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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got to get the fuck out of here,” Flynn Marks muttered under his breath. He’d faced down a deadly Vusarian cave snake, survived the mines of Quaros, and fought off space pirates. But nothing in his life had prepared him for the dangerous situation he now faced. 
 
    He didn’t even have a knife or blaster on him. He was utterly defenseless. 
 
    “You enjoying the wedding reception?” His brother Amos smirked, knowing full well Flynn would rather be anywhere but here. If it weren’t for the fact his younger sister was the bride, he’d have escaped long ago. He’d mapped every possible exit point as soon as he’d entered the swanky reception room. 
 
    “Fuck you.” Short and to the point. 
 
    Amos, the bastard, only laughed. “At least the food is good.” 
 
    Yeah, he had no complaints there. But considering the groom was an actual prince, the son of the king of Gravas, he’d expected nothing less. He’d known Vaden el Gravaso for years, but hadn’t known he was actually royalty. And now Vaden was married to his sister. 
 
    “I think I’ve gained a few pounds.” Amos groaned and rubbed his stomach. 
 
    “You haven’t stopped eating since we landed on Gravas,” Flynn pointed out. They’d been here for ten planetary days, not that he was counting. “Keep that up and you’ll never fit in your battlesuit.” 
 
    The lightweight body armor was as much a part of him as his skin. It was hugely expensive, but he’d made sure all his brothers had one. It had kept them all alive on more than one occasion. They might be safe here, but he was still wearing his battlesuit beneath the black pants and shirt he wore. It had been years since he’d worn anything other than a flightsuit. It was no wonder he was uncomfortable. 
 
    “Lighten up, old man.” Amos slapped him on the shoulder. “We have Abby back, and we’re all safe.” 
 
    He watched his brother amble back to the buffet table. The food never seemed to run low, constantly being replaced as fast as it was consumed. He shook his head as Amos reached for another plate to fill. When his wife, Angelina, joined him, Amos obviously forgot all about the food. He only had eyes for her. 
 
    Flynn looked away and scanned the room, locating his other two brothers. Not surprising, their women were also by their sides. The Marks brothers protected their women, treating them like the treasures they were. Kal had Rory, and Garth had Lacey. 
 
    Flynn’s gaze tracked around the opulent ballroom, filled with people dressed in their very best, until they landed on his sister. Her hair was as black as his, with the same streak of white in the front. They all had that distinctive white lock of hair, but Abby’s eyes were the same bluish-green as his. There was no mistaking the family resemblance. Only she was a hell of a lot prettier than he was, especially dressed in a flowing gown made of shimmering, rosy Darkata silk. 
 
    Shoving away from the wall, he stalked toward her, ignoring the fact she was dancing with her new husband. 
 
    Abby saw him coming and smiled at first, but the closer he got the more it faded. Fuck, did he look that menacing? He stopped beside the happy couple and glared at the groom. Vaden actually grinned at him. Flynn had thought Vaden to be an emotionless, ruthless warrior—which he was in battle. Around Abby, Vaden showed a softer side. 
 
    “I want to dance with my sister.” Not quite a polite request, but it was better than shoving the groom out of the way. Safer, too, considering that any attack on a member of the royal family was punishable by death. And the Gravasian people didn’t mess around when it came to enforcing their rules. Family and honor were everything to them. 
 
    If his sister had to tie herself to anyone, the Gravasian warrior was probably the best choice. 
 
    Vaden glared at him before looking at Abby. It was only when she gave a nod of agreement that he stepped back. “I’ll leave you to your dance.” Even dressed in formal attire, Vaden was still every inch a warrior. He might be a prince, but in his world that meant even more was expected of him. 
 
    Right now, there was a warning in his eyes not to upset Abby. 
 
    Flynn took his sister into his arms and slowly began to move. He hadn’t danced in years. Come to think of it, he wasn’t sure he’d actually danced before, at least nothing like this. It was very formal, the steps choreographed and precise. He’d been observing long enough that he could manage without embarrassing her. Personally, he didn’t give a shit, but he knew it was important to her. Therefore, he’d make the effort. 
 
    “Are you happy?” he asked. She’d had so much sorrow and hardship in her life in the years she’d been away from them. At least he and his brothers had had one another. Abby had been on her own. 
 
    “I am.” Her simple reply radiated truth. 
 
    A heavy weight fell from Flynn’s shoulders, one he’d carried for a little more than a decade. Since the day of the mining explosion that had cost him his right eye and arm, and injured his brothers, Flynn had fought to keep his family alive and together. When he’d regained consciousness in hospital, he’d discovered his sister was gone, taken while they’d all been fighting for their lives. They’d all spent the past ten years searching for her. They’d finally found her, only to lose her to Vaden. 
 
    Yeah, they’d had one planetary month with her before bringing her to Gravas, but even then, they’d had to share her with Vaden, who’d refused to leave her side. As much as it pained him, Flynn actually respected him for that. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Abby asked. “You’re okay with me marrying Vaden, aren’t you?” 
 
    He hated the worry that now clouded her happiness. That was on him. “I like Vaden just fine.” Not exactly a ringing endorsement. He wasn’t good with words. “As long as it’s what you want.” 
 
    “It is.” Abby leaned inward and hugged him. Flynn held on for a long moment before releasing her. 
 
    “That’s all I want,” he reassured her. 
 
    “You’re not staying, are you?” 
 
    His sister was turning out to be a very astute woman, but then again, she’d been a thoughtful child, always watching and eager to learn. She’d been twelve years old when she’d disappeared. It was hard to reconcile the image he had of the too-thin girl in dusty and patched clothing who’d followed him everywhere to the dazzling princess in a ball gown. 
 
    “I can’t.” He couldn’t explain it, but he was restless. This should have been the best time of his life. All his siblings were settled with loving partners. “The others are staying, at least for a while.” 
 
    Abby nodded. “Angelina and Amos told me.” 
 
    Angelina Astoferus was the owner of Astoferus Incorporated, the largest shipping company in the Alliance. And that was only part of the empire she oversaw. That she’d originally been contracted as a bride for Vaden had made things more than a little complicated. 
 
    But they’d all seemed to have worked things out between them, leaving Flynn at loose ends. His complete focus and purpose for his entire life had been to unite his family and see his younger siblings settled. 
 
    That was done. He’d accomplished all he’d set out to do. 
 
    So where did that leave him? 
 
    **** 
 
    Five planetary weeks later, Flynn sat in a dark corner booth of a seedy bar on Oasis. He was much more at home here than he’d been at the state wedding on Gravas. Loud music couldn’t quite drown out the raucous laughter, the shouts of conversation, or the raised voices teetering on the edge of an argument. 
 
    These were his kind of people. The men and women who frequented the Rotten Rooster were all tough. They were traders and mercenaries, people who didn’t mind skating over the line if the job called for it. 
 
    He’d picked up a lot of information here over the years. Gotten into his fair share of fights, too. Although, given his size and appearance, those tended to occur only when a patron had drunk too much of the brew the Rooster was known for to have any common sense left. 
 
    The waitress slammed an unopened bottle of fermented ale on the table. “Five credits,” she demanded, holding out her hand. 
 
    “You know it’s only three, Mabel,” he reminded her even as he handed her two fives. 
 
    She smiled and winked at him, even as the second credit disappeared into the low-cut neckline of her shirt. “A girl has got to make a living, Flynn.” She shifted her weight so she was leaning even closer. Her large bosom was in danger of overflowing. 
 
    “Only the ale,” he told her. 
 
    She laughed good-naturedly and smacked him lightly on the arm. “Too good for the likes of me, are you? Heard you got a fancy new brother-in-law or is that just talk?” 
 
    He saw the speculation in her eyes, and knew she was trying to decide if it was worth the effort to try to seduce him. He could have told her it was wasted. He’d never been in the habit of picking up waitresses who worked these kinds of places. Call him picky, but he didn’t want to fuck a woman who’d done the same to most of the other patrons in the place. He didn’t fault her. As she’d said, a girl had to make a living. He’d rather give her the extra tip. 
 
    He’d spent too many years worried his sister might have found herself in a similar situation, forced to trade her body to get enough money to live. 
 
    Still, she was prettier than most with her light hair hanging down her back. She was clean and had all her teeth, which wasn’t always the case in places like this. For a brief second, he was almost tempted. Anything to get his mind off his current situation. But the moment passed. A quick fuck in a back room wasn’t going to fix what was wrong with him. 
 
    “Now you know better than to listen to gossip, Mabel,” he said, neither confirming or denying the rumor. 
 
    She laughed and slapped him on the shoulder before heading back to the bar. 
 
    Flynn wondered how many other people in the room were speculating about him. Having Vaden in the family was both a blessing and a curse. Gravas was closed to almost all outsiders, but he and his brothers were no longer considered outsiders now that their sister had married into the royal family. 
 
    That meant the rich and powerful would likely try to cultivate a friendship with him to see if they could get an inside track to the king. Gravas had far superior technology and weapons to the rest of those in the Alliance galaxies. Everyone wanted to get their hands on it. 
 
    Which could also make him a target for abduction, except for one minor detail—if Flynn was abducted or died, a Gravasian assassin would hunt down the abductors and kill them, quite painfully. They’d also kill anyone who helped them. There were no better killers in the universe. No one, from the powerful to the most desperate, wanted a kill contract put out on them. 
 
    He was probably safer now then he’d been in his entire life. 
 
    And why the hell did that depress him? 
 
    The loud music was giving him a headache. Maybe Amos wasn’t far off when he’d called Flynn an old man. He’d turned thirty-four a few days back but felt much older. Too many years of hard living and worry. He hadn’t celebrated. He wasn’t even sure anyone in his family knew his birth date. Things like that hadn’t been important in their lives. 
 
    Shit, he hated being out of sorts. He grabbed the bottle of ale and inspected it for tampering. When he was sure it was safe, he opened it and took a large swallow. The liquid burned all the way to his gut. “Christ,” he muttered as he set the bottle back on the table. 
 
    He eased farther back in his seat, keeping the wall solidly behind him. It was odd to be here without at least one of his brothers alongside him. The Marks brothers had earned a reputation over the years—fuck with one and you fucked with them all. 
 
    There was always some idiot who tried to incite trouble between them, but their bond was unbreakable, forged in blood and sweat and a common goal. 
 
    He missed them. He’d gotten so used to them always being there it had never occurred to him things would ever change. 
 
    The hair on the back of his neck prickled. Flynn casually picked up the bottle and sipped while scanning the room. Someone was watching him. He had a sixth sense about these things. 
 
    It never lied. 
 
    Feeling his gaze, a couple of men, tough bastards like himself, glanced in his direction and then looked away. The rest were oblivious. 
 
    He slid one hand beneath the table and pulled his blaster from his thigh holster, keeping it hidden. It would take a direct headshot to kill him. The battlesuit beneath his flightsuit would protect him. Times like this he cursed the explosion for taking his right eye. Sure, it took his hand as well, but he had a robotic one that was stronger than the original. A patch covered the scarred area where his eye had been. He’d never wanted to take the time or money to get a computerized eye. With his sixth sense and one good eye, it had never been a hindrance. 
 
    Of course, he’d always had another set of eyes with him in the guise of one of his brothers. Too bad they were all back on Gravas enjoying the hospitality and time with their wives. 
 
    He’d taken a job from a regular customer, a simple supply run, one they’d done so many times he could almost do it in his sleep. He’d delivered the cargo and come here for some downtime of his own and to resupply his vessel. Now he had to wonder if he’d been set up. 
 
    No one approached him. No one seemed to be paying him any extra attention. But looks were deceiving. 
 
    He could leave the bar and make his way back to the Abigail, his deep-space-class trader. The ship was currently docked and was supplied, fueled, and ready to go. But he hadn’t quite been ready to leave. Now he was cursing himself for that. 
 
    Two men crowded in at the bar moved away, giving him a better view. It was then he saw her. She was seated at the very end. He couldn’t tell how tall she was, but she gave the impression of height. Her hair caught the lights above the bar. It wasn’t blonde or brown. It was burnished gold, the same shade of an ancient coin he’d seen as a child. She had broad shoulders and full lips. And she was staring right at him, not flinching away from his perusal. 
 
    A greenish-blue skinned Crebian sidled up alongside her. He leaned forward and spoke, smiling all the while. Flynn was more than a little curious to see what she’d do. 
 
    The woman slowly turned her gaze from Flynn to the Crebian. She ran a finger down the front of his bare chest and leaned forward to whisper something in his ear. 
 
    Flynn sat forward, every muscle in his body tense. Not his business, he reminded himself. If she wanted to go off with some lowlife Crebian who picked her up in a bar, that was her business. 
 
    The woman leaned back, picked up her drink, and stood. The Crebian actually jerked away from her and bolted from the bar without a backward glance. 
 
    Now Flynn really wanted to know what she’d said to the guy. And it looked like he might get the chance. He’d been right; she was tall. About six-foot, if he wasn’t mistaken. The leather pants she wore clung to her thighs and accentuated her broad hips. Her leather vest covered her chest but exposed arms that were sleekly muscled. This woman was no stranger to hard work. 
 
    No one tried to stop her as she made her way to his table. Her stride was long but fluid. She hadn’t been here when he’d arrived, and he’d situated himself in a dark corner where no one could see him. That meant she’d likely been looking for him. 
 
    Now he had to find out why. He’d made more than his share of enemies over the years. Impossible not to. He also didn’t recognize her. 
 
    The likely possibilities were that she was looking for a good time and had picked him for some unknown reason or that she was an assassin. If he was a betting man, he’d go for the second one. 
 
    Then she was standing beside his table. “That seat taken?” She motioned to the chair off to the side, not the one that left her back exposed. That in itself was telling. 
 
    “Depends.” He moved into the light, giving her a full view of his face. If she was going to cut and run because of his looks he wanted it to happen now rather than later. 
 
    “On what?” She didn’t flinch, keeping her eyes on him. There wasn’t enough light to allow him to see what color they were, but they were dark. 
 
    “Am I going to have trouble with the Crebian?” He motioned toward the door. 
 
    One corner of her mouth turned up in a smirk. “He won’t be back, not unless he wants to lose his balls.” 
 
    Now he was curious. The discontent, the restlessness that had plagued him for weeks was gone. He shoved back the empty chair with his foot. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Cerena Phelps was making a huge mistake, but it wasn’t like she had a choice. Her mission was clear. Flynn Marks had to die. 
 
    If he didn’t… 
 
    She didn’t allow herself to contemplate failure. There was too much on the line. 
 
    She’d stalked her quarry to this bar all the while a part of her had hoped he’d jump right back on his ship and leave Oasis. There was no way her small craft could catch his deep-space-class trader. 
 
    “You gonna sit or just stand there?” 
 
    Flynn Marks was even more intimidating in person. She hadn’t seen a picture of him, but she’d been given a very accurate description. Still, it didn’t do him justice. Tall with one eye and a robotic arm, short black hair with a streak of white running through it. All accurate, but also misleading. 
 
    He wasn’t just tall. He was huge. She’d glimpsed him earlier, and he had to be at least six and a half feet of solid muscle. Scars radiated out from behind the patch on his eye, but they in no way detracted from his rugged good looks. His hair was buzzed so short it had been difficult to see the white streak in it. 
 
    Something inside her stirred. Something she hadn’t experienced in years—sexual attraction. 
 
    “I’m sitting.” She pulled the chair around, situating it closer to him. It served two purposes—to put her closer to the wall and to allow her to sit beside Flynn. 
 
    Taking a deep breath to calm her nerves and steady her racing heart, she stuck out her hand. “Cerena Phelps.” She didn’t see any point in lying about her name. After all, he could easily discover her identity if he was so inclined. This was likely a suicide mission anyway. 
 
    Her life didn’t matter. Her son’s life was priceless. And that was exactly what the bastard who’d taken Nix had been counting on. 
 
    Flynn’s hand completely engulfed hers. Heat radiated from him and into her skin. It was a shock, but a pleasant one. This attraction she had toward her assignment was both a help and a hindrance. If it got her close to him, all the better, but it was distracting, too. 
 
    She couldn’t forget for one second that her job was to kill the man currently touching her. 
 
    “Flynn Marks,” he replied. His voice seemed to reverberate deep inside her, causing every nerve ending in her body to vibrate. 
 
    When he released her, she wanted to grab his hand and hold on. Instead, she dropped her hand back to her lap. She had a plan and needed to stick to it. It was simple really. Get him to take her back to his ship, have sex, and when he was sated and his guard was down, she’d kill him. 
 
    Cold-blooded? Absolutely. She’d never killed a man before. Knocked some heads together, sure. But this was beyond her. 
 
    But she had no choice. Nix’s life was at stake. And there was nothing, absolutely nothing, she wouldn’t do to protect her son. 
 
    “So what are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    Shit, she’d been sitting there, saying nothing. Not exactly a great way to entice him to have sex with her. 
 
    Now that part of her assignment she could get behind. She hadn’t had sex in years. Having a son to raise and being a woman alone, she was suspicious of all men. 
 
    That part of her life was over. She’d likely never see her son again or return to her job as a bouncer in a bar much like this one, only on the small satellite planet of Noir. Tears pricked her eyes, and she glanced away, blinking them back. 
 
    Cerena dug her nails into her thighs, using the pain to center herself. “Me?” She forced herself to smile and laugh. “I’m just looking to blow off some steam. You?” 
 
    “The same.” He lifted the bottle of ale he’d been drinking and took a swallow. She found it almost mesmerizing to watch the ripple of his throat. He placed his bottle on the table and motioned to it. “Buy you a drink?” He’d leaned closer so she could hear him over the noise. The puff of his breath was warm against her ear. Goosebumps ran down her arm. 
 
    Drinking was a bad idea. She needed to keep her head straight if she had any chance of seeing this through. On the other hand, maybe some rotgut alcohol would help dull the conscience that wouldn’t stop screaming at her that this was wrong, that there had to be another way. 
 
    “Sure. I’d love one.” 
 
    Flynn held up his normal arm and held up two fingers. He kept his robotic arm under the table. She wondered if he was self-conscious. Looking at him, she doubted it. He didn’t seem to care what other people thought of him. Shit, he likely had a weapon trained on her. He didn’t strike her as the trusting type. 
 
    The waitress who’d gotten extra friendly with him earlier strode up to the table. Cerena wondered if he had something going on with the woman. 
 
    She glared at Cerena and slammed two bottles on the table. “Twenty credits.” The price was outrageous and triple what it should have been. 
 
    Flynn simply handed over the payment. “Thanks, Mabel.” The waitress sniffed and stuffed half the money down her top before turning and flouncing off. 
 
    “Hope I’m not causing any trouble.” Cerena lifted one of the unopened bottles and motioned toward Mabel’s back. The fact that Flynn knew her name spoke of familiarity. 
 
    “You’re not.” He left it at that, and silence fell between them. 
 
    She sucked at this. Didn’t know how to pick up a man. Avoid them? Scare them off? Sure, that came naturally. She’d been young and naive once. That girl had died a long time ago after being seduced and left pregnant and alone. After that, she’d gotten tough and stayed that way. 
 
    The only weakness she had was her son. And the bastard who’d fathered him was using that as leverage. If she could get her hands on Ian Reader, she’d take great pleasure in killing him. But he had her son, and she had no idea how to find him. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, she opened her drink and took a sip. Her mouth was dry, and the bitter brew didn’t help much. Out of habit, her gaze tracked around the room, looking for possible trouble. A few were curious enough to be watching her and Flynn, but most were minding their own business. 
 
    A small dance floor was set off to the side. Several couples gyrated to the music. Then the tempo changed, and the couples came together, moving in a slow kind of seduction. 
 
    Cerena set the bottle on the table. “Want to dance?” What the hell was she doing? She didn’t know how to dance. The last time she’d danced had been with Nix’s deadbeat sperm donor. She didn’t want to call him Nix’s father, because he hadn’t spent one day with the kid or given any money to support him. 
 
    Flynn didn’t seem to be the type to dance, so she was safe. She was grateful for that one small favor. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure who was more shocked, him or her. He must have noticed her surprise because he gave her a quick grin, which shot him from good-looking in a rugged way straight into dampen-her-panties hot. 
 
    He shoved back his seat and rose to his full height. Cerena scrambled to her feet, not wanting to be at a disadvantage by allowing him to tower over her. It was an odd sensation for a man to be so much taller, but he had about six inches on her. 
 
    He held out his hand to her. This time it was the robotic one. She took it without hesitation. It was actually easier than having to touch his bare skin. There was a blaster strapped to his upper thigh. She had no doubt he’d been holding it on her earlier. 
 
    She was way in over her head. Flynn Marks was no easy target. If she was going to kill him, she had better not hesitate. If she missed and he survived the attempt, he’d kill her. 
 
    And he wouldn’t hesitate. 
 
    He led her through the crowded room. Anyone standing in their way quickly moved. Then they were on the tiny square of dance floor. She hesitated, but he didn’t. He pulled her into his arms, placing his free hand on her waist. 
 
    She hadn’t been this close to a man in a very long time, not unless she was threatening violence or about to get physical—not sexual. As a bouncer, she often had to manhandle customers. This was totally different. 
 
    She felt vulnerable. She didn’t like that at all. 
 
    He began to sway. The heat from his big body radiated all around them, warming her. She wanted to rest her head against his broad chest and let go of her worries, if only for a short while. She couldn’t remember the last time she hadn’t been stressed by either work or family life. Maybe when she’d been a kid, but even then, she’d had more than her fair share of worries to deal with. 
 
    Flynn had wide shoulders and looked as though he could handle anything. 
 
    He’s the target, she reminded herself. It wasn’t easy to remember that with her breasts pressed against his chest and their bodies aligned. She wondered what it would be like to have his hands on more intimate parts of her. 
 
    He lowered his head and nuzzled the sensitive skin of her neck. She barely stifled a moan of pleasure before tilting her head to give him better access. He caught the lobe of her ear between his teeth and lightly nipped. Heat speared all the way down to her core. Her breathing quickened and her skin tingled. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me why you really approached me?” he whispered. 
 
    **** 
 
    Flynn couldn’t remember the last time he’d gotten so much pleasure out of just holding a woman. If he indulged his carnal nature, it was usually a quick fuck where both he and his partner enjoyed themselves. Great sex, but easily forgotten. 
 
    This was something totally different. 
 
    Cerena, if that was her real name, was nervous. She wasn’t the type of woman used to picking up a man in a bar. She was trying, he’d give her that, but he caught flashes of uncertainty and pain. 
 
    Maybe she was simply trying to forget something or someone. She wasn’t alone there. Most of the people in the bar were here for the same reason. Maybe he was being paranoid. 
 
    Or maybe not. 
 
    She jolted in his arms when he whispered his question. “Shh.” He spun her slowly, grateful for the dancing he’d done a few planetary weeks back. It meant he wasn’t quite so rusty. “It’s an easy question.” 
 
    Cerena had gone from relaxed to tense in a heartbeat. Again, maybe it was nothing. Maybe she just wanted to fuck and not talk. He’d like to believe that, but his instincts said otherwise. 
 
    She’d approached him specifically. If all she’d wanted was to fuck a stranger, there were plenty of interested and better-looking guys in the bar. Guys who’d been more visible than he was. 
 
    “I told you. I’m just trying to relax and enjoy the evening.” There it was again in her voice, the uncertainty, the hesitation. 
 
    He should walk away. Whatever she wanted from him, she’d have to play her hand and then he’d have to deal with the fallout. 
 
    He wasn’t quite ready to do that. Some might call him crazy, but he was actually enjoying playing the game of cat-and-mouse. Maybe he was being too cocksure, but he knew he could handle her, whatever happened. 
 
    Maybe she wasn’t alone. 
 
    He didn’t like the idea of her being with another guy. Her job could be to set him up to be jumped later. 
 
    “You alone?” When all she did was stare at him, he shrugged. “You’re not a regular, which means you aren’t from around here. Not many women travel alone.” It simply wasn’t safe, even if she looked as though she could handle herself in a fight. There were slavers who’d love to get their hands on her. Illegal fight venues existed all over the galaxies. They were outlawed, but that didn’t stop them from happening. 
 
    Not to mention floating brothel ships were always looking for new women, and Cerena was exotic enough with her size and lush figure to be enticing. 
 
    “Why are you asking?” she countered. The music switched to fast again, but they kept on swaying. 
 
    “I’m not looking to get my head bashed in by some jealous boyfriend.” 
 
    She flinched when he said bashed. It was subtle, but it had triggered a response. Maybe she was setting him up for a beating or possible abduction. 
 
    He’d worry about that later. Right now, he wanted to enjoy the woman in his arms. Didn’t really bother him that she likely had ulterior motives. He’d learned over the course of his life to take each moment as it came. You never knew when it would be your last. 
 
    He should have died a dozen times in his life but was still here. As far as he was concerned, he was on borrowed time. His family was safe and settled. It wasn’t that he had a death wish. It was more that he wasn’t afraid of death. He faced each moment as it came, wringing as much pleasure as he could out of it. 
 
    “No boyfriend.” Her voice was so low he barely caught it. 
 
    “You sure?” He shifted his hands so he was cupping her ass. It was full and firm and filled both palms. “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “Believe it.” She stared straight at his chest, leaving him to look at the top of her head. “Most men are looking for smaller, more feminine women.” 
 
    “Most men are idiots.” 
 
    Her head shot up, and she stared at him. He spun her into the light so he could see the color of her eyes. They were brown, dark and fathomless. He maneuvered them into the shadows with his back to the wall. 
 
    “I’m going to kiss you now.” It wasn’t something he usually announced. Most women who picked him up in a bar would have already made a move on him or expected him to make one. Cerena was different. For all that she was sturdy and tough, there was an air of uncertainty about her. Not quite vulnerability. It was as though she really wasn’t used to coming on to a guy. 
 
    He’d said it, and it was true—men were idiots. Their loss was his gain. 
 
    She licked her lips, her eyes widening. Flynn pulled her in close to his body, loving the way she fit against him. As a large man, he was usually hunched over when kissing a woman. That wasn’t a problem with Cerena. 
 
    He lowered his head and brushed his lips over hers. She sucked in a breath, which expanded her chest, pushing her breasts against him. He wanted to strip her out of that leather vest and explore the bounty hidden beneath. 
 
    Her low moan shot straight to his dick. It went from semi-aroused to hard and throbbing in a heartbeat. “Oh yeah,” he muttered. “You taste fucking delicious.” 
 
    He kissed her again, this time with no hesitation. He slammed his mouth down on hers and thrust his tongue inside. When she froze, he feared he’d pushed too hard too fast. Then she thawed like ice in the deserts of Kalaman, going liquid in his arms. Her tongue tangled with his before advancing into his mouth to explore. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” he managed to get out before slanting his mouth over hers again. He held her head in his hands, adjusting slightly to deepen the kiss. 
 
    His cock ached. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d wanted a woman this much. Her nails scratched along his scalp when she dragged him closer. 
 
    Through the haze of music and voices and passion, some out of place noise alerted him. He thrust Cerena aside and had his blaster pulled before it was even a fully formed thought. The barrel pressed right in the belly of a man he’d never seen before. 
 
    The stranger was dark-skinned and more wide than tall. Flynn wasn’t fooled for one second. This man was solid muscle. He was also armed. 
 
    “What the fuck do you want?” 
 
    The stranger held his hands up in a universal sign of peace. Flynn kept his weapon pointed straight at the man’s gut. The music went silent, and the rest of the patrons turned to watch, sensing a fight might be brewing. Nothing they enjoyed more than a good brawl, unless it was betting on one. Already he could see the bartender taking money. 
 
    “Didn’t mean to bother you, friend,” the stranger began. 
 
    “I ain’t your friend,” Flynn shot back. 
 
    “You could be. I represent a group that is interested in your connections.” 
 
    This was about his fucking brother-in-law. He should have known. He’d thought the Rotten Rooster would be safe, as it wasn’t the kind of place cultured and rich men frequented. 
 
    Cerena went to step around him, but he reached out with his free hand and swept her behind him. He didn’t want her in the line of fire if something happened. 
 
    “You know this guy?” Flynn asked her. 
 
    “No.” The fact that she kept it short and simple made him believe her. 
 
    “Tell your group to fuck off,” Flynn told the man. “Approach me again and I might shoot the messenger.” 
 
    The stranger backed off. “Understood.” 
 
    Flynn kept his blaster drawn until the man left the premises. “Anybody else want to talk?” Several regulars laughed and went back to their own conversations. Eventually things returned to normal and someone started the music again. Only then did he holster the blaster. 
 
    He pulled Cerena around. “You okay?” She looked more exasperated than scared. 
 
    “I’m fine. You should have let me help you.” 
 
    He shrugged one shoulder. “Wasn’t sure if you were armed or not and didn’t want you to accidentally get shot.” 
 
    Her mouth actually fell open. “You were protecting me?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure why she found that so unbelievable. “Yes.” 
 
    She dragged a hand through her hair. “Wow.” 
 
    “Is it really that surprising?” Did she really think so little of him? 
 
    “Yes. I’m a bouncer. I stop fights for a living. I’m usually the one in the middle of things.” 
 
    He could see her doing that. “You armed?” Nothing quite like a strong, confident woman to get the blood pumping. 
 
    She grabbed two decorative metal loops on the bottom of her vest and pulled. The knives slid out easily. She flicked her wrists, spinning the blades into position to defend. The way she handled them told him she knew how to use them. 
 
    Yup, she was almost definitely an assassin. 
 
    “You want to get out of here?” he asked her. 
 
    She returned her weapons to their hiding spots so fast it was a blur. “Okay.” 
 
    Her easy acceptance didn’t surprise him. This likely had been her goal from the beginning. He was aroused and wanted to fuck her, which he planned to do at leisure. Then he’d find out who the hell she really was and who had sent her to kill him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Things were moving so fast Cerena wasn’t sure she could keep up. Flynn had tried to protect her. Her head was still spinning over that one. 
 
    Her father might have protected her when she was younger. Maybe. She couldn’t quite remember. Most of her life, she’d been the one taking care of him. 
 
    The noise of the bar faded when they stepped out into the darkness. Flynn looked both ways, as did she, before heading left. “Who was that guy?” she asked. It seemed an odd way for anyone to approach a man like Flynn. 
 
    “Who the fuck knows?” He grabbed one of her hands and lengthened his stride, forcing her to speed up or be dragged in his wake. 
 
    “Aren’t you worried?” Having some stranger approach her would have concerned her. But wasn’t that exactly what she’d done to Flynn? Maybe he was used to it. 
 
    “No point.” He continued at his fast pace toward the docking station where his ship was located. Her smaller vessel was docked close to his. If she made it out alive, she wanted to be able to make a fast getaway. Lucky for her, she had basic piloting skills, having held down a second job as an on-planet transport operator. But even if she hadn’t been experienced, the ship was fully computerized and could fly without a pilot. 
 
    Her son’s abductor had thought of everything. 
 
    Flynn’s attitude surprised her. “What if he wants to harm you?” And why couldn’t she keep her mouth shut? No need to give him ideas or make him suspicious. 
 
    He pressed his palm against the gate access. The light turned green and cleared them through. “He didn’t want to harm me.” 
 
    The Abigail came into view. She’d checked it out earlier, wanting to be sure she knew exactly where to find it. Cerena was getting short of breath and tugged her hand free. 
 
    “Are we running a race or something?” Hands on hips, she inhaled deeply. She was starting to sweat, which wasn’t a great way to go about seducing a guy. 
 
    That drew him up short. He stopped and dragged his hand though this hair. “Sorry about that. It’s just safer on board my ship.” 
 
    He was right about that. And she was supposed to be eager to have sex with him. Surprisingly enough, she was, which kinda freaked her out, considering she was also supposed to kill him. 
 
    One thing at a time. Seduction first. Then she’d handle the rest. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t worried?” she countered. Why was she deliberately provoking him? Was she trying to get him to storm off and leave her? 
 
    God, she didn’t want to kill a man, but she didn’t want her son to die either. And even if her son’s father didn’t harm him, he’d threatened to keep him from her. The thought of never seeing Nix again was more than she could bear. Plus, she couldn’t take a chance, not with her son’s life. The man who’d seduced and left her was coldblooded enough to kill his own son, or at least abandon him in a less than safe place. 
 
    Sure, she’d taught Nix how to protect himself. He was her son, after all. But Nix was more intellectual than physical, more interested in books and technology than fighting. And this wasn’t some brawl her son was involved in. He’d been abducted. 
 
    Flynn shrugged his massive shoulders. “I’m more worried about someone wanting to talk than I am about someone trying to hurt me.” 
 
    That was clear enough. He didn’t want to talk. Fine. It was probably best if she didn’t get to know him too well. Harder to kill him if she was emotionally involved. 
 
    Who was she kidding? She was already too involved. Dancing with Flynn had been a huge miscalculation on her part. 
 
    “Come on.” Flynn motioned toward his ship. “Unless you changed your mind?” 
 
    This was it—the turning point. There would be no going back from here. She could leave and try to find Nix. But she had little to no resources. Being a bouncer paid well, but it all went to providing Nix with a safe home, food, and schooling. 
 
    “Let’s go.” She strode past him and across the platform to the hatch of his ship. “Coming?” she called over her shoulder. She wasn’t sure, but she thought he might have laughed. It was short and low, so she couldn’t be certain. 
 
    He quickly caught up with her, passing her just before she hit the end of the platform. With his back to her, blocking her view, he placed his hand on a scanner and punched in a code. The door opened with a whoosh. 
 
    “After you.” He stood back and waited. He also glanced behind her. Unable to stop herself, she looked but saw no one. “In or out,” Flynn reminded her. “Up to you.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and crossed the threshold, releasing it when the door closed behind them. It was done. She was on Flynn’s ship with him. There was only the two of them. It was time for phase two of her plan. 
 
    Turning, she gave him what she hoped was a seductive smile. “Now, where were we?” 
 
    **** 
 
    Flynn didn’t know whether to laugh or swear. Cerena was trying, he’d give her that. She was attracted to him. That wasn’t vanity but fact. He’d been around enough women to know when one was hot for him, but there was something else there that bothered him. 
 
    It was as though she wanted to seduce him but didn’t. 
 
    He’d never had sex with an unwilling woman. Never paid to play either and wasn’t about to start now. “You can change your mind.” He ran the cold metal of one of the robotic fingers up her bare arm. Goosebumps formed on her skin, her breath caught in her throat, and a wild desperation appeared in her eyes. 
 
    “I won’t change my mind.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince—him or herself. 
 
    His plans shifted slightly. He still planned to fuck her until they were both sated, but he also wanted to know her secrets. Why was she here? What was driving her? 
 
    She wasn’t a professional assassin. There was too much hesitation in her, as though she was conflicted in some way. 
 
    He brushed his lips over hers. Like a frightened animal, she remained utterly still. He kept up the slow assault, teasing her mouth with his, slipping his tongue inside. He wanted to yell in triumph when she finally exhaled and relaxed, returning the kiss. 
 
    He wasn’t a gentle man by nature. His upbringing had made him tough of mind and body. Life’s events had made him hard in spirit. He trusted no one but his family. Cared for no one but his family. 
 
    Cerena made him want to be different. 
 
    Sex and secrets, he reminded himself, even as he lost himself in the sweet seduction. This was all about sex and uncovering her secrets. 
 
    He ran his hands down her back and cupped her sweet ass. Then he lifted her right off her feet. She gasped and gripped his shoulders. “What are you doing?” she demanded. 
 
    “Carrying you to my room.” He made his way through the cargo bay, through several doors, and down a hallway. 
 
    “I’m too heavy. Put me down so I can walk.” 
 
    “No.” He kept on walking, eager to get to his room. “And you’re not heavy. You’re perfect.” 
 
    Sure, she might be too much woman for some men, but he was a big guy. He’d spent all his adult life worried he’d hurt a woman during sex. He’d always tempered his desires, holding back. 
 
    That wouldn’t be an issue with Cerena. And didn’t that have his dick trying to blast out of his battlesuit. 
 
    “I’m too big,” she whispered. 
 
    Yup, definitely some issues there. He stopped and pushed her back up against a wall. “Look at me,” he ordered. 
 
    She bristled slightly but met his gaze. Her cheeks were blazing red, but her eyes were filled with defiance and pride. 
 
    “You’re perfect,” he told her again. Maybe it shouldn’t bother him, but it did. A woman this lush, this gorgeous shouldn’t doubt herself. 
 
    He leaned in until his pelvis pushed against hers. There was no hiding his arousal. He wanted to make it blatantly clear to her. “I want to fuck you.” His blunt statement made her pupils contract. 
 
    Fuck this. He kissed her again. Using his body to keep her up against the wall, he undid the fasteners of her vest. When it opened, her large breasts spilled out into his hands. The soft mounds were tipped with nipples already hard with arousal. He groaned and thrust his tongue into her mouth, tasting her heat. 
 
    “I want to strip you naked and kiss and lick every inch of you.” He nipped at her ear, loving the sound of passion that escaped her lips. “I want to fuck you until you scream my name. Then I want to turn you on your stomach and take you from behind until you come again. But first.” He pulled away from the wall and somehow made it to his cabin. He had to get her naked. Hell, he had to get himself naked before the tight material of the battlesuit did permanent damage to his dick. 
 
    “But first.” He knelt on the edge of the bed and lowered her to the mattress. “I want to lick your pussy and taste your cream when you come on my face.” He was explicit and raw and blunt. Not all women liked that, but he was who he was. 
 
    Cerena moaned and pushed up on her arms. Was she trying to get away from him? Blood pounded in his temples, a roar of denial welling up inside him. 
 
    “Help me,” she ordered. 
 
    He shook his head, trying to understand.  
 
    “Grab the edge of the vest.” 
 
    She wasn’t trying to escape. She was trying to get naked. 
 
    “Fuck yeah.” He fisted the material and dragged it down her arms and off. It was heavier than it looked because of the hidden weapons and made a loud thud when he dropped it on the floor. 
 
    Her breasts were surely a sign of a higher deity. They were large, but not overblown, perfect white mounds tipped with dark pink nipples. Unable to resist the lure, he leaned over her and sucked one into his mouth. 
 
    She arched her back. “Yes,” she moaned, “Just like that.” 
 
    God, she was responsive. When he flicked his tongue over the tip, she moaned again. Unable to leave one neglected, he kissed his way to the other and gave it the same treatment. Her hands were in his hair. Since it was so short there wasn’t enough to grab onto, she dug her nails into his scalp. 
 
    He loved how demanding she was, that her passion was as out-of-control as his. 
 
    “Naked.” She grabbed the neckline of his flightsuit and tugged. The material ripped. She didn’t even pause, trying to shove the garment down. 
 
    “Fuck yeah.” He reared back and shoved the ripped material down. Her eyes widened when she saw the battlesuit. 
 
    “That’s body armor.” 
 
    He nodded. “I never leave home without it.” 
 
    Her sudden grin made her appear younger. The burnished gold of her hair rested against his white pillow, her lips were lush and damp from his kisses, and her cheeks were rosy. Her eyes were dark brown, like a sweet and slightly bitter chocolate—a delicacy from Earth he’d tasted once a very long time ago. Thick lashes fringed them, making them appear even larger. 
 
    She was truly lovely. 
 
    He opened the battlesuit and shoved it to his waist. Now they were both naked from the waist up. She ran her hands over his chest, sliding her fingers through the sprinkling of hair that covered his pecs. 
 
    “You’re so strong.” 
 
    He never really thought about it. He was what he was. Most women seemed to find him attractive, in spite of his messed-up face and hand. There was a wonder in her voice, a tentativeness in her touch that made him wonder how experienced she actually was. 
 
    Her hand slipped lower, diving beneath the waistband of his clothes and stroking the head of his cock. “That feels so fucking good.” 
 
    She smiled. “That seems to be your favorite word.” 
 
    “Fuck?” 
 
    She nodded and stroked even lower. 
 
    “It’s the perfect word. Depending on how you use it, it can be a noun, a verb, an adverb or an adjective” It was a longstanding argument he had with his brothers. Personally, he just liked the word. And focusing on their conversation was keeping him from spilling his load in her hand before they even got started. 
 
    She smiled again, and he had to grit his teeth to keep from coming. Time to take control of the situation. He eased back, his cock flexing in disappointment when her hand fell away. He reached for the closure on her pants. 
 
    “Yes or no?” 
 
    “Definitely yes.” She undid the fastener and raised her ass, allowing him to pull the leather pants down her gorgeous legs. They were long and sleek with enough muscle to leave no doubts about her strength. He wanted those thighs wrapped around his waist when he fucked her. 
 
    Her boots were in the way, so he quickly got rid of them and her socks. When she was finally naked, all he could do was stare. The hair covering her mound was slightly darker than that on her head. 
 
    “Damn, you’re hot.” He’d never been the smoothest guy around, but any semblance of it had abandoned him. 
 
    “Thank you.” The color in her cheeks heightened. He was grateful she didn’t seem to mind his blunt assessment. “You’re not so bad yourself, but you still have too much clothes on.” 
 
    “Right.” He made quick work of stripping. 
 
    Her eyes never left him, her gaze going up and down his body before landing on his very aroused cock. She licked her lips, drawing a deep groan from him. That seemed to surprise her. 
 
    “I like the way you’re looking at me,” he told her. 
 
    “I like the way you’re looking at me, too.” 
 
    He went down on the bed, lying right on top of her, but holding most of his weight on his forearms. His impatient dick nudged against her mound. When she opened her thighs and wrapped her legs around him, he thought he’d died and gone to heaven. And he wasn’t even inside her yet. 
 
    Do it right, a voice in the back of his head reminded him. There was only one first time with a woman. Usually once was enough for him, but not with Cerena. She intrigued him, made him want to discover all her secrets. 
 
    That was for later. Now, he just wanted to feel. 
 
    When he bent down to kiss her, she met him halfway. Their lips melded, and he started his seduction. 
 
    **** 
 
    Was she on fire? Her skin was hot. So was Flynn’s. But she wanted to get closer. This was not the way things were supposed to go. It was her job to seduce him, but he was the one doing the seducing. 
 
    No man had ever looked at her like that before—like she was the perfect woman. And it wasn’t an act. Couldn’t be. He had no idea who she was or why she’d sought him out. 
 
    Her body yearned for more of his touch. His mouth and lips and tongue on her breasts had been a revelation. She’d always thought sex was overrated. Sure, she’d been seduced by pretty lies with Nix’s father, but she’d been a sixteen-year-old girl looking for someone to love her, had viewed sex through the lens of falling in love. 
 
    She wasn’t in love with Flynn, but she wanted him. 
 
    After years of being sexually dormant, her body, her entire being was alive with needs she never even knew she had. Her breasts were heavy and swollen. The throbbing between her legs was getting worse. 
 
    She felt empty. Incomplete. 
 
    She could almost hate him for it if she didn’t want him so damn much. Not even his vulgar language and blunt sex talk cooled her ardor. If anything, it pumped it up to the next level. 
 
    No matter what happened, she wanted this. For once in her life, she wanted to understand what it meant to be a woman who was desired and wanted by a man. He wasn’t put off by her size or strength. Just the opposite. 
 
    And that was the biggest turn-on of all. 
 
    She loved kissing him. He did it the same way he seemed to do everything else—decisively and without hesitation. With Flynn Marks you’d never had to guess what he was thinking or where you stood. He’d tell you. 
 
    And right now, he wanted to fuck her. 
 
    Everything else could wait. Nix was safe, for now, and she was here with Flynn. She would have no regrets. 
 
    Winding her arms around his neck, she kissed him back with every pent-up frustration and emotion she’d carried around for all these years. It had been sixteen years since she’d had sex. 
 
    She was about to make up for lost time. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Cerena sucked on Flynn’s tongue, excited by his deep groan. She’d done that. A sense of womanly power flowed through her. Her strength had always come from her physical brawn, not her ability to entice a man sexually. It was exciting. 
 
    Except she was also at his mercy. He made her feel things she never had, or at least hadn’t in a long, long time. She couldn’t allow this to be more than it was—sex. Two people sharing physical pleasure. 
 
    She pushed away all thoughts of what came after, not willing to deal with stark reality. Not with his hard cock pressing against her and his hot tongue in her mouth. 
 
    She was thirty-two, had a teenage son, and worked as a bouncer in a bar. Innocent wasn’t exactly a word she associated with herself. Yet, being here with Flynn was new and precious. 
 
    The muscles in his back and shoulders flexed when she stroked him. The man was built like a rock. His skin was rough in places, signs of old scars. He’d been hurt badly during his life, but he’d survived. 
 
    Once again, her reasons for seeking him out tried to rise. Her son was out there somewhere in the vast universe. Did he miss her? Was he afraid, or had his father made it seem as though it was one big adventure? She honestly didn’t know. 
 
    Flynn eased away and framed her face with his hands. The heat from the palm of his good hand was a deep contrast to the cool metal of his robotic one. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Never better.” The lie almost choked her, but she was determined. What happened between them in his bed was for them. What came after was anyone’s guess. Only one of them could survive, and it had to be her. 
 
    Desperation flooded her. She clung to the one thing that was real—Flynn. His passion was authentic, and her own needs bubbled up inside her, too long repressed. She caught his face and dragged his mouth back to hers. 
 
    He gave a muffled laugh but didn’t object. The press of their skin where they touched sent fizzles of excitement dancing through her. The kiss seemed to last forever, yet seemed all too short when he broke away and kissed a path down the curve of her neck and across her collarbone. 
 
    He knelt back and cupped her breasts, dragging his thumbs over her distended nipples. Once again, the contrast between flesh and metal was stimulating, cold and heat assaulting her at the same time. 
 
    In the dim light of the room, he appeared dark and dangerous, the patch on his eye a reminder of a deadly past. His one good eye gleamed with sexual promise. 
 
    There was so much of him to enjoy. She stroked his arms and chest, letting her fingers flow down his abdomen. It wasn’t easy to stay focused when he was teasing and touching her. She ran one finger down the length of his shaft. 
 
    “Not yet.” The roughness of his voice made her shiver as he pulled away. 
 
    “You sure?” She started to reach for him again, but he grabbed her hands in his and raised them over her head. The move thrust her breasts upward. 
 
    Securing her wrists in his strong, robotic hand, he nipped sharply at her neck, sending an erotic pulse through her. “Keep them here.” This was a command, an order from a man used to being obeyed. 
 
    She bristled at first, but decided to see what he was going to do before objecting. Their gazes met, and one corner of his mouth turned up, as though he knew of her internal battle and was amused. He dropped a quick kiss on her lips and then shifted lower, his mouth hovering over her straining right breast. 
 
    With a single-mindedness that was impressive and downright arousing, he licked and sucked and stroked every part of the mound. Then he did the same to the other. Time drifted away, not counted in planetary minutes, but in the touch of his tongue, the flick of his thumb over her nipples. 
 
    Her legs moved restlessly against the mattress. She wanted more. Needed more. She wrapped her legs around him, trying to get closer to his erection. 
 
    But he wasn’t having it. He muscled his way down her body, kissing her stomach, teasing her navel, and nipping at her hipbones. 
 
    She was almost mindless with need by the time he settled between her thighs, had fisted the blankets to keep from reaching for him. His breath was warm, but it was still cooler than her aroused flesh. Nothing existed for her but the clawing need to have Flynn buried inside her. 
 
    Big hands shoved her legs apart. Then he put his mouth on her. A low keening sound broke from her throat, echoing around the small room. Flynn never paused in his quest to drive her crazy. He ran his tongue over her slick folds before finding the nub of nerves at the apex. He wrapped his lips around her clit and sucked. 
 
    Cerena screamed. It was like popping a cork out of a bottle that had been under pressure for far too long. It hurt it was so good. Every cell in her body exploded and was remade. She was the same woman, yet different. 
 
    Before she could decide if that was a good thing or not, Flynn was leaning over her once again. He gripped his thick shaft in his hand, notched the broad head against her opening, and slowly began to forge his way inside. 
 
    **** 
 
    She was so fucking tight. He could taste her on his lips—her passion sweet and musky. He’d never had a woman who was so responsive, so real in all her reactions. It was as though she was experiencing everything for the first time. 
 
    Sweat seeped from his pores as he sought to hold on to his fraying control. Her nipples were tight, wet buds from where he’d sucked them. Her skin was flushed with the pleasure he’d given her. Her screams were still ringing in his ears. 
 
    He fucking loved it. 
 
    But it wasn’t enough. He shoved his dick deeper, wanting her to take all of him. She was wet from her orgasm, but it still wasn’t easy. Her pussy clenched at his shaft, squeezing it so hard he almost came. 
 
    “Not yet,” he muttered. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he allowed himself to just feel. Although both of them were naked, he currently had the upper hand. If it came to hand-to-hand combat, he had no doubt he’d win. It was totally messed up that he had to think about that when he was cock-deep inside her, but that was just how things were. 
 
    Didn’t mean he couldn’t find pleasure. 
 
    “Cerena.” Her eyes were glazed with passion. Her lips invitingly parted. “I’m going to fuck you now.” 
 
    Some women would have been upset by his choice of words, might even have pushed him away. She locked her arms around his neck. 
 
    Flynn flexed his hips, driving his cock forward until he was buried to the hilt. Her inner muscles rippled around him. “You feel so damn good.” 
 
    When she lifted her legs and twined them around his waist, he lost it. Her acceptance, the way she welcomed him into her body, sent him over the edge. He fucked her hard and fast, his thrusts shallow as he pulled out and pushed forward again and again. Her fingers dug into his ass. Her strong thighs squeezed against him. Her pussy rhythmically milked his dick. 
 
    Flynn threw back his head and roared as he came, emptying himself in her. It seemed to go on forever, but was over far too quickly. He collapsed on her, not worrying for once that he’d crush the woman he was with. When he buried his face in the curve of her neck, she wrapped her arms around him. 
 
    All he could hear was the pounding of his heart, as it threatened to beat its way out of his chest. When it finally calmed, the only sounds he could hear was their breathing and the slight mechanical whoosh as the air circulating system kicked in. 
 
    He had no idea how much time had passed before he raised his head. Her eyes were closed, but he knew she wasn’t asleep. Her body had tensed as soon as he’d moved. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Open your eyes and tell me that.” He knew she’d come once, might even have come again, but that part was a little hazy, overshadowed by his own climax. 
 
    Cerena sighed and opened her eyes. “I’m fine.” 
 
    She was pulling away from him. Usually he was okay with a woman leaving as soon as they were done. Hell, he was typically the one heading for the door. So why was he so irritated? 
 
    He flexed his hips, still semi-hard. She gasped and gripped his biceps. “Flynn.” 
 
    He loved the sound of his name on her lips. “You sure you’re only fine?” He rocked again, his cock already growing harder in spite of the fact he’d just come. 
 
    A grin flashed across her face. “I’m stupendous. Better?” 
 
    “Much.” He dropped a kiss on her lips. As much as he’d like to fuck her again, it was time to get some answers. He pulled out, cursing when her body clasped his cock. 
 
    To give himself time to regroup, he rolled off the bed and headed to the bathing chamber, grabbing his battlesuit on the way. When the door closed behind him, he stared into the mirror. He looked more relaxed than he had in a long time. But even as he watched his reflection, the tension crept back. 
 
    He knew women were attracted to him. That wasn’t vanity, just simple fact. He also knew Cerena wasn’t the type to pick up a random guy in a bar for a good time. He specialized in women like that and knew the type. She didn’t fit. 
 
    So why him? 
 
    “Fuck.” Scrubbing his hand over his hair, he stepped into the gel cleansing unit. It was fast and efficient, and in no time he was clean. He pulled on his battlesuit. 
 
    Not knowing what he’d face, he opened the door and waited a heartbeat before stepping out. Cerena was fastening her vest. She had her pants and boots already on. 
 
    He’d been half hoping she’d still be lying on his bed, ready for another round of hot, sweaty sex. “Leaving so soon?” 
 
    She paused and then resumed closing her vest. “I figured that was what you wanted. You didn’t waste any time getting out of bed once we were done.” 
 
    Shit! He wasn’t much for cuddling, hadn’t considered how she might view his actions. “I didn’t use protection.” Even though most women handled that themselves, and he was fully inoculated against any sexually transmitted diseases, he always wore protection. He wasn’t about to risk having a child with a woman he didn’t know. Wasn’t sure he even wanted kids. He’d practically raised his younger siblings. 
 
    She flinched slightly, but covered it by pulling her knives, spinning them once, and then returning them to their built-in sheaths. “I’m protected.” 
 
    It was what he’d expected to hear, but for some reason he felt letdown. Had he wanted to risk getting her pregnant? 
 
    “You don’t have to go,” he told her. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    He shrugged, as though her decision really didn’t matter when it did. “We could get something to eat.” He glanced meaningfully at the bed. “Maybe go another round.” 
 
    She bit her bottom lip, which had his cock straining once again. The woman was sexy as hell without even trying. It was aggravating. 
 
    “Better not,” she told him. “I should go.” 
 
    Flynn yanked on his boots and motioned to the door. When she passed him, he checked his blaster, making sure it was set to stun and not kill. He might want Cerena, but he wasn’t stupid. Every instinct was on high alert. She was going to try something. Or she was going to contact any accomplices she had, and they’d be waiting when he opened the ship’s hatch to let her go. 
 
    “Which way?” she asked. She glanced around as if lost. He knew better. He’d bet his ship she’d tracked every movement they’d made on the way in. 
 
    Wanting to see how things played out and still hoping he was wrong, Flynn took the lead. “This way.” 
 
    He heard the light whisper of metal against material as she pulled her weapons of choice. He spun around and went low, catching the blade heading toward his neck in his robotic hand. But she wasn’t done. She came at him with the second blade. Knowing the suit would deflect the knife, she went for his face. His good eye. 
 
    He tossed her back. She flew through the air and landed on her back before skidding up the hallway. She’d dropped one knife but kept the other. She rolled to her feet, gasping for air. A look of despair crossed her face. “I have to.” 
 
    That didn’t make any sense to him. 
 
    He stalked toward her, and she flung the knife at him. He brought his arm up and blocked it. The weapon clanked to the floor. 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” 
 
    Cerena’s gaze darted from one side to the other, like a cornered animal searching for an escape. 
 
    “There’s no way out,” he told her. “If you kill me, your life is forfeit. You know that, don’t you? I have family who will stop at nothing to find you.” She reached behind and withdrew another weapon. Not a knife but a tiny canister. 
 
    What the fuck was that? She flicked up the top and pushed a button. The canister began to beep. “I’m so sorry.” There was pure agony on her face. And it was real. She was about to blow herself up and take him with her. 
 
    Fuck that. Flynn sprinted toward her, catching her off guard. She’d obviously expected him to run. He snatched the canister from her hand, opened the nearest door and tossed it inside. Then he grabbed her and ran. He got three steps before the world exploded. 
 
    They went airborne. He wrapped his arms around her, covering her as best he could, taking the brunt of the hard landing. Loud beeping filled the air, followed by warning of fire. The safety system kicked in and foam began to douse the flames. 
 
    Flynn’s ears rang from the blast. Every part of him hurt. If he wasn’t wearing his battlesuit, he might have been killed from being hit by flying debris. As it was, he’d likely be bruised from head to toe unless he sought treatment. 
 
    “Cerena!” He yelled her name even though she was right beside him. She was so still. Fear filled him. Didn’t matter that she’d tried to kill him, he didn’t want her hurt. He needed answers. Surely that was the only reason his heart was pounding and his mouth was dry. 
 
    He rolled her onto her back. Her head lolled to one side, but she was breathing. Her chest rose and fell steadily. Likely the blast and fall had knocked her unconscious. 
 
    “Authorities approaching,” the computer warned him. 
 
    Shit, he had to deal with them. He should tell them everything and leave Cerena with them. His hand fisted by his side. That wasn’t happening. No one was taking her from him. 
 
    His possessiveness made no sense, but he didn’t fight it. Shoving to his feet, he made his way to the cargo bay, listing from side to side like a drunk. 
 
    “Fire suppressed,” the computer told him. 
 
    “Damage?” 
 
    “Minor. Explosion occurred in an interior empty storage compartment. Hull and structure are secure.” 
 
    He was thankful for that. If he’d damaged an engine or life support, he’d be stuck here indefinitely. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Flynn opened the hatch. “What?” he demanded. 
 
    Several of the members of the port authority security team took a step back. “There was an explosion,” one of them stated. 
 
    Flynn nodded. “Yeah, sorry about that. Minor problem. All under control.” 
 
    The senior member of the team shot him a dubious look. “Under control?” 
 
    “Fire is out. Minimal damage. I’ll pay for any damages to the facility.” He glanced out of the hatch and checked out the area, knowing there was no outward sign of any problem. The ship had no doubt rocked at the docking bay and the explosion would have been heard, which was the only reason he was copping to it. 
 
    The senior official stared at him. Flynn stared back, not in the least bit intimidated. Finally, the official looked away when his communicator beeped. “We have another call,” he told his men. He gave Flynn a curt nod. “I imagine you’ll be on your way.” 
 
    “I’m outta here,” Flynn assured him. “Until next time,” he couldn’t resist adding. Closing the door, he locked it down. “Prepare for launch,” he told the computer. 
 
    He hurried back to Cerena, who was still lying in the corridor. She moaned and moved her head slightly. Relief hit him hard. She was going to be okay. 
 
    But she’d tried to kill him. Why? She was a stranger to him, or she had been. Who’d hired her and why? 
 
    Answers would have to wait. They needed to get out of here. He wasn’t sure the officials would be put off again if they decided to come back a second time. 
 
    Flynn gathered her in his arms and took her to his room, depositing her on the bed where they’d had sex. She looked good there, in spite of the soot and bruises on her face and arms. She was bleeding in several places. Not a lot, as his suit had taken the bulk of the blast. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” he told her. He hated to leave her but had to get them launched. He made his way to the command center and took his seat in the captain’s chair. The room was empty without Kal on communications, Amos fussing about the engine, and Garth on security watch. He missed them. 
 
    This time he was on his own. 
 
    He couldn’t risk taking Cerena to Gravas, not until he knew the truth. His family might not be as understanding as he was. 
 
    “Computer, prepare to launch.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Cerena hurt everywhere. What had she been doing? Why was her head pounding? 
 
    She’d had sex with Flynn, hadn’t she? Surely that couldn’t account for the aches and pains in her arms, legs, and back. She bolted upright in bed and then swore when the room spun. She’d tried to kill Flynn, even using her last-resort explosive, hoping if Ian knew she’d completed the job, he’d take care of Nix, or at least take him home. She’d left a letter with her former boss in case she never made it back. 
 
    It had all been for naught. She was still alive, which meant so was Flynn. She’d failed. 
 
    Would Ian really kill her son? She honestly didn’t know. He was ruthless, but could he end the life of his own son? 
 
    It was a chance she couldn’t take. But it was no longer in her hands. She’d taken her shot and lost. 
 
    Why wasn’t she in prison? 
 
    Because now that her head had stopped spinning, she could plainly see she was back in Flynn’s room aboard the Abigail. 
 
    She had to get off this ship. For some unknown reason, Flynn hadn’t handed her over to the authorities. He hadn’t killed her either. But the way her luck had been running lately, she didn’t expect her good fortune to last. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she assessed her injuries. While her head ached and her body hurt, she was fully functional. Nothing was broken. After working as a bouncer for most of her adult life, she knew what broken or cracked bones felt like. 
 
    Lucky for her she was only badly bruised with some minor cuts. 
 
    “Get up,” she ordered herself. She pushed up off the bed and used the wall as support when the world spun around her. Gritting her teeth against the pain in her head, she stumbled to the door and was mildly shocked to discover it wasn’t locked. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    Where was Flynn? No time to worry about that now. Escape was her only option. She could make another attempt on Flynn’s life, but it would be much more difficult now that he knew she was there to murder him. 
 
    The thought turned her stomach. Who would have thought she’d stoop so low as to try to kill someone? It wasn’t self-defense. Or maybe it was. Her son, her reason for living, was under attack, and she was doing what was necessary to defend him. 
 
    She snorted under her breath. No way could she justify what she’d tried to do, no matter how many fancy words or explanations she’d used. She’d tried to kill a man who’d never done anything to her. That was on her. 
 
    Stumbling down the hallway toward the hatch, she ignored the debris and the cleaning bots working diligently to remove the mess. There were no signs of her weapons, but she would have been shocked if there were. Flynn wasn’t stupid. 
 
    She’d have to make do without them. Fortunately, she’d memorized the exact path to the hatch and knew where she was going. The walls seemed to shift and pitch. Closing her eyes didn’t help. It only made her stomach sick. 
 
    When she finally reached her destination, there was no sense of triumph or success, only a clawing need to escape. From Flynn. And from herself. 
 
    She slammed her hand against the release panel on the hatch. Nothing happened. She tried again with the same result. 
 
    “Come on. Open.” If she could make it to her small ship, she could run and regroup, form a new plan. 
 
    “You don’t want to open that.” For such a big man, Flynn could move silent as a ghost. She hadn’t heard him. 
 
    Cerena spun around and faced him. “Why? You planning on killing me?” Not that she could blame him all things considered. Most men would have already done so or at least handed her over to the authorities. 
 
    Why hadn’t he? 
 
    He leaned one shoulder against the door opening and crossed his arms over his massive chest. There was a bruise forming on his face under his left eye, the one she’d tried to gouge out with her knife. His battlesuit was covered in grime and soot. Other than that, he looked no worse for wear for her attempt on his life. 
 
    “If I wanted you dead, I’d have let you open the hatch and watch you be blown into space.” 
 
    “We’re not on Oasis?” How long had she been out? 
 
    “Nope. Left once I’d dealt with the port authorities. They were a little curious about the explosion.” 
 
    She could only imagine. Crossing her arms to mimic his stance, she faced him down. “Why am I here and not in jail?” 
 
    One corner of his mouth turned up in a smile that sent a shiver down her spine. His good eye radiated a coldness she’d never seen in him before. This was the real Flynn Marks, the space mercenary that she’d heard so many stories about. He was known for being brutal but fair. 
 
    She’d crossed him. Leniency couldn’t be expected. 
 
    “I want answers, and you’re the only one who can give them to me.” 
 
    “And after you get them?” 
 
    He pushed away from the door, and every muscle in her body tensed, sending rivers of pain down her legs and arms. She forced herself to relax as he moved so close she had to tilt her head back to see him. She could have taken a step back, but that smacked of cowardice. She was many things, but a coward wasn’t one of them. 
 
    He ran one finger down her cheek. It was metal instead of warm flesh and blood, a vivid reminder that he was a survivor. “That depends on the answers, doesn’t it?” 
 
    He was playing with her. 
 
    “What makes you think I’ll tell you anything?” It wasn’t smart to antagonize him, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. In spite of everything, she was still drawn to him. His sheer presence was magnetic. It was all too easy to remember being naked with him stroking and licking and kissing her. 
 
    He coasted his finger over her bottom lip. She tasted the metallic tang. “Because you want to live.” His breath was warm against her face. 
 
    She swallowed heavily. “You going to kill me if I don’t talk?” Stupid question, of course he would. 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I’ll drop you on some remote planet and let word get out that you failed in your task. That should bring your master running either to end you or to discover what you know. People who hire assassins don’t leave loose ends. Either way, I’ll find out who is behind the attack.” 
 
    Flynn was not only strong and determined, but he was also highly intelligent. She’d known that from the beginning. No wonder Ian was afraid of him. Flynn would make a relentless enemy. 
 
    Her lips were dry, so she licked them. It was impossible to miss the way his eyes followed the path of her tongue. Maybe she could use that to her advantage. 
 
    “Don’t even try it,” he warned. 
 
    “Try what?” she replied, pretending to have no idea what he was talking about. 
 
    He moved swiftly, shoving her up against a wall. His big body pressed hers against the hull, not hurting but definitely reminding her how much stronger he was than her. 
 
    “I’ll fuck you if you want,” he told her as he leaned down to nuzzle her neck. “But this time I’ll tie you up first so you don’t try to kill me after. Call me old-fashioned, but I don’t like a woman taking a knife to me after we’ve had sex.” 
 
    She laughed. It had to be nervous energy because the situation wasn’t the least bit funny. He held her life in his hands and had every reason to want to see her harmed or imprisoned. There was no way out for her, but there was still a chance for her son. 
 
    “I’ll talk on one condition.” 
 
    Flynn leaned in, pressing his erection against her stomach. She sucked in a breath, shocked that he was aroused at a time like this. They were enemies. But somehow that didn’t seem to matter to either of them. Sexual attraction was a bitch. And it didn’t help that she respected him as a person. He was a hard man but a good one. She’d seen enough men in her lifetime to know the difference. 
 
    “You’re in no position to ask for concessions,” he reminded her. 
 
    “One condition,” she repeated. She could be as stubborn as he was. This was too important. She knew Flynn needed answers, and she was the only one who could give them to him. 
 
    “Even if I agreed, how do you know I’d keep my word?” 
 
    “You will.” Flynn had a reputation. “Your word is your bond, isn’t that what they say about you?” 
 
    He brushed his lips over her ear, sending shivers of desire down her spine. She was crazy to be aroused at a time like this, but her body had a mind of its own and wasn’t listening to her brain. “You tried to kill me, so that doesn’t apply to you.” 
 
    Fair enough, but she had to trust he’d do as she asked once he learned the truth. “One condition.” 
 
    His mouth twitched, this time with a real smile. “Stubborn.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” She couldn’t budge on this. It was the only thing she had to bargain with. 
 
    “What’s the condition?” 
 
    Releasing a breath of pure relief, she allowed her shoulders to slump. Her life might be over, but there was still hope for Nix. She stared into Flynn’s one good eye. “I’ll tell you everything if you’ll try to rescue my son.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Of all the things she might have said to him, this was the last thing Flynn would have expected. “You have a son?” 
 
    “Yes?” The muscles in her jaw worked. He could tell she was trying not to let her emotions show. 
 
    Don’t be stupid, he reminded himself. This could all be a ploy. Likely was. She was an assassin, after all. 
 
    He let his hand slide down to her neck and wrapped the metallic fingers from his robotic hand around it. He could snap it like a twig. She went totally still. 
 
    “Tell me everything.” 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s as good a place as any.” And he wasn’t in the mood to wait. The computer was monitoring the ship and navigation was on auto cruise. It would apprise him of any potential problems. When the computer had alerted him that his bedroom door had opened, he’d wondered if she’d try to find him. He wasn’t surprised she’d decided to try to retreat. Too bad for her that they were far away from any planet. 
 
    She hadn’t slept long, but the Abigail was outfitted with boosters that had catapulted them into deep space. He’d wanted to make a fast getaway. He’d also taken the time to secure her weapons. Not that he thought she was defenseless. Far from it. She’d already proven herself to be clever. 
 
    When she licked her lips again, his hand automatically tightened around her neck. He had to force himself to ease up so he didn’t hurt her. She closed her eyes briefly but quickly opened them again. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Everything. But you can start with your real name.” 
 
    “My real name is Cerena Phelps. I’m a bouncer in a bar on the satellite planet of Noir.” 
 
    “Noir? You’re far from home.” This wasn’t making any sense. “I don’t know you.” 
 
    She shook her head, or tried to. Wasn’t possible with his hand locked around her neck. “No, you don’t, but one of your enemies knows me.” He felt the ripple of her throat as she swallowed. 
 
    “Why you?” That was the puzzler. “You’re a bouncer, not a professional. Sending any less is suicide.” 
 
    Her laugh was bitter. “Likely that’s what he was hoping. We have a history, and apparently, he’s kept an eye on me these past years, even though I haven’t seen the bastard in years. Assassins cost money and can sometimes be bribed, so he couldn’t trust them. And he’s cheap. Why spend a lot of credits on a professional when he could use me? He knew I’d do as he asked. There’s too much at stake for me. And if I failed, you’d kill me and likely never be able to trace me back to him. He’s safe no matter what happens.” 
 
    “Who? Who the hell wants me dead?” 
 
    “Ian Reader.” 
 
    “That fucker.” Flynn couldn’t believe it. “His boss or leader, or whatever the hell Jasper Freeman was, is dead. I thought the Eden colony had been disbanded.” 
 
    “I’m really not sure about all that.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m not buying it.” 
 
    “I hadn’t seen Ian in sixteen years. I’d hoped never to lay eyes on the son of bitch again. But we don’t always get what we want, do we?” 
 
    “He took your son, you said?” He was beginning to believe that wasn’t a lie after all. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    A sick feeling of dread began to form in his gut. “Fuck me. Reader’s the father, isn’t he? You have a sixteen-year-old son?” She didn’t look old enough for that. 
 
    “Fifteen,” she corrected. She was pale and sweating and didn’t look all that good. Flynn was beginning to worry she might pass out on him. “I was young and naive and sixteen when I met him. He was a bit older and handsome and paid attention to me. No man ever had before.” She gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I’m not exactly the type to attract male attention.” 
 
    He thought she was joking but quickly realized from the expression on her face that she was dead serious. “What’s wrong with you?” he demanded. 
 
    “Are you blind or just being cruel? I’m too tall, too big, and too strong. Men like feminine women. I grew up knowing I’d have to make my living on my back or with my hands. Since I was likely to starve to death if I depended on selling my body, I developed my fighting skills.” 
 
    He could see it all too clearly. While he hadn’t dealt with Reader personally, he’d gotten a full report from his brothers about the incident that had occurred on Eden. He’d seen images of the guy, communicated with him ship to ship, and he had the slick good looks that a lot of women went for. It was all too easy to imagine a younger Cerena falling prey to his charms. 
 
    “You got pregnant?” 
 
    “Yes. I wasn’t on birth control because it had never been a concern. Stupidly, I thought he’d be happy. That we’d get married and raise our child together.” 
 
    “I take it he had other ideas?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” She rested her head against the wall and started up at the ceiling. Flynn released his hold on her, not wanting to do her additional harm. “He told me he wasn’t about to be trapped by some stupid bitch he’d fucked on a dare. That’s all I was to him, a dare. I’d always kept my distance from the men around me. I knew what they all said about me, but Ian seemed different. Turned out he was worse.” 
 
    “He left?” It was the obvious next step in the story. 
 
    “Yes. I gave birth alone at seventeen.” She levelled her gaze at Flynn. “I don’t care what you do with me, but Nix deserves a chance. He didn’t choose his father. He didn’t even know who he was until Ian took him away. Once he had Nix, he contacted me.” 
 
    It was all believable, but Flynn was suspicious by nature. He grabbed her hand. “Come with me.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” She stumbled, bumping against one of the walls. 
 
    Flynn reached out and caught her before she fell. “You’re hurt?” It came out like an accusation. 
 
    “Dizzy and my head aches. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” he muttered. He scooped her up and carried her down the hall toward the control room. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Damned if I know.” And he didn’t. His entire life had been turned upside down. “I need more information. Luckily for both of us I know just where to get it.” 
 
    “You can’t tell anyone?” She grabbed his shoulders and tried to shake him. Not that she managed. “That cult or whatever it was that Ian has been involved with all these years. He’s siphoned off money. He has a lot of it. He told me if I told anyone he’d kill Nix.” 
 
    “You think he’d kill his own son?” Flynn wasn’t shocked. He’d seen the worst the universe had to offer. 
 
    “I know he would. Unless he could find some other use for him.” 
 
    “The people I’m contacting know how to be discreet.” And when had he gone from threatening to reassuring her? 
 
    “You can’t risk it.” Desperation rolled off her, too real to be faked. 
 
    She had a kid. No, not a kid, a teenager. With another man. An enemy of his family. He should hate her, but she’d been hurt by Reader as much as he had. Worse. It was a case of the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Or something like that. It had nothing at all to do with how he liked having her in his arms. 
 
    He wasn’t that stupid. 
 
    Except it seemed that he was. His brothers were going to roast his balls for this. 
 
    “Trust me.” He deposited her on his chair and stood before her with his hands wrapped around the arms. Leaning down, he allowed her to see just how deadly serious he was. 
 
    “I want to.” 
 
    Even bruised and battered, with dirt steaks on her face and dried blood on her arms, he wanted her. When it came to protecting her family, she was as relentless as he was. 
 
    That was the problem. He could imagine himself doing the same damn thing if someone had taken one of his siblings. Hell, he had killed men over the years during the search for his missing sister. 
 
    They were the same in many ways. 
 
    “Are you familiar with Gravas?” 
 
    She rubbed her forehead. A lock of hair was plastered there, and she shoved it aside. “Warrior culture, very secretive, thought to be advanced. What do they have to do with anything?” 
 
    “That’s who I’m contacting.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and he saw the beginnings of hope stir. “You know someone on Gravas?” 
 
    Flynn turned and manually accessed the communications console. There were several beeps before Abigail answered her link and appeared on the big viewing screen. “Flynn.” Her greeting of surprise quickly turned to worry. “What’s wrong? Why do you have a bruise on your face? Why is there a woman in your chair? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Where’s Vaden?” The Gravasian bastard was usually glued to her side. 
 
    “I’m here.” He stepped into view and took in the scene at a glance. “What do you need?” 
 
    That was one of the things Flynn did like about his new brother-in-law. He was quick to action. “I need information. Seems I have an enemy. One that’s willing to take a woman’s child to blackmail her into trying to kill me.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Cerena had a front row seat to both the shock and condemnation of the people staring back at her from the viewing screen. The woman was definitely related to Flynn. The hair color and eyes were identical. The man beside the woman, the one Flynn had called Vaden, was big and obviously a warrior. This must be his Gravasian contact. 
 
    “She tried to kill you?” The woman’s eyes hardened. “What did she do?” 
 
    “Abby, calm down.” Flynn held his hands out by his sides. “As you can see, I’m fine.” 
 
    Cerena was surprised by Flynn’s deflection of what had happened between them. She had tried to kill him. Her stomach turned at the thought. Or maybe that was only the aftereffects of the explosion. It was likely she had at least a minor concussion. It could have been far worse. Should have been worse. Only quick action by Flynn had kept both of them from being killed. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Abby muttered. 
 
    “Who am I looking into?” Vaden interjected. 
 
    “Ian Reader.” They all looked at her when she spoke. It was time for her to take responsibility for the situation. 
 
    Abby, who was likely Flynn’s sister, turned pale. “I thought he was dead or in prison.” She looked to the big man beside her. “You told me he wasn’t a problem.” 
 
    Vaden scowled at Cerena, his expression promising retribution for upsetting Abby. He’d have to get in line. She already had two men who had reason to want her dead—Flynn and Ian. 
 
    When had her life become so complicated? 
 
    What she wouldn’t give for one regular night of breaking up bar fights and arguing with Nix over doing his schoolwork. Those days were over. No matter what happened, they could never go back to the way things had been. 
 
    But the lessons she’d learned over the course of her life held her in good stead. First rule of facing down an opponent—never let them see fear. 
 
    Cerena push out of the chair, pleased when her legs held her. “I hadn’t seen Ian in sixteen years when he contacted me.” 
 
    Flynn edged in front of her, practically pushing her back into the chair. She simply shifted to the side, unwilling to hide from anyone. 
 
    “Why you?” Vaden demanded. Abby had stepped slightly behind him and was on a communicator. 
 
    “You can’t tell anyone else,” Cerena insisted. Who was Abby contacting? “My son’s life is at risk.” 
 
    Flynn’s robotic hand landed heavily on her shoulder. “It’s fine. She’s likely contacting our brothers.” 
 
    “How many of them do you have?” She wasn’t sure she could handle more like Flynn. 
 
    “Three, all younger. Abby is the only girl in the family.” 
 
    Flynn had four siblings, and they had to be close if Abby was contacting them. What must that be like, having someone to depend on, to be there for you? It had only been her and her father, and he’d been neglectful, at best. He’d kept a roof over her head and food on the table until she’d been old enough to manage on her own.  He’d been dead a year by the time Ian had come around, likely another reason she’d fallen prey to him. 
 
    “They’re on their way,” Abby informed them. 
 
    Cerena was getting worried. Too many people were getting involved. 
 
    “Tell me everything you know about Reader and where he might have your son,” Vaden demanded. This was a man definitely used to having his own way. Not that she had a choice. 
 
    “I knew Ian when I was a teenager. When he left, I was pregnant.” 
 
    “Did he know?” Vaden demanded. Cerena remembered hearing something about Gravasians placing family above all. 
 
    “He knew. It was why he left.” She ignored Abby’s gasp, and the pity in Vaden’s eyes. It wasn’t anything she hadn’t seen or heard a thousand times. At least there wasn’t scorn. 
 
    “Where was your family?” Vaden demanded. 
 
    She shrugged.  “I have no memory of my mother. My father died of a fever some time before I met Ian.” 
 
    “You were alone and pregnant?” Abby leaned against Vaden. “I’m sorry for that, but you tried to kill my brother.” 
 
    “I did.” No point in denying it. “I hadn’t had any contact with Ian since the day he’d left. I got home from work one morning and found my son wasn’t in bed. He’d always been reliable.” 
 
    “You left a child home alone?” Abby was aghast. 
 
    This time a ghost of a smile crossed Cerena’s lips. “Nix is fifteen going on fifty. A neighbor used to watch him when he was younger. She still lives across the hall. He knows to go to her if he needs anything.” 
 
    “But the boy was gone?” Vaden interjected. 
 
    “Yes.” She could still remember the bone-deep fear that had threatened to strangle her. That had been followed by an all-encompassing anger. “While I was at work, Ian had gone to our home and introduced himself. I’d never told Nix much about his father, but he’d always been curious.” 
 
    “He’s at the age where he’d want to know,” Flynn pointed out. “He’s not a kid but not quite a man.” 
 
    She dragged her fingers through her hair. “I know. Believe me, raising a teenager on your own is no picnic. He’s smart and curious. The questions never stop. He might have gone with Ian just to have his questions answered.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t he have contacted you?” Abby asked. 
 
    “Knowing Ian, he put that off until he had Nix away from home and any possible help. I contacted the authorities and the few friends we had. No one had seen him. I got a call a few hours later.” She’d been furious enough that if Ian had been near to her, she’d likely have killed him. 
 
    “Ian told me that if I told anyone about him, he’d kill Nix.” 
 
    “You believe him?” Vaden seemed skeptical. “That he’d kill his own son?” 
 
    “A son he never claimed or acknowledged,” Cerena reminded him. “Ian Reader is a user. I learned that the hard way. Nix is alive as long as he’s useful. I’m honestly not sure what he’ll do to Nix if I fail in the task. For some reason, he has it out for Flynn and the entire family. He ranted at length about you destroying his plans. Whatever they were, I don’t know or care. I just want my son back.” 
 
    “That’s it? That’s everything?” Flynn asked. He’d been mostly a quiet presence beside her during this entire conversation. At some point he’d moved so close their sides were brushing against each other. 
 
    “That’s all.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath before facing them all again. “As I told Flynn, I don’t care what happens to me as long as Nix is safe.” 
 
    Abby frowned, her anger seemingly gone, at least for the time being. Vaden was more contained. Cerena had no idea what he was thinking. 
 
    “Sit down before you fall down.” Flynn took her by the arm and all but shoved her back into the captain’s chair. 
 
    “I need to know where Reader is,” Flynn told Vaden. “I’m going after that fucker once and for all. He’d fled the Eden Colony by the time the authorities got there after Freeman was dead. Everyone in the Alliance galaxies is searching for him, but he’s eluded them so far. I’m done waiting for their justice. He’s a threat to my family, so he has to die.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Vaden was working on a handheld computer. “I won’t have Abby at risk. By sending someone after you, he’s earned a visit from one of our assassins.” 
 
    Cerena sucked in a breath. She’d heard about Gravasian assassins. It was said they were the best in the universe. Everyone was scared of them, even the most hardened criminals. They were the monsters in the closet, the one you never saw until it was too late. 
 
    Vaden glanced at her, his gaze once again filled with deadly intent. “By law, Cerena Phelps should die. She attacked a member of my family.” 
 
    Just who was this guy? Cerena tried to remain calm, but it wasn’t easy, not with that threat hanging over her. 
 
    “But you’re not going to mention that little detail to anyone, are you?” Flynn’s voice was low and calm and filled with a menace that made her shiver. “As far as anyone else is concerned, she told me what Reader wanted her to do and we came to you. We’re going to forget our little altercation.” 
 
    She’d tried to kill him, and this was what he called it? She wasn’t sure if he was crazy or really had balls of titanium. Most likely the latter. 
 
    Another man pushed his way in front of Vaden. He might not be as tall, but he was broader. And he had a huge blaster cradled in his arms. The familiar black and white hair meant this was likely one of Flynn’s brothers. He did not look happy. 
 
    “Where are you?” the newcomer demanded. 
 
    A short, dark-haired woman edged into the picture and grabbed him by the arm. “Calm down, Garth. Ian isn’t around for you to shoot.” 
 
    When Garth looked at the woman, his entire face changed, softening. Cerena was finding it fascinating watching them all and how they interacted with one another. 
 
    “He tried to kill us.” Garth brushed a hand over her cheek, while keeping his blaster at the ready. “He tried to hurt you, Lacey. I should have found a way to kill him already.” 
 
    Cerena seconded that thought. If Ian had already been dead none of this would have happened. 
 
    “Can we get the fuck back on topic?” Flynn stood with his legs parted and his arms crossed over his chest. He looked invincible. “Where the fuck is Reader hiding? I need to rescue the kid and kill Reader.” 
 
    “We need to rescue Nix and kill Ian.” No way was she being left behind. 
 
    Flynn grinned at her. “I stand corrected.” 
 
    “I’ll contact you as soon as I have the information,” Vaden assured them. 
 
    “We’re coming to you,” Garth insisted. 
 
    “I can handle Reader,” Flynn insisted. “I’ve got the full force of the Abigail.” 
 
    “You also have a woman who already tried to kill you once,” Abby reminded him. 
 
    “What?” Garth demanded. 
 
    “She’ll fill you in,” Flynn told his brother. “You all stay where you are. You have women to protect. We’ll be fine.” He ended the communication before anyone else could launch a complaint. 
 
    Cerena released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. His family was impressive. She had no idea who Vaden was, but he seemed to have some major clout in Gravasian society. “Do you think Vaden will send an assassin after me?” She wasn’t really worried. She honestly didn’t have any room left to be concerned about anything beyond Nix. That came first. After he was safe, she’d deal with whatever else came her way. 
 
    The same way she always had. 
 
    “Not if he knows what’s fucking good for him.” Flynn pulled her against him. “No one is going to fucking kill you.” 
 
    “You’re swearing again,” she pointed out as she pushed out of the chair. She was too restless to remain seated. She needed to move, needed to do something, anything. 
 
    “So fucking what? I’m fucking upset.” 
 
    “I can see that.” Seeing him get riled on her behalf made her insides warm. 
 
    She brushed her fingers across his hard, stubbled jaw. He hadn’t shaved in several days from the look and feel of it. “You need to relax.” 
 
    He gave a curt nod. “You’re right.” He leaned down and kissed her. 
 
    **** 
 
    Flynn was equal parts angry, frustrated, and horny. A volatile combination. He hated having to rely on anyone outside his family. Although, technically, Vaden was family. He was still trying to come to grips with that. 
 
    Cerena stiffened in his arms, but when he started to ease away, she wrapped her hand around the back of his head and held him close. 
 
    For five seconds. Then she slapped both hands on his chest and shoved him back. “What are we doing?” she demanded. He loved the way her eyes snapped when she was angry. 
 
    “If you have to ask, I’m doing it wrong.” He tried to bring her back, but she kept him at arm’s length. 
 
    “You want to have sex? Now?” Her face was flushed, her lips full and ripe for the taking. 
 
    “What’s wrong with now? We have to wait for information. You told me I should relax.” When she rolled her eyes at him, he took advantage and dragged her closer until their bodies were touching. “Sex with you will relax me.” 
 
    “I tried to kill you,” she all but shouted. 
 
    He couldn’t help himself; he grinned. Her lips thinned, and her entire body all but vibrated against him. 
 
    “You think that’s funny?” she demanded. 
 
    “Little bit.” 
 
    “You are out of your mind. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “You act like you’re the first woman who’s tried to kill me.” She felt so damn good against him. He liked arguing with her almost as much as he liked having sex. She was strong-willed and determined, wouldn’t be intimidated by him. That was sexy as hell. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised to hear that?” 
 
    “Do you want to kill me?” He couldn’t help but be curious. 
 
    “I never wanted to kill you in the first place.” She stopped trying to get away from him and sighed. “It might not have been anyone’s idea of success, but I was content with my work and life. I wanted better for Nix.” 
 
    Her life had been tough, but she’d handled it. And she’d done it alone. “I’m sorry your son is missing.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against his chest. “Thank you.” 
 
    “But I’m not sorry I met you.” If it hadn’t been for Reader, he might have gone his entire life without knowing Cerena Phelps. And that would have been a crime. 
 
    “I must be as crazy as you. Because I’m not sorry I met you.” She licked her lips, drawing his attention. His cock was hard, which seemed to be the normal state of things whenever she was around. He wasn’t sure he’d ever get enough of her. “I am sorry I tried to knife you and then blow us both up. Was there much damage?” Her voice was low and quavered slightly, not firm and steady like it usually was. 
 
    “One room was blown to bits.” He narrowed his gaze. “You owe me.” 
 
    Her dark brows lowered. She was pissed at him again. “You’ll have to get payment from Ian. I don’t have enough money to cover it.” 
 
    Flynn lifted her right off her feet and tossed her over his right shoulder.  “We’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “Put me down,” she demanded. 
 
    “No.” His room was close to the control center, but it seemed like miles away. The cleaning bots had finished clearing the debris from the hallway. There was some minor damage to the walls, but all in all, it was confined to one area, which was behind a door. He could live with that. 
 
    “What do you mean no?” When she struggled, he smacked one ass cheek and then fondled her full ass. He could tell she was struggling to decide what her best course of action would be. He could have told her to stop wasting her time. He wasn’t about to be shifted off course. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Flynn, I’m not having sex with you to pay off a debt.” 
 
    He walked into his room and dumped her onto his bed. “You’re fucking right you’re not.” 
 
    She wasn’t sprawled on her back for long, already pushing upright. At his words, she frowned. “Then why are we here?” 
 
    He knelt beside her and reached for the opening of her vest. “Because I want you, and you want me. It’s got nothing to do with Reader and what he forced you to do. This is between us.” 
 
    He waited, his fingers on the fasteners, just itching to open them. She blinked several times. “Is it really that easy for you?” 
 
    “What?” he asked. It was getting harder to concentrate. His balls were trying to crawl into his body, and his dick was demanding to get inside her wet heat. He knew she wanted him but was fighting it. Why did women always want to talk things to death? 
 
    “Forgetting that I almost killed you.” 
 
    He pressed a hard kiss against her lips and moaned when his cock seemed to swell even more. 
 
    “You never really came close.” 
 
    Her brows snapped down again, and her lips thinned. “I did so come close.” 
 
    Flynn chuckled. “Whatever you need to believe.” He started a silent countdown in his head, waiting for the explosion. 
 
    “You sorry son of a bitch.” She launched herself at him. Instead of trying to overpower him, which wasn’t happening, she hooked one leg behind his knees and yanked. He fell forward but was ready when she attacked. The bed was small, so grappling was up close and intense. 
 
    She was strong for a woman, but no match for him. Still, she was sneaky, he’d give her that. Fought dirty, too. He respected that, at least until her teeth sank into his neck. 
 
    “Ouch. Fuck, that hurts.” 
 
    “Poor baby.” She started to roll away, but he caught her and dragged her back under him. He stretched out over her, using his greater weight and size to pin her. 
 
    She was holding back. He’d been in enough fights to know when someone was pulling their punches. 
 
    “Settle down. You’re already bruised from earlier. You’re bleeding again, too.” She was so strong and sure that he’d forgotten for a bit that she’d been through an explosion a short while ago. “Shit, I should see to those wounds.” 
 
    She stared up at him and tilted her head to one side as though trying to figure out what he’d just said. Maybe she had a concussion. He’d let his need for her overpower his common sense. 
 
    “You mean that, don’t you?” 
 
    Flynn started to get off her, but she linked her arms around his neck, stopping him. “Don’t say what I don’t mean.” He never saw the point. 
 
    “I’m beginning to believe that.” There was almost a childlike wonder in her tone that made him uncomfortable. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I’ve got a basic aid kit in the bathing chamber. I’ll get it.” 
 
    She locked her legs around his waist, holding him in place. Sure, he could move, but he honestly didn’t want to. 
 
    “What now?” he asked. Whatever happened next was up to her. 
 
    “Now this.” She dragged his head down and kissed him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Flynn was a remarkable man. He truly seemed to have gotten past the fact she’d tried to kill him. As far as he was concerned, it was a done deal and behind them. She’d never met anyone like him. He lived life in the moment, not allowing the past to color things. 
 
    She envied him. 
 
    She still might die. Her son was out there somewhere, and nothing would stop her from finding him. 
 
    Then there was Flynn’s family. He might have forgiven her, but she doubted they would. They’d be coming for her. She just had to make sure Nix was free and clear before they found her. 
 
    All she could do now was wait on information. She wasn’t good at waiting, so she had two choices. She could work out to get rid of excess energy, or she could find another way to expend it. 
 
    Right now, she wanted the comfort to be found in Flynn’s arms. 
 
    He tasted warm and spicy. Masculine. There was something about him that was larger than life, and it was more than his size. He had a presence that exuded power. Men would be wary of him; women would be attracted. 
 
    Their tongues stroked, and she lost herself more and more in the overpowering heat of him. When he pulled away, she felt colder, more alone. 
 
    “Hold that thought,” he told her. He was off the bed in a flash and returned moments later with a small box. “Aid kit.” He shook it in the air. “There should be something in here.” He sat beside her and opened the box. “Your wounds don’t look deep.” 
 
    “They’re only scratches, Flynn.” She’d gotten worse breaking up bar fights. 
 
    Ignoring her, he opened a packet and removed a medicinal wipe. “This is going to sting,” he warned before dragging it over the first bloody scratch. She hissed out a breath and then clamped her teeth together. It hurt like a son of a bitch. 
 
    He tried to be gentle, but he was a bit too enthusiastic with the cleaning and several of the cuts began to seep blood again. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m making it worse.” He dropped the bloody pad and stared at his hands, one human, the other machine. 
 
    “You’re doing a great job.” She couldn’t remember a time when anyone had taken care of her, cleaned her up after a brawl. She’d always managed on her own. Not even Nix had helped her, mostly because she’d always hidden her injuries from him. 
 
    Her chest began to constrict, making it harder to draw air into her lungs. Her eyes filled with tears. She wouldn’t cry. Tears solved nothing. But her eyes continued to sting. 
 
    Flynn removed a clotting stick from the kit and ran it over her wounds. It worked well on smaller cuts, sealing them instantly. “Should I bandage them?” he asked. 
 
    “No, they’re fine.” Her voice sounded hoarse. In spite of her best efforts, one lone tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
    Flynn groaned and tossed the medical supplies onto the small bedside table. “Don’t cry.” He leaned in and licked the salty drop from her cheek. 
 
    Something inside her broke. It was the stupidest thing she’d ever done, and considering she’d fallen prey to Ian Reader and had a kid at seventeen, that was saying something. But she was falling in love with Flynn Marks, the man she’d been sent to kill. 
 
    It made no logical sense. She barely knew him, had no idea what kind of food he enjoyed, what he did for entertainment, what his hopes and dreams were. She knew he was loyal to a fault, that family was everything. He was quick to think and act in a crisis. He was strong and used that to protect those he cared about. He was a considerate lover and a caring person. 
 
    After all she’d done, he was helping her to find her son. 
 
    He kissed his way to her lips. “Stop it,” he ordered. “I can’t handle tears.” 
 
    That decree, filled with male desperation, made her laugh. It was a small one, but the sadness retreated somewhat. They’d find Nix and save him. In the meantime, Flynn was here, and they were alone. It might be their last opportunity to be together. 
 
    She ran her hands over his wide chest, hating the heavy material between her palms and his skin. This time there was an edge of desperation to their kiss, as though they both understood the clock was ticking down on their time together. 
 
    He had obligations to his family. She had her son. There was so much between them that couldn’t be forgotten or undone. 
 
    She angled her head and deepened the kiss. He made a sound half pain and half pleasure before coming down beside her on the mattress. “If you want to stop, tell me now,” he warned. 
 
    Cerena found the fastener of his battlesuit and opened it to the waist, practically purring when she ran her hands over his firm, hard muscles. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” He melded his lips to hers. Their tongues dueled. Her entire body overheated with pent-up desires and frustrations. She needed Flynn, wanted him inside her. This time she knew what to expect and couldn’t wait. 
 
    He opened her vest, one fastener at a time, the slow action at odds with the franticness of his kisses. He palmed one of her breasts, rubbing the pad of his thumb over her straining nipple. “I love the way you respond to me.” 
 
    Her heart jumped when he said the word love, even though it really didn’t mean anything. 
 
    He kissed his way down her neck and across her collarbone, nuzzling her breast before coving the hard tip with his mouth. Heat surrounded her, making her entire body arch. 
 
    She ached for him, body and spirit. 
 
    Her pants were too constricting, so while he plied her breasts with his tongue and mouth and fingers, she managed to get them undone and pushed down. Her boots got in the way, frustrating her. 
 
    Flynn kissed a path down her torso and finished stripping her. When he stood to remove his battlesuit, she stopped him. “Let me.” 
 
    He inhaled sharply and nodded. It was like unwrapping a present. She already knew what she’d find, but that didn’t make it any less special. His chest expanded on each sharp inhalation. His abs rippled under her hands as she shoved the material down his narrow hips and over his muscled thighs. His cock jumped free, hard and ready. 
 
    Kneeling on the bed in front of him, she was at the perfect angle to look and touch. His shaft was long and thick, spearing out from a nest of dark curls. His balls were full and heavy. She cupped his sac in her hand and gently rolled them. 
 
    “Fuck me,” he muttered. He gripped her head between his hands, but he didn’t try to pull her closer. He simply hung on, digging his fingers into her hair and gripping the strands. 
 
    The broad head of his penis was darker than the rest. She leaned forward and gave the tip a delicate lick. The salty taste of him exploded on her tongue. His guttural groan filled the space around them. 
 
    She’d never done this for a man before, but she wanted to do it now. She gave her tongue an experimental swirl around the tip. Flynn’s grip tightened, making her scalp sting. 
 
    “Take me into your mouth, Cerena.” Desperation tinged his words. She had the power to give or deny. He would never force her. 
 
    She opened her mouth and took him inside. It was awkward at first, but she did the best she could. When she pulled back, she sucked on his shaft, running her tongue along the thick veins that ran the length of it. 
 
    “Fuck, yes.” Flynn began to move his hips back and forth. It didn’t take her long to catch the rhythm. She tried to take him deeper but gagged when he went too far. Before she could worry she wasn’t doing it right, he whispered, “Easy. This feels fucking amazing. Wrap your fingers around the base of my cock. You’ll control how deep you go.” 
 
    She wrapped her hand around him, the hot, hard pulse beating against her palm. She stroked up and down even as she continued to use her mouth and tongue on him. His breathing became faster, more labored. So did hers. She knew what would happen if she didn’t stop. Did she want to go that far? 
 
    “I’m going to come,” he warned. “If you don’t want that—” 
 
    She didn’t give him a chance to finish. Relaxing her mouth as much as she could, she took him in, continuing to stroke the base of his shaft. 
 
    He threw his head back and roared. Then he was coming down her throat. His cock bucked and jumped in her hand, his fingers gripped her head and held her to him. She swallowed, stimulating the tip, making him swear yet again. 
 
    When he was done, she eased back and licked the head of his shaft. 
 
    “You’re fucking amazing.” His green eye practically glowed in the dim light of the room. 
 
    Self-conscious now that they were done, she tugged the covers back and climbed beneath them. She didn’t know much about men, but she did know that once they got off, they were usually done. Maybe she should get dressed, see if there were any messages. She was hungry, too. She couldn’t remember the last time she ate. 
 
    Flynn stripped off his clothes and climbed in beside her. When he drew her into his arms, she didn’t hesitate, wanting to be near him. 
 
    “Thank you.” His deep voice seemed to vibrate through her entire body. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She hesitated and then decided to ask. “Was it all right? I never did that before.” 
 
    He cupped her chin in his hand and turned her face to his. “It was perfect.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Flynn was still seeing stars. Lights had exploded in his head when she’d sucked him off. He’d had women do it before, but nothing like this. What she lacked in skill she more than made up with sheer enthusiasm. 
 
    He wanted to roar in triumph. Come to think of it, he had. Cerena made him feel … everything. He wasn’t sure he liked it, but there was no going back. His family would think him crazy, but wouldn’t be the first time. 
 
    They had their own lives. His brothers had their own women. He wanted what they had. And Cerena was the first woman he could ever imagine living with for more than a night or two. 
 
    She was watching him now with uncertainty in her eyes. She really had no idea of how rare she was, how open sexually. She held nothing back and gave everything. 
 
    He kissed her. “I can taste myself.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She pressed her lips together. 
 
    “I’m not.” He licked at her bottom lip. “It’s sexy as hell.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    When she parted her lips, he slipped his tongue inside. Her innate sweetness mixed with his salty essence to create something totally new and exciting. 
 
    He mapped every crevice of her mouth, leaving no spot untouched. “Yeah,” he told her. “It is.” 
 
    He turned so she was flat on her back and he was on his side. He might have just come, but his cock was already getting hard again. She just needed to catch up to him. He wanted her wet and willing when he fucked her. 
 
    “Your skin is so soft.” 
 
    “Not my hands.” She held them up in front of her. 
 
    He caught one and brought it to his lips, kissing the back before turning to the palm. “Strong hands. Capable hands.” There were rough patches that he licked before sucking one of her fingers into his mouth. 
 
    She didn’t seem to mind the robotic appendage. He’d had it so long it was a part of him. He never stopped to wonder what it must feel like to others, to her. The sight of metal wrapped against her flesh was arousing. She seemed to accept all of him. There was only one way to find out. 
 
    Flynn reached up and pulled his patch off, tossing it aside. He knew what his face looked like. Had studied it in the mirror enough to know the scars were still visible. He had a glass eye to fill the space but preferred the patch. 
 
    “How did you get hurt?” She ran her fingers along several of the scars. He caught her hand and removed it, uncomfortable with her sympathy. 
 
    “Mining explosion.” He didn’t want to talk about that day, but somehow, he couldn’t stop himself. “It was deliberate. Didn’t know it at the time. All my brothers were hurt, too.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” She tugged until he released her hand and then cupped the damaged side of his face. Coming up on her elbows, she kissed the area. 
 
    A groan rose up from deep within him. It wasn’t physical pain, not exactly. The wounds had ceased to hurt a very long time ago. 
 
    “It changed everything.” Had set his life on a trajectory that had led him here. 
 
    Done with talking, he kissed her, pushing her back until she was flat on the bed with him levered over her. Supporting the bulk of his weight on his forearms, he kissed her until the past disappeared beneath the onslaught of the present. 
 
    Her breasts were a feast, a delight that he gobbled up as quickly as he could before moving lower. When she opened her legs and welcomed him, the tension and old pain he’d carried around for so long loosened and let go. He held her thighs wide as he took what he wanted, licking and sucking and probing her opening with his tongue. 
 
    She chanted his name over and over, her voice hoarse with arousal. A light sheen of sweat covered both their bodies. His dick was hard as a rock again, begging for release. 
 
    “Not yet,” he muttered. He moved back far enough so he could flip her onto her stomach. She stilled but didn’t object. This is new to her, he reminded himself. 
 
    He pulled her up onto her hands and knees. “I want to fuck you like this. Take you from behind.” 
 
    She nodded, saying nothing. 
 
    With a growl, he dove back between her spread thighs. Her pussy was pink and wet. He licked her again, addicted to the taste of her arousal. She was panting hard and pushed her hips back toward his mouth. 
 
    He had to be inside her. 
 
    Her hips were wide and perfect for gripping. Holding her steady, he nudged her opening with the head of his cock in silent warning before forging inward. She was tight, her inner muscles clamping down on his shaft. Her fingers gripped the covers, and she made a low keening sound. 
 
    His lungs were working hard to suck air. It was like being in the bowels of the mine where only stale air existed unless fresh was pumped. Only there was a much bigger reward waiting than gold or silver. He wanted to claim this prize, wanted her to come. 
 
    He had to pause when he was finally all the way in. The tip of his cock tingled. His balls were tight, ready to burst. It didn’t help that she kept squeezing his dick. 
 
    Leaning forward, he kissed her neck and shoulders. “Okay?” 
 
    “Yes. No. I don’t know.” 
 
    He eased back slightly. 
 
    “Don’t you dare stop.” 
 
    He pushed back in again. 
 
    He wasn’t going to last, so he had to make her come. Reaching his robotic hand between her legs, he found her clit and rubbed, knowing the contrast from the coolness of the metal against the heat of her sensitive skin would be arousing. 
 
    She moaned and bucked against him. “So good,” she managed between pants. 
 
    Using his good hand, he palmed her breast and squeezed. There wasn’t any part of her that didn’t turn him on. She felt so right, so perfect for him. 
 
    “You’re all around me and in me.” The wonder in her voice almost had him shooting his load. 
 
    Calculating distances between planets in his head to gain some semblance of control, he focused on her pleasure. Every moan and gasp had his dick swelling and his balls constricting. He used the metal tip of his finger to stimulate her clit, tapping the nub lightly before rubbing it. Her pussy rippled over his erection. 
 
    “Come for me, baby.” He needed her pleasure. He caught one of her nipples between his thumb and forefinger and lightly pinched. 
 
    Her back arched. She cried out his name. As soon as she started to come, he grabbed her hips and began to slam into her over and over. Couldn’t get deep enough. Couldn’t get enough. Blind to all else but his need to come inside her. 
 
    He thrust home one final time and came even harder than the first time. He yelled as the pleasure swept him away, leaving only Cerena to anchor him. When there was nothing left inside him, he collapsed on top of her, driving her facedown onto the bed. He managed to ease a bit to the side, but that was as far as he got. 
 
    He kissed her shoulder and buried his face in her hair. Her skin was slick, and she was breathing as heavily as he was. They lay there, silent, until her stomach growled. 
 
    Flynn grinned. His woman was hungry. He managed to roll to his side and slap her ass. Her very fine, very full ass. He already wanted to fuck her from behind again. 
 
    “We should get cleaned up and get you some food.” Not giving her time to agree or disagree, he plucked her off the bed. She simply rested her head on his shoulder, trusting him. 
 
    Heart swelling, he carried her to the bathing chamber. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Clean and dressed once again, they sat at a table in the galley finishing off their meal. The food was fresh since he’d restocked on Oasis. Flat bread and meat for sandwiches. He devoured three before he paused. He’d worked up an appetite. 
 
    Cerena sat across from him, elbows resting on the table, an empty plate in front of her. “You want more?” He motioned to the counter. “Help yourself.” 
 
    “I’m good.” She patted her flat stomach. She looked relaxed, her brown eyes soft, her burnished gold hair tousled. 
 
    “You certainly are,” he replied. His brothers would bust a gut if they could see him now, teasing a woman while sharing a meal. 
 
    A blush actually spread across her face, and she glanced aside. As much fun as this was, it was time to get down to business. 
 
    A low beep sounded. Flynn didn’t recognize it. Cerena paled. 
 
    “What is it?” he demanded. 
 
    “Communicator Ian gave me.” She dug the small device out of a hidden pocket in her vest. “I have to answer it.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    Nodding, she angled her body away from him. “I want to talk to Nix?” 
 
    “You don’t make demands,” a male replied. Flynn’s eyes narrowed as he listened intently, memorizing that voice. “Is the job done?” Reader asked. 
 
    “Not yet. Flynn Marks isn’t an easy man to kill.” She sounded so disgruntled, he almost smiled. 
 
    “Not easy, but you’re a woman. Men like him have a weakness for women. Although maybe you’re too manly for his tastes. From what I remember, you’re big and sturdy. And you’ve been a bouncer all these years.” He made a tsking sound. “Not exactly a good role model for my son.” 
 
    Flynn wished Reader was in front of him. He’d break the other man in half for the insult to Cerena. As he watched, the color bled from her face. She hunched her shoulders, as though trying to make herself smaller. He didn’t like it. Not one bit. 
 
    “A son you never wanted,” she reminded him. 
 
    Flynn shifted in his chair, trying to get her attention without making any noise. When she glanced in his direction, he mouthed, “Keep him talking.” He’d already pulled his communication device out of his pocket and sent Kal a message. If anyone could track the message from Cerena’s device it would be his younger brother. 
 
    Once again, he wished Kal was here, but he was done putting his family in danger. 
 
    “I want to talk to Nix.” 
 
    “You need to give me something in return,” Reader told her. “Or I might decide to leave Nix on Antara. They like pretty young boys on that planet.” 
 
    “You leave my son on Antara and I will hunt you down, cut your balls off, and feed them to you.” 
 
    Flynn’s balls tightened, even though the threat wasn’t directed at him. 
 
    “Spend that fury on finding Flynn Marks.” 
 
    “I know where he is,” she told Reader. 
 
    Kal messaged Flynn back, telling him what to do. Flynn’s fingers were clumsy, but he worked as quickly as he could. This could be the break they needed. 
 
    “Then get this done and you can have the boy back.” 
 
    “Let me speak to him first. You want this done. I want something from you. I only have your word that Nix is alive. You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t trust anything coming out of your lying mouth.” 
 
    Reader laughed. Flynn really wanted to smash his robotic fist into the guy’s face. 
 
    “Mom.” The voice was younger, male, and definitely scared. 
 
    “Nix, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m sorry, Mom. I know I shouldn’t have opened the door to a stranger, but he said he was my dad.” 
 
    “It’s okay, baby.” Her entire demeanor softened in a way Flynn had never seen. The love between mother and son was palpable. They were a unit. One he wasn’t a part of. The sensation of being on the outside grew. Then she glanced at him, her gaze hopeful. She was depending on him. 
 
    The computer was still working. It hurt him to have to shake her head at him. 
 
    She looked resigned and then nodded. “I’m going to get you, Nix.” 
 
    “You can’t kill a man, Mom.” 
 
    “I can’t let you die. You’re my son.” 
 
    “That’s all very sweet,” Reader interjected. “You have proof of life. Next time I contact you, Marks had better be dead or it’s off to Antara with the boy.” The communication was abruptly cut. 
 
    “Fuck.” Flynn surged out of his chair, wanting to crush the device in his hand. “It wasn’t long enough for me to trace.” 
 
    “You tried.” Her eyes were dry and hollow as she tucked the communicator away. 
 
    “Your son is still alive.” He stalked around the table and dragged her into his arms. “Nix is alive. He seems like a level-headed kid.” 
 
    “He is.” She tried to smile, but it was forced. 
 
    “Smart, too. Maybe he’ll find a way to get his hands on a communications device and contact us.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Her face suddenly fell. “What am I going to do, Flynn? What the hell am I going to do?” 
 
    He caught her chin in his hand and tilted her head back. He brushed his lips over hers once, twice and again. “There’s only one thing you can do.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to kill me.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Cerena must have heard him wrong. “I’m going to have to do what?” 
 
    “Kill me.” He actually grinned as he said it. “Not for real. I don’t think either one of us would particularly like that, especially me. “But we can fake a picture. You can offer to bring my body back. He’d have to give you a location for that. Better yet, you can say you captured me and are bringing me to him to make the exchange for Nix before you kill me. Whatever you think would work better.” 
 
    She was having a difficult time processing things. Dealing with Ian and talking to Nix, followed by Flynn’s kiss, had scrambled her brain. “You want me to kill you.” 
 
    “Pretend. Not for real.” He frowned. “You don’t still want to, do you?” 
 
    He looked so disgruntled at the mere thought, she threw back her head and laughed. Euphoria and relief spread through her. For the first time since the beginning of this nightmare, she had real hope. “No, I don’t still want to, but you’re brilliant. Nix is alive, and we have a viable plan that just might work.” 
 
    She yanked his head down and kissed him. When Ian had mentioned her looks, intimating that Flynn wouldn’t see her as a woman, she’d reverted back to the needy teenage girl she’d been. Now she was remembering the woman she was. There was no doubt in her mind that Flynn wanted her. 
 
    Flynn lifted her right off her feet, even as he devoured her mouth. “You’re what I want for dessert,” he informed her between kisses. Her breasts swelled, her panties were damp, and her core ached. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind some dessert myself.” She was positively giddy, her thoughts scrambled. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck. “Shouldn’t we make a plan first?” 
 
    “After.” With her held tight in his arms, he left the galley behind and headed toward his sleeping chamber. 
 
    “Vessel approaching, Captain,” the computer announced. 
 
    Flynn came to an abrupt halt. Cerena unwound her legs and dropped to the floor. 
 
    “Whoever they are, I’m going to kill them,” he announced. 
 
    “Ah, don’t you think you’d better see who it is first.” She brushed her hair out of her face and tried to ignore the desire coursing through her veins, when all she really wanted to do was jump him again. 
 
    “Computer, what kind of vessel is approaching?” 
 
    “Gravasian in origin. Unknown type of vessel.” 
 
    “I will fucking kill him.” Flynn stalked toward the control room, his boots echoing as they thumped across the metal floor. 
 
    “Who?” She hurried to keep up, not about to be left behind. 
 
    “Vaden. That bastard brought them here.” 
 
    “Who?” The door to the control room slid open. 
 
    “My family.” Flynn dropped into his chair. “Open communications.” 
 
    “Communications open,” the computer announced. 
 
    “Vaden, I don’t know how you got here so quickly, but I know it’s you, you bastard.” 
 
    Vaden’s face came onto the viewing screen. “What can I say? I missed your smiling face and happy countenance.” 
 
    “If my sister is on that ship, I’m going to fucking kill you,” Flynn warned. Cerena stood behind him, put a hand on his shoulder, and squeezed. 
 
    “You really have to stop threatening a royal prince of Gravas, Flynn. I can only bail you out so many times.” Vaden’s face hardened. “And Abby would not stay on Gravas knowing you were in danger. You are her family. My family.” 
 
    Flynn sighed and rubbed his hand over his face. “Yeah, yeah. Okay. The rest are with you, aren’t they?” 
 
    A smile teased the corners of Vaden’s mouth. He really was a handsome man. While she could appreciate that, in reality he did nothing for her. “Do you really think any of them would be left behind?” 
 
    Flynn gave a rough laugh. “I suppose you’d like to come aboard.” 
 
    “Amos informs me that your landing bay is large enough to accommodate my ship.” 
 
    “Then come aboard.” Rather than give commands to the computer, Flynn went to the navigations console and began to manually key in instructions. “Opening outer hatch.” 
 
    “We see it. Amos is bringing us in.” 
 
    Flynn turned and held out his hand. “Come on. Let’s go meet them.” He frowned when she took his hand. “Your fingers are cold.” 
 
    “Your family knows I tried to kill you.” While she might trust Flynn, his family were an unknown. She knew how she’d feel if someone tried to harm Nix. She’d kill them. 
 
    Yup, she wasn’t quite expecting the happy reunion Flynn was. If his brothers were like him, they’d likely shoot first and ask questions later. 
 
    “Maybe it would be better if you met them alone.” She tugged on his hand, but he wasn’t letting go. Even though it was his human hand, there was no escaping. Not unless she shot or stabbed him. 
 
    Resigning herself to the inevitable, she squared her shoulders and increased her pace. “Promise me you’ll rescue Nix.” If she had that assurance, she could face anything. 
 
    His frown would have made the strongest man’s heart tremble in fear. Fortunately for her, she wasn’t a strong man but a woman in love. Flynn had smashed his way into her heart, holding it securely in his big, strong hands. 
 
    “Of course I’ll rescue Nix. Nothing is going to happen to him, or you,” he added. She wished she shared his optimism. 
 
    “Hatch fully open. Ship beginning docking procedure,” the computer informed them. 
 
    “Come on. We don’t want to be late.” 
 
    She wouldn’t have minded, but Flynn was eager to see his family. She couldn’t fault him for that. It didn’t take them nearly long enough to reach the docking area. With their long legs, they ate up the distance quickly. The interior doors were shut to protect gravity and oxygen levels, but she could see the ship settling on the deck through the thick viewing windows. 
 
    “Outer hatch closing.” The computer kept them apprised as the air pressure and content was brought back up to normal. As soon as the green light went on inside the docking area, the door slid open and the ship’s ramp came down.” 
 
    A huge man in a battlesuit, including full helmet, stomped down the metal incline. He was as big as Flynn. Not being able to see his face made him even more intimidating. 
 
    “Not taking any chances?” Flynn asked. 
 
    The face panel slid up. She recognized his dark eyes and trimmed beard. This was Vaden. “Figured it was best to be prepared,” he told them. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” a woman muttered as she shoved past Vaden. This was Abby, Flynn’s sister. And from her frown, she was not happy to see Cerena. “What is she doing here?” Abby demanded. 
 
    Flynn snaked his arm out and brought Cerena close to his side. “What are you doing?” Cerena protested, keeping her voice low as she tried to push away. 
 
    Abby’s gaze went from her brother to Cerena and back to Flynn. “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    “Cerena is with me,” Flynn announced as though that was the beginning and end of the conversation. 
 
    “Is it safe to come out?” A white rag was shoved through the opening and waved in the air. Then a man appeared. He was younger, with the same black and white hair, but he had a jagged scar on his left cheek. Beside him was a woman with short red hair and laser blue eyes. 
 
    “Get out here, you idiots,” Flynn ordered. 
 
    They all trooped down the ramp, two at a time. The men all shared a similar look. No one would mistake them for anything but brothers. They all had their arms around women. 
 
    Cerena took advantage of the confusion to back away. This was his family. She wasn’t welcome here. 
 
    One man caught the movement and leveled a huge blaster at her. She froze and slowly raised her hands in the air. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing, Garth?” Flynn stepped in front of her, glowering at his brother. 
 
    “He’s protecting you, as he should.” She wasn’t about to come between him and his family. If they needed to take their revenge on her, she’d rather it happened sooner than later. She trusted Flynn to rescue Nix. She loved her son and wanted him back, but if her death made it possible, she’d do what she had to do. 
 
    Tears threatened, but she blinked them back. She wanted to see Nix grow into a man and marry a good woman, maybe have kids of his own. To have the kind of life she’d always dreamed about but never had. She wanted to see what came of this relationship with Flynn, if it would last or fizzle out on his side once the excitement was over and the adrenaline settled. She loved both of them so much. 
 
    “He better put that fucking blaster down if he knows what’s good for him.” Flynn announced. He scowled at his brother, but Garth was busy glaring her at, the gun still raised. 
 
    Cerena grabbed Flynn’s arm. “They’re your family. I know what they’re feeling. They want me dead for threatening your life. I get it. I’d want the same if I were in their position.” 
 
    “Fuck that.” Flynn yanked her toward him. “You’re mine.” He dragged her up on her toes and kissed her. This wasn’t good, would only serve to provoke his family further. Then she stopped caring. Flynn wasn’t satisfied with a light peck on the lips. No, he laid claim to her mouth with lips and tongue, until she couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. 
 
    A man cleared his throat. “I think there’s a little more to the situation than we know.” 
 
    Flynn eased away but kept a hold of her. There was no love or softness in his gaze, only determination and warning. If she moved from his side, he’d likely kiss her again. As threats went, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to avoid it or push him into another kiss. 
 
    “You always were the smart one, Amos,” Flynn told the man. She had names for most of the men, but not the women. 
 
    “I want you to meet Cerena.” He turned so she was facing the group. “Kal and Rory, Amos and Angelina, Garth and Lacey, and Abby and Vaden.” 
 
    She nodded because, really, what could she say? Nice to meet you? They’d know it was a lie, or at least a partial one. She was actually fascinated by this glimpse into Flynn’s life, but she also knew none of them would ever like her. She’d tried to kill Flynn. That wasn’t something a brother or sister would forget or forgive. 
 
    Flynn reached into his pocket and yanked out his personal communicator. Then he held out his hand to her. “Kal might be able to get something off them.” 
 
    Cerena reached into her vest pocket and drew out the communicator Ian had given her. It was the only link to her son. Her fingers closed over it, reflexively protecting it. 
 
    Flynn’s eyes darkened. “He won’t damage it, baby. I promise.” Then he glared at Kal in warning. “This is the only way we have of reaching Reader. Don’t fuck it up.” 
 
    They were all watching her. Taking a deep breath, she forced her fingers to open and dropped the device in Flynn’s hand. He handed them both to his brother. 
 
    “Get what you can,” he told Kal. “If you can’t get his location, we have a plan.” 
 
    “What plan?” Vaden demanded. 
 
    Flynn grinned, looking more the space pirate than he ever had. “Why, Cerena is going to kill me.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Cerena was still angry with him for dropping their plan on his family as bluntly as Flynn had, but honestly, it had been fun to watch his brothers’ expressions. Hours later, none of them were happy with him. His family was used to his perverted sense of humor. Cerena was not. 
 
    She was currently hiding in his room. Officially, she’d gone to rest, but he knew better. Not that he could blame her. His brothers and Abby had watched her with nothing but suspicion. 
 
    “Let’s deal with this once and for all.” They were all in the control room, each of them at their normal posts. Kal was on communications, Amos was on the engines and mechanical systems, and Garth was on radar and weapons. Their women were beside them. Even Abby and Vaden were there, seated at a spare seat at the navigation console. It was as though none of them wanted to let him out of their sight. 
 
    “I don’t need bodyguards,” he informed them. 
 
    “She tried to kill you,” Abby pointed out. 
 
    Vaden ran his fingers down Abby’s arm. “Ah, kismara, you shot me when we first met.” 
 
    “That was different,” she insisted. Flynn rubbed his face, trying not to smile. The others didn’t quite manage, and all started to laugh. He didn’t know what was more amusing, his sister shooting Vaden or tough as nails Vaden calling Abby his heart. 
 
    “Her son’s life is in danger,” he reminded them. “What would you do to save your child?” They all fell quiet, silently acknowledging his point. 
 
    “Okay, so we help her get the boy back,” Garth stated. “Then she goes back to her life and you go back to yours.” 
 
    “What is my life?” he asked. They all stared at him like he was speaking a foreign language. 
 
    “What the hell do you mean?” Amos asked. “You’re captain of the Abigail, our brother and leader.” The rest nodded. Well, all except Vaden. 
 
    “My purpose in life was to get all of you out of the fucking mines on Quaros.” He stood and began to pace. “When things went to hell, my purpose changed to keeping you all alive and finding Abby. All I ever wanted was for all of you to have a good life. You have that now.” 
 
    He stopped by Kal and Rory. “You have one another.” He looked to the rest. “You all have women.” Then he smirked at Abby. “I guess Vaden doesn’t quite qualify.” His brother-in-law held up his middle finger in the universal sign of “fuck you”. 
 
    “My purpose has been filled. I have an empty ship. You all have a chance at a real life. With the money we’ve earned and saved and your ties to Gravas, you can have that.” 
 
    “So you’re using that woman to fill the void in your life?” Abby asked. She held up her hand before he could respond in anger. “I’m trying to understand, Flynn. My instinct is to get her as far away from you as possible. At the very least, slap her silly for what she tried to do.” 
 
    “I’d like to hear the answer to that as well.” Cerena stood in the open doorway, looking remote and every inch the powerful woman she was in her leather pants, vest, and boots. The others might think she was unarmed. Only he knew about her hidden knives, which he’d returned to her earlier. As he’d also known she’d been at the open door long enough to hear most of the conversation. He’d wanted her to hear what he had to say. 
 
    “No, I’m not using her to fill a fucking void. Or maybe I am.” He ran his hand over the top of his head, feeling the short bristles. “I didn’t know parts of me were empty until I met Cerena.” He kept his eyes on her but spoke to the room at large. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. I love my life. I wouldn’t change any of it for anything.” He glanced at Abby. “Except for the part about you being kidnapped. But if we changed that, then none of you would have met your women. Abby, you wouldn’t have met Vaden.” 
 
    His siblings frowned and pulled their partners a bit closer. 
 
    “So you’re saying it’s what? Fate?” Cerena stood with her feet planted and her hands on her hips. She was tough and gorgeous and his. 
 
    “What do you think would have fucking happened if you’d been sent after any other man?” 
 
    She frowned and toyed with the loops on her vest. Maybe she was considering trying to stab him again. “They’d be dead.” 
 
    As much as he loved her confidence, he wasn’t so sure. “Or you’d be fucking dead. Then where would Nix be?” 
 
    She slowly nodded. “Point taken.” 
 
    Flynn stomped toward her, needing to touch her. “Instead, you now have a group of us ready to help you rescue your son.” 
 
    “I’m grateful for that.” 
 
    His stomach soured. “I don’t want your fucking gratitude.” 
 
    “He’s swearing a lot,” Kal whispered. “Never a good sign.” 
 
    Cerena squared her shoulders. “What do you want?” 
 
    Flynn ignored his brother and the rest of his family. “You.” He trailed the fingers of his robotic hand over her cheek. “Most women fall into two camps. They’re either scared of me or they want to fuck the monster.” 
 
    “You’re not a monster.” She scowled at him and shoved his hand away. “Don’t ever say that again.” 
 
    “See, you’re the only woman who has ever really seen me, ever really wanted me.” 
 
    “I wanted to kill you,” she reminded him. 
 
    He couldn’t help but grin. “Yeah, there is that.” When she smiled back, everything inside him settled. “I want you with me.” His family was all right there, listening avidly. Not one of them had left to give them privacy. Fuck it. He didn’t care if they heard. It was probably for the best that they knew exactly where he stood. 
 
    Her gaze softened, and her lips parted in surprise. “Do you really mean it?” 
 
    He hooked his arm around her waist and pulled her toward him. “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “So we’re just supposed to let go of the fact she tried to kill you?” Garth asked. 
 
    “You were going to abandon me on Eden,” Lacey pointed out. “I got over it.” 
 
    “That’s different,” his brother insisted. “I took you.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. And Flynn wasn’t happy about it, but he got over it.” 
 
    Garth sighed and pulled Lacey against him. “So you’re saying if he can let it go, I should.” 
 
    “Do you want him to be happy?” Lacey asked. Garth grumbled under his breath and then nodded. 
 
    “She really makes you happy?” Abby asked. 
 
    Cerena stiffened beside him, but Flynn pulled her close, unwilling to let her run away this time. “She does. I want to see where this goes.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Abby muttered. “And why you?” she demanded of Cerena. “I get that you have a history with Reader, that he has your son, but you’re not an assassin. What do you do?” 
 
    “I’m a bouncer in a bar.” 
 
    “So you know how to beat up people?” 
 
    Cerena stiffened and gave a curt nod. 
 
    “Abby,” Flynn warned. “Watch yourself.” 
 
    “Why? You had no problem threatening Vaden.” 
 
    “Fuck.” He glared at the Gravasian bastard, who was grinning. “So this is what? Payback?” 
 
    “No, Flynn.” Abby seemed more sad than mad. “This is about a woman who tried to kill you.” 
 
    “I was desperate, but that’s no excuse.” Cerena pushed away from him and faced his family. “I was thinking only of my son, not about Flynn or his family. I should have found another way. I can’t go back and change the past, no matter how much I wish I could.” 
 
    His brothers were all frowning, but there were the first stirrings of understanding in their eyes. 
 
    “I’d do anything to protect my son. I know you feel the same way about Flynn. I get that you don’t trust me. It will take time for me to earn it. Going forward, know that I’ll do everything in my power to protect Flynn.” 
 
    “I don’t need fucking protecting.” His brothers were doing an admirable job of hiding their smiles. Abby was enjoying his discomfort far too much, but there was a change in the way she was looking at Cerena, a growing respect for having owned up to what she’d done. 
 
    “I have a theory.” Vaden appeared to be the most relaxed of them all, but Flynn wasn’t fooled for one second. He knew the warrior could move fast enough to kill anyone in the room if he had a mind to. 
 
    “What?” Flynn demanded. 
 
    “Anyone who knows the Marks brothers knows they have a soft spot for women. Reader likely thought a female would have an easier time getting closer to you, maybe slipping under your guard, especially one who didn’t give off the vibes of a professional, one who was vulnerable.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” he agreed. He hooked his arm around Cerena and dragged her up against him again when she continued to try to edge away. 
 
    “And word is out that the Marks are now under Gravasian protection.” Vaden grinned, obviously enjoying himself way too much. “I doubt many assassins would take a contract on you. If they did, it would cost a king’s ransom.” 
 
    “And Ian is a cheap bastard,” Flynn repeated what she’d told him earlier. “He knew she wouldn’t be able to say no.” 
 
    Cerena dragged her fingers through her hair. “I wasn’t thinking and let fear guide my actions. I should have come up with another way.” She met the condemning gazes of his entire family without flinching. “I’m sorry. I know that’s not enough, but it’s all I have. I’ll have to live with what I tried to do for the rest of my life. However long that is.” 
 
    He didn’t think she expected it to be long. He was going to have something to say about that. His family would just have to get over it. He wasn’t letting her go. 
 
    “Got it.” Kal interrupted. While they’d been talking, he’d been working on their communication devices. 
 
    Cerena tensed, almost quivering with excitement. “You have a location?” 
 
    Kal looked to him, and Flynn nodded. “Tell her.” 
 
    “You’re not going to believe it. The bastard’s gone back to Eden.” 
 
    “I thought it was abandoned?” Flynn glanced at Vaden for confirmation. 
 
    “At the insistence of the Gravasian King, the Alliance removed all people from the planet, but that doesn’t mean someone couldn’t go back. It’s actually very clever.” 
 
    Flynn turned to Amos. “Set a course for Eden.” 
 
    “Setting course.” Amos charted their course quickly. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Cerena asked. “Do we plan a sneak attack or do we formulate a plan?” 
 
    Flynn grinned and dropped a quick kiss on her lush mouth. “You’re finally going to get your chance to kill me.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Cerena wished he wouldn’t joke about her killing him, especially with his family standing right there. Every time he did, it reminded them of what she’d tried to do. It reminded her of what she’d almost done. 
 
    That made her sick inside. 
 
    She couldn’t believe they were actually helping her. Of course, if it weren’t for Flynn, they’d likely have jettisoned her into space, without an escape pod or a suit. 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” Abby asked. She might be married to a prince—and how wild was that—but seemed very down-to-earth, very practical. Tough, too. The women were all different in appearance, but they all had that in common—their inner toughness. Maybe that was a prerequisite for getting involved with a Marks brother. Or in Abby’s case, being a Marks herself. In other circumstances, they might have been friends. 
 
    She’d never really had any female friends on Noir. The women there all looked down on her for her job. They considered her more masculine than feminine and often joked she was more man than woman. The men on Noir had been no better. 
 
    Flynn nodded at his sister. “I believe so.” He glanced at Vaden. “What do you think?” 
 
    Cerena realized he might bait the other man, but there was a great deal of respect between them. They were friends, of a sort. 
 
    “Maybe.” Vaden rubbed his beard while he thought. “Maybe we should surprise him. I could take my ship and sneak down to the planet with your brothers. Cerena could contact Reader, tell him she captured Flynn and his ship and is coming in.” 
 
    “But how would I have known where to find him? I had no idea where he was hiding until Kal told us.” 
 
    “He hasn’t had any contact with you over the years, has he?” Vaden asked. 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Then he doesn’t know you or your skill level, has no way of knowing what you’re capable of when it comes to tracking him.” 
 
    Cerena frowned. “You really think it will work?” 
 
    Flynn pulled her against his side and gave her a squeeze. “A live hostage swap. You give him me. He gives you your son.” 
 
    A couple of days ago, she would have jumped at the offer. “You could be killed.” She didn’t want that. Not now. 
 
    Flynn dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “No need to worry. You’ll protect me with your fancy knives.” When she tilted her head back, he kissed her, sending rivers of heat flowing through her. “Besides,” he continued, “I’ll be armed, and my brothers will be there to back us up.” 
 
    “I’ll be there, too.” Lacey stepped forward as she spoke. “I know my way around Eden better than anyone here. I can sneak you in without Ian knowing we’re there.” 
 
    “Too dangerous,” Garth told her. “Besides, he likely has a defense perimeter set. He may have mercenaries on the payroll.” 
 
    “All the more reason for backup,” she insisted. 
 
    Cerena had been right in her assessment of these women. They had grit and were willing to stand by their men. 
 
    “I can negate any defensive shields and alarms,” Vaden told them. “My ship has a few surprises that the rest of the known Universe is unaware of.” 
 
    She’d heard about Gravasian tech being advanced. They were so secretive a race that no one knew much about them. Other than the fact you didn’t want one as an enemy. It was whispered they could take control of the known worlds, if they chose. Fortunately, they seemed content to live on their own world. 
 
    “Don’t even think about going without me,” Abby told her husband. 
 
    “Wouldn’t think of it.” 
 
    “You’re not taking my fucking sister into a fucking battle zone,” Flynn argued. 
 
    “She’s my wife, and I have a present for her.” 
 
    Cerena watched as Abby’s eyes widened. “You didn’t?” she exclaimed. 
 
    “I did,” Vaden told her. “You have your very own Gravasian battlesuit. Totally impenetrable.” 
 
    Abby squealed and kissed him. Cerena had to smile. Flynn’s sister was proving to be someone she could relate to. Most women wouldn’t get excited about being given a battlesuit. 
 
    “I’m definitely going now,” Abby insisted. 
 
    “We’re all going.” The ethereal blonde stepped forward. She really did resemble an angel—that is, if one wore a flightsuit. “We all have battlesuits. They might not be Gravasian, but they’re the best money can buy. They’re on Vaden’s ship along with all the weapons we need.” 
 
    Rory, the redhead, stood. “I won’t be left behind. I owe this family my freedom and my life.” Kal simply wrapped his arm around her shoulder, not objecting. 
 
    “It’s settled then,” Vaden announced. “We’ll fine-tune our approach. When we’re within a day of Eden, we’ll leave the Abigail to come in alone. I can cloak the presence of my ship and get there ahead of you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” There was nothing she could do that would convey her gratitude to them all. 
 
    “We’re not doing it for you,” Garth pointed out. “We’re doing it for him.” He pointed at Flynn. “We all owe him everything.” 
 
    Well, that put her in her place. For a brief second, she’d felt as though she belonged somewhere. “Thank you anyway. I’m sure you’ll talk more freely if I’m not around.” Giving them all a curt nod, she left the control room. 
 
    “Why the fuck did you say that?” she heard Flynn ask before the door slid closed behind her. She kept on going, walking the familiar path to his room. 
 
    She had a purpose—to rescue her son. After that, who knew what would happen. When the dust settled, Flynn might decide it wasn’t worth keeping her around, not if his family had such huge objections. Family was everything to him. That was more than obvious. They could come between her and Flynn. Or she could come between him and his family. 
 
    She didn’t want either of those things. When she reached the quiet and relative safety of his room, she sat down hard on the bed and buried her face in her hands. She had so many warring emotions battling it out inside—worry over Nix, fury at Ian, regret, hope, and even love. She didn’t know if she needed a good cry or if a good knock ‘em down, drag ‘em out fight was what would level her out again. She was a tangled mess, and that wouldn’t do. She needed to be calm and focused to pull off this rescue. 
 
    The door slid open, and she jumped to her feet, half expecting to have to defend herself against one of Flynn’s brothers, most likely Garth. 
 
    “Going to kill someone?” he asked. 
 
    She glanced down at her hands, surprised to find her blades in them. She quickly sheathed them. “It’s you.” 
 
    “You figured it might be someone else?” He took the two steps necessary to get close to her. “You afraid one of the others might come for you?” 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” she reminded him. He might not see it, but she did. His family did not accept her. 
 
    “They won’t.” She wished she could be as certain as he was. 
 
    “Why are you here? I figured you’d all be making plans.” 
 
    “They’re starting without me.” He looked so hard and tough with the patch covering one eye and the scars radiating out from it like a sunburst. His good eye watched her like a bird of prey would a creature it was hoping to capture. He was so big, so muscular. And she loved him with all her being. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked again. Because he hadn’t followed her on a whim. “What do you want?” 
 
    “This.” He grabbed her by the shoulders and yanked her against him. His mouth crashed down on hers, bringing with it a blast of heat and lust and longing. She clutched at him, pulling him closer. Pure desire pumped through her veins. She didn’t need air; she needed Flynn’s kiss. 
 
    He devoured her. His tongue snaked into her mouth, demanding a response. She returned the frantic caress, not able to get close enough. She was so cold inside. Only he could warm her. 
 
    Her hands were everywhere, stroking his big body. The clothing and body armor got in the way, so she ripped at the openings. 
 
    “I need you fucking naked.” His raw demand sent a bolt of lust between her legs, making her wet in record time. 
 
    “Yes.” She didn’t want to talk. Not now. She wanted to feel the passion between them, taste the desire, at least one more time. 
 
    Flynn was faster than she was, dragging her vest off, leaving her naked from the waist up. He lifted her right off her feet and turned, slamming her back against the wall. Something rattled and fell from the shelf. Neither of them cared. 
 
    He fastened his mouth over one straining nipple and sucked it. She moaned and tilted her head back, almost crazy with need. She angled her hips rubbing her core against him. The friction through their clothes was delicious, but not enough. 
 
    She renewed her efforts to remove his clothes, managing to get her hands inside the opening at the neck. 
 
    She began to fight him then. Catching him off guard, she was able to shove him back. Head down and breathing heavily, he stared at her. “Get naked,” she commanded. 
 
    He wasted no time in shoving all this clothing off. “If you want to keep those pants, get them off,” he warned. Knowing he was dead serious, she shoved them down and away. 
 
    He leapt at her as soon as she kicked the garment aside. Skin met skin as he lifted her off her feet once again. There was no foreplay. They were long past that. There was only primal need. 
 
    He nudged at her opening with his cock and thrust hard and deep. She cried out, locking her arms and legs around him. “So good,” she managed to get out. 
 
    He was breathing heavily, shoulders slick with sweat, and his face buried against her neck. She knew he was struggling for control. That wasn’t what she wanted, what either of them needed. 
 
    She squeezed her pussy around his cock. He hissed out a breath. She did it again. 
 
    Flynn threw back his head, the corded muscles in his neck rippling. Then he began to fuck her, hard and fast. Like a runaway space shuttle, they surged together, flying faster and faster. 
 
    She didn’t worry he’d drop her. Not Flynn. He was a mountain of strength. She stroked and touched him everywhere as he pounded into her. He grounded his pelvis against hers, stimulating her clit. 
 
    The pleasure grew to impossible heights. She was going to die if she didn’t come soon. She peppered his face with kisses and then bit down on his shoulder. 
 
    He growled, honest to God growled. Like an airjack, he kept on fucking her until the heat and pressure grew so great it exploded. She cried out, muffling her scream against him. He gave a mighty yell and came, flooding her with his release. 
 
    The door flew open. Flynn moved faster than any man she’d ever seen. He’d disengaged their bodies and had her behind him between one heartbeat and the next. 
 
    “I heard a yell. Shit.” 
 
    Cerena buried her face against Flynn’s back and tried not to laugh. It was either that or cry. 
 
    “Now that I know she’s not trying to kill you, I’ll be going.” She didn’t need to see who spoke to know it was Garth. 
 
    “Get out before I kill you,” Flynn told him. 
 
    “I’m gone.” The door closed, leaving them alone. 
 
    “Fuck.” Flynn said so much with that one word that she started to laugh. He sounded angry and disgruntled and all around put out. 
 
    He whirled around to face her. The expression on his face made her laugh harder. “Find this funny, do you?” he asked. 
 
    She doubled over, clutching at her stomach. Flynn lunged toward her, taking her down onto the bed. As soon as he touched her, the laughter turned to tears. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She apologized, hating the tears. 
 
    Flynn heaved a huge sigh. “It’s okay, baby.” He pulled her into his arms. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
 
    “No. It was wonderful.” 
 
    He settled her against his chest and simply held her, running his hands over her back and arms. She placed her hand over his heart, the heavy thud settling her until their hearts beat in sync. There was nothing else to be said. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Approaching Eden,” Flynn announced. The days had passed quickly. Between making plans with his family and working out all the logistics, he and Cerena hadn’t had a lot of alone time. There’d been no more frantic lovemaking, no more laughter or tears. He’d managed to crawl in beside her to sleep on occasion, but his family, and the situation, seemed to be conspiring to keep them apart. 
 
    Vaden and the rest had departed a planetary day ago, as per the plan. He had to trust they were in place as they couldn’t risk communications being intercepted. Cerena stood beside his captain’s chair, her silence deepening. She was so still, so focused. 
 
    “You ready?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We’ll get your son back.” 
 
    “Don’t make promises, Flynn.” He had a feeling she might be talking about more than just rescuing her son. She’d been pulling away from him in subtle ways. Now the divide between them seemed as wide as when they’d first met. 
 
    He wasn’t having it. 
 
    He yanked, toppling her into his lap. “What the hell?” she yelled. He kissed her, silencing her protest. She remained stiff and unyielding for about thirty seconds. Then she kissed him back with a desperation and passion that left him breathless and had his cock aching. 
 
    “You won’t get rid of me that easily,” he warned. His family could attest to his stubborn nature. Whatever walls she tried to put between them, he’d just batter them down. 
 
    She heaved a sigh and rested her forehead against his. “I’m scared.” 
 
    Of course she was. Her son’s life was hanging in the balance. He understood. Abby was his sister, not his child, but the emotions were the same. 
 
    “You’re not alone,” he reminded her. “All of us are going to do everything possible to get Nix back.” He wanted to meet the boy. He was a part of Cerena, and she loved him with all her heart. 
 
    “I still find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “Believe it.” When the communications beeped with an incoming transmission, he lifted her off his lap. “Showtime,” he told her. 
 
    She took a deep breath and pulled the blaster he’d given her. Her knives were in place. He wanted her to wear a battlesuit, but there’d been no time or place to buy one for her. They were custom and took time to construct. Plus, she’d vetoed the suggestion, as she’d have no reason to own one and feared it might tip off Reader that something was up. 
 
    “Remember the plan. I’m your hostage.” 
 
    She stood off the side with the blaster aimed right at his chest. It was disconcerting, even though it wouldn’t hurt him if she fired since his battlesuit was under his clothes. 
 
    “Communication on,” he ordered, falling silent when Reader appeared on the screen. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Cerena? How did you know where to find me?” Reader’s dark hair was combed, his short beard trimmed. He was impeccably dressed, his pants and shirt clean, his boots gleaming. None of that disguised the dark circles under his eyes. This was a man short on sleep. That made him dangerous. It also meant he wasn’t at the top of his game and might make a mistake. 
 
    “I brought you a present.” She motioned to where Flynn was seated. “As for finding you… I’m not without skills.” 
 
    “That’s not what I heard,” Reader shot back. 
 
    “I keep my business close. People only know what I want them to. You called me several times on the communicator you left me. I decided to take the initiative.” 
 
    “You were supposed to kill him. That was the deal.” 
 
    Cerena snorted. “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t exactly have faith in you. You’re known for running out when things get tough.” 
 
    Reader’s lips tightened. Flynn gripped the arm of his chair, worried she might be pushing him too hard. 
 
    “You’ve gotten harder, Cerena.” 
 
    “Life made me what I am,” she shot back. “Helped along by you.” She aimed the blaster at Flynn’s head. “Now I have a hostage and so do you. You’re so hot to see this guy dead, here he is. I don’t care what your problem with him is. I just want my son back.” 
 
    “Our son,” Reader corrected. 
 
    “My son. You’re nothing but a sperm donor.” 
 
    “Nix can easily die. I can be gone before you manage to land.” 
 
    Flynn kept an eye on Cerena out of the corner of his good eye. She was so tense he feared she might snap any second. 
 
    “You do that, Ian, and I’ll release Flynn and let him have at you. And while you’re running from him, I’ll be right behind him. If he doesn’t kill you, I will.” 
 
    Flynn believed her and knew Reader did, too. He frowned, obviously displeased at not having his orders followed. 
 
    “I just want my son and my life back. I don’t care what you do with yours. Honestly, I’d be happy never to set eyes on you again.” 
 
    “Land at these coordinates.” Reader rattled them off. “If this is a trick, your son will die.” 
 
    “I want to see Nix.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “If he’s not there when I arrive with the prisoner, I’ll kill you,” she promised. 
 
    Reader smiled. “You’re a lot feistier than you were. I like it. But remember, any kind of double-cross and Nix is dead.” The communication ended. 
 
    Flynn made sure Reader wasn’t listening in before he spoke. “You’re going to have to kill him.” 
 
    She holstered her weapon and rubbed her hand over her face. “I know.” 
 
    “Do you think he bought it?” It seemed far too easy to Flynn. 
 
    “Doubtful. He’d double-cross, so he’ll expect me to do the same.” 
 
    Flynn fed the coordinates to the computer and brought up the viewing screen. The area was open and not far from some abandoned houses. The vegetation was lush. “This is where we’re going.” 
 
    It took little time to set the ship down in the area. As soon as the engines were powered down, Flynn rose from his seat. 
 
    “No matter what happens, I want to thank you,” she began. 
 
    “Save it.” Turning on his heel, he left the control room with her right behind him. 
 
    **** 
 
    Her thanks only pissed Flynn off, but Cerena wanted him to know how much she appreciated everything he was doing. If the day went as it was supposed to, Nix would be free and she’d have killed Ian. But life rarely went as planned. There was a good chance she could die. She didn’t want to have any regrets. Well, any more than she already did. 
 
    She’d explored the ship from one end to the other and spent some time with Flynn’s brother Amos making repairs to the room damaged by the explosives she’s used. He’d been aloof, but not threatening. Rory had joined them several times. It was obvious the two were used to working together, sometimes speaking in shorthand that came from time and proximity. She’d definitely been the odd man—or woman in this case—out. What was worse, she could tell they hadn’t meant to make her feel that way. If anything, it was worse when they’d tried to include her. 
 
    Garth had watched her constantly, his weapon always at hand. Abby frowned at her a lot when they were in the same room together, which hadn’t been often. The big Gravasian has always been by her side. Kal had been cool but courteous. 
 
    She had no idea how to act around any of them. And now they were all putting their lives on the line for her son. No matter what happened, she would not allow Flynn to be harmed. It was the least she could do. 
 
    Decision made, she stood beside him on the docking bay. She pulled the blaster and took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    He snaked his arm around her waist, dragged her up against him, and kissed her. “Did I ever tell you that you look hot with a weapon?” 
 
    “You look like a space pirate with your eyepatch and robotic hand,” she told him. “Although much better looking.” Most of the space pirates she’d encountered on Noir tended toward bad dental health and lacked in the basic hygiene department. Flynn always smelled masculine and hot. 
 
    “We can always play space pirate and captive later,” he teased, his voice low and husky. “I’ll even let you be the pirate if you’d like.” 
 
    “Flynn.” She couldn’t do this now. She needed her legs steady, not weak from his kisses. 
 
    “I know. I know. But I couldn’t resist.” 
 
    “You’re enjoying yourself.” 
 
    He grinned, totally unrepentant. “What can I say? Nothing like some action to get the blood pumping.” 
 
    “Well, stop it. You’re supposed to be subdued.” 
 
    “Baby, you can subdue me later, if you’d like.” He dropped the smile and, in a blink, went from playful lover to surly captive. “Computer, open door.” The ramp lowered, and they walked down to the ground. 
 
    Ian stepped out from behind the door of a land vehicle. He was a handsome man, but where she’d been infatuated as a teenager, now she saw the weakness in his character reflected in the coldness of his eyes. 
 
    He also held a blaster in his hand and shook his head. “I can’t believe it. Flynn Marks captured by a woman. Considering your reputation, it’s downright unbelievable.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Flynn shot back. He crossed his arms over his chest and glared, like he didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    “Now that’s about what I’d expect you to say. I have met a couple of your brothers, after all. Too bad I hadn’t killed them at the time.” He shrugged. “I’ll get to them eventually.” 
 
    “They’ll find and gut you before you even know what’s happening,” Flynn told them. 
 
    She was supposed to be in charge of negotiations, but both men ignored her. 
 
    It was fascinating to watch. Even though Flynn was supposed to be the captive and had two blasters pointed at him—although only one counted—he was the one in charge. There was an unmistakable strength of will about Flynn that was undeniable. 
 
    Ian was intimidated and pretending not to be. 
 
    “You know what I think?” Ian said. 
 
    “No, why don’t you tell us.” Her voice was even, with no trace of fear even though she was screaming inside. 
 
    “I think it’s a trap. I think you’re in league with Marks here, figuring he’ll help you get the kid back.” 
 
    “I tried to kill him.” There was a basic honesty in those words that was undeniable. “I couldn’t trust him.” It hurt her to say those words. She trusted Flynn more than she ever had any other person. 
 
    “She really did try to kill you?” Ian directed his question at Flynn. 
 
    Flynn slowly smiled. “Knives. When that didn’t work, she tried explosives.” 
 
    “And yet you’re not dead.” 
 
    Flynn shrugged. “What can I say? I’m fucking hard to kill. You should know that. Your leader tried to kill me years ago. Now he’s gone. Soon you will be, too.” 
 
    “You keep on telling yourself that,” Ian told him. It was all bravado. She’d seen the flash of fear in his eyes. 
 
    “And I only let Freeman think he was my leader,” Ian continued. “The stupid bastard believed his own press release, thought he was better than the rest of us. I’d drained his money for years, hired men loyal to me, not him. I was getting ready for a takeover when you and your family meddled. That sent the Alliance authorities after all of us. I had to abandon much of what should have been mine, but I’m smart. I had much of my money tucked away where the Alliance couldn’t get their greedy hands on it. I earned that money.” 
 
    Now she knew why Ian hated Flynn and his family so much. She’d known he’d been involved in some back-to-the-earth cult, which didn’t fit him at all. Now she knew why—money and power. That’s what had always driven him. 
 
    “Can we get on with the exchange?” The waiting was fraying her nerves. 
 
    Ian shook his head, making her blood run cold. “I’m still not convinced. How did you manage to get on his ship?” 
 
    “I seduced him.” Sticking with the truth was best. That way she didn’t have to remember any lies that might trip her up. 
 
    Ian laughed. “Are you joking?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No man in his right mind would sleep with you. I only did it as a bet. Made some good money off it, too.” 
 
    Cerena let the insult roll right off her. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard it. She knew all about the bets Ian had made with other men. They’d taken great pleasure in repeating the stories again and again. Once she’d had Nix and gotten back on her feet, she’d had to bust a few heads to get them to shut their mouths. 
 
    She’d also had to break some balls when a few bastards had decided she was easy pickings now that she was a teenaged single mom. It had taken time, but she’d built her reputation as a hard-ass, a woman not to be messed with. 
 
    “You’re just not man enough to handle her,” Flynn shot back. She blinked, surprised he’d come to her defense. That wasn’t in the plan. 
 
    “You can’t expect me to believe you were so smitten with Cerena you dropped your guard. You, the great Flynn Marks. She’s built more like a man than a woman. Then again, maybe that is more to your taste.” 
 
    Flynn flashed a quick grin. “You keep on telling yourself that if it makes you feel better.” 
 
    “I’d kill you now, but I’ve decided to torture you for information. I need to know where the rest of your family is so I can deal with them next.” 
 
    Cerena’s heart thumped against her chest. Ian was out of his mind. “See, I did you a favor by not killing him. Now take him and give me Nix.” 
 
    Ian shook his head and gave a whistle. Several men with blasters jumped out of the back of the land vehicle and took up defensive positions. Not totally unexpected, but still daunting. She had no idea if the others were close. All she could do was hope and pray. 
 
    “What’s all this?” she demanded. 
 
    “You didn’t think I’d come alone, did you?” 
 
    She shrugged, acting like it was no big deal. “Figured you’d be too much of a coward to face a woman and captive on your own.” 
 
    “I only have your word he’s a captive, that you somehow—with your lack of womanly charms—managed to seduce him. Maybe I’ll just shoot him and be done.” 
 
    Cerena jumped behind Flynn’s broad back and stuck her blaster around his side. “You shoot him and I drop you. I might die, but you’ll still be dead.” 
 
    “Bitch.” 
 
    “Now that just hurts my feelings.” Her aim steadied. “Give me my son.” 
 
    “No. I think I’ll keep him. You need a lesson in respecting your betters.” 
 
    “You honestly don’t think you’re my better, do you?” It was dangerous to goad him, but the more she kept him talking, the more time the others had to get into position. One thing that hadn’t changed about Ian was his need to brag about himself. 
 
    “Shut your mouth. Or would you rather I just shoot your whelp?” 
 
    Cerena swallowed, her mouth going dry. She couldn’t push him too hard. Not without knowing where her son was and who was with him. One order from Ian and it would be all over. “All I want is Nix back.” 
 
    “Which is why you’ll do as you’re told.” Ian smiled, but there was nothing pleasant about it. 
 
    “Where’s Nix?” 
 
    “He’s safe.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you believe. You think you’re running things.” Ian laughed. “You’re just as stupid as you always were. You’ve put yourself in my hands. I could have you both killed with a snap of my fingers. There are more men than just the two beside me. You’re actually surrounded.” 
 
    Beside her, Flynn tensed. She knew he was going to do something stupid if he felt she was in danger. Taking a page from Ian’s book, she smiled. That put an end to his grin. “Why, Ian, you didn’t think I came alone, did you?” 
 
    **** 
 
    Flynn had never been prouder of Cerena than he was in this moment. Both their lives and that of her son were in the balance. Yet somehow, she managed to stay calm and cool. Much more in control than he was. He wanted to grab the scrawny bastard and twist his head from his neck. 
 
    He was glad she was behind him, using his body as a protective barrier. He didn’t trust Reader not to order his men to start shooting. Reader didn’t know Flynn was wearing body armor. It had been stupid for him to challenge the bastard, but he hadn’t been able to stand there in silence and let Reader talk about her like that. 
 
    And everyone had been worried about Cerena keeping her cool. His composure in the face of adversity was legendary. Hell, he’d faced down a Gravasian warship without blinking. It had been how he’d met Vaden. 
 
    Apparently, he did have a switch that could be flipped—Cerena. 
 
    The standoff surprised him. If he’d been Reader, he would have stunned both himself and Cerena, taken them into custody, and then decided what to do. Apparently, Reader believed himself in control of the situation, so much so that he wanted to talk about it. 
 
    Some men were like that. They needed others to acknowledge their perceived greatness. Flynn almost snorted. Reader was an idiot, but a smart and dangerous one. 
 
    And he had the kid. That put him in a position of power. 
 
    Flynn hoped the others had found Nix and taken him aboard Vaden’s ship, but he couldn’t count on that. Until they had confirmation to the contrary, they had to go on the assumption the boy was vulnerable. 
 
    “You’re lying,” Reader shouted. He lifted his communicator. “Report.” There was nothing but dead silence on the other end. “Emmet? Clayton? Report?” 
 
    Reader’s face turned red when he understood his men were no longer there. The ones beside him began to glance nervously toward the wooded area around them. 
 
    “This is your fault.” He pointed his blaster at Flynn. “You and your family ruined everything.” He raised the blaster at the last second, aiming not at Flynn’s heart, but at his head. 
 
    Then he pressed the trigger. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Flynn ducked, ready to launch himself at Reader, but he was shoved off balance, landing on his ass on the ground. “No,” he roared. Cerena’s body was tossed back as she took the blast meant for him. Her body slammed to the ground and lay there, unmoving. 
 
    He didn’t think, all reason beyond him. He attacked. Reader fired at him. Flynn dogged. The blast hit his arm, but it was absorbed by his battlesuit. “I’m going to fucking kill you.” Reader must have seen the promise of death in his eyes because he turned to run. 
 
    Around them people were yelling and weapons were firing. His family had arrived but too late to save Cerena. No, he couldn’t think about that. He’d promised her he’d save her son and kill Reader. He hadn’t been able to stop the bastard from shooting her, but he’d damn well fulfill the rest of his promise. 
 
    Reader plunged into the woods with Flynn right on his tail. He didn’t have a blaster, but that didn’t mean he was unarmed. His robotic hand could easily crush the other man’s neck. He would die, but not until Flynn made him pay for what he’d done. 
 
    Cerena. 
 
    Her name echoed in his head. He’d only just found her. 
 
    Legs pumping, feet pounding, he jumped over a fallen tree, getting closer and closer to his prey. The guy was fast. Flynn would give him that. 
 
    Reader veered left and jumped out of the foliage onto a path. He was heading to a group of buildings not too far ahead. That had to be where Nix was. The boy was Reader’s only hope of getting out of here alive. 
 
    Not going to happen. 
 
    Flynn gauged the distance, took two huge strides, and jumped. His outstretched hand brushed the back of Reader’s shirt. Fisting it, he yanked. Both of them landed hard on the ground. Ignoring his screaming lungs, Flynn forced himself to move. He’d had years of practice at fighting, of working through pain. All the years in the mines, the decade of searching for Abigail, had primed him for this one event. 
 
    But Reader wasn’t going down without a fight. He rolled to his side, raised his weapon, and fired. Flynn took the shot right in the chest. It hurt like a son of a bitch, but it didn’t stop him. 
 
    “Why won’t you die?” Reader yelled. 
 
    Flynn threw himself at Reader’s outstretched arm. He caught the barrel of the blaster with his metal hand. It was hot and would have burned the flesh from his normal hand. He twisted and yanked the weapon from his opponent, tossing it aside. 
 
    “You should have just skulked off into the shadows and lived your life.” Flynn brought back his fist and rammed it into Reader’s face. Or tried to. The bastard managed to dodge at the last second. 
 
    Both of them were heaving for breath, making talking difficult. 
 
    “You owed me.” Reader shoved Flynn back and scrambled to his feet. “You’re nothing but a two-bit space mercenary. You’re nothing.” 
 
    Flynn stared at the man who’d taken his life from him. “Then what does that make you?” He was between Reader and the building. 
 
    “All this should have been mine. I worked for years for Freeman.” 
 
    “You planned to kill him, didn’t you?” Reader was even more ambitious than he’d thought. 
 
    “When the time was right.” His gaze turned thoughtful. “You look like a man who could use some money. Help me get out of here and I’ll give you a million Alliance credits.” 
 
    The audacity was incredible. “I only want one thing from you.” 
 
    “What? Whatever you want, I can get it for you.” Flynn could see the calculation in Reader’s eyes and knew the other man thought he could be bought. 
 
    “The only thing I want from you is your death.” 
 
    “I can give you money and power.” Reader honestly seemed bewildered. “I’ll stay away from your family from now on.” 
 
    “What about Cerena?” Flynn took a step forward, and Reader took a step back. 
 
    “What about her? She tried to kill you. You honestly can’t expect me to believe you were attracted to her? She’s not exactly the most beautiful woman. Sure, her body is okay if you can get past her size. She has no money or social standing.” 
 
    Fury rushed through his bloodstream. He lunged and grabbed Reader by the throat and lifted him right off his feet. Reader grabbed at his metal wrist, but there was no give in the titanium alloy. 
 
    He dragged his quarry close until he was staring into his eyes. “She is the most beautiful woman in the world to me.” 
 
    Reader was choking, his feet thrashing, his hands pulling at Flynn’s hand around his neck. 
 
    “Flynn, put him down.” 
 
    He shook his head, certain he was hearing things. It was Cerena, but she’d been shot. He’d seen her fall. And unlike him, she hadn’t been wearing body armor. 
 
    “Flynn.” Then she was beside him, touching his arm. 
 
    “How? You’re dead.” 
 
    “No. I ache and I’ll have a ton of bruises, but the weapon was on stun, not kill. I guess he really did want to torture information out of us.” 
 
    His entire body began to shake. “You’re alive.” She was really here beside him. 
 
    “Ah, Ian is turning blue. You might want to let him go.” 
 
    “No.” He couldn’t let Reader go free. No one he loved would be safe. And speaking of safe. “Why the fuck did you jump in front of me? I’m wearing a battlesuit.” He tossed Reader aside and grabbed Cerena by the shoulders. “I thought you had been fucking killed. What were you fucking thinking?” He knew he shouldn’t be swearing at her, but couldn’t stop. 
 
    He wanted to shake her to within an inch of her life. He wanted to lock her in his room and keep her there. He wanted to strip her naked and love her until she’d promise never to put herself in danger again. 
 
    “What was I fucking thinking?” She drilled her finger into his chest. “I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    “That much is obvious.” 
 
    He heard Amos in the background say, “Uh oh,” but ignored him. They’d handle Reader. 
 
    “I saw him shoot at your head and acted. Do you know why?” 
 
    “Why?” They were practically nose to nose, both of them yelling, neither of them backing down. 
 
    “Because I love you,” she shouted. The entire clearing went silent, even the birds in the trees. 
 
    Flynn’s heart stopped for one long beat before surging back to life at double-time. “You love me?” 
 
    She dragged her fingers through her short golden hair, her brown eyes snapping with temper. “Yes. Although right now, I’m not sure why. You’re surly and you swear too fucking much.” 
 
    His hand was shaking as he touched her face. She huffed out a breath. “Well, what do you have to say?” she demanded. 
 
    Flynn yanked her against him and kissed her. She was alive, and she loved him. It was a miracle. When he’d thought her dead, all he’d seen was a deep black hole of despair. But here she was, not only alive, but feisty enough to argue with him. 
 
    She met his kiss with her own. Tongues tangled as their mouths melded. She tasted of life, of love, of a future. 
 
    He pulled back. “Nix.” The both of them turned toward the building. Side by side, they surged up the three steps and through the door. 
 
    “Nix! Where are you?” Cerena yelled. The space was dark. 
 
    “Lights on,” Flynn ordered, but nothing happened. “I need light in here,” he roared, knowing Amos or Vaden would handle it. They weren’t about to wait. 
 
    **** 
 
    She’d told Flynn she loved him. In front of his entire family. He hadn’t said anything back, but he had kissed her. That had to mean something. 
 
    He was angry with her. No, scratch that. He was furious. 
 
    Not that she could blame him. She had jumped in front of a blaster stream without thinking. It had been pure instinct when Ian had aimed his weapon at Flynn. The blast had knocked the wind out of her. She hadn’t been able to speak or breathe for several seconds. By then both men had disappeared. 
 
    Worry for both her son and Flynn had pushed her to get to her feet. Pain was a part of her job, so she’d pushed through it. She was badly bruised, but she’d live. As soon as she’d caught her breath, she’d charged after them. 
 
    She thought someone might have tried to stop her, but couldn’t quite remember. It had all been a blur. But things were back in focus now. Her son was still missing. “Nix!” 
 
    She turned in a circle, wishing she could see. She jerked when a hand landed on her arm. “Easy,” Flynn told her. “I’m here.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Fear crawled through her, threatening to bring her to her knees. 
 
    “We’ll find him.” The pure grit and determination in his voice settled her. “Reader was running back here.” 
 
    “Of course, he’d want to get to Nix.” Having a hostage would have been his only way out. “Nix!” 
 
    This time when she paused, she thought she heard something. The lights suddenly came on, practically blinding her. She blinked and headed toward the noise. “Nix? Is that you?” 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    Heart threatening to explode, she raced toward his voice. “I’m here.” There was a locked metal door in front of her. “I’m going to get you out.” 
 
    “No! Stop. It’s rigged to blow.” 
 
    Flynn wrapped his arm around her waist and dragged her away. “Let me go.” She fought his hold. “My son is in there.” 
 
    “And he’ll be dead if we’re not smart.” His brutal assessment brought her back to reality with a thud. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she tried to calm herself. “You’re right. I know you’re right.” When Flynn kept his arm locked around her, she patted his arm. “I’m okay now.” He slowly released her and then went toward the door. 
 
    “What do you know about the explosives, Nix?” 
 
    “Who are you?” he demanded. 
 
    “Ah, he’s with me.” She wasn’t exactly sure how to explain Flynn to her son. She’d never even dated before. 
 
    “Name is Flynn.” He got up close and personal with the door, examining it carefully. “Your mom tried to kill me, but when that didn’t work, she decided she loved me.” 
 
    She dropped her head forward. “I’m going to kill you, Flynn.” 
 
    He shot her a grin. “Already tried that once and it didn’t work.” 
 
    “I’ll try again,” she assured him, but with more embarrassment than heat. 
 
    “Mom? Who is this guy?” 
 
    She sighed, having no idea how Nix would react, but she’d never lied to her son and wasn’t about to start now. “His name is Flynn Marks. He’s the man Ian sent me to kill to secure your freedom.” 
 
    “You really tried to kill him?” It was so hard to be this close to her son and not be able to see or hold him. 
 
    “You’re my son.” It was as simple as that. “He understood why I did it once I explained.” And that was as much as Nix needed to know. 
 
    “O-kay.” Nix drew the word out, like he really didn’t believe what she was telling him. 
 
    “It’s true,” Flynn told him. “Your mom is one hell of a woman.” 
 
    Nix laughed. “Now that I do know. I never doubted you’d come for me,” he told her. 
 
    Her chest ached with love for her son. “I’d do anything to protect those I love.” Flynn stopped examining the door and glared at her. “Live with it,” she told him. 
 
    “Ah, what’s going on?” Nix asked. 
 
    A commotion further down the hallway drew their attention. Vaden was dragging Ian beside him as he approached. “What’s the holdup?” 
 
    “Door is wired,” Flynn told him. 
 
    Vaden dumped Ian’s limp body to the ground. “Let me take a look.” 
 
    “Nix, what can you see in there? How do you know it’s wired to explode?” 
 
    “He told me. Mom, I’m sorry. He came to our home and said he was my dad and that he wanted to talk to me. I wasn’t going to go with him, but when he gripped my arm, I felt a sting. I passed out after that.” 
 
    “He drugged you.” She turned to his prone body, pulled back her foot, and kicked Ian’s limp form in the stomach. “Bastard.” He’s body slid backward, but he never made a sound. 
 
    “When I came to, I was locked away on a ship.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nix.” This should never have happened. 
 
    “Is he really my father?” He was a teenager but a part of him was still a boy, and that’s what she heard now, a boy needing his mother’s reassurance. 
 
    “He’s a sperm donor, nothing more.” 
 
    Silence from the room. 
 
    “Nix?” 
 
    “There’s a box on the wall with wires coming out. I’m not sure what’s inside and didn’t want to fiddle with it in case it, you know, exploded.” 
 
    “Is it only attached to the door?” Flynn asked. 
 
    “Yeah. As far as I can tell.” 
 
    Flynn and Vaden looked at each other. “You thinking what I’m thinking?” Flynn asked. 
 
    Vaden grinned. “New door.” 
 
    “New door,” he agreed. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she demanded. 
 
    “If only the door is wired, we can cut open another piece of wall and I can get into the room,” Flynn explained. 
 
    “Too risky.” She hadn’t just found her son to have him explode. And she’d taken a blaster stream for Flynn, so she didn’t want him to blow up either. “He still alive?” She pointed at Ian. 
 
    “For now.” Vaden hooked his boot beneath the man and pushed him onto his back. 
 
    Cerena went down on her knees beside him and smacked him in the face. “Ian. Wake up.” He didn’t even groan. “Anyone clear his pockets?” she asked. 
 
    “Didn’t seem important.” Garth dropped to Ian’s other side and began to rifle through his clothing. She did the same on her side. 
 
    When she felt a square box, she carefully removed it from his pants pocket. “Is this important?” She held it out to Flynn. “Could it be a detonator?” 
 
    “Let me see that.” Amos held out his hand. When Flynn nodded, she passed the box over. 
 
    Garth awkwardly patted her on the shoulder. “We’ll get him out.” 
 
    Her throat tightened, almost closing. She nodded and went over to stand by the door keeping her son imprisoned and pressed her hand against it. “We’re going to get you out. You sit tight.” 
 
    Nix gave a shaky laugh. “Not like I can go anywhere.” 
 
    “Did he hurt you?” Her son would have to live with the psychological trauma for the rest of his life. His own father had kidnapped him and used him as a bargaining chip. But she had no idea if that was the extent of things. 
 
    “Roughed me up a bit. Nothing I couldn’t handle.” He sounded almost proud. 
 
    “I knew you could handle yourself.” When she looked away, she found the others, women included, all watching her. She glanced at the floor, feeling totally exposed between this and her spectacular declaration to Flynn earlier. 
 
    Her entire body ached, and her head throbbed. All she wanted was her son, some sleep, a shower, some clean clothes, and some food. 
 
    Okay, and Flynn. 
 
    One thing at a time. 
 
    “I think this is the remote.” Amos had the back open and wires spilling out. 
 
    “So what do we do?” This was beyond her experience but not theirs. She’d be a fool not to listen to what Amos had to say. 
 
    “We can give it a try or we can get a torch and cut through the wall.” 
 
    “What are the dangers?” She needed to know the odds for both. 
 
    “If I don’t press the right button, I could blow the door with the remote,” he told her. “If we cut through the wall but there’s a wire running through it or we’re wrong about only the door being wired…” He trailed off, leaving her to draw her own conclusion. 
 
    “So either way is risky.” She rubbed her hand over her face. Flynn wrapped his arm around her and pulled her against his broad chest. She rested her forehead against him. “What would you do? If it was your son?” 
 
    He tilted her head back and ran his thumbs over her cheeks. “I’d try the remote first.” 
 
    She nodded. “Nix. Get as far away from the door as you can. Crouch down and get small. Do you have a mattress or anything you can use to cover yourself?” 
 
    “Give me a second,” he yelled. She could hear furniture moving and something scraping against the floor. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Amos handed the remote to Flynn. “It’s this button. I think.” With that, the rest of them faded back down the hallway. Vaden grabbed Ian’s arm and dragged him along. 
 
    “You should go with them,” Flynn told her. 
 
    She shook her head. “He’s my son. Besides we’re in this together.” 
 
    Flynn studied her face and then gave a curt nod. “Together.” He wrapped his arm around her and turned so she was facing away, using his entire body as a shield. “Countdown,” he yelled. “Three. Two. One.” He pressed the button. They both tensed. 
 
    After a couple of seconds, she raised her head. “Is that it?” 
 
    “Stay here,” he told her. He went to the door and very slowly turned the handle. It gave with a loud click. 
 
    “Nix.” She started to surge forward. 
 
    “Stay back,” Flynn barked. “We have no idea how stable this is. Nix, come on. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    There was the sound of rustling and then her son was right in front of her. She grabbed him and hugged him as hard as she could. He hugged her back. 
 
    Flynn wrapped his long arms around both of them, putting himself between them and danger. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Cerena’s son was as big as his mom, and he was only fifteen. With his short golden hair and brown eyes, he looked more like her than he did Reader. One side of the boy’s face was bruised and slightly swollen, likely from being struck by Reader or one of his men. 
 
    Flynn hurried both of them outside, only relaxing slightly once they were away from the explosives. He wouldn’t totally let down his guard until he had them both aboard the Abigail and were away from here. 
 
    Cerena was trembling. And why not? She’d been struck by a shot from a blaster and her son had just been rescued from a cell wired with explosives. “I’ve got you,” he assured her. 
 
    Nix frowned and stepped away. “You’re Flynn Marks?” He stared and Flynn knew what he saw—a big man with an eyepatch and facial scars, a robotic hand, and a dark scowl. 
 
    Keeping one arm banded around Cerena, he nodded. 
 
    “And my mom really tried to kill you?” The kid’s eyes were wide as he looked from one to the other. “I mean, I know you’re tough, Mom, but to try to kill someone.” He swallowed hard, his throat rippling. 
 
    “Your mom was ready and willing to do anything to protect you,” he reminded the boy. Flynn didn’t want their relationship tainted by what had happened between him and Cerena. 
 
    Nix nodded. “I tried to steal a communicator.” He touched the side of his face. “Ian wasn’t happy.” 
 
    Flynn was glad the boy didn’t call Reader his dad. That would only have hurt Cerena. 
 
    She straightened and went to her son. “You’re my baby. I’d do anything to protect you.” 
 
    “Mom.” Nix’s face turned red, but he grinned. 
 
    “As much as I’m enjoying the family reunion, we still have a problem,” Flynn reminded them. They all looked at Reader, who was facedown in the dirt by Vaden’s feet. 
 
    Vaden nudged Reader with his foot. “We’ll contact the Alliance and let them deal with him.” 
 
    Flynn shook his head. “Not good enough. If he manages to slip away, he’ll not only be a danger to Cerena and Nix but to all of us. He blames us for taking down his boss, for costing him money. He ever finds a way to escaped justice he’ll be after us again.” 
 
    Vaden tapped a finger to his chin. “He did threaten all of you, didn’t he? And since Abigail is now a princess of Gravas, he did threaten the royal family. I’ll call my father, have him deal with the Alliance Council.” He reached down and grabbed Reader’s arm. “Until then, we’ll keep him locked up.” 
 
    “You going to drag him all the way back to the ship?” Flynn asked out of sheer curiosity. 
 
    “Yes.” Vaden headed out with Abby by his side. “We’ll wait for you.” 
 
    “That okay with you?” Flynn asked Cerena as they watched their nemesis being dragged away. As much as she must despise the man, she’d cared enough about him years ago to have his son. 
 
    She stared after them until they disappeared from sight. “It’s not the way I wish things had played out, but it’s the way it needs to be.” Cerena was a realist. She’d had to be to survive. 
 
    Flynn wanted to make her life easier, to share her burdens. Only he had no idea what her plans were. Would she want to go back to her home on Noir? To her old job? 
 
    Abby and Vaden might have left them alone, but the rest of his family was still standing around. Knowing he wouldn’t get rid of them anytime soon, he swallowed back his frustration. 
 
    “Nix, this is my family.” He introduced his brothers and their women. The boy’s eyes got bigger as the introductions continued. 
 
    “You all came for me?” 
 
    “We’re here because we weren’t about to let Flynn mount a rescue alone.” While it was true, he wished Garth wasn’t quite so blunt. 
 
    Nix didn’t seem surprised. “I get it.” He glanced at Cerena. “Family is everything.” Then he took his mom gently by the shoulders and pushed her behind him, surprising everyone, including her. Flynn was curious as to what the boy was up to. No, not a boy. Not any longer. After what he’d been through, he was a man now. A young one, but one day he’d be even bigger and stronger than he was now. The signs were all there. He was already tough and resilient. 
 
    “I know my mom tried to kill Flynn,” he began. 
 
    “She didn’t succeed,” he reminded them. 
 
    “She did it for me,” Nix continued, as though Flynn hadn’t spoken. “If there are any repercussions, I’ll take the blame. It’s my fault. I should have been more cautious. I should have known better when Ian Reader showed up at the door acting like some concerned, long-lost dad.” 
 
    “Nix.” Cerena stepped around him and stood by his side. “This is not your fault. While I can curse Ian for what he did to you, I’ll never regret knowing him.” She pressed her hand against his cheek. “He gave me the greatest gift of my life—you.” 
 
    Flynn tensed, not liking to think about Cerena and Reader heating up the sheets. As far as he was concerned, Nix was her son. He’d rather forget all about how he was conceived. 
 
    “I’ll do better,” Nix promised. 
 
    Cerena smiled. “You’re already the best.” 
 
    “And I’m done.” Garth rested his blaster over his shoulder, slung his arm around Lacey, and headed down the path. “See you at the ship.” 
 
    The corners of Flynn’s mouth twitched. Garth would never say he was sorry for anything he’d said or done. In his mind, he’d done what was necessary and right. Flynn couldn’t fault him, because he’d have done the same damn thing. But this was Garth’s way of letting him know he’d put the past aside and would accept Cerena if she was what Flynn wanted. 
 
    Amos came over to him and slapped him on the back. Angelina went up on her toes and kissed his cheek. “I like her,” she whispered in his ear when he bent down so she could reach him. 
 
    Kal stopped by Nix and held out his hand, waiting until the boy took it. “In case you don’t remember, I’m Kal, and this is Rory.” He motioned to his wife standing beside him. “Why don’t we go back to the ship and give your mom and Flynn a minute to talk?” 
 
    Nix tensed, his hands curling into fists. He was worried about leaving his mother alone. No, he was scared they were going to harm her. 
 
    Flynn strode to the boy. “Look at me,” he ordered. Nix stiffened and glared. “I’d die before I’d hurt Cerena, before I’d let anyone else hurt her. If you believe nothing else, believe that. Besides, if I try something, she’d likely kick my ass.” 
 
    Nix slowly relaxed and finally grinned. “She’s good at it.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Nix remained where he was, uncertainty on his face. It was Rory who got things moving. “I know they’re a scary looking bunch,” she told Nix. “Believe me, when I first met them, they all scared me to death, especially Flynn.” 
 
    “Not helping, Rory,” he told her. 
 
    She flashed him a big smile. “Flynn is as tough as they come, but he uses every ounce of it to protect his family and those he cares about.” Rory motioned in Cerena’s direction. “And trust me when I tell you he cares about your mom. He was ready to come here alone to rescue you if he had to.” She held out her hand. “Come back to the ship with us. They won’t be long.” 
 
    “We’ll be right behind you,” Cerena promised her son. 
 
    “If you’re sure you’re okay.” Nix kissed his mother’s cheek. It was obvious to anyone watching that they had a close relationship. Flynn wondered where that left him. 
 
    Nix dragged his heels but finally left with Kal and Rory, leaving Flynn alone with Cerena. 
 
    “Thank you, Flynn. For my son. For everything.” That sounded too much like goodbye for his liking. 
 
    Every muscle tense, he faced her. “I don’t want your fucking thanks.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Flynn was angry—his swearing was a sure sign—but she wasn’t sure why. He’d seemed relaxed only moments before. Maybe he’d only pretended not to be angry with her in front of his family and Nix. 
 
    Her stomach knotted. She didn’t want to lose him, yet she had no idea what to do or say to diffuse his anger. “Fine. You don’t want my thanks. What do you want?” 
 
    “You fucking know what I want.” He glowered at her, his brows lowered, his jaw tight. A muscle twitched beneath his good eye. 
 
    Anger began to course through her veins, driving out all else. Anger was powerful and cleansing. She channeled it as she stopped toward him, not backing down. “No, I don’t. Please enlighten me.” 
 
    Breathing heavily, he lowered his head, their noses almost touching. “I want you to tell me you fucking love me.” 
 
    Everything inside her stilled. It was different blurting it out in the middle of a fight surrounded by others. This was deliberate, and it was just the two of them. 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    He released a pent-up breath, cupped the back of her neck, and dragged her mouth to his. Their kiss was hot and demanding. She wasn’t sure who was in control as they wrestled for dominance. Then it no longer mattered. They were alive and together. 
 
    “God, Cerena.” He kissed her jaw, her cheeks, her nose. “I thought I’d lost you.” He held her at arm’s length and shook her. “Never do that again.” 
 
    “Why?” She’d bared her soul twice now and he’d kept silent both times. 
 
    “Why?” He looked at her as though he didn’t understand what she was asking. Was he really so obtuse? 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “Because I love you, woman.” His roar startled several birds from a nearby tree. They flew across the clearing and into the woods. He heaved a deep breath. “I love you. This is probably not the time or place, but I want you in my life.” 
 
    “And Nix?” As much as she loved Flynn, Nix was her son. She’d never abandon him and could never be with a man who couldn’t care for him. 
 
    “Nix is part of you, therefore he’s already mine.” 
 
    All she could do was stare in complete astonishment. He’d said it so matter-of-fact, like it was already a foregone conclusion. And to Flynn it was. This hard and dangerous man, feared by many throughout the known galaxies, was offering her everything he had. 
 
    “What about your family?” She loved Flynn, but she wasn’t blind. His family didn’t exactly love her, and he was a family man through and through, no matter how much he tried to cloak it with a stern demeanor. “They don’t accept me. Not really. And it’s not their fault.” 
 
    Flynn tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “They’ve forgiven you.” 
 
    “How can you be certain?” She wasn’t quite as sure. “I can’t raise Nix in a toxic environment, and I won’t come between you and your siblings. You love them. I, more than anyone, understand that.” 
 
    “Garth was telling you he’d forgiven you when he left us alone.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious. He said he’d see us back at the ship.” 
 
    “And if he didn’t trust you, there would have been no way to make him leave.” 
 
    A slow smiled crossed her face. Maybe, just maybe, it was possible for them to have a relationship. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Absolutely. The women already like you.” 
 
    “They do?” She felt her cheeks heating. “They barely know me. And they’re nothing like me. They’re all more feminine.” 
 
    Flynn frowned. “You’re feminine.” He ran his hands over her sides to her hips. “I love your curves. And your tits.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure if she was charmed or insulted by his blatant physical assessment of her body. 
 
    “It takes more than breasts and curves to be feminine. I’m a bouncer, for God’s sake. I make a living knocking heads together in a bar.” 
 
    “I know.” He practically purred the two words. “It’s hot.” 
 
    “Only you would find that arousing,” she pointed out. 
 
    “See, you’re perfect for me. The others know I’d scare or intimidate a weaker woman.” He yanked her forward until their hips were aligned, his erection pressing against her stomach. Heat raced out from her damp core. 
 
    “You can be intimidating. To someone who isn’t strong, I mean,” she hurriedly clarified. 
 
    “I need a badass woman to keep me in line.” He cupped her breasts and squeezed. 
 
    Almost breathless, she managed to respond. “I can do that.” 
 
    “That makes you perfect.” 
 
    There were still so many decisions to make. Where would they live? What would she do? What about Nix? 
 
    Flynn kissed her, and she decided to worry about those things later. Her son was safe, she was alive, Ian was no longer a threat, and she was in Flynn’s arms. Life didn’t get much better than it did right here and now. 
 
    She kissed him with all the love in her heart. He groaned and lifted her right off her feet. Only Flynn could do that, make her feel feminine. It was his gift to her, mostly because he saw her in a way she’d never seen herself. 
 
    “Got to have you.” He dragged at her clothes, would have torn her vest if she hadn’t stopped him. 
 
    “I can’t face my son half dressed,” she reminded him, taking a step back. 
 
    Flynn gave a muffled laugh, which made her heart soar. From what little she’d observed and learned since she’d met his family, he didn’t laugh or smile often. Or hadn’t until he’d met her. 
 
    “Then get your clothes off, woman, or you’ll be going back to the ship naked.” 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow. “Really?” It was fun to tease him, as only a lover could. 
 
    He lunged, taking them both to the ground. At the last second, he turned so he bore the brunt of the fall. Then he rolled so she was on her back. He flipped open the fasteners of her vest and froze. 
 
    “Fuck. You were injured. Could have died. What the fuck am I doing?” 
 
    Now that he’d mentioned it, her chest started to throb. The entire area was one big bruise. “I’m okay,” she told him, not wanting to stop. “I had the wind knocked out of me and I’m bruised, but there’s no internal damage, no broken ribs.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” He lightly ran his fingers over the bruised area. 
 
    “Bouncer, remember? I’ve had my share of broken bones over the years.” 
 
    Flynn growled, his expression positively murderous.  “Who?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’ll never tell. I handled it. I’m badass, remember?” 
 
    He kissed her collarbone, light, barely-there touches meant to soothe rather than arouse. But that didn’t seem to matter to her body, which was on fire from the first caress. 
 
    “We could have died,” she reminded him. “We’re alive. I love you, and you love me.” He grunted and licked one straining nipple. “Once we go back to the ship we’ll be surrounded by your family and my son.” 
 
    He raised his head. “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    She smiled knowing she’d hurt more later but not caring. The adrenaline was still pumping enough to blunt the pain and she needed this. “Love me.” 
 
    “I do. I will.” 
 
    He wouldn’t let her do anything. He stripped her naked and kissed every bruise, every mark on her body. Using his lips and tongue and fingers, he tantalized and soothed, healed and aroused. The sun beat down on them, warm and comforting. The earthy scent of soil and trees and hot male filled her nostrils. She stroked his broad shoulders, floating on a sea of pleasure. 
 
    He worked his way down her body, stroking her sides and hips, running his fingers down the outside of her legs before coming up on the inside. Breathing became more difficult when he touched her core. He was gentle, so careful with her it brought tears to her eyes. No one but Flynn had ever treated her this way, like she was precious and special. 
 
    He parted her slick folds and licked at her core. His breath was hot on her damp skin. She moaned and moved beneath him. As perfect as this all was, it wasn’t enough. 
 
    “I need you,” she told him. 
 
    “Not yet.” He slipped one thick finger inside. “I want you so ready you’ll come on the first stroke.” 
 
    “God, Flynn, I’m there now,” she promised. 
 
    “Not yet. Soon.” He dragged his tongue over her clit, drawing a long moan from deep inside her. Hips undulating, she tried to pull him down, but he wasn’t having it. Pleasure rose higher and higher, cresting almost to the peak before he’d ease away, bringing her back down again. 
 
    “Flynn.” He was all she could see or think about. He devoted himself to building her arousal. She hurt, her core aching to the point of pain. He licked and sucked her clit, always stopping before she came. “Now,” she demanded. 
 
    He reared back and yanked his clothes down, stopping when his erection sprang free. She expected him to fuck her hard and fast. His chest was heaving, and he was sweating. Again, he surprised her. He lifted her thighs onto his and leaned forward, slowly pressing his cock inside. The sheer width and length of him stretched her, stimulating all the aroused nerve endings. Heat flashed through and around her. 
 
    She came on the first stroke, just as he’d promised. 
 
    He said her name as he thrust once, twice. He arched back and groaned as he came. For all his gentleness, their passion was undeniable, even deeper. Maybe it was because they were making love this time. 
 
    She loved him, and he loved her. 
 
    He fell forward, catching himself on his hands. She reached up and brushed her fingers across his face. He turned his head and nipped at her fingers. “As much as I’d like to stay here, we have to get back.” 
 
    She knew he was right. But she was tired and felt too good to move. 
 
    “They’ll come looking soon,” he reminded her. 
 
    That was enough to get her up. They both groaned when he pulled away. She was sticky and sweaty but managed to dress, with Flynn’s help. He was ready long before her. All he’d had to do was pull up the sleeves of his battlesuit and flightsuit. 
 
    She staggered when she stood. Now that the adrenaline was fading, she was exhausted and feeling every bruised part of her body. 
 
    “I’ve got you.” Flynn scooped her off her feet and started down a path. 
 
    “I can walk.” No way she wanted Nix or Flynn’s family to see her like this. 
 
    He dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “I know. I’ll put you down when we’re close. Until then, enjoy the ride.” 
 
    Pure contentment filled her as she rested her head against his shoulder. “I’m glad Ian sent me to kill you. Wait, that didn’t come out right.” 
 
    Flynn laughed. “I’m glad he sent you to kill me, too.” 
 
    “What will we do?” she asked. “Now that the threat is over.” 
 
    He stalled for a step but then kept on going. “As long as we’re together, I don’t care.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” she asked. “You have a ship and a family business, right?” 
 
    “We do a lot of trading, deliver goods to wherever is needed, but it’s all changing now that we found Abby and all have women.” His arms became a bit tighter around her. “I’m open to change. It’s time. What about you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I could probably get my job back if I wanted it.” It was the first time since she was a child she’d actually stopped to think about what she might want to do instead of what she needed to do. “I’m open to change, too.” 
 
    Flynn stopped and set her on her feet, but didn’t release her. He put his arm around her waist as they walked forward. The ship came into sight just around the corner of the path. The ramp was down, and no one was in sight. Still, she knew they’d be monitoring the area and would see them walking in together. 
 
    Side by side they walked up the ramp. The door closed behind them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got to get the fuck out of here,” Flynn muttered under his breath. The crowd was small but still larger than he’d like. At this point, more than two was a crowd. 
 
    “Did you say something?” Cerena asked above the din of voices and the sound of the music. 
 
    “Have I told you today how beautiful you are?” He loved the rosy flush that came to her cheeks and imagined it covering her entire body. His pants grew uncomfortably tight. 
 
    She ran her hand over the lapel of his dress jacket, the first one he’d ever bought, and the only one he was ever likely to own. Beneath it was the shirt he’d worn to his sister’s wedding “You look incredibly handsome.” 
 
    He stood a little taller. Getting dressed up wasn’t so bad if she liked it, but he wasn’t planning on doing it again anytime soon. 
 
    It had been sixty planetary rotations since the incident on Eden. Not that he’d been counting or anything. But he could finally relax now. Cerena was his. Nix was his. 
 
    And speaking of his new stepson. “Nix looks like he’s having fun.” The teen was currently dancing with Rory while Kal stood nearby and watched with a grin on his face. 
 
    “He likes you and your brothers. You’re good for him.” Cerena was wearing a flowing dress that fell to her ankles. It was a deep brown and matched the color of her eyes. She wore boots on her feet, and he knew she was packing at least two throwing knives worked into the intricate belt design. Likely there were more he couldn’t see. He looked forward to finding them all when he undressed her later. 
 
    It had been her idea to wear the dress. Flynn didn’t care what she wore as long as she married him. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her closer. “You’re good for me,” he told her. “And I like Nix. He’s a great kid. You did an amazing job with him.” 
 
    “And you’re really okay with staying here?” Here was Gravas, where Vaden and his family had welcomed them with open arms. It was still odd to be making a home on a planet that was mostly unknown to the outside world, especially after living on a spaceship for so many years. 
 
    “I’m okay with it. Plus, I’ll fly trade routes for the Gravasian government. That will keep me busy.” No way could he sit around idle and do nothing. It just wasn’t in him. “Besides, my sister is here, and my brothers are enjoying themselves.” 
 
    She laughed. “That’s an understatement. Amos and Kal are excited to learn about their tech. It’s all they talk about according to Angelina and Rory. And Lacey says that Garth is completely enthralled with their weaponry.” 
 
    That sounded about right. 
 
    He glanced around to make sure none of his brothers were close enough to overhear before asking, “You’re happy?” 
 
    She went up on her toes and kissed his chin. “I never thought it was possible to be this happy.” His cock was already swollen to the point of pain. He really wanted to get out of here and take his new wife back to their living quarters, but she deserved this party. He’d never seen her looking as radiant as she did right now. 
 
    He kissed her, dragging her off her feet. Didn’t matter that they’d had sex this morning and twice yesterday and every day since they’d rescued Nix. He couldn’t get enough of her. 
 
    He loved his brothers and sister. For most of his life, they’d been his focus. Cerena and Nix were different. They belonged to him, were his to love and protect. A duty he’d never take lightly. 
 
    “Nix is all set to spend the night with Kal and Rory?” The boy seemed to get along best with Kal. Not surprising since he was the easiest going of the bunch. 
 
    “He took his things over earlier,” Cerena assured him. “We’ll be all alone tonight.” She shivered in his arms. The look of pure love and lust in her eyes almost undid him. 
 
    Amos chose that moment to stop alongside them. “Great wedding reception?” His brother smirked at him, knowing full well Flynn would rather be anywhere but here. 
 
    Still, it was a great reception. He had his woman in his arms, Kal and Rory were now dancing together, as were Garth and Lacey. For once, Garth had left his blaster at home. Not that he wasn’t armed, but it was more discreet. Vaden had his arm around Abby as they chatted with his parents. Nix had wandered over to join them. 
 
    “Where’s Angelina?” Flynn asked. It was rare for his brother to let her out of his sight. 
 
    “Right here.” Smiling, she grabbed Amos’s hand and swung it back and forth. “It was a beautiful ceremony. I’m so happy for you both.” Then she tugged on her husband’s arm. “Let’s dance.” 
 
    “Great idea.” Amos spun her around. “Talk later,” he told Flynn. 
 
    “I really like your family,” Cerena told him. He knew how much she meant that. She’d been mostly alone her entire life, even when her father had been alive. Then she’d been responsible for Nix. And she’d done it on her own. 
 
    No more. Now she had him. 
 
    “I like them, too,” he assured her. “But right now, I’ve had enough of them.” He swung her around so he was holding her with one arm around her back and the other under her legs. “It’s time to go.” 
 
    Cerena’s laugh made his balls clench. “I’m surprised you made it this long.” Leaning inward, she whispered in his ear. “Garth bet me you wouldn’t make it through the dinner. Amos put dibs on the first dance. Kal figured you’d make it to the first dance but not long after.” 
 
    He stopped, stunned. “You bet on this? With my brothers?” 
 
    She nodded. “I told them you’d make it at least partway through the dancing, and I was right. I won three hundred credits. What are we going to spend it on?” 
 
    Flynn threw back his head and laughed, the booming sound attracting the attention of all those around him, but he only had eyes for his new wife. “And how did you know I’d last this long?” 
 
    She pressed her hand against his cheek. “Because you knew how much the ceremony meant to me. How much all this means. I knew you’d want me to have the entire experience.” 
 
    God, her words threatened to undo him. She knew him so well. But more than that, she trusted him with her heart and that of her son. 
 
    “I love you,” he told her. 
 
    She twined her arms around his neck. “And I love you, Flynn Marks. Now get us out of here.” 
 
    “Your wish is my command.” With his brothers’ laughter following him, Abby waving, and Nix grinning from ear to ear, Flynn carried Cerena out of the room, ready to start the next chapter of their lives. 
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    “This is going to be a major clusterfuck. There’s no quiet way to do this.” 
 
    Even though his brother’s thoughts echoed his own, Kal Marks didn’t spare Garth so much as a glance. No, his gaze locked solidly on the woman currently dancing in one of the gilded cages that hung from the ceiling here in the largest club on the pleasure ship Exos. The flashing blue spotlight made her smooth white skin look the same color, giving her an exotic appearance. 
 
    Her long, blonde hair hung down her chest, covering her breasts, much to the dismay of the customers around her, and the skimpy thong barely covered her mound as she dipped and swayed to the pounding music. If anything, the tiny strip of cloth accentuated her nakedness, which was no doubt its purpose. She didn’t look at any of the patrons, keeping her eyes trained on the far wall. 
 
    “Are you listening to me?” Garth asked, practically yelling to be heard over the noise.  Impatience tinged his voice. 
 
    Kal forced himself to turn away and focus on his brother. “I hear you, but we don’t have a choice.” They had to talk to the woman, the dancing vision. 
 
    “You sure the information is good?” 
 
    Now that was a question, wasn’t it? Digger wasn’t exactly known for his honesty, but he traded in information, and he knew the Marks brothers were always buying when it came to intel on the whereabouts of their missing sister. He also knew better than to lie to them. 
 
    “Digger is too scared of Flynn to risk feeding us bad info,” Kal pointed out. Flynn was the oldest of the four brothers, massively tall and mean as a snake. It was well known throughout the Alliance galaxies that the only people Flynn cared about were his brothers. 
 
    Cross one of the Marks brothers and you crossed them all. 
 
    “I still don’t like it,” Garth muttered. 
 
    “Noted.” Kal let his gaze drift over the room, observing the positions of all the guards. There were quite a few of them, as things could get rowdy on the Exos. In fact, Kal was counting on just that. 
 
    The music pumping through the sound system was low and rhythmic. That, combined with the mostly naked women dancing around them, was designed to get men in the mood so they’d pay the money to visit the back rooms where women waited to service them. This far out in space the floating pleasure ship contained the only women many of these men would see for months. 
 
    Kal looked at his brother and noted his scowl. Garth’s thoughts mirrored his own. What if their sister were aboard a ship like this? Most of the women weren’t here by choice. Usually the brothers would never set foot on a ship like the Exos, but when it came to intel about their sister, they’d go straight into the bowels of hell itself. 
 
    “She’s got the tattoo Digger told us about.” Garth studied the dancer now, his gaze tracing the long length of her legs. Kal was filled with the sudden urge to punch his brother in the face. 
 
    He rolled his shoulders and forced himself to lean back in his chair and act as if he were enjoying the show. And it wasn’t much of an act. The woman wasn’t really dancing, more sensually undulating to a rhythm far different from the music filling the room. He caught his breath when her hair slid to the side, exposing one perfectly shaped plump breast for a split second before her hair covered it again. 
 
    Kal’s dick sprang to life, and he shifted to get more comfortable. No doubt about it, she was beautiful. There was something almost … innocent about her. Yeah, that was it. Impossible considering where she was. No one aboard this floating pleasure barge was innocent. Even if they started out that way, it didn’t last for long. 
 
    He fought to bring his body under control, feeling like a jerk for getting aroused. He knew a good percentage of the women here had been bought from slavers. His fingers tightened into fists. There was nothing he hated more than slavers. Those low-life bastards all deserved to be shot out into deep space without a protective suit. 
 
    If he could, he’d rescue all the women here. That just wasn’t possible, but he could rescue one. He let his eyes drift over her right arm. The tattoo on the woman was an unusual one, a stylized pattern of flowers that covered her left shoulder and ran all the way down her arm to her hand. There was no missing it. At the very bottom, a thorny vine wrapped around her wrist. Exactly as Digger had described. 
 
    “So how are we doing this?” Garth asked. 
 
    Kal rubbed a hand across his scruffy chin. He hadn’t bothered shaving in a few days, and it added to his disreputable appearance. The jagged scar on his left cheek didn’t hurt either. Both he and his brother were wearing the drab shirt and pants that labeled them as laborers from the planet below. But beneath them, both of them wore battlesuits, body armor that was practically indestructible while being totally lightweight. That kind of protection didn’t come cheap, but all the brothers owned a suit. 
 
    “You create a diversion, and I’ll get the girl. As soon as I’ve got her, we make a run for the ship.” It wasn’t much of a plan, but Kal and his brother had worked with worse. 
 
    Garth stood and hitched up his pants. At six-one, he was the shortest of the brothers, but he was the widest, and not because there was an ounce of fat on him anywhere. No, Garth was built like a bull, thick and muscular, and always ready for a fight. 
 
    “One diversion coming up.” He swiped up his drink and weaved his way toward a table filled with miners. They were a rough and rowdy lot and were known not to tolerate outsiders. 
 
    Kal shook his head. His brother was crazy. But then again, the same could be said about all of them. Garth pretended to be drunk when Kal knew he hadn’t so much as taken a sip of his drink. Neither of them had. No telling what was in the rotgut they served aboard this ship. 
 
    Garth was almost on top of the men now. “Harcon, old buddy. Haven’t seen you for a while.” He held his arms wide open as if he were going to hug one of them men. 
 
    “Piss off,” the man growled. “You got the wrong guy.” 
 
    Kal stood and slowly began to meander toward the cage containing the woman they needed to talk with. He didn’t hear the next thing the miner said to his brother, but he heard Garth’s reply. 
 
    “No need to be so unfriendly.” Garth waved his arms wide and spilled his drink over two of the other men seated at the table. “Whoops. Sorry about that.” 
 
    Kal bit his bottom lip to keep from smiling. Garth was enjoying himself just a little too much. Kal was right next to the cage when one of the miners slammed his fist into Garth’s jaw. Kal winced and not for his brother. It was well known that Garth’s jaw was as hard as granite. The blow didn’t even knock his brother back an inch. Instead Garth shook his head, roared his displeasure, and rammed his fist into the miner’s gut. The man dropped like a stone, and the fight was on. 
 
    The guards hurried toward the combatants before things got too out of hand. Kal turned his attention to the woman in the cage. Like the rest of the crowd, she was watching the fight. 
 
    He reached into his pocket, withdrew a thin metal box, and attached it to the lock. The device ran through the sequence of possible combinations faster than the speed of light. In ten seconds flat, he had the door to the gilded cage open. 
 
    The woman gasped and jerked away from him when his hand touched her calf. Her amazing blue eyes widened when she realized the door to her prison was open. 
 
    “If you want to get away from here, come with me.” Kal gave a quick look over his shoulder, wincing when Garth picked up a man and launched him at another table. The table didn’t survive. Kal wasn’t sure the man would either, not without extensive medical attention. 
 
    This was quickly getting ugly. “Make up your mind. We’ve got to go. Now.” 
 
    Not that he was going to give her any choice in the matter, but it would be easier if she came of her own free will. 
 
    **** 
 
    Aurora Banks had seen just about everything in her twenty-two years of living, and most of it wasn’t pretty. But this was the last thing she’d expected to happen when she was shoved into the dancing cage a few hours ago. 
 
    The man standing before her with his hand out was tall and broad and downright intimidating. His eyes were a piercing green, and his silky black hair fell around his shoulders. A thick scar ran from just below his eye by his nose all the way out to his ear. 
 
    If she were totally honest, he was handsome in a rough-looking way. Not that it mattered. He was a way out of this nightmare. Rory only hoped she wasn’t jumping from one bad situation to an even worse one. 
 
    Trusting her instincts, she reached out and took his hand. It was warm and strong as it closed around hers and pulled her to the edge of the cage. He lifted her down from her gilded prison, wrapped one strong arm around her, and hustled her toward the wide red door that blocked their path to freedom. 
 
    “The guards.” She had to yell to be heard above the din of the yelling and fighting. They called themselves bouncers, but they were here to do more than keep the peace. Their main job was to make sure they didn’t lose any of the merchandise or the money. And all the women on board were considered prime merchandise. 
 
    “You let me worry about them.” Her liberator reached inside his shirt and drew out a compact-sized blaster. 
 
    Something crashed behind her, and she automatically began to look toward it. He caught her chin and turned her face away. “Look forward, not back.” 
 
    That was good advice. She ignored the noise and the fighting and hurried to keep up. 
 
    One man, a Crebian by the looks of his greenish-blue skin, tried to stop them. The man beside her didn’t even pause. He simply raised his hand and shot the blaster. The Crebian fell to the floor, and the men around him stepped back, giving them a wide berth. 
 
    Rory didn’t know how her rescuer had managed to get the weapon on board the Exos, as there were stringent controls in place to keep such a thing from happening. She should know as she’d spent the past month trying to find a weak spot in their security system so she could plan her escape. 
 
    They pushed their way through the door. The man beside her tightened his grip on her wrist. His urgency became hers. “Run,” he told her. Giving no thought to the mistake she could be making, Rory ran, her bare feet slapping against the metal floor as she was practically dragged behind him. 
 
    “We’re coming in hot.” 
 
    At first, she thought he was talking to her. It took her a moment to realize he was speaking into a communication device strapped to his wrist. And it wasn’t just any communication device. This one was top-of-the-line and went for at least one-thousand Alliance credits, maybe more. 
 
    Who was this guy? Laborers and miners didn’t waste their hard-earned money on fancy communication devices. They tended to splurge on booze and women when they had a few extra credits. 
 
    “Roger that,” a deep voice replied. “Hurry the fuck up.” 
 
    Rory shivered. Whoever the voice belonged to, he did not sound happy. 
 
    “Just fire up the engines and be ready for anything.” He picked up his pace. “Not much farther,” he told her. “We’re docked at J portal.” 
 
    Rory glanced at the sign on the wall. They’d just passed the H portal. She did her best to keep up with the pace he set, but it wasn’t easy. She wasn’t used to having to run for her life. 
 
    He stopped suddenly, slammed her body against the wall, and threw himself on top of her. She heard the sound of a blaster, and then his big body jerked against hers. 
 
    Rory screamed. Her rescuer had been shot. She wasn’t going back to the cage. She wasn’t. She scrambled for the blaster in his hand even as the pounding of boots got closer. But when she lunged for the weapon, it was already out of reach. 
 
    Her liberator whirled around and returned the guard’s fire, the blaster steady in his hand. She peeked around his shoulder in time to see the two burly guards drop to the deck. “Come on.” He tugged her behind him, practically dragging her. She tripped but managed to stay on her feet. 
 
    The J deck came into view. Instead of relaxing, she grew even tenser. She knew better than to think this was over. No woman had ever been taken off the Exos. The captain wouldn’t allow it to happen. His reputation was on the line. If one woman was taken, then many would see all of them as fair game. The Exos would be constantly under attack. Pleasure ships stayed in business by being utterly ruthless to any who broke their rules and by having impenetrable defenses. 
 
    The panel whooshed open, and he practically threw her through it. “Get on the ship. Now.” 
 
    A fairly large deep-space-class trader was docked on the other side of the portal. The door to the vessel slid open, and a man stood there in full body armor, holding a massive blaster cradled in his arms. 
 
    Rory moved closer to her rescuer and clutched the hem of his shirt. He didn’t pay her any attention as he was too busy peering around the panel. “Come on. Come on,” he muttered under his breath. It occurred to her that he must have had an accomplice, someone who had aided him in her escape. 
 
    The man with the massive weapon beckoned her forward, but she wasn’t going anywhere. Not without the man beside her. She may not know his name, but she trusted him more than the unknown man waving her toward the ship. He’d protected her from the guard’s blasters. She’d be dead if he hadn’t. 
 
    Boots pounded against the metal floor. “Move it,” yet another unknown man yelled as he ran toward them, head down and legs pumping. 
 
    The man beside her startled as if surprised to find her still beside him, grabbed her hand, and yanked her through the portal and on to the waiting ship. Honestly, she was getting a little tired of being dragged around as though she were space garbage and he a salvager. 
 
    They passed the sentry as they boarded. He didn’t even glance at them. All his attention was on the portal. The other man burst onto the deck, raced through the portal, and launched himself onto the ship. The door slid closed and locked behind him. The man with the huge blaster hit the communication pad next to the door. “Go. Go. Go.” 
 
    The ship banked sharply and dropped as the captain released from the docking station and took off hard and fast. Rory flew toward the wall, but before her body could smash against it, strong arms snatched her out of midair, anchoring her. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    She shivered at the sound of his voice. He certainly did have her. His arms were like hot manacles wrapped around her midsection. He slid down the wall, braced himself against it, and dug his boots into the floor. The scratchy material of his shirt was rough against her arms and back, making her very aware of her lack of clothing. 
 
    With the intensity of their flight, and her need to escape, she’d forgotten she was wearing nothing but a scrap of what couldn’t really be called underwear. 
 
    The ship suddenly banked again, and she gripped his arm tight. The two other men grabbed the bulkhead above them and rode out the wild ride with seeming ease. She envied them their strength. 
 
    “They’ll send fighters after you,” she felt compelled to point out. The Exos had six fighters in her fleet along with several shuttles for ferrying customers from the surface of whatever planet they were currently orbiting. 
 
    The man who’d race on board behind them grinned at her. “They’ve got to catch us first, babe.” 
 
    Then the deep voice came over the intercom once again. “Hitting boosters in three, two, one.” 
 
    Rory knew what that meant and wrapped her arms around the man holding her. The ship shimmied and then was whipped forward at a massive rate of speed. This was obviously no ordinary trader ship. Boosters cost huge money and came with an element of danger as well. Flying at such incredible speeds meant it was tough to avoid another ship or a meteor if one crossed your path. 
 
    Just who were these men? And what did they want with her? 
 
    The longer they sat there, the more comfortable she got, which made her uneasy and confused the hell out of her. She was practically naked and sitting on a man’s lap, a man she didn’t know. 
 
    Something hard dug into her side, and she knew it wasn’t his blaster—the weapon was much too small to be the foreign object pressing against her. Considering she was sitting on his lap, that left only one possibility. Her rescuer was aroused. 
 
    She swallowed hard. Had they brought her on board to service the crew? She began to shiver, fear adding to the chill of the loading bay airlock. She’d fight if she had to. There had to be a safety shuttle somewhere on board. All she had to do was find it. 
 
    He pulled her closer and ran his big hand up and down her back, his touch rough but gentle. “We’ll get you some clothes just as soon as we’re out of booster mode.” 
 
    That gave Rory pause. It certainly didn’t sound as if he were getting ready to rape her as soon as they leveled out. That had to be a good sign. Right? 
 
    She nodded because there really wasn’t anything else she could do or say at the moment. She could feel the other two other men watching her and made sure her hair covered her breasts. She didn’t want to give them an eyeful, or at least any more than she already had. Who knew how much of her they’d already seen? 
 
    Rory didn’t know how much time had passed before the ship slowed, coming out of booster mode and into regular flight. She had no idea where she was. Not that it mattered. The only home she’d ever know was gone, stolen by a devious man, someone she’d trusted. 
 
    “Let’s get you up and find you something to wear,” her liberator, or captor—at this point she wasn’t quite sure what to call him—said. It was getting tiresome not knowing his name. 
 
    “Who are you?” She had to know. 
 
    He held out his hand to one of the other men and was dragged to an upright position. He kept one arm around her, taking her with him, and settled her on her feet beside him. “I’m Kal Marks.” He raised an eyebrow when she didn’t say anything. “And you are?” 
 
    Shock hit her square between the eyes. “You don’t know who I am?” 
 
    He shook his head, causing a lock of hair to fall across his forehead. She fought the urge to brush it away. Honestly, she was losing her mind. “Then why did you kidnap me?” 
 
    “Rescue you,” he amended. 
 
    She’d give him that. At least until she knew more about her situation. “Okay, why did you rescue me?” 
 
    He released her wrist. It was the first time since he’d offered her his hand that some part of him wasn’t touching her. She missed it more than she should. She felt bereft, set adrift. Which really didn’t make any sense. She might have a name for him, but he was still a stranger. 
 
    “Because of this.” Kal reached out and rubbed a finger over the base of her tattoo, tracing the thorny vines before stroking upward over the trail of colorful flowers covering her arm. He started at her forearm, moved up to her elbow and then all the way to her shoulder. 
 
    “You took me because of my tattoo?” Had she heard him right? 
 
    He nodded. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Aurora Banks. Call me Rory.” Only her father had called her Aurora, and only when he was angry with her. Everyone else had called her Rory for as far back as she could remember. 
 
    Kal nodded.  “Well, Rory. Welcome aboard the Abigail. These are my brothers Garth and Amos. You might recognize Garth from the Exos. The one with the big gun is Amos.” 
 
    Now that she was really looking at them, the family resemblance was obvious. They were all big men, although Garth was more heavily built than the other two. And they all had black hair with a shock of white in the front. She looked from one to the other. She hadn’t noticed the lock of white in Kal’s hair during their dramatic escape. No wonder. It had taken everything out of her just to run and stay on her feet. 
 
    Amos was missing the pinky finger on his left hand. No doubt these were tough men who’d lived a rough and deadly life. She had no idea what they did for a living and wasn’t sure she wanted to know. Since their ship was a trader she wondered if they were legit or mercenaries. They could well be smugglers, men who’d run anything if the price was right. 
 
    Both of the men nodded at her. They were studying her as if waiting for her to say something. She didn’t exactly know what to say, so she nodded back. 
 
    Heavy footsteps came toward them, vibrating through the floor. A red light on the wall flashed to green and the door to the loading bay airlock opened. It had been secured from the other side. 
 
    Rory might have wondered more about that, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the giant of a man standing in the doorway. He was taller than the rest, his black hair buzzed off close to his skull. But she could see the short strands of white and knew he was another brother. A black patch covered his right eye, and his right hand wasn’t skin and bone but robotic. 
 
    “What the fuck are you standing around for? What does she know?” 
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