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Ceezee is under contract to steal but will the War Leader let her go when her assignment is over or will he keep her too close for comfort?

Ceezee has lived her life as a thief for her clan. Rented out to the Asku she is prepared to find an object that the warriors themselves cannot retrieve. She faces her commander with grace, style and a collection of weapons under her robes. Ceezee prides herself on being ready for anything but she underestimated her reaction to the War Leader General.

Deven has been forced to find an outside source to do what his men cannot, retrieve a power source from one species to return light to another. Treaties bind his hands, but bringing a thief on board is the perfect solution. Attraction flares but he holds back until he is sure that she meets his requirements. Once confirmed that she is suitable he sets plans in motion to keep her from escaping.




The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

A Hunted Darkness

Copyright © 2012 Zenina Masters

ISBN: 978-1-77111-246-8

Cover art by Martine Jardin

All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.

Published by eXtasy Books

Look for us online at:

www.eXtasybooks.com




A Hunted Darkness

Darkest Star Saga Book 3

By

Zenina Masters








Chapter One

Ceezahli slithered through the crowds and checked the nearest chrono. “Crap.” Being late to a family meeting was more than frowned upon. It was a punishable offense.

Cutting through a series of small shops, her gauze fluttered around her, drawing attention to her haste. A member of the Hewara never ran and rarely made a fool of themselves in public. Ceezee was making an exception in both veins today.

“Where are you going, Slip?” the potter shouted as she approached him.

“A family meeting, Gallo. I am late.”

He winced and gave a sharp whistle. The vendors of the Weskani spaceport cleared a path, and Ceezee was able to put on the speed.

She skidded into the bar where the meeting was being held, and the barmaid pointed to the back room, which was being guarded by two Asku.

They saw her flurry of black fabric coming toward them and tried to bar her way. She slipped under their grasp and skidded into the meeting hall a moment before the chronometer ticked over.

Her uncle was sitting next to the Asku who was on his feet with a gun aimed at her forehead. “Who is this?”

Victoro shook his head, “I am afraid that this is the woman I wanted to introduce you to, my niece Ceezahli Hewara. If it is on a ship, station or planet she can get it out.”

Ceezee got to her feet and shook out her robes. Many folks thought that there was a religious significance to her clothing, but she just found it easier to hide in the shadows when she wore shadows.

Their commander waved the two guards she had passed out of the room. He moved toward her silently but she could see his feet as she concentrated on dusting herself off.

The Asku that she was suddenly standing in front of was tall and had a spicy scent that was not covered by the dust of Weskani. She looked up at him through the gauze of her costume and stepped back. His eyes were unrelieved black, his skin was pale gold and his hair a deep black.

When she stepped back, he reached out and touched her arm, and she gasped in surprise.

He released her as soon as she was stable.

“Ceezee, this is War Leader General Deven Velu. He has an assignment for you.” Uncle Victoro was giving her a long, meaningful look.

The war leader general recalled himself with a jerk. “She is the one you referred to as the best for my purposes?”

“She is the best on Weskani. Or off for that matter. It will be an easy trip for you. Get her close to her target and stand back and wait. There will be no issue.”

The war leader looked down at her. “Are you willing to do this?”

For clarification, Ceezee asked her uncle, “This is along my standard lines for business?”

“It is. Two weeks. One week out, one week back. You need only keep to yourself on their ship and obtain the item that they are after.”

Ceezee nodded. “Do you have a clothing refresher on your ship?”

War Leader General Deven raised a brow. “On our warship? Yes, I am positive that we have the facilities for you. What else do you require?”

She looked up at him and placed her hands on her hips. “It depends. What do you need me to get and where is it located?”

“I am not comfortable announcing that in public. We will have to bring you on board, and then, you can send requests for anything that you require.”

She looked to him and the doorway where the two guards still lounged. “I believe I know how you are going to get me out of here. It will work, but I am not going to live this down.”

He nodded. “Good. Ceezahli Hewara you are under arrest for theft and crimes against the Asku.”

Before she could move, he spun her and clapped cuffs on her wrists. He let out a sharp whistle, and the guards grabbed her by each arm.

Uncle Victoro got to his feet. “There is the matter of payment.”

Deven gave him a look that must have frightened him. “Payment will be settled when the target has been retrieved. Not before. The Asku always pay our debts and to insinuate otherwise is an insult.”

Her uncle went from indignant to wary in an instant. “Of course, War Leader. Take her with my compliments and the compliments of the Hewara clan. Return her when you can.”

Deven nodded grimly and shoved Ceezee forward. She stumbled but recovered with the help of the guards holding her arms. She was marched through the market like a criminal and bustled onto an Asku transport.

Ceezee didn’t say a word. She had a duty to her family to carry out the assignment, whatever it may be.

* * * *

Deven had not seen a woman of the Hewara clan. They covered themselves in public while the men dressed with all the class of a middle-system whore.

She moved lightly, and the hand he had pressed to her back when he pushed her indicated a lithe figure and excellent sense of balance. She had recovered effortlessly and without any comment.

Her arrival had set his mind on whether or not to take the Hewara at their word. Her quick thinking had won his admiration and gave him a glimmer of hope that the situation was under control.

Retrieving the power source that an entire world depended on was not a situation for someone who could not think on his or her feet, and treaties kept the Asku from acting directly. There was no treaty that referred to an agent of the Asku and that is what Deven was counting on.

He would bring his ship into Hallothian orbit and from there the Hewara woman would have to take over.

Deven was confident that she could bring in the power source, but what would he do with her when the contract was over, he didn’t know.

The Asku could not have a member of a crime family running about telling everyone that they had hired a thief to do their work for them. Silence was needed, and there were few ways to ensure it. He was not sure he could stomach murder, but incarceration was an option that he was willing to entertain.

The shrouded thief would never return home and while part of him was filled with regret, Deven admitted that it felt right to have her on board the Burning Night. He wondered what his mother would make of it. She tended to read things into instincts that seemed to pan out.






Chapter Two

Ceezee looked around the quarters she had been shoved into. The guards had removed the cuffs and left her alone and unencumbered.

She could pick the lock in seconds, but she waited. There was no sense in rushing when she was trapped on an Asku warship.

The room was comfortable. There was a bed, a lav and a small desk with an entertainment unit. It had more than the comforts of her home.

A quick run through of the entertainment unit showed her a map of the ship that she committed to memory. It was a peculiar skill, but it was hers and what made her the thief she was today. Maps, documents, vids, pictures, any immutable object, once seen, it was in her memory.

Ceezee whistled and flipped back her veil. With her hands, she traced the edges of her cell and used them to measure the air vent.

Once she was done, she took a seat at the desk and queued up a light comedy to pass the time.

* * * *

Deven grinned, “She really measured the airshaft?”

“Yes, War Leader,” Crewman Niro inclined his head. “And apparently, the veil is not a mandatory garment for her.”

Deven couldn’t help but stare at the image on the display. Creamy skin, huge dark eyes and full lips that sent a throbbing surge through his groin. Just the sight of her features sent pulses through parts of him that had never been activated by another woman.

Every Asku waited to wed a virgin, but there was no guarantee that this woman from the Hewara clan would be able to meet his requirement.

Deven watched the image of her face until the crewman cleared his throat. “If you were wanting to speak to her, her program is almost over.”

Deven straightened and tugged his black sleeveless tunic into straight lines. “Thank you, Crewman Niro.”

The crewman gave him a nod, and Deven left, picking up the tray of refreshments that he had ordered earlier. He made his way to the guest quarters that he had put aside for her and knocked on the door.

* * * *

She opened the door without asking who it was. When she saw the war leader general holding a tray with snacks and a pot of tea, a grin crept over her features.

At his widened eyes, she mentally kicked herself before lowering the gauzy fabric.

“So, why do you wear it?” He walked past her and set the tray down on the desk.

“The drapes? They conceal me, help me skid along and allow me to mask my scent.” Ceezee shrugged and followed him slowly. She was hungry after all her sprinting and incarceration.

“Can you eat with them on?”

“I can. It takes practice, but I manage.” She took the seat he offered her and reached for one of the small sandwiches and a cup of tea. She lifted the snacks and teacup beneath her veil, and they disappeared one by one.

He sat on the edge of her bed and watched her eat. “Do you know why you are here?”

“You need a thief. I am the best that is available.” Ceezee smiled.

“Can I see your face?”

She blinked and lifted her veil again. “I don’t see why not. My identity is not precisely a secret.”

He stared at her in shock, “What colour is your hair?”

She shrugged. “Dark brown, black, I don’t remember and rarely look.”

Her tight hood was wrapped at forehead and neck. All that was visible of her face was from eyebrows to chin. Her hair was braided, pinned and locked down at the base of her skull. Long hair was not an asset to a thief, so she kept hers firmly under wraps.

“Have you had enough to eat?”

She looked at the tray and smiled at its lack of contents. “I have.”

“Excellent. Please come with me, we have much to discuss, and it will require a more secure environment.”

He offered her his arm, and she took it.

“This will look peculiar to your crewmen.”

“There is never a reason to be rude to a lady. My mother drummed etiquette into us at every opportunity.” He grinned down at her and winked.

Getting a wink from any of the Asku, let alone a war leader general who wore the icons of each battle he had been in on his considerable biceps, had been so remote in her mind as to be unfeasible. Unlike many of the Asku she had met, he was missing the marks on his chest that she had come to accept as standard.

She threw cautious glances toward her companion as they entered the hall and began a casual walk in a direction that she marked as toward the captain’s quarters. The raised collar around his neck barely covered the swirling marks that did not refer to a battle. Ceezee had always wondered what those marks denoted, but no Asku was willing to part with that detail.

Perhaps she could solve that mystery before the assignment was over.

He shortened his stride to match hers. He did not have to alter it too much. She was taller than average for a woman, though still petite next to an Asku.

She knew all the stories that the Asku were warriors for hire throughout the known worlds. That they loved to battle was never in doubt, but the lack of female Asku was the point that most folk whispered about.

Every Asku born was born to a woman who had been stolen, won in battle, traded for or who simply fell in love with her warrior. The one thing that these women had in common was that they were all untouched.

Only a virgin could tempt an Asku, and once tempted, he could take her as his own if he wished to.

As a Hewara, Ceezee valued her virtue. It was her only claim to freedom. The moment that she slept with a man, she would be watched for pregnancy in order to carry on her clan traditions. Her life as a thief would be over. For her, that would be a fate worse than death.






Chapter Three

Deven’s room was ten times as large as hers was, but aside from a print of him and his family there were no other personal clues around the space.

Ceezee took the seat offered to her at the table, and sat with her robes folded around her.

“We are already underway to the Hallothian Empire. They are holding a ball in four days and that is where you will find your target.” Deven opened a holographic projector and two glittering objects were suspended in space.

“These two items are the power source for the Wendial. The Hallothians took them by force and cunning and are placing them on display in their museum of war. We need you to get in there and steal them before the exhibit is sealed with a bio lock.”

Ceezee nodded, “Do you have schematics for the building?”

The war leader general grinned. “All the data is on this unit. It is a sealed unit, so it will not broadcast, and you will not be able to access it anywhere other than my quarters.”

She blinked. “Why not?”

“This is the only surveillance-secure portion of the ship. Only two people on this ship know why you are here, and they are both in this room.”

Ceezee twitched a corner of her mouth in amusement. Since, normally, no one could see her, she didn’t usually bother with facial expressions.

She nodded. “Fine. How long do I have to study the information, and do I need any special containment for the power units? And may I have a data pad to make notes?”

He smiled and his eyes warmed. “Of course. Anything else?”

Ceezee wondered how far she could push her luck, “A glass of water or cup of tea?”

He got to his feet and moved to a bar set against the wall. He prepared a pot of tea expertly, and Ceezee tried not to stare at the line of his back while he worked. Being this close to an Asku without fear of being arrested or shot was a treat for a Hewara.

Her family had been in the thieving business since the Verrion had exiled the High Goiin off their home world. Each member of the Hewara family bore a separate talent that their genes imparted to them, but even their own relatives were not quite sure what the talent was. It was an intensely personal situation that was only explained to their spouse.

Ceezee looked over at the war leader general’s family picture. It was obvious that his parents were in love when the image was taken. He was standing with six brothers, and they all looked very comfortable with each other.

Ceezee couldn’t remember how many siblings she had. They separated the children from the moment they were two and spread them throughout the family. Ceezee had been sent to Uncle Victoro and raised on Weskani. She had not seen her mother in two decades.

“Are you close to your family?” She blurted it out before she could stop herself.

“At times. We communicate regularly.” He turned and brought over the tea and two cups. “Is it important to your plans?”

She blushed, “Um, no. Not precisely. Leaving home always makes me a little maudlin.”

“You leave often then?”

“Often enough.” She took the tea that he handed her, sipping before slipping two lumps of sweetener into it.

He shook his head at her, but he mimicked her. “I can’t drink it without sweetener either.”

She blushed and turned her attention to the display. Her fingers moved swiftly over the controls, the display rotated and twisted to find her pathways to both her entrance and exit.

“You really do this for a living, don’t you?”

“Yes, War Leader General, though I do not really make a living at it. My needs are provided for by my family.” She bit her lip and spun through the images.

“There will be a reception for me at the museum. Will that give you an entry?”

She smiled. “That will work rather well, but it will entail a few very specific items. Do you have a fully stocked ship?”

“The quartermaster is very resourceful. I am sure he can obtain whatever you need.”

Ceezee nodded and continued her mental tabulations. Two breather canisters, a black bodysuit with cowl, a formal gown that would hide the bodysuit, silk grapples, containment devices and compressed rations.

While she thought and sipped, he slid a writing tablet in front of her.

She started to make notes, and as she wrote, his eyes got wide. She looked up, “What?”

“What language is that?”

She looked down and realized that for the first time in a decade, she was writing in High Goiin. She blushed and scribbled through her work. “Sorry about that.”

She worked the words back out in common and slid it over to him. “Here you go, War Leader General.”

“Call me Deven when we are in private. I will be your only contact while you are here, so it will be best if we are not formal.”

“Thank you, it is a bit of a mouthful.”

He chuckled. “We are all named with the same first letter as our father. It gets confusing at family gatherings but is fine most other times.” He tapped one side of his neck and smiled.

She blinked and smiled. “You meet with your family?”

“It is infrequent now that we have all taken posts in the Asku armada, but we do try.”

A deep sigh worked its way up from within her, “That sounds nice.”

He frowned. “You don’t see your family?”

“It is not our way.” The parroted phrase was the only reason she could come up with.

Deven scowled. “It doesn’t seem right.”

She snorted. “Tell me about it. Don’t get me wrong, Uncle Victoro is a good man and he has taken good care of me.”

“You were raised by your uncle?”

“I was. It is tradition in our clan.” She was spilling far more than she meant to, and with some effort, she turned her attention back to the theft. “Now, how are you going to enter the facility?”

He straightened from the attentive posture he had been in. “I will be flying down by shuttle, but for obvious reasons, you will have to find another means to the surface.”

She sighed and leaned back in her chair, her robes fluffing and then settling around her. “You really don’t want to make it easy for me, do you?”

“Ah, dearest Ceezee, there is nothing easy about this.”

There was heat in his dark eyes, and she realized that he was not simply referring to the theft. With a slight fluster she returned her attention to the task at hand but part of her mind was spinning with possibilities that had no business in her thoughts.






Chapter Four

The quartermaster was even more efficient than Deven had led her to believe.

Smiling, she turned from side to side and admired her reflection in the mirror in Deven’s lav. Her room was too small for all of the items she had needed, and now, they were neatly tucked inside the suit that was invisible beneath the elegant gown she was wearing.

Ceezee sighed and pinned her hair up in an elaborate twist, grinning at the tower that was taking shape with every coil locked into position. She had no idea where the quartermaster had found the cosmetics, but when she finished, her eyes had a deep smoulder to them, her lips were red and glossy and there was a light blush to her pale cheeks.

Her cousins used to laugh and say she looked like a character out of the children’s tales they had listened to. All of her colouration was dramatic and there was nothing to be done about it. It could have been worse. She could have had crimson hair.

When she was sure that the heavily boned gown was covering all of the packs, canisters and pouches that she had requisitioned, Ceezee walked out into the main room of the war leader general’s quarters.

“Holy stars.” Ceezee stood in shock at the impressive physique outlined by embroidered and metal-embossed leather.

He was huge, gorgeous and perfectly proportioned in every way. For the event, he had bound his hair behind his neck in a neat tail that slid and caressed his shoulders with every movement of his head.

He turned when she spoke, and his eyes glowed with dark heat as he took in the slate and silver gown coupled with her makeover.

He walked up to her and bowed low. “You look wonderful, Miss Hewara. It is a pity that you are not my escort for the party.”

She shivered and smiled. “It is too bad. If you will excuse me, I will return to my room. Have a lovely party.”

He wrapped his arms around her and held her close, inhaling deeply. “We will speak after this is over.”

“Oh, you are going to have plenty to say, I am sure.” She smiled and stroked his arms wistfully. “You will be late.”

He nodded and separated from her.

Ceezee left his quarters and made a beeline for the shuttle bays, using one of the devices hidden in her corset to jam the monitors.

She ran to one of the escape pods and ejected it, then ejected two more before climbing into one and launching herself. The controls were delicate, but she managed to move the pod to the exterior of the warship within the gravitational field.

Ceezee slipped one of the gas canisters up and used it to breathe, leaving the pod appearing to be unoccupied under the assumption that the vehicle would need atmosphere to contain an occupant.

The war leader general’s shuttle emerged three minutes after her exit, so Ceezee moved the pod close to it and cloaked it in her darkness.

Her one and only talent was a handy thing, the ability to call the darkness in an area and use it for cover was not particularly useful unless one was trying to hide. She hid a lot.

The magnetic seal between her pod and his shuttle was confirmed an instant before his pilot put on the speed.

Sighing in relief via the mask and canister, she settled in for the short trip to the planet below.

In her mind, she went over her entrance strategy to the event, but her thoughts kept wandering to how perfectly Deven’s uniform fit him. She had not yet taken a lover, but he was looking like a good candidate.

Her mind idly kept an eye on the altimeter as they approached the surface while her imagination tried to fill in what Deven would look like without his clothing on.

Women of the Hewara clan were supposed to wait until marriage but most were wed long before they were lodged in their second decade. She was a top earner for the family, and it was becoming clearer with every year that Uncle Victoro was keeping her as an operative for his own cash supply and the clan’s reputation.

She mused over the repercussions of throwing herself at Deven while uncoupling the pod for a weightless glide onto the museum itself. The pod parked in a rooftop garden pool, she quickly exited leaping from the ship to the pathway breathing in the heady air of another new planet.

Her boots clicked on the tiles of the stone walks through the garden and she kept herself against the wall cloaked in darkness, as the guards thundered past. She slipped through the door that was swinging shut, and just like that she was inside the war museum of the Hallothian Empire.

* * * *

Deven looked around at the dignitaries, their companions, wives and escorts and wished that Ceezee were at his side.

He had learned quite a bit about her in the time that she had been on his ship. Her parents had not simply handed her off to her uncle. She had been sold. Her immigration papers on Weskani showed her being an imported item at age two. She had been classified as livestock.

Tracking her parents had been difficult but not impossible. He had observed that they had sold seven other children, and purchased five. Apparently, the financial exchange was common amongst the Hewara.

Her parents lived on one of the Recion colonies. They were doing well financially and had no contact with their sold children.

He smiled as he imagined the Radiance’s reaction to someone offering money for one of her children. Deven doubted that those making the offer would survive past the first sentence.

“You seem in a good mood, War Leader.” The Hallothian ambassador was next to him, her lush thigh pressed to his.

He stepped away deliberately. “Do I?”

The woman blushed, “Yes, well, how are you enjoying the exhibition of our triumphs?”

He glanced around him at the precious objects ripped from dozens of worlds. “It is an impressive collection.”

“It has taken nine generations to assemble. Have you seen the crystals of Wendial?”

He shook his head. “No. They are at the far end of the exhibit?”

“They are. We put them in lockup this afternoon, just in case one of the Wendial tried to stage a protest.”

A frisson of unease went through him. “A very sensible precaution.”

Ambassador Ren smiled and licked her lips. “Come this way.” She linked her arm through his and pressed herself to him as they walked through the crowd.

Deven hoped that Ceezee had an alternate idea because she was not going to get in easily.






Chapter Five

She knew it would not be easy but after she had hacked into the system and found that they had enacted the bio lock early, she pulled up the other information she would need.

Ambassador Ren was now her target. The moron had put the lock onto her own DNA, and she was just slutty enough to try to show every handsome male at the gala.

Ceezee moved along the pathways, smiling and flirting with the other guests, her glass of alcohol was sipped every few seconds but nothing passed her lips.

She was simply another one of the guests, despite the fact that she was hiding the tremendous heat that her suit was causing her. One of the more grabby guests had triggered her suit’s thermal activation and there was no way for her to switch it off in the centre of the exhibits without causing notice.

Grace, poise, head high. She chanted those words to herself over and over as she meandered her way to the crystals of Wendial. The moment she was inside the key exhibit, Ceezee reached behind her with her left hand and pressed the spot at the base of her spine that turned off the thermal unit.

She gasped in relief when the heat ceased to toast her. The bodysuit she was wearing was a small-sized survival suit. The heat function was designed for icy worlds.

Ceezee shook her head before taking a long look at the crystals suspended in the bio-locked gel. They were round, facetted and looked to weigh about two pounds each.

Footsteps behind her got her attention. Someone was coming, and based on the gossip of everyone she had met so far, Ambassador Ren was a notorious slut and taking some of the men on tours of this acquisition gave her the illusion of privacy. Few, if any of the partygoers, took the crystals as a triumph. Even the Hallothian nobles were not impressed by the act of treachery that had brought the crystals to them.

Ceezee pulled her darkness around her and faded into the shadows. Silently she prepared for the next part of her plan, one that Deven would not wish to be part of.

She pulled her hood up over her tower of hair, draping fabric over her nose and mouth.

When the trampy ambassador sashayed into the exhibit with Deven on her arm, Ceezee looked longingly at the war leader general before she dropped a tiny tablet into her goblet. The bubbling gas cruised through the air at shoulder height, rising rapidly.

The ambassador dropped to the ground in two seconds, but it took Deven twelve seconds before he collapsed.

Wincing, she put the goblet on the ground and moved to get the blood sample from the ambassador. A quick prick of her hand, a slight smear on the DNA plate and the suspension turned into liquid.

Ceezee removed the crystals and tucked them up under her skirt. Just inside the entryway, she held her breath, removed her mask and tucked the suit out of sight.

With a slow and graceful walk, Ceezee made her way out of the exhibit, past the guards and into the main hall.

Her heart pounded in her chest, because the next phase of her plan was the most dangerous.

Her slow, careless walk took her out of the museum and into the yard. She made a show of stretching and breathing deeply while rubbing her corset.

Her pace remained leisurely. She passed a number of couples necking in the courtyard and two that had proceeded on to the next step. Apparently coming out for air was not as unusual as she thought.

The pilot of Deven’s shuttle was at relaxed attention in front of the hatch. She walked up to him and smiled, “It has been ages since I have seen such a charming assembly of Asku.”

“This is a private shuttle, miss. You will have to stand back.”

She sighed and while his gaze flitted to her heaving cleavage, he did not waver. With a quick flick of her wrists, she darted him. The difficult part of this step came when she had to haul his unconscious body to a safe distance from his shuttle.

The Hallothian guards were stirring like ants from a hill, so she set the Asku carefully in an alcove and then ran for his shuttle. Four days was not normally enough time to hack a high-military system, but normally, she was not visiting the commander’s quarters every day.

She opened the hatch, slipped inside and latched it. The console was familiar, and the ship responded easily to her hand.

With the ground-to-air guns taking aim at her, she pulled the Asku shuttle from the tarmac and headed for the skies.

She engaged the atmospheric shields just in time. The ship rocked to one side, but she kept it steady and pulled out of the Hallothian atmosphere.

Her hands shook as she cloaked the ship in her darkness. It was hard to hide something this large, especially when it was moving.

With the shuttle hidden and no one able to track it, she set a course for Wendial. The Asku could not be involved in the replacement of the crystals, so she was not going to let Deven put himself in danger. He hired her to get the crystals without bringing the Asku into it, turning him into a victim of the theft was the only way she knew how to deflect suspicion.

She sighed at what may have been. Her actions put her beyond any consideration for tender feelings. Her little fantasies would have to take a back seat to carrying out her job.

As the ship gained speed, she locked the controls and moved to take off the elegant gown. The bodice came off first, the corset laces releasing, and her sleeves went with the boned garment.

“That is so much better.” She rubbed at the middle of her spine and stretched. She released her hair until the braid slithered heavily down her back. She unfastened the skirt and watched it puddle with a wistful glance.

Ceezee loved wearing big skirts. It was the bane of her job that they were completely impractical. She lifted the fabric and caressed it as she folded and tucked it away in one of the bags strapped to her thighs. Under the gown, she had been a veritable storage centre.

She checked her supply of gas tablets, her knives, spikes, feathers of a Ciina bird, the crystals and her ration packs. With everything accounted for, she pulled the hood over her head and attached the fabric that covered her face. She missed her robes, but she would make do with the bodysuit she had been given.

Ceezee had to take the crystals to their rightful home and nothing was going to get in her way.

* * * *

Deven rubbed at his forehead. “Do you have a course for her?”

The crewman frowned. “It is intermittent, but she appears to be heading for Wendial. I don’t know why I can’t lock the signal, but extrapolation is giving us Wendial as a heading.”

War Leader General Deven had a headache that was going to last for days as well as the sensation of being betrayed. He couldn’t decide which feeling he despised more.

“Keep your distance but keep alert for that signal. I don’t know how she is hiding that ship, but it does make me wonder what else was hiding under that gown.”

The crewman grinned, “You are not the only one, War Leader.”

His instincts kicked in, “What?”

Sensing that he was on dangerous ground, the crewman said, “Your pilot was struck with a dart of some kind. There is nowhere on that gown for her to hide that sort of weapon.”

Deven put his hand on the other man’s shoulder and squeezed. “No one is to speculate what she has on under that gown but me. Is that clear?”

The crewman was nervous. “Yes, War Leader. Of course.”

“Keep me informed of any changes in direction.” Deven held his temper and returned to his quarters. His emotions were rioting between fury and worry, and he was comfortable with neither.

Ceezee was playing a dangerous game. He desperately hoped that she didn’t get caught.






Chapter Six

She scanned the news reports of Wendial, managing to piece together the location that she was looking for.

Ceezee knew that she couldn’t simply walk into the building and plug in the crystals. Someone would notice her and certainly report her to the authorities. That was notoriety that she did not seek. The Hewara were thieves, not heroes. The High Goiin were also hunted, so being caught bringing power back to a planet was not high on her list of things to do today.

Her head pounded and her brain ached from the effort of holding the shielding in place. Ceezee’s best bet was to drop in under cover of darkness and deliver the crystals before anyone was the wiser.

She only hoped that she could hold out that long. Covering a shuttle in darkness was difficult at the best of times. Doing it for hours to avoid detection was quite a strain.

The area was surrounded with Hallothian ships.

Ceezee turned off the shuttle’s systems and glided between two of the huge star cruisers. The atmosphere waited, beckoning her cloaked shuttle, offering safety and a conclusion to her adventure.

She delayed restarting the engines until it was obvious that it would be fatal not to. Wrapped in shadows and hurtling to the ground, her panicked hands on the controls, Ceezee had to admit that it was one helluva way to spend a day.

The power centre was silent and abandoned on the edge of the city. She flew in low and settled in a courtyard with the lightest touch.

Now came the difficult part. The shuttle would be visible while she was inside. She could only hide one thing at a time, and she had to be the epicenter.

The crystals were still in pouches on her outer thighs and firmly fastened. They would not come off unless she wanted them to. They gave her a rather ungainly silhouette, but it was better to have them where she could reach them than strapped to her back.

Ceezee breathed in and opened the door to the shuttle, letting the darkness cover her body alone.

The night sky was bright and cheerful. It was also the only light visible in the area. It was eerie to be on a well-populated world that was silent.

She sprinted toward the power centre. The building locks and monitors were off so she dropped her darkness and simply ran into the centre, looking for the housing for the crystals.

The bonus to her talent was that she was used to working in the dark. Since there was absolutely no light in the interior of the building, there was no chance of any illumination.

The news clips had given her a good idea of the layout, so when she found her way into the centre of the building, her nerves jangled on overdrive. It was time to put the crystals in place and then break out of the power centre.

The first crystal slipped into place with no trouble or any reaction, but the moment the second crystal was in its housing two beams of light shot from the orbs, Ceezee could only curse and fall back.

She called the darkness quickly, the noise of returning electrical devices was everywhere and being caught on monitors was out of the question.

Her eyes were still dazzled by the initial shock of light and power, but she managed to get to the exit. The door was locked, so she was forced to pick it before the outside air greeted her again.

She could hear folks running toward her. The shadows of a nearby alcove hid her completely but what she had feared had come to pass, members of the Wendial population surrounded the shuttle. She was well and truly trapped.

Ceezee felt her darkness flicker. Her mind could not hold her disguise much longer. She needed to get somewhere safe and out of the way.

She stepped slowly out of the shadows and moved her darkness over the edge of the surrounding wall. She lowered herself onto the ground and crept delicately to the first tree she could find.

Her body ached by the time she had managed to work her way into the crown of the branches to relax. Sleep was the last thing on her mind but her body wanted it and she had put it off far too long already.

* * * *

“She isn’t moving, War Leader. She is holding completely still.”

Deven looked at the crewman with a raised brow. “Is she dead?”

“No, but her signal is suddenly stable and completely visible. The Wendial will be able to spot her as well. What is your order?”

“Connect me to the Wendial high council. We need to have a talk.”

The crewman nodded and looked past the Hallothian ships to the planet that was slowly coming alive. The Hallothians were moving away now, the Wendial defensive weapons were waking along with the rest of the planet and that was a situation that the invaders had not counted on.

When the high council came on, they were all smiles and relief. “War Leader General of the Asku, what can we do for you today?”

Deven inclined his head. “I congratulate you on the return of power but I must ask for permission to retrieve something that is mine.”

The speaker for the council smiled, “We noted the Asku shuttle, and of course, you may send crewmen to retrieve it.”

Deven leaned back and tried to dance around the topic. “It is more about the deliverer of your crystals that concerns me. I would like permission to retrieve her without exposing her to publicity.”

The speaker took the comments from the council and boiled them down to, “A woman?”

“Indeed. Regardless of what she says, she is mine and I will have her. I am simply asking out of courtesy for your people and their newly regained freedom.” Deven sat straight and smiled.

The speaker listened to the councillors and then stated, “Tell me more about this woman.”

Deven told them what he thought was pertinent and left the rest behind. When they finally gave him full authorization to look for her, he sighed in relief.

He gave the command to the two pilots and joined them in the shuttle that was going down to retrieve her. One pilot would return the stolen shuttle and the other would take him and his prize back to the warship.

Deven took the tracker that was keyed to the signal in her rations and fidgeted all the way to the surface.

Guardians had pushed back the cheering crowds. The power centre and grounds were completely unoccupied.

Ceezee’s signal was strong, and it was coming from the small grove of trees.

With a grin and a childhood memory of chasing his pet up a tree, Deven went in search of his wayward female. Whether she knew it or not, Ceezee was destined to be his and he was not taking no for an answer. Her uncle had given her to him when they engaged the contract and no time of return was every stipulated.

He was within his legal rights to keep his little thief safe at his side.






Chapter Seven

It was the most peculiar dream. She was back on board the Burning Night but she was not in her quarters. She was in the medical bay, and the war leader general was talking intently to the physician.

“Are you certain?” Deven was earnest.

“Positive. Her species is High Goiin and her psychic talent is designed to conceal her from detection.”

“So, during her flight to Wendial…”

“She was shielding not only herself, but also the entire shuttle.”

“And she exhausted herself in the process.”

He nodded. “Her talent will be out for a day or two but no more than that.”

“Thank you, Dr. Kavar. Have you had a chance to analyze any of the toxins she was carrying?” Deven had his arms crossed defensively, and it gave her the clue that he was not pleased.

As silently as she could, Ceezee slipped off the medical table, wrapped herself in the sheet and crept for the door. She froze in place when the door opened to show two guards scowling down at her. One of them was the pilot from Hallothian, and he did not look pleased.

“I am afraid that you will not have an opportunity to escape this time, Ceezahli.”

She froze at the icy tone that Deven was directing at her back.

“I wasn’t trying to escape, simply return to my quarters.” She didn’t face him. Her skin was hot. It was pink with her blush. She hadn’t appeared in public without a bodysuit since she was a teenager. At the moment, she was only wearing the wrap of the medical sheet.

“You no longer have individual quarters here. You will be with me in my quarters. That is effective immediately.” He didn’t say anything else as he lifted her into his arms.

She didn’t meet his dark gaze but kept her focus on her hands. Ceezee knew he was furious but wasn’t sure about what he was going to do about it.

“Your uncle has been paid for your services with a slight bonus. He isn’t happy with the terms of the bonus, but there isn’t really any option for him. We know what you are and what he is. There is no hiding anymore.”

She shivered in his arms, the heat of his body insufficient to kill the chill of his words. “How did you know?”

“Your little slip with the writing. You must have been very nervous to resort to High Goiin, but it was obvious once it was analyzed and coded against the list lower on the page.”

She closed her eyes. “Stupid mistake.”

“Very, but it gave me a clue as to what you were, and so, I am not one to complain.”

She nodded. “Where is my bodysuit?”

“In the armoury. They are busy trying to find all the minute objects that you hid in there. Speaking of hiding, your talent is fascinating. I did not see you in the museum.

She swallowed, “I am not allowed to speak of it. It is private.”

His laugh was cruel, “Not anymore. There is a line of physicians and scientists waiting to get their hands on you. Your kind is exceptionally rare.”

Her mind whimpered, but she held still. When they were in his quarters, she could use one of the three escape routes she had found and steal a shuttle to get her home.

Unlike their journey from Weskani, there were now guards throughout the ship. The change in behaviour warned Ceezee that something had changed, and she was afraid that she knew what it was.

She held her question until they were in his quarters and he had sealed the door behind them. “Are you very angry?”

He raised a brow, and his lips quirked, “What do you think?”

She blurted out, “It was the only way I could think of to make you a victim and remove all suspicion that you participated in any way.”

He sighed and put her down on the edge of the bed. “And now, we find you in the position that you never imagined yourself in.”

She swallowed and thought of the ramifications. He could incarcerate her, hand her over to the Verrion or the Hallothians or simply kill her.

His body was tense, his countenance grim, and he paced back and forth like a caged animal while she watched.

Ceezee fidgeted on the bed, double checking the wrap of the sheet and keeping her gaze lowered.

“What should I do with you? There are so many options.”

“Perhaps you could simply return me to my uncle? I am sure that he would be willing to mete out any punishment that you saw fit.” Even though it was a life of hard work, home was still home.

“That will not do at all. I am much more of a hands-on male. You embarrassed me in front of my men, the Hallothian ambassador and the entire assembly. You will simply have to make it up to me.”

She looked up at him, and he was grinning. “You are not mad?”

“I was a little irritated until I realized what you were doing. There would have been no other way to get the crystals to the Wendial other than have you smuggle them in. Well done.”

He gripped her arms and lifted her so that her face was inches from his own.

“Now, Ceezahli, you have been acquired by the Asku as a bride. You have a choice, select one of the crewmen on this ship or have me.”

She didn’t hesitate. She reached out to grip his head and pulled his mouth to hers in an awkward but enthusiastic kiss.

He leaned away, “I will take that as a yes?”

Ceezee giggled with relief. “Yes.”

He wasn’t going to lock her up, which meant she was going to have plenty of opportunities to escape, but for now, it was time to see if he would be interested in swapping his place in one of her fantasies for reality.

Deven breathed deeply. “Right. You will remain here under guard while I attend to bureaucratic red tape over our arrival here after the theft of the crystals. The Hallothians are not convinced it was simply our pursuit of our stolen ship that brought us here, but since we arrived after the power was already on, it has calmed matters somewhat.”

She bit her lip, “How did the theft really occur? The news reports were incomplete in the extreme.”

Deven set her back on the edge of the bed. He ran his hand through his hair, ruffling the silky strands. “I will give you the full details when I return. The quartermaster is bringing you some clothing, so be aware company is coming.”

“Thank you for the warning.” She smiled and kept her smile in place until he was out the door and the seal flared red.

With a sigh and a look of regret, Ceezee walked to the desk, pulled out the chair and ripped off the guard for the air return. A few tears fell as she worked her body into the small space and started to claw her way to the shuttle bay. She wanted Deven, but she wanted her life back more, and if Uncle Victoro had washed his hands of her, there were other clans who would take her in. Her virginity was her key, and it would buy her a life that she could predict.

* * * *

Deven felt the tingle in the back of his hand. His soon-to-be bride was on the move. The Wendial were gushing with thanks, he had to smile and promise them an image of the woman who had delivered their crystals.

Six months earlier, the Hallothians had been invited to see their power centre as a peaceful means of sharing information. Instead of asking for technical advice on how to set up their own resonant generator, the Hallothian contingent overpowered their guides, struck down the guards and ripped the crystals from their chamber.

The moment that the crystals were pulled, the global shielding went down and there was nothing left to defend the Wendial against the marauding Hallothians.

The Asku wanted to intervene, but they had treaties with the Hallothians that bound their hands. It was those treaties that had caused Deven to seek out a thief, and now that she was in his custody, he was not going to let her go.






Chapter Eight

Light finally appeared in front of Ceezee’s vision. She had been crawling for half an hour and was relieved to see that her journey was almost over.

She peeked out through the grating and groaned, there was an entire cadre of guards, all facing away from her in a semi-circle. A familiar voice made her shut her eyes in frustration.

“You may as well come out, Ceezahli. We are not going to move until you do.”

She punched the grating away and slithered into the light, her naked body smeared with grime and covered in red welts and scratches.

Deven caught her on her way down. He hissed at the condition of her body. “What did you do to yourself?”

She covered her breasts and the join of her thighs with her hands. She didn’t speak.

“Crewman Tono, the wrap, please.”

“Yes, War Leader.” The young man removed a swath of fabric from his shoulder and passed it back toward Deven without turning around.

Deven set her on her feet and quickly wrapped her tightly. “Have the medical officer on duty send me gels for abrasions and cuts. I will be in my quarters.”

“Yes, War Leader.”

Deven lifted her again and strode through the halls.

This time, she didn’t need to guess if he was angry. This was one pissed-off Asku. She shivered as she stared at his face. Whatever he had originally planned for her was changing shape.

Inside his quarters, he went straight to the lav and put her under the shower, removing her covering with a snap.

It was genuine water that came out of his taps, and he scrubbed her brusquely from head to toe. The grime of the ducts came off, and she was soon shivering under the spray with just the long scrapes and gouges running down her body.

Deven didn’t say a word while he washed her, while he dried her or when he grabbed her by her wrist and hauled her into the large chamber.

She was naked and her damp black hair hung to her hips, giving her a partial covering. A tray was sitting on the bedside table and she swallowed. Deven had still not said a word to her, and as he laid her down, brushing her hair aside, she noted the grim look on his face.

He reached for the tray, removing a pot of something viscous and slick. He dipped his fingers into it and started to trace her abrasions, one by one.

She shivered at the cool gel as it touched her and shivered again as a trail of heat rippled through her.

The next line of gel had the same effect. Ceezee opened her mouth to ask him about the sensations, but he gave her a dark glance that had her snapping her jaw shut.

The pleasurable burn was part of her punishment. That much was certain. She had to admit that the gel was doing a wonderful job of healing the bruising and scratches.

He drew lines over her breasts, bringing colour to her cheeks and chest as her nipples tightened. A wet heat started between her thighs. She had heard her married cousins speak in frank terms, but this had not been covered in the basic explanation of marital duties.

Deven was most attentive in his application of the gel on the front of her. He didn’t miss anything. Every bruise, scuff, scrape and scratch was treated. Her body throbbed with a heat unrelated to the healing by the time he was done.

He reached for her, and she hoped that he would know how to put her out of her misery, but instead of the touch she longed for, he flipped her to her stomach and began treating her backside and thighs.

Squirming lacked dignity, but she could not control herself.

He spanked her lightly. “Hold still. You did a real number on your left side.”

Ceezee’s eyes widened as the light smack sent her senses reeling. That was not a feeling that she had expected after the light, stinging pain. Pleasure was rippling through her and something in her said that it wasn’t right. No respectable woman that she knew spoke of finding frissons of pain enjoyable.

Her emotions sunk in misery. It was proof yet again that she wasn’t a normal woman. The darkness was her first abnormality. She didn’t know what her cousins’ talents were, but they didn’t seem to be nearly as all-consuming as hers was.

She snapped back into the awareness of her body in an instant when she felt lips trail down her spine in a series of soft kisses that continued across her buttocks.

Her body shivered as heat flared wherever he touched her.

His hands traced her skin over and over, his lips moved across her hips, and soon, his tongue flicked out to taste her.

The first flick of his tongue caused her to jump and squeak.

He responded with a sound that was part chuckle and part growl. When he had tasted every part of her from her shoulders to the backs of her knees, he rolled her over.

He slid his knee between her thighs, parting them for a direct caress that stole her breath. No one had ever touched her that intimately, and as his fingers parted her before working inside, she lost her breath again.

She looked up, and his dark gaze was fixed on her face, watching her expressions as he slid two digits within her, slick with her honey. Ceezee closed her eyes tightly, unable to watch him watching her.

His strokes inside her took him deeper until he hit the barrier that was her mark of purity. He retreated and crooked his fingers slightly, sliding along her forward wall until he moved over something that caught his attention.

Deven pumped his fingers rapidly over that spot until Ceezee felt a building pressure inside her. A harsh noise broke from her throat, a low moan and a gasp combined in one. Her body locked, terrified to move, the pleasure cascaded through her and didn’t cease until he removed his hand.

She heard rustling and peeked through her lashes to watch him disrobe.

The Asku were known for their tattoos, but from his pecs down to his belly, he was clear of any markings. The rest of his arms, legs and neck wore what she imagined were his family line as well as his battle history.

Scars crossed a few marks and tattoos covered others. He had spent his time in battle, that much was certain.

Her vision skipped over his groin until he reached toward the healing gel and slicked the shaft in his hand from base to tip in a slow motion.

Unable to control her instinct, she licked her lower lip nervously, and that small gesture caught his attention.

Deven lunged at her, pinning her to the bed, her arms above her head and her breasts pressed against his chest. The wide head of his cock worked into her sex, and she held her breath as he gained inch by inch until his entry was halted.

“Look at me, Ceezahli.” He nuzzled her neck and licked her earlobe, surprising her with a sharp nip.

She opened her eyes and met his gaze as the pressure built to pain inside her.

“You are mine, Ceezahli.” He thrust forward sharply, and her cry of surprise was taken into his mouth in an intense kiss.

To her surprise, his mouth was the only part of him that moved. He held still, his cock throbbing occasionally but immobile.

She felt the coolness of the gel he had slathered himself in, and as she returned his kiss, her body throbbed and clasped the shaft inside it with a slow flutter.

When it happened again, Ceezee lifted one leg to drape around his hips, opening her wide. The third inner caress caused her to shift her weight to slide back and forth on the invading cock.

His mouth teased, coaxed, and his teeth nibbled at her lower lip as she worked herself on him.

Sweat slicked between their bodies as she rocked and twisted, seeking the sensation he had driven her to earlier.

He moved a hand between them and caressed part of her that he had ignored until that point.

Ceezee bucked against his hand and impaled herself to the hilt. A high-pitched cry came from her throat that increased in tempo and volume with every thrust of her hips.

When the coil of tension snapped, she shrieked and clutched at him with her free hand, riding out the palpitations and the waves of energy that her body was experiencing.

As she slowed and slumped into the bedding, looking up at him with dazed eyes, she noted that his face had a ferocious tension on it.

“Now that ladies first has been observed…” He didn’t finish his sentence, but his hips shifted and his cock slid deeper inside her.

She whimpered and clutched at him, holding tight as he moved inside her. It was similar but completely foreign to what she had done, the speed and force of his thrusts was beyond what she had managed.

Her hands caressed his skin, the tight muscles of his back flexed with every shift of his hips. She cupped his buttocks, ran her nails up his spine and locked her ankles behind his back.

Her own pleasure was climbing again, but her astonishment at watching this warrior above her was taking precedence. When he threw his head back and cried out, his hips tight against hers, she held him while he shook and welcomed him back into her embrace when he collapsed.

Ceezee idly stroked his hair, smiling into the room at large. As a first experience went, it had been one for the books.






Chapter Nine

Ceezee wanted to pout when Deven moved off her and got to his feet. He reached to the bedside table and removed a cloth from the medical tray, slicked it in more gel, and then, he held her thighs apart while he thrust his cloth-covered fingers into her.

She went from thrilled to humiliated in a second. She reached up and pulled a pillow down to cover her face, and she heard him snort.

There was a clattering of the medical supplies, and he pulled the pillow from her face. “Don’t be silly, Ceezee.”

“What was that about?”

“Virginity leaves some blood and pain. I removed the one and applied the gel to take care of the latter.” He nodded and held out his hand.

She groaned when she tried to move. Her body was stiff, her thighs didn’t want to press together and her lower back ached. “What the hell?”

He laughed out loud. “Come with me.”

She wobbled, but each step loosened some of the tight muscles. “No one warned me about that.”

“It is an Asku peculiarity. Most races don’t couple for hours the first time. It is a little cruel to the woman, but I promise I will make up for it.”

Deven walked her into the lav, and he tapped a code on the wall, causing a segment of flooring to slide away leaving a tub large enough for two filling with water.

He helped her into the tub and then joined her. He settled her against him with a happy sigh.

“What do you mean hours?”

“We were together for approximately two hours just then. My body will now only respond to yours and yours to mine.” He lifted her hand with his and admired her small hands before pressing a kiss to the back.

Ceezee turned and looked him in the eyes. “What?”

“You are now my bondmate. I was going to run it past you, but with your little escape attempt, I was having difficulty reining in my temper.”

She looked down at his neck and traced the marks there. “I apologize, but I was attempting to leave before anything too permanent occurred.”

“And in doing so, you ensured it.” He lifted heavy, wet tresses of her hair and put them behind her shoulders. “Your breasts are quite lovely.”

She blushed, “I usually strap them down, they get in the way.”

He cupped them in his palms and lifted the globes gently. “Pity. You will not do any such thing from now on. You will be dressed as a lady of the Asku and behave accordingly.”

Deven leaned down and took her nipple in his mouth, suckling lightly.

Air escaped her lungs in a rush. She gripped his hair and held him tightly to her. When he moved to the other breast, her first one ached, so she cupped it in her own palm, rolling her nipple between her fingers.

His midnight gaze flicked to hers, and she saw more of that dark heat. Her darkness flared inside her, and she tried to hold it back, but as he bit lightly, pulling at her nipple with his teeth, it flared around them both, cloaking them in darkness.

She felt him pause before he continued, feeling his way around her body in the dark that she commanded.

His hands cupped her buttocks and his fingertips slipped between, teasing the small opening that she had never considered as particularly sensitive. A gentle fingertip that coasted around her rear entrance proved her wrong.

Her hips reacted in reflex, pushing back toward that fingertip while holding her torso as still as possible so that his teeth would not flick from pleasure to pain.

Deven released her and licked his tongue between her breasts, dragging it to the sensitive undersides where suction caused a shivering flinch. The finger making its slow entrance slipped past the restriction and worked its way inside.

Under cover of darkness, Ceezee let out a low moan when his finger started to move and Deven’s mouth sucked hard at every inch of her exposed breasts. The water sloshed as she rocked against him until the pleasure broke over her, and she gasped in his grasp. Tears fell from her eyes as she tried to get her composure back. The water lapped against her sore breasts, and her rosebud throbbed now that his finger was no longer engaged in its intimate massage.

She pulled the darkness back into her, but it was difficult. She wanted so badly to be unseen but hiding from Deven was not a good idea. Somehow, he would find her.

Exhausted but curious, she asked. “How did you find me? I wasn’t wearing anything that you could track through the air systems.”

Deven lifted her chin and pressed a kiss to her lips. “I thought you might run, so you were implanted with a tracker. Don’t bother looking for it. You won’t find it.”

She took a personal inventory, but all of her limbs ached, and she couldn’t locate anything that felt like an implant.

“How did you track me?”

“My hand heats up if you are up to no good. The hotter it gets, the further you have gotten.”

She leaned back in surprise. “How is that a good idea? What if you have to go into battle?”

Deven sighed and hitched his arms around her waist. “You are coming with me.”

“I am a thief, not a warrior.”

“You are my wife, and I will always put your health and well being first.” His earnest expression made her smile.

She caressed his cheek and leaned in to kiss him, but a knock on the door to the lav got their attention.

“War Leader, it is time for your mark.”

Deven sighed, put her to one side and stood. “I will be back in an hour. Use the hot water to work the stiffness out of your muscles.”

He wrapped a towel loosely around his hips and left the room.

Curiosity was not something that Ceezee dealt well with. She slipped from the water, winced at the marks that were rising on her breasts and tucked a towel around her before peeping out into the main room.

Deven was seated at his desk but turned to face the bed. A strange crewman was sitting on a small stool near him and leaning in to apply something to his chest.

Deven had all the lights on in the room. While it cast a lot of brightness, it offered her a lot of shadow. She called the darkness and slipped into a corner where she could watch the stranger mark Deven.

A design appeared under some kind of needle or stylus, marking a dark design over his heart. He and the stranger talked quietly while the design was placed, but after that, all was silence.

It took close to an hour for the stranger to finish, but when he was done, Deven clapped him on the arm and wished him a good night.

The moment that the door was closed, Deven stretched, touched his chest and looked directly at her hiding place. “Come out, Ceezahli. It is time for bed.”

She sighed and got to her feet, letting the darkness recede. “You knew I was there the whole time?”

“Since you snuck out of the lav. I told you, when you are doing something you are not supposed to do, I feel it.” He removed his towel and dropped it at the base of the bed.

She moved her aching body and stood next to him, looking at the marks. “What are…that’s my name!”

In High Goiin, her name was marked clearly in the glyph for tears and fire. It was next to another graceful mark that was also a new addition. If he wore an open vest, her name would be displayed in both languages—his and hers.

He caught her hands before she touched him. “Don’t touch the marks unless you want it to end with me inside you. Your name is now my greatest erogenous zone. Even touching the head of my cock doesn’t feel like your hand on the marks.”

She curled her hands into fists before she tried to test that theory. She was tired, and a good night’s sleep was calling to her.

He folded back the sheets and she was stunned to realize that all traces of their previous coupling were gone.

“We are very attentive to the sensibilities of virgins. Many find the remains of blood distressing, so a housekeeping crew was called while we were in the bath.” He grinned and helped her into the bed, cuddling next to her, pulling her against him, her back to his chest.

Lying down, he still dwarfed her. She hoped he had good balance, because if he rolled over on her in the night, they may never find her. She smiled at her little joke, and her breathing synched with his.

It was not the bonding day that most wives dreamed of, but somehow, it felt just right.






Chapter Ten

“Asku wives dress in ball gowns during the day?” She raised her eyebrow at him, and he grinned.

“We are in transit to Leffuo to meet with one of my brothers. You will be able to obtain more practical clothing there.” He was in his uniform and getting ready for his day of negotiation with the Wendial.

Ceezee had been surprised to learn that they were still in orbit, but with the Hallothians in full retreat, the Wendial were once again ready to meet their neighbours.

She swished her full skirts in a deep crimson colour and had to admit to a certain amount of enjoyment. The bodice was tight and her breasts were perched at an unlikely angle, but Deven seemed happy with it, and she was delighted with the full skirt, so compromise was achieved.

The slippers were a matching crimson and let her walk silently. The bracelet of bells that Deven had attached to her marred the silent footfalls.

“For the safety of the crew,” was all that he would say about it.

“Are you ready?” Deven smoothed his shirt into even lines, and she bit her lip at the exposed tattoos on his chest. Half her name was visible in each language.

“I am. Have you considered how unpopular having High Goiin marks on you is going to make you in certain circles?” She took the arm he offered, and they walked out of their quarters and down the hall.

“I don’t care. The Asku are equipped to take on all comers. No one judges the women we take as wives. Any children we have will be Asku of the Velu clan. They will have the entire home world as well as a plethora of warships behind them.”

Stunned, Ceezee realised that their activities of the previous evening may have already born fruit. She had never thought of herself as a mother, let alone the parent to a child of the Asku.

She continued to be lost in thought until they reached the huge boardroom. Delegates from Wendial were waiting for them, and they bowed deeply as they were introduced to her.

“This is my wife, Ceezahli Velu. Lady of the Asku.” Deven kept her at his side as they met each of the delegates.

She held out her hand, and each of the men greeted her warmly, complimenting her on her Wendial gown.

Ceezee twisted her lips into a polite smile and allowed each of the men to kiss her hand. The urge to remove their rings and timepieces was overwhelming, but she was quite sure that Deven would not approve.

Deven sat at the head of the table, and she was seated by his right hand. Once they were seated, a meal was served and political discussions were underway.

Ceezee ate little, the bodice of her gown would not allow for more. She fought the urge to balance a cup and saucer on her cleavage, thinking that it would not be appropriate for her to engage in that kind of personal amusement.

Once she was done being bored, she began to listen in on the conversation. The discussion seemed to have turned to the Wendial paying for an Asku contingent to act as guards and escorts for all visiting dignitaries.

Deven was nodding and seemed to have an ear toward agreement. “I understand your stance on this matter and agree that you need more protection than your ground-to-air weapons and global shield can offer. You need more security, and the Asku can provide it.”

The dignitaries perked up, “You are serious?”

He nodded. “The Hallothians are untrustworthy, and while we could not retrieve your crystals from them, we can keep any unwanted persons at bay if there are any other attempts on your power source.”

The dignitaries smiled, but one sobered quickly. “How can simple security help? There were guards on duty. They were all killed during the theft.”

Deven lifted Ceezee’s hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her fingers. “My wife is a security specialist. She will be able to devise a theft-proof system for you.”

The head negotiator perked up, “That is wonderful news. Have you had any luck finding the person who returned our crystals to us?”

The dignitaries were all staring at her with smug grins, and she turned to glare at her new husband. “Yes, dear heart. Have you found the person who dropped off the crystals?”

Deven smiled, “Ah, yes. That. I am afraid that I had to explain to the Wendial why I was so adamant about picking you out of that tree and taking you back to the Burning Night. They wanted to reward you, put up a statue in your honour and make you a folk hero.”

“You are kidding.”

The dignitaries shook their heads. “No, madam, you did what even the Asku could not. You brought us light and protection and asked nothing in return. That is a true hero. We wish to honour your bravery.”

“No. No. No. No.” She stood and started to walk out, but Deven caught her in his arms.

“My wife is rather shy about her skills, so I will negotiate with her about what will be acceptable.” In front of the Wendial contingent, he pressed kisses to her bare neck, and she shivered.

The men in the room went from looking uncomfortable to enthralled as Deven pressed his mouth firmly against her neck, sucking and licking until he ceased and left her with a soft kiss.

Knowing that he had left a mark, she flipped her hair over that shoulder and covered her neck, but the signs of arousal would be intense on her features, she was certain.

“Stop being so persistent, Deven.” Her words were a low whisper. She elbowed him on the ribs, stepped on his instep, turned and brought her knee up to catch him in the jaw.

He flipped backward, and she turned to run, but she was no sooner out the door than two guards barred her path.

Deven came out and wrapped her in his arms, lifting her off her feet with ease. “Gentlemen, I will contact you tomorrow to hammer out the details.” He jerked her slightly. “All the details.”

With a quick turn, he strode back to their quarters with her tucked under one arm like a sack of feed.

She squawked when he sat and flipped up her skirts, laying his hand on the curve of her ass with force. “Do. Not. Ever. Run. From. Me. Again.”

Each word was punctuated with a smack, and she squirmed and winced with every impact.

When he was done, he stood her on her feet. She rubbed her fiery ass and looked into his dark eyes. “That was it? That was what ticked you off? Not the elbow, the heel or the knee to the jaw?”

He grinned, “I have six brothers. That was nothing. We regularly beat the hell out of each other.”

“You aren’t upset that I struck you in front of strangers?” One of her cousins had been beaten black and blue for daring to contradict her spouse in public.

“No. If I did not want a wife who could take care of herself, I would never have filed acceptance of you. Your uncle was furious, but you heard him, I was to return you when I could. I have decided that I cannot return you. He was compensated and will have to live with the knowledge that you escaped a life as a professional thief. I have decided that you are suited to being a security expert and that will be your occupation at my side.”

She put her hands on her hips, her butt still throbbing. “You decided this, you didn’t ask me.”

He took her hands from her hips and held them. “I didn’t have to. Your actions with the Wendial spoke volumes. You returned the crystals to them under cover of darkness and lit their world while hiding from those you had helped. There is definitely a security specialist in you and plenty of peoples throughout the systems can use your talents.”

Ceezee tried to fight his logic, but she gave in. “Fine. You are right. Being a thief was a duty to my family. I wasn’t really thriving in that position. Are you sure that I will be allowed to tell people what to do with their security measures?”

Deven pulled her onto his lap. “Of course. If the Asku tell someone that a specialist is trustworthy, they believe it. No one would question that my wife was competent at anything I swore to.”

She sighed and shifted her weight on her throbbing tush. “What are we going to do about the Wendial and their need for a hero?”

He grinned, “A small statue wouldn’t be out of order.”

She started to trace the marks of her name on his chest. “How small?”

“Eight feet?”

“Eight inches.” She leaned down and pressed her lips to his skin, tracing the name she had been given with delicate precision.

“Pose for it, and we will let the Wendial decide.” He threw his head back and gasped.

“Fine, but I will pose in my original bodysuit and veil.”

She caressed his erection through his trousers and kept working at the markings with her mouth. It was amazing. His cock throbbed under her hands and all she had done was kiss a few tattoos.

She unfastened his trousers, pushed him to his back and lifted her skirts to straddle him. Her body was still sore, but he slid in with little trouble.

Fully clothed, she rode him until her channel clasped him and a breathless cry broke from her throat. He gripped her hips, pulled her tight to him and roared as he pumped into her.

He sighed and relaxed with a groan, giving her a wicked look through heavy-lidded eyes. “Sixteen feet of statue. A woman like you should be seen by everyone.”

Concentrating, she clasped him with the muscles of her channel, and he grunted, quickly erecting again.

She moved her hips in a slow circle and leaned forward to push the fabric away from her name. “Seven inches. They can use them as a fundraiser and sell them in gift shops.”

In a swift move, he rolled her to her back and took over the rhythm of their coupling. They negotiated feverishly as his hips moved faster and faster, finally agreeing to allow the Wendial to decide.

She shuddered and held him close as she spun away on a cloud of bliss. The Wendial would have to decide.

* * * *

One year after the return of the crystals, Ceezee and Deven stood with a group of dignitaries to watch the unveiling of the statue.

The Wendial had decided that ten feet of statue was not quite enough. An eighty-foot statue was ready to meet its public, and Ceezee was terrified.

With her pregnancy well on its way Deven hardly left her sight nowadays.

Her terror came in the form of the Verrion ambassador who had been eyeing her since he arrived.

Deven was off to one side, speaking with his brother Dohan when the ambassador managed to corner her.

“My dear lady, it seems that I am facing a most rare creature.” He reached for her hand, but she did not offer it.

“Really? How so?” she tried to play it cool, but she was really hoping that Deven got back to her soon.

“Rumour has it that you are a High Goiin, and I wanted to see one of your kind up close.”

She looked around her and straightened, “You are mistaken, sir. I am an Asku. Lady Ceezahli Velu of the Asku to be precise. I know that ladies of the Asku are rare, but we are not a kind.”

He leaned in close, and she could smell his stale breath. “You are one of the Hewara clan. Your own people have put a price on you.”

She leaned forward and shouted, “I am of the clan Velu, of the Asku, security coordinator of the Burning Night, and the hero of Wendial. Back away or they will make you.”

The Verrion turned, and he paled in shock to see a room full of men and women who were glaring at him.

He petitioned them, “She is a freak, a High Goiin. My people banished her kind for the power that they wielded.”

The speaker for the Wendial high council stepped forward. “She used her talents to take what had been stolen and returned it to those who had no hope. If not for her husband, we would never have known her name, but he wished for her to have something that was hers alone. No family, no clan, no race, just a woman with a good heart. Now, back away Verrion, and leave this world. Your kind is no longer welcome here.”

The crowd parted and Asku guards flanked the ambassador. They grabbed him by the arms and hauled him to the spaceport.

Deven took her in his arms and the crowd applauded. They unveiled the image and tears of laughter burned in her eyes.

Eighty feet tall, a woman in a bodysuit held two crystal orbs, one extended, one retracted. They had added crystals down the statue but kept it to her body shape.

At the base was a glyph that she and Deven could read. He saw the reverse of it every day in the mirror.

The statue was titled Security, and the crowd applauded wildly as the crystals on the statue were lit from within.

“I don’t believe that they did that. It still amazes me,” she whispered it into Deven’s neck as he held her close with their child growing between them.

“You are a woman worthy of much more than you have.” He stroked her spine.

“I have everything I want.” She ran a finger between them, along the edge of her name.

“I am most fortunate in my choice of thieves.” He grinned down at her.

She smiled back and thought about their rough start. “Yes, you really are.”

“Ahem, now that we have taken care of their erection.” He pressed his hips against hers.

She grinned, “You are going to have to compete with eighty feet, are you up for it?”

He laughed and kissed her, a kiss that led to touching and a search for privacy. It was a good thing that Ceezee could still call the darkness, because privacy was only an alcove away.




About the Author

Zenina Masters was born in Canada and lives in Canada. She has a regular job and does nothing particularly exciting with her life. She enjoys fishing, silence and the ability to pick and choose friends she can trust. Life is too short to watch your back all the time.

Her writing life is a teeny bit of escapism, she would probably chicken out if confronted by three naked men and looks forward to one day finding out.


OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
. HUNTED
DGRHHQGS’

" TthlSIﬂSﬂuS

Tenina Masters





cover.jpeg
. HUNTED
DGRHHQGS’

" TthlSIﬂSﬂuS

Tenina Masters





