothing she had—when the door opened, causing her to freeze.

Her sliver alien had returned, holding a tray of food in one hand and a bag in the other. He flashed her a brilliant, toothy smile and closed the door with his foot. After dropping the bag by the door and placing the tray on the rickety table, he pulled her into his arms. 

She stiffened, not returning his embrace. "I thought you left me."

"You're my Entwined Souls mate, Vivi. I would never leave you." He kissed the top of her head, reassuring her as if she was a child. "We were up most of the night and you were sleeping soundly when I woke. I didn't want to disturb you but thought you might be hungry." His stomach grumbling in confirmation. "I know I am. But don't worry. Since the door wasn't bolted, I paid the innkeeper's son to stand guard while I was gone."

She sagged in his arms as relief washed over her like a flood that threatened to drown her. She'd been so certain he'd abandoned her, and now she struggled to reconcile with the fact that he hadn't... that he was, once again, taking care of her. She managed a small, fragile smile and whispered, "I could eat."

"Come, sit." He gestured toward the table and she moved toward it on wobbly legs, trying to keep herself from falling apart, from confessing how close she'd come to leaving him, convinced he'd left her first.

"You could've left me a note," she said, her voice wavering. "It freaked me out when I woke up and you were gone."

"It didn't occur to me," he admitted, a hint of regret in his voice. "We need to get you a comms device so we can communicate, but that'll have to wait until we get back to my ship. I could probably find one here in the Hub, but it might not be secure."

She nodded, the bite of pastry she swallowed getting stuck in her throat, blocked by the emotional lump that had lodged there when Zoren returned. She gulped down the warm beverage he brought her that looked like coffee but tasted like some kind of alien herbal tea. It wasn't terrible, but it sure wasn't her favorite morning brew. 

"That wasn't the only place I went," Zoren said we he'd finished eating. He grabbed the bag he'd dropped and handed it to her. 

Curious, she pushed away her half-eaten pastry and opened the bag. Inside was a breathtaking, emerald green dress. Sleeveless and floor length, it had a deep Vee neckline adorned with delicate beading. 

She stood and held it against her body. "It's gorgeous, Zoren."

He beamed with pride. "I thought you would like it. The color compliments your natural beauty and is sure to captivate Xfier." He furrowed his brow as he said that, anger seeping into his words.

"I'm sure it will." She put the dress back in the bag and handed it to him, her voice shaky. "Could you put it on the bed for now? I don't want to put it on until after I'm done eating." 

He took it from her and did as she asked before returning to stand behind her, his large hands settling on her shoulders. "We'll need to stay in hiding until it's time for Xfier's delivery. He's probably heard that I'm on the planet.  It wouldn't do for anyone to see us together and tip him off that you're an associate of mine."

Vivi grinned, her appetite gone. At least for food. "So... we’re stuck in this room all day?"

"Yes," he murmured, his hands gently massaging her shoulders. "Perhaps I could arrange some form of entertainment for you."

"Perhaps you are the entertainment," she purred, reaching behind her to rub the bulge in his pants. His cock was already hard and thick against her palm, which sent tingly warmth to her core. "That is, if you're okay with that."

With a growl, he lifted her into his arms and tossed her gently on the bed, stripping off her camisole and boy shorts before eagerly discarding his own clothes. 

"Careful with the dress," she warned, earning her another growl as he swept the bag onto the floor with his arm. 

She laughed out loud, partly from the frown on his face due to her concern for the dress as he was about to ravish her, and partly from the sheer joy of knowing he hadn't left her after all. 

Pushing against his chest, urging him to lay back, she flicked her tongue out to taste the precum beading up from the tip of his cock. She'd wanted to do that last night but never got the chance. His taste did not disappoint. 

Licking him again earned her a groan from Zoren, and his chest tattoo lit up like a Christmas tree.

Oh yeah. Vivi knew exactly how to turn his frown upside down. 

***
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Later, she watched Zoren sleep, wondering if she even wanted to return to Earth. It was a crazy thought, but maybe there was something to this whole Entwined Souls mate thing. She'd never met anyone like Zoren before, had never been with a man who made her feel safe, wanted, worshipped. 

She considered the idea of staying with him, trying it on like she'd done with the dress when they took a break from making love. The dress fit like it was made for her. Maybe Zoren was made for her, too. Maybe he was her perfect match in every way. 

Even if she didn't believe in love, she really liked Zoren and enjoyed his company. It's not like she had any reason to return to Earth either. Her mom certainly wouldn't miss her, and she wasn't the only person who fed Tom. If she never came back, the temp agency where she picked up odd jobs would just assume she found work somewhere else. And she was sure her apartment manager had already cleared out her unit and rented it to someone else. 

Shaking her head, she dismissed the idea of staying. Fairytales weren't real, and women like her didn’t get happy endings.
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Chapter 14
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ZOREN

After sleeping most of the afternoon and into the early evening, Zoren woke with Vivi in his arms, his heart heavy from the thought of sending his mate into enemy territory. She was already awake, her smiling face conveying an innocent trust that warmed his heart. 

He stared back at her, marveling at her alien beauty, wondering what would happen if they abandoned the plan to capture Xfier and fled this horrible planet in his ship instead. Would she stay with him if he asked... or would she still want to go home? 

He wanted to tell her he loved her, but the words lodged in his throat, as if they were too fragile to be spoken aloud. Instead, he got out of bed. 

"While you get dressed, I'm going to meet with my informant to confirm the delivery time." His voice sounded stiff and formal, and devoid of the warmth he felt for her. "Bolt the door after I leave."

Vivi stretched and nodded, the weight of his words wiping the sweet smile from her lips. "I'll be ready when you get back."

He dressed quickly, pulling on one of his long-sleeved shirts. His blood ran hot and he preferred to go shirtless, but the special garments were made for dangerous situations like this, where protecting his torso from laser fire might mean the difference between life and death.  

After kissing his mate, he left her behind, his gut churning with nervous energy. He tried to push aside his doubts and fears, knowing he needed a calm, clear head to keep Vivi safe. Useless emotional distractions were something he couldn't afford. 

Still, guilt over putting Vivi in harm's way gnawed at him as he quickened his pace toward the docking bay that was the storage area for all of Xfier's deliveries—including the one tonight. 

The time he had spent chasing the assassin seemed almost inconsequential, even when he thought about avenging his brother. Finding his Entwined Souls mate had shifted his priorities. His first duty was to Vivi now, and he needed to keep her safe. 

As he approached the docking bay, Zoren's senses went on high alert. The area was quiet, too quiet, and stank of old sweat and too much testosterone. He slowed his pace, keeping to the shadows as he rounded a corner. 

Too late to fire his toolkit blaster, he spotted the hulking forms responsible for the sour smells permeating the air. Two Vazars, their rank odor unmistakable, waited for him. He would have to act fast or they would get the jump on him. 

He spun around, the movement catching them off-guard. The first hulking alien lunged at him, throwing a powerful punch. Zoren deflected the blow with his forearm, countering with a quick jab to the nose. The Vazar grunted and stumbled back, temporarily stunned.

The second Vazar tried to grab Zoren from behind, but he drove his elbow into the alien's gut and broke free from his grip. He then delivered a roundhouse kick to the thug's head, sending him crashing to the ground.

The first Vazar had already recovered, his nose still bleeding and his face contorted with rage as he charged at Zoren again. This time, the bounty hunter managed to sidestep the attack, seizing the Vazar's arm and wrenching it behind his back. The Vazar dropped to his knees in agony when Zoren twisted his arm upward with enough force to dislocate his shoulder. A brutal kick to the side of the Vazar's head knocked him out cold. 

It was one on one now, and Zoren liked the odds.

The second attacker had struggled to his feet, shaking off the blow to his head. He charged at Zoren, but the bounty hunter was ready. He pointed his wrist at the Vazar and tapped the screen once, twice. A beam of short-range blaster fire hit the attacker in the chest. 

The Vazar howled in pain and grabbed his chest but kept on coming. Zoren didn't hesitate to fire again, this time delivering a fatal blast of fire to his attacker's neck. 

Xfier hadn't sent his best. That is, assuming it was Xfier who hired the thugs that attacked him. Zoren hadn't even had to use the knives he kept sheathed on his belt. 

Technically, he was required to report the attack to Hub Security—a corrupt group who answered to the highest bidder, much like the Vazars. But on Reazus Prime, the laws were rarely enforced. When the injured Vazar rousted, he would probably dump his dead partner in an alley somewhere and disappear into the night. 

Worried there might be additional attackers, Zoren used his ocular scanner to search the area for heat signatures. There were plenty of hits further down the dock, but nothing worrisome nearby. The only hit he got was a small blip inside Xfier's docking bay, most likely from an animal. 

His thoughts pivoted back to Vivi, his worry for her safety increasing after the attack. Hopefully his informant would arrive soon so he could get back to her. He made his way into the bay to wait, weaving through the supply crates to hide in the back.

That's where he heard a quiet moan and found a crumpled, nearly lifeless male. The small heat signature his ocular scanner had picked up wasn't from an animal; it was from Zoren's dying informant. 

He knelt down and checked his informant's pulse which was faint and thready. He didn't have much time left. "What happened, Plont?"

His informant moaned. "Xfier," he whispered. 

"What about Xfier?"

"Found me... knows you... plan."

"How much of the plan does Xfier know?"

Plont's breath turned raspy. "All," he whispered, and then he was gone. 

Zoren was left with one thought: Vivi.
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VIVI

Vivi had just finished showering and was feeling rejuvenated. Her sunburn had healed, her fair skin radiated with a healthy glow, and her fiery red curls cascaded beautifully over her shoulders and down her back.  

She slid the exquisite dress that Zoren had given her over her head, letting it fall gracefully to the floor. The material was smooth and luxurious, the emerald color flawlessly complimenting her appearance. She ran her fingers over the intricate beading, admiring the way the light danced on the shimmering adornments. 

Wearing the dress made her feel like Julia Roberts in the iconic Pretty Woman opera scene. If Zoren returned with a jeweled necklace and earrings set, she just might take it as a sign that they were meant to be together.

The silly thought made her laugh at her reflection in the holographic mirror.

Except the more time they spent together, the more she felt an unfamiliar emotion tug at her heart... an emotion she had never experienced and wasn't ready to name yet. 

Meeting him felt like more than good luck. It felt like... fate. When he saw her in the dress, would he ask her to stay with him? If he did, she'd probably say yes. 

He'd claimed the dress was to entice Xfier, but she was convinced he had chosen it for her as a gift and imagined her wearing it. She knew he would like how she looked and envisioned the heat that would spark in his eyes when she unbolted the door and let him in. 

If they didn't have somewhere else to be, he'd flash her his sexiest smile, then kiss her hard before stripping the dress off and fucking her senseless. If she was the kind of woman who believed in happy endings, that's how the rest of the night would play out. 

In reality, she was the daughter of a prostitute who was about to sell herself to the devil himself: a red alien assassin named Xfier. If she died tonight, at least she now knew that good men existed. Zoren was brave and fierce, kind and protective, smart and strong, and a generous lover. 

When she heard a thump against the door, she knew he was back. She wiped at the tears that had pooled in her eyes and unbolted the door. "It's open."

She struck a pose and waited for Zoren to come in. As the door opened, she expected to see his handsome, smiling face. Instead, two menacing aliens—one big and one huge—barged in.

"What in the hell?!" she yelled, backing away. 

"Keep her quiet," the huge one barked.

The big one was fast for his size and managed to grab her around the waist, covering her mouth with a heavy hand. His musky stench assaulted her senses making her gag. 

"Who are you, and what do you want?" she demanded, her voice muffled as she struggled against the alien holding her, kicking and clawing with all her might. 

"I said, keep her quiet," the huge one repeated.

"She's a feisty one," the one who held her said, his leering gaze peering down the neckline of her dress. "She's got some curves on her, too."

His crudeness only made her fight harder and, when she bit his finger, she managed to break free. Unable to get to the cleansing room like Zoren advised, she jumped on the bed and grabbed the bedside lamp, wielding it like a club. 

"Get her!" the huge one yelled. And that's when the room descended into chaos. 

The aliens were too big to be graceful, and Vivi was small and wiry which gave her an advantage as they chased her around the tiny room, knocking over the dining chairs and breaking the rickety table. At one point, Zoren's pack flew over her head, its content being strewn about the room.

In the end, the big guy caught her again. She hacked at him with the lamp but he easily knocked it away.  He held her against his body with two beefy arms, his grip so tight she could barely breathe—and couldn't inhale enough air to swear or scream.  

"For fuck's sake, hold her still you idiot," the huge guy said. 

"I'm doin' the best I can," the big guy whined, his hot smelly breath making her stomach churn. 

Fear and panic surged through her veins as the big guy approached with something in his hand. She strained to break free again, but it was no use. Something sharp pierced Vivi's neck, and her vision went blurry. Her strength drained, and she knew she'd been drugged. 

Slowly, the world faded to black. 

***
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ZOREN

Zoren's heart pounded as he raced out of the docking bay and sprinted back to the inn. A surge of anger and regret threatened to consume him. He shouldn't have left Vivi alone, not even for a little bit. Clenching his fists until his sliver knuckles turned white, images of what Xfier would do to her haunted him, fueling his growing rage.

He was breathing hard as he ran up the stairs to the second floor of the inn and down the hallway to their room. Once he got there, he stopped to catch his breath and collect his composure. Unsheathing his knives, he used his foot to kick open the door. Unlocked, it swung open without force. 

Zoren's chest tightened, his heart pounding like a war drum, as he burst into the room. What he saw inside made his blood run cold.

The room stank like Vazars and was in complete disarray, the furniture broken and overturned and the contents of his pack scattered. It was evident that a struggle had taken place. Although Vivi was nowhere to be found, he felt proud of how hard she had fought back. 

Fear screamed at him that time was of the essence, but his experience as a bounty hunter told him that he needed to regroup before going after Vivi. Xfier's goons probably took her to the warehouse where he was living, which was heavily guarded. That meant he needed better weapons. 

Luckily, he could buy what he needed right here in the Hub, for a price. As he left the room, every fiber of his being was focused on a singular mission: rescuing Vivi from Xfier and his henchmen. 

When he found her, they would face the full wrath of a fated mate's fury.
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Chapter 16
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ZOREN

Zoren's muscles tightened with anticipation as he moved silently toward the warehouse where Xfier was supposedly holed up, the darkness of night concealing his advance. The unmistakable musk of the assassin's Vazar bodyguards confirmed that his intel was correct and he was at the right place. He hoped the ones guarding Xfier were as poorly prepared as the ones he encountered near the docking bay.

In his hands were rapid-fire, long-range blasters with silencers—set to kill rather than stun. When he needed something more than brute strength and his bare hands, his weapons of choice were knives and the tools contained in his wristband. The blasters had cost him too many credits, but he needed something faster and more forceful to take on an entire team of mercenaries without backup.  

From the shadows, Zoren took out the two Vazars guarding the warehouse entrance. But when he slipped inside, he was instantly surrounded.  

Shooting steady streams of laser fire from both blasters as cover, he tucked and rolled, dodging the torrent of return fire the mercenaries sent his way. What he wasn't able to avoid, his shirt deflected. 

Once he was in an offensive position, he retaliated with deadly accuracy, his movements precise and fluid. Advanced combat training and having weapons in both hands allowed him to take down the guards two at a time.

When more Vazars emerged from deeper inside the warehouse, Zoren sheathed his blasters and pointed his wrist toward them. After two quick taps on his wristband to select a weapon, he entered a 10-digit password to arm it. He had never used the Molecular Disintegrator, and had hoped he would never need to. But Xfier's mercenaries forced his hand. 

Armed and ready, he tapped the screen of his wristband once more, sending a wide beam of high-energy particles toward the oncoming Vazars. When the beam struck their bodies, the collision destroyed their molecular structures, reducing the mercenaries to dust in mere moments. 

Zoren cleared the screen on his wristband and drew one the blasters, expecting more guards as he moved further into the warehouse in pursuit of his mate. As he turned a corner, he found the guards; they were surrounding Xfier. 

He mentally calculated the odds of killing Xfier before the guards disabled him. His chance of success was high, but he couldn't risk losing his mate. "Where is Vivi?"

"Your female is fine... at least for now," Xfier cackled, his laughter sending chills down Zoren's spine. 

"How did you find her?" 

"Do you think you're the only one on Reazus Prime smart enough to pay for information, bounty hunter?" With a wicked grin, Xfier spoke into his communicator, and two guards dragged Vivi into view. 

Zoren's gut clenched. She was groggy and disheveled, her emerald dress likely ruined, but had no visible wounds. "Give her to me!" he demanded.

"All in good time." Xfier clucked his tongue. "But first, we have a few things to discuss."  

"What have you done to her?" Zoren said, his voice dangerously low. 

"Oh, that?" Xfier waved away his concern. "She's just a bit sleepy from a sedative. It'll wear off eventually."

"Sedating her is all you've done?"

"Not exactly," Xfier said, relishing Zoren's distress. "I also injected her with a self-destructing nanobot that's making its way through her body. Once it reaches her heart, well, no more Entwined Souls mate."

A cold fear gripped Zoren, his voice barely more than a whisper. "How could you possibly know...?"

Xfier tittered, clearly pleased with himself. "When I killed your brother, I had a DNA analysis done on his blood sample. I knew you wouldn't rest until you had avenged his death, and I needed to learn as much about you as possible if I was going to evade capture. Did you know that Celteri males actually have more than one Entwined Souls mate? In theory, at least. One in our galaxy and another one on Earth."

"What does that have to do with Vivi?"

"I used your brother's DNA results to order your perfect human match from a group of slavers making an Earth run for female breeders. The green bastards wanted a fortune to fulfill such a specialized order; half up front, half on delivery."

Zoren was losing what little patience he had left. "Give me Vivi, or prepare to die."

Xfier ignored him and continued with his story, waving his arms for affect. "The green idiots' ship exploded before they delivered your mate to me and collected the rest of their money. Luckily, there was a tracking beacon on her stasis pod so I didn't lose my deposit. Instead—and here's the best part—I got her for half price." Xfier paused to laugh at his own good fortune. " I make it my business to know everything about my pursuers. It’s what keeps me alive. You think you stumbled on the female by accident when your meeting was really a carefully orchestrated plan by me to strike at your weakness." 

Zoren lunged at Xfier only to be stopped in his tracks when one of the Vazars holding Vivi put a knife to her throat. He knew the mercenary wouldn't hesitate to kill her if his boss told him to. "What do you want, Xfier?"

Xfier smirked. "Here are the terms."

"The terms of what?" Zoren demanded.

"Of your choice," Xfier said, his voice dripping with malice. "You can either pursue me and maybe catch your brother's killer, or you can save your Entwined Souls mate from certain death. There's a surgeon waiting for you off-planet to remove the self-destructing nanobot; I've sent the coordinates to your ship. If you leave now, you just might make it in time to save your precious Vivi. Make your choice, bounty hunter. Me or your mate." 

This was Zoren's fault. Guilt and desperation tore him to shreds. Vivi had been targeted because of him. He had brought this danger to her doorstep. There was no choice to make; he would not let her die. "Vivi," he said through gritted teeth, his hand tightening around his weapon.

Xfier chuckled darkly and motioned to his guards. "Excellent choice." The guards dragged Vivi over to Zoren, then Xfier and his thugs fled from the warehouse. 

Zoren cradled Vivi tightly in his arms preparing to make a run for his ship. She stirred, her hand reaching out to caress his cheek. Her eyes fluttered open, shimmering with unshed tears as she smiled weakly. "Xfier lied about there being enough time to make it to the medical center," she whispered so softly he had to lean in close to hear her. "Before I die, there's something I want you to know something. I love you, Zoren."

Her eyes fluttered shut again and she went limp in his arms.  
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Chapter 17
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ZOREN

"You're not going to die!" Zoren roared, both a prayer and a promise. 

He couldn't lose her, not after he had just found her. He laid her gently onto the warehouse floor, desperation clawing him as he tapped at his wristband. "Where is it?" he muttered to himself. "Yes, there it is." 

He pressed his wristband against her arm and tapped the screen. "I love you too, Vivi, and I won't let you die," he said, unsure if she could even hear him. "This might sting a little."

Vivi flinched with pain, and she whispered, "What did you do?"

"I injected you with healing nanobots. They won't destroy the one Xfier injected into you, but they should slow its movement so we can make it to medical center in time for the surgeon to save you. All you need to do is stay with me, Vivi. Can you do that?" 

She nodded, and her eyes drifted shut. 

***
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Zoren paced outside the surgery center, wondering what was taking so long. After what felt like an eternity, the surgeon emerged from the double doors, his face a mask of solemnity. 

"I managed to remove the nanobot, although it was close. Without the healing nanos, she wouldn't have made it. She's stable and you can see her now, but she'll need some time to recover." He placed a reassuring hand on Zoren's arm. "I didn't want to help him. Xfier threatened my mate."

Zoren grunted at the surgeon, understanding his position but in no mood to forgive right then. He rushed through the doors, ignoring the medical staff who chided him to slow down, and entered the recovery room. He stood there, staring at her. he was grateful she was alive but didn't like all the lines and tubes connected to her small, pale body even though he knew she needed them. 

He pulled a chair over to her bedside and sat there, holding her hand, consumed with rage at what Xfier had done to her. But he had no regrets about choosing his mate's life over capturing his bounty.  

While he waited for Vivi to wake up, he thought about what Xfier had said. Had his brother's killer really had slavers find his Entwined Souls mate on Earth? Did he really bring Zoren and Vivi together? The story was a bit far-fetched, yet his gut told him Xfier was telling the truth. 

When she finally stirred and opened her eyes, he breathed a sigh of relief. "Vivi," he said softly, squeezing her hand gently. "How are you feeling?"

Vivi's smile was bright but weak. "Better now that I’m with you," she said softly. "I knew you’d come for me."

"I’ll always come for you," he vowed, leaning down to kiss her forehead. "I love you, Vivi, my Entwined Souls mate."

"I love you too, Zoren." 

He couldn’t contain his grin. "You said that before when you thought you were going to die, but I wasn't sure if you meant it." 

"Of course, I meant it. Although I didn’t believe in love... until I met you." 

"Stay with me." He looked deep into her eyes. "Don’t go back to Earth. Stay with me here in the stars. I don’t have a home planet to offer you, but we can make our own home anywhere we want."

Vivi’s eyes filled with happy tears as she looked at him. "Yes, Zoren," she said, her weak voice strong with conviction. "I’ll stay with you. Always."

"Always," he said, sealing their vow with a kiss. 
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Epilogue
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VIVI

Approximately three Earth months later...

The warm breeze, laced with the scent of the alien ocean, gently caressed Vivi's skin as she lay nestled in Zoren's arms. The afterglow of their lovemaking lingered in the smile on her face and the tenderness between her thighs, making her feel... happy. 

Had Vivi ever felt happy before meeting Zoren? Maybe, but not this kind of happy. 

They were recovering in an oversized hammock, swaying softly under a covered patio, their naked bodies entwined and content. 

"This would be considered our honeymoon on Earth," Vivi murmured, her voice soft and dreamy.

"Honeymoon?" Zoren's giant fingers drew lazy circles on her bare butt cheek. It felt good but odd... somewhere between a caress and a tickle. 

"It's a tradition where couples go on a romantic trip after getting married," Vivi explained, her eyes twinkling with amusement. "It's a way to celebrate their love and future together by having lots of sex."

"I like lots of sex." Zoren grinned and gave her butt a gentle love slap. "What happens after the honeymoon?"

Vivi shrugged. "I don’t really know. I guess the couple goes back to their normal life, ready to face the world together."

Zoren grew quiet for a moment, then said, "Vivi, are you sad that you didn’t get to go home? I could find a way to get you back to Earth if that’s what you want."

Vivi propped herself up on his chest so she could make direct eye contact with him. "Absolutely not! Why would you even ask that?"

Zoren hesitated; his voice tinged with regret. "I broke our agreement. I don’t want you to feel like you’re trapped here, with no choice but to stay."

Vivi kissed his Entwined Souls mark, knowing that would get him hard again. Sure enough, his cock nudged her belly, no longer soft. "I don't feel trapped at all. If anything, I feel free for the first time in my life. I’m here because I want to be with you, Zoren. I stayed because I love you."

He let out a deep breath, his relief palpable as he held her right. "I love you too, Vivi."

She rested her head on his chest, her fingertips dancing on his heated mark. "There’s this saying on Earth: Home is where the heart is. I used to think it was corny and cliché, but now I finally get it. You’re my heart, Zoren. My home is wherever you are. Whether that’s here at this breathtaking beach, on your ship, or hoverboarding across some hellish prison planet pursuing Xfier. Where you go, I go. Always."

Zoren frowned, his cock softening at the mention of his enemy. "I'm done with Xfier."

It had to gnaw at him that the assassin managed to slip away again. Vivi reached between his legs and gave his thick shaft a tug, bringing it back to life. "When our honeymoon is over, I think we should go after him."

His frown turned into an outright scowl. "The risk is too great."

Vivi sighed, her determination unwavering. Right now, he was being stubborn, but she knew her mate would eventually need to return to the hunt, and she intended to fully support him. "When you’re ready—"

He pressed his fingers against her lips. "I gave my electronic file on Xfier to Loka, another Federation bounty hunter."

She couldn't hide her surprise. "You did?" 

His grip on her tightened, protective and loving. "Yes. I no longer live for revenge, Vivi. I live to keep you safe and make you happy. I'm not sure if I'm ready to retire from bounty hunting, but I'm finished taking excessive risks."

"I'm kind of glad about that," she said, biting her lip, "because I have something to tell you."

He shifted his gaze from the ocean waves and the slowly settling sun back to her face, his eyes attentive. "What is it?"

"I’m pregnant, Zoren." 

His eyes widened in shock, and then a huge smile spread across his face. "Really? I'm going to be a father?" He pulled her onto his chest and kissed her, his tongue plundering her mouth until she was breathless. "My sweet Vivi, my Entwined Souls mate, I didn't think I could be any happier. But knowing you carry my child brings me unimaginable joy." 

"It brings me joy, too," she said with a smile. 

"We need to pick a home planet and buy a house with some land. Somewhere with other human female settlers so you can make some friends. Maybe we can start a land-based business or use my ship to make supply runs. We could even become farmers, or—"

This time, Vivi pressed her fingers against his lips. "We have plenty of time to figure all that out. After the honeymoon. Right now, you should focus on making love to your mate."

"We've had sex in every room in the house since arriving here. Care to pick your favorite spot?"

Vivi pretended to think. "How about somewhere new... like down on the beach at sunset with the waves at our feet?" She squealed when Zoren rocked the hammock and dumped them onto the patio, somehow managing to have her land on top of him so he cushioned her fall. "What in the hell are you doing?"

He scooped her into his arms and ran toward the water. "Taking my mate to the beach," Zoren said with a sexy grin. 

Laughing, she wrapped her arms around his neck, grateful to be someone who finally believed in love, fairytales, and happily ever after. 

***
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Thank you for reading Alien's Bounty. Subscribe to my newsletter for news about sales, promotions, and new releases. 

Keep reading for a Preview of Trauhn, the first book in the Rakui Warriors series.

Check out the books in the Outlaw Planets Mates series!
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Preview of Trauhn
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IF YOU ENJOYED THIS story, you might enjoy the Rakui Warriors series, also by Lena Grey. Here's a short preview of book 1: Trauhn: A SciFi Alien Barbarian Romance (it's from Trauhn's point of view):

I rub my eyes, unable to believe what I am seeing.

Females. Two of them.

Even from a distance, their gender is unmistakable. No male rogues are as small, as shapely, as purely feminine as the creatures standing on the beach.  

I bolt toward them only to have Remmel pull me back. “Let me go, Remmel. Are you not seeing what I’m seeing?”

“I see the rogue females, yes. But we must proceed with caution.”

“Why? Surely, the small creatures are no match for two Rakui warriors.” 

“Even if they present no danger to us, we do not want to spook them. I am in no mood to chase the females through the sand when the suns are high and hot. We must be as wise as we are strong.”

As much as I want to argue with Remmel, I know his logic is sound. So, we move slowly and purposely toward the females, like hunters stalking their prey. 

With each step forward, I can see them more clearly. The smaller one steals my attention, and my cock hardens beneath my leathers. 

Her wavy mane, the color of rich, damp soil, is long and thick, with curly tendrils that frame a pale face that matches the sand. Strange black coverings are molded to her body from neck to ankle, highlighting an unusual, curvy shape I find captivating. 

She sees me staring at her and locks her gaze with mine. Her eyes, wide and surprised, are like green pools of beauty staring into my soul. In that moment, I know she is mine. The gods have answered my prayers, sending salvation from the heavens. My mate has arrived in the wingless flyer, and she is the most beautiful sight I have ever seen. 

“The smaller one belongs to me,” I declare to Remmel, staking my claim. 

“Belongs to you how?” Remmel scoffs. “As a pet you will keep in a cage like a banckle?”

I glare at him. “You will speak of my mate with respect. She will soon be carrying my kit.” 

“Your mate?” Remmel laughs. “How can such a puny, oddly shaped creature carry your kit? Her belly is flat and narrow. Your growing kit would surely split her apart.”

I do not know if Remmel is right; all I know is that the female belongs to me. She is mine to feed, to protect, to cherish.

“Look at them, Trauhn. It is clear they are small and weak and come from a land without hardship. I will be surprised if they survive until the next moons, let alone through the storm season.”  

“I will protect her.” I will do anything to keep my mate safe, even give my life to spare hers.

“The burden of being unmated for so long has clouded your judgement. We should go and leave these rogues to the elements as the fates intended.”

“I will not leave my mate.” My claws bunch, and I resist the urge to slash out at Remmel. “If you were truly wise, you would claim the other one before another male claims her first.”

Remmel sighs, unhappy yet resigned. “I long for a Rakui mate, not a small, unappealing rogue. I will keep the taller one safe until you are properly mated, but I have no desire to claim her.” He reaches beneath his leathers. “My cock hardens more for my own fist than it does for the rogue female.” 

I am tired of using my fist for relief. Soon I will sink my cock into my mate’s warm cunt and plant my seed in her belly. Together, we will experience the ultimate pleasure, a true gift from the gods in the heavens.

Learn more about Trauhn: A SciFi Alien Barbarian Romance.
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Outlaw Planet Mates
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DON'T MISS OUT ON THE other books in the Outlaw Planet Mates series. Each book in this exciting shared world is a standalone romance so the books can be read in any order. 

Outlaw Planet Mates on Amazon.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Lena Grey is a science fiction romance author who loves the possibility that tall, fierce, and protective aliens are out there somewhere, waiting to sweep Earth females off their feet.

She believes in fated mates, happily ever after endings, and love that’s worth fighting for.

Click here to subscribe to her newsletter.

Click here to follow her on Amazon.
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