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  Thresl Chronicles


  SAINT RETURNS


  Amber Kell


  Book six in the Thresl Chronicles series


  After centuries of isolation, Saint has returned to reclaim what is his…


  Saint, a Thresl of unimaginable power, has spent centuries trapped beneath rubble. Now free, he is determined to claim both his throne and his mate. Anyone who stands in his way will be annihilated.


  Marsley Jacks is unsure if he wants to be the mate of a ruthless Thresl. After spending most of his life protecting the shifters, he’s unsure if allowing a power-hungry Thresl takeover is the best thing for the species.


  Two men with opposing views—will they come together in time to save their people?


  Dedication


  For my fans who kept telling me they were waiting for Saint’s book.


  Here it is…enjoy!


  Chapter One


  Mars’ jaw dropped open as he examined the man sprawled across his bed. He thought he’d seen just about everything during his space travels, but the perfection of the male lying across his covers hit all Mars’ hot points. Of course if this were Saint, he’d been created just for him. Mars’ chest ached and he fought to gather more breath in his lungs before speaking. Had the engineer turned the oxygen off?


  “Who are you?” He knew this must be Saint, the Thresl everyone had warned him about, but that didn’t stop him from hoping he’d been mistaken. Maybe this sexy intruder was a stowaway passenger planning to seduce Mars in order to stay aboard. It had happened once or twice in the past. Sometimes he even let them stay.


  “You can call me Saint or mate,” Saint drawled as he slid off the bed. “Or yours.”


  Saint’s predatory gait sent shivers of need down Mars’ spine. His cock hardened at the sight of all that exposed flesh while his head filled with all the things he could do with this gorgeous man. Some positions would require a flexibility Mars wasn’t sure he’d ever possessed, but he’d damn sure like to try. The visual overload almost distracted him enough to miss the words. “Mate?”


  The Thresl stepped closer and the scent of musky need and wildflowers swamped Mars’ senses. When had wildflowers become sexy? He had never been attracted to flowery smelling men before. Only Saint using the word mate stopped him from pouncing. Mars couldn’t be anyone’s mate. The responsibility of dragging another person into his world wasn’t one he’d place on anyone. Mars didn’t have relationships—he had encounters with men he’d never see again.


  Still, every inch of his body yearned for Saint. His mouth watered at the thought of sucking the thick erection bobbing towards him as if offering him a taste. If he had a drop more Thresl blood, Mars knew his canines would’ve descended with the urge to bite and claim the man before him. Fortunately, at only a quarter Thresl, he didn’t have many physical markings. The only sign of Thresl blood were Mars’ eyes, easily hidden when he went to extract kidnapped Thresls.


  The sheer size of Saint surprised him. Mars almost always chose lovers smaller than himself. If Saint epitomized Mars’ perfect man, then Mars had been picking the wrong type for years. Even Zander, the love of his life, had been slighter than Mars. The man strutting towards him surpassed Mars in both breadth and height. Mars shook his head trying to dispel the urge to touch Saint’s golden skin.


  “Listen, it’s been a long day. All I want is my bed.” He purposely blocked out the ideas that immediately came to mind about what he could do in that bed with the stunning creature before him.


  Saint grinned. His gold eyes flared with lust. “What a coincidence, that’s what I want too.”


  “Somehow I don’t think you mean to sleep.” Mars took a step backwards. He needed to escape the pheromones pouring off Saint before he gave in and jumped the guy. His muscles trembled from the effort of fighting the instinct to step closer.


  “Why waste a perfectly good bed for sleeping?” Saint’s voice dipped to a low, rumbling purr. The sound rolled through Mars like a phantom caress. Damn, he wouldn’t be able to battle this temptation for long. Mars tended to take what pleasure he could find when he found it. Not accepting such a blatant offering went against his nature. However, if Mars gave in to Saint’s appeal just once, he would be biologically bonded with the Thresl forever.


  Determined to avoid that fate, Mars kept stepping back until he stood outside his suite. He didn’t take another breath until the door closed between them. The second the latch clicked shut, Mars sucked oxygen into his deprived lungs, relieved to breathe air free of Saint’s siren-like hormones.


  Mars checked both ways down the hall, but the space remained deserted. Most of his crew were either working or had gone to their own beds. He needed to find a place to crash that didn’t include a sexy man sharing his space.


  “That’s something I never thought I would want.” Mars shook his head at the strangeness of his life.


  What had he got himself into now? With his life’s mission set to destroying the ring of Thresl smugglers to make the universe safer for Thresl kind, Mars didn’t have time to deal with a romantic life.


  “Crap.”


  Randomly, he decided to go left. He quickly headed down the corridor before Saint decided to follow him. He’d find somewhere else to sleep for the night. After a long day, he didn’t have the energy to deal with anyone claiming to be his mate. He knew a few of the guest cabins were available. He’d grab one of those for some shuteye. A few hours of sleep would improve his outlook immensely.


  “Captain!”


  Mars froze in his tracks. Damn. Why couldn’t he have just one minute alone? Being the captain never gave him enough time for a proper panic attack—or a nap.


  Mars’ newest crewmember Daniel Garin ran down the hall to meet him.


  “Hello, Daniel, what can I do for you?” He tried to keep the impatience out of his voice, but when Daniel looked everywhere but directly at him, he figured he must’ve failed.


  “Um, Captain. I just wanted to thank you for taking me on. I mean after…” Daniel trailed off.


  “After you foolishly wandered off from your work group and got the shit beat out of you? No problem. At least you’re healing up nicely.” The brutal bruises that had covered Daniel’s face when Mars first rescued him were almost gone. Only faint traces of the violence remained.


  Daniel blushed. “Yeah that. I can’t say I miss building substandard housing for asshole miners. I should never have believed those recruiting work posters. That was a hellhole for sure. I really appreciate you rescuing me from both situations.”


  “Like I said, no problem. Besides, Grub said you’re doing an amazing job.” Mars patted Daniel on the back. Truthfully, the head mechanic had grunted and said Daniel hadn’t set anything on fire, but for Grub that was high praise.


  Daniel ran a hand through his thick black hair and blinked up at Mars through long lashes. “I-I just wanted you to know if there was anything, anything at all I could do for you to let me know.”


  Mars froze. He’d known the kid found him attractive, but he hadn’t thought Daniel would have the guts to proposition him. His father would’ve said the stars were aligned, but Mars figured the galaxy was just fucking with him. Why else would two guys he couldn’t have hit on him in one evening? Mars never messed around with a crewmember—that was bad karma waiting to kick him in the ass.


  With all the stress of the day a small pain began to stab in the back of Mars’ neck, the slight warning of an impending migraine making itself known and alerting Mars he needed to find a dark room and lie down. Migraines were a bitch and Mars had run out of the good drugs two planets back.


  “I appreciate the offer, Daniel, but I’m only looking for a mechanic’s assistant.” If Daniel weren’t a member of his crew, Mars would have been all over Daniel. The young man had a slim build and the kind of mouth any healthy gay male would dream about. However, with his impending headache, Mars just wanted a pillow and a horizontal spot to sleep, preferably without a predatory Thresl hunting him down.


  Daniel slid one finger down Mars’ chest. “I was thinking something more personal. A man like you needs someone to help you take the edge off your stress. I’ve seen how hard you work around here.”


  A roar echoed down the hall. Mars’ blood chilled at the sound. Before he could yell at Daniel to run, an enormous black Thresl slammed into Daniel and knocked him twenty feet down the corridor.


  “Saint!” Mars shouted.


  He had no question about the identity of the snarling beast. Saint’s front feet were planted in the middle of Daniel’s chest, the paws so large they covered a good portion of Daniel’s breastbone. Low growling rolled out of the Thresl as if he couldn’t decide whether to bite, or rip Daniel apart with his claws.


  “Mine!” Saint snarled. His angry tone echoed in Mars’ head, pushing his tentative headache into stomach-churning, light piercing, migraine reality. Mars blinked, trying the clear the moisture pooling in his eyes from the intense, bright bulbs overhead. The world sparkled around the edges of his vision. He didn’t know how much longer he could remain standing.


  “I was turning him down. Let the kid go.” Mars’ voice barely rose above a whisper as he tried to keep his dinner from spewing across the tile. He knew he should’ve rested before this. Planetary weather changes and stress were the perfect formula for one of his migraines.


  “Return to your room and I’ll release him.” Saint didn’t move a paw off Daniel as he waited to see if Mars would follow his orders.


  “Fine, I’ll go back to my room.” Mars turned then stumbled as the world spun around him. He reached out to steady himself, relieved when his right hand found the wall. He splayed his fingers wide, hoping to stop his inevitable visit to the hard floor.


  “What’s wrong?” Saint wrapped a strong arm around Mars and pulled him close. Heat from the naked man sank into Mars’ body. He hated to give the pushy Thresl any credit, but Saint’s hold soothed him. His nausea receded as the hall gave up its dizzying trajectory. Mars closed his eyes and pressed his forehead against Saint’s bare chest. Inhaling Saint’s scent helped some, but the spike of pain burrowing through the base of his skull still hadn’t vanished.


  “Migraine,” Mars whispered. Anything louder and his head would explode. No doubt bits of his brain decorating the hall would demoralize the crew. “I need to lie down.”


  “I should’ve known—you’ve always got those.” Saint turned Mars until he stood cradled to Saint’s right side then walked them in slow steady steps down the corridor.


  Mars would’ve pursued Saint’s strange words but stringing a long chain of syllables together challenged his current level of clarity.


  “Almost there.” Saint’s promise held Mars together when the floor began to look like a viable possibility for rest.


  Mars wondered how the predatory beast had morphed into a fairly competent mother hen.


  The soft sound of his door opening was bliss to his ears. He ignored the fact he’d been seeking another place to rest. He needed a soft surface. He needed it now.


  “Lights down,” Saint ordered before Mars could utter a word.


  He would’ve argued about the Thresl taking control, but he didn’t have the energy to fight. He allowed Saint to remove Mars’ shirt and pants without complaint. Like a doll, Mars let Saint manhandle him until he was tucked under the covers and his head nestled against his favourite pillow.


  “Thanks.”


  Saint stroked Mars’ hair in a comforting touch. “No problem.”


  Mars almost jolted when Saint slid in beside him, completely naked. In his foggy pain, he’d forgotten about Saint’s determination to claim him as his mate.


  He muttered a soft sound of protest, but he didn’t put much force into it. After all, real arguing took energy and verve he didn’t have.


  “Shh, you can fight with me later.”


  “Promise?” Mars’ eyelids were already dropping down to touch his cheeks. The magical promise of sleep whispered its sweet spell over him.


  “Absolutely. Get some rest now. I’ll still be here tomorrow.”


  “That’s what I’m afraid of. I don’t have time for a mate.” He didn’t have the time, or the energy, or the bravery to offer his heart to someone. He’d only given his heart once, and when it had shattered, the pieces never quite went back together correctly.


  “You don’t need to worry about me,” Saint whispered in his ear. “I can take care of the time management for both of us.


  Mars didn’t bother to correct Saint. He’d learn soon enough that Mars had too many things taking up his energy. Thoughts and worries evaporated as Mars let sleep pull him from his troubles and into comforting darkness.


  * * * *


  Mars sat up straight, his heart racing. It took several minutes for him to catch his breath until the nightmare lost its horrifying grip on his waking mind. He couldn’t remember the details, but the emotions still chased him into wakefulness. A couple more minutes passed before he realised someone was rubbing his back. Turning his head, he met the gold eyes of his Thresl guest.


  “Good morning, Saint.” The words were soft, but he got them out. Migraines always left him with a dry throat and foggy senses like the night after a bender.


  “How can you tell it’s morning?” Saint’s generous mouth tilted up on one side.


  “What do you mean?” Maybe it was the after effects of the headache, but Saint wasn’t making any sense.


  “You’re in space. Why does it matter if it’s day or night? It’s like when I was trapped in the castle. Time has no meaning when you know you can live forever.”


  The soft despair in Saint’s voice had Mars sympathising with him a little more. Maybe it wasn’t that Mars was Saint’s mate—maybe the man was just lonely. A person couldn’t be blamed for wanting a bit of companionship after years of isolation.


  “What are you going to do now that you’re free?” Mars knew if he’d recently escaped being buried alive he’d want to explore the galaxy for a few centuries before picking out a new home.


  Before Mars had left Nillre, Vohne had told him some of Saint’s background. He’d gone to the king for information when Hell had mentioned Saint was hunting him. Vohne didn’t have a lot of details about the powerful Thresl except that he was Vohne’s uncle and had been betrayed by Vohne’s father. Mars suspected the old king had been a monumental asshole, but Vohne didn’t say anything about his father except to state the facts. The king was foolishly loyal to his family, even the undeserving ones.


  Power rolled off Saint and a faint hum of electricity danced across the Thresl’s skin then continued to tickle across Mars’ body.


  “What are you doing?” Mars frowned at the odd snapping crackle across his chest.


  “You asked what I wanted to do?” A mischievous expression crossed Saint’s face.


  “You want to zap me like a bug?”


  Saint laughed. “No. I want to share my power with you.”


  “Thanks.” He had no interest in sharing the scary Thresl’s power. He had a feeling Saint could share his power with a hundred men and still have more energy than one Thresl should. Maybe if he scooted slowly out of bed and made a run for it, Saint would give up and leave.


  “No.” Saint placed a firm hand on Mars’ shoulder.


  “No what?” He tried for innocent. From Saint’s expression it worked as well as usual, which meant not at all.


  “You can’t escape me. You are mine. You were mine before and you were meant to be mine again. “


  “What are you talking about?”


  Maybe that castle stay had damaged Saint’s brain. The royals had admitted they questioned Saint’s mental fitness. He had asked but apparently neither Kres nor Vohne planned to interfere with Saint’s pursuit of Mars—they said it was a matter between mates. Apparently one mate possibly being insane didn’t warrant intervention. Mars would be certain to send them a thank you message if he got out of there unscathed.


  “Vohne wasn’t the first and only king to have his mate reincarnate. I was the original true king, but my brother killed my mate, buried me and cut me out of the loop. The fates had to fill the void my absence caused, that’s why Vohne is king now. If I had been able to take my true place as king, Vohne would never have come into that power.”


  Mars frowned. This could go bad real fast. Mars had grown fond of Vohne and his way of ruling. The Thresl king took the responsibility of his people to heart. As far as Mars was concerned no one worked harder for the good of his people than Vohne. Whether Saint would do the same, he had no idea. Mars had no intention of helping Saint to take over the Thresl home world, and he’d hate to have to report Saint’s plan to the royals. Kres might not take the news well and Mars tried to stay on the good side of the King-Mate.


  “What are you going to do? Vohne didn’t say anything about handing over his reign.” In fact, Mars had recently reached an accord with the royals where they agreed to help finance Mars’ crusade to shut down Thresl fighting pits.


  “He doesn’t know I was to be the previous ruler before his father stole my position.” Saint flicked back his hair. Each strand fell into perfect place as if even his hair didn’t dare withstand his will.


  “Are you going to tell him?” Mars cautiously felt his way around the conversation. He needed to warn Vohne if Saint planned a coup. Saint might claim to be Mars’ mate, but that didn’t make him a good guy or even a sane one.


  Saint shrugged. “Why? He does a competent job. It isn’t his fault that Thresls are being smuggled. I’ve been pleased with his rule so far.”


  “Do you plan to take the throne?” What would he do if Saint said yes? Mars had worked long hours and wasted thousands of dollars to support the Thresl and get them back where they needed to go, recently with King Vohne’s help. If Saint ruined all Mars’ work, he’d kill him—slowly.


  “I’m not going to ruin anything. You don’t need to plot my demise.”


  Wait. He hadn’t said that out loud. “Stop reading my mind!”


  Saint grinned. “But it’s so interesting in there. How else would I know that you think I’m unhinged?”


  “You’ll just have to guess what I’m thinking like everyone else. I like to be alone in my head.” The gods knew it was the only place he got any peace. Not to mention the thought of someone slipping in and out of his mind unnerved him.


  “Too bad. I have a feeling if I waited for you to tell me what you’re thinking, I’d be in my third reincarnation before you decided to share.”


  “Did you ever go through a first?” If Saint had been trapped all these years without contact, Mars wondered if he’d ever had a chance to reincarnate.


  “No. Since I never died, I’ve remained the same.”


  “Then how do you know you’re the true king?” Mars leant back. He hadn’t been aware of how close he’d scooted to Saint.


  “Like Vohne, I was born with the collective knowledge of my people. Also, when my mate died, he was reincarnated. You were reincarnated.” Saint cupped Mars’ cheeks between his palms. “How lonely you must’ve been all those times you came back and failed to find me.”


  Mars scooted out of reach. Luckily he had a large bed and there were still a few inches to spare.


  “How do you know I’m your mate?” Maybe Saint had made a mistake?


  Saint shrugged. “Some things I just know. A true king can find his mate across any galaxy.”


  “Did Kres go through the same thing?” If Kres went through this possessive shit then the King-Mate was one cool customer.


  “He did, but he seems to handle everything as it comes.” The admiration in Saint’s voice twisted something in Mars’ chest.


  Surely he couldn’t be jealous?


  Mars shrugged it off. “I guess that’s why he’s the King-Mate instead of me.”


  Saint growled. “For now. I might not be currently the ruling king, but that doesn’t mean I’m not a king. I led a world before Vohne was pushed out between his mother’s thighs.”


  “There’s an image I didn’t need in my head.”


  “Speaking of heads.” Saint tilted Mars’ chin up and examined his eyes. “You look much better.”


  “I’m glad you think so.” Mars swallowed the sudden lump of tension in his throat. Saint’s gold eyes gleamed with satisfaction.


  “I’m sure there are plenty of other things I could be happy about.” Saint purred at him.


  Mars tilted his head. “I’m not sure if I should find that sexy or scratch you behind the ears.”


  Saint laughed. “You could do both. I like to be petted. I bet you have enough Thresl blood that you like a good petting too.”


  Mars sucked in a breath when Saint cupped his crotch. Only a thin layer of cloth rested between Saint’s hand and Mars’ quickly hardening erection. He could definitely think of all kinds of ways Saint could pet him or lick him. “Not shy are you?”


  “Tell me to stop and I will. I have no interest in unwilling men—mate or not.”


  “Will you go away?” Mars ignored the twinge of anxiety that thought gave him.


  “Never. I am here to stay. I might not want anyone unwilling, but I am more than happy to expend energy to change your mind.”


  Damn. He‘d known it wouldn’t be that easy, but he’d had to give it a try.


  “You think we’re fated mates like Kres and Vohne?”


  “I know we are.”


  “I’ve never read any history about you.” When Mars had begun studying the background and culture of the Thresl to learn about the possible players, he’d read nothing about King Gerin having any siblings.


  Saint laughed, a sound with little mirth. “Haven’t you heard the saying that history is written by the winners? In this case, the winner didn’t just downplay my role—he wrote me out altogether. After all, if he didn’t mention me, how would anyone know to come find me? Gerin erased my entire existence.”


  Mars couldn’t even conceive the pain that level of betrayal must’ve caused. “That’s horrible.”


  “Yes it is.” Saint pressed his body against Mars until they lay completely horizontal. Mars basked in Saint’s body heat for a moment before speaking.


  “I’m sorry you were buried alive.” When all was said and done, that is exactly what had happened to Saint. His own flesh and blood had buried him in the castle. “Why didn’t he kill you?”


  “Because then I would come back and take the throne away. He had to immobilize me so I couldn’t rise again. If he’d merely killed me, he would have had to fight me again. I’m not sure how he knew killing you wouldn’t kill me off. I think he hoped it would drive me insane.”


  Mars wasn’t certain King Gerin had been wrong. He tried not to let those thoughts remain in his head for long. He didn’t know if Saint read his mind constantly or only dipped in to catch his occasional thought.


  “If you knew you were going to come back, why not kill yourself?” It sounded horrible, but Mars had a practical streak. If it were him in that situation, he would’ve slit his own wrists then returned the favour to the king when he found him again.


  Saint growled. “Because then he would’ve won. I refused to take my own life. He didn’t deserve my sacrifice. I had faith eventually I would be free with all my memories intact. I had thought Gerin would still be around to exact my revenge on, though.”


  “I don’t know if I would’ve been so strong.” Some days Mars barely had enough hope to make it through an entire cycle. He couldn’t even fathom centuries of loneliness. Years of silence without contact with anyone would’ve driven Mars mad.


  “I knew I would be reunited with my love. It took me some effort to find you, but you are exactly like I dreamt.”


  “Am I the person I was before? I mean, do I look like him?” Mars had to admit some curiosity about his previous life. How many people were able to come back and discuss their other selves?


  Saint tilted his head as he examined Mars carefully. “A bit. You were part Thresl then too. Not quite as physically large, but you smell the same. I spent years wrapped around your pillow.”


  The image of Saint all alone with only Mars’ scent to keep him company broke some of Mars’ resistance. How could he turn away a man determined to be his? If Saint spoke the truth, Mars had been born again just to be with Saint. That sort of destiny was difficult to ignore.


  Mars gave in to temptation. Threading his fingers through Saint’s hair, he pulled the Thresl closer. “Let’s see if I taste the same.”


  He had no doubt that Saint allowed Mars to pull him down. If the powerful Thresl didn’t wish to be kissed Mars knew it wouldn’t happen.


  “I’ve waited centuries for you,” Saint whispered against Mars’ lips. “And I would do it all again.”


  Mars didn’t get the chance to respond. Saint pressed his hard mouth against Mars’ and all thoughts vanished like mist on a sunny day.


  “Mmm.” Words weren’t possible during the duel of tongues, teeth and lips. Mars knew ultimately he would lose the war, but the battle would be worth a few bruises. 


  Saint swiped his tongue across Mars’ giving him a taste of Saint’s decadent flavour. Addictive. He tightened his grip. Saint pulled away leaving Mars bereft.


  “What?” Mars stared at Saint, confused. Weren’t they both heading towards the same goal? “What are you playing at? I thought you wanted me.”


  Saint grabbed Mars’ wrists and pinned them above his head. “I’ll be in charge.”


  Mars wrapped his legs around Saint and rolled them. “What makes you think that?”


  He bit Saint’s bottom lip then tugged at it. Saint’s spicy taste exploded in his mouth, awakening a feral need to possess. This man, this Thresl, was his. He’d never been a passive lover before and he wouldn’t start with Saint.


  A growl rumbled up Mars’ throat. Startled by the animalistic sound, he jerked back.


  “Hey, easy.” Saint rolled them putting Mars on the bottom again.


  “What’s happening?” His skin ached as if his body were too big to contain it. He needed to run, to bite, to do something with all the energy itching at his skin.


  “Your Thresl blood is calling to me.” Saint grinned as if Mars had just given him the best present ever.


  “It hurts.” Even his bones ached as if he had damaged them somehow.


  “Give in,” Saint whispered against Mars’ mouth.


  “To what?”


  “Your inner cat.”


  “I don’t have an inner cat. I’m only a quarter Thresl. My grandfather was Thresl, my mother couldn’t shift and I barely feel my animal at all.” The idea of Mars having a hidden cat would’ve made him laugh if it didn’t terrify him so much.


  “You can, though,” Saint argued. “You have more Thresl in you than last time and a stronger will. I have no doubt your cat is only waiting for the right time to emerge.”


  Mars wiggled beneath Saint, not trying to get away but unable to fight the need to move. Sounds came out of him, noises he didn’t recognise. Like a wounded animal, he tried to strike out and break free.


  “Shh, it’ll be all right. Just surrender.”


  “No,” Mars gasped. Sweat beaded on his skin. Heat surged across his body until he began shaking from the burning, almost feverish blast. “Let me go.”


  He had to run. He curled his fingers over his palms. Tiny sharp needles pricked his hand. Surprised, he looked up and shouted, “What’s happening to me?”


  “Hey, shh, it will be all right.”


  “I have claws!” Nothing could be right about that. “Why do I have claws?”


  Panic rattled his usual calm demeanour. He didn’t understand his body anymore. It was as if a parasite he hadn’t known he had was trying to claw its way out.


  “Because your cat wants to come out to see me.” Saint’s explanation, delivered in a calm offhanded tone, almost soothed Mars out of his burgeoning hysteria.


  “Well it can’t!”


  “Why not?” Saint asked in that same infuriatingly reasonable tone.


  “Because I don’t have an inner cat!” Why wasn’t logic playing a part in this conversation? Mars began to hyperventilate. His crew would laugh if they saw their commanding leader acting like this, but he couldn’t seem to stop.


  Saint kissed the corner of Mars’ mouth. “It’ll be fine. I have enough cat for both of us. I will get you through this. Take slow, deep breaths. We’ll deal with your beast together.”


  “Okay. Fine.” Mars followed Saint’s lead and took several long intakes of air. The weird prickling in his fingertips faded and his fingers lost their odd feel. Mars sighed, glad that his hands had turned back to normal. Saint’s hot breath against his neck distracted him again. “You’re good at that.”


  “What?”


  “Distracting me.”


  “Good. You don’t need to think of anything but me.”


  “It’s kind of hard to when you’re crushing me.”


  Saint’s kiss sucked the remaining air out of Mars’ lungs. He might have been teasing about the crushing, but he couldn’t resist the beautiful man’s mouth. Saint melted him and made his usual resolve fade away. Giving in to the self-assured Thresl could be the biggest mistake Mars ever made, but he didn’t have the strength to resist. Touching Saint soothed Mars’ restless spirit, as if his soul had been waiting for Saint this entire time. Fuck, maybe Saint was right and they were soul mates.


  Moaning his surrender, Mars relaxed beneath Saint. In response to Mars’ submission, Saint’s grip tightened, as if he were worried Mars might change his mind and flee at any moment.


  “Mine.”


  The word slid across Mars’ mind. It took a moment to realise it was Saint’s voice since it coincided with Mars’ thoughts exactly.


  Mars jerked back. “How can you talk to me telepathically? I thought only bonded Thresls could. Wait… You did that earlier when you attacked Daniel. What happened to Daniel?” With the migraine befuddling his brain, Mars didn’t remember much about what had happened to his crewmember.


  “He’s fine. I let him go. He won’t be hitting on you anymore.”


  Mars opened his mouth to follow up on his questioning. Saint must have had other ideas because he didn’t give Mars time to talk. Instead, he slid his tongue inside Mars’ mouth and swiped along his taste buds. Groaning, Mars clenched Saint’s shoulders. With a strong heave, he flipped them back over until he covered Saint again. “I prefer you answer my question.”


  “Do you know your eyes flare a pretty gold when you’re frustrated? Do they do that when you’re passionate also?”


  Mars growled. “Can you focus?”


  “Oh, I am extremely focused,” Saint protested. “You have all my attention. Yes, most people can only talk telepathically if they are bonded. I, however, have stronger powers than most and can do many more things. Most Thresl don’t have centuries to do nothing but concentrate on their abilities. Don’t worry about what I can do that others can’t. Worry about what I’m going to do to you.”


  Mars frowned. “Are you going to do something weird?”


  What had he got himself into? He should’ve run harder when he’d seen the gorgeous man on his bed. One day he would stop letting his curiosity get the better of him. Dipping down to kiss Saint’s tempting mouth, he knew his tendency to tumble into temptation wouldn’t be ending today.


  “Where’s your lube?” Saint asked against Mars lips.


  “Drawer. Isn’t that where everyone hides it?”


  Saint nipped at Mars’ neck. “I don’t want to assume you are like everyone else.”


  “Good.” Mars smiled. “Then you should know I’m going to top.”


  Saint’s low, rolling purr took Mars by surprise. “Excellent.”


  “Really?” Mars raised his eyebrows. He would’ve put money down that Saint would insist on topping.


  “I might be a bossy bastard, but I don’t always have to be in control. I enjoy receiving if I have the right partner.”


  The idea of Saint ever taking another lover had Mars clenching his fists. He didn’t realise his own distress until the bits of claw emerged from his fingers again.


  Ouch.


  “Ahh! I have to stop doing that.” He refused to turn into a freakish cat man. “I’ve never heard of anyone only doing a half transformation, have you?”


  He needed reassurance. If he expected it from Saint, that only proved he’d completely lost his fucking mind.


  “You are one of a kind. Maybe because I’ve grown so strong, my powers have spread to you. We won’t know the affect I might have on your Thresl blood until we’ve spent more time together. Until then, we will have to enjoy the wonder of your abilities as they emerge.”


  Although he knew Saint meant that as something to look forward to, it failed to reassure Mars. He didn’t want any more ‘wondrous abilities’.


  Saint slapped a bottle against Mars’ palm. He stared at the container for a long moment before twisting off the lid. His mind spun with all the implications mating with Saint involved. Still, he couldn’t deny the man before him. Anyone willing to wait centuries then hunt him across the galaxy deserved a chance.


  “Do you want me to prepare you?” His mind couldn’t form enough function to make independent decisions. The idea of Saint not only bottoming but letting Mars take charge had frazzled his brain.


  Saint laughed. “You didn’t used to be so easily thrown off, my mate.”


  “Maybe I’m not the man you think I am.” Mars shoved the lubricant back at Saint and slid off the bed. He only got two steps away before Saint grabbed him from behind and threw him back down.


  “You are the touchiest man I’ve ever met,” Saint grumbled. “That’s it. I’m going to bottom from the top.”


  Mars’ mouth dropped open when the big Thresl settled a leg on either side of Mars and pinned him down. “Any complaints, or can I do with you what I will?”


  Mars cleared his throat trying to gather enough moisture to talk. “Feel free.”


  “Excellent.” Saint’s animalistic purr paired with the need in the Thresl’s eyes almost had Mars shooting before he even entered Saint.


  “Don’t get the wrong idea—I’m not ever doing this in my cat form.”


  “Eww.” Mars bucked to unseat Saint. “I’d never want you to do that.”


  Saint shrugged. “Just checking. You do seem to like it when I purr.”


  “I thought we were supposed to be soul mates?” Surely that depended on them being sexually compatible. But so far it hadn’t proven them to be compatible any other way. Mars could easily envision spending his life fighting with the bossy shifter.


  “That doesn’t mean you can’t have a freaky side.”


  Mars laughed. He couldn’t help it. Just when he thought he had Saint figured out, he changed. If they were truly mates, at least their life would never be dull. It remained to be seen if that was a good thing or not.


  Saint slicked up Mars’ cock then fingered his own ass in a sexy display that almost ended everything before it began. Mars’ breathing hitched as Saint prepped himself for Mars’ entry.


  The sexy sight of Saint’s fingers disappearing into his body had Mars biting his lip. “That is so hot,” he whispered. Unable to resist, he traced Saint’s path with his own fingers, relishing the contact with another person. He scratched a nail lightly against Saint’s lube-coated entrance, pleased when Saint shuddered from his touch.


  Being captain of his own ship held certain responsibilities, and one of those was that Mars never had sex with people who didn’t know the score. Saint’s declaration of being mates not-withstanding, most didn’t want to keep him either. Mars had released Zander for his own good, but it had hurt nonetheless.


  “It’s been a while.” He didn’t know why he felt the need to share that information, but it made Saint smile—a feral flashing of teeth rather than a sign of joy.


  “If we were to compare, I bet I’d win the dry spell.”


  “I bet you would.” Saint had been buried for decades. Hell, even a pity fuck at this point would probably be acceptable. Mars might not be certain of his feelings towards Saint but pity wasn’t one of them.


  Mars’ ability to think vanished when Saint lined up Mars’ cock with his hole and sank down to the hilt until his ass cheeks met Mars’ groin. Heat engulfed Mars’ erection. He bit his lip and held back a shout, not wanting to deafen his partner.


  “Oh, fuck,” Mars whispered. Saint was tight, hot and perfect. “I thought you’d take that slower.”


  If it had been hundreds of years since his last fuck Mars would’ve moved slower than cold molasses.


  “Yes, fuck me. I’ve waited long enough.” Saint lifted up a bit then lowered again on Mars’ cock. After a few cautious ups and downs, Saint established an eye-crossing rhythm. Mars gripped the sheets until his knuckles whitened. He tried to stay still and let Saint set the pace. He wouldn’t hurt Saint for the world. His hips had other ideas. He involuntarily jerked and pushed deeper inside Saint.


  “Sorry.” Mars clenched his teeth, struggling to hold in the noises aching to burst out. He’d never been a noisy lover. He wouldn’t start babbling with the one man who could mean everything to him.


  “I’m not. Do it again,” Saint urged.


  Mars released the sheets and wrapped his hands around Saint’s hips instead. “May I take charge?”


  “Please.”


  Mars rolled, putting Saint on his back so he could watch the Thresl’s expressions. If Mars caused any discomfort, he wished to see it on Saint’s face. He doubted Saint would be forthcoming with information. Mars knew he would have to be the one to draw limits. Saint had waited too long to find Mars again—Mars had no doubt Saint would let him do what he liked and damn the consequences.


  “You are gorgeous.” Mars punctuated each word with a snap of his hips until finally he abandoned words and concentrated on communicating with his body. Words had never been his strong point anyway. He expressed himself better with action.


  “I am yours, as you are mine.” Saint’s words sounded uncomfortably like a vow.


  Mars went for distraction. He was nowhere near ready to settle down with a total stranger, even if Saint claimed they were mates. Instead he slid his hand down and cupped Saint’s balls, rolling them gently in his hands.


  Saint hissed, and his head went back, exposing his neck.


  Mars’ mouth watered and his incisors lengthened. Unable to fight his instincts, he bit deep into Saint’s neck, striking a vein. Blood gushed into his mouth like an iron-rich geyser. Animal instinct took over. He swallowed quickly, unwilling to let a drop escape as he pinned his prey into position, needing to keep Saint from struggling and tearing his throat.


  Saint plunged his hands into Mars’ hair, but instead of pushing him away, he pulled him closer. “That’s it, mate. Claim me as yours. I have always been yours.”


  Saint’s purr vibrated Mars’ lips. The human part of him watched in horror as he lapped at the bloody wound. The smaller, animal portion he’d always kept under strict control broke free and insisted on claiming his mate. For once the cat overtook the human majority.


  After Mars licked Saint’s mating mark clean, the feral part of him let out a satisfied growl.


  Saint arched beneath Mars and came with a shout. Hot liquid splashed between them. The scent triggered Mars’ orgasm. Groaning, he spilled inside his mate.


  Mate.


  The word glowed in his head like a neon sign. This time it came from Mars and scared the crap out of him.


  Mars pulled out of Saint, horror gripping him in a tight fist. What had he done? He rolled away from Saint then slid off the mattress. He wiped his chest clean with his crumpled shirt in a haphazard cleaning job then tossed it on the floor to snatch his pants. Not caring about his dignity, Mars hopped from foot to foot to slide on his pants before fleeing the suite without shoes or shirt. He couldn’t deal with this now. He needed to breathe.


  What the fuck!


  Saint called out to Mars, but Mars ignored him and kept moving. He couldn’t brush off Saint forever, but he needed a moment. He had bound himself to a man he barely knew and wasn’t sure he even liked. Tying himself forever to a potentially power-hungry ruler with a questionable grip on sanity hadn’t been his best move ever.


  Nausea swirled through Mars’ stomach. Only by force of will did he keep his insides from decorating the walls. This was beginning to be a theme with him. Not a good one, but a theme nevertheless.


  Mars moved as quickly away from his suite as his feet would take him without running. If the crew saw him racing down the halls, it might cause a panic. He didn’t want to have to explain to them how their captain had claimed his mate then ran like a coward. The rush of hysteria didn’t paint him in a flattering picture. For a man known for his cool calculation and cutthroat tactics, he sure wasn’t showing Saint that side of him.


  Ever since the large Thresl had entered Mars’ world, his universe had spun off kilter. He needed to find his centre again. He doubted he had much time to gather his thoughts. Mars had no doubt his time alone was limited. Saint wouldn’t let Mars wander away for long.


  Mate.


  The word sent tendrils of dread through Mars’ body. How could he keep a mate happy while he had the compulsion to run as if a herd of zombie Frens were after him? That was definitely one planet he’d never return to.


  “Captain!”


  Mars spun around in relief. Right now he’d talk to anyone who didn’t have plans to discuss being mates.


  He almost changed his mind when he saw the speaker was Red Claw, one of the Thresls they used as bait to battle in fighting pits. He didn’t want to talk to a Thresl right now. After focusing his entire life on saving them, he just wanted to get away from the entire species for a while—a useless hope since he was pretty certain his own dormant Thresl tendencies were awakening. Holding back his personal wishes, he focused on his shipmate.


  “Hey, Red Claw. What can I do for you?” He might not want to talk to Red Claw, but he wouldn’t be doing his job as a captain if he didn’t check to see if there wasn’t something the Thresl might need. There were only had a handful of Thresls they could dump into the fighting rings before the organizers became suspicious.


  Red Claw’s gold eyes sparkled and his smile sent a chill of foreboding down Mars’ spine.


  “You found your mate!” Red Claw’s shout echoed down the hall.


  Mars winced. “Yes, thank you for the announcement.”


  Red Claw tilted his head. “You aren’t happy about it?”


  “It’s unexpected, let’s just say.” Panic-inducing, life-changing—so many phrases could be applied and none of them made him feel any better. Breathe. Yes, he had to remember to breathe.


  “It’ll be all right. The fates wouldn’t have matched you if you weren’t perfect for each other.”


  Mars shook his head at Red Claw. History had shown several instances of Thresl finding the wrong mate and the horrible consequences. “That’s a happy fairytale we tell children. There have been more than a few examples of poor mating to counter that story.”


  “Not when you’re soul mates.” Red Claw smiled as if he was pleased with his sappy conclusion. Of course Red Claw and his mate were perfect for each other. Billy thought Red Claw not only spun the planets but made the stars glow in his spare time.


  “What makes you think my mate and I are soul mates?” Did he have it written on his forehead or something? He must, because how else would Red Claw know he’d mated?


  The amount of time it took Red Claw to answer had Mars shuffling his feet. He itched to keep moving. He had to avoid Saint just a little longer, at least until he’d regained his composure. Surely that wouldn’t take more than a century or two?


  “Your eyes glow more gold now. You also are showing more signs of Thresl. If you weren’t mated properly, you wouldn’t be exhibiting the signs.” Red Claw nodded towards Mars’ hands as if they were the tipoff to everything.


  Mars raised his fingers and jerked back in shock. The claws had returned.


  Crap!


  “That’s a sign we’re proper mates? I thought there was something wrong with me!” Fuck, maybe Saint was right. Contact with the powerful Thresl did bring out Mars’ inner cat.


  “I told you so, my love,” Saint purred.


  Mars spun around. He’d been so engrossed in Red Claw’s conversation he’d completely missed Saint’s approach.


  Saint placed his large hands on Mars’ shoulders, silently but not subtly placing his claim before the other Thresl. It could be worse. At least Saint wasn’t urinating on Mars’ leg to mark him with his scent.


  Red Claw raised his hands in supplication. “I already have a mate. I’m not here to poach.”


  Mars shook his head at Saint before returning his attention to Red Claw. “What did you want to talk to me about?”


  “What?” Red Claw tilted his head as if Mars had presented him with a puzzle.


  “You stopped me for some reason earlier other than to listen me bitch.”


  Red Claw paused as if he wasn’t sure if he wanted to continue after seeing Mars’ mood. “I heard rumours there’s a new fighting pit. I think we should go check it out. Billy and I could go undercover.” Red Claw and his mate had done that very thing on planet after planet, and had successfully saved hundreds of Thresl from unpleasant captivity and possible death.


  Pit masters bought Thresl who hadn’t found a match, or refused the people selected for them. These helpless Thresl were sent to the pits where they were forced to fight, and often killed each other to survive.


  Mars scratched his cheek as he thought it over. “No, better not. I’m worried you two are becoming too well known. We might have to pull you completely from the fighting operation soon. I’m hoping we can find the source of the fighters before then.”


  Saving Thresls from the pits was Mars’ main focus. To shut them down entirely was his life goal. Vohne was helping by refusing to allow travel off-planet for the time being. Unfortunately, the shortage of Thresl only made the pits more profitable. It would take time to eradicate them completely.


  “Let me know if we can do anything more to help.” Red Claw and his partner were dedicated to helping the Thresl cause. Red Claw had lost a brother to the pits.


  “I will. Thanks for the information.”


  Soon they would be able to pinpoint the mastermind behind the Thresl abductions, Mars could feel it in his bones. Someone held the strings to everything and they were smart enough to set up a complicated system placing several levels between them and their buyers. However, the supply chain was beginning to unravel and chances of exposing the ugly underbelly of the operation were increasing with each layer they scraped off.


  “Why don’t you let me be the one who goes in?” Saint squeezed Mars’ arms then rubbed his cheek across the back of Mars’ head, marking him with his scent. “I’ve only been in a few battles, and you can tell people you found me in one of the pits and decided to keep me as a fighter. They’ll be drooling to bet on me.”


  “That might work, Captain,” Red Claw said. “Your reputation as a Thresl smuggler will help them believe your story.”


  “True.” Mars had worked hard to build up his persona. He had needed a reason to visit fighting pits without arousing suspicion among the dregs of society who ran them. “Where’s the new pit?”


  “This is the part I thought you’d be interested in. It’s on the Nillre moon base. The military is supposedly sanctioning it.”


  “Those bastards,” Saint growled. “I knew when Vohne told me about the human-Thresl military unit they were bad news. Humans have always been greedy.”


  “In the past, the military publicly denounced the fighting pits. I wonder what happened?” The abrupt change in policy worried Mars. “It could be a trap to lure smugglers to the moon to steal their Thresl since Vohne cut off other ways of acquiring them.”


  The humans had been adamant about recruiting more Thresl for their programme. Mars doubted they’d tossed away that plan when their higher ups were foolishly trying to outsmart the king.


  “Or a way to shame the king by humiliating his people,” Saint declared. “But if they think Vohne will let them get away with that for long, they are sadly mistaken.”


  Mars ran his fingers through his hair, tugging at it in frustration. “I’m more worried about Vohne mounting an attack to save them. He’s not the type to sit idle while his people are injured. If it is a trap to lure the king to the moon base, we don’t want him to fall into it.”


  Vohne represented hope for the Thresl. If he were to be captured, no humans would be safe from Thresl vengeance.


  “I’ll call Vohne and warn him,” Saint growled. “He’s the impetuous sort.”


  Mars laughed. “That’s not how I would categorise him.”


  Saint turned Mars to face him. “He is a lot like you. Stupidly brave and willing to sacrifice himself for his people. Luckily he has Kres to watch his back, and you have me.”


  “Are you my Kres?” Mars smiled at the thought.


  “If you substitute claws for knives and add three times the attitude, sure, I’m your Kres.”


  Choked off laughter had Mars glancing over his shoulder at Red Claw. The large Thresl’s eyes danced with amusement.


  “How about you get Billy and contact everyone you can think of? Gather as much info as you can. We need to know if we’re walking into a trap and if so how much of one.”


  Saint snorted. “Not a big enough one to stop me.”


  “Confidence is sexy. Over-confidence will get you killed.” Mars scowled at Saint and tried not to get lost in his shimmering gold eyes. Despite his hesitation over their mate bond, Mars didn’t want to see Saint hurt.


  Saint slid his hands up Mars’ chest. “Would you mourn for me, my mate?”


  Mars sighed and looked at the ceiling. “You never let up do you?”


  “Why would I?” Saint sounded genuinely puzzled. Mars stupidly lowered his head to catch the glint of determination in Saint’s eyes.


  “I’m like a tiny mouse to your giant cat, aren’t I?”


  “Hmm, maybe because you are both juicy and tender?” Saint purred.


  “I’ll…just…um, go.”


  Mars barely paid attention to Red Claw’s speedy departure.


  Saint didn’t acknowledge Red Claw leaving at all. The ancient Thresl kept his complete focus on Mars.


  “Come back to bed.” Saint scowled at Mars as if he’d committed a huge crime by leaving it in the first place.


  “I’m not tired. In case you forgot, I just got up.”


  “You only had a little nap to get rid of your headache. Don’t worry. I’m sure I can help you fall asleep. I’ll make sure you’re tired.”


  “Think so?” Mars swallowed back the lump of apprehension in his throat. Sexual energy poured off Saint like a rolling tide of lust. It gripped Mars in a tight fist as if Saint had physically touched him. He knew it was the mating bond. He couldn’t even blame Saint since Mars had created the connection.


  Before he could say anything else, Saint grabbed Mars’ wrist and dragged him back down the hall. “Come, I have plans.”


  “Plans?” Mars almost didn’t want to know. That could mean just about anything, especially with this particular Thresl.


  “Yep, I am going to give you everything you need before you realise you need it. You will never regret becoming my mate.”


  Mars didn’t have a chance to reply since they’d arrived at his quarters. Saint didn’t let go of his hold until he shoved Mars towards the bed. Mars’ heel caught on the bed frame and he fell hard. Luckily the bed caught his fall.


  Saint’s grin had more teeth than a Thresl in human form should have. His cat half lurked closer to the surface than anyone Mars had ever met before. Mars bit his lip as Saint crawled across the mattress before settling between Mars’ legs.


  Energy poured from Saint’s body and across Mars’ skin like a wave of sunshine. Instead of pushing him away, Mars gripped Saint’s hips, pulling him closer. “I should be objecting to a strange man deciding I belong to him.”


  Saint licked a line up Mars’ neck. Warmth turned to heat that seared through his body like a contact high. Despite biting his lip, he couldn’t hold back the moan pushing to get out.


  “That’s it, babe. I can make you feel amazing.”


  Saint deftly unfastened Mars’ zipper. He scooted to the edge of the bed then yanked off Mars’ pants and underwear in one swift jerk.


  “Hey, don’t I get at least drinks first?” Mars teased. He couldn’t believe how much his hands were shaking and his stomach flipping like he’d jumped into space.


  “You get even better, you get me. You can have anything else once we bond. I need to feel that connection again. I missed you, my mate.” Saint’s tone didn’t leave room for argument, yet he still paused before joining Mars on the bed as if unsure of his welcome.


  Mars waited. When Saint didn’t make any move to join him, he prodded. “Fuck, then talk?


  “Let me have you then you can ask me anything you want,” Saint promised.


  Mars let his gaze drift across Saint’s fine muscle definition and wide shoulders. Thresl became obsessed with the object of their affections. If he told Saint no, that wouldn’t stop the Thresl from stalking him it would only delay the inevitable. If they had sex now, Saint would either realise Mars wasn’t truly his mate, or it would confirm they were mates and settle the issue between them forever.


  “Deal.” Mars agreed.


  Saint examined Mars with such a heated intensity it should’ve burned a hole in Mars’ body. “Like what you see?”


  Mars ran a hand across Saint’s flat stomach. Saint’s muscles stood out in stark relief as Mars teasingly traced the ridges of his abs with his fingertips. “What’s not to like about perfection?”


  Saint grinned. “Good answer.”


  “I thought so.”


  Saint kissed Mars, dissolving all thoughts in Mars’ head. He knew he should be resisting or trying to talk Saint out of the bonding, but his usual strong will had gone on vacation. Instead he gave himself up to Saint’s masterful touch with only a soft whimper.


  Skin brushed against skin. The air became a crowded place of sighs, gasps and groans. He really should’ve put up a fight. Men only appreciated what they had to work for.


  “No you shouldn’t have,” Saint argued. “That would’ve only annoyed me. I hate having to hunt unnecessarily. You couldn’t get very far on a spaceship anyway before I found you. There aren’t a lot of places to hide. Better to give in now, then to try to escape.”


  Mars froze. “Stop reading my mind.”


  “No.” Saint rubbed their noses together affectionately. “I enjoy knowing your thoughts and learning about your needs.” He punctuated each phrase with a kiss until Mars could no longer collect enough words to form a rebuttal. He sighed and gave in. No point in fighting what he knew they both needed.


  Mars wrapped his hands around Saint’s shoulders, needing something to centre him as the world spun. His entire universe became a narrow pinpoint of mouths, tongues and hard touches.


  Saint grabbed the lube from where they’d left it on the bed.


  Mars watched Saint with more than a little apprehension. “It’s been a while since I bottomed.”


  Zander had been the last man he’d trusted enough to give himself to.


  “Good. From now on you’ll only accept me into your body. We need to properly bond if we’re going to go among our enemies.”


  “Less talking, more fucking,” Mars ordered. It was time for him to take a less placid role in their lovemaking. If they were truly to be mates, they would have to be equal partners. Saint wouldn’t truly respect a mate who couldn’t hold his own against the strong-willed Thresl.


  “Oh, you will be my other half, Captain. Never fear.” Saint gave a rolling purr that seeped into Mars’ body and had him arching into the sensation. He sank his fingers into Saint’s flesh, seeking a better hold as Saint slowly jerked him off. Saint’s callused hand slid in excruciatingly slow motion up and down Mars’ cock until his toes curled from the sensation. Still stroking, Saint lapped at Mars’ neck. He tilted his head to give the Thresl better access. So much for being more aggressive. All he could do was accept Saint’s passion.


  “If you keep that up, I’ll come before you’re in me.” Mars groaned again.


  “That’s right, my sweet, take it all. I’ll let you be in charge next time. You can even fuck me again if you’d like.” Saint’s deep voice whispered dirty words into Mars’ ear.


  “Oh, fuck!” Mars shouted. His orgasm had caught him by surprise. He’d been so focused on Saint’s hot breath and seductive talk he hadn’t expected to come so quickly.


  “Next time I’ll have your ass,” Saint promised before spurting his seed across Mars’ stomach. When Mars became too sensitive to touch, Saint released him. Saint slid down a bit and lapped their combined juices off Mars’ skin. “Delicious.”


  Mars sighed. He resisted the urge to push Saint away. He’d never been much of a cuddler, but he had already run from Saint twice—he didn’t have the energy to do it any more even if it only consisted of moving to the other side of the bed. He twitched when Saint licked a sensitive spot.


  “Relax, mate. I’m just cleaning you up so we can get some sleep. You don’t want to wake up crusty.”


  “True.” Mars had done that a few times and it was never pleasant the next morning, especially if you were attached to a hairy guy.


  Saint growled.


  “What?” Mars glanced around the room but saw no reason for the Saint’s sudden aggression. The Thresl’s emotions bounced around faster than a ship in a meteor field.


  “I don’t like you thinking of other men while I’m in your bed,” Saint explained.


  “Then don’t read my mind. I’m not going to spend the rest of my life editing my inner thoughts. If you don’t like them, don’t be so nosy.”


  Despite his words, Mars didn’t object when Saint pulled him close. He slid his head on Saint’s shoulder then promptly fell asleep.


  Chapter Two


  Saint grinned at his mate’s easy capitulation. He was under no illusion that Mars would go easily to his fate. The captain didn’t appear willing to fall into line. Mars was used to leading men, not following anyone else’s orders.


  How wonderful!


  Saint had always enjoyed a challenge, even if it was to win the affections of his mate. Soft snoring broke the silence of the room. Saint didn’t know if the room had soundproofing or not, but it certainly didn’t allow noises to filter through the walls. It was the quietest ship Saint had ever been on, and over the past few months he’d been on a lot.


  Tilting his chin down, he examined his mate. Mars’ dark hair tumbled about his face and his cheeks were shadowed with thick scruff from the day before. He knew the space captain hadn’t slept much in the last few days. He’d overheard Mars’ crew commenting on how their captain had run about without rest for several days. Even the brief nap Mars had taken to relieve his headache hadn’t been true sleep. Mars needed more rest. Saint would make sure of it. Tiring out Mars would be his pleasure.


  Saint cuddled Mars close. He knew they’d have a battle on their hands. Mars’ strong will no doubt would run counter to Saint’s own ambitions. After being trapped for so long without any relief from his own mind, Saint had few social graces. Newly freed, he took what he wanted and apologised to no one. Mars would get used to him over time. Saint hadn’t waited this long to lose his mate in the first week. He’d protect Mars or die trying.


  A slight movement from the captain had Saint pinning him down with one hand. Mars wasn’t small, but Saint had always been larger than average. After the death of his mate, he’d refused to lose his sanity and let his brother win. He only wished Gerin were still around so he could kill the fucker himself.


  He brushed back a strand of hair from Mars’ face, careful not to wake him. He’d waited a long time for his mate to return to him. He’d take better care of this one. This time he’d make sure no one harmed Mars.


  Vohne might be an excellent ruler, but he didn’t deserve the crown. It belonged to Saint. Once he explained the fact to Vohne, he had no doubt the king would see things Saint’s way—if not, he would have to depose his nephew. Avoiding bloodshed was his goal, but it might be difficult if Kres decided to keep Vohne on the throne. Saint respected Kres’ bloodthirsty nature and didn’t wish to be opposite him in anything if it could be avoided.


  Saint planned to take back the throne and claim the monarchy. He’d just have to make sure Vohne’s beautifully lethal mate didn’t knife him during the challenge. If Saint hadn’t found Mars, he would’ve turned his attention to Kres. Kres was one fine human and a loyal mate. Unfortunately, Kres had reincarnated as Vohne’s mate. Watching his own mate sleep, Saint couldn’t say he regretted the choice the Fates had picked for him. Mars might not have the delicate beauty of his previous incarnation, but he still excited Saint beyond reason.


  With the upcoming war with the humans, now was the time to strike fear into the hearts of their enemies, and Saint was more than happy to volunteer for the job. Vohne might be suspicious of Saint’s motives, but he had a good reason to be.


  * * * *


  Saint woke when the warm body lying against him tried to leave the bed. Without opening his eyes, Saint tightened his grip. He didn’t see any point in disturbing his comfortable cuddling position.


  “You gotta let me go,” Mars muttered.


  “No.” Really, the poor man was delusional if he thought Saint would ever truly release him. Mars spent way too much time trying to escape Saint.


  “Bathroom.”


  “For that, I’ll let you escape.” Saint opened his arms. As soon as Mars left, he missed him. He cracked open his eyes a sliver to make sure Mars didn’t make a run out the door instead of to the toilet. Although he trusted the captain, he could hear the panicked jabbering in Mars’ head and didn’t think his mate had all of his thoughts in order.


  The frantic inner monologue continued while Mars entered the bathroom and continued up to when he returned to the foot of the bed and stared down at Saint.


  “It will be fine,” Saint said pushing a bit of his willpower into Mars. To his surprise, it flowed off Mars like water around a ship. Saint sat up. He’d never had that happen before.


  Mars chuckled. “You can’t influence me. I’ve been trained to protect my mind from persuasive skills.”


  “Excellent, I love a challenge.” Saint’s surge of pride made no sense at all considering he had nothing to do with his mate’s ability. Still, he enjoyed the fact his mate wouldn’t be easily changed to do what Saint wished. He hadn’t planned to turn Mars into a mindless follower, but it made him happy to learn he probably couldn’t without intent.


  Mars shook his head. “I’m going to get dressed. I’ve got to check on the ship and make sure everything is running smoothly.”


  “Ah, the job of the captain is never done.”


  “And what of a dictator in waiting. Is your job ever done?”


  “I’m not a dictator!” Saint scowled. He got to his feet to face his mate. He didn’t like Mars standing over him—it put Saint at a disadvantage. Well, if they weren’t having sex.


  “Really what do you consider someone who plans to take over a planet with an illegal coup?”


  The growl that rolled up Saint’s throat came completely unbidden. “I never said that! Besides it isn’t illegal. That is my birthright. Granted it isn’t Vohne’s fault he has the job, but that doesn’t mean he has the right to keep it.”


  That was Saint’s throne and he would reclaim it no matter how fond he was becoming of his nephew. Gerin hadn’t let it stop him from taking the crown.


  “Uh-huh. I think Vohne and Kres have been doing a fine job taking care of your people. To think you can do better after they’ve spent centuries on the job makes you self-absorbed.”


  Saint shrugged. “Once you’re imprisoned for centuries, it does become all about you. I didn’t have to consider anyone else during my years of captivity. That I even listen to you jabber is a sign of how far I’ve come since my release.”


  Dark memories threatened to overtake his mind as he sought to explain how he deserved his birthright. Vohne could be the best king in the history of kings but the crown still belonged to Saint.


  Mars shook his head. “I’m going to ignore your comment about my sound advice. I would like to hear about your imprisonment some time.”


  “There’s not much to tell. I foolishly trusted my sibling, and he tricked me into my prison. Before crushing me with the palace, he slit my mate’s throat—effectively cutting out my heart.”


  Memories threatened to crush him like the crumbling stone of his palace tomb. He’d spent many nights sobbing over his lover’s bones.


  Unexpectedly, Mars pulled Saint into a hug. Saint froze at the action. People didn’t hug him. They ran in fear, sometimes fled even. They certainly didn’t cuddle him or offer him comfort. Saint allowed the closeness for a long moment before slowly easing away. He didn’t want Mars to think he needed to be coddled. The captain needed a strong partner to stand beside him, not a weak mate. Saint never admitted to weakness. Any sign of less than steely determination could be used against him. His affection for Gerin had ended in tragedy and proven to Saint that even family couldn’t be trusted. From now on, he would save all his love for his mate. Everyone else should beware.


  Mars cupped Saint’s cheek and forced him to meet his eyes. “I don’t like the idea of having a mate because you can be used against me. Never think it’s because I don’t find you a worthy partner. I will never use our bond against you. I can’t guarantee others won’t. I’ve made a lot of enemies over the years.”


  “Good.” Saint smiled, the pain in his chest eased slightly. “I’d be happy to meet them and share my views with them. I doubt they’ll try harming you afterward.”


  Saint had not doubt he could keep his mate safe. He would annihilate anyone who dared to lay a finger on Mars.


  Mars laughed. “My hero! I have to say you are a handsome devil. I have excellent taste.”


  “And you say I have an ego,” Saint scoffed.


  Mars slapped him on the ass. “Get dressed, mate, I’ve got a ship to run and I can’t do it if I’m distracted by your ass.”


  Saint snarled at Mars.


  “Be nice, kitty!” Mars scooted out of reach when Saint swiped at him.


  It had been a long time since Saint had anything to smile about. Mars made him happy. Too bad he’d learned the hard way that joy was a short-lived commodity.


  “My clothes might be a little tight on you, but they’ll have to do until I can find you something that fits you better. We’ve got a fully stocked laundry, but I don’t know if we have clothes giant Thresl size.”


  “Thanks.” The animal part of Saint enjoyed the idea of wearing something with Mars’ scent on it. Clothing that he knew at one time had rested against Mars’ skin suited him better than anything that smelt of cleansers.


  “No problem. Clothes take up a big chunk of our budget. That and food of course.”


  “Huh.” Saint had never thought about all the details necessary to save their people before. He just assumed Mars grabbed the Thresl and ran. “Aren’t they still in Thresl form when you find them?”


  “Sometimes. We get all kinds. Red Claw is an example of a Thresl who can go back and forth like you. You’re not that unusual, you know.”


  Saint snorted. “You have no idea.”


  The others could sense Saint’s power, but they had no concept of what he could do with all his abilities. Some of them were so frightening even Saint avoided them. He let Mars keep his illusions for now. If he knew everything Saint could do, it might make him more wary of his mate. Anything that had Mars keeping his distance was to be avoided.


  They dressed quickly. Mars’ pants were a bit snug on Saint and his shirt stretched taut across Saint’s chest but they would do until he could get more clothes. He preferred to be naked or in his Thresl fur, but he would wear whatever Mars wanted in order to stay by his side. He couldn’t march around Mars’ ship naked.


  “I don’t know if you should go around the ship like that. You might end up being jumped.”


  Saint smirked. “I think I can handle myself.”


  Mars sighed. “I suppose you can. Let’s go find you some real clothes.”


  “I don’t really see the point when I’m going to be shifting back to my cat form soon.”


  “Trust me, you need real clothes,” Mars growled.


  Saint smirked as he followed Mars down the hall.


  They didn’t get far before Red Claw came running down the corridor towards them. “We’re circling the moon base. Let us know when you want to commence landing.”


  Mars ran his fingers through his hair. “Let’s do it. If we circle for too long, the military is going to come to find out what we’re doing.”


  “Gotcha.” Red Claw raced back where he came from.


  “Is he going to land the ship?” Saint asked. He didn’t really know much about what each crewmember did. He’d been too busy stalking Mars to pay much attention to anyone else.


  “No, I’ll take charge of putting the ship into a proper orbit. Red Claw will line up the communications so we have permission to dock. You and I will take a shuttle down and leave the rest of the crew circling above. I don’t trust the military not to try to grab our ship if we put it in their bay. Luckily, if they’re trying to lure more Thresl to the base, they’ll be more than happy to deal with me.”


  Saint growled. “I really hate these humans. We deserve so much better. We need to develop better policies when it comes to choosing mates for the Thresl. This reckless disregard for our people’s safety needs to end.”


  “Vohne is working on it,” Mars grumbled.


  “He’s not doing enough.” Saint didn’t like Mars’ continued championing of Vohne. His mate should be on his side. Besides Vohne already had a mate.


  “When you come up for the magic formula to save the Thresl, you let me know. Vohne, Kres and everyone else are doing their best.”


  Saint rolled his eyes. “Sometimes best is just another word for second rate.”


  “I’m going to go land a shuttle on the moon base. You go do whatever it is egocentric megalomaniacs do.” Mars stomped off.


  “We follow our mates.” Saint grinned at Mars’ noise. “You’re really getting good at growling.”


  Mars made another frustrated noise. Saint trailed after him. The efficiency of how things ran on Mars’ ship showed in the spotless interior and how the crew all moved around as if they had purpose. Saint didn’t see anyone standing around without purpose. When they entered the bridge the crewmembers didn’t salute, but Saint saw them all stand straighter and pay more attention to their tasks. Saint scanned their minds and smiled over the amount of regard with which everyone held Mars. He didn’t even growl at the few crewmembers eyeing Mars with need in their eyes. He couldn’t blame them for looking—touching would lose them a hand but drooling over Mars wouldn’t cost them their lives.


  “Afternoon everyone,” Mars called out.


  “Afternoon, Captain,” they replied in unison.


  “This is my mate, Saint. Try to not let him irritate you.” Mars grinned at Saint.


  Saint gave him a mock frown as the others laughed. Mars introduction defrayed some of the tension in the crew at the sight of Saint.


  “Permission has been granted for you to land. I’ve prepped the shuttle for takeoff,” Red Claw said.


  “Thank you.” Mars nodded to his crewmember.


  Saint followed Mars through a short alcove and onto a shuttle large enough to seat ten people. Saint hoped they didn’t have too many to rescue. If there were more than a dozen, they’d run out of room.


  “Strap in,” Mars ordered.


  “Bossy.” Saint buckled himself into the cross body harness and watched closely for Mars to do the same. He would protect Mars if anything went wrong, but he didn’t want to flaunt his power if it were unnecessary. He’d introduce Mars to his powers slowly.


  The trip from ship to docking bay took little time. Before long, Mars landed the small shuttle in one of the many landing pads lining the bay.


  The spaceport’s size surprised Saint. Maybe because Red Claw had said ‘moon base’, Saint had expected it to be small. Were there that many Thresl-human partners?


  “It’s a big base,” Saint commented.


  Mars shrugged. “I think they do diplomatic training here as well as basic training for human soldiers. The Thresl-human part is a small department but an important focus.


  “Apparently not so important or they wouldn’t have put any Thresl in the pits. This might be a symbol of human-Thresl cooperation, but somewhere along the way it’s been corrupted.”


  “True.”


  Mars unclipped his belt and stood. “We’ll take care of this then go after the root of the problem.”


  “Yes, we will.” Saint would destroy those who thought to use their people for their own purposes instead of cherishing them for the valuable assets they were. Thresl were supposed to be only bonded with those who were worthy. However, not all bonds were good and not all those who bonded created a better couple. Saint had always suspected it was his brother’s mate who’d planned Saint’s downfall. Nan had always been a vindictive bitch.


  Mars walked down the gangplank with Saint in his giant cat form by his side. Saint made an imposing figure. The soldiers waiting for them at the end of their walkway set their hands on their weapons as if waiting for an excuse to fire them. Mars didn’t plan to give them one.


  The first person who shot at Saint would be the last person. If the Thresl didn’t rip them apart, Mars would do it himself. No one harmed his mate.


  Mars almost stumbled over his own feet at the thought. His bond with Saint had already dug its claws into him. He would kill to protect his mate. Crap.


  Red Claw’s intel had provided Mars with the information that a handful of Thresl had refused to bond with their appointed mate at the training facility. The ones who couldn’t escape and return to Nillre had been caged by the military and sent to fight in the pits. It was those who were in danger now. Saint’s plan was to talk to them and see if they were ready to be taken home or if they’d turned feral. Two of the Thresl had already died in battle. If they were feral, Mars would kill them and put them out of their misery.


  Because of Red Claw’s connections, they knew where the Thresl were being kept, all that was missing was motive. If the military had sent the Thresl home and requested replacements, they could’ve possibly got them. But to keep the Thresl and send them to their deaths was a foolish move politically and morally. Vohne wouldn’t forgive them for killing his people. No, something bigger was happening here. A piece of the puzzle was missing.


  “We need to find out who’s in charge.”


  Mars nodded his agreement to Saint’s statement. He didn’t try to respond telepathically. He hadn’t quite mastered that skill, and he needed his focus to be on the soldiers. He doubted he could walk, talk telepathically and keep an eye out for trouble all at the same time. He’d need to practise.


  Mars paused when they reached the armed men at the end of the gangplank.


  “Is there a problem?” Mars used his best bored tone as if the guns pointed in his direction were a mere inconvenience rather than a possible end to his life.


  “Where are your papers for your Thresl?” The soldier nodded to Saint.


  Mars pretended surprise. “Papers? I don’t need any papers. He’s not a pedigree puppy. I rescued him from a pit. He was the best fighter there but I think I can make him better. I heard this was the place to toughen up a Thresl, if you know what I mean.”


  “Only military are allowed here.” The lead soldier frowned at Mars, looking between Saint and Mars as if evaluating their level of danger. “I don’t know what you think you heard, but we only allow military personnel with official papers to be trained here.”


  Mars didn’t call the soldier on his bullshit. Instead he shrugged. “I’m not military, but I have the biggest Thresl I’ve ever seen. You might want to check with your boss before you decide I have no business here.”


  He waited to see what they would do. If they turned them away, they would have to find a different approach, they wouldn’t give up—not on their people.


  “It’ll be fine,” Saint reassured Mars through their joined link.


  A slight buzzing tingled in the back of Mars’ head. Almost as if…


  “I’m sure Admiral Holland will want to meet you. He has a particular interest in Thresl.” He turned to the soldier on his left. “Mathews, take them to the Admiral Holland.”


  Smug amusement slid through Mars’ mind. Apparently these soldiers hadn’t learned the same trick of blocking Saint’s abilities. Mars rolled his shoulders, brushing off a wave of apprehension. The ease with how Saint controlled others had a chilling effect on him.


  The soldier’s words worried him. Mars hadn’t expected an admiral to be involved with a fight pit. Was Holland the head of the fight pit organisation or just another pawn? Mars had come a long way to find out that answer. An admiral running the pit spoke of a level of support among the higher-ups they’d never seen before.


  “Come with me.” Mathews eyed Saint. “He’s a big one, isn’t he?”


  “That’s why I grabbed him.” Mars injected some smugness in his tone, determined to keep his cover despite their new insight.


  “You think anyone is going to come looking for him?”


  “Not if they’re smart.”


  Mars didn’t like the speculative gleam in the soldier’s eyes. They would be in a bad place if the idiots tried to take Saint away from Mars. Saint had more than a few maulings planned out in his head. Mars didn’t need to have mental connection with his mate to know what he would do if cornered or if anyone threatened Mars.


  “Don’t worry, mate, I’ll protect you.”


  Somehow that didn’t make it any better.


  “He looks like he’d be a beast in the ring,” Mathews continued.


  “That he is. I’ve made some good money on him, but I think we can do better. I heard you have the best pit in the galaxy.” He hadn’t really heard any such thing, but he’d learned over the years that everyone liked to think they had the best operation even if it was a rat-infested hell.


  Mathews frowned. “Don’t tell the admiral, but I don’t really like this part of the job. I don’t think it’s right. I mean, they’re sentient beings and everything. We shouldn’t fight them like animals.”


  Mars smacked Mathews on the back. “You’ve got a good heart, soldier, but they wouldn’t fight if they didn’t like it, right?”


  He couldn’t let Mathews know how much he agreed with him. The soldier had probably heard something along the lines of Mars’ declaration a time or two. Pit masters often made the stupidest statements over why they thought a fighting arena was a good idea…right up to the point where they were thrown in jail.


  “They would if they couldn’t help it.” Mathews lowered his voice. “I heard some of them are drugged so they feel compelled to fight. You might want to rethink fighting with your Thresl. I’ve heard King Vohne is taking them back. He even finds them a job and a mate.”


  Anger burned through Mars like a wildfire. He would find those responsible and make them pay. “It doesn’t seem sporting to drug them.”


  “They will learn the error of their ways.” Saint’s vow rang as a promise between them. They might not have much in common, but their common goal of saving the Thresl pulled them together tighter than any romantic bond.


  Mathews shrugged. “That’s just what I heard. They don’t tell us grunts anything.”


  After a long walk through the sterile corridors of the station, the cool blue of the Admiral’s door was like an oasis in a beige-painted desert.


  “Here it is, Admiral Holland’s office. He’s a nice enough guy, for an officer. I’m sure he’ll get you what you need,” Mathews waved a hand towards the door as if he hadn’t just confided his unease over the situation.


  Mathews’ about-face had warning flags flying all over. Were they being recorded?


  “Thank you, Mathews. I appreciate your help.” Mars didn’t ask any more questions. Mathews’ eyes were all over the place as if he knew there was a camera watching the entire encounter but didn’t know where.


  The information had helped. They now knew the admiral not only had a fighting ring but he used other unscrupulous tactics. A man willing to drug Thresl and force them to battle might have few morals keeping them from other criminal acts.


  “We need to get those Thresl out of here!”


  Mars nodded.


  Mathews knocked on the Holland’s door. “I’ll wait out here in case he wants me to take you back to your ship.”


  “I think we’ll be fine. I feel good about this. I’m wearing my lucky boots.”


  Saint chuffed.


  A deep voice bid them to enter.


  Opening the door revealed a large office with dark wood furniture and pale blue walls that matched the door. A tall man with the stance of a long-time military career waited for them.


  “Admiral Holland?”


  “That’s what it says on the door.”


  Mars nodded to Mathews before stepping through the doorway and shutting the door behind them. The two men shook hands. Saint growled lightly when the handshake took more than two seconds.


  “Shush,” Mars admonished Saint.


  He subsided. Mars knew he’d hear about that later.


  “So he listens to you? You two have bonded?”


  “We have to some degree. As you can see, we’re not completely connected or he’d be in his human form.”


  “Maybe he listens to you because you have some Thresl blood yourself.” Admiral Holland’s assessing gaze made Mars glad he didn’t have more than a bit of Thresl DNA. Holland would no doubt have sent Mars to the pits if he thought he could transform.


  Mars had to admit he was a bit surprised Mathews hadn’t commented on his eyes.


  “I’m a quarter Thresl,” he admitted.


  “Interesting.” The admiral’s grim smile had warning tingles scurrying down Mars’ spine. A sensation he never ignored.


  “Is that a problem?” Since he wasn’t full-blooded, he didn’t know why that would matter to the admiral, but Holland continued to stare at Mars long enough he became confused.


  “No. In fact I find it interesting that you can have any hold over him. Maybe you can help with some of the others?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Bastard.”


  Mars agreed. He almost hoped Holland would try something with Saint because the Thresl would chew him up and spit Holland out into little pieces, if Saint didn’t swallow him whole.


  “I have to say I thought Vohne was the biggest Thresl I’d ever seen. Your Thresl is even bigger than the king. I thought royals were the largest Thresl got.”


  Crap!


  Mars thought fast. “I think mine’s a throwback. The fact Saint is larger than Vohne is one of the reasons I’m not currently on Nillre. The king didn’t like anyone stronger than him nearby, and his mate wouldn’t tolerate it. I think he’s jealous and doesn’t like the competition. It’s another reason I want to have Saint trained. If Vohne sends someone after us, we need to be able to protect ourselves. I hear you have one of the best pits around. My guy’s big, but he still needs to toughen up.”


  “You’re not worried he’ll get hurt?”


  Mars waved a hand, dismissing the issue. “He’s just an animal, really. I might have some Thresl blood, but I’m not a cat now am I?”


  Holland laughed. “True. I’m glad you aren’t too attached to him. Accidents do sometimes happen.”


  Mars doubted any pit deaths were truly accidents. Not after what Mathews had said. A drugged Thresl couldn’t control itself.


  “We’re not completely bonded. I didn’t want to go through the process. I couldn’t fight him once he turned human.” Mars let the truth of his words lend validity to his story. He hadn’t wanted to go through the bond but not for the reason he gave the admiral.


  Admiral Holland nodded. “Good thinking. Where did you find him?” Holland nodded towards Saint.


  “Half-starved in a third rate pit. They weren’t taking care of him but I could see his potential.”


  Holland frowned. “He looks good now.”


  “I know how to take care of Thresl.”


  “I’ve heard of you by reputation,” Holland admitted. “You’ve been doing this for a while.”


  “I have.” Mars tried to look smug instead of sickened by what the admiral told him.


  “Hmm, well I might have a job for you if the king doesn’t change his policies. My department is useless without fighters. The pit fighters are coming along nicely and will soon be bonded to proper soldiers. Once they’re trained, they’ll become the perfect killing partnership for battle.”


  “So you put them in the pit to train them to be soldiers?” Now they were getting to why the pit had formed.


  “Yes. Some of them are stubborn and think they’ll have a choice of mates.” Holland laughed. “Why would we let them pick their soul mate or whatever when we can get centuries of fighting out of them? Unfortunately a few of them have proven weak and died in the process. Damn shame.” The admiral truly looked upset at the prospect—probably because he wouldn’t get those years of battle out of them that he’d wanted.


  “I don’t want mine killed, he’ll make an excellent security guard for my ship. He’s of no value to me dead.”


  “What can you offer me for use of our training pit? Since you’re a civilian, you can take your Thresl and go after taking advantage of our training.”


  Mars nodded. “True, but like you said, I have access to Thresl you can’t get to through your military connections. I’m sure we can help each other out.”


  Holland remained stern in the face of Mars’ camaraderie. “Normally I’d never deal with a scumbag like yourself, but for once we have common goals. It’s a deal.”


  Mars bit the inside of his cheek to hold back the acidic words burning to get out. If one of them were scum, it was the self-righteous asshole before him.


  “Easy, love.”


  Mars curled his fingers to hide the claws sliding out of the tips. His inner Thresl growled at the admiral. Before Saint, Mars hadn’t even known he had a cat lurking inside. He hoped it didn’t progress from snarling to coming out to play. Mars had no wish to turn into a furry beast.


  “It could be fun. I’ll chase your tail if you chase mine.”


  Mars didn’t bother to tell Saint to stay out of his head. He knew better by now. Saint considered Mars’ brain public property, a play land he could visit whenever he wished. Instead, he nudged Saint with his leg to let him know he’d heard. No way could he subdue the irrepressible man, and Mars didn’t know if he even wanted to try.


  “Why don’t we see how your beast does in training? If he excels like I suspect he will, we’ll use him as a sample of the work we can do. Maybe the king will rescind his restriction if he sees our programme. Or with you bringing enough Thresl in and us training them, we can gather enough to fight without the king’s permission.”


  “Excellent. I’d be happy to help in any way I can.” No way in hell would Vohne approve of the admiral’s training programme. If Kres didn’t knife the man during their meeting it would be a minor miracle. Mars kept his opinion to himself. If Holland thought he could raise an army of Thresl-human fighting partners without the king knowing, the poor man was delusional.


  Holland opened the door to his office. As promised, Mathews stood outside. “Get these two a room and some food.” He turned back to Mars. “You’ll begin training tomorrow. I’ll have a contract drawn up outlining our agreement.”


  “Excellent.”


  “Mathews will be your guide while you’re here. Have him take you to the mess hall to get some food before anything else. You’ll be wanting to familiarize yourself with the place before training tomorrow. You might be here a few months before your Thresl is fully ready. As I said before, don’t finish the bond or he’ll be human and useless to you. Once they transform to human, they start to think they have rights and crap.”


  The admiral’s expression revealed what he thought about Thresl having opinions. If Mars had had any positive thoughts towards the admiral before, they were now officially dead.


  “Understood. Thank you, sir.” Mars didn’t salute or do anything more than nod absently before leaving. Saint followed close at his heels. Any words that might cross Mars’ lips at that moment would result in the admiral banishing them from the station. The anger burning through him took all his attention to keep under control.


  “What an ass.”


  “Yes. We need to keep an eye on him.”


  While walking through the crowded halls, it was better to talk silently between themselves. If Mars was caught in his lies, they might execute him before he could give Vohne a call for help. According to all Thresl knowledge, he shouldn’t be able to telepathically communicate with Saint until they were bonded. If they suspected he could do it now, they might execute him and ask questions later. The military weren’t known for their appreciation for lies unless they were the ones telling them.


  The humans were gearing up for war, and if Holland thought Mars couldn’t tell, then he really underestimated him. Of course people often thought Mars was an idiot because of his looks. People foolishly confused him as someone pretty and stupid.


  Mathews took a left and led them farther down the corridor before pausing. “Would you like to eat first? I mean, I know the admiral said to take you to get food, but I thought I’d ask.”


  “Yes, food sounds good.” Mars should’ve been spending time pumping Mathews for information instead of chatting with Saint. “How long have you been on the station?”


  “Um, a couple of months. I just joined the service a year ago. I finished basic then they sent me here. I thought they might be planning to match me with a Thresl.” Excitement crept into the soldier’s voice. “I didn’t know they only gave them to officers. I mean, I know the king mated with a regular guy like me. Not that I thought I’d match with a king, but you know—I’d like to bond with one of them.”


  “Why?”


  Saint growled.


  “What? It was a legitimate question.”


  Mathews smiled. “Your Thresl is more aware than most of the ones I see. You can tell he knows what’s going on. I feel kinda bad for some of the beasts. They’re completely ruled by instinct, so when they’re put in the pit, they fight for survival or against the drugs.”


  It sounded more like Red Claw was right—they were just like the other fighting circles they’d visited over the years. Holland may think he had a higher calling for his pit, but they all boiled down to helpless Thresl pitted against each other.


  “The admiral said it was to train them to be better fighters,” Mars prodded.


  “I guess. I mean the admiral says they’re training, but it’s more like a boxing ring. If they survive, they’re the winner. Not a lot of them die, but when they do it’s pretty brutal. The guys tease me. They say I’m too soft. I don’t think Admiral Holland always has the Thresl interests at heart.”


  “That’s a huge accusation.” Mars shook his head as if he couldn’t imagine such a thing.


  Mathews paled. “Please don’t tell the admiral. I like it here. I do. I just wish I could bond with a Thresl and not so he could fight. I’ve just always thought I would make one a good mate.”


  The shy smile Mathews gave Mars reminded him of Daniel. A young man with dreams and needing someone to take care of. If they made it out of this alive, Mars would make sure Mathews had a chance at the testing centre.


  “He was made to be a Thresl mate.”


  Mars nodded his agreement with Saint’s assessment. His friends might think the soldier too soft, but Mars considered compassion a positive attribute when screening matches for Thresl. Not that anyone asked him.


  “I don’t think it’s soft to not want an innocent Thresl to be killed. I think it says a lot about you.”


  Mathews stood up a bit straighter. “You think?”


  Mars patted him on the back. “I do, and I promise not to tell the admiral anything we talk about.”


  They headed to a doorway that was marked by the scent of food if not by any other outward signs. No sign was posted above the archway, but the aroma of cooking meat filled the hall.


  “Food’s right in there. Help yourself to anything. There is no charge to anyone. It’s part of our military service.”


  “I’m not in the military.”


  Mathews shrugged. “You’re a guest.”


  Mars peeked inside and had to admit he was a bit impressed at the size of the mess hall. The area stretched as far as he could see with tables lining the entire room to service hundreds of soldiers in an efficient manner.


  “Get some food, and I’ll meet you back here in thirty. I’m going to go find your room assignment.”


  “I like him. He’s honest inside and out,” Saint commented.


  “Good. I’d hate to set him up with a Thresl only to find it in the pit later.”


  Mars had hoped the entire situation with Mathews hadn’t been a setup, but unlike Saint, he had to go by what he heard not what they guy might be thinking. He could see how reading minds would come in handy when ferreting out espionage.


  “The admiral doesn’t know anything about the Thresl smugglers. He was too eager to use you as a source.”


  “Damn.”


  They’d reached another dead end. If the military truly didn’t have anything to do with the smuggling, they needed to get back to Nillre and hunt down the duke’s relative. Hell thought his cousin Svin might be involved, but he was off dealing with an issue regarding farmers wanting more water rights on his property and hadn’t had a chance to follow up. Hell’s duties as a duke and spymaster were sometimes at odds. At least he’d sent Mars his cousin’s information before heading out of town.


  Mars grabbed a tray and followed the soldier ahead of him. He accepted two bowls of stew and a hunk of bread. He didn’t know what kind of meat it might be.


  “I’m not eating out of a bowl.”


  “You’ll eat however you need to if we’re going to keep our cover.”


  No way was Mars going to jeopardize their entire operation because his mate was too finicky. He headed for the closest table. A group of soldiers sat there, but a space at the end allowed enough room for Mars and a spot on the floor for Saint.


  “Do you mind if we eat here?” Mars asked the closest soldier.


  The soldier looked up. Spotting Mars and Saint, his eyes widened.


  “Oh, sure. Are you new here? You’d best get your uniform on fast before the admiral sees you walking around like a civilian. He hates that.”


  Mars settled beside the speaker. Saint growled before lying down on the floor.


  “Sorry I don’t have a cushion for you, princess.”


  Mars smiled at Saint’s annoyed chuff.


  “We’re just visiting to get some training. Holland is helping us with some stuff.” He let it hang off on the end as if they were involved in some mysterious mission, but the soldiers didn’t take the bait.


  Another soldier, a skinny guy with large freckles and brown eyes, looked up and almost choked on his food. “Wow, is that your Thresl? He’s massive. I bet the admiral creamed himself when he saw your guy. He’d be a great fighter.”


  Mars tried to hide his disdain by playing dumb. “That’s why we’re here. To learn to fight.”


  “No, not that. Not battling enemies.” Skinny kid leaned closer as if imparting secret information. “Admiral Holland runs a pit fight. I bet he’s going to want your Thresl to join. He’d beat everyone. He’s huge. I’d bet on him.”


  Clenching his fists under the table, Mars resisted the urge to throttle the idiot. Whoever put these people in charge of Thresl needed to be released into deep space without a pressure suit.


  “I’ve talked to the admiral about different options.” Mars tried to look aloof while inwardly he debated punching the guard out. “I just need some fighting tips. I’m not going to pit fight him. He could get injured. I need him for my personal security.”


  The first soldier he spoke to gave him a regretful smile. “Let’s just say it isn’t always a choice.”


  “Thanks for the warning.” Mars thought they’d baited that hook well. If the admiral thought Mars was resistant to letting Saint fight, he might send him down to where he hid the other Thresl. If they were going to rescue the fighters, they needed to know where the admiral kept them.


  “Welcome.”


  Skinny guy left without ever giving Mars his name. Saint jumped up on the newly vacated chair. Mars slid a bowl of stew over to him.


  “Hey, Thresl aren’t allowed on the furniture unless they’re in human form.” The soldier next to Saint declared.


  Saint snarled.


  “Well, you can explain that to him. I’m going to eat my food.” Mars ignored the soldier’s blustering. After a moment, the man grabbed his tray and rushed off. 


  “I think he changed his mind about objecting,” Mars declared to the soldier sitting next to.


  “I’m Tim.”


  “Mars.”


  They were too close to shake hands so they settled for a nodding.


  Saint’s disdainful sniff almost had Mars choking on his stew.


  “I hope you get to keep your Thresl. There’s some bad stuff going down here since the king cut us off.” Tim checked around, but the other soldiers were focusing on their food and chatting among themselves. After claiming his Thresl wouldn’t be fighting in the pits, he’d become a great deal less interesting to the others.


  “What kind of bad things?”


  “A friend of mine had bonded with a Thresl. The Thresl had been a good pit fighter, but when he met Jellan, he completely lost all aggression. The admiral freaked when he found out they’d bonded. The Thresl turned human and Holland had them kicked out of the military for insubordination.”


  “No shit?” Mars tried to appear surprised. Holland struck him as the type to do anything he wanted and to be buddies with enough higher ups to cover his ass. “Why?”


  Tim shrugged. “I guess once the admiral wasn’t making money off him in the pit, he didn’t want him around.”


  “How does the admiral make money?”


  “Entrance fees and he gets a percentage of all bets.”


  “Huh.”


  “I don’t know any bonded who want to let their Thresl fight, but I know several who’ve returned to Nillre to avoid the admiral. You might want to keep an eye on your friend there.”


  “I’ll do that, thanks. Why warn me?” Mars didn’t understand this rash of young men who felt the need to tell Mars every secret they had.


  Tim paled. “I—I don’t really know. I just saw you and had to warn you.” Tim stood then grabbed his tray. “I’ve got to go. Good luck.”


  Without another word, Tim rushed off.


  “Did you do that?”


  Saint licked a drop of gravy off his fur. “They are so simple here. It’s like picking low hanging fruit.”


  “You made him tell me!”


  “Well it wasn’t your good looks, even if he was imagining you naked in his bed.”


  “He was?” Mars hadn’t got an interested vibe from the young soldier at all. Maybe he was losing his touch.


  “I don’t think you would’ve enjoyed it. There were vast amount of ropes involved, and you didn’t look very comfortable.”


  He definitely hadn’t got a kinky vibe.


  Saint’s eyes glowed in the dim light.


  Mars threw his napkin at the Thresl. “Idiot. Stop making crap up and focus.”


  “What makes you think I made that up?”


  “Because if that kid was thinking anything that kinky, you’d have ripped out his throat.”


  Saint’s silence said more than a million words.


  At least now they knew who spearheaded the pits. Mars had wondered if the admiral was the sole person responsible or if there was someone else higher up in charge. From what the soldiers were saying, it was all Holland, but grunt soldiers were rarely told everything.


  “Why would Admiral Holland do something that would endanger his career?”


  Military guys like Holland lived for their career. To have him throw everything away for a few bucks didn’t make much sense.


  “I don’t think it’s the money. A guy like him is all about power.”


  Mars thought it over for a moment and had to agree that was the most likely scenario. Holland had wanted to build an army of Thresl-human battle partners, but still Mars doubted he could do it all himself.


  “We’ll do more digging tomorrow,” Saint promised.


  “Deal.”


  They finished their meal in relative peace. More than a few stares were directed their way, but no one else stepped forward to tell Saint to sit elsewhere.


  After they finished and dropped off their tray of dishes, Mathews returned. Mars had to admire the soldier’s timing.


  “I’ve found you a room. It’s not huge, but it is available.”


  “We weren’t looking for the royal treatment. We just want a place to lay down.” The events of the day had taken their toll on Mars. He just wanted a big bed and the company of his mate.


  “Aww.”


  “Shut up.”


  “Here you go!” Mathews stopped before another nondescript door only identifiable from other plain doors by the number on the front. Mars memorised their number so he knew where to go later. “I added some clothes and toiletries when I saw you didn’t have any baggage.


  “Thank you.” They hadn’t needed any of that because they’d thought they’d land and grab the Thresl. They hadn’t counted on an extended stay.


  Mathews nodded then turned to go.


  Mars entered first. Saint snarled at the action.


  “Oh, please. If anyone was in here you would’ve known down the hall.”


  He might not understand the extent of Saint’s powers, but Mars was pretty certain of that statement.


  Before he could say anything else, Saint transformed and wrapped Mars in his arms. “I think it’s time to claim my mate properly.”


  “It’s because the admiral said not to bond isn’t it?”


  “Partly. I’d hate to do anything that he approves of.” Saint yanked open Mars’ shirt. Buttons popped like small explosions off his shirt and scattered everywhere.


  “I had planned to wear that shirt again later.”


  “Plans change.” Saint’s smug expression had Mars laughing.


  He couldn’t stay mad at his mate, not when Saint was enjoying himself. “We need to talk.”


  “Does this have to do with who is going to top? I say we flip you. If you land on your stomach you’re mine. If you land on your head we can do whatever you want because you’ll be injured.”


  Mars shook his head at Saint’s nonsense. “No. You can top. I think you’re right. It is time for you to claim me. We need any edge we can get. I don’t know if we’ll gain any additional connection through the bond, but we can’t take the chance. If they separate us tomorrow, we need to be fully mated.”


  Saint kissed Mars, scrambling his thoughts and making him lose track of the conversation. When Saint finally let him up for air, Mars still couldn’t catch his breath for several minutes.


  “I can find you across the galaxy. The only advantage we’ll get is my cat will be satisfied you finally belong to us.” Saint pushed Mars.


  Chapter Three


  Saint grinned as Mars tripped on his own feet and landed awkwardly on the bed instead.


  “You should warn a guy before you do stuff like that.”


  Saint grinned. “You’re adorable.”


  Mars growled. “I’m not fucking adorable. I’m a big, bad starship captain, as you know from experience.”


  “And adorable.”


  Saint couldn’t hold back any more—he pounced.


  “Oof.”


  “Gotcha!” Saint grinned down at Mars.


  “Yes you do. The question is, what are you going to do with me now?”


  “Fuck you?” Saint had lots of plans over what he wanted to do with his willing mate. Some of them even included them wearing clothes. Not right now, but eventually.


  “You have a one track mind.”


  “It’s on an excellent track, why should I change it?”


  Saint tackled Mars’ zipper. He’d already handily disposed of the pesky shirt with way too many buttons. Freeing Mars’ erection, he smiled at his find.


  “What are you going to do now?” Mars’ asked, his voice dipping into a seductive tone.


  “Mm, whatever I want.” He lapped at the clear liquid pooling at the tip of Mars’ cock. Flavour slid across his taste buds. Saint shivered at the delicious nectar. Greedy for more, he swallowed Mars down.


  “Oh fuck,” Mars groaned. He sank his fingers into Saint’s thick hair, clutching it tight. Saint might be missing some patches of hair after this blow job, but it would be worth it. He’d finally come home.


  He stopped as soon as he could sense Mars close to losing control.


  “No!” Mars shouted trying to grab at Saint.


  “Shh, I’m not done. I just want you to come when I’m inside you.”


  “I was okay with coming first.” Mars’ lower lip slid out in a surprisingly sexy pout.


  “Don’t sulk, my mate. I’ll make it worth your wait. I don’t suppose you brought some lube?”


  Mars snorted. “Strangely enough, I wasn’t thinking of lube.”


  Saint opened the small table by the side drawer and found nothing. “Let me check the bathroom.”


  Mars sighed. “Fine, but hurry up.”


  “Patience, my mate,” Saint admonished.


  The bathroom had bath oil. A strange item for a military base, but Saint wasn’t going to question his luck. He brought it back into the bedroom, waving it triumphantly.


  “Good job. Want me to prepare myself?”


  “No.” Saint kept the bottle away from Mars’ outstretched hand. “It’s my privilege.”


  “What about when it was my turn?”


  Saint shrugged. “I was imprisoned for centuries. I couldn’t handle you prepping me quite yet. It would’ve been over before we started. Now stop whining and roll over.”


  Mars growled before moving into position. “You might want to work on your pillow talk.”


  “I’ll make you scream into the pillow, then we can discuss my bedroom skills.”


  Mars laughed. “Please feel free to show me this amazing talent of yours.”


  Saint snapped open the oil and poured it on his hand. With great care, he slid one finger into his mate, sliding it in and out until Mars began to curse.


  “Is there a problem?”


  “You really can’t carry off sounding innocent. Fuck me!”


  “Huh. I thought I had it down.”


  “You don’t. Enough with the fingers. More cock.”


  Saint smothered a laugh. His impatient mate was more fun than he’d expected. Mars’ first incarnation hadn’t had much of a sense of humour. He preferred this version. A few more crooks of his finger had Mars gripping the headboard with enough force Saint was waiting for the wood to crack.


  “Now!”


  “Bossy mate.” Saint dribbled oil on his cock and spread it around in a thorough layer. He wouldn’t hurt his mate for anything, even if Mars demanded it. Saint slowly jacked off a bit to tease his mate.


  “I’m waiting,” Mars snapped.


  “Oh, did you want something?”


  Saint gripped Mars’ hips before his sarcastic mate came up with something truly cutting to say. Lining up the tip of his cock, he pressed slowly inside Mars’ hole. “You’re tight.”


  “I told you it’s been a while.”


  An image of Zander fucking Mars drifted into Mars’ head.


  Saint growled. “I warned you about that.”


  “Hey, I can’t control my thoughts. You asked.”


  Saint pushed further, careful but determined to claim his mate. He had liked Zander when they’d met. He’d hate to have to kill the politician merely for being Mars’ first love.


  “I will erase all other men from your mind.”


  “Good luck.” Mars’ mind went carefully blank.


  Growling, Saint set a slow teasing rhythm. He fought his inner cat who wanted a hard punishing fuck until his mate knew who he belonged to. His human half insisted he’d win Mars easier through a slow, careful courtship. His stronger Thresl half demanded complete domination. Relationships between two alphas were a careful balancing act without Saint having a war within himself.


  Impatient, Mars pushed back. Saint slapped his ass. “I’m in charge.”


  “Then do something. I’m not glass. Fuck me.”


  “Part of being in charge is I get to set the pace, not you.”


  Mars clenched around him. Saint slapped his ass again.


  “Stop that!” Mars complained.


  “Then stop trying to take control. You can be in charge next time. This time you’re mine.” Saint could’ve frozen Mars’ ability to move but taking away his mate’s will would’ve scared Mars, not excited him.


  Mars planted his face in the pillow. “Fine.” Saint could barely make out his muffled word.


  A soft press of lips to the back of his neck had Mars lifting his head for a kiss on the mouth. “Can you turn over?”


  Mars nodded.


  Saint pulled out to allow Mars to move. He slid a pillow beneath his mate’s ass before pushing back in. “Better. I wanted to see your eyes.”


  “Why?”


  “Because your eyes are the most expressive I’ve ever seen.”


  How Mars maintained the reputation for a tough spaceship captain with his guileless gaze baffled Mars.


  Mars’ confused frown had Saint dipping down for another kiss. Their lips met, locked then opened enough for their tongues to intertwine. Mars opened his mind to Saint until he could almost pluck Mars’ thoughts like flowers in a field. He’d never met anyone who opened up to him so completely.


  A deep craving poured from Mars to Saint like a river with no barriers. Sunk beneath the waves of Mars’ need, Saint immersed himself in the flood. His body became one with Mars, in synch, they moved in a single continuous motion, two parts that became a greater whole when joined in a common bond. Their orgasms washed over them not with screams of completion but with soft sighs of pleasure.


  Joy burst from Saint like an exploding star, his soul entwining with his mate’s for eternity. Forever they would be bound. Saint’s incisors dropped. Without thought, he gave himself over to his Thresl half and sank his teeth into Mars’ shoulder. Growling, he sucked a bit of Mars’ blood into his body. Once his instinct to claim had faded, he removed his incisors and lapped at the wound.


  “We are now bound,” he whispered.


  Mars’ gold eyes were wide with shock and wonder. Saint slid out of his mate but continued to hold him close. They were a mess. Seed coated Mars’ chest and dripped out of his hole, but Saint had never seen anyone so beautiful in his life.


  “For the first time, I feel like I’m yours.” Mars’ hushed voice wrapped around Saint like a blanket of comfort.


  “You have always been mine. You just forgot for a while.” Saint rested his head on Mars’ chest. “Take a nap. Tomorrow we’ll worry about fighting.”


  Mars woke first. Another soft knock at the door made him realise why he’d woken the first time.


  “It’s Mathews. I made him go away for another ten minutes,” Saint growled.


  The fact his mate could control someone enough to give them a timeline probably should’ve worried Mars. Instead he found it kind of sexy. Mars had never thought he’d enjoy an alpha type of mate. Obviously he didn’t know himself as well as he’d thought.


  “Mate, we need to get up.”


  “Why?” Mars pet Saint’s head, relishing the soft strands sliding through his fingers. “Go back to sleep.”


  He could stay there for hours. Why hurry?


  “Mathews will be back.”


  “But not for another ten minutes.” Mars kissed Saint on the nose. “Whatever will we do with all that time?”


  “Bathe.” Saint stood then pulled Mars up off the bed after him. “We’re crusty.”


  “Fine. But I get to scrub you first.”


  “I only sent him away for ten minutes.”


  Mars groaned then immediately began plotting what all could be accomplished under that deadline.


  They finished their shower with only a few minutes to spare. Saint had barely transformed back into his Thresl form before Mathews returned.


  Mars opened the door at the first knock. “Nice to see you again.”


  Mathews didn’t have the cheery expression of the day before. “I’m sorry, sir, he made me.”


  Mars didn’t have the chance to speak before another soldier appeared from around the corner and shot Mars with a dart.


  “Fuck.”


  The world turned fuzzy around the edges then went dark.


  * * * *


  Mars woke up. It took a few minutes for him to realise his groggy headache wasn’t the after effects of a migraine but the left over confusion from drugs. His eyes wouldn’t focus for several minutes, but finally he could make out the space around him. His world consisted of a large jail cell with a comfortable cot. A table in one corner and a plate of food that smelt oddly tempting.


  Moving in slow, careful motions, Mars sat up.


  “Hey, man.”


  Mars turned his head towards the voice. The rest of him wasn’t quite ready for rising.


  “I’m Balt.”


  “Mars.”


  “I heard the guards saying your mate was going to make them a lot of money.” Balt had long, dirty blond hair and his eyes had a cautious cast, like a dog who’d been beat down so much he was waiting for the next kick.


  Busy examining the stranger, it took a moment before Balt’s words made sense. “They’re idiots. Saint is going to kick their asses.”


  “Who’s Saint?”


  “My Thresl.”


  “Oh. Well if he’s as tough as you think, he’ll be fine. They always take it easy the first few times.”


  “What are you doing here?” Mars didn’t have to ask what he was doing there. The soldiers were no doubt putting Saint into a fight as they spoke.


  “My Thresl is one of the fighters. They keep me and a couple other guys down here as insurance. When our Thresl wins enough fights, they say we can go free as long as we fight for the cause or some bullshit like that. Everyone knows they don’t ever let you go except in a box. The last two who lost their mates went crazy. They shot them like feral dogs.”


  “Shit!” It was worse than Mars and Saint had thought. They had believed the Thresl were unmated. Fighting mated Thresl even if they weren’t completely bonded was inhumane. “Do you know where they are getting the Thresl?”


  Balt shook his head. “No, man. Mine was here when I arrived. I was only supposed to be doing some contract electrical work. I met Sage and I couldn’t leave her behind. I mean she’s my mate, man.”


  “How long have you been here?”


  Balt appeared to be thinking about it for a moment then Mars realised he was counting. Little marks were carved into the wall beside him. “Thirty meal cycles.”


  “Do they let you see her?”


  “Yeah, before every fight. She won’t go in if they don’t show me to her first.” Pride infused his voice. “They tried once and she maimed her handler.”


  “Any idea where they’re fighting?”


  “I heard it was in the north cargo hold. There are a lot of boxes there, so they can hide it from any higher ups who show up for inspection.”


  “Can you get me there?”


  “Sure. I mean if I was out of here.” Balt glanced around the cell. “I don’t see that happening, though.”


  “Mate!” Saint’s voice pierced Mars’ skull.


  He clutched his head. “I hear you. Don’t shout. Where are you?”


  “In the pit.”


  Damn. He didn’t want to distract Saint while he fought. “Are you all right?”


  Saint’s disdain translated through their link with the same sarcasm as it did in person. “They only have me fighting two. I barely have to work at it. I would’ve stunned them by now, but I needed to find you first.”


  “Stay there, I’ll come to you.”


  “See you soon.”


  Mars smiled when Saint cut off communication without asking for more details. It thrilled him that Saint had complete confidence in Mars.


  “You all right, man?”


  “Yeah, I was talking to Saint.” No reason to hide things now. Their infiltration had worked enough they’d found out what they needed. Vohne could take things from here.


  “Wow, that’s a powerful connection. I can’t talk to Sage telepathically unless she’s in the same room and then only a few words.”


  “Where are the other mates?” Mars wasn’t going to discuss the details of his relationship with Saint.


  “Across the hall. You can hear them screaming sometimes. They are wound way too tight.”


  Mars didn’t laugh at the disgust in Balt’s voice, but it took effort. Mars popped off the heel of his right boot. Smiling, he dug out a lock pick from the hollowed out compartment.


  “Man, are you a spy or something?”


  “Nope, just a man who likes to be prepared. You never know when someone might want to chain you to a wall.”


  “Kinky.”


  Remembering the jail cell he’d escaped from last time, Mars decided not to share his story of ex-lovers, rats and an almost rape. He’d broken free and killed his captor, but it had been a close thing. His other boot held a small weapon. He never left the ship unprepared for the worst. His captivity had occurred during a regular supply stop. Mars considered it a lesson well learned.


  After snapping his boot heel shut again, he quickly picked the lock then moved to unlock Balt’s cage.


  “Where are we going?”


  “To get our mates.”


  “Rock on, man.”


  Mars frowned at Balt but decided it wasn’t worth a discussion. He didn’t have time to decipher Balt’s strange language. They easily located the two other men across the hall. “I’m Mars. Would you two like to rescue your mates?”


  “We’ll get our asses handed to us,” a dark-haired man with a thin face declared.


  Mars shrugged. “Maybe, but I’m going to get my mate. You can come with me or sit here while I go get everyone.”


  “I’ll come.” A blond man with bulging muscles emerged from the shadows of the cell. “I want my Thresl back.”


  “Good. Mine is fighting right now. Let’s get there before he kills everyone.”


  Now that Mars had the human halves collected and Saint was battling the Thresl, they could make their escape. They wouldn’t get any more information here.


  “I’m ready to go home. Are you done making friends?” Saint’s impatience sizzled across their link.


  “I’m coming, stop bitching.”


  “Still talking to your mate?” Balt asked.


  “Yeah and apparently he’s tired of waiting. Balt can you lead us to the fighting pit?”


  “I can,” the blond said. “I’m Salan.”


  “Nice to meet you. I’m Mars.”


  “Telto,” the dark-haired man offered. “You really think you can get us out of here?”


  “Yes.” Mars looked around. “Are there any more of you? Four doesn’t seem enough for a fighting ring.”


  “There are ten Thresls left. Only three are still mated. The other seven never found mates or rejected the ones the admiral wanted them to bond with. They should all be at the fighting ring. The admiral likes to give them hope of earning their freedom.”


  “Bastard.” Mars would take great delight in killing that idiot. Unfortunately he’d probably have to settle for reporting him to Vohne and the military heads.


  With Salan leading the way, they quickly traversed the station. Oddly enough, no one tried to stop them from going anywhere. Mars wondered if the others weren’t aware of the men’s imprisonment. He asked Balt.


  “I don’t think they know we’ve been locked up. The admiral limits who can visit us.”


  “Huh.” Mars didn’t have any response to that.


  They slowed when the noise of shouts and jeers replaced the normal sounds of a functioning space station.


  “No!” someone yelled followed by a series of boos.


  Mars scurried to the edge of a row of boxes to get a better look. What he saw had his jaw dropping open. Saint stood calmly in one corner of a cordoned off fighting arena. Three Thresl stood opposing him. None of them were moving.


  “Are you done staring, love, or would you care to come closer?”


  Mars sighed. Sneaking up on his mate would be a lifetime adventure. “Let’s go, guys.”


  Without waiting to see if they followed, Mars marched through the crowd to Saint’s side. “Are you done playing?”


  Saint turned his huge black-furred head in Mars’ direction.


  In a flash he transformed to human. A wave of his hand had him clothed. “I guess so.”


  “You bonded with him!” Admiral Holland stormed out of the crowd. “I warned you.”


  From his jacket he pulled a weapon and pointed it at Mars. “You never should have come here. You are ruining everything.”


  “Well, we do agree on something after all,” Mars said. “Saint, mate, would you like to do the honours?”


  Saint nodded. He held out his hand, palm forward. The admiral flew through the air and slammed into a wall of crates. The entire stack toppled with a resounding crash.


  “We’ll send someone to pick him up.” Saint pointed to a tall man standing to the side of the pit as if refereeing the fight. “You will hand him over to the authorities when they come. Until then, lock him up.”


  Mars shivered from the power rolling out of Saint. He had no doubt his mate had used his compelling ability. The soldier moved in a strange disjointed manner to go retrieve the admiral. Mars looked away. The mind control thing unnerved him. Instead he turned his attention to the Thresl and their mates.


  “Would you like to come to Nillre with us? We are going to have to report this to the king.”


  To Mars’ surprise it was unanimous.


  “Could I come too, sir?” Mathews stepped through the crowd to approach them.


  “Don’t you have a military commitment?” Mars said.


  Mathews tilted his head up stubbornly. “After what’s gone on here, I don’t think I’ll have any trouble quitting.”


  “He can come,” Saint declared. “We’ll take him to the matching people. If he mates with a Thresl, Vohne can grant him immunity.”


  Mathews’ wide smile warmed Mars’ heart after the entire sordid situation.


  “All right. You can tell Vohne what you know about this pit and how it came about.”


  “Great!” Mathews shouted.


  “You have fifteen minutes to pack everything and meet us on the ship.” Mars wanted to help the kid out, but he wouldn’t wait for anyone.


  “I don’t need to pack. There’s nothing here I want to take with me.”


  “What about the rest of you?” Mars asked the group.


  They all shook their heads no.


  “Okay, let’s head out.”


  Mars wondered why no one intercepted them on their way out. It wasn’t until a few days later that he learned it was because Saint had paralysed them so they couldn’t move.


  Chapter Four


  Saint took Mars to his rooms in the palace. He had a suite in the royal wing.


  “This is gorgeous. It must’ve belonged to someone important.”


  Saint surveyed it as if seeing it for the first time taking in the finely crafted furniture and slightly faded tapestries. “Vohne gave me his father’s old rooms. He said I could renovate them as I saw fit. I was waiting for my mate to make any final decisions.”


  “Why?”


  “I thought you might have input into the place you will be living. Foolish me.”


  “You’re right. I love to decorate.” Mars clapped his hands together. “I was thinking bright green with purple trim.”


  “You are off the decorating committee.”


  He ducked the pillow Saint threw at him. “What, you don’t like my taste?”


  Saint snorted. “You don’t have any.”


  Mars’ communicator buzzed. Glancing at the readout he smiled. “Svin’s agreed to meet with us.” Mars waved the device at Saint.


  “Am I the only one who finds it strange that a duke’s cousin would agree to meet with a pirate captain?”


  Mars sniffed. “I’ll have you know I have a galactic reputation for being a nefarious fellow who smuggles all sorts of things. I’ve met with royals of several species.”


  “Ah, a well-rounded thief, my apologies.”


  “Apology accepted,” Mars graciously agreed.


  “Do you think he’s looking for a new source to help with his Thresl trafficking and plans to take up with a man who has a reputation for smuggling them?”


  “Maybe. Sometimes it helps to have a bad reputation.”


  Saint bowed. “I will have to trust you to help lead me through this new criminal life I’ve acquired.”


  “I do agree with you that something is wrong with this entire setup. My instincts are screaming that we’re possibly walking into a trap. I’m not completely oblivious to the possible danger.”


  “What for? I mean I now know you’re an infamous kidnapper of Thresl, but why trap you?” Saint would stop anyone from hurting his mate, but he didn’t like walking blindly into a setup. There were some things that would kill even him.


  Mars shrugged. “I don’t know, but something definitely feels off.”


  “Do you think we should bring backup?”


  “Who? I don’t think any of the soldiers are going to listen to me.”


  “We should tell Vohne and Kres what’s going on,” Saint said. “Vohne won’t like it if he thinks we’ve cut him out of the loop.”


  “I thought you didn’t care what Vohne thinks.”


  “I never said that. I don’t think he should remain king. That’s a completely different matter. He needs to know what’s going on with the Thresl or he can’t make proper decisions.” Saint respected his nephew, and although he planned to take his throne, he hoped to keep a good relationship between them.


  “We could also ask Zander and Leo.”


  Saint growled.


  Mars laughed. “What is it with you? Zander is a great guy.”


  “He was your first.”


  Mars smiled at some memory. “Yeah, he was. I had some great times with Zander, then I broke his heart. I’m with you, and in case you forgot, he has Leo. His mate might not be the badass you are, but Leo would take care of anyone who tried to touch his mate.”


  “Good point, call him. I’ll try to keep my jealousy to myself. I’m rather fond of Leo. He’s a good kitten.”


  “I wouldn’t call him that. He almost ripped off my face for that mistake.” The small Thresl had a fierce side.


  “I’ll keep that in mind. I don’t like the situation. I can’t help thinking we’re just missing an important piece of this damned puzzle.”


  “Agreed. Let me call Zander and see if he can help.”


  Saint wandered onto the balcony while Mars made his calls. He didn’t want to be within earshot if Mars used that coddling tone he always got when he talked to Zander. Their great love affair might have ended years ago, but Mars had fond memories of the politician, and Saint’s heart ached a bit that Mars might not ever have the same fond thoughts about him.


  Mars didn’t have a choice with Saint, they were fated to be together. Mars had chosen to leave Zander on his own, but Saint wondered if sometimes Mars regretted that decision. Saint had never had to deal with an ex-lover before. The surprising pain it brought him made him glad Mars didn’t have a string of exes following him around like lost puppies.


  Leaving Zander had broken a bit of Mars that Saint knew he’d never be able to fix. Mars might be Saint’s big love, but it was increasingly obvious that Saint would never be Mars’ first grand passion. That position had already been filled by Zander and could never be reclaimed.


  “He’ll come,” Mars said, stepping out on the balcony.


  “Of course he will.” Saint tried to keep the bitterness out of his voice but knew he failed when Mars turned him so they were facing each other.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “It’s stupid.” Saint turned back as if the view were the most fascinating thing in the universe. In reality, he didn’t even see the scene before him.


  Mars pinched Saint’s chin and forced him to face him. “What?”


  “I hate that Zander was your great love.” He hadn’t planned to blurt that out. Bravery, strength and power were the images he projected to his mate—not insecurity. This vulnerability had him flailing mentally to keep his balance.


  Mars kissed Saint. “Some things you can’t change. Zander is my past. You are my future.”


  “You read that somewhere didn’t you?”


  “Sunday evening vids. They have the greatest movies.”


  Saint laughed. His melancholy vanished the longer he stood on the balcony with his mate. “You’re right. You are my now. I shouldn’t let what you did before you knew me change anything. I guess since I was trapped in the palace, I thought you would be out here waiting for me. I never imagined you’d be off having a life of your own. Stupid, I know.”


  Mars shook his head. “It’s not stupid, a bit naïve maybe, but not stupid. If I were trapped for centuries, I would want to think my mate was remaining pure for me too. I’d say I’m sorry, but my experiences are part of me. I think I make a better mate because I’ve had some life experience. Besides, you wouldn’t want some virginal innocent. You’d be bored within a week.”


  “True.” Saint couldn’t deny that fact. If he had found a pristine mate sitting and waiting for him to show up, he wouldn’t have made the perfect partner Mars did. Mars’ experiences added to his appeal. “I’m unfairly blaming Zander when I should be thanking him for making you the person you are.”


  “I don’t think you need to go that far.” Mars blushed. Saint watched fascinated. He hadn’t known his mate could blush.


  Saint grinned. “Okay, I’ll keep my gushing down to a minimum. When can they go with us to see Svin?”


  “Tomorrow. Zander has to finish bartering for mining rights or something.”


  Saint slid a finger down Mars’ chest. “What ever can we do to kill all that time?”


  Mars’ stomach growled. “I’m thinking we need to get some food. Want to order some to our room?”


  Saint thought about it for a moment. “No. I need to learn more about our people. If I plan to take over the kingship, I have to learn what they are like as a human. If they can’t respect me, I can’t help them. I need to find out their likes and dislikes and how they want the kingdom run. If they are going to plot against me I need to know that too.”


  “I thought you were going to leave that to Vohne?”


  “I like to keep my options open.”


  If Mars wished to think Saint was going to give up his life goal of regaining the throne, let him. His plans hadn’t changed, but he might have to be sneakier about how he took the throne. If Vohne, Kres and Mars were angry with him, he’d never get a moment’s peace.


  Mars sighed. “So…reconnaissance?”


  “Yep. Let’s go eat and spy on our fellow royals.”


  “Sounds like fun,” Mars drawled.


  * * * *


  If the lord sitting beside them didn’t stop complaining, Saint would rip out his heart and present it as a delicacy on the dinner table. Count Denford’s incessant whining was getting on his last nerve. It must’ve shown, too, because Mars hadn’t stopped grinning.


  “So let me get this right,” Saint growled. “You think the king should give up royal land to your sons.”


  “They aren’t doing anything with it,” Count Denford defended his claim.


  “If I remember correctly, it is a protected forest with water rights to several residential locations,” Saint growled.


  “It’s undeveloped land!”


  “You’re an idiot,” Saint replied. “You will never get that land.”


  “Says you. The king might not be so close-minded. He’s a fair man.”


  “True,” Mars jumped into the conversation.


  He must’ve read Saint’s mind and known he was seconds from ripping the man’s face off. Surely no one would hold him accountable.


  “Vohne is very fair minded, which is why he wouldn’t let your greed get in the way of your neighbours receiving fresh water. Maybe you should come up with a different way for your sons to become land owners.”


  “Like how?” The petulant count’s face turned bright red.


  “Follow the long time tradition of marrying them off to landowners,” Mars suggested.


  “I’m not going to barter my sons off.”


  Saint found Lord Denford’s indignation ridiculous since he’d planned to steal land from the crown for his sons.


  “Maybe you should talk to the king or the King-Mate. I’m sure either of them would be able to help you come up with ideas.”


  “Oh…um… I wouldn’t want to disturb Kres. He’s very busy. I’ll think of something.” The count stood up and left without saying goodbye.


  Mars threw back his head and laughed. “You might have to work on your people skills, honey.”


  Saint growled in frustration. There were two things he’d learned by listening to the people around them. First, King Vohne was universally loved and secondly, Kres was regarded with caution and fear by most of the populace. The court liked Kres’ ability to protect their king, but personally gave him a wide berth.


  He shared his findings with Mars.


  “We can do it in reverse. I’m very lovable and you can be the growly one. Besides, didn’t we already define you as the Kres in this relationship?”


  Laughing, Saint almost dropped his drink. It probably wouldn’t have been so funny if it weren’t true. Once they finished eating, they headed back to their room. Around the corner from their suite, Saint froze. He grabbed Mars’ arm before his mate took another step.


  “Wait.”


  “Why?” Mars followed Saint’s lead and kept their conversation telepathic.


  “I smell something.” His instincts bristled a warning. Danger.


  Before Mars could ask for details, Count Denford rushed past them.


  “Wait!” Saint shouted.


  The count tossed Saint a disdainful glance over his shoulder as he continued on his way. “I have no interest in speaking to you.”


  Saint kept Mars from moving forward. “No. Not yet.”


  They waited another ten seconds. Saint counted.


  “Maybe you were wrong,” Mars said.


  An explosion rocked the palace. Plaster sprayed around the corner along with bits of stone and wood.


  Saint knew he had recognised the scent, but he couldn’t recall from where until too late. It was the same smell he’d encountered in barrels outside the city. Mine powder. It was a special formula used by miners to clean out caves. On its own, the powder was inert but combined with a special burner the stuff could blow up a mountain.


  Emergency personnel rushed past them in response to the explosion to check out the damage. Saint waited. When no other bombs were triggered, he released his grip on Mars’ arm.


  “Shall we?” Mars motioned Saint forward.


  Saint shrugged. “Might as well. Maybe we can determine who planted it.”


  “I think we need to visit the duke’s cousin a little earlier than planned,” Mars said. “I don’t like where this is going. The timing is a little too good. Someone doesn’t want us investigating further.”


  “You think Svin did this?”


  Mars shrugged. “I’m not ruling him out.”


  They walked around the corner to find their room in shambles. The entire wall of their suite had come down with the bomb. Their belongings were buried under tons of rubble.


  “At least this time I wasn’t under it,” Saint drawled.


  “That’s not funny.” Mars gave a low growl surprisingly good for a man who claimed only a quarter Thresl blood.


  Saint examined the damage. The fallen body of the count lay like a broken doll on the other side of the hall “No this isn’t funny at all. I guess we don’t need to worry about packing our bags.”


  “What happened?” Kres asked. Vohne stood beside him, rumpled enough that Saint had a good idea what they’d been up to before the explosion.


  “Our good count ignored my advice and walked around the corner.” Saint pointed at the body.


  “How did you know it was dangerous?” Kres’ narrowed his eyes suspiciously.


  “I smelt the powder. There must’ve been a tripwire or a timer attached to the bomb. Unfortunately I didn’t recognise it until he’d already ignored me, or I might have tried harder to dissuade him.”


  “Might have?” Vohne asked.


  “Well, he was pretty irritating,” Saint pointed out reasonably.


  “What my mate is trying to say is he would’ve stopped the count if he’d known for certain something was wrong instead of merely suspecting it. We had no wish for the count’s death.”


  Saint shrugged. He cared not one way nor the other if the man died. However, his mate had told him he had to at least pretend to feel compassion even if he couldn’t honestly understand it. If the count had listened, he still would’ve been alive. Saint had little patience for idiots.


  “At least now his sons will have something to do,” he offered brightly.


  The glare he received from his mate didn’t encourage him to think he’d said the right thing.


  Mars sighed.


  “We’ll work on it, love.”


  “Work on what?”


  Mars’ snort of amusement didn’t reassure him at all.


  “Let’s go talk,” Vohne said.


  Saint and Mars followed the royal pair back to their office. The room smelt faintly of sex and from Kres’ puffy lips, he had an idea of why. However, for once the urge to speak his mind faded before his mate’s frown.


  “This wasn’t our fault,” Saint started the conversation. He didn’t like being pulled into the office like a recalcitrant child who’d committed some crime his parents needed to scold him for.


  “Someone is trying to kill you.” Vohne didn’t waste any words beating around the point. Saint appreciated that about the man.


  “We know. We figure we must be getting close to finding who is masterminding the smuggling operation. We’ve taken care of the ones off planet by shutting down the fighting pits. I think it’s only a matter of time before the rest of them fall by the wayside,” Mars concluded.


  “Excellent work by the way.” Vohne’s approving smile warmed Saint. Although chronologically he knew he was older than Vohne, the king often felt more like a big brother than a nephew. Luckily, Vohne didn’t appear to have any of his father’s sadistic tendencies.


  “Thank you, nephew.”


  Kres smirked. “I don’t think Vohne is ready for a family bonding moment yet.”


  Saint shrugged. It never hurt to remind the king of their relationship and how much Vohne’s father had screwed him over.


  “Love, how would you like to not be King-Mate anymore?” Vohne asked, not taking his gaze away from Saint.


  Kres didn’t look up. His attention completely focused on his project of cleaning his nails with a deadly sharp dagger. “Why? Are you making me God-Emperor next?”


  Saint smiled but held back his laughter. Out of all the men in the room, his Thresl instincts screamed that Kres was the biggest predator of them all. If they didn’t secure Kres’ complete agreement, Saint would no doubt be poisoned or have his throat cut in his sleep. He doubted there was much the King-Mate wouldn’t do to ensure Vohne had whatever the king wanted. That sort of loyalty was rare even among the Thresl.


  “I believe Saint would like to reclaim the throne.” Vohne’s mild tone didn’t fool Saint. He could tell the king was feeling his mate out.


  Kres looked up, pinning Saint with an icy stare. “I’ve never taken part in a bloody resistance. It could be fun.”


  Vohne laughed. “I think Saint is thinking of more of a peaceful surrender.”


  “Why would we surrender? I mean, I might not be able to survive without my fancy balls and I do enjoy my shiny jewels.”


  The only gems Saint could spot on the King-Mate decorated the dagger Kres had taken to twirling during their conversation.


  “He’s going to kill us in our sleep.”


  Mars’ voice echoed Saint’s own thoughts.


  “Agreed.”


  “I’m sure you can keep whatever jewels you like,” Saint said smoothly. “Also we won’t be tossing you out of the palace. You can keep your rooms. We’re quite happy with the one assigned to us. Well, we were. I’m sure we can find others. It is a castle, after all.”


  “So how would this change affect my lavish lifestyle?” Kres drawled. “Would I no longer have breakfast served on those silver trays? I have to say, I really like that.”


  Vohne’s mouth twitched. “I’m pretty sure I can get you food, love.”


  “Would I get out of formal events?”


  “No.” Saint stepped into the conversation, no longer content to be ignored. “You two would be the heirs-apparent if anything happened to me.”


  Kres lifted an eyebrow. “Like what? Bomb attack? I can’t think of anything else strong enough to take you out.”


  “I’ll try not to take offence that you were looking for things that can kill me.”


  Kres shrugged. “Don’t take it personally. I always check for weaknesses.”


  “I like how you think, King-Mate. If you hadn’t already been claimed when I resurfaced, I might have had to court you.”


  Twin growls echoed in the room. If looks could kill, Mars’ eyes should’ve incinerated Saint on the spot.


  “What? I said if.”


  “I know my father ruined your life,” Vohne said, breaking the tension. “And I would love nothing more than to hand over the world and go and play with Kres among the stars, but our people deserve better than that. If you are going to lead them, you have to first learn to be a leader. I think if we offer a transition period, things will go smoother for everyone.”


  “How long a transition?” Had he underestimated Vohne? Was he as bad as his father?


  “A year.”


  “That’s reasonable. Take the deal, love, and we can both sleep well at night.”


  Saint saw that the King-Mate was watching them both closely. “You are in agreement with this, Kreslan? I don’t want you for an enemy.”


  Kres examined Saint and Mars slowly as if he weren’t certain if they were friends or in need of a coffin measurement. “I am if you are willing to guide the Thresl people onto a positive path. They have been through a great deal lately. They need a time of peace. I think Vohne’s proposal is a good one. He’s tired of leading, I’ve never wanted to be a royal and you were denied your birthright. It’s a good compromise without making everyone worry that you bullied your way into power. We don’t want to cause an uprising.”


  Saint nodded. “I hadn’t thought of it from the people’s perspective.” Foolish of him. He would need Vohne to fall back on if he hoped to win everyone’s trust. If he just took over the throne, Vohne’s loyal followers would skewer him. Saint could only take the throne if it were given to him publicly before the others. If Vohne wanted to do it this way, Saint couldn’t object. It made the most sense for their people.


  “Sounds fair. Just so you know, Mars and I are going to talk to Duke Hellbur’s cousin, Svin, with Zander and Leo. We think he knows something. We’re not sure if he’s the one smuggling people out, but he does live in an isolated area where he could easily hide his actions.”


  Vohne nodded. “Be careful, if Svin is involved, he’s been doing this since The Purge, and he won’t be afraid to kill you. Do you want further backup? I could spare a few soldiers to accompany you.”


  “No. If we go in there with an army, we’ll be tipping him off. I don’t want him to be more suspicious than before. I told him I have some questions regarding his property. It borders some land your father had that should’ve been mine.”


  Vohne frowned. “I don’t remember any land there.”


  “It’s south of Svin’s land. There’s nothing there, but it is a nice piece of grassland and I’d always wanted to build a house there.” Dreams once abandoned were coming back to life. Now Saint could dare to hope for a future with his mate. “It could make a good place for a royal retreat.”


  “You mean once we agree to step aside,” Kres interjected.


  “Yes. I had hoped you would immediately, but Vohne’s idea makes better sense.” No point in starting a panic when all parties were in agreement.


  Vohne pulled out a map. After a moment’s examination, he pointed at a dot on the paper. “Is this the land you were talking about?”


  Saint walked over to the map. “Yes. Huh, it is marked as a public park. That doesn’t make sense. My brother never would have let that property go. Not only is it in a valuable location between a gold mine and a large fresh water location, but he didn’t have a giving bone in his body. No way would he have left it for anyone else to enjoy.”


  “Why didn’t I know about this property? It should’ve been registered if it belonged to the royal house.” Vohne got on his communicator and Saint heard him talking to his brother Bleine. After a short conversation, he hung up. “Bleine’s never heard of it either.”


  “That could be the base location.” Kres leaned over the map. “I think Saint’s right and Svin is in this deeper than we suspected. The mountains could hide small shuttle landings.”


  Saint stared at the map. “Could it be that simple?”


  Mars squeezed Saint’s arm. “Why not? If no one else knew about the property, they wouldn’t have to change their location. It would be easy enough to hide everything.”


  “We need to investigate this carefully.” Saint peered closer at the map. “If this has been going on for years, who knows what they have in there? We need to proceed with caution. They could have an entire military presence and none of us would know.”


  Vohne ran his fingers through his hair. “I always feel like I’m behind the ball. Ever since I came back this last time, I’ve felt manipulated. It’s as if another force is setting me up to fail. Only Kreslan has kept me from going insane.”


  “I’m not sure I’ve done that good of a job,” Kres joked. He nudged Vohne with his shoulder.


  Vohne kissed Kres on the cheek.


  Saint looked away. The casual affection between Vohne and his mate affected him more than watching them kiss.


  “What’s wrong?” Mars’ voice in his head had Saint shrugging.


  “Nothing. They’re a good pair.”


  “Yes they are.”


  “Let’s make a plan. I want in on this too.” Kres rubbed his hands together as if he couldn’t wait to start an invasion. From what Saint had observed, that was probably right.


  Chapter Five


  Svin’s house might have been a quaint cottage at one time—maybe. Mars struggled to understand the appeal of architecture that appeared as if someone had continually slapped another section on with no regard to form or function. It squatted on its plot of land like a blob of grey stone that had somehow melted into the ground. Any claim it had to architectural beauty had faded to nothing.


  “That’s one ugly house,” Saint declared.


  Mars never had to guess what his mate thought. The pushy Thresl had no problem sharing his opinion no matter how rude his words might sound. Maybe being so long in isolation with only himself to speak to had warped the usual social filters. Saint didn’t appear to particularly care if someone liked what he said or not. He said what he wanted and people could do with it what they wished.


  “Everyone keep an eye out,” Mars warned. “I don’t like this, it’s too quiet.”


  “I agree,” Kres’ hushed voice sounded oddly loud in the stillness around the house.


  Not even the birds chirped near the enormous building. A predator lived inside that even the wildlife took note of.


  They’d almost had to bring the king’s personal guards, but with Kres’ insistence, Friln and Nelrin stayed behind to watch the prince and his mate. If this foolish outing killed all four of them, Bleine would be needed to watch over the Thresl home world and take back crown. Mars had learned some new curse words when Bleine had been told of their plan.


  Zander and Leo had met them in front of Svin’s drive and now squatted on the grass besides the others. Between the six of them, Mars was confident they could overcome any obstacle.


  “Does Hell’s cousin do magic?” Zander asked.


  “Why?” Mars asked. He took another step forward. A loud crackle of electricity was his only warning before he was picked up by an invisible hand and tossed thirty feet in the air. Mars lost track of up and down as his body flew like a bird. He’d always envied their abilities until that moment. Gravity wasn’t his friend. The nasty bitch yanked him back to the ground with bone-cracking force.


  “Ahh!” The sound burst out from between his lips without thought. Pain radiated through his back, his hips… Hell, his entire body ached.


  “Mars! Are you all right?” Saint kneeled beside him, gold eyes concerned.


  “You’re gonna get dirty.” That thought circled around his head in an unceasing loop. After being buried beneath a dusty palace, Saint always remained spotless. He hated dust getting on his clothes.


  “I don’t care about the clothes. How are you?”


  “I must look even worse than I feel if you don’t care about your clothing.”


  Saint slid an arm beneath Mars’ shoulders to help him sit up.


  “Ouch.”


  Saint froze. “Do we need to send you back to the castle for medical care?”


  “I’m fine. Just a little shaken. I have enough Thresl blood to protect me from a fall,” Mars scoffed. Privately, he wanted to crawl back to his room and count his teeth to make sure none of them had rattled loose.


  “Can you stand?” Zander joined them with Leo close on his heels.


  “Yeah, help me up.”


  Zander grabbed one arm while Saint grabbed the other. Between them they got Mars back on his feet.


  “There, no problem.” Mars swayed a bit. Saint wrapped an arm around him to stabilise him.


  “You’ll be fine,” Saint assured him.


  “Are you sure?” Zander asked.


  “Yep, what he said.” Mars pointed at Saint. His head spun. Some kind of helper he was. He got himself knocked out before they even got to the front door.


  Zander pulled a black box out of his bag then handed his satchel over to Leo. “I’ll be right back.”


  “Be careful!” Leo shouted after him.


  “What’s he going to do?” Mars asked, watching Zander approach the force field. Anxiety twisted through his chest. Zander didn’t have any Thresl blood to keep him safe.


  Leo shrugged. “I don’t know. Stop the beam, I guess.”


  “How?”


  Zander opened the box and removed a small silver triangle, which he set on the ground. Stepping three feet back, he pulled out a remote control from the box and pressed a few buttons. A surge of blue light burst from the triangle.


  A burnt stench floated back to them. Then a small popping noise had Mars watching his old flame with concern. “Don’t get killed!”


  Zander gave him a thumbs up.


  “I’m sure he’ll be fine,” Saint said.


  “He better,” Mars growled. “If he isn’t, his father will murder us all.”


  He didn’t know how estranged Zander might currently be from his father, but he did know the tough old bastard would skewer Mars just for fun if he let anything happen to Zander.


  The popping noise increased until a loud explosion vibrated along the air like a wave of sound. The hair on Mars’ neck tingled with little zaps of electricity. Then the tension in the air dissipated.


  Zander waved a sensor back and forth along the path. “It’s clear.”


  Mars stepped away from his mate, silently cheering when he didn’t land on his face.


  “Yes, your walking skills are progressing nicely,” Saint growled.


  “Thank you. Now let’s go see what else Svin has up his sleeve besides a giant bug zapper.”


  “What kind of bug were you?” Leo asked, amusement dancing in his eyes.


  “Obviously the flying kind.” Mars limped away from the others and across the courtyard to catch up with Zander.


  Zander examined Mars’ gait. “You going to make it?”


  “Don’t I always?”


  “So far,” Zander agreed. “Hope your luck holds out. That was old magic. Svin is into some powerful stuff.”


  “Or his mate is.”


  “True.”


  No one knew of the condition of Svin’s mate. Careful inquiries had revealed that no one could remember seeing any sign of Svin’s human mate in the last century. That didn’t mean he wasn’t still around. Some of the royals this far away from the castle rarely bothered to come to court.


  “What do we know about his mate?” Zander asked.


  “Not much. Fully human and injured in the Great Purge. He might not care if his mate was selling off Thresl since he was injured by one.”


  Zander soaked in the information. Mars could see in Zander’s brilliant gaze that he’d come to some conclusions of his own.


  “You think he’s the witch, don’t you?”


  “Could be. It would make sense. He wouldn’t have to worry about anyone tattling. If his mate were already involved, he wouldn’t say anything else or he’d be indicted.”


  “True.”


  Saint led the way. Each cautious step towards the building had Saint stopping and listening.


  Mars snorted. “We are never going to get there.”


  Saint scowled at him. “I’d rather take my time than hit another barrier. Are you in a hurry to be a flying bug again?”


  “I think I like him,” Zander commented.


  Saint wished he could say the same, but it would be a bit before he could claim to really like Zander. The beautiful politician had too much of a hold on Mars. Maybe once Mars and Saint had been bonded for a century or two, they could all be friends.


  Unable to resist, Saint dipped into Zander’s head only to be smacked back from a mental block so strong the backlash snapped across his forehead like a physical slap.


  “Stay out of my head.” Zander glared at Saint, who nodded his agreement. He wouldn’t be trying that again.


  “You have strong shields.”


  “I have to. Some assholes think it’s fun to screw with diplomats.”


  Zander’s tight tone achieved the impossible. Saint actually felt ashamed of himself.


  “I’m sorry.”


  Zander nodded. “We can talk later.”


  “I’d like that.” Respect for the gorgeous diplomat warmed Saint. At least Mars had good taste.


  Leo growled at Saint.


  “Don’t start, kitten.”


  Zander grabbed Leo before he could lunge at Saint. “We need to focus.”


  “Sorry, love,” Leo replied in a soft voice.


  “If we’re done playing, can we pay attention to our job here?” Kres asked. “I think we can guarantee that whoever sent you that invitation to talk wasn’t Svin. Or if it was, he’s definitely changed his mind.”


  “Agreed.” Saint watched Kres spin a pair of knives in his hands as he walked as if they were an extension of his hands instead of deadly weapons. At all times, Kres kept ahead of Vohne, angling his body to cover his mate whenever they turned a corner.


  Mars walked beside Saint, shoulder to shoulder. He didn’t know if this was a sign Mars thought Saint could take care of himself or if they just weren’t as bonded as Vohne and Kres.


  “Don’t worry so much, mate.”


  Saint smiled. Mars didn’t usually initiate their conversations. He accepted it as a good sign.


  They turned opened the front door and everyone came to a halt.


  The stench had Saint gagging. Only magic could’ve kept that smell from pouring out to the grounds. As much as he wished he could turn tail and run, Saint followed the others further into the house. In a side parlour they discovered the source of the smell.


  A corpse they could only guess was once Svin sat in a chair in the middle of the room. To his right sat another figure in a wheelchair. Both of them were dead. Long dead.


  “Fuck,” Kres whispered.


  “Indeed.” Zander stepped closer.


  “Careful,” five voices called out.


  Zander smiled. He pulled a short sword from a sheath that must’ve been mounted beneath his shirt.


  “I taught him everything he knows.” Kres gave a fake sniff.


  Zander laughed.


  He used his blade to peel back the sleeve covering the first corpse’s hand. “He’s got a ring with the duke’s coat of arms. I’m guessing we’ve found Svin.”


  “Then who sent the message?” Saint looked around as if the room would suddenly divulge its secrets.


  “I don’t think I like this at all,” Leo said. “We need to get out of here.”


  Leo’s urgency trickled through Saint until he also could feel the compulsion to leave.


  “We need to see if he has any clues. He didn’t die of natural causes,” Zander insisted.


  Saint asked the question they were all wondering. “What did he die of?”


  “I don’t know. Leo, come look at this,” Zander called his mate over.


  Leo peered closer. “I’m not an expert, but it looks like a stinger or something. See, that’s the point of infection there.”


  Saint walked closer and saw the red mark in the middle of Svin’s forehead. “Huh. That still doesn’t explain who.”


  The sound of a door slamming yanked their attention from the corpse and down the hall.


  Vohne groaned. “I don’t like this.”


  “Zander, you and Leo wait here. If we don’t come back, get help,” Kres ordered.


  “What if there’s more magic?” Zander asked.


  “I’ll take care of it,” Saint declared. “I wasn’t expecting it before.”


  “Like I said, stay ready to assist in case of trouble. If we sense any sign of magic, we’ll call for you,” Kres promised.


  Zander exchanged looks with Leo before nodding. Saint could tell the diplomat didn’t want to put his mate into further danger. “Okay. If you aren’t back before dark, we’re coming after you.”


  “Deal,” Vohne agreed. “Let’s go.”


  “Let me lead. I have the best senses.” Saint stepped in front of the others.


  “Be careful,” Mars warned.


  “I will.” Saint had no intention of getting killed. Not now that he finally had his mate and possibly his throne back. He had a lot to live for. A familiar scent drifted before him.


  No, it couldn’t be.


  “Is there a problem?” Kres asked.


  Saint shook his head. “I thought I smelt someone I knew but different. I must’ve been wrong.”


  “Who?” Vohne asked.


  “Your father.”


  “No, that’s not possible. He died centuries ago.”


  “There’s a lot of that going around.” Saint continued down the hall. He heard the others follow, but all his focus was on what was ahead, possibly waiting for them.


  The hall came to an abrupt end with a large wooden door.


  “Yeah, that’s not creepy,” Kres drawled.


  Saint hated to encourage the King-Mate, but he had a good point. “Ready?”


  “As ready as we’re going to get,” Mars replied.


  “I don’t sense anyone on the other side,” Saint declared before pulling open the door. Nothing. A staircase led down into the darkness below.


  “Cue spooky music,” Kres whispered.


  Vohne laughed. “Is there a light switch?”


  Saint located one at the top of the stairs. He flicked it on.


  Chapter Six


  Mars followed Saint down several flights of stairs. It spilled out into a long white hall with abnormally tall ceilings.


  “I bet this leads to that area we saw on the map,” Kres said.


  “Ooh, an underground lair.” Mars made eerie noises until they came to an abrupt end. “You didn’t have to hit me.”


  “Yes, I did,” Kres replied.


  Saint didn’t turn around. If he didn’t see it happen, he had deniability.


  “Let’s go see what’s at the other end.”


  The four of them walked and walked until Saint almost changed into his cat form just to break up the monotony.


  “I am almost hoping for an attack at this point,” Vohne said.


  A steel door blocked the end of the hall.


  “Anyone on the other side?” Mars asked. Saint hadn’t been himself since he’d scented what he thought might be the dead king.


  Saint shrugged. “I can’t feel anyone, but I have a feeling something bad is going to happen. There’s too much property and not enough people. If they are going to take control of an underground passageway from a dead couple, why don’t they have anyone guarding it?”


  “That’s a great question if we find anyone to ask.” Mars rubbed Saint’s back, letting him know by touch he was there to support him.


  “There have to be people here somewhere.”


  Mars agreed with Saint’s statement. The question was, where were they hiding?


  The steel door began to swing open. With no place to hide, they went to either side of the door. At least they’d have the element of surprise.


  Footsteps came nearer. Each strike of shoe against stone might as well have been a thunderclap for the amount of tension it triggered in Mars’ body. He only heard one person walking. They could take out one person easily, but they had to make sure they did it before the person could alert the others.


  The intruder passed. Saint pounced. Wrapping his arm around the male’s throat, he tightened his hold until the clawing hands became weaker. “Hello, brother dear.”


  “Dad!” Vohne’s shocked voice echoed in the hall.


  “Keep it down, mate, we don’t know who else is here,” Kres warned.


  Mars couldn’t blame Vohne. To think for centuries your father was dead only to discover he was hiding out to conduct questionable activities would shock any man.


  “If you don’t release him, you will choke him to death,” Mars commented.


  Saint paused then tightened his hold. “I’m okay with that.”


  “We need to question him,” Vohne said.


  “Fine.” Saint released his brother by tossing him to the flagstone. Gerin glared up at him, malice glowing in his gaze.


  “How did you escape my spell?” Gerin’s sour expression had Saint grinning.


  “Your wonderful son rescued me. He must take after his dear mother.”


  “Why are you here? Why hide out here instead of taking over the kingship?” Vohne asked.


  Gerin sneered. “And what? Become a puppet for the people? They already knew you were their true king. I wasn’t going to sit around and let some brat take my power from me. Better that I die and have the world anyway. You think you’ve been in power? I held you back for an entire cycle before you were born again. I thought I had you that time. Your brother was supposed to fail and then I could take over again. But his wife stupidly got herself killed when you came back so I no longer had a hand in the monarchy.”


  “What have you done, Father! You’ve sold our people for profit! Why?”


  “Because I can! Because it’s not the title that rules the world, it’s the money. The military sends me tons of the stuff, and I can have anything I want. All they ask are a few Thresl.”


  “Wow, nothing like having a psychopath for a daddy-in law,” Kres said dryly.


  “This is my mate, Kreslan.” Vohne waved a hand towards Kres. “Kres, my love, I’m sorry to tell you that this is my father Gerin, formerly King Gerin.”


  Kres speared Gerin with an icy look. “I kind of enjoyed not having a father-in-law. Maybe we can go back to that.”


  “Like I’d want a gay man for my son-in-law.” He turned his poisonous gaze to Vohne. “I always knew you were a mistake. I told Nan I didn’t want children, but she said it would seal the marriage with your mother.”


  “Nan? The nurse who announced mother’s death?” Vohne asked.


  “Nan was my true mate. Your mother was a political match to make sure the royal Thresl line remained pure. After your brother was born, Nan slit your mother’s throat as an act of love for me so I could finally be free.”


  “What a coincidence,” Kres slipped a large dagger from his boot, “I was just thinking of doing the same thing.”


  Vohne grabbed his mate’s arm. “Where is Nan?”


  Gerin smirked. “Funny thing I learned. The mate doesn’t actually have to be active to be useful. I put her in deep freeze years ago. She started being too much work. She wanted to be queen too badly. After you came back this last time, I decided to stay here. I had no plans to reclaim the throne and she couldn’t get the idea of wearing a crown out of her head. She threatened to tell you of my plans. I prefer living here where I can watch all my plans fall into place.”


  “Alone with your underground home and your freezercicle mate?” Kres asked.


  “And my men. I do have more people down below. They will come soon to check on me.”


  “Great!” Kres’ feral grin made even Mars nervous. “I look forward to meeting them.”


  “You won’t get the chance. Your foolish pride will be the death of you. Before I put her in the deep freeze, Nan did me one last favour. She was a chemical genius. She’s the one who came up with the formula to avoid having to mate, and she gave me certain enhancements.”


  “I don’t think we want to know about any enhancements she might have given you.” Mars didn’t bother to hide his disgust. This monster had trapped Saint in a living hell for centuries. He didn’t deserve any mercy.


  “Oh, but you’ll want to know about this.”


  Mars watched, horrified, as the former king transformed. Mars had heard rumours that Thresl could change to creatures other than cats. He’d never seen one turn into anything like this before.


  “Crap, he’s a furry scorpion.” Kres stepped back out of reach when one of Gerin’s claws swiped at him. The loud clack of the cartilage smacking together rang in Mars’ ears.


  Mars had had nightmares that weren’t half as disturbing as Gerin’s human face on a scorpion body.


  “What the fuck did she do to you?” Vohne asked. The horror in his voice echoed Mars’ thoughts.


  “She freed me from my human limitations,” Gerin crowed.


  “We know where the stinger wound came from now,” Kres commented.


  Mars saw that the King-Mate was right. The scorpion stinger exactly matched the hole in the duke’s cousin.


  “He’s mine,” Saint declared. “He took my life away from me, and I’m taking it back.”


  Mars resisted the urge to grab Saint and pull him to safety. Saint deserved this battle. He needed closure.


  “Be careful, mate.”


  “I’m always careful.”


  Despite the fear clogging his throat, Mars almost laughed at that obvious lie.


  Saint circled his brother, dodging the deadly stinger Gerin jabbed at him.


  “Give up. You aren’t going to win, brother. Your puny form is no match for my superiority.”


  “I see your ego has only increased with time. I would’ve thought someone would’ve put you in your place by now.”


  “Nan tried, but I took care of that. You are never going to beat me in this form.”


  Mars watched with a dry mouth as Saint barely dodged another swipe. He thought about shooting at Gerin, but he doubted he’d do anything but annoy the scorpion thing. He hadn’t brought enough firepower to take that creature out.


  “You’re right, brother,” Saint agreed smoothly.


  Mars’ mouth dropped open when Saint changed. He didn’t shift into the large black Thresl with ebony fur. Instead he transformed into an enormous furred dragon with glossy midnight wings. Familiar gold eyes flashed towards Mars before Saint let out a stream of flame at the scorpion.


  Gerin screamed. His stinger slid off Saint’s furry scales with a loud click. The enormous scorpion had no resistance to fire.


  “I will no longer have your spectre haunting my dreams.”


  Saint couldn’t speak like his brother did in his scorpion form, but in some ways it was even more intimidating. Saint’s words resounded with a finality as if they alone had sealed Gerin’s doom.


  The scorpion and dragon danced a dark duel for several minutes with Saint spitting fire and Gerin snapping and jabbing at Saint with claws and tail. The clicking sound grated on Mars’ nerves. He knew he would be remembering those chilling noises for years to come.


  “There is no hope. Once I kill you, I will come after your mate,” Gerin crowed.


  Saint’s roar shook the ground.


  “Careful, mate.” Mars didn’t know how stable the tunnel might be and he didn’t want to be buried where they stood.


  Mars saw the moment Saint went from fighting his brother to annihilating him. The moment Gerin mentioned Mars, a flash of fury vibrated down their shared link. Mars clenched his teeth to hold back a shout.


  Flames, tepid fires before, transformed to infernos. The pop, crackle and stench of a burning scorpion-human hybrid coated the air around them.


  “Enough!” Mars shouted. “He’s dead.”


  At least he assumed he was. Gerin’s screams had ended. The after-effects might live with Mars for years to come.


  Saint changed back to his human form. Mars rushed forward and caught his mate before he hit the ground. “It’s all right, I’ve got you, mate.”


  “No, I do.” Gerin rose from the ground. Charred and bleeding, he pierced Saint through the chest with his stinger. A soft whoosh of displaced air was the only warning before a knife slammed into Gerin’s forehead. The scorpion-human toppled over, blood pouring from his head.


  “Damn, that was my good knife,” Kres cursed.


  Saint began convulsing.


  “We need to get him to a doctor!” Vohne shouted. “He’s been poisoned.”


  The wound had turned purple around the hole where Saint had been pierced.


  “Let’s go,” Mars grabbed the right side of Saint while Kres grabbed the left. Together they carried the heavy man up the long flight of stairs and finally over to where Zander waited with Leo.


  “What happened?” Leo rushed to Saint’s side.


  “Scorpion sting,” Mars said. It was the easiest explanation.


  Zander examined the wound. “By what? The galaxy’s biggest scorpion?”


  “Pretty much,” Kres replied.


  “A medic is already on the way. We called one to collect the corpses before you arrived. They can take Saint to the hospital.”


  “And me,” Mars said.


  “And you,” Zander agreed.


  Saint wouldn’t be going anywhere without his mate ever again.


  Epilogue


  Saint opened his eyes. His chest ached, and he couldn’t take a full breath. Blinking, he realised the source of his breathing issue. Mars lay in the bed beside him, his head on Saint’s chest.


  He must’ve made a noise because Mars opened his eyes and smiled. Relief and love glowed in his eyes. “Hey, you woke up.”


  “You sound surprised.”


  “It’s been a week. They said if you didn’t wake up soon, you might never.” Tears dripped down Mars’ cheeks.


  “Hey, I’m fine.” He cupped Mars’ face and wiped away the tears with his thumbs. “What happened?”


  “Gerin stabbed you with his mutant scorpion tail. They cleared out his underground lair. They found Nan and a dozen Thresl he’d frozen to sell later. There were a bunch of files on his computer that implicated dozens of officials. We got them. Everyone who’s ever thought to steal a Thresl is going to be uncovered. The people he claimed were down below were frozen. He was living there alone.”


  “That’s amazing.” Saint smiled. “So we won after all.”


  “Yes, now you have to get better. I’ve got all kinds of plans for you.”


  “You do?”


  “Yes. Many years enjoying life with the man I love.”


  “You love me?” Saint almost hated to ask, but Mars had never used the words before.


  “Yes, I love you. Do you have a problem with that?” Mars scowled.


  Saint shook his head. “No, I love you too.”


  “Good. Now heal up. Kres is ready to start his retirement. After he killed Gerin with his knife, I’m willing to give him anything he wants.”


  “You did tell him he’s still going to have royal responsibilities didn’t you?”


  Mars grinned. “Nope, I thought I’d let it be a surprise.”


  Saint laughed. “I’m sure he’ll love it.”


  “Me too.” Mars’ kiss promised they’d enjoy many more years of laughter and love together.


  * * * *


  Kres laid his head on the pillow and regarded his mate. They’d come so far together. “Are you going to miss being king, my love?”


  Vohne grinned. “Are you kidding? I’ve been king for so long I’ve forgotten what it’s like to be an ordinary person. I’m looking forward to spending more time with you. Bleine promised to stay on as Saint’s advisor while we go explore the stars.


  “We still have a lot of training to give Saint before we can set him and Mars free to rule the Thresl.”


  Vohne shrugged. “They’ll learn fast. As long as people get used to seeing the pair of them in charge, the transition will go easy. I’ve already begun the rumour that Saint is a displaced king. Sympathy will swing towards him soon as long as he doesn’t open his mouth.”


  Kres laughed. “That will be the challenge.”


  “Not our problem. I’m thinking we’ll take Mars’ ship. His crew is going to get antsy if they are left planetside for too long. You can be that starship captain you always wanted to be.”


  “I never told you that.” Kres sat up. After accepting his fate, he’d never dared to even think about his lifetime ambition. He knew he’d never be a military captain of his own starship and he’d given in a long time ago. Part of bonding with the king meant making sacrifices. Anything he might have wanted was nothing compared to his devotion to Vohne.


  “You’ve given up so much for me, my mate. I would give you the universe on a string, or at least on a starship. We can start with short planetary hops and gradually increase our range as Mars and Saint take on more responsibility.”


  “So we’re free?” Tension that had permanently settled on Kres’ shoulders lifted away giving him a new lightness. He had never dared hope he could enjoy that part of his life again. He’d willingly given up his future dreams in order to be what Vohne needed. To now be told he could return to the stars was almost too much to accept.


  Vohne smiled. Love flared, bright and golden, in his eyes. “We’re as free as we’ll ever be. I’ll always have some responsibility to my people. I’m not going to abandon them completely but yes, we can definitely travel.”


  “I love you, Vohne. I will happily traipse around the galaxy with you.”


  “You’ll still need to go to formal functions…”


  “Hush, you’re ruining my glow.” Kres kissed his mate, eager to begin celebrating the next phase of their lives together.
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  Chapter One


  Shifting the weight of the box to his hip, Aaron Bradshaw impatiently banged on the side door with his fist, trying not to lose the clipboard he’d balanced on top of the package.


  With a groan, the metal door opened and a handsome auburn-haired man peeked out. “What do you want, love?” he asked in a thick English accent.


  “Blood delivery.”


  Cool green eyes looked him over from head to toe before giving him a lusty grin. “You’re not the usual driver.”


  He shrugged. “Guy was sick. I got called in. You gonna let me in or not. This is heavy.”


  “Sure, come inside.” The man led Aaron to the back of the club then pointed to the bar. “You can leave the blood there.”


  Aaron set down the box then slammed down the clipboard with the delivery paperwork on the bar. He pulled a pen out of his shirt pocket. “Here you go. If you could sign here.”


  The bartender snatched the ballpoint out of Aaron’s hand. He signed on the line with a bold flourish, but when Aaron went to grab the papers, he kept a grip on it. “How about a kiss, love, or don’t they let cops do that on duty?”


  Aaron tipped back his head and laughed. When he finished, he gave the bartender a cheeky smile. “What gave me away? I thought I was doing pretty well. I did a little delivery work in college.”


  The bartender leaned closer. “You smell too fucking good, mate. The bloke who usually delivers blood smells like three month old cigarette smoke.” He took a deep breath and Aaron spotted fangs peeking through the bartender’s gums. “You, on the other hand, smell like sugar and sunshine and look like a gay bloke’s best dream.”


  Aaron laughed again. “You sweet talker. I’m Detective Aaron Bradshaw, first precinct.” Aaron held out his hand to shake. “I told them you wouldn’t fall for it, but I didn’t think it would be how I smelt that tripped me up. I’ll have to remember that. The delivery’s legit, though. The rest of your blood is in the truck.”


  “Banner Hawkins,” the bartender replied, shaking Aaron’s hand longer than necessary before reluctantly letting it go. “I’ll help you unload if you tell me why the cops are trying to get inside the club.”


  “I need to talk to your master. Rumour has it he might have the answers I need and he’s ignoring me through the usual channels. I’d hoped if I got inside, some lovely man could help me out.” Aaron batted his eyelashes shamelessly at the bartender.


  “I can think of a lot of ways of helping you out,” Banner said, smiling, “starting with that kiss.”


  Aaron couldn’t remember the last time a cute guy had flirted with him. It felt good to be admired and he was more than a little tempted to give the man a smooch despite being on duty.


  “The man came to talk to me,” a silky voice said behind him. “I believe that kiss is mine.”


  The minute the gorgeous stranger had walked into the bar, he’d known. He’s mine. After seeing the man, Orion knew the detective could easily become his obsession.


  “I’m Orion,” he offered, holding out his hand.


  “Detective Aaron Bradshaw.” The gorgeous cop shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, Master Orion.”


  Orion groaned when their palms crossed. He almost couldn’t resist the overwhelming impulse to yank Aaron into his arms and sink his teeth into the sexy detective’s neck. The urge to sample Aaron’s flavour almost overpowered his conscience.


  Unclenching his hold took more effort than it should have, along with most of his resolve. Stepping back, he gave the detective what he hoped was a professional, fangless smile even though he could feel his teeth trying to descend. With effort, he forced them back into his gums. He didn’t want to scare off the detective. He had plans for the man and none of them included the gorgeous creature running from the club screaming.


  “Follow me and you can tell me what you need from me,” Orion said. All the things you need, he added silently. Orion couldn’t think of anything he wanted more than to be exactly what Aaron was looking for.


  He barely heard the detective’s quiet footsteps despite his supernatural hearing. If he hadn’t felt Aaron’s presence behind him, Orion would’ve assumed he walked alone.


  Entering his office, he motioned for the detective to sit in the opposite chair. The seat provided the perfect angle to examine Aaron. The ceiling lights shone directly on his dark head, displaying streaks of red highlights hidden in the ebony locks, leaving Orion to wonder if they were natural or cleverly tinted.


  “I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me.” The detective’s voice pulled Orion’s attention from his hair.


  “No problem.”


  “My superiors have had difficulty getting hold of you.”


  Orion ignored the man’s pointed comment. If the police weren’t such overbearing pricks, he would’ve talked to them when they’d called the first time. However, in the past, they’d made their opinion of vampires very clear and Orion felt no compulsion to help them now, unless the cute detective asked nicely, maybe on his knees.


  He let that daydream play around in his head for a bit before paying attention to Aaron’s words.


  Aaron resisted the urge to take the arrogant vampire down a notch. If he wanted the man’s help, he’d have to play nice. His superiors would gut him if he lost the chance to talk to the city’s most powerful vampire master because he lost his temper. He took a deep breath before speaking.


  “We would like your help in catching a drug dealer we think is operating out of this club.” The silence accompanied a brutal chill as the temperature in the room dropped at least twenty degrees. Aaron shivered in the sudden coolness.


  “My club?” The vampire’s eyes turned red with fury. Orion jumped to his feet, looming over Aaron. “Someone dares to run drugs from here? I’ll kill them!”


  “Well that answers the question about whether you knew anything.” There had been some discussion at the station whether the vampire master would end up as part of the ring. From his reaction, Aaron would bet his next pay check the man had known nothing about the drugs. Of course his captain wouldn’t appreciate Aaron’s way of questioning the vampire. If Orion had been guilty, he might have tried to kill Aaron to hide his side business.


  “You doubted it? You thought I might be involved?”


  Orion’s hurt expression stabbed shafts of guilt through Aaron like tiny arrows. He winced with remorse.


  Aaron stood up and patted the vampire on the shoulder. “Well, I hadn’t met you yet and had to go by the evidence presented. Besides, I had a bet going you were innocent. Now I’ll probably be a couple hundred dollars richer.”


  “Glad I could help,” Orion said dryly.


  “Me too.” When Orion gave him an amused glance, Aaron snatched his hand away from the vampire. “Sorry.”


  “Honey, you can touch me any time,” Orion purred.


  Aaron hadn’t expected the master vampire to flirt with him. Not that he minded. He found it hard to be offended by over six feet of hot manhood. Orion’s jet-black hair covered his ears and nape but left the sensitive portion between neck and shoulder bare. Totally his type, if Aaron had been into the bloodsucking set. However, he’d known too many people who’d got involved with vampires then had completely lost interest in anything outside their blood bound relationship. That sort of bonding would never be for him. He liked his job and didn’t need a sexy vampire distraction. After only a brief time with Orion, Aaron could easily see becoming obsessed with the handsome man. Best to do his business then leave before he became too attached.


  With his odd hours and obsession over his cases, Aaron had difficulty finding a steady man. He didn’t need to add the complication of a vampire in the mix.


  “With your permission, we’d like to set up a sting operation in your club to catch the drug dealer in the act.” Aaron yanked his attention back to the matter at hand and off Orion’s hot body.


  “Well, you don’t have my permission yet, do you?” The vampire’s face gave nothing away.


  Aaron held back a sigh. After a long week of little sleep and a string of drug busts, he just wanted to get home at a reasonable time for once and get some rest. Unfortunately, the vampire didn’t appear to be cooperative. Why couldn’t things be easy just this once? Aaron rubbed his eyes. Maybe after this he could sneak in a nap.


  “If you allow us inside we’ll keep it as quiet as possible when we apprehend our suspects. If feasible, we’ll wait until they leave the premises before making an arrest.” Aaron tried to sweeten the pot. Maybe Orion was worried about his club’s reputation—though Aaron had never heard of drug rumours bothering a party crowd.


  “And who are these officers who will be at my club? My place has a certain reputation and most of your ‘people’ will stand out and scare off anyone you’re trying to capture for drug trafficking. Drug dealers can spot a cop from miles away. If they couldn’t, they would all be sitting in jail instead of dealing drugs in my club.”


  Aaron let the criticism slide off him. It wasn’t the first time someone had criticised his job. “Don’t worry—I’ll make sure we have people who can blend.”


  “Will you be here?”


  Aaron shrugged. “That’ll be up to my captain.” He didn’t make the schedule. As far as the drug bust was concerned, Aaron had done his part once he’d sweet talked his way inside and got a one on one interview with Orion. Truthfully, he’d rather have a nap than take part in another drug bust. He wasn’t one of those people who had to be part of the final takedown. He enjoyed the planning almost as much.


  Orion scowled. “No. That will be up to me. I will only allow your men here if you are part of the operation and you save me a dance.”


  “A what?” Surely he’d misunderstood. He really did need more sleep.


  Orion gave him a wicked smile. “You know, dancing. Two people moving together to music.” He leant forward until his face was only inches from Aaron’s. “So close they could almost be one person.”


  Aaron jerked back. “Umm…” Shit. He considered this assignment important, but he hated to give in. “One dance and nothing more. I’m not willing to whore myself out for the department.”


  The wide smile he received unsettled him. His cock hardened in his pants—a natural reaction to Orion’s unearthly beauty—at least Aaron told himself that.


  “I promise you I’ll never ask you to do anything for the department you don’t want to do.” Orion’s nostrils flared as if he could smell Aaron’s desire and his brown eyes darkened until they were almost black.


  Aaron cleared his throat and valiantly tried to recapture his professional mode. “So, is that a yes?” he asked.


  Orion traced his finger down Aaron’s cheek. “Don’t think we’re through discussing what you’d be willing to do outside of work hours, honey. But yes, you can bring your little cop friends as long as you save a dance for me.”


  The vampire’s fingers tangled in Aaron’s hair, holding him still. Orion whispered directly into Aaron’s ear, “And don’t even think about flirting with other men, baby. I’m a very jealous man and you are mine.”


  * * * *


  “You look fabulous, babe.”


  “You don’t think it’s over the top?” Aaron examined himself in the mirror, turning around to see how tightly the leather pants cradled his ass. “I don’t want my partner arresting me for indecent exposure before the drug bust.”


  Aaron’s best friend, Jack Henrow, laughed from his place on Aaron’s bed. “You said you wanted to hide in plain sight. Trust me. Everyone will be dressed just like you. Besides Claire and Jeff will be too busy drooling to arrest you.”


  “Claire is married and Jeff is straight,” Aaron said, naming the pair that would accompany him. Claire was his permanent partner and they’d borrowed Jeff from another department for the evening’s events. Neither cop felt particularly excited to go to a vampire club.


  “Straight, gay, male, female. Trust me darlin’, no one will be immune to your hot body in those pants. Hell, if we weren’t such good friends, I’d jump you.”


  Aaron scowled. “I hope I don’t get an erection in these pants because I could do some serious damage.”


  Jack walked up behind Aaron, looking over his shoulder at the mirror. “Put on the black wife beater and your motorcycle boots so you can hide your pistol and I’ll get your hair ready. Believe me, you’ll fit right in. I hear it’s the hottest club and all the club babies cream their leathers to get inside. Is it true the owner is even hotter?”


  “He’s all right.” Aaron refused to think about his meeting with Orion. He still didn’t know how he felt about the gorgeous vampire. Definitely desire, but apprehension, too. He couldn’t afford to be distracted by Orion. He had a drug dealer to catch.


  Aaron pulled on his tight shirt then let Jack gel his hair. He had to push hard to get the diamond stud through his pierced ear because the hole had mostly closed over since the last time he’d worn an earring.


  Under Jack’s discerning eye, Aaron gave a quick spin. “Well, do I pass?”


  Jack kissed Aaron’s cheek. “Baby, you will kill them all in that outfit.”


  “Only if I have to,” Aaron said, not laughing along.
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  End Street Detective Agency: The Case of the Dragon’s Dilemma


  End Street Detective Agency: The Case of the Sinful Santa
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