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      Aliens are real.

      

      So are Prison Planets. Marcy Duncan finds out the hard way when she’d abducted and dumped on one and told to run or die trying because the inhabitants of Prison Moon One only want one thing—and she’s her.

      

      Captured and sent to the Arena, she soon becomes the property of a barbarian warlord everyone fears. He’s a golden-skinned devil wrapped in such a tempting package, her traitorous heart won’t look the other way, a move that might get her killed when she realizes she’s just a pawn in a game with no winners. A game where she’s the bait.
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      Her wrists were bleeding. Marcy braced her arms on her knees and let her hands dangle away from her body. Blood from the abrasions the metals cuffs made on her skin dripped onto the floor between her bare feet. She’d been wishing for days now that she’d bleed out. Prayed she'd go to sleep and not wake up again but every time she opened her eyes, she was still in the same six-by-six metal room with nothing but a bucket in the corner for her personal use.

      Noise outside drew her gaze to the small square cut into the door that the aliens used to feed her the bowls of slop they considered food. She’d lost track of the days and had no idea how long she’d been here, nor how long she’d been on that spaceship. She snorted a laugh. A spaceship. With all the screwed up bullshit in her life, she would end up abducted by aliens and dropped who knew where.

      Her brother had told her more than once that she’d end up being abducted leaving her dance studio so late at night. She’d taken self-defense classes just to be on the safe side but—who would have guessed it would be aliens that abducted her? She learned real quick that you can’t outrun an alien spaceship when a beam of light paralyzed her, freezing her limbs in place. She blacked out and woke in a cargo hold with twenty other women. Scared, hungry and unable to understand what the ugly fucks who’d taken her said didn’t help her anxiety any either. The day they knocked her unconscious and implanted a translator into her head had been the one highlight of the entire bizarre trip. It didn’t last long, though. Dropped onto a prison moon and told to run or die had brought on a whole new level of weird. More so when they caught her and dumped in here, waiting to be offered as a prize to the strongest alien willing to fight for her.

      Marcy pushed the metal cuffs back and rubbed her thumb over her bleeding wrists. It was so dark she couldn’t see how bad it looked. With her luck, it would end up infected.

      Something scurried in the corner and she pulled her knees in. She hadn’t been able to glimpse what ran along the walls but she’d take whatever this planet offered in the way of vermin if it meant she escaped the alternative—becoming the possession and sex slave to some random alien. She would happily live out the rest of her pathetic life right where she sat and not complain about a single second of it. But like it or not, they would come for her, and she knew this little reprieve would be short lived. They’d offer her as a prize and she’d end up the property of some ugly ass thing she could barely stand to look at and spend her life on her back, knees spread wide. Either that, or on her hands and knees, head down, ass in the air. Neither was anything to look forward to.

      Marcy leaned her head back against the cold metal wall and stared at the ceiling. Prison Moon One, the galaxy’s most popular penal colony—and the number one reality show in the universe, she’d been told,—had been nothing short of terrifying from the moment she’d been dropped here. Every person here was watched, everything they did broadcast to those who paid to see it. She’d been kidnapped and dropped here for entertainment. Meeting Sara and Emma on the ship had been the one small bright spot in the whole ordeal. Well, until they told them to run or die trying. Emma had refused to go with them, and Sara had run off the side of a cliff and was snatched from the air by a freaking dragon. She’d watched it fly away with her new friend until she could no longer see them. By the time she remembered aliens were chasing her, she’d been found—and brought here to the Arena.

      Movement outside her door brought her head up again. She’d already been fed so them coming back so soon couldn’t be good.

      The door opened and a guard stepped inside the room. The hired muscle that did all the dirty work for the aliens who ran this place appeared human, if you could overlook the patches of scales that dotted their flesh or their red eyes. They also shape-shifted into dragons but looked different from the one that snatched Sara from the sky. That one had four limbs and wings. These, their wings were attached to their arms. She’d heard someone say the guards were Wyvern. Apparently it was different from your standard dragon.

      The one that walked into her cell had a pissy attitude. Bald like the others, his scales ran down both sides of his face but his eyes were larger than most, the red seeming to shine even in the dim light and there wasn’t a thing nice about him.

      He turned those eerie eyes on her as he crossed the small space. “Get up.” He didn’t wait for her to do so, instead, grabbed her by the arm and jerked her off the floor.

      “Hey, easy asshole.”

      “Keep quiet!” He grabbed the chain attached to the metal cuffs around her wrists and dragged her out of the cell. Two other guards waited outside the door.

      “Where are we going?”

      He gave her chains another hard jerk, the metal once again cutting into her flesh. “I said be quiet. One more word from you and you’ll go out with more than your wrists bleeding.” He started down the hall, the other two guards falling into step behind them.

      Despite asking them where they were going, she already knew. She wasn’t stupid. They were taking her to the Arena. Playing dumb was just a poor attempt to live in denial for a little while longer but today was the one she'd been dreading. Today was the day she became an alien’s play thing.

      When the double doors at the end of the hall opened, bright sunlight flooding inside, she staggered.

      Her time was up.

      Nothing had changed since the last time she’d been there. The main gates were open. One of the brutes was standing there with what appeared to be humans, one of which was naked. The female looked like Sara and her pulse leaped. Was it her? She yelled, “Sara!” just to see if she would look her way. When she did, Marcy’s heart started pounding. She struggled and screamed Sara’s name again, hope making her pulse leap when the girl’s head turned left, then right, as if looking for her. “Sara!” Maybe that dragon hadn’t eaten her after all.

      The guard holding her wrist cuffs gave them a yank. “You’re not to speak, human!” He dragged her to one of the cages they kept the other girls in and tossed her inside.

      When she turned to the main gates, they were closed. If that had in fact been Sara, she was now gone.

      She sighed and leaned back against the bars. Everyone in the cell was looking at her, with good reason. She’d been caged with a lot of these girls before they’d taken her into the private cell inside and judging the looks on many of their faces, they weren’t happy to see her. Of course, she’d done nothing since they brought her here but fight at every opportunity while the other humans sat along the back wall and cried and yet, she had never been picked. The guards had always snatched up one of those simpering girls cowering in the corner and acted as if she wasn’t even there. Playing the hard to get along with bitch had worked, even if it didn’t gain her any new friends.

      Marcy paced the cage through four fights with her heart in her throat knowing that before the sun went down, that would be her up there for those aliens to fight over. She’d never been made to watch before so, they planned on getting rid of her today, and by nightfall, she’d be the property of one of the aliens lining the make-shift bleachers around the perimeter of the ring.

      She looked over at them, wondering which of the ugly fuckers would be the less terrifying to belong to when the guards came for her.

      “Let’s go.”

      Marcy dug her heels into the dirt as they dragged her from the cage. The aliens along the walls went still, every creature there watching her and fear made her lose her mind. She didn’t cry like the others had. No, she kicked, scratched, and fought as if the devil himself had caught her as they pulled her toward the raised platform at the end of the arena and hoped the guards lost patience with her and killed her where she stood. That would be better than the alternative.

      She’d watched so many of these fights—knew how this one would play out—and she'd not stand up there like some simpering, screaming girl begging for help. She may be ready to piss herself, but she’d die before they knew it.

      Those aliens standing on the bleachers along the walls were all watching her now. Falling off the side of a cliff and being snatched from the air by the dragon that grabbed Sara wouldn’t have been her first choice, but as they pulled her across the hard, packed dirt inside the arena, she wished it would have been her.

      She locked her knees, her bare feet sliding across the ground as the guard pulled her to the platform. He yanked her up the steps and if he hadn’t been holding her clasped hands, she would have fallen on her face.

      The hateful guard she loathed so much pulled her to the center of the platform and told her to stay. She tried to jerk away from his grasp but did nothing but stumble.

      The girls in the cells had stopped whimpering, their attention on her. She’d stood in those same open cells day after day as girls were taken and put up here on display, while those creatures that lived here fought until death for the privilege to take them home. Those girls had screamed, cried, and begged and she'd not show the same weakness. If she looked like trouble, then maybe no one would want her.

      In all those previous battles, the aliens who fought for the others had laughed when they collected their screaming prize but they’d not take her so easy. They’d not take her without a fight. She’d rather they killed her to be honest and had tried her best to get the guards to do just that. Had caused enough problems to give them reason to, but all they'd done was haul her out of the cage and taken her underground, locking her in a cell all by herself, which had been fine by her. A private cell meant she didn't have to sleep crowded around a group of girls who stank worse than she did, or try to ignore the overflowing bucket of human waste in the corner.

      She’d gotten comfortable in the dank hole they’d kept her in and she’d been down there so long, she had thought they’d forgotten about her. Now, staring at the aliens watching her, she knew just how foolish she was. It didn’t mean she would go peacefully, though.

      Marcy tried to jerk away from the guard again. He snarled, his yellowed fangs showing as he snatched her back into place then cuffed her in the back of the head, ordering her to stay put.

      Like an idiot, she spit in his face.

      The laughs from the aliens along the low-lying planks they were standing on echoed inside the ring. The guard growled deep in his throat as he wiped away the spittle. When he brought his hand down, the back of it catching her across the side of her face, pain exploded inside her head as her knees went out from under her and she hit the floor. Jerked to her feet, the guard dragged her to the back of the platform and slammed her against the wall. He lifted her arms, the short chain that ran from each cuff on her wrist hooked on a sharp piece of metal sticking out from the wall and when the guard stepped back, the smile on his face looked feral.

      Arms cuffed and raised over her head, Marcy dangled, her toes barely touching the ground. The guard grabbed the front of her dress and jerked it so violently, her body flew forward, then swung back to hit the wall behind her when the material ripped, the dress coming away in his hands. Marcy gasped, and the noise died in an instant. She heard nothing but complete silence. It didn’t last long, though. As if the sight of her pale limbs and fire-crotch was enough to shake the world, the aliens started jumping off the planks and running into the ring.

      The announcer’s voice boomed through the speakers as he informed them of the next prize up for grabs and mentioned her hair, which she supposed was a selling point. As long as she'd been here, she'd never seen another red-head. The guard grabbed a handful of her hair and gave her head a hard shake before letting go, her head smacking back against the wall.

      When the world stopped spinning, Marcy focused on the aliens who’d stepped into the ring. Over a dozen leered at her. As aliens went, most of these were on the grotesque side. Bulbous heads, extra appendages, and she hated to even think about what the penis of that flat-headed, gaped-mouthed thing looked like.

      The announcer asked for any others. Marcy scanned those still on the planks. More horrifying looking creatures stared back at her. Every size and shape imaginable and one huge—thing—that looked a lot like the beast in one of her favorite book series stared at her. She didn’t think that big ass thing would shape-shift and turn into Jericho Barrons, though. She’d volunteer to be his human plaything if he did.

      More than a few of them would have passed for human if it weren’t for their skin color or the mere size of them. A tall alien in the back kept drawing her attention. He stood a good head taller than all the rest and looked to be wearing a skull mask—at least she hoped it was a mask—with large white horns sticking up from the top of his head. Thick brown fur covered his body and even from this distance, she could see his eyes were an unusual, bright shade of amber.

      The aliens in the ring started shifting again. Half a dozen or more were facing the platform when she looked and an orange hulking—thing—stepped down to join the rest. His head was bald and bulky large muscles lay beneath his skin. His eyes were black, his mouth lipless. When he joined the others, three aliens that had been standing in the ring scurried back to rejoin the others on the planks.

      The huge orange thing smiled. Or at least she thought he was. His mouth grew wider as he turned to the others standing there facing the platform before yelling, “Destroy all!” He lifted a beefy hand and pounded his chest caveman style. “Kr'Atek strongest!” He turned to her and growled, “Prize mine.”

      The remaining aliens in the ring looked at each other before two more headed back to the planks. The massive orange thing and three others remained. The orange alien faced them and bellowed, “Crush you! Female mine!”

      Bile churned in Marcy’s stomach at the prospect of being that creature’s plaything. It was four times her size and ugly as sin. The three other aliens were large as well but nowhere near as muscular as the orange thing. He looked as if he could crush her with nothing but one swing of his fist.

      Commotion amongst the aliens drew her eye and her heart gave one powerful thump in her chest when the tall alien with the skull mask stepped down into the ring. The brown fur she'd thought covered his body turned out to be a cloak wrapped around his shoulders. He was bare-chested except for two criss-crossing leather straps with varying sizes of blades fitted into slots all along the leather. His skin had a gold tint to it and he was almost as muscled as the orange alien. His thighs were massive and as he crossed the ring, that eerie silence that had fallen over the arena when the guard had stripped her of her clothes fell again as he walked toward the platform.

      To her horrifying disbelief, the orange alien looked almost scared.

      The other three aliens scurried back to the planks when skull face stopped beside them and looked their way. The orange things forehead wrinkled enough for Marcy to think he was glowering at the newcomer and to her amazement, he shifted on his feet and looked between her and the newest challenger. Long minutes ticked by before he bared his teeth. With a loud roaring growl, he turned and walked away.

      Skull face was the only one left in the ring. He stared at the orange beast until he’d joined the others, then looked at her. From here, she could tell he was wearing a mask. The only thing she could see of his face was his eyes and the lower half of his bearded chin. A headpiece attached to the cloak held the horns but the rest of him, every bulging muscle, was him. At least he looked human—in an overly exaggerated Dwayne Johnson kind of way.

      He took two steps toward the platform and held up his arm. Marcy could only imagine the fresh hell awaiting her at the other end of that outstretched hand. His gaze slid over her body, pausing briefly at her breasts before going lower and stopping. The need to cover herself burned her face and intensified when he finally lifted his head and locked eyes with her.

      The guard grabbed her arms and jerked them from the metal spike in the wall “Let me see you spit on him, human.” He pulled her across the platform and jerked her to a stop inches from that outstretched hand. “I only wish I could be there to see how he breaks you.” He laughed and lowered his head to whisper in her ear. “Welcome to Prison Moon One, bitch. You belong to the Warlord, now.”
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      The bastard threw her off the platform. Marcy hit the ground with a jarring thump, her face slamming into the ground while her teeth clanked together so hard she bit her tongue. She cursed under her breath and sat up with a groan, glancing at the alien who’d won her by doing nothing but standing there looking menacing. He was staring down at her, some unreadable emotion showing in his strangely colored eyes.

      She spit blood from her mouth and turned her head to glare at the guard. He laughed and jumped to the ground.

      Her alien owner moved so fast she barely tracked him as he grabbed the guard, one large hand closing over the side of the guard's head before slamming him to the ground beside her. The warlord, as the guard had called him, leaned down, pressing the side of the guard’s face into the dirt and said, “You do not touch what is mine.”

      She’d seen many things reflected in the guards eyes since she’d been here but genuine fear had never been one of them. The guard’s eyes were wide and locked on her, his face a funny shade of red.

      “Apologize.”

      Marcy looked at the warlord, then back down to the guard. The fear she’d seen in his eyes moments ago bled into pure hatred, his face turning a brighter shade of red as the warlord pressed harder on the side of his head until the words, “I’m sorry,” wheezed out past his squeezed lips. As quick as the warlord had taken the guard down, he let him go and stood to his full height. He glanced at her then turned and walked away, heading across the arena without a word.

      Another guard stepped into her line of sight as the one on the ground mumbled something under his breath and stood. The new guard grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet, then reached for her bound wrists. Marcy winced as the metal cuffs once again bit into her flesh. The pain was enough for her to almost be glad they were being removed but no cuffs meant she was officially someone’s property.

      The warlord was now near the arena gates. As the guard worked the locks on her cuffs, he whispered, “Stay two steps behind him and speak to no one but him. You are the warlord’s now. No one exists to you but him. Got it?”

      When she didn’t answer, he squeezed her bloody wrist. She winced in pain and looked at him. She’d not seen this guard before. He was bald like the rest of them were and had patches of scales on his skin but something in his eyes said he wasn’t like the others. “Am I to walk out naked? Your asshole friend ripped my dress off.”

      “Yes. Like I said, you belong to the warlord now. Take nothing from anyone but him unless he says otherwise.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “No.” He pulled the cuffs off her wrists. “Now go. He’s the last person on Prison Moon One you want to anger.” He didn’t wait for a reply, just turned her and shoved her in the direction of the gate.

      Marcy could see the warlord walking down the narrow road between the ramshackle buildings outside the arena. He looked to be in no hurry but his stride was wide. Catching up with him meant running, and she’d be damned if she ran after her future rapist.

      “Don’t be stupid,” the guard said. “And don’t think for a moment he won’t make you suffer for defying him.”

      “I’m not afraid of dying.”

      The guard laughed. “The warlord doesn’t punish by killing. He’ll make you suffer and enjoy every second of your torment. Now go before he teaches you to obey in front of everyone watching.”

      As much as she loathed to do it, Marcy sighed and started walking. The arena was quiet as she made the long walk—naked—to the gates. The desire to cover herself was strong, but she saw little point in it now. Everyone had already seen everything she’d try to hide.

      Snickers and taunts filled the air with every step she took. The orange hulking alien who had scared most of the others off when they entered the ring to fight was watching her, his expression filled with anger. He was pissed he hadn’t won her, but she wasn’t sure if it was because he wanted her that bad or if it was because the warlord had claimed her with nothing more than a look.

      As she passed the last of the aliens on the planks, the noise they made faded as she stepped outside the arena and the gates closed behind her. Two of the small camera orbs that recorded everything that took place here on Prison Moon One flew into her line of sight. It stopped to hover right in front of her face. She swatted it away and looked for the warlord. He was near the tree line and even though she said she wasn’t running after him, she jogged to catch up. As much as going with him scared the shit out of her, the thought of staying behind for someone else—or many someones—to grab, terrified her more.

      Marcy kept a slight distance between them. Her bravado from the arena was absent now that adrenaline wasn’t coursing through her veins. The warlord never acknowledged her, never looked to see if she was there and Marcy watched him walk as she followed behind him. He was a big son of a bitch with wide shoulders. If his behavior back in the arena was any sign, he had a surly attitude, too.

      They stepped into the shelter of the trees a few moments later and he still didn’t look back. She wondered if she could slow down and let him get ahead of her again and make a run for it.

      She studied her surroundings. The trees were sparse. Hiding out in here would be almost impossible and it wouldn’t take him long to find her if she decided to make a run for it. Not that she had anywhere to go. Finding Sara would be impossible. If that had in fact been Sara she’d seen earlier at the arena gates, she had no idea which way she’d gone when she left and besides, she was still naked and with her luck, she’d run into a whole mess of horny aliens who’d take turns with her. If what the guard said was true, then she belonged to the brute in front of her and he didn’t look like the sharing type. They were both shitty choices, but she’d take one rapist over many any day.

      The walk through the woods would have been pleasant under other circumstances. The foliage was unlike anything she’d ever seen. Strange flowers dotted the ground, bushes with long fronds of red, purple and orange filled the area and on several of the trees, huge ear-like things that reminded her of fungus was growing on the bark.

      Leaves littered the ground along with a small spiky plant she found by stepping on one. Her shout hadn’t even stirred the warlord’s attention. He was still walking ahead of her, silent, his furred cloak and horned headpiece still in place. It wouldn’t have killed him to wrap her in the mangy looking thing. She could only imagine how heavy it was but anything would have been better than traipsing around naked.

      A twig snapped behind her. She turned her head to see three other aliens trailing them. They were spread out in a wide arc, their focus on her. Were these three going to fight the warlord for her? Shit, I hope not.

      She faced forward again, staring at the back of the warlords head. “We’re being followed.” He didn’t so much as flinch. “Three big ass aliens about a hundred yards back.” Still nothing. Marcy looked behind her again. They were closer now. “They don’t look friendly, either.” When he still refused to acknowledge her, she searched the ground for something to use as a weapon, grabbing a small piece of wood a few moments later. It wasn’t big or heavy but it might be enough to brain one of the assholes if they tried to jump her.

      They walked for what seemed like hours, the three behind them still keeping their distance and she began to wonder if they weren’t with the warlord. They came no closer, and he didn’t seem worried about them, but she tightened her grip on the make-shift weapon in her hands, anyway.

      After stepping on what seemed like every sharp object in the forest, her feet felt like they were on fire by the time the ground cover grew thick, the vegetation soft and cushiony beneath her. Flowers and colorful plants grew in large clusters and it would have been beautiful had it not been for the dozens of long poles jutting from the ground. She came to a stop when she saw the tops were adorned with an array of skulls. Some were nothing more than old bones while others appeared disgustingly fresh. Chunks of meat hung from them and she gagged when she caught the first whiff of rotting flesh. Moans and whispers filled the air and her imagination told her it was the ghosts of those hanging on the pikes.

      The forest was dark here, very little sunlight penetrating the tree limbs. It made her wonder how the plants grew without sunlight. The vegetation along the ground was calf-high in some areas but large spots were barren. As she continued to follow the warlord, she saw why the ground was bare in those random spots. Deep holes had been dug, and she glanced inside one as she passed by it. Several sets of eyes stared up at her. There were people in them—aliens of varying species, all of them dirty and half-starved. She’d found the source of the moans and whispers.

      A large clearing sat up ahead, small, crude buildings and tents dotted along the edge of the trees in a wide circle. Aliens in every shape and size filled the open area in the center of the camp and the moment they were spotted, everyone looked their way.

      The warlord didn’t stop walking until he reached the center of the dirt circle next to a large fire pit. Marcy hesitated at the edge of the trees. Walking naked through the woods with three aliens watching her ass sway back and forth had been bad enough but walking out in front of all these aliens into what looked like a small village would be as humiliating as it had been when that guard ripped her dress off. She wasn’t sure she had enough false bravado in her to persuade this many aliens to leave her alone.

      The crack and pop of twigs filled the silence. A look over her shoulder showed the three who’d followed them were right behind her now. This close up, she could see they were all the same species. Their skin was a deep, royal blue and while they stood on two legs and had two arms, they didn’t look human-like the warlord did. These three had unusually long legs, their necks long and slender as well. Their eyes were big yellows circles on their faces and it didn’t look as if they had any eyelids.

      The one in the middle reached out and snatched the piece of wood from her hands, her palms stinging as the bark ripped into her flesh. He tossed the stick away and gave her a push. The other two didn’t wait to see if she would move or not. They each grabbed one of her arms and ushered her out of the trees and into the clearing.

      As she expected them to, everyone in camp turned and looked at her.

      A quick glance at those gathered and the fear she felt grew as they led her to the warlord. At least forty sets of eyes turned in her direction and every one she saw gave her a look from head to toe, then back down again. She was ready to beg for clothes as the two holding her arms drew her to a stop in front of the warlord.

      Most of the aliens staring back at her were male, but she saw a few females—none of which looked human—standing near the wooden buildings that lined the circle. They gave her a quick glance before returning to whatever it was they were doing. Them paying her no more attention than they had was telling. The females here did as told and nothing more.

      Turning from the females, she stared out at the sea of faces staring back at her and she was afraid to even imagine what was about to happen. What did they do with new females here? Pass them around so everyone got a chance to have a poke at them? Was she to be a reward for one of these aliens?

      No. You belong to the warlord. The guard had said as much. But—she was his to do with as he pleased which meant, if he wanted her to fuck every single alien in this camp, she’d spend the rest of her life on her back.

      Misery settled into her gut like lead. Marcy felt the warlord, more than she saw him, move closer. He was right behind her and she sucked in a breath moments before he grabbed her, one large hand gripping her throat, the other wrapping around her, his hand sliding down to cup her between the legs. She was pulled back against his chest, held so tightly against him she felt close to suffocating as her heart pounded like a caged bird behind her ribs. So much for being brave. If the big bastard only knew she was seconds away from pissing herself, he’d move his hand.

      The warlord’s hold around her neck loosened as he slid his hand up to cup her chin, grasping it and turning her head to expose the side of her neck. Just when she started to wonder what he was doing, he lowered his head and bit her. She screamed, pain shooting through her neck as two sharp pinpricks pierced her skin and as the pain intensified, her focus on his teeth inside her flesh shifted as the hand between her legs moved, one slender finger sliding in to press against her clit.
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      Marcy’s body jerked as the bite grew deeper and the warlord’s hold on her tightened. The hand between her legs pressed harder against her flesh as he pulled her against him and she’d bet money the hardness against her butt wasn’t her imagination. He was getting off on this.

      When he pulled away long moments later, she felt his teeth slide from her skin. Blood dribbled down her neck, the small beads rolling down her chest as the warlord dragged his face up into her hair, his deep intake of breath the only sound he made until he lifted his head and said, “She is mine. Touch her and it will be the last thing you do.”

      He waited for no response, instead, pulled his hand from between her legs, running it up the length of her belly and grazing the underside of her right breast before turning her in the opposite direction. With a hand on the back of her neck, he guided her to a large wooden structure nestled under a cluster of trees. A long leather flap over the doorway moved aside before they reached it and he guided her inside before following. When her eyes adjusted to the low light, Marcy scanned the room and saw a female standing beside the doorway.

      The alien was about the same height as she herself was, which, to hear the kids she went to school with, was freakishly tall. At six-foot-two, she towered over almost everyone until she’d arrived on Prison Moon One. Aliens were on the tall side and for the first time in her life, she felt short when standing next to most of them.

      Marcy flicked a glance at the warlord when he stepped around her. He made her feel the way she assumed those short girls with tall boyfriends must feel. He was huge and had to be close to seven foot. She’d not met many men she had to crane her neck to look up at but him, she did.

      He stopped by they wall where several hooks were protruding and pulled the face mask off, then pushed the horned headpiece off his head, letting it fall down his back before removing the furred cape. When he pulled it away from his body, she got her first good look at him—sort of. Impossibly wide shoulders held several wide straps that crossed over his back. His skin appeared golden in the light coming through the open doorway. His hair was straight, nearly black, and fell well past his shoulder blades and when he moved, his hair sliding across his back, she could see several white lines, scarring from old wounds if she had to guess.

      Muscles rippled under his skin as he hung the cape on one of the hooks, the end catching on a scabbard attached to his hips by a belt. She assumed it held a blade, the thick leather it was in wide and curved slightly on the end. She let her gaze fall down to his butt when he untangled the cape from the scabbard. It was much more appealing than it should have been.

      He turned and looked at her, his gaze traveling down the length of her body before slowly coming back up. She ignored her racing pulse and gave him the same inspection. More scars were dotted across his chest and stomach and a particularly large one ran down the length of his right arm, drawing attention to his biceps, which were huge, like the rest of him.

      The criss-crossing straps across his chest reminded her of the Roman gladiators from Earths past, the blades tucked into the straps telling her with a glance he was dangerous. He looked fierce, and she’d bet money he’d earned the title of warlord. Those battle scars he wore the only proof she needed.

      Without the mask, she could see his entire face and knew she was in trouble with only a glance. He wasn’t terrible to look at, even with all that facial hair. She’d never been into the whole bearded mountain-man look that was so popular when she’d been abducted but had to admit, this guy made it look good, which meant that major character flaw she had—equating good looks with good intentions—was once again going to blindside her and leave her in a whole mess of trouble.

      She didn’t know why she did it, when most people thought the exact opposite. They knew the good-looking ones were usually assholes, but not her. Nope, she saw a hot guy smile at her and instantly thought—he’s the one. And he usually was. The one to rip her heart out, stomp it under his boot, then kick it in the street as he laughed at her tears and she was sure this guy—this alien—the warlord, would shred her to pieces without much effort at all.

      He was watching her when she looked back up at him, those unusual amber eyes reminding her of whiskey. What she wouldn’t give for a drink. In her current state, she’d almost be willing to give one of those ugly fuckers outside a hand job for a bottle of Jack Daniels just to calm her frazzled nerves. She’d known what was coming the moment she’d been forced off that spaceship and told to run but she didn’t think it would hit her so hard when she finally—belonged—to one of the aliens here, but it did. She was a prisoner, a captive—nothing more than a slave if you wanted to get right down to it and she was stuck here until she died.

      The warlord gave her one more look from head to toe before walking back to the door, pausing to say to the female alien, “take her to bathe,” before leaving without another word. When the alien turned to look at her, Marcy wasn’t sure if her face always looked like that or if she was pissed off because the look she was throwing her way wasn’t friendly at all.

      The alien ran her gaze down the length of her, then sneered. “Come. The warlord wants the stink washed off you.” She started for the door. “Your other flaws will no doubt be dealt with.”

      Flaws? Marcy raised an eyebrow. The alien woman was just as strange as all the others she’d seen here and if anyone had flaws, it was this chick. Her skin was pea soup green, her hair a shade lighter than her skin. Her eyes were two large round circles on her face and black as night, not a speck of white to be seen. Small pale specks dotted the bridge of her flat nose like wayward freckles and she only had three fingers on both hands. If anyone was flawed, it was definitely her.

      Marcy gave the room a quick look as she headed for the door. This structure was the largest of all the buildings in camp but still small if you compared it to houses back on earth and she had no doubt that’s what this was. It was the warlord’s home, primitive as it was, sectioned off with a long table and benches on one side of the room and a bed big enough to sleep three people on the other.

      Images of herself butt ass naked in that big bed filled her head, and she pushed the thought aside as the alien woman walked outside and told her to once again, “follow.”

      Stepping out of the warlords crude wooden hut, Marcy gave a quick glance around the camp, covering her bare breast, then rolling her eyes at the action. It wasn’t as if everyone in camp hadn’t already seen everything she had to offer.

      Most of the aliens who’d been gawking at her were once again doing various tasks and only a few of them looked her way when she started following the alien woman to the trees. When the shadows covered them completely, she stared at the back of the aliens green head. As much as she hated being here, it was worse to be here alone. Having Sara that first day had done more than help save her life, it had saved her from a massive anxiety attack. Having a friend in this camp would help with that.

      She quickened her steps and said, “I’m Marcy. What’s your name?” She waited long minutes but never received a reply and wasn’t really surprised. Nothing about this woman said she was the friendly type. Maybe one of the others would be less of a bitch.

      The incline grew steeper and the sound of rushing water grew louder as they followed a trail through the woods. The trees grew more sparse, the sun filtering down through the branches to leave the trail in dappled light. Rocks lined the trail in varying sizes and the further they walked, the larger they became. When the trees gave way to a wide, open area, Marcy stopped and sucked in a small breath.

      The walk from the arena had been through the forest and had a slight incline but she hadn’t thought much of it. Now she did. There was a mountain in front of her. A mountain spilling water down its side to splash into a large pond at its base.

      “Wash and make it quick.”

      The green alien wasn’t any friendlier now than she had been. Marcy ignored her hateful stare and hesitantly walked past her.

      Black sand edged the pond, the water the brightest turquoise blue she’d ever seen. Sticking a toe into the water told her that waterfall was fed by a mountain stream somewhere. It was bone-chillingly cold. She debated wading in slowly or just running for it but didn’t get time to decide as the alien woman slammed both hands into her back and shoved her in face first.

      The cold water felt like tiny daggers piercing her skin and Marcy came up screaming. She pushed her hair from her face and turned to look behind her. “You bitch!”

      “Wash. The warlord waits for no one. Follow the trail back to camp.” She smiled suddenly, but there was nothing friendly in the gesture. “Or you can leave.” She nodded to the forest on the opposite side of the trail. “Head that way. It leads deeper into the woods.”

      There was a string of words on the tip of Marcy’s tongue but the alien woman walked back into the trees before she had time to utter a single one. Marcy crawled to her feet, the initial shock of the cold water wearing off a bit, even though goosebumps pimpled her skin and made her nipples so hard she was sure she could cut glass with them.

      She waded in further, the alien woman’s words—telling her to leave—ringing in her head. Could she get away? She looked behind her. She was alone. Did the warlord trust her that much or had the woman wanted her to leave so she could be punished for it when found? If she had to guess, she’d say it was the latter. Whatever the chicks problem was with her, she was making it no secret she didn’t like her and she had no doubt she’d tell her to do something that would get her beaten—or worse—just for shits and giggles. She may not want to be a captive but she wasn’t stupid, either. The warlord might not be the most friendly brute she’d met here, but he was certainly better than a hoard of wild aliens running her down and she had no doubt that’s what would happen if she were to leave. This was a damned if you do, damned if you don’t, situation if she’d ever seen one so she’d take a single devil over a group of them any day.

      Mind made up, she walked further into the water. She’d lost count of the weeks—or had it been months now?—and she’d not had a drop of water other than a small amount to drink since she was abducted which meant she’d not bathed. The female alien had been right about one thing—she stunk, so she bent her knees and submerged her whole body, shooting back to the surface a second later. “Fuck, that’s cold!”

      She shivered violently for a few minutes before lowering her hands. She hissed as the water hit the abrasions on her wrists. They’d stopped bleeding but it would take a while for the cuts to heal.

      Cleaning the blood off best she could, she made sure her wrists were clean before bending to grab handfuls of the black sand, scrubbing her body until it was red and tingling. She washed off layers of grime, scrubbed her head until she was sure her scalp was bleeding and dunked back down to wash the sand out of her hair. Then, she repeated the entire, soapless bath again.

      The mountain stream that fed this pond had a small rainbow over it, the mist from the water spray shining like diamonds in the sun. The mountain curved a bit and made a semi-circle stone wall.

      Her gaze shot to the sky. She would probably never get used to seeing the huge planet Prison Moon One orbited when she looked up. Seeing it was a constant reminder she wasn’t on Earth anymore and likely never would be again.

      As she scrubbed her skin again and looked at the forest on either side of the mountain, she noticed a dark opening off to the right. It looked like a cave from here but might have just been a trick of the light.

      Marcy ducked down into the water and rinsed the sand from her hair again. When she surfaced and pushed the water away from her face, she shivered and turned to head out of the water but froze the moment she saw the warlord. He was standing at the water’s edge staring at her.

      How long had he been back there? Was that why the alien woman had left? Was it why she’d encouraged her to leave? Because she knew he was following them?

      He said nothing as he watched her, his gaze darting over the entirety of her face before lowering to her exposed breasts. She raised her arms to cover herself, but wondered why a moment later and dropped them. It wasn’t as if he—and his entire camp—hadn’t already seen her tits.

      In the full light of the sun, she could see his skin did actually look gold. The scars along his chest stood out more now that the light was better and he was indeed nice looking, which pissed her off. How was she supposed to hate the guy if she found him attractive? She noticed a bit of cloth in his hand.

      “Come dry yourself.”

      His voice was deep and did crazy things to her pulse but walking out of the water meant he’d get a full view of her, up close and personal. Of course, it wasn’t as if he wasn’t going to use her like his own personal sex-toy come nightfall and he’d see a lot more than her tits and bush when that happened.

      His unusual whiskey-colored eyes drank in every ounce of her flesh as she made her way to him, lingering on her breasts until she was knee deep in the water, then his gaze shifted lower, to the red curls at the apex of her thighs. He looked at her as if he’d never seen anything like her before and goosebumps dotted her skin for an entirely different reason by the time she stopped in front of him.

      The cloth in his hand was long and wide and when he brought it to her shoulder, she realized it was a drying cloth of some kind. She reached for it but he brushed her hand away, taking his time drying her skin, lingering over her breasts to the point her already hard nipples ached as the scratchy material hit them over and over again.

      He locked eyes with her as his hand lowered and dipped between her legs. Marcy swallowed the lump suddenly forming in the back of her throat. His gaze flicked to those red curls and her womb clenched tight. Was this where he’d do it? Would he force her to have sex with him here?

      He dropped his hand and stepped so close she saw his nostrils flare moments before his lips parted and saw why the bite he’d given her had hurt so damn bad. His canines were sharp and resembled fangs.

      Whatever he’d been about to say or do was forgotten as something big splashed in the pond. He looked out across the water then took two steps back, dropped the drying cloth and turned away from her. “Dress and come back to camp.”

      On the ground, behind where he’d been standing, was a single garment. Marcy bent to grab it when his voice brought her head up.

      “Do not try to run.” He stopped and looked back at her. “If I find you before the others do, you will beg me for death by the time I’m through punishing you.”

      He left without another word, leaving her there by the waterfall pond, thoughts of running screaming through her head.

      The garment he’d left looked like a dress but when she slipped it over her head, she realized it was nothing more than a very large, oversized shirt. The material draped over her shoulders and barely stayed up, the arm holes so big she knew the material hid very little of her. It fell to her knees but at least her ass was no longer showing.

      Marcy rolled the sleeves up best she could. A musky scent lingered in the fabric and she lifted her arm, inhaling it. It smelled—manly. Not exactly a cologne but it reminded her of leather and exotic oils. She glanced to the path. Was this one of his shirts? For some reason, she thought the answer to that question would be yes. The guard had said she belonged to the warlord. To take nothing from anyone but him. A man that possessive wouldn’t dress her in someone else’s clothing so that musk she smelled on the oversized shirt was him.

      She grabbed the drying cloth and headed up the sandy beach in the direction he’d gone, ducking under the canopy of trees that left the path in shade. She could see the warlord. He’d not gotten very far, which told her he was waiting for her. She sighed and quickened her steps, stepped on something sharp a moment later and yelled.
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      She was loud. The other females he’d acquired over the years never made a sound unless instructed to but this one made enough noise to be heard three vecs away, her steps noisy and clumsy. She’d give away her presence and be captured or dead in less than a neosec but he found little reason in teaching her to mask her presence. He hadn’t taken her to keep anyway and had no doubt Allok would come for her and honestly, couldn’t wait for the fight.

      Scenes from the arena played inside his head again, the look on Kr’Atek’s face the most pleasing. Rumors of a female unlike any of the others had traveled fast. She was said to possess special powers and he knew Allok would want to add her to his growing number of unique captives. Jorrick had been disappointed when he hadn’t seen him in the arena but it hadn’t lasted long. Spotting Kr’Atek when he stepped into the ring told him why Allok hadn’t bothered to come. He expected the Trakon to win his prize for him.

      The fact Kr’Atek was now doing anything for that qek cursed warlord made him want to rip Kr’Atek’s head off with his bare hands and doing just that was half the reason he’d stepped down into that ring. The traitor had walked away without a fight, though, but next time he saw him, he wouldn’t get the luxury. If the guards in the arena hadn’t been there, Kr’Atek would have been sent back to Allok in pieces.

      The female stumbled and hissed a word under her breath his translator couldn’t decipher. Another of her swear words, if he had to guess. He’d heard more than a few of them the translator did recognize on the trek from the arena. Her language was as colorful and vibrant as she herself was. Allok would have enjoyed breaking her.

      She was the first of the females dropped on this wretched moon and offered to those willing to fight for her not to weep uncontrollably, scream, and beg to be let go. No, this one had fire in her as bright as the hair on her head—and between her legs.

      She wasn’t anything like the other females here. They were all compliant. Obedient. But not this one. This one had a volatile temper. One he’d have to break her of if she survived past the next moon.

      “Ouch! Damn it … shoes would have been nice, you know.”

      Jorrick stopped at her mumbled words and turned to look at her, letting his gaze roam the length of her body. His shirt swallowed her whole and fell off one shoulder to drape half way down her arm, the top of her breast showing before she reached for the fallen material and pulled it back up.

      The light behind her gave him a good view of her underneath the shirt. Her form was curved in places the other females in his camp were not. This one's waist was small and tapered, her hips wide. Her legs were quite long—shapely—and she stood much taller than most. He raised his eyes to her breasts. Those were unnaturally pleasing as well. They were high and round and looked firm. The sight of them as they’d been in the arena flashed in his mind’s eye. Her nipples had been so rosy pink they’d reminded him of the cherite blossoms that bloomed back home and for the first time since being dumped on this hell hole of a moon, he’d longed for things he’d vowed to never indulge in again.

      His mood turned dark the moment he thought of all he’d lost. If he ever got off this krinshi of a planet, he’d find a way back to Tridian III and lay waste to every foul soul that helped put him here. He’d leave that traitor Strathos for last and—

      The female shifted on her feet and dragged him from memories best left forgotten. She was staring at him, but looked away when he stared back. He cupped her chin in his hand and lifted her head so she’d look at him. “You will speak when spoken to, otherwise I will remove your tongue and string it around your neck as a lesson for the others. Do you understand?”

      His tone was harsh—as he intended it to be—and was effective as hoped. Fear that hadn’t been there moments ago clouded her eyes, her heart rate increasing. He could hear it pounding in her chest and sense the blood rushing through her veins. Good. She should fear him.

      His thumb pressed into her full bottom lip. “Your needs will be provided for as I see fit. You are in no position to demand anything of me.”

      The muscles in her jaw clenched. If he had to guess, he’d say she was on the verge of saying something he’d indeed have to rip her tongue out for. She remained silent, restraining that defiance she displayed in the arena. “Once we reach camp, you will do as Jityria instructs you to do, is that clear?”

      She gave him one firm nod of her head, hatred burning in her eyes.

      Jorrick’s gaze roamed her face, taking in every curve, every small splotch of color dotted across her nose and the fullness of her lips before meeting her eyes. He’d never seen that shade of green before. So clear. Vibrant. As vibrant as her spirit seemed to be.

      A noise echoing through the trees reminded him where he was. He released her and turned, heading back to camp. He couldn’t afford to be distracted at the moment, and he knew, given enough time, this female would be a distraction he would live to regret. Her temper alone made her more desirable than the others. What good was a female who just laid there silently weeping? He’d rather use his hand to slake his desire than endure such from one of his captives. Aside from Jityria—who didn’t weep, but wanted things he’d never give—the fiery female at his back was the first to stir him in many, many moon cycles. She made him think things he’d long given up desire for but maybe, if he dared risk it, he’d have her naked and underneath him, in front of him, bent over with those long legs spread wide as he slid through those red curls and plunged deep. His cock twitched just imagining how soft she’d be, how wet. How she’d sound as he rode her.

      Shouts quickened his steps. Aris and Vikram were stalking across the camp toward him, the look on their faces enough to tell him something was wrong. “What is it?” he asked when he was close enough for them to hear him.

      Vikram flicked a quick glance at the girl before saying, “A disturbance of some kind within our borders.”

      Jorrick turned and looked at the girl. “Go find Jityria. She’ll have chores for you.” The anger and defiance he’d seen in her eyes earlier had dimmed but not by much. She did head toward the females hut, though. At least now he knew she wasn’t stupid.

      He waited for her to leave before turning back to Vikram who was staring at her as well. “I am here, Vikram, not attached to her backside.” Aris laughed. Jorrick shot him a look before turning his attention to Vikram. “What is happening on the border?”

      His second in command straightened, his features hardening. “If I had to guess, I’d say the disturbance was Kr’Atek. If things happened the way I heard they did at the arena, he’ll challenge for the girl.”

      “He had a chance to do that in the arena.”

      Aris shifted and crossed his arms over his chest. “Yes, but there he would have had to fight fair. Here, he can just stab you in the back and be done with it.”

      Vikram nodded. “Kr’Atek is no doubt trying to win Allok’s favor by giving him such a prize in tribute.”

      “Or,” Aris said, “Kr’Atek was sent to retrieve her as a test of his strength and loyalty.”

      “I suspect he’ll be on our borders more so now that she’s here.” Vikram looked across camp in the direction the female had gone. “Bistran said there was not another among the captives as—different—as she is.” He faced him again, worry clouding his eyes. “Rumors are circulating.”

      “What sort of rumors?”

      “Some say she is of an old race and that she holds the power of magic.”

      “Magic?” He looked in her direction. He’d not seen evidence of any.

      Vikram shifted on his feet. “You claimed her.”

      Jorrick’s spine locked tight. “I have.”

      “Why?”

      “You question me?”

      Vikram inclined his head. “No, warlord. I just find it…unusual to align yourself with someone such as her.”

      “As do I.” The mischief that always lingered in Aris’s eyes was there again, so was the same smirk he’d been hoping to never see again. “Consorting with soothsayers never brought good to anyone.”

      “There’s no proof she’s anything other than she appears to be.” But now that they brought it up, he wasn’t taking any chances. Jorrick fought for very few females in the arena since gaining position here and of those he had, he’d never claimed one as he had the girl. He wasn’t even sure why he had this time. It may have been the way the men had stared at her when she walked into camp, their eyes roaming her body from head to toe. Some had wanted her instantly. He’d smelled their desire for her in the air and knew they’d tear her apart if he let them but she was his revenge. If he let his men break her, she’d be worthless to him so he’d afforded her the only protection he could think of. He’d marked her as his.

      Aris braced his weight on one leg. “You could have just told them not to touch her. No one would have defied you.”

      No, they wouldn’t have but—

      “Allok will not like your claim on her.”

      Jorrick looked at Vikram. “No, he won’t.” Maybe that’s why he’d done it—so when she did find herself in Allok’s hands, the warlord would not be able to look upon her and not see his mark. He’d know she’d belonged to him first and it would eat away at Allok’s pride more than anything. To know something he’d wanted was denied him. Something that would have been his had the one warlord he hated more than all the others had not stepped in at the last moment. And Allok would know he took her for no other reason than to keep him from getting her. That alone would rankle more than anything he’d done in the past.

      The swell of pleasure at Allok’s rage gave him the first bit of happiness he’d had in more lunar cycles than he could count. Allok wouldn’t be adding the little red one to his harem of females, not if he could help it. He’d slit her throat before that happened—then he’d send him her rotting corpse and enjoy every second imagining Allok’s outrage.

      “Come,” Jorrick said, putting the female out of his mind. “Show me Kr’Atek. I’m in need of a good fight. It’s been too long.”
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      Marcy watched the warlord and two human-looking aliens almost as big as he was walk away, heading for the trees, the small orbs overhead following along with them. Apparently camp life wasn’t interesting enough for the viewers who paid to watch everything that happened here.

      “That is Vikram, the warlord’s second in command and Aris. Treat them both with the same respect you show the warlord if you value your life.” Jityria gave her a slow look from head to toe. “And do not expect the warlord to afford you any special treatment. He shows none of the captives any sort of favor so don’t delude yourself into thinking you are special because he entered the arena for you.”

      Marcy saw Jityria out of the corner of her eye. She was standing in the entrance of the warlords hut. She looked her way and didn’t miss the animosity on her face. “Are you usually this cranky or is it just me?”

      Before Marcy could move, the woman raised her arm and slapped her face so hard, she stood there, stunned for a whole minute before turning her head back to look at her.

      “You will speak when spoken to, do as you are told, and nothing more. The warlord may have fought for you, but do not mistake his motives.” She spread her arm in a wide arc from one end of the camp to the other. “You are no different from the rest of the females here. You are nothing but what the warlord says you are.”

      The smug look on her green face rubbed Marcy in all the wrong places and that bad temper her daddy always accused her of having had her blood near boiling. “Okay. My mistake. I was under the impression this big ass bite mark on my neck said I was his.” She tilted her head left, then right. “I don’t see an alien hickey on you. What do you suppose that means?”

      “That you are dead.” The smug look on Jityria’s face turned into pure glee as she smiled, showing a set of small pointed teeth set close together. “Once the others find out the warlord has taken a pet, you’ll be the most sought-after commodity on Prison Moon One. The other warlords will want you for no other reason than you belong to him.” She looked around the camp. “Once you have served your purpose, whatever that might be, the warlord will give you to his men as he has all the others.”

      Marcy had only counted three other females besides herself and Jityria. Four women for all these men? No wonder they all looked so miserable. Well, Jityria didn’t. Maybe she was special to the warlord. It would explain her disdain.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      She wasn’t aware she was looking at her in any particular way and shrugged her shoulders. “Just trying to figure out where you fit in in all of this. Are you head slave around here and that’s why you’re so bitchy or do you just not like me?”

      Jityria snatched a handful of her hair close to the roots before she had time to blink and started dragging her across the camp to where the other three females sat around large baskets. The hold Jityria had on her hair was hard enough to draw tears to Marcy’s eyes but crying was the last thing she’d ever do around any of these—aliens.

      Snickers from the males they passed by brought the anger back and she reached up to grab Jityria’s arm when the woman suddenly stopped, jerking her head so violently she wondered if she was going to come away bald.

      Jityria pushed her hard enough she stumbled, then fell, the impact with the ground jarring.

      “Help fill these baskets and do not move from this spot.”

      Jityria walked away without another word, her steps quick and hurried as she headed back to the warlord’s hut. When the leather flap fell back over the doorway, Marcy looked at the others. Only one of them was looking at her, a female with pale blue skin who, even sitting down, towered over her. She glanced in the direction Jityria had gone before whispering, “Do not purposely rile her. She has reason to hate you and will see you punished in ways that do not leave a mark.”

      Her aching scalp was proof of that. Marcy sat up, lifting a hand to rub at the side of her head. “Well, she’s been hateful since the moment I set eyes on her. I don’t think that’s going to change whether I’m nice to her or not.”

      The blue alien glanced at the others. “That is because the warlord has claimed you.” Her gaze darted to her neck where the warlord had bitten her.

      “You mean this?” She touched the still sore bite wound.

      The woman nodded. “The warlord has not done so with any of the rest of us. I imagine him claiming you in front of so many will burn in Jityria’s gut until she no longer draws breath.”

      “Why? Is she the warlord’s wife?”

      Her brows scrunched as if thinking. “Wife? I do not know this word.”

      “Uh, spouse. Mate.”

      “Oh, well, no. The warlord has put Jityria in charge of the chores around camp and lets her see to his needs and this leads her to believe he will someday take her to his bed.”

      Marcy raised an eyebrow. “He doesn’t already?”

      The alien who sat on the other side of the baskets finally spoke up, a tiny grin on her face. “No, and that is why she is so angry.”

      This female had skin not much different from her own. It was pale and in certain places where the sun shined on her limbs, it looked as if her skin glowed or sparkled. If it weren’t for her pointed ears and thin face, she’d almost pass for one of those sparkly vampires from that book series that was all the craze a few years ago. Then again, if she would have had wings, she would have been a dead ringer for what she assumed a fairy would look like.

      Marcy grabbed one of the short stools like the others were sitting on and pulled it over before crawling from the ground and sitting down properly. “So, Jityria wants to be the warlord’s main squeeze, and he’s giving her the cold shoulder. Had she been his favorite once upon a time and now isn’t? Is that why she’s so moody?”

      The blue alien shook her head. “No, the warlord has not taken any of us to his bed.”

      Marcy felt her eyes go comically wide and had a hard time relaxing her face. “He doesn’t sleep with any of you?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      The fairy-girl shrugged one shoulders. “We do not know.”

      “Huh.” Marcy looked toward the trees in the direction the warlord had gone. “Does he swing the other way, then?”

      “Swing? He does not swing at all that I’ve seen.”

      Marcy laughed. It was the only time since she’d been separated from Sara that she’d felt the first bit of humor. “I meant, does he like men instead?” At their confused looks, she said, “Other males. Does he like to take it up the ass?”

      All three women looked horrified. The fairy was the first to speak. “Males do not do such things.”

      “Uh, yeah they do.”

      The three looked at each other, then back at her. “Males do this where you come from?”

      Marcy shrugged. “Well, yeah. Women, too.” Their expressions were still showing their shock. “You honestly have never heard of two men together before?”

      “No. But I was taken when very young so perhaps it occurred and I was not aware.”

      “How do they—” The blue alien stopped talking moment’s before her eyes widened. “Oh! Up the—ass.” The three exchanged another look, then laughed. “No. The warlord does not share his bed with another male.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes.” The third female, whose skin looked almost pink and had so far been silent spoke up, her gaze darting back and forth between the other two. “Do you suppose that is why Rikou and Wyvind insist on sharing that tiny hut together?”

      The other two smiled, their cheeks darkening in a way that made Marcy think they were blushing.

      Marcy glanced into the baskets. Thick wads of what looked like animal hides filled them. Leaning in closer, she got a whiff of the stench and sat back. “Ugh … What is that?”

      “Drexum. Large beast with shaggy hides.”

      Marcy looked at the blue alien when she spoke. “What are you doing with it?”

      “Pulling out the wevolts.” She picked something from the lump of fur in her lap and held it up. A fat wiggly grub-like creature was pinched between her fingers. “They burrow down deep and eat the flesh. We remove them to preserve the hide.”

      “I see.” Marcy looked into the basket again. “So I guess I’m picking giant, squirming lice from dead animal fur. Lovely.”

      She reached for one of the hides and grimaced as it made a wet sound when she pulled it from the basket. It wasn’t a large piece, thankfully, but it smelled even worse up close. She gagged and had to take several deep breaths to keep from puking. The alien women laughed before going back to picking the wevolts hidden in the fur.

      Marcy pulled the first one free and held it up. “What am I supposed to do with them?”

      The blue alien picked up something by her feet and sat it between them. “Put them here.”

      “Thanks.” Marcy dropped her grub-maggot into the small pot and went in search for another. “My name is Marcy.” She looked up after pulling another squirming worm free. “What’s yours?”

      The blue alien opened her mouth to answer but held her tongue when someone walked by where they were sitting.

      “You’re not here to talk. Do your job and keep your mouth shut!”

      The three alien women stared down at their laps and didn’t say another word. Marcy sighed and went back to pulling the wevolts out of the animal hide while taking small glances around the camp.

      The aliens here varied by species. She had no idea what they were or where they came from but some of them were terrifying to look at. She made sure not to make eye contact with any of them just in case they saw it as a sign she was interested in them.

      A large circle filled with ash and half burned wood sat in the center of camp and just behind it, butted up next to the trees, was a raised platform. A chair large enough to sit two people sat in the center of it. A dais for the king? She snorted a laugh. This warlord must like being the center of attention.

      Screams echoed across the camp moments before several shocked gasps filled the air. An alien standing a few feet away from them was suddenly lifted from the ground, his feet flying out from under him for a brief second before falling flat to his back. A large poll protruded from his chest and it wasn’t until the blue female at her side grabbed her arm and started dragging her away that Marcy realized they were under attack.

      Chaos erupted in camp within seconds. Screams and shouts of anger rose to fill the air as Marcy ran with the other females to the safety of the trees behind the warlord’s throne.

      They ducked down in the thick foliage. Marcy laid in the tall grasses for several minutes trying to catch her breath. The sky was filled with those small orbs that saw everything here, all of them hovering above the camp to record the fight. She raised her head to see what was happening and flinched as an alien next to the dais lost his head.

      It was obvious some of the aliens in the warlord’s camp were fighters, while others were not. She had no idea who belonged to the warlord’s camp and who the invaders were so kept her head down as to not be seen.

      “Why are we being attacked? Who are these people?” She looked to the other females when no one answered and saw them watching what was happening with the same shocked expressions on their faces that she was sure was on her own.

      The blue alien crawled closer to where she sat. “I do not know why they are here. As for who they are, if I had to guess, I would say they are from the Alerrawia.”

      “What is that?”

      “Another clan. Their warlord is Allok.”

      Marcy’s head swung her way. “There’s another warlord?”

      “Yes. I know of three other warlords on Prison Moon One, but there are rumors of many more. Each oversees their own territory but they try to claim more on occasion. The warlord Allok has territory that borders our own, and he has been the cause of trouble for many lunar cycles. There is great rivalry between him and Jorrick.”

      “And who is Jorrick?”

      “He is the warlord who claimed you as his own but never call him by name. To you, he is simply, warlord.”

      As if summoned by the mere mention of his name, Marcy saw him through the trees. The long blade he’d had strapped to his hip was now in his hand as he swung it toward an alien nearly as big as he was. The clash of weapons, most primitive, echoed through the camp, as did the grunts and loud yells of battle.

      Marcy sat up on her knees when the warlord moved out of her line of sight. She craned her neck until she caught a small glimpse of him. The blade in his hands swung with enough force it nearly cleaved the head from the alien he was fighting. The warlord raised a leg, his booted foot hitting the alien in the chest to kick him away before spinning on his heel to attack another.

      As she watched the men in camp fight, she knew escaping was pointless. According to the blue alien, Prison Moon One was divided into sections and each ruled by a different warlord. As frightening as the warlord Jorrick was, what if he wasn’t the most brutal of them? The thought of someone scarier than him was terrifying but if Jorrick was the biggest bad on Prison Moon One—then he’d no doubt kill her for even trying to escape and he didn’t look like a, kill ‘em quickly, kind of guy. Like it or not, she was stuck—owned by a warlord who scared the hell out of her.

      An alien she was still trying to see in the surrounding chaos.

      An alien who was causing her pulse to race, despite her fear of him.

      An alien who now owned her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The fighting ended as abruptly as it had started and Marcy and the other females never moved until the aliens in camp started to make a noise she assumed was laughter.

      She rose to her feet with the others and walked out from behind the warlord’s dais and surveyed the camp. Not much had been destroyed. One of the tents was leaning to one side and broken pottery and baskets lay strewn across the ground.

      Several aliens lay unmoving, dead if the gaping wounds she saw on them were any indication. The aliens still on their feet were covered in blood and fluids in various colors but they all seemed to be laughing, as if the brutal fight she’d seen was nothing but a game to them.

      The female alien that reminded her of a wingless fairy righted the baskets they had been sitting around, the wevolts that had been spilled from their bowls picked up and put back in their place.

      Slowly, the females started cleaning the camp and as much as she hated to clean, she did the same knowing she’d be made to do so, eventually.

      Her arms were full of broken pottery when she saw the warlord walk back into camp. Her pulse leaped again at the sight of him. He’d been frightening the first time she saw him, now he looked positively barbaric.

      The leather straps that crisscrossed over his chest was void of the knives that had been there earlier. His golden skin was stained red, blood covering most of his chest and arms and a few bright streaks were slashed across his face. His hair looked wet, either from sweat or blood and the long length of it stuck to his back. He looked terrifying, but all that registered to her dumbstruck brain was this big—man—who was covered in Lord only knew what from a battle where he’d killed untold numbers of aliens, looked fucking hot as hell stalking across camp.

      There is something seriously wrong with you, Marcy.

      She gawked at him, the blade she just now noticed in his hand coated in blood, and she reminded herself that this—alien—would probably offer her to his men when he got tired of her. Her thinking he was attractive was dangerous, and she’d be better off remembering it.

      He stopped in front of Jityria, handing her the blade in his hand, then headed for the path that led to the pond she’d bathed in earlier. When she could no longer see him, she turned her head to find Jityria staring at her, the expression on her face full of hostility. Marcy sighed. Fighting with that one was going to get old.

      She threw the broken remnants of pottery and the smashed baskets into the large fire pit that sat in the middle of camp and tried to keep a neutral expression on her face when Jityria marched over to where she stood. The look on her face still screamed how displeased she was with her, not that she cared, but being held against her will was bad enough. Having to deal with someone with a shitty attitude would only make it worse.

      Jityria turned to the female whose skin was a pale pink and could easily pass for human if it weren’t for her flared nose and enormous eyes. “Tezhila, take this one to Cayen. She will serve the others.”

      Tezhila, the pink female apparently, nodded to Jityria and hurried her way, nodding in the other direction. Marcy took the subtle hint and followed her, crossing camp past the warlord’s hut.

      The scent of cooking meat hit her moments before she saw a makeshift kitchen sitting beneath the trees. An open fire pit sat next to a hole in the ground and a look down into it showed a cooking pit, meat of some kind roasting over hot coals.

      Two aliens looked her way. One she’d seen talking to the warlord earlier and shared the same golden hue to his skin. Unlike the warlord, this one's beard was cut close to his face and his long hair was adorned with twin braids near his temples.

      The other alien was tall and thin, his skin a brownish-green. His hair grew down the back of his neck to end just under his shoulder blades. He reminded her of a dog in the face, his snout long and a pair of massive tusks were sticking up from the bottom row of his teeth to curve over his top lip.

      The golden alien grabbed something from a bowl on a work table and popped it into his mouth before looking at her and grinning. “Welcome to camp.”

      Marcy raised an eyebrow at him. He laughed and grabbed more of whatever it was he was eating from the bowl. “You have the most expressive face I’ve seen of any female here. Everything you’re thinking is written there for any to see.”

      “And what am I thinking now?”

      He laughed. “That I’m a nosey bastard and you have no idea why I’m talking to you.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      “I’m Aris.” He nodded to the dog-like alien. “And that’s Cayen. He’s not the friendly sort so stay away from him unless you’re forced to be in his presence—like now.”

      Cayen mumbled something under his breath and grunted, the noise coming from deep in his throat, before reaching for a large rounded platter. Tezhlia took it from him and turned to offer it to her. “Take this down the path and place it on the table.”

      The platter was heavier than it looked and Marcy strained under the weight of it. She wasn’t sure what sort of creature it was they were eating but it smelled horrid.

      “It tastes better than it smells. Well, it does when Cayen doesn’t cook it through. Its best when the blood is still running.” Marcy nearly gagged as Aris grinned again. “But don’t ask what it is. You’d never eat it if you knew.”

      “Thanks for the tip.” She wasn’t sure she wanted to eat the stinking thing whether she knew what it was or not.

      She held her breath and started down the path, the sound of voices growing in volume the further she walked. The bushes and trees gave way to a large clearing a few hundred feet away, the longest table she’d ever seen sitting in the middle of it.

      A dozen or more aliens were already there, drinking from cups that looked as if they were carved from large bones. The blue alien and the female that reminded her of a fairy were carrying large pitchers and filling the cups around the table.

      Marcy set the platter down on the table and was shoved out of the way as the aliens started pulling hunks of meat from whatever animal it was Cayen had cooked. She stood there gaping at them as the platter was pulled down the table, loud grunts and the occasional curse word thrown as they fought over the food.

      Something slammed into her back hard enough she stumbled. She caught herself on the edge of the table and looked behind her to see Jityria who reached out, took her arm and shoved her in the direction of the path.

      “Your job is to serve, sevit. Now move.”

      The words, does not translate, filled her head at the word sevit. Marcy wasn’t sure what it meant but if Jityria had used it with her, she was sure it was a curse word of some kind.

      She headed back to the cooking pits and passed Tezhila on the path, the female not making any eye contact with her. She was handed a large bowl by Cayen and Marcy gagged as she looked down into it. It was fill with the wevolts. They were in a thick brown liquid and still wiggling. Did they eat them? While they were still alive? She gagged again.

      After endless trips back and forth to the table, the alien’s meal was finally set out for them. Tezhila handed her one of the pitchers. The liquid inside had a strong odor that burned her nose. She started around the table, stepping between the aliens to refill cups and gasped when the one to her right grabbed her ass. He grinned, his toothy smile showing her teeth sharp enough to cut bone in half.

      Every alien she stopped beside of did the same, all of them laughing as each one grew more brave. When an alien that reminded her of a snake stuck his hand up between her legs, his fingers grazing her pussy, she jerked out of his grasp and backed away from the table. So much for the warlord’s order that no one was to touch her.

      The snake-like alien had scales over the entirety of his body. His skin was muted shades of bronze and copper and when he grinned and stuck his tongue out, wiggling the forked end at her, she wondered what bizarre planet a walking, talking snake came from.

      He hissed at her, that tongue still wiggling as he said, “You’ll feel thisssss against your cunt instead of my hand once the warlord tiresssss of you.”

      The others laughed at his comment and Jityria ordered her to continue filling the cups. Her ass was probably covered in bruises by the time the warlord walked through the trees and into the clearing. He was now clean, his hair still wet, the sides pulled back by braids much like Aris wore in his hair. The length of it lay against his bare back and his beard had been combed into two sections, the ends tied with colorful beads. He definitely looked barbaric now.

      The leather straps that usually criss-crossed over his chest were missing and she was able to see all that golden skin without anything covering it. He was massive and although she’d never been into the body-builder type, Jorrick, as the blue alien had called him, was making her change her mind about all those muscles.

      The warlord sat at the head of the table and the blue female gave her a wide-eyed look and motioned in his direction with her head. Marcy started his way, pausing a step when he looked at her, those strange amber eyes taking her in from head to toe as she approached.

      She filled his cup as Tezhila gave him a plate already piled high with food swimming in blood. When she went to step away, he grabbed her arm.

      “You do not have my permission to leave.”

      Marcy stared at him, his eyes locked with her own for long moments before he turned and started to eat. Another glance at his plate and she turned away. The meat was nearly raw. At least there weren’t any of the wevolts wriggling around on it.

      She stood unmoving, watching those around the table to distract herself from the warlords meal. A few of them occasionally looked in her direction and for the first time since being put on that space ship, she felt her heart ache at where she’d ended up.

      She was a glass half full kind of girl but as she stood there, filling the warlords cup, she realized she was nothing more than his possession. A thing for him to do with as he pleased and at the moment, it was stand by his side and make sure his cup was never empty. She was a servant, more or less, a slave to put it more bluntly.

      As horrible as that should make her feel, it was better than the alternative. She could be on the table, trussed up with an apple shoved in her mouth about to be the next meal these aliens feasted on. If they would eat those wevolts as they wiggled in thick brown sludge, then they’d probably eat one skinny human girl. As sorry as she felt for herself, all things considered, being a human pet for a warlord was the lesser of two evils.
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      If he knew it wouldn’t cause more trouble than it was worth at the moment, he would have killed half the aliens at the table, starting with Reitlas.

      Jorrick cut off another piece of meat from his plate, taking his time to chew it as he stared at each of his men in turn before stopping at Reitlas. He’d touched the girl and the desire to rip that forked tongue from his head was pulsing through his veins. His orders had been simple and should have been followed without question yet the moment they thought he wasn’t looking, they’d handled her as if she were a prize they had won.

      She stood unmoving by his side. Him refusing to let her leave would be seen as nothing more than him showing them that she was his to do with as he pleased, even if that was to have her stand beside him the rest of the night. He refused to acknowledge the desire to keep her from the others was his sole purpose of refusing to let her fill their cups. She’d been through enough for one day. Him even caring burned in his gut like acid. It was probably just fatigue. The fight had taken more out of him than it should have.

      Aris sat down beside him and leaned forward. “You’re not looking so good there, old man.” His voice drew his attention. It was pitched low enough the others wouldn’t have heard him but him uttering them to begin with grated on his nerves.

      He stabbed another piece of meat with the end of his knife before looking over at him. “It’s been a long day.”

      “Is that why I saw you fall on your ass in battle?” Aris laughed. “Perhaps its time I challenge you for position here. I could probably take you now.”

      Jorrick flipped the knife in his hand, caught it in his fist and slammed the point down between Aris’s fingers, the blade nicking his skin hard enough a thin, red line of blood appeared instantly.

      The arrogant ass laughed as he jerked his hand away. “You grow more ornery in your old age.”

      “And less patient with your foolishness.” He wiped the blade clean and speared another piece of meat, glancing down the table as he stuck it in his mouth. A few of the others were looking in their direction.

      Aris leaned forward, bracing both arms on the table. “So, what are you planning on doing with that one now that she’s here?”

      Jorrick saw him glance at the girl. “I haven’t decided.”

      “Do you think she truly wields magic?”

      Jorrick had seen no sign of it. “No. I think it's all rumor.”

      “Then I suggest you find out and make sure the others know she does not. I’ve already heard talk from more than a few of them.”

      “As have I.”

      “And?”

      “And—my word stands. No one is to touch her, magic or no.”

      Aris grinned. “Your word has little effect on some. She’s been touched more today than all the other females combined.”

      Jorrick looked down the table, his gaze landing on Reitlas again. “I’m aware of that.” He picked up his cup and took a drink. “He’ll find out soon enough what disobeying my orders mean. Its time they all get a reminder.”

      He set the cup down in front of the girl and looked up at her as she refilled it. She met his gaze without flinching, which proved she was either unafraid of him or incredibly stupid. Or maybe she was more like the females he’d commanded back on Tridian III. They were fierce warriors and even though this thin female didn’t look strong enough to lift her own body weight, she had looked ready to kill in the arena. While most females captured and offered as prizes cried and screamed, this one had not. She’d been defiant, her chin raised arrogantly. Kr’Atek wanting her for Allok made him step into the ring to fight for her but he wondered, thinking back on it now, had Kr’Atek not been there, and had Allok not wanted her, would he have challenged for her? She’d no doubt caught his attention before Kr’Atek stepped into the ring. Before that moment, he hadn’t even known which female the other warlord had wanted but this one had caught his eye. Had drawn his attention and kept it.

      She blinked and looked away, glancing down the table before staring at the ground.

      No, he decided. He’d not have stepped into that ring to fight for her had Allok not wanted her. He’d learned his lesson the first time. Females were not worth the trouble and this one wouldn’t be either.

      Zasra’s image filled his head and his mood blackened. She’d given him nothing but coy smiles and a mouth full of bitter lies. The mere thought of her caused the anger to return. He stabbed at another piece of meat and wished it was her traitorous heart he was piercing.

      The food turned to ash in his mouth and he barely got it swallowed. He washed it down, draining his cup and got up from the table, not sparing a glance in the girls direction. He’d leave her to her fate. He was beyond caring. Zasra had made sure of that and he’d be damned if he let another in to rip out the rest of his heart.
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      Serving food to a group of ungrateful aliens was nothing compared to the backbreaking work of cleaning up after them. Full night had fallen by the time the last of the dishes had been washed and put away.

      Marcy followed the other females back to camp, the voices and laughter of the aliens loud in the stillness. The central fire pit had been lit, the light from the dancing flames shining up on the dais the warlord was sitting on. He was leaning to one side on his massive throne, his elbow propped on the arm of the chair, his legs stretched out in front of him and crossed at the ankles. The flickering light cast shadows around him that hid most of his features but she saw enough to know he was looking at her.

      The females walked straight toward him, stepping up onto the dais before sitting near his feet. Marcy met his gaze before sitting down beside his chair and looking out at the camp, wondering what was to happen now.

      The men were scattered, sitting in small clusters. A few looked as if they were arm wrestling, of all things, while others were in groups talking and laughing.

      Music filled the air a few moments later. Marcy looked for the source of it and saw a silver skinned alien sitting a few feet away, an instrument that reminded her of a flute in his hands. She watched him, the soft melody surprisingly soothing.

      The chatter around camp was—odd. If she hadn’t seen the aliens scattered around the fire, she would think she was back home, sitting by a large bonfire in one of her friend’s back yards. This seemed so—domestic. Wasn’t this place a prison? She imagined the people here had to have done something major to end up dumped on a prison planet to rot yet, so far, other than the skirmish earlier, everything seemed so—civilized.

      She’d let her mind fill with hundreds of scenarios of what took place on this moon while being held captive in that dank cell and what she was seeing now never entered her mind. As brutal as some of these aliens appeared, their action spoke volumes. Come end of the day, they were just like she was—someone trying to survive on this shit-hole world.

      Her eyelids grew heavy as she sat there watching the activity around camp. The day had been long and exhausting and she was ready for it to end. The oblivion of sleep would at least give her a reprieve from what was now her life. She’d woken in a cell filled with the scent of her own waste and ended up the possession of a warlord. At least in her dreams she was still in the mountains of Tennessee, surrounded by trees and clean, fresh mountain air.

      She nodded off, her head tilting to one side before coming to rest on the side of the warlords chair when a scream filled the air. She sat up straight, the other females not moving an inch, their gazes drawn down. They weren’t kidding about not watching what was taking place around camp.

      Commotion by the trees brought the camp to a stand still. Several aliens stepped into the light of the fire pit, one of which was being held by both arms. When they stopped in front of the dais, the one they were holding was flung to the ground.

      “Found sneaking into camp, warlord.”

      The warlord didn’t move, just sat there staring down at the alien on the ground. Marcy stared at him too. His legs were long and spindly, his head overly large for his body. His eyes seemed to take up the majority of his face and when he blinked, a thin film covered them before it slid away. It sat up on its knees and held boney arms up. Marcy blinked when what looked like wings appeared. His skin was black and now that she was really looking, he reminded her of a bat.

      The warlord sighed. She wondered if this type of thing happened often. “I’ve not the patience for much tonight,” the warlord said, “So get on with whatever it is you are here for.”

      To her surprise, the bat-like alien glanced at her. “You know why I am here.”

      Marcy stilled when the warlord placed a hand on top of her head, his fingers sliding through the curly strands of her hair. “Are you here for your own reasons or for Allok’s?”

      The bat-things mouth was a harsh streak across its face. “My master will have what is his.”

      “Is that right?” Jorrick sat up, both hands curling over the arms of his chair. “And what exactly does he think is his?”

      It looked at her again. “The master wants her.”

      Everyone seemed to look at her at once, even the warlord. She’d never been shy but with so many eyes on her now, she felt herself shrinking back, trying to make herself as small as possible.

      “And he sent only you to retrieve her?”

      Something in the eyes spoke of the bat-like things confidence. Or maybe it was the set of his shoulders. Surrounded by dozens of aliens in an enemy camp and he—she assumed it was a he—didn’t look the slightest bit afraid. The moment it opened its mouth, a spray of liquid shooting from its mouth to land on the warlords hand, she knew why. Smoke boiled from his skin on contact. The warlord was out of his chair in an instant, the long blade by his side shooting from the scabbard and quicker than she could track, the blade swung, the light from the fire flashing off the metal before something warm splashed across her face.

      She blinked and raised her hand to brush across her cheek but paused when the bat-things head rolled off its shoulders and hit the ground. Murmurs started at the edges of camp, multiple voices whispering to fill the air with a constant hiss of noise as the warlord slung his blade, blood splashing onto the ground.

      Jityria stepped into her line of sight a moment later and took the blade from him before darting toward the warlords hut. The warlord looked at his hand, his jaw clenching before glancing at the now headless alien. “Toss him in the pits. The others can have what's left of him.” He glanced at her, then the other females. “Go sleep. All of you.”

      The other females climbed to their feet. Marcy did the same. When the others started for the edge of the dais, she took a step to follow but stopped when the warlord grabbed her arm. “You will sleep with me.”

      Marcy’s heart skipped a beat when he motioned toward his hut with a small nod of his head. She glanced at the other females, watching as one by one, an alien in camp took them by the arm and led them to the surrounding tents and huts. She gave the warlord one last look, then stepped off the dais. At least she knew he would be the only one she had to service tonight. The others she wasn’t so sure about.

      Crossing camp to his hut, she looked back at him when she reached the doorway. He was still staring at her and her knees went wobbly as she pushed the leather flap that doubled as a door aside and stepped through the doorway.

      As usual, Jityria was there. She was at the far end of the room but turned to look at her. If the expression on her face was any indication, she was shocked to see her.

      “What do you want?”

      “Sleep.” Marcy walked to the center of the room and stopped. Was she supposed to sleep in the bed? She looked at Jityria, her face contorted into that same mask of anger she’d seen all day. “Which side of the bed does the warlord prefer?”

      Jityria made a sound deep in her throat, the alien version of, “yeah, right,” if she had to guess. “What makes you think you are to sleep here?”

      Marcy yawned so wide her jaw popped. “The warlord. This is where he told me to go.”

      That anger on Jityria’s face went nuclear at her words. She came at her so fast Marcy barely saw her move. She grabbed her by the hair, jerked her head so hard tears pricked at her eyes as she was thrown to the ground. “Then you sleep with the nekmit, sevit!”

      Marcy clenched her teeth, the words, “let it go,” ringing on repeat inside her head as she looked back up at Jityria. She was furious, but why?

      Jityria glanced at the bed, then down at her. The moment she did, Marcy knew why she was so angry. She didn’t get to sleep in the warlord’s hut.

      On any other day, she would have rubbed the fact in the bitch’s face but she was too tired and exhausted to bother at the moment.

      She sighed and looked at the bed. It was nothing more than a mound of furs and a crude mattress that was only a few inches thick. The entire thing only sat a few inches off the floor but it looked comfortable.

      Fur rugs and leather mats covered most of the floor of the hut. They lined every inch of space and Marcy crawled to the one at the foot of the bed before laying down and closing her eyes. Maybe if she ignored Jityria, she’d go away.

      She listened to every sound in the room, the harsh breaths from Jityria finally slowing to a normal pace before she heard her leave. Marcy lifted her head and looked toward the doorway. The leather flap was still swinging.

      The room was filled with pale orange light from what looked like some sort of rocks sitting in a bowl on a table butted up next to the wall. She stared at it as the events of the day replayed through her head. So far, it hadn’t been terrible. Nerve wracking and intense yes, but other than the aliens copping a feel during their meal, she’d been unmolested, clothed, fed and not hauled off to some aliens tent against her will. Of course, she’d been ordered here but if the warlord was going to use her, would he have not come with her?

      She didn’t have an answer and pushed the thought away. She’d worry about that when the time came, at the moment, she was so tired everything ached. Her eyes grew heavy again, her body relaxing muscle by muscle until her eyes finally closed as she fell into a dreamless sleep.
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      Jorrick stared across camp toward the pits, listening to those inside it fight over the remains of the Trisalis. The demon species is as vile here as they had been on other worlds he’d encountered them on. They were underlings who did anything for a price, even risk their life.

      He stared at his hand. A few small blisters marred his skin, the venom that damn thing spat at him burning his flesh on contact. He bit back a curse. He should have killed that demon slowly. Peeled his flesh off his bones one piece at a time.

      The noise in camp had died to nothing more than faint whispers. Jorrick stood and headed to his hut, a peculiar sense of anticipation filling his veins as he crossed the space separating him from it, his pulse, he noticed, beating faster than normal as he neared the door. He pushed the leather flap aside and stepped into the room, his gaze landing on the bed.

      The female wasn’t there.

      For a brief moment, an odd sort of panic caused that rapid pulse to skip a beat. He saw her foot on the rug at the end of the bed in the next second.

      He crossed to where she lay and stared down at her. Those red curls were spread out around her head, one hand tucked close to her face. She looked like a completely different person from the one he’d seen at the arena. That female had been afraid but standing her ground, regardless. For all her bravery, there were times he could smell the fear leeching from her skin. The stench of it called to some long buried part of him he wanted to ignore. It told him she needed to be protected. But if she possessed magic as the rumors said she did, she didn’t need him. Her fear could be nothing but an act in order to catch him off guard so he’d be damned if he played protector for her but—some deep buried part of his soul demanded he do it anyway.

      He rubbed a hand over his face. He didn’t want to care whether she lived or died, or worry that she would come to harm if he wasn’t there, despite having claimed her in front of everyone, but, damn his soul, he couldn’t shake the feeling when he looked at her. Every time he saw her he wanted to keep her separate from the others. To keep her within hands reach and it was pissing him off.

      Blowing out a breath, he braced his hands on his hips and looked to the ceiling. Long minutes passed, and he cursed himself for a fool before looking back down at her. She moved her head, her lips parting as she mumbled something in her sleep. Jorrick bent his knees and squatted by her side, lifting one of the long red curls by her face. He rubbed the strand between his fingers, the texture much softer than he expected.

      He watched her sleep until his legs started to ache, then stood. He should cover her. She had nothing to warm her other than the shirt she wore. A shirt that was his own.

      An overwhelming sense of—something—filled his gut. He didn’t want to care about her. Didn’t want to worry if she were cold or hungry but found himself reaching down and lifting her off the ground. She was warm against his chest. Small dots were sprinkled across the bridge of her nose and her lashes were long, her lips …

      Lips like that are meant for kissing.

      He pushed the thought away and carried her to his bed. She never moved when he laid her down and he let his gaze roam the length of her body. Her legs were impossibly long. The shirt had ridden up and barely covered those red curls he knew were between them and his attention was drawn there.

      He could take her—right now if he wished. She was his to do with as he pleased and if he wanted to fuck her until she was limp and unable to move, he could. Visions of him doing just that filled his head, but he pushed them away as quickly as they came. That’s not why she was here. She was for revenge, nothing more.

      But using her would infuriate Allok when he found out and that would be the best kind of revenge.

      Jorrick’s attention moved from her legs to her breasts, the shirt thin enough he could nearly see them through the fabric. How long had it been since he’d been inside a female? Felt the heat of another against his bare skin?

      His cock ached at the thought. Throbbed as he looked down at her in his bed. He could take her. She was his to do with as he pleased.

      She’ll betray you like all the others.

      The thought cleared his head in an instant. He scowled and pulled the shirt back down her legs, jerking on the furs and pulling them up to cover her bare legs then turned away.

      He stripped, tossing his pants to the stool by the table before crawling into the bed. The scent lingering on the females skin hit him a moment later. He pushed her mass of hair away from her face and reminded himself again what happened the last time he lost his head to a female. The anger returned in an instant and he rolled over onto his back and stared at the ceiling.

      I should have left her on the floor.

      He laid in silence until the sounds in camp died, indicating everyone had turned in for the night. “Tomorrow she sleeps on the floor.”

      He rolled to his side, putting his back to the warmth of her skin and closed his eyes. Tomorrow … he’d put her in her place tomorrow and make sure she stayed there.
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      A noise drew Marcy from sleep and she blinked into the darkness, disoriented. She heard a soft hum of voices followed by the occasional burst of laughter and remembered then where she was—in the warlord’s camp.

      His image filled her minds eye moments before she realized she wasn’t on the floor. The furs she lay on now were soft to the touch and held a scent that was purely masculine. In an instant, she knew she was in the warlord’s bed and felt the heat from his body against her back. He was spooned behind her, one arm draped over her waist.

      Her heart gave one mighty thump before her pulse started to race. Should she move? She tried to look over her shoulder at him but was afraid to wake him.

      She’d never sleep walked as far as she knew, but was pretty sure she hadn’t gotten into the bed by herself. Had the warlord picked her up and put her there? And if so, why?

      He stirred behind her, his face moving against her hair before he pulled her closer to him. Marcy’s breath caught, and she didn’t move until he settled again.

      Why was her life always so messed up? Ending up on a space ship, dropped in a hostile environment, then finding herself in bed with an alien who scared the shit out of her shouldn’t have surprised her. Her life had been depressingly fucked up before the aliens took her. The only highlight in her life had been her teaching job. It wasn’t much, but it was fun. Belly dancing was an art form most of her family scoffed at but she’d enjoyed it—and she was damn good at it, too. So good her ex-boyfriend had turned into a crazy stalker who had to have a restraining order taken out against him to keep him away from her studio.

      Of course, her talent for shaking her ass was all for nothing now. She doubted life on Prison Moon One would ever call for a belly dancing red-head who knew how to grab a man’s attention and keep it. Then again, one never knew when a hidden talent would come in handy, but she didn’t see how it would benefit her here.

      The warlord’s camp was primitive, their idea of a bathroom being nothing but a wooden box with a hole cut into it and a deep ass trench underneath it. At least someone had thought to erect make-shift cloth walls for privacy. She was just happy they’d let her use it. Being more or less a slave gave her captors no reason to see to her comfort. Her not sleeping out in the open should have thrilled her. That and her not being passed around by a group of aliens as their human-sized sex doll like the others were at the moment.

      But being in the warlord’s bed?

      He moved again, mumbling something against her neck before his arm moved, his hand sliding right between her tits. At least she still had her shirt on and it was still pulled down over her ass. She had no idea if he still had clothes on or if he was butt ass naked. She wasn’t about to check, though. With her luck, he wasn’t and her feeling around for his pants might wake him and give him the wrong idea.

      The noise outside finally died again and Marcy closed her eyes, resigned to stay right where she was, despite feeling as if she should move. Being in the warlord’s bed felt—

      You belong to him. Why would you not be here?

      She sighed. Like it or not, she was bound to his wishes and if he wanted her in his bed, then she’d be in his bed. There are worse fates than being the warlord’s personal concubine.

      Jorrick, she thought. He had a name, although she wouldn’t dare utter it around him. She’d not heard a single person call him anything but warlord all day so she didn’t think calling him by name was something anyone did. Fine by her. Using his name meant they were on more familiar terms and their relationship was perfectly clear. She was his possession and nothing more and apparently—he wanted her in his bed. Why he hadn’t woken her and demanded more was a mystery, though.

      When she’d been taken to the arena, she’d imagined all sorts of creatures crawling between her legs but none of them had looked like Jorrick did. For all his brusque ways, he was oddly fascinating, and she had to admit—if only to herself—he was damn good looking in a barbarian kind of way. His beard was too long for her liking but it wasn’t as if she had any say in his appearance. Or that it even mattered. He looked damned scary, and she had no doubt he was dangerous. One look at him told her as much. The predatory look in his eyes made her feel uneasy most of the time, not to mention those sharp ass fangs he had reminded her more of a vampire than anything else. Did they have vampires in space? She grinned. Space vampires. That was a sci-fi movie waiting to happen.

      Jorrick’s leg slid between her own and she held her breath, waiting on him to wake up. She could tell by the heat of his leg he didn’t have pants on and she wondered if underwear was a thing here. Probably not, which meant he was probably butt-ass naked behind her.

      Would this be her new normal? Sleeping in Jorrick’s bed, being spooned in the dark of night? It was oddly comforting, truth be told, for as scared as she’d been over the last however many week’s it had been since the aliens had captured her, she felt—safe. In this moment, wrapped in Jorrick’s embrace, she was protected and knew nothing could hurt her.

      Nothing but him.
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      The second time Marcy woke, the room was lit with muted light. The warlord was also not pressed against her back. The relief she felt at that small realization brought her head up. He wasn’t in the hut, to which she was glad. Regardless of enjoying being in that bed with him, facing him now would be embarrassing. What was she supposed to say to him? Did he expect her there every night? And if so, how long before he demanded more?

      Tossing the furs away, she rolled to the edge of the mattress. A soft crinkling noise and the shifting of things underneath her told her the mattress was filled with something dry enough to make noise as she moved. She didn’t see any hay fields on the trek through the woods so she assumed it was grass or something similar.

      Getting to her feet, she looked around the room, wondering what she was supposed to do. Her bladder told her it was find the bathroom but other than that, she had no clue what they expected of her every day.

      She crossed the room to the doorway and peeked out. It was early still. There wasn’t a soul stirring that she could see.

      Stepping through the doorway, she took a quick look around camp before heading to the make-shift bathroom she’d used the day before. The curtain was drawn over the front of it and she could hear noises she hoped to never hear again coming from behind it.

      She made a face and turned back, rounding the warlord’s hut before heading up the path to the pond. She found a bush not far off the path to take care of her business and since no one was up yet; she headed for the water.

      A thick fog hung over the pond. The sun was cresting the mountain; the sky painted in shades of blue and purple. The huge planet Prison Moon One orbited could be seen all day and night and was a constant reminder that she wasn’t on earth anymore, as did the two suns and moons, and as brutal as life seemed on this tiny slice of the universe, it was oddly beautiful.

      She waded into the water up to her knees, hissing at the cold temperature, then bent to scoop some into her hands and washed her face. When she was as awake as she could get without coffee, she headed back to the path but stopped when an opening in the rock caught her attention.

      When she’d seen it the day before, she’d thought it was a cave and wondered, what was in there.

      Probably something that will eat you.

      A glance down the path showed no one heading that way. She bit her lip and looked at that dark opening again.

      One of her biggest faults was she didn’t know when to keep her nose out of places it didn’t belong and that cave was calling her name. But if she wandered off and someone saw her, would they think she was trying to run away? She peeked down the path again. “Just go quickly, take a look, and run back.”

      Mind made up, she hurried across the sandy shore of the pond and smiled as she got close enough to see that yes, that dark opening was indeed a cave and—she could hear the sound of running water.

      Stepping inside the entrance, Marcy paused, her eyes wide with wonder. The walls of the cave were made of small crystals. A tunnel led further into the cave, the narrow passage cut into the rock curving to the left where light shimmered off the walls. She took three more steps inside, the sound of water growing louder as it echoed through the tunnel. The light on the walls grew brighter as she took two more steps in, the color changing from red to purple and blue, back to white then red.

      Her reckless curiosity had her walking further in and when she rounded the corner, her breath caught.

      The narrow path had opened into a wide cavern. A few large rocks were scattered here and there and the running water she’d heard was a waterfall raining down from a hole in the ceiling of the cave to splash in a shallow pool at the bottom. The shimmering light was the sun, the reflection through the water casting a rainbow against the walls which looked similar to the cave entrance, only here, the crystals were enormous car-sized, jagged peaks jutting from the wall. It looked like she was standing inside a giant geode and it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

      Marcy looked back at the waterfall and smiled, then sucked in a harsh breath and froze when she followed the path of it back to the pool.

      The warlord stood beneath it now, the sight of his naked backside enough to make her throat go dry.

      He turned his head, and she ducked behind one of the large rocks near the water’s edge, her heart hammering inside her chest. She counted to ten in her head and peeked around the edge of the rock.

      Jorrick had his back to her again. He was bathing underneath the waterfall. She watched him for long minutes, her lip caught between her teeth when he stepped under the water and disappeared. He emerged a moment later and headed her way in calf deep water. She bit her lip harder to keep from making a sound.

      The man looked like he’d been carved from stone. A fine dusting of hair covered his chest and belly and she’d never seen a six pack so tight. The muscles moving beneath his flesh were mesmerizing and she let her gaze lower, her eyes widening when she saw the size of his dick. “Holy … shit,” she whispered under her breath.

      “Are you here for a specific reason or just to watch me bathe?”

      The sound of his voice made her heart skip a beat and Marcy shrank back behind the rock again, flattening her spine against it. Had he seen her or had she spoken too loudly?

      Her face heated with embarrassment. Either way, he knew she was there. She looked back at the tunnel, wondering if she could get out without him actually seeing her. Dark shadows hung along the walls. It was possible. Maybe.

      Marcy sucked in a breath and crawled along the tunnel wall until she rounded the corner, then stood and ran.
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      Jorrick grabbed the drying cloth and wiped water from his face before looking back at the tunnel entrance. He inhaled deeply. Her scent still lingered in the air but she was gone and he couldn’t help but wonder why she’d been there.

      His thoughts had been on her since the moment he opened his eyes. Waking up to find the shirt she’d been wearing had ridden up her back and his cock was pressed against her lovely ass had made him ache in ways he hadn’t felt since before Zasra—the traitorous nedril—betrayed him and left. He’d wanted to part her thighs and slide his cock against those red curls between her legs, to feel the heat of her against his flesh as he slid inside her.

      For the first time in more lunar cycles than he could remember, he’d wanted a female underneath him, to feel the touch of another against his skin. To kiss someone without restraint. For one lust-filled moment, he’d wanted her.

      He’d crawled out of bed with his cock so hard it hurt, and had headed straight for the waterfall to cool off. The cold splash of water had done nothing. He’d ended up taking himself in hand with visions of her filling his minds eyes. Of her splayed across his bed, all those glorious red curls fanning out around her face as she held her arms up to him, beckoning him forward as she spread her long legs in invitation. He came so hard his knees had gone weak and had she stepped into the cave moments earlier, she would have been witness to the entire thing.

      He didn’t know why the sight of her made him think such things. He hadn’t been moved by the presence of a female for two whole turns of the seasons but the scent that lingered on that one's skin drove him to distraction. Thanks to his heightened senses, he could smell her all the way across camp and his constant awareness of her burned like acid in his veins.

      He’d never let another female get to him the way Zasra had. She was the reason he didn’t participate in The Chase anymore. If the females dropped there were all like her, then he wanted no part in it. She’d been his prize, and he’d treated her like a queen. And she’d betrayed him more so than the lying drehan that put him on this wretched planet. Zasra was a constant reminder of how easily females could manipulate and he’d never trust another or let one bring him so low, especially not one who didn’t know when to hold her tongue.

      Use her like Allok used Zasra. Get your revenge by planting her inside Allok’s camp and destroy it from within.

      The idea had merit.

      He’ll put her in his bed.

      The thought whispered inside his head as he slipped his pants on. Allok had sent Zasra into the woods the day of The Chase, pretending to be newly arrived on Prison Moon One, and knew she’d crawl into his bed. Had probably told her to and sending the girl to Allok …

      The thought of her in that drehans bed—his fist clenched. No, there were better ways to go about this. Him being in possession of her was enough to anger Allok into wanting another confrontation and depending on if the rumors were true and she really did possess magic, then Allok would bring the fight to him. He’d not have to risk sending her into the enemy’s camp. If he kept her long enough, Allok would come to him.
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      Of course she’d fall running out of the cave. Marcy limped toward the path and stopped once she made it under the sparse canopy of trees lining it and looked at her knee. She’d scraped it pretty bad. Luckily it wasn’t bleeding much, but now there was proof of her crime.

      Her face still felt hot, the embarrassment at getting caught gawking at Jorrick the most humiliating thing she’d experienced so far on this backwards little moon. She should have left the moment she saw him but—he’d been too tempting a sight to turn away from.

      She was on an alien planet and although most of the aliens here looked like those she saw on those science fiction movies and TV shows back home, Jorrick didn’t. If it wasn’t for that odd golden tint to his skin, he could pass for human. Well, until he opened his mouth, and those fangs were seen. But other than that, he just looked like a long haired, bearded, body-builder. A damn good-looking one at that.

      She heard something behind her a few moments later and turned to look. Jorrick was behind her now and gaining on her. If her damn knee didn’t hurt so much, she would have run just to save her from more embarrassment but, he would have probably come looking for her, anyway.

      Ignoring him, she limped down the path but jumped when he suddenly grabbed her arm. “Why are you not at camp?”

      How the hell had he caught up with her so fast? He stepped closer to her and asked again why she wasn’t in camp, the tone of his voice telling her not to lie. “I went to the pond to wash my face.” His hand tightened on her arm. “There’s no coffee on this awful planet and I needed a pick-me-up. I figured a splash of cold water would do it.”

      When he said nothing, she glanced at him. He was staring at her as he had the day before, as if he couldn’t decide if he wanted to eat her for lunch or beat her senseless.

      He said nothing else as they stood there and for some odd reason, she heard music, as if some planetary soundtrack was playing in the background like some weird alien TV show. Then she remembered. She was on an alien TV show. Prison Moon One was the hottest reality show in the universe. Of course they’d play music for their encounters.

      Movement behind the warlord drew her attention, and she saw one of the flying camera orbs. That had to be where the music was coming from. Funny—she’d never heard it before when they were around.

      His hold on her arm loosened. “You are not to leave camp without an escort or permission. Is that understood?”

      She nodded her head at him. When he let go of her arm, she started down the path again, trying to ignore him behind her, and focused on the vegetation that grew on this planet instead. It was similar to earths but the colors here were more vibrant, as if the bright splash of fall colors were washed over everything. The only thing that looked normal was the occasional white flowers growing in clusters but they all looked as if they hadn’t bloomed yet, the petals all rolled into a tight ball.

      When she made it back to camp, she saw Jityria. As usual she looked furious. She marched across the clearing, nodding her head to Jorrick in greeting before looking at her and pointing toward the far end of camp where the other females were. “Go sit with the others. I will join you in a moment to give you your orders.”

      Marcy sighed and headed across the clearing to where the other females sat. She gave them a smile in greeting when she plopped down onto one of the stools, then glanced back toward the path. The warlord was still watching her.
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      Jorrick stared at the back of her head for a long while with one thought running on repeat inside his mind—she’ll leave if you don’t watch her.

      Her leaving camp alone was proof she would be more obstinate than the others. They did nothing unless told to do so. That one acted as if she could do as she pleased, her leaving camp said as much. He’d have to break her of thinking she had free will here.

      Movement out of the corner of his eye brought his head around. Vikram and Darqu were standing beside him, Grynn walking his way. He noticed Darqu’s attention on the girl and felt a flash of anger at him boldly staring at her. “Did you need something?” he asked, irritated.

      Darqu turned away as Vikram said, “Yes, warlord. Only to tell you that Aris is missing.”

      Jorrick felt his gut clench tight at Vikram’s words and looked at the men he’d sent on patrol. “What do you mean, he’s missing?”

      “He did not return with the others.”

      “He wasn’t supposed to be with the others!”

      Grynn, one of the oldest in their camp, reached his side and stepped forward. “He said you told him to go with us, warlord. We had no reason to doubt him.”

      Jorrick clenched his jaw and pushed his hair back away from his face, the fear he’d hoped to never have to live through again making it hard to breathe. He knew trouble would be waiting for them soon enough but not this soon and certainly not this way. Aris missing was undoubtedly Allok’s doing. “Gather more to help in the search. Leave with half and send the others to me.”

      He turned and started toward his hut. Anxiety caused his stomach to tie into knots as he crossed camp, but anger overpowered his fear a moment later.

      Why did Aris go on patrol when he’d told him not to? Because you told him not to, that’s why. He stomped into the hut, snatching his weapons from the table. If he’s not already dead, I’m going to kill him.

      Jorrick strapped his long blade to his hip and put the bandolier back on, the crisscrossing straps getting twisted on the back. “Jityria!” He shoved the small blades into the slots cut for them and turned when he had them all in and headed back outside.

      “Jityria!” He didn’t see her. The others had gathered, Grynn’s group heading into the trees as he stood there, the rest of the group waiting for him.

      Jityria didn’t come running as she usually did and he saw her nowhere in camp. The human was now by the central fire pit and he crossed to where she was sitting, her head raising and turning in his direction as he approached. There was wood ash on her face and her hands were black. She was once again as filthy as she’d been the day before when he brought her to camp. “What have you been doing?”

      She glanced at the fire pit. “Cleaning the ashes away.”

      “With your hands?”

      “Yes.” She sat up on her knees and met his gaze. “It’s how Jityria told me to remove them.”

      His ire at Jityria grew as he stood there. No one cleaned the pit with their bare hands. Jityria telling this one to do so—

      “Did you need something?”

      He nodded and put his back to her. “Straighten the straps. They’re twisted.” He waited so long he thought she hadn’t understood him but finally felt her hands on his naked back. He froze at her touch as the feel of her hands on his skin raised the hair on his arm.

      Her fingers slid along the bands of the bandolier up the length of his back before crawling up under his hair, a chill skating down his spine when they did. That one touch giving him a small shiver of pleasure when it shouldn’t have caused the anger he already felt to multiply and he looked over his shoulder and bit out a harsh, “Are you not finished yet?”

      She tugged on the strap one last time before her hands fell away. He turned back to face her. The front of the oversized shirt she wore was now completely black. He looked at her hands. They were no longer covered in wood ash, but held a slight discoloration from where they had been. She’d wiped her hands before touching him.

      He scowled at the realization and turned on his heel, marching back across the camp. That’s why it had taken her so long to begin fixing the straps. She’d been cleaning her hands and her doing so irritated him more than if she’d smeared the wood ash all over him.

      There wasn’t a man here that didn’t go out of their way to do as he asked but very rarely did any of them do anything to please him. That little red one did, in less than a day. As much as he hated to admit it, she pleased him with nothing more than a simple glance in his direction.

      And he hated that she had any sort of effect on him at all.

      Aryan walked his way, something in his hand. He held it up, then ran the rest of the way across the clearing. “There’s a drop today.” He offered him the paper he held.

      Jorrick read the notice then sighed. He needed to be out there looking for Aris but that drop … there were so many things they needed. He looked back at the girl. She had nothing to wear but his shirts, not that he minded, but they were much too large. The one she wore now fell off one shoulder, drawing his attention to the top of her breast and if he noticed, others no doubt have as well. She needed proper clothing and protection for her feet. Once the temperatures started to fall, she’d need thick layers to keep warm.

      She won’t be here that long.

      The words whispered through his head as he watched her. She was his revenge, nothing more. Her being here until the snows fell hadn’t been in his plan.

      A few watchers flew into his line of sight. The small cameras were undoubtedly waiting for him. He bit back a curse and balled the notice up and tossed it away. “Grynn and his scouts will have to look for Aris alone. We go to the drop.”

      Aryan nodded and ran back to the group waiting for him at the edge of the clearing. The camera followed him as he headed their way. Jorrick glanced back at the fire pit when he reached the tree line. The girl had been watching him, her head now lowering before she scooped out more of the ash with her hands.

      He turned and headed into the trees and spotted Darqu. He had one shoulder leaned against a tree, his head turned in the direction of the girl. Uneasiness made his gut clench. In all the years he’d known Darqu, he’d never once doubted his ability to see the camp safe. He still didn’t, but Darqu spent too much time issuing orders as of late. He also couldn’t stop staring at the red one. He wasn’t the only one, but there was something predatory in the way Darqu watched her and for reasons he didn’t want to think about, it made something inside him have thoughts so black, he wondered if he needed to just kill him and be done with it. If there was another who fought as brutally as Darqu did that he could trust to watch the camp when he wasn’t there, he would.

      The girl was off limits. They all knew this. He’d made it clear when he marked her that she was his and his alone. There were four other females in camp for Darqu and the others to dally with. The red one was his. He had plans for her and he’d not let anything stand in his way of seeing it through.
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      Marcy stood by the fire pit, her hands black from the wood ash. Jorrick’s surprise at her using her hands to clean the pit meant that Jityria told her to do it that way just for shits and giggles.

      She watched Jorrick walk away, his wide shoulders all she could focus on, that and those straps criss crossing his bare back. His request for her to straighten them had given her a minute of pause. Her hands had been black and only after wiping them on the only thing she’d been given to wear, had she reached out to straighten them. It was the first time she’d touched him—well, if you didn’t count when she woke up this morning with him wrapped around her like she was his own personal teddy bear but that was him touching her.

      She hadn’t voluntarily initiated any sort of contact but after seeing him bathe, she was rethinking that possibility, especially after waking in the pre-dawn light to find his morning wood pressed into her ass. She now knew why it had felt so big. Because it was. Not only was he massive in height, his shoulders impossibly wide, he had the biggest dick she’d ever seen and thinking about it made her ache in ways she shouldn’t be on an alien planet filled with creatures straight out of her nightmares.

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had sex. She’d been afraid of being raped when she got dropped on this moon and that very well may still happen, but now, instead of thinking about forced sex, she can’t help but think of sex for pleasure with a surly, rude warlord.

      Was it her fault she found him attractive? Well, yes, but …  she couldn’t deny that he was good looking, even with that gnarly beard, because the simple fact was—he just flat out did it for her. Stupid as it may be, she couldn’t help it. He would probably end up killing her or passing her off to one of his buddies here in camp and she’d hate him for it but for now … he was a nice piece of eye candy.

      He wasn’t anything close to being the type of guy she dated. Hell, she wouldn’t have approached someone like him back on earth if she’d been drunk and dared to but there was no denying how her traitorous body responded to him all the same.

      Soft whispers and a grunt snapped her out of her daze and she turned her head to see two aliens sitting near a hut not far from the fire pit. They were the same species and appeared human-like except they reminded her more of a goat than a human. With curling horns and flat noses, they were a bit odd looking, and they both had a slight hump on their back. Long, white hair fell nearly to their waists and even though neither of them looked old, something about them told her they were.

      One of them gasped when she looked at him and he grabbed the other by the arm and turned them both so they were facing the opposite side of camp. Marcy raised an eyebrow at them. What the hell was that all about? She shook her head and bent to pick up the bucket she’d been putting the ashes in and carried it to the spot behind one of the smaller huts she’d been told to dump them, pouring them out before heading to where the other females were. Celestia, the blue female, offered her a bucket of water to clean her hands with. “Thanks.” She washed, trying to dig the soot out from under her fingernails and straightened when she’d finished, grabbing a cloth to dry them.

      “You cleaning the pit that way was punishment from Jityria.”

      “I figured as much.” Marcy tossed the drying cloth down, “So, where did the men go?”

      Sabera, the female who reminded her of a fairy said, “I heard Aryn say there is a drop today.”

      “A drop?”

      She nodded. “Yes.  A supply drop more than likely.”

      “Or more females,” Celestia added in.

      More females? The Chase popped into her head. Memories of being an unwilling contestant in that brutal game came back in an instant. Subscribers across the galaxy paid for the privilege to watch it and she’d been an unwilling participate to the spectacle.

      The females they dropped here were told to run or die in the wastelands with no food or water. She’d run for her life, along with Sara, and hid in an old crumbling structure that had given her the creeps. Emma had refused to move when the aliens had been set loose. She’d been too scared and once she followed Sara into the trees, she’d never looked back to see if Emma had tried to follow them or not. She never saw her again after that and assumed she hadn’t.

      Tezhila crossed camp, her arms full of baskets. Celestia and Sabera both grabbed one, the last of them being offered to her.

      “What’s this for?”

      “We forage today.”

      “Forage for what?”

      “Food.”

      She’d not been in the forest since being brought to the warlords camp and other than the brief glances she caught on the way to the pond, she hadn’t explored any of the vegetation on this little moon. The surrounding area looked much like the forest at home did but things grew here that looked as alien as most of the people here did.

      Trees that held large ear-like protrusions seemed to be their first stop. Sabera broke one off and tossed it into her basket and told her to do the same.

      “These are edible?”

      “Yes. The mash we ate last night is made of this.”

      The reminder of that bowl of thick sludge she’d been fed the night before made her stomach turn. The stuff had reminded her of oatmeal but it certainly didn’t taste like it. The texture had been much thicker and coarse and the taste was bitter on her tongue. She’d choked it down despite the taste. It was either that or eat the leftover table scraps from the alien’s plates. Most of what they ate looked disgusting when they’d served it fresh. Eating it after they’d already picked through it was just—unacceptable.

      As they plucked off the tree ears, Marcy saw what looked like small eggs on the ground near the base of all the trees. They looked like short mushrooms and she bent to get a better look. She ran her finger over one and jumped back when it suddenly moved.

      The egg popped open in sections like flower petals stretching toward the sun but these weren’t flower petals. They were thick and rolled out from the center of the egg into what looked like octopus legs. The inner flesh was a soft pink but a few of them had streaks of red running through them. “What the hell is this?”

      “Dohi,” Celestia said. “They are good for eating.”

      Sabera stepped closer and toed another of the eggs with her foot, waiting as it popped open, the arm-like protrusions crawling out to lay on the ground. “Cayen doesn’t cook with them often. They are better eaten raw.”

      They moved around the forest, the females showing her things they could eat, plants she could eat raw and which needed to be cooked, and the things that were poisonous. They’d walked nearly an entire circle around camp when she heard the humming sound that reminded her of music again. She stopped and looked up, expecting to see one of the camera orbs but the sky was clear. She looked at the others. They didn’t seem to notice. Either that or they ignored it.

      This part of the forest was more densely packed with trees and she spotted a few of those small white flowers. She bent to pick one but stopped when she noticed the humming got louder closer to the ground. She knelt and bent her head, putting her ear closer to it. The humming was coming from the flower.

      Marcy sat up, staring at it for long moments before picking it up. The humming died instantly. She frowned.

      “Are you all right?”

      Celestia stepped into her line of sight.

      “I killed it.”

      “You killed what?”

      “The flower. It’s not singing anymore.”

      “Singing? Flowers do not sing.”

      Celestia walked away, leaving Marcy with the flower. Had she heard it humming? She searched the forest ground for more and saw another a few feet away. She knelt by it and smiled. It was definitely humming. “Singing flowers.”

      She left the new flower where it was, afraid of killing it if she picked it and stuck the one in her hand behind her ear before standing back up and continued foraging. They’d been out there for a long time by themselves and Marcy wondered why the females were trusted so much. Did they honestly believe they wouldn’t run?

      She looked around the forest, and back toward camp but saw no one. Could she leave without being seen? Or was someone watching, and she just hadn’t noticed them?

      Jorrick had given her a hard look before he left and now she wondered if he’d expected her to try to leave. There weren’t many men in camp today. Most had left. If there was a day to sneak away, it was this one.

      She turned away from camp and looked into the distance. Celestia and the others were far enough away they’d not know she was gone until it was too late. Question was—where would she go? And how long before someone noticed she was gone and came looking for her?
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      The drop site was already crowded when they reached it. There were others waiting in the trees and gathered in small clusters all along the clearing. Their voices carried and was followed by the occasional burst of laughter. Jorrick scowled at them, crossing his arms over his chest. What did anyone have to be happy about here? In all the drops he’d ever been a part of, not once had he ever enjoyed it. After the first few, his mind grew numb to it all, and it was nothing more than a game of kill or be killed.

      He looked into the sky. The craft dropping the supplies hovered in mid-air, the crate suspended by long cables. There was only one this time, which meant the fight would be brutal. No … with Aris missing, the fight would be dangerous. He was distracted, his mind occupied with thoughts of the foolish nincop. He should have given him a task to occupy his time better. He could have watched over the red one, made sure she was well cared for and in good health for when Allok came for her.

      A shout echoed through the clearing. Someone had already started fighting. He enjoyed this less and less. If it weren’t for the girl, he probably wouldn’t have even bothered with the battle, especially seeing as so little was being offered but—she needed things. She had his shirts, but they were four sizes too large for her and she needed protection for her feet. He’d seen the way she tiptoed along the path and through camp. She wasn’t used to walking without proper foot protection. Her feet would toughen up over time but once the ground grew colder, and the wind howled through the mountains, she’d need more protection than his shirts and he’d never force anyone to walk in snow without anything on their feet. He may be known for his cruelty but he wasn’t a total monster.

      The whirring sound of the ship’s engines overhead indicated they were about to drop the crate. He looked at the others, meeting all their gazes. Some of them wouldn’t make it. They’d never gone to battle for a drop and not lost someone and he didn’t think today would be an exception.

      His men grabbed their weapons, everyone on their feet now and he did the same, looking across the clearing at the others waiting for the bloodshed to start. He gripped the blade in his hand tighter and let his anger at Aris leaving camp when he told him not to build until it filled him with fury, then let his constant worry over the new female, when he wanted nothing more than to forget about her, fill him with rage. When the cables holding the crate clanked, the box falling through the air, his voice joined the others as they all roared and ran for the clearing.
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      Leaving had been nothing but wishful thinking. The moment Marcy got too far away from camp, the rustling in the trees had drawn her attention and she saw that they were indeed being watched.

      Several aliens were perched on platforms built around the branches. They reminded her of deer stands hunter's back on earth used, the only difference being these encircled the entire tree, giving them the ability to walk around it and see in every direction. They were lookout stations. Or she assumed they were.

      They’d been herded back to camp, their foraged goods taken to the females small hut to be sorted, cut, and cleaned. They spent half the morning prepping what they’d found and by the time the sun was directly overhead, Marcy’s back ached from being hunched over on the low-lying stool she sat on.

      She straightened and stretched, her back popping before she sighed in relief. “Do you ever get tired of this?”

      “Tired of what?”

      “Tired of this …” She motioned to the numerous baskets at their feet. “Tired of doing nothing from sunup to sun down but exactly what someone tells you to?”

      Sebera shrugged a shoulder. “I was taken so long ago, this is all I’ve ever known.”

      “There will be more to do once the warlord returns with supplies.” Tezhila moved the full basket in front of her aside and put an empty one in its place. “We will either sort the goods they were able to attain or tend to the wounds they have.”

      “Wounds?”

      “Yes. The supply drops are brutal. They drop the crates from the sky and once they hit the ground, they bust open to reveal what’s inside. Most of the time it’s warm garments and medical supplies, some foodstuff and occasionally, weapons. Everyone runs to grab what they can and many fights happen, some fatal.”

      The images popping into Marcy’s head were that of the opening scene in The Hunger Games, when they’d all made a mad dash to grab whatever they could and not die trying. She’d seen the aliens in The Chase when they were dropped there and most of them had looked rabid. How brutal would the fighting be for basic necessities? Getting a female was a luxury item but simple, everyday items they all needed to survive? The drop zone would be pure chaos.

      Commotion near the trees drew their attention moments before voices could be heard along with the occasional outburst of laughter. As if summoned by thought alone, the aliens who’d left for the supply drop returned, arms full of goods.

      Marcy scanned those stepping into the clearing, looking for one alien in particular, then turned her head when she realized she was doing it. She needed to stop thinking about him. Just because he was easy on the eyes didn’t mean he was a nice guy. From what she’d heard, he was the complete opposite.

      She picked up another of the large ear-like things they’d torn from the trees and began slicing it into smaller pieces and was able to ignore the returning men for less than two minutes. Looking back over her shoulder, she searched those heading across camp and saw Jorrick enter the clearing a few moments later. He headed straight for Jityria. No wonder the woman thought she was something special.

      Jealous much?

      Jorrick handed Jityria a handful of cloth and walked away, up towards the path to the pond. He was wearing someone else’s blood again, or she assumed it was someone else’s. He didn’t act as if he was hurt.

      She raised her eyes to his face and jolted in shock when she saw he was looking at her and turned away quickly, staring back down at the baskets in front of her. Great. That was three times today he’d caught her staring at him.

      Marcy pushed a loose strand of hair away from her face while glancing at the others. As usual, they had their heads down, working and minding their own business like always. The desire to look back over her shoulder was strong, but she refused to give Jorrick anymore attention. She’d looked like a starry-eyed teen enough for one day.

      Movement to her left brought her head up. Jityria was walking her way, her hands full of material. As usual, she was wearing that sour look on her face.

      She stopped beside her and tossed a bundle of cloth at her feet. “You are to go wash the stink off of you and get out of the warlord’s shirt.” She glanced at what she’d thrown down and smiled. “Wear that, if you can.”

      Jityria walked away, her arms still filled with the cloth she assumed was more clothing. Marcy reached for what Jityria had dropped. It was nothing more than two scraps of brown material and a pair of flimsy sandals. She wouldn’t complain about the shoes. Walking around barefoot wasn’t fun but what the hell was she supposed to do with scraps of material? Jityria’s smiling face came back to mind. Her giving her nothing more than strips of cloth was exactly why she’d given it to her. That hateful heifer.

      “I have sewing materials.”

      Marcy looked up at Celestia. “Thanks. I’ll undoubtedly need them.” She stood and held the pieces up again. The cloth was thin, and both strips were wide and long enough to wrap around her several times. She could make a wrap dress. Maybe.

      The shirt she’d been given was nearly black now thanks to Jityria making her clean the ash pit by hand. She searched for Jityria. The warlord had told her not to leave camp unescorted or without permission. Was Jityria supposed to go with her? She probably wouldn’t even if she asked. But … she’d told her to go bathe so maybe that was all the permission she needed.

      Tucking the material under her arm, she headed toward the path to the pond. She was halfway there before she realized Jorrick had gone this way. He wasn’t at the pond when she made it to the top of the hill, though. She looked toward the waterfall cave. If she had to guess, she’d say that was where he’d gone and even though that waterfall looked like heaven, she headed toward the pond.

      The water was as cold as it had been earlier and she hissed in a startled breath when she stepped in. She looked toward the cave. Not seeing Jorrick, she stripped off the filthy shirt, sucked in a breath and took a running leap into the water.

      And came up gasping.

      As she had the day before, she scrubbed with the fine-grain sand on the bottom of the pond, her skin tingling by the time she saw Jorrick exit the cave. She ducked down, submerging in the water until nothing but her nose and the top of her head were peeking out and watched him walk to the path and head back to camp. If he’d literally meant for her to not leave camp alone, she certainly didn’t want him to see her by herself again.

      Marcy finished her bath and dried her hair and body on the longest strip of cloth Jityria had given her and then wrapped it around her body. It barely covered her ass and all it would take was for her to lean over to show anyone looking everything she had.

      She unwound the cloth and wrapped it around her waist instead, making a skirt out of it. It fell to the top of her thighs. Pushing the material to her hips made it long enough her butt wouldn’t show if she bent over and she tucked the end into the material wrapped around her hips and grabbed the second piece of cloth. She did the same with it, wrapping it around her top half and secured it underneath her arm, then picked up the old shirt she'd been wearing and headed back to camp.

      She asked Celestia about her sewing supplies when she made it back to the females hut. She followed her inside and was reaching for the small box when the material she had wrapped around her breasts fell off. Celestia laughed. It was the first time she'd ever heard her do it but as soon as she did, she looked horrified and hurried out of the hut.

      "These aliens are so strange." The box contained a crude needled that looked to be made of something resembling bone. The thread was thicker than what she'd used back on earth but beggars couldn't be choosers.

      It took her twenty minutes to figure out how to make the length of cloth resemble a top and not half a dress. She'd ended up wrapping it around her back and grabbing both ends and crossing them in front of her, pulling both ends up and tying them around her neck. She sewed the front together best she could and ended up with a crisscross halter top. A good portion of her midriff showed, but it was either pull her skirt up to her waist and potentially show her ass, or wrap it around her hips and show her belly. She opted for the belly.

      The others looked at her when she stepped out of the hut. Tezhlia smiled. "Jityria won't be pleased you were able to make the scraps she gave you work."

      Marcy tugged at the material underneath her breasts. "I figured as much."

      She sat back down and tossed the filthy shirt she'd been wearing on the ground. It was so dirty, she doubted washing it would do much good but she wasn’t about to burn it without someone telling her to.

      Picking up another of the ear-like things, she resumed cutting them into strips and for the first time since being dropped on Prison Moon One, felt like herself. She was clean, was covered in enough material she didn't feel naked, and despite the food here bordering on disgusting, she wasn't starving.

      The ear-like things were called vacso, according to Sebra. They'd cut them all into strips for cooking and she was reaching for the last one when the sound of a woman screaming filled the air. Everyone in camp looked toward the forest, herself included, and she saw one of the aliens dragging a woman into the clearing.

      “Do not look.” Celestia bumped her arm with her elbow. “It is not our business what happens. Your only focus is the task you’ve been assigned so keep your head down. You will be punished if they see you show any sort of interest in their affairs.”

      That would explain why these women hadn’t paid her any attention when she was brought into camp.

      The woman screamed again, struggling in the grasp of the alien who held her and fought like the devil himself had caught her. Apparently supplies hadn't been all they'd had in that drop shipment.

      She turned away, trying to ignore what was happening but found herself taking quick glances their way, especially when the sounds coming from the surrounding forest grew in volume, voices starting to reach them now as angry shouts filled the air.

      Marcy tilted her head in such a way she could see without it being obvious and saw half a dozen bodies come rushing into camp at once. The woman screamed again, saying, “Stop! You’re hurting him,” and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end.

      She knew that voice.

      Jumping to her feet, she stared across camp, watching as dozens of aliens came rushing from the trees dragging a naked man with them. She sucked in a breath, not realizing she was holding it until the girl turned around enough she could see her face. Her heart started racing, the breath exploding from her chest as she recognized her.

      Sara was in the warlord’s camp.
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      Marcy screamed Sara’s name and was running across camp, her heart ready to burst from her chest by the time Sara saw her and screamed her name in return. She was less than a hundred feet away when the snake-like alien who had stuck his hand up under her shirt the day before and copped a little feel stepped into her line of sight. He snarled at her and took a step to the side, throwing out one beefy arm to block her, the long appendage catching her at throat level.

      Her feet flew out from under her and she hit the ground flat on her back—hard—the wind knocked from her lungs. She lay there stunned, gasping and trying to catch her breath as the noise around camp once again grew in volume.

      The snake alien who’d effectively “clothes-lined” her stepped into her line of sight. He was smiling, amusement clear on his snaky face. The smile didn’t last long. One moment he was grinning down at her, the next, his eyes widened, his mouth opened in a silent gasp, that forked tongue once again visible as brown liquid slowly spilled past his lips to dribble down his chin.

      Marcy blinked when she realized something was sticking from his chest. The long shard was pointed on the end and coated with the same stuff falling from the aliens mouth. He sank to the ground, both knees slamming into the dirt beside her.

      Towering over the kneeling alien was the warlord. He raised his leg, placing his foot on the aliens back and shoved him forward. The bloody shard piercing his chest slid out with a sickening wet sound as he fell face first into the dirt.

      One look at the warlord’s face caused her lungs to seize again. This was the alien brutal enough to control all the others in camp.

      There was nothing about the expression on his face that even resembled anything civilized. His whiskey-colored eyes had darkened in color to near black as he ran his gaze over her. Whatever it was he’d been looking for, he apparently found as he finally looked away, slinging the long blade he usually wore near his hip hard enough blood flew from the shiny metal.

      A look at that snaky face lying in the dirt beside her was all it took to know the alien was dead. The warlord raised his head, slowly turning as he looked at those around the camp staring at him. “I will not repeat myself again. Touch her … and it will be the last thing you do.”

      Marcy swallowed the lump forming in her throat. She glanced over at the dead alien. Her limbs started shaking as someone touched her shoulders, pulling on her to help her stand. She barely saw Celestia's blue arm before the female scurried back off to their little circle in front of their hut.

      The warlord looked her over again when she was on her feet, then turned to face Sara.

      Marcy wasn’t sure what had happened to her friend since the dragon had plucked her from the sky but she looked healthy. Her skin was glowing and even though she was being restrained, she was trying to get to a naked man. The woman in the arena she’d thought was Sara had been with a naked man too, so it had been her she’d seen.

      She glanced at the man quickly before looking away. He looked human from what she could see and was butt-ass naked. She looked back at Sara, wanting to run to her but was afraid to. Tension still hung in the air and the dead alien was reminder enough of who was in charge here and she wasn’t going to move a muscle until the warlord told her to.

      Jorrick turned and walked across the camp, stepping up on the dais before folding his big frame into his throne-like chair.

      “Marcy, are you all right?”

      Sara’s voice drew her attention away from the warlord. Did she answer? There weren’t many things that scared her but—looking back at the warlord—she’d admit he did at the moment. His size alone was intimidating and something in his eyes looked … brutal. Primal. And scary as fuck. Not an ounce of warmth dwelled there, and he’d killed the snaky alien without an ounce of remorse showing on his face.

      Killed him for touching you.

      The revelation hit her so hard she felt gut-punched. Her pulse started racing when he held up his hand toward her and said, “Come to me.”

      That small request felt like her entire fate rested on it. The way he was looking at her, it probably did. Was he pissed she’d been running to Sara? Had he thought she was trying to run away? Probably.

      She glanced back at Sara, her friends familiar face enough to bring tears to her eyes. She wanted to run to her and hold on for dear life but the warlord would more than likely kill them both if she went to Sara’s side instead of his own. But—if she did as he said, she’d be sealing her fate, admitting she was his property to Sara and everyone looking.

      The warlord narrowed his eyes at her. “Do not think you have any other option. You do not. You will do as I say or you will pay for your disobedience.”

      Well, that settled that debate. His threat of cutting out her tongue and making her wear it whispered through her head again. Looking at his face, she didn’t doubt for a moment he’d do it.

      She gave Sara an apologetic look then crossed to where he sat, every step like a death keel gong in her head. When she stepped up on the dais his throne-like chair sat on and moved closer to him, he reached out and grabbed her arm, snatching her to him. She landed on his lap.

      Marcy stiffened, clenching her jaw as he settled her on one large thigh, his arm circling her waist to pull her back against his chest. Sara and the man she was with were both shoved forward, the man, she just now realized, was bleeding and wore a strange metal cuff around his neck, much like the ones the guards had placed around her wrists.

      One whole side of his chest and arm was covered in strange black markings and blood oozed from gashes dotted along those strange swirl of patterns.

      Vikram grabbed Sara’s arm and pulled her closer to where they sat, the man she was with following. When Vikram reached the front of the platform, he stepped up and handed the warlord a small metal disk.

      “It unlocks the collar,” Vikram said, before looking back at Sara and the naked man. “He should have tossed it away the moment he removed it. How he came about a key, I do not know.”

      The warlord’s hold on her loosened, his hand splayed flat against her bare stomach. Marcy finally smiled when Sara looked over at her and said again, “Marcy, are you all right?”

      Marcy took a breath to answer but the warlord’s hand against her stomach pressed harder against her skin. It was a silent demand to keep quiet. Looking across the cold fire pit to the dead alien, she did just that.

      The warlord’s hold on her relaxed, his thumb making a lazy pass over her belly button. “Do you know this female, Mar-see?”

      She turned her head to look at him when he said her name. For reasons she couldn’t explain, hearing him say it felt almost—intimate, the slight accent in his pronunciation of it making every muscle clench tight. “Yes,” she said. “She was on the same ship that brought me here.”

      He held her gaze. “Why are you here?” Marcy was about to ask what he meant when she realized the question wasn’t for her. It was for Sara and her companion

      The man Sara was with said, “Where is here?”

      The warlord finally looked over at them. “My territory.”

      “I was not aware this was your territory. I was trying to get my mate home where she would be safe, nothing more.”

      “And where it home?”

      “The red mountains.”

      The warlord tilted his head to one side. “I remember you from the arena. Why did you not fly home? If I were a dragon, walking would be my last mode of transportation for such a journey.”

      Dragon? Marcy looked at the man with Sara, confused.

      “The Corporation collared him.” Sara glanced at the male by her side, the shiny metal cuff around his neck gleaming in the sunlight. “It was one of the conditions of our release. If they find out Toren can take it off, they’ll hunt us down and kill him.”

      Toren, as Sara called him, said, “It is too dangerous to shift into my true form or I would have already taken my mate far from here.”

      Marcy stared at Toren, his words slow to penetrate. “Your true form?” She didn’t realize she’d said the words out loud until Sara grinned.

      “Remember that big ass blue dragon that snatched me out of the air? Well, turns out he’s a shapeshifter.” Sara nodded in Toren’s direction. “We went back to the temple to find you but you weren’t there. Are you all right?”

      A hard press on her stomach told her to remain quiet.

      The moment Sara realized she wasn’t going to answer, her friend threw a glare at the warlord. “Blink once for yes, Marcy, twice for no.”

      Was she all right? She was alive, so far hadn’t been raped, and she was clean and had on clothes you couldn’t see through. All things considered, she could be worse. She blinked as the warlord’s hand continued to press against her stomach.

      Sara’s jaw clenched. “Is she not allowed to speak?”

      “She does only what I tell her to.”

      In the past, that one statement would have been enough to make her come up fighting—had it been anyone other than the warlord who'd said it. She knew next to nothing about him but she wasn’t stupid. He’d killed one of his own men without a word said so she didn’t doubt for a moment that he’d kill her and not lose a minute of sleep over it.

      The man—dragon—linked his hand with Sara’s. “Are we prisoners here?” He looked at those standing guard around them, then back to the small disk the warlord was toying with. “If not, give me the key to the collar and we’ll be on our way.”

      No one said anything for long minutes, the air around camp filling with tension the longer the silence gathered. When the warlord finally spoke, everyone seemed to take a breath in unison. “What guarantee do I have you won’t shift the moment we remove that collar and burn us all?”

      “They took his fire.” It was Sara who answered. “It was the other condition of our release. They were going to kill him after he won his battle but I was able to persuade them to remove his fire instead. The collar was to remain on but one of the guards slipped him the key when he released Toren’s handcuffs. If he shifts, they’ll know.” She looked up as one of the small camera orbs flew into view. “If they see him shift, they’ll know.”

      They probably already did, but Marcy didn’t say as much out loud.

      The warlord held up the small metal disk, turning it in his fingers as he looked at it. “And why did you not toss it aside once you were free of it?”

      “Because if for any reason the wyvern came looking for us, that collar would need to be right where they left it, which was on his neck so, we kept it—just in case.”

      The warlord lowered his arm and studied them both, finally looking at the man with Sara. “If you so much as look as if you are going to shift into your true form, I will remove your mate’s head from her body and make you watch her corpse rot. Then I will take your own.”

      “He won’t,” Sara assured him. “You have my word.”

      “The word of a female is nothing but a mouth full of lies. Do not test me, you will not like the outcome.” The warlord gave them both an icy look before nodding his head to Vikram. “Release them and get the dragon something to wear. I tire of looking at his cock.”
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      If asked why he’d allowed the little red one to go to her companion, Jorrick wasn’t sure he’d have an answer. Instinct told him to lock her away, to not let her anywhere near the outsiders but he’d done the complete opposite.

      Once the male had been brought clothing and was dressed, the tension drawing Jorrick’s shoulders near his ears had relaxed. Nothing screamed challenge more than a male with his cock out and one nearly as impressive as his own so near the female he’d had on his lap made him want to kill the dragon where he stood. Him feeling territorial over her stunned him more than the knowledge a dragon had been lurking outside his camp. Had he taken any of the other females, Jorrick would have been annoyed at best, but only because he’d have to assign a few of his men to the females’ daily tasks, something they would grumble about until he acquired replacements to take over those duties again. But her? He’d rip that dragon’s head off and drink from his skull.

      The sun had lowered in the sky, the shadows from the trees falling over the camp enough the central fire pit had been lit to provide enough light to see. Mar-see, as the other female had called her, was smiling and playing with that mass of red curls attached to her head. He’d lost count of how many times she’d braided and unbraided it, twisted it into a long, coiled rope then let it unravel before tossing it over her shoulder.

      Her voice sounded hoarse. No wonder with the way Reitlas had hit her. It was a wonder he hadn't crushed her windpipe as hard as he'd swung at her.

      Heat filled his veins as he remembered the way her feet had flown out from under her. At how hard she'd hit the ground, and each gasping breath she took made something inside him pull tight until it finally snapped.

      He'd killed Reitlas too quickly and wished he could do it all over again. He'd string him up by his feet this time and slowly gut him, waiting until gravity pulled his entrails to the ground beneath him as a lesson to the others.

      The dragon’s mate threw her head back and laughed, Mar-see, doing the same. It was the first time he’d seen her smile.

      He ran an appreciative glance down the length of her. Those long legs of hers were tucked up beside her. He recognized the material wrapped low around her hips. It had been in with the clothing he’d given to Jityria to give to her. He hadn’t thought those strips of material were suitable for garments, but he was wrong. Mar-see had made them appealing despite it being an unattractive, bland color. The piece she had wrapped around her hips fell in such a way that most of her thigh was showing. Images of those shapely legs wrapped around his waist filled his mind’s eye as her laughter once again filled the air. He sighed. He needed to stop thinking about her. She wasn’t brought here for his comfort. She was only here in hopes Allok would initiate the war he’d been longing for.

      You could use her until that happens.

      The thought whispered through his head as he watched her. Waking with her in his bed had certainly been more pleasant than it should have been but he’d not fall back into old behaviors. He would never be so foolish again.

      He watched her so long he could have made out her features had there not been a single flare of light. He memorized the shape of her nose, the small curve at the outer corner of her eyes and the fullness of her lips—lips he suddenly couldn’t seem to stop thinking about curled around his cock. Vikram stepping onto the platform drew his attention, and he tore his focus from her.

      “I do not trust him, warlord. The moment you release him, he will kill us all.”

      “He will not.” Jorrick shifted in his chair, leaning to one side. “A blade to his mate’s throat will ensure he doesn’t do anything stupid. Once they are well beyond our borders, his mate will be set free.”

      “Do you intend on leaving the collar off of him?”

      “I have not decided.”

      “Doing so would be foolish.”

      Jorrick looked up. Vikram’s face flushed before he stammered, “I’m not suggesting you are foolish, warlord, just that it may be unwise to allow him to remain without the protection the collar provides. As long as we hold the key, he cannot come back to camp once they leave and take your prize.” Vikram nodded to where they sat. “She is close to his mate and she may persuade him to destroy the camp and take her with them.”

      He’d thought the same thing—well, when he wasn’t wasting his time thinking about fucking her or burying his face between those long legs and seeing how many sounds he could pull from that luscious smiling mouth.

      He needed to make her sleep in the hut with the other females. The longer he kept her with him, the more he’d want her. The more he’d want to take her.

      As if she knew he was thinking of her, she turned and looked his way, meeting his gaze for a brief moment before turning away again. The thought would not leave him then. He imagined her laying down and opening her arms to him like Zasra did. The instant the thought entered his mind, he knew it would be false. The females on Prison Moon One did not come to you willingly. Those that did wanted something. Like Zasra. He scowled at the thought of her but didn’t think this human would be so accommodating as the last female he kept was. This one would probably be fighting mad as he took her, kicking and biting as she fought to get away and his cock ached with the need to find out.

      It had been so long since he’d had any desire to bed a female, even longer since he had. He barely remembered what it felt like, but he remembered why he hadn’t indulged.

      Fire licked through his veins the moment Zasra’s face flashed back into his head. Her death had been too swift, and he’d longed to do it for so long, he still felt cheated out of the pleasure of it. He wanted to relish in her screams and make sure her torment was heard clean to the next territory and beyond.

      Vikram shifted and Jorrick pushed the black thoughts filling his head away. “If the dragon and his mate take her, I will see all three of them dead. Him last. He’ll get to watch and know every scream those females utter will be because of him.”

      Vorta picked up his nidi, the music the strange instrument made beginning to drown out the voices as he started to play, the melody as cheerful as the two laughing females seemed to be. Mar-see looked his way again, the smile on her face fading before she tucked her hair behind one ear and looked away.

      He’d taken her in the arena to get back at Allok but as he sat there watching her, he knew she would be his downfall and as his body started to thrum with need of her, he couldn’t find a reason to care.
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      “He’s still staring at you.”

      Marcy glanced at the warlord before quickly looking away. “He’s probably afraid I’ll run away with you if he’s not watching me.”

      “Would you?”

      “In a heartbeat.”

      Sara stared the warlord down, unafraid. She must have had total confidence in her dragon to do so. Marcy still couldn’t wrap her brain around Toren being a shape-shifting dragon but then again, two months ago, she didn’t believe in aliens but here she was, property of a big ass alien who still hadn’t told her what her purpose here was.

      She’d told Sara everything that had happened to her since the moment she fell off that cliff and Toren had plucked her from the sky, to her ordeal in the arena—and of the warlord claiming her as his own. Sara worried about her being there, though. The warlord stood taller than Toren and outweighed him by a lot. Sure Toren could shift into a dragon but with those orbs flying around, it was too risky to do, and with the number of aliens under the warlord’s command, she knew it would take very little to subdue him. If nothing else, all they had to do was hurt Sara. She was Toren’s one weakness and Marcy had no doubt Jorrick knew that.

      Marcy pulled the material up over her leg when it slipped again and finally gave up trying to keep it in place. “The odds of us ending up at the same place at the same time seems almost too good to be true. I was beginning to think my luck had run out.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t luck.” Sara grinned and took hold of Toren’s hand when one of the aliens in camp walked too close to them. “I heard you yelling my name as we left the arena. I begged Toren to stay until you came out but he said it was too dangerous so we left.” She smiled apologetically. “We didn’t get far before we stopped and removed his collar. When we started heading for the mountains again, we heard someone talking and hid. That’s when we saw you and that guy.” Sara nodded in the warlord’s direction with her head. “We were about to rush in and grab you when we saw three others trailing you. We laid low and just watched for a while and followed you back here. Getting caught wasn’t in our plan though. That was just carelessness on our part.”

      Marcy wanted to hug them both for even trying to sneak her away from the warlord. “Well, I’m glad you’re here … caught or otherwise.”

      Celestia and the others stood and headed toward the trees to the cooking pits. Marcy watched them go and looked toward the warlord. Should she go help them? Or stay where she was?

      The aliens started heading for the far end of the camp to the tables their meals were laid out on. The warlord stood and looked her way. “E’mahn neok. Come to me.”

      The words, does not translate, whispered through her head. She didn’t know what e’mahn neok, meant but the answer to whether she should help the others serve or not was answered with the warlord’s outstretched hand.

      She stood and gave Sara a half smile, saying, “My master calls,” before starting around the fire pit. He stepped down off the platform before she reached him and headed toward the table sitting amongst the trees, leaving her to follow along behind him.

      The other females, Jityria included for once, were darting back and forth between the tables and the path to the cooking pits, carrying out platters of food.

      Two aliens ran past her and came running back a few moments later with the warlord’s chair, setting it at the head of the table. He mumbled something to the two aliens and turned, looking past her to Sara and Toren.

      “Join us.”

      Sara and Toren glanced at each other, speaking softly before they stood. Marcy stopped a few feet from the warlord, unsure of what to do. Did he want her to sit? Stand by his side as she usually did? Juggle rocks to entertain them as they ate?

      He ignored her and sat down in his massive chair, making the two aliens to his right get up and move. Chairs were moved around, a few more added and when Sara and Toren stopped beside her, he motioned for them to sit in the vacant chairs to his right.

      Sara gave her a quizzical look as she sat down, to which Marcy just shrugged her shoulders. It looked as if she would be the water-wench again, or whatever it was they drank.

      The warlord was served first, Jityria handing him a plate filled with the bloodiest meat she’d ever seen. It looked like it had just been cut off into chunks and thrown into his plate. She forced herself not to gag. The turnip-like blue root Celestia called esuap, were steaming though. At least something on his plate was warm. Jityria threw her a nasty glare as she leaned over to grab the warlord’s cup before filling it. Oops. She’d already missed her cue.

      “So, do you make Marcy stand while she eats?”

      The warlord didn’t say anything at first, just turned his head to stare at her with what she would have sworn was amusement shining in his eyes. “She may stand there if she wishes but it will be hard to reach the food from such a distance.”

      The night before she’d been made to eat around the cooking pit as they cleaned up. Tonight she was going to be a guest at the table? Maybe that’s why Jityria had looked at her so hatefully.

      Marcy looked around the table, searching for an empty seat. There wasn’t one, which meant, there was a catch. She was a servant after all, not a visiting dignitary. “Where would you like me to sit?”

      He patted his leg. “You will sit here.”

      She bit her tongue to keep from saying something she may regret, her stomach clenching when he held up a hand—the same hand he held up to her in the arena. She’d been scared enough to piss herself the first time she saw him and although she had a firm grip on her bladder now, a small amount of the fear still lingered. She wasn’t even sure why. So far he’d not hurt her, belittled her, or forced her to have sex with him but something kept her on edge. Maybe it was his size or the way he looked at her—like he was now, taking in the length of her from head to toe and back up again as if he was thinking of ways to fuck her into next week. The thought wasn’t completely unappealing, but monumentally stupid. He was one of the bad guys. She needed to remember that.

      Marcy looked at his outstretched hand, her pulse racing as she reached for it. He locked eyes with her and pulled her to him, his legs spreading as she walked closer.

      She stepped between his thighs and turned as he put her in his lap again, his left arm going around her waist. She tried her best not to look at Sara but she could see her out of the corner of her eye staring at her.

      The aliens at the table acted nothing like they had the night before. They weren’t grabbing handfuls of food off the platters or yelling to be heard over the cacophony of everyone all talking at once. They were all sitting quietly, either looking at the food or at the warlord. Were they waiting for him to give them permission? And if so, why? They hadn’t last night.

      She realized in the next instant why things were different today. They had guests in camp.

      A glance down the table showed everyone turned toward the warlord. Long moments ticked by and he said nothing and never moved. Sara raised an eyebrow at her, a question of, “what now,” on her face.

      Marcy glanced over her shoulder. The warlord was looking at her. She stared back, her pulse racing by the time he finally looked away and pulled his plate closer, picking up a piece of the steaming esuap root and bringing it to her mouth. “Eat.”

      She blinked. He was going to feed her—from his own hand?

      She swallowed, staring at that piece of root and the fingers holding it. He brushed the bite of food against her lip. This was a trick. It had to be. She was going to lean down only to have him snatch it away as some form of a lesson to her, to show Sara and Toren her fate rested in his hands.

      Her first instinct was to turn away, but she still didn't know what he intended to do with Sara and Toren. He'd not removed Toren's collar, much to Sara's disappointment, but they weren't dead. So what if he just wanted to humiliate her in front of them? She was his to do with as he pleased and if making her look like a fool was what he wanted to do, then he could.

      She opened her mouth and leaned forward, waiting for him to snatch his hand away but much to her surprise, he did nothing but feed the tiny morsel to her.

      His fingers brushed her lip as he let the esuap go, his gaze intent as he watched her chew. There wasn’t a sound coming from anyone—the music—being played on the strange instrument she'd seen the alien named Vorta play even stopped, and she didn’t dare look up.

      As she chewed and swallowed the bite, the silence was near deafening. The warlord shifted, his arm going around her waist, pulling her back against him, his chest to her back. He was too close now. She flicked a glance at Sara, her friend watching their exchange with a raised eyebrow.

      Jorrick's breath tickled the skin under her ear, his beard brushing her bare shoulder and her pulse was leaping in anticipation of—something—by the time he whispered, “Feed me,” into her ear.

      Heat filled her face at his words. They were spoken so softly she knew no one else had heard them but they rang inside her head as if he’d screamed them. She glanced at Sara again before looking down the length of the table. She seemed to be the center of attention as every single alien she looked at was staring back at her.

      The warlords hand pressed into her stomach. Not hard, but enough to get her attention. “Do you wish them to wait all night?” His nose bumped her ear. “They will not eat tonight until I do.”

      Of course they wouldn't. She was right, he was putting on a show for Sara and Toren's benefit, to prove to them that he was in total control and she'd do exactly what he said. And she would, too. If it meant Sara and Toren would be safe, then she'd hand feed Jorrick every morsel of food on the table.

      Inhaling a deep breath, she let it out before picking up a piece of the raw meat and holding it near her shoulder. He didn’t take it. She turned her head enough to see him. He’d leaned back, his head now resting on the back of the chair. You’ve got to be kidding me. Not only did she have to feed him, she had to drape herself all over him to do it?

      Marcy turned in his lap so she could reach him and held the meat up in front of him. He didn’t move. The bastard was going to make her literally feed him, just as he’d done her. She bit back a curse and touched his lips with the meat.

      As if some spell had been broken, the moment the warlord took the bite from her hand, everyone else started eating. The music started playing again, conversations rose until the din of sound turned into one raucous hum of voices.

      The warlord leaned forward enough to grab another chunk of the esuap root and as he’d done before, he brought it to her mouth and offered it to her. Was this how the entire meal would go? Him feeding her, then her feeding him? When she took the food and chewed and the warlord once again leaned back in his chair, she knew that's exactly how it would go. “For fuck’s sake,” she mumbled under her breath, picking up another piece of the bloody meat and feeding it to him.

      He never said a word as they ate, nor did his face show any sort of emotion but his eyes—the bastard was laughing at her. She knew it clean to her bones and as she picked up another hunk of the cold bloody meat, bringing it to his mouth, she silently hoped he choked on it.
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      The dinner party from hell lasted entirely too long. Marcy hadn’t been able to talk to Sara again as the warlord spent the meal asking Toren dozens of questions about dragons and the corporation who ran the entire prison system and she'd done nothing but feed him, offering him cups full of the liquid she’d served the day before. It still smelled like horse piss and burned her nose. It did Sara's as well but her friend didn't look as if it tasted bad, as she was drinking it with gusto.

      The warlord lifted the cup and took a sip, then offered it to her. It smelled bad enough she wanted to refuse but when Sara suddenly laughed at something Toren said, she realized it couldn’t have tasted as bad as it smelled and took the cup and drank.

      She was right. The smell was deceiving. It tasted nothing like it smelled but it only took a minute to realize, whatever it was she was drinking, was intoxicating. It burned all the way to her gut, and it only took two sips for every bone in her body to feel as if it had melted. Her skin felt hot and even though she was barely dressed, had it not been for all the aliens around those tables, she would have stripped right then and there.

      By the time the food was gone, Marcy's head was spinning so fast she was seeing double. She leaned back against the warlord, her head lulling against his shoulder as he continued to talk to Toren. The surrounding conversations grew indistinguishable, and the world looked hazy, as if she was inside a dream. She looked at Sara and noticed her friend nearly crawling into Toren’s lap. Apparently whatever had been in that cup wasn’t made for human consumption.

      Like most college kids, she’d smoked her fair share of pot and even got a hold of some laced with a substance no one would identify but whatever it was, it was in the aliens liquor. She didn’t just feel drunk, she felt drugged.

      She’d been shown many plants earlier in the day and told which were poisonous and which were not. Did some of them act like narcotics? Apparently they did, because she and Sara were both high—or drunk—off their asses and no one else seemed to be.

      The warlord didn’t mind her practically laying on top of him, though, not even when she turned in his lap and threw her legs over his other one and damn near snuggled with him right there in front of everyone. He’d done nothing but placed a hand on her bare thigh and kept talking about whatever it was he was talking about as she tried to focus her eyes. Nothing worked until the warlord’s hand moved, his fingers brushing her inner thigh. They moved back and forth so many times she’d actually spread her legs, sighing when that big warm hand had slid further between her legs, his fingers getting so close to her pussy she’d been wet anticipating the moment he finally touched her. Only—he didn’t. He’d done nothing more than rub her leg, brush the side of it with his thumb and kept on talking as if dragons were interesting or something.

      She became so sleepy from nothing more than the soft touches and the cadence of his voice that she finally sat up and pushed his hand away. “I need sleep.” She tried to focus her eyes on his face but failed. “I think I’m drunk.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “Do you need help getting to my bed?”

      “Nope, I got it.”

      She struggled to her feet and staggered, catching herself on the edge of the table. She blinked, tried to clear her head and started for the warlord’s hut, hoping she made it before falling on her face and only realized once she made it that she hadn’t told Sara goodnight.

      The leather flap covering the door was harder to push aside than it should have been and once she let it drop behind her, she grabbed onto the wall and stared around the room.

      Soft light lit every corner and standing next to the bed was Jityria. She wasn’t positive but was pretty sure the woman was sneering at her.

      Marcy took a few steps in, staggering toward the bed. The room was hot, and she suddenly had on too many clothes. She reached for the knot at the back of her neck and blinked sleepily on the way to the bed. Jityria grabbed her by the hair before she could sit down. “Did he take you to his bed last night?”

      Marcy tried to pull her hair from Jityria’s grasp without luck. “Define—taken to his bed.”

      The fist in her hair yanked harder. “Did you mate?” The words were spat in a low, harsh tone, her head jerked forward until she was close enough to Jityria to kiss her. “Your days are numbered, sevit.”

      Jityria slung her away from the bed—by her hair—letting go so quickly, Marcy lost her balance and fell, her forehead slamming into the leg of the wooden table against the wall. The impact rattled her teeth. She moaned and tried to get up, but a swift stab of pain hit her in the back, just below her ribs, and prevented it.

      Marcy rolled her head enough to see Jityria raise her leg, the toe of her boot hitting her in the same spot she’d felt the other pain. The swift kick stole her breath, and she laid there, trying to breathe through the pain as Jityria left.

      She lifted her head and started crawling to the bed, undignified as it was, but only made it halfway across the room before she fell. To her relief, the searing pain in her head, along with her inebriated state, made her lose consciousness, her last thought before passing out was that the warlord would kill Jityria for kicking her and she couldn’t wait to tell him.
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      Jorrick ignored the disgruntled outrage of the dragon’s mate yelling at him, which only angered her more. She was screaming loud enough to wake half the camp but keeping them under constant watch would ensure they didn’t do anything stupid, like try to steal his prize in the dead of night.

      Stepping into his hut, he drew up short at the sight of Mar-see face down on the floor. She was sprawled in such a way he could tell she’d been crawling. She and her friend couldn’t handle the swoquix.

      The herb the drink was made from burned going down and he’d drunk enough in the past to cause the slight euphoric sensation it was known to produce. Mar-see and her friend who were both humans, or so he’d been told by the dragon, had consumed very little of it and both were wobbly as they walked away from the table. Apparently walking hadn’t been as easy as it appeared to be for this one.

      He let the flap fall back over the doorway and removed the blade at his hip. It still had a few splotches of blood on it. His anger over Reitlas hurting the human burned like acid in his gut all over again. It was a wonder he hadn’t killed her. He looked over at her as he removed his bandolier. Her dying now would get him nowhere. He needed her to get to Allok and having that taken away from him …

      He pushed the thought away. He had other things to worry about, like where Aris was. Guilt hit him hard enough to make his knees go weak, and he sat down on the small stool by the table. He should have been out looking for him, not hosting guest as if he hadn’t a care in the world or trying to assert his claim on the human by putting on the display he had during their meal. He should have made her stand at his side as he had the night before but he wasn’t a fool. He knew once that dragon and his mate tried to leave, his little human would want to go with them so he’d made his position very clear where she was concerned. She was his, plain and simple. He just hoped his show of dominance didn’t cost Aris his life. There was nothing he could do about it now, though. Even if he sent another team out to search for him, or even went himself, they’d be doing nothing but stumbling around in the dark and there were more nocturnal creatures here than he liked. The central fire pit and the sentries high in the trees around the perimeter of camp was the only thing that kept them from tearing through the village and slaughtering them all as they slept.

      Jorrick removed his boots and stood, then stooped down to pick up the girl. The moment he turned her over, he froze. A good portion of her forehead was varying colors of blue and black and a small trickle of blood had dried at her hairline. He looked her over for other injuries and saw a large bruise on her back.

      He looked to the table. Had she fallen? As wobbly as she’d been when she left the clearing to sleep, it was possible.

      He lifted her and put her on the bed, pushing her hair away from her face to look at the cut on her head. It wasn’t deep. He wet a small strip of cloth and dabbed at the wound, cleaning the blood away and sat for a long time staring at her. She’d want to leave with the dragon and his mate come morning. Would the dragon attack when he denied Mar-see the freedom to do so? He’d refused their request to remove his collar. Despite what he’d told Vikram, there was no guarantee that once he let the Draegon and his mate go, they wouldn’t come back. Once he gave them the key to that collar, there was nothing stopping Toren from shifting into his dragon form and destroying his entire camp and he’d not let that happen. He’d killed them both before they had a chance. He’d use his little red one as leverage if he had to.

      He looked toward the doorway. Maybe he should just kill them now and be done with it. He could sleep peacefully with the knowledge his people would be safe and not have to worry about them again. But having a dragon who owed you a favor would go a long way in a place like this and letting them live was the only way to ensure that if he ever needed brute strength, he might get it.

      The girl stirred. She’d not be happy if he killed her friends. Not that he cared, he reminded himself. Her feelings had little to do with his plans but she was already more bold than the other females. He imagined if she put her mind to it, she could cause more trouble than she was worth.

      Rumors had filtered through the camps when she’d first been seen. Tales of her had been whispered from person to person, some claiming she looked like the magic mages from Asherah. The color of her hair was a dead giveaway, some had said. The magic mages had hair of flame and were feared by all but this one—

      Jorrick pushed a lock of her hair away from her face. If she were a magic mage, she was a piss-poor one. He couldn’t imagine one would allow themselves to be caught or remain caught if someone was luckily enough to do it. Did humans possess magic? If this one did, she wasn’t able to wield it. Her still being his captive was all the proof he needed.

      She sighed and tucked a hand near her cheek. Those red curls on her head were a riot of wild strands and even though she was as pale as the moon flowers that grew around camp and as weak as a newborn thaper, he had a hard time looking away from her and he wasn’t sure why.

      She was nothing like the females on Tridian III. They had been fierce fighters, as deadly as, if not more than, the most seasoned warriors. There was nothing gentle about them. They were strong and fearless and were sought after for their cleverness alone. Tridian females were nothing like these soft humans were. Nothing at all. This one and her friend appeared weak and fragile. They knew not when to keep quiet and voiced their opinions when they weren’t asked for. They needed to be taught to obey and once he’d found Aris, he’d set about teaching this one to do just that.

      Jorrick finished undressing and crawled under the furs, folding his arms underneath his head. The moment he settled, the girl rolled toward him, threw one leg over his hip, her arm draping over his stomach before she mumbled something against his chest.

      Maybe putting her in the bed again wasn’t such a good idea. She may be weak and frail but she was still female and those red curls between her legs hid a treasure he had a hard time ignoring, especially now that they was pressed against his hip, the heat all he seemed to be able to focus on now that he thought about it.

      He should take her. Stealing her away from Allok wasn’t enough, nor was the mark he’d put on her neck. The physical evidence of his claim was superficial … he needed to assert his claim in every way possible and taking her would be one sure way of doing that. Allok would do the same the moment he got her and knowing he’d not been the first to have her would anger him enough he may just get that war he’d been wanting.

      Jorrick looked down at her. It would be easy tonight. She was so out of it she’d not even know but he’d never taken anyone by force and her being unaware would be much the same. No, when he took this one, she’d be full aware of it and enjoy every second of it … and he’d make sure Allok knew she had.

      She wore his mark and very soon, she’d wear his scent.
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      Marcy woke alone in the warlord’s bed again, her head pounding so hard it felt as if someone had taken a ball bat to it.

      She groaned and rolled over to her back, then winced. It took a few minutes for the room to stop spinning and the pain in her back to ease enough she was able to sit up. The room was empty, the warlord already gone.

      Noise in camp told her there were others up and about. The commotion she heard was louder than it had been the day before so either she’d slept in really late or people were just being noisy today.

      She stood and wobbled unsteadily before getting her balance. Her head pounded harder as she stood there. Why do I feel so bad? She raised a hand to her head, wincing when she touched her forehead. The skin above her eye was tender, more so closer to her hairline.

      The night before came back in vague flashes. Snatches of conversations, laughter—sitting on the warlord’s lap while feeding him.

      She dropped her hand. Had she really done that? She looked around the room but the answer wasn’t there. More flashes of memories came back and the moment she thought of Sara, she gasped and hurried across the room, pushing the leather flap over the doorway aside.

      She squinted against the sun and peeked through her lashes. She’d definitely slept in. The whole camp was up and moving about. Marcy stepped out and headed toward the females hut. They were all gathered around the small stools they sat on and Tezhila was the first to see her, her eyes widening as she drew closer.

      “What happened to you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your face.” Tezhila’s cheeks turned a darker shade of pink. “I only mean that you have a huge bruise.”

      Marcy raised her hand to cup her sore head. “Yes, it’s pounding like a bitch too but I have no clue how I got it. Pretty much everything from last night is foggy.” She looked around camp, trying to spot Sara and hoped she hadn’t been made to leave yet. “Have any of you seen my friend Sara and her mate?”

      Celestia nodded and pointed across camp to a hut set off by itself. “They are there.”

      Marcy headed toward them, her steps slowing when she saw them sitting on the ground beside the hut. Sara had her head in Toren’s lap, her face sickly pale. She closed the distance between them and dropped to her knees. “What’s wrong?”

      Sara gave her a weak smile and closed her eyes. “Too much alien juice, I think.”

      “Alien juice?”

      Sara made a “ummhumm” sound. “The stuff we were drinking last night. I don’t know what was in it but I’ve never felt so sick in all my life.”

      “She’s emptied her stomach several times this morning.” Toren pushed Sara’s hair from her face, her friend sighing as he touched her. “She has complained all night.”

      “I’m not feeling so hot myself. I’ve got a few mystery bruises too that I'm not sure how I got.”

      Sara sat up and pushed her hair from her face. She looked around camp before leaning against Toren’s side. “They tried to feed us earlier but one look at the stuff in that bowl was enough to turn my stomach.”

      Marcy nodded. “If it’s the mash I had yesterday, it tastes worse than it looks.”

      “Are you all right?” Sara asked. “I know I asked you last night but really—are you all right? Has anyone—”

      She let the sentence dangle but Marcy knew what she meant. “I’m fine. I’ve not been forced onto my knees and don’t think I will be. Well, not by any of the aliens walking around here. Now the warlord is another story. It’s been made abundantly clear that I belong to him and him alone.”

      “He has a serious boner for you.”

      Marcy snorted a laugh. “No, he’s just a possessive caveman.”

      “I think it's more than that. He killed someone for you.”

      Her head started to pound again. “I know. Not that I’m for killing random people but that asshole—” Him sticking his hand between her legs came back to mind. “I wouldn’t have wished him dead but the warlord could have fucked him up a little and I would have watched with a smile on my face.”

      Sara looked around camp, then to the trees at her back. “I’ve been watching those here in camp. Not many have even looked our way so, want to sneak away?”

      “Absolutely. Where are we going?”

      “Dra’Lera.” Toren pulled Sara closer to him and stroked her hair back away from her face. “It is the ancestral home of the Draegon. We go there.”

      Marcy looked over her shoulder, then into the sky as two of the small camera orb flew into her line of sight. If she left with Sara and Toren, those things would no doubt follow them. Hiding would be next to impossible and if she left, and the warlord found her?

      He walked into the clearing a moment later and never paused as he headed straight for them. They climbed to their feet, Marcy wincing as something in her back pulled.

      Jorrick’s gaze ran over her in one quick pass before he turned his attention to Toren. “You and your mate are to leave. Now.  And do not come back. If I see either of you, I will kill you on sight.”

      Marcy opened her mouth but the warlord interrupted her by saying, “You will not be going with them,” before she could utter a single word. His gaze met her own. “It is not up for debate. You have chores to do. Join the other females and get to work.”

      That predatory look she’d seen in his eyes the day before was once again shining bright in his strangely colored irises. She opened her mouth again, but shut it before saying anything. What was the point? He wasn’t going to let her go. Why would he? She was stupid for even entertaining the thought. Like it or not, she was stuck here, a prisoner, and unless Toren turned into that massive dragon he had hiding beneath his skin, she was well and truly stuck.
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      Jorrick stalked across camp, anger fueling his every step. Did she honestly think he’d let her go? From the disappointment he saw on her face the answer was yes, she did.

      He should have never let that dragon and his mate be brought into camp or let them live once he learned Mar-see knew them. He should have executed them both on sight. Now, the threat he posed was even greater.

      There was no doubt in his mind that the dragon did nothing but please his mate. From what he’d observed, he went out of his way to do so. He’d heard stories of the Draegon race that once inhabited this planet and until he’d seen that one in the arena, thought as everyone else had—that they were nothing but myth. But, the legends were true and not only was one of the deadly creatures in his camp, more than likely he’d want his prize to please his mate.

      Vikram met him halfway across camp. “Your orders, warlord?”

      “Take them to the boundary of our borders and let them go.”

      “And the key to the collar?”

      Jorrick turned to look back over to where they stood. Mar-see and the dragon’s mate were embracing one another. He wanted to toss the key into the forest and forget he’d ever seen it but he’d lived too many lunar cycles in chains, confined and under the control of another, to force that fate on anyone else. The collar didn’t restrict the dragon’s movement, but it confined him. “Give it back to them.”

      “But—“

      Jorrick scowled. “Let me finish.”

      Vikram bowed his head. “My apologies, warlord.”

      “Give them the key once you’ve reached our border. Tell him if I see either of them again, I’ll kill the red one the moment I spot them. They’ll have nothing of her to take with them but her head.”

      Vikram ran across camp, motioning for several others to follow him. The conversation with the dragon and his mate was short. The reaction to it was not.

      “She’s not your property!”

      The Draegon’s mate was once again yelling at him, her venomous words shouted across camp. He should have pulled her tongue out the night before when he’d had a chance.

      Vikram and Grynn grabbed the dragon and started hauling him toward the forest, Kyre and Zyhk following behind with the female who was fighting them every step of the way. His human lunged for them and was held back, her outburst echoing through camp.

      He turned away, putting them all out of his mind. He had things to do and worrying about a couple of upset humans wasn’t one of them. He still had to find Aris and he wouldn’t stop looking until he did.
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      Marcy stopped screaming Sara’s name when her voice started to crack and her throat became so raw she knew she was on the verge of losing the ability to speak. Screaming was doing nothing for her anyway other than making her head pound harder than it had been.

      She slumped back against the alien holding her, her heart aching as she watched her friend being forced away from camp. As much as she hated seeing them leave, the alternative was unacceptable. The warlord didn’t have to let them go. Him doing so meant he wasn’t completely heartless. He could have killed them last night but hadn’t. She wasn’t sure why he didn’t but was grateful for it—even if she hated that she was still here, held against her will.

      Marcy pulled away from the alien holding her. He was an odd one. Tall and lanky, his skin was white as snow, the area around his eyes black. She wasn’t sure if it was naturally like that or if he smeared something around them, either way, it made him look more phantom than alien. She watched Sara and Toren until she could no longer see them, then kept standing there long after they’d gone.

      The entire time she’d been on this stinking little moon, she’d felt beat down but nothing compared to the emptiness now in her chest. Her eyes burned as tears filled them and it was the first time since being abducted that she felt like crying.

      The alien at her back eventually wandered off, another that lingered near the tree line stepping into view. She turned and headed for the crude bathroom in the trees. Luckily it was unoccupied. She closed the curtain behind her and silently cried as she took care of her business and headed back toward the other female’s. The two horned aliens she thought were old men were once again sitting by their hut, whispering as she drew near. A single look was all it took to make them jump up and run, turning away from her as if she were the hideous one. They were a strange pair but watching their antics forced the rest of her tears away.

      The females looked at her when she approached them, but never said a word once she sat down. Sabera pushed a basket filled with purple blooms toward her and told her to pick the small pink centers out. She had no idea what they were used for and couldn’t find the energy to care at the moment. As horrible as she felt, she wasn’t sure she ever would again. The rest of her life would be nothing more than this—a servant for a group of overbearing aliens. A “thing” the warlord possessed until he grew tired of her and killed her or let his men have as a plaything like the other females were. If her future looked no different from it did now, then maybe death would be a blessing in disguise.
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      The twin moons had risen and lowered in the sky nearly an entire rotation around the planet they orbited and the little human was still acting as if he’d killed the dragon and his mate instead of let them go.

      Jorrick folded his hands over his stomach and crossed his feet at the ankle as he watched her. She’d done nothing for days but sulk, her shoulders so low it was a wonder she was even able to walk without her hands dragging the ground.

      He’d not seen her smile once since the night she’d done so with the dragon’s mate. Nor had she watched him like he’d caught her doing when he first brought her to camp and he wasn’t sure what bothered him more—her being so unhappy now or her acting as if he wasn’t even there. Why he cared, he'd never know.

      Liar.

      He scowled as the word whispered through his head.

      The human was his and that fact alone should warrant the occasional glance from her if for no other reason than she was angry at him. He’d once again made her stand by his side while he ate and not once had she acknowledged him other than to fill his cup when he slid it her way. Nor had she spoken when he forced her into his lap and made her feed him again. She’d just—done as told and woodenly walked to his hut at night as if she were marching to her execution.

      And he was damn tired of all her sulking. Tired of her ignoring him. Tired of feeling guilty when he had no damn reason to!

      He pushed up from the chair and stomped across camp. He’d put a stop to this nonsense once and for all. The other females moved out of his way when he neared them, scattering in multiple directions when he reached out to grab Mar-see's arm and roughly turned her toward him. Her face showed not an ounce of shock at his rough treatment of her and that pissed him off even more. “You will stop this behavior or I will give you a reason to be so unhappy.”

      She did nothing but stare at his chest as if he hadn’t even spoken. He grabbed a hand full of those luscious red curls, tilting her head back until she met his gaze. “Have I not provided for you? Clothed you? Seen that your belly was full before you laid your head down at night?” When she said nothing, he growled deep in his throat. “Answer me.”

      “Yes.” Her tongue darted out, his attention drawn to her lips as she licked them. His hold on her hair tightened as he tilted her head a fraction more.

      Of all the females he’d seen dropped off on this little moon, this one had lips made for kissing. They were plump and rosy pink and more than once he’d thought about rolling over in bed and tasting them. He’d had thoughts of those lips wrapped around his cock, too, but tried to push the images away whenever they popped into his head. Thinking like that only led to more thinking and when it came to females, the less he thought of them in general, the better off he was.

      But this one—she made it almost impossible to not think about. Her being constantly on his mind made him want to kill things to distract him from thoughts of her. He didn’t want to think about her. Didn’t want to imagine her draped over him under his furs at night, laying those plump lips against his flesh. And he certainly didn’t want to care she was upset with him.

      But he was.

      And that angered him even more.

      He didn’t want to feel anything where she was concerned. He wanted to get back at Allok, have his damn war, and go on living his miserable life as he had been. He didn’t need a female destroying what semblance of order he had and with Aris still missing, he’d had very little of that as of late and her attitude was doing nothing to make his life any easier.

      He lowered his head, his voice soft enough only she could hear. “You will cease this behavior at once or I will be forced to rectify it myself. Is that understood?”

      Her jaw clenched, her eyes narrowing a fraction. “You can’t tell me how to feel.”

      She was getting angry. Good. “I can and I will or so help me—”

      “—What? You’re not going to kill me so—”

      “—There are fates far worse than death.”

      She said nothing else, just gave him a nod, her head only moving a fraction as he still held her by the hair. He loosened his grip, searching her face for proof she indeed meant to stop sulking but didn’t find it. She licked her lips again, and he wondered if kissing her would get a reaction but doing so would only make him think about doing it a second time and he’d be worse off than he was now—wanting something he swore he’d never seek again and his judgment being clouded because of it. She wasn’t there for his pleasure and he needed to remember that but those lips … his gaze fell to them again, his body jolting when she licked them.
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      Was he going to kiss her?

      Marcy held her breath as the warlord stared at her mouth. She licked her lips again out of pure nervousness and the hand he had in her hair tightened even further. “I wish to see that defiance in your eyes again, e’mahn neok. This behavior is—unacceptable.”

      She still didn’t know what e’mahn neok meant, not that it mattered, and she wasn’t about to ask him. Not now, at least. She was still too busy feeling sorry for herself and apparently it was pissing the warlord off, which suited her just fine. If she had to be miserable, he should be too.

      His gaze met her own, the color of his eyes darkening as he stared at her before he darted one last glance to her mouth and let go of her, turned, and stalked across camp without another word.

      What the hell had that been about?

      Marcy watched him leave, his wide stride and the swing of his arms telling her he was mad. Well, he could just join the club, couldn’t he?

      She scowled at his back and glanced at the others briefly before sitting down at another of the endless baskets of foraged roots from the forest. She’d done nothing since arriving but cook and serve and prepare hides and look for more food. Was this all life was here? If so, she was ready for it to be over.

      It had taken days for the pain in her back and the bruise on her forehead to go away. She still couldn’t remember how she’d gotten them but every small twinge of pain was a constant reminder of Sara and her thoughts had been on nothing but her and her dragon since the day the warlord told them to leave. She’d wanted to go with them desperately but should have known better than to get her hopes up of it happening. She was a captive. She was never getting away from this camp and it was time for her to realize that.

      She sighed and grabbed on of the roots in her basket, cutting it into pieces as she listened to the idle chatter of those in camp. Aris, the other golden skinned alien she’d talked to when she was sent to help Cayen feed the others was still missing and from what she’d heard, the hopes of finding him were slim. The name Allok seemed to be mentioned every time she heard Aris’s name pop up too and everyone seemed to think that if one of the other warlords had Aris, then he was probably dead, especially if any of them knew he was from this camp.

      Jityria walked into her line of sight and Marcy rolled her eyes. She was headed their way, and she was sure, whatever it was that was wrong, it was her fault.

      The alien in charge of the females in camp still hated her for some reason and nothing she did or said changed that, which is why Jityria showing up with fresh water for them was surprising. She actually smiled at them as she set the water bladder down, pouring water into one of the two cups in her hand and handing it to her before filling the other and holding it out to Celestia.

      Marcy drank the entire cup full of water, then handed it back. When Jityria smiled at her again, Marcy stared at her, suspicion making her nervous. Something was up with her. Or maybe the warlord had finally given in and bent the hateful thing over the nearest rock he could find and gave her a good pounding.

      She snorted a laugh at the thought. Surely the warlord wouldn’t be so desperate.

      “What is so funny?”

      Jityria was looking at her, a hint of humor in her eyes. Maybe the warlord had bent her over something. Her stomach clenched the moment she really thought about it, irritation gnawing at her a second later. Why she felt anything when thinking the two of them together was a better question.

      Maybe it was because the heifer was so mean she didn’t deserve to get what she wanted. She sure as hell didn’t get what she wanted, so why should anyone else, especially Jityria.

      The others drank their fill of water and Jityria stood and gave her another of those creepy smiles before wandering off to do whatever it was she did all day. It sure as shit wasn’t help them. They barely saw her most days, not that she minded. The less time she had to deal with that one, the better off she was.

      They went back to work and Marcy spent most of her time watching those around camp. They didn’t realize how predictable they were. She knew exactly which of them guarded which section of the camp, knew how long they were gone before switching out again and had seen more than one gap in their defenses. A person hellbent on escaping would be gathering food for their journey but she had no idea which way to go to find Sara if she did manage to slip out unnoticed.

      A pain sharp enough to bend her double tore a gasp from her throat, her vision going dim as she grabbed her stomach.

      “Are you all right?”

      Marcy tried to say no but only managed a moan. The pain eased enough she was able to sit up and take a few deep breaths before it hit her again, this time more painful than the last. Her stomach rolled, nausea causing her mouth to start watering, her throat growing tight. She jumped to her feet, her stomach rebelling again, the horrid breakfast she’d eaten crawling its way back up as she ran for the bushes behind the females hut.

      In all the time she’d been on Prison Moon One, she’d never been sick, not even when she was given food that was questionable. Marcy emptied her stomach, then dry heaved violently until every bone in her body ached, the pain in her stomach only growing. She didn’t realize the other females were with her until something cool was placed on her forehead and a cup was held out in front of her. She took it and rinsed her mouth, then moaned as the pain in her stomach hit again.

      “Did you eat something that did not agree with you?”

      Marcy shook her head no, then took a small sip of the water. “I’ve not eaten since this morning.” She’d eaten the same bowl of thick mush every day since she’d arrived there and it had never made her sick. Why today? And why so suddenly?

      She rinsed her mouth again then drank more of the water before crawling to her feet with the help of Sebera. They guided her back to their little circle, easing her down onto one of the low-lying stools. Her stomach still ached, but the nausea had gone away. Not that it mattered, she had nothing else in her to get sick from.

      Tezhila gave her another cup of water and she took a sip, then stared down at the cup. Had the water made her sick?

      A look at the others gave her no sign that they were feeling ill so it couldn’t have been that. She took another deep breath, trying to clear the stink of puke from of her head. Jityria was across the camp, looking her way and again, that crazy smile was on her face. Her pulse leaped. Had she—

      Marcy looked for the other cup but didn’t see it. She glanced back up at Jityria and the evil thing lifted her hand, shaking the extra cup in the air before throwing her head back and laughing.

      The bitch had poisoned her. She’d put something in the cup. “Is there something in the forest that could cause a person to get sick like that?”

      The others all turned as one to see what she was looking at, Celestia making a noise in the back of her throat before sitting down. “Yes, hysleria. A leafy frond found near the pond. When dried, it can be added to liquid to induce purging.” Celestia shook her head. “If Jityria did this to you, I would be more careful how you speak to her.”

      Marcy scoffed. “I’ll be damned. If that heifer wants to play rough, then so be it. I can assure you, I’ll come out the winner.”
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      The warlord watched her for days after telling her to snap out of her funk and the added attention from him did nothing but piss Jityria off more.

      Marcy didn’t accept any more cups of water or bowls of food from her but Jityria still managed to get back at her for the attention Jorrick was showing her by working her from sun up until sundown. And no matter how tired she was, Marcy made sure to let Jityria know where it was she laid her head down at night, pausing at the door of the warlords hut and making sure she made eye contact with the hateful thing. It was petty. She knew it was, but if having Jityria think she was riding the warlord into ecstasy every night was the only way she had to get back at her, then so be it. It wasn’t as if everyone in camp didn’t think it was happening, anyway. And why would they not? The warlord didn’t make any of the other females go to his hut at night—only her, so how would they know Jorrick hadn’t demanded she do anything other than sleep inside it with him? No one besides her knew that she always laid in the floor. Or that he picked her up every night and put her in his bed. She might as well just start crawling under his furs herself. She always woke there. Besides, as odd as it was to sleep with a man who didn’t want to have sex with you, Marcy wasn’t complaining. It was nice sleeping on a semi-soft bed of furs with a muscled hunk wrapped around her. Things could be worse and she thanked every deity known to man that things weren’t.

      As they did every week, they were foraging for berries and nuts and anything else they could find that was edible in the surrounding forest. Someone had taken down another of those large wooly beasts and the aliens would be feasting tonight so Cayen needed more of those blue root things he sometimes cooked.

      Marcy was on her knees, digging into the dirt with a short stick when an alien stepped into her line of sight. He came straight at her and grabbed her arm.

      “Up on your feet.”

      Marcy dropped her stick as he jerked her off the ground. “Geez, where’s the fire?” He started pulling her away from camp, further into the trees. “Where are we going?” He didn’t answer. She didn’t remember seeing him before but there were so many aliens in camp, most off on patrol somewhere, she wasn’t even sure how many there were.

      They reached the ridge and started climbing up the small incline, his hold on her arm tightening. When he looked back over his shoulder, she saw what looked like fear in his eyes and she paused. He jerked on her arm when she did. “Let’s go. Don’t stop.”

      “Where are we going?”

      He licked his lips and looked back over his shoulder. Marcy did too. She saw Celestia running through the trees toward camp moments before a loud, shrill sound filled the forest. The alien holding her arm started to run, dragging her with him.

      She’d seen enough abduction movies to know when someone was about to get caught and this alien’s skin suddenly looked wet and he started oozing an odor that was the most foul thing she’d smelled since being dumped on the planet. He was running scared and, if she had to guess, wasn’t from their camp.

      Marcy knew it for a fact when they reached the top of the hill and saw half a dozen aliens stand up from behind a cluster of bushes they’d been hiding behind, the orange hulking alien from the arena one of them. He grinned at her, his lipless mouth splitting wide across his face. “Told you Kr’Atek would have you.”

      As he had in the arena, he referred to himself in third person and puffed up his chest as if it was supposed to impress her. When he reached for her, Marcy did the only thing she could think of at the moment—she screamed.

      The orange thing grabbed her and slung her over his shoulder, the breath knocked out of her when she started bouncing with every step he took. The surrounding noise grew, loud shouts and angry snarls chasing them as the alien carrying her started to run.

      Marcy braced her hands on his back to try to stop bouncing so much. Despite the thick muscles that made up the majority of his body, his skin was soft to the touch. Marcy dug her nails in deep into his flesh, sinking them in far enough small dribbles of blood were seen. He yelled, jerking to a stop, and slung her from his shoulder. She hit the ground with a grunt.

      Letting go of her hadn’t been his plan. He looked panicked as he reached for her again but Marcy jumped to her feet and ran before he could touch her. She barely made it five steps before one of the others tackled her to the ground. It looked as if those self-defense classes she’d taken were finally going to pay off.

      Marcy bowed her back, bucking the alien up enough to grab his arm, then braced her feet and pushed him over onto his back, bringing her elbow down and jabbing him in the stomach until he let go of her. When she was on her feet, she kicked him in the face and turned to run before he could grab her again but was knocked down by another.

      This one took a little more effort to get away from and she crab-walked backwards when she broke his hold. A stick lay by her hand. She grabbed it as she crawled back to her feet. “Stay away from me.”

      The orange alien laughed. “You won’t be brave when before Allok. He waiting for you.”

      The need to stay calm had been drilled into her head by the self defense instructor and she'd always thought she would be but at the moment, panic felt as if it was crushing her lungs. She couldn't breathe and when he rushed her, she weakly swung her pitiful excuse for a weapon at him, screaming when he jerked it out of her hands, the bark biting into the sensitive skin on her palms.

      The aliens from camp finally topped the hill, and it only took seconds for the entire area to erupt into mass chaos. There were so many aliens, Marcy couldn’t tell who was from which camp.

      Kr’Atek looked over her shoulder and growled, his mouth turned down on both ends. He reached for her again and Marcy clawed at his face before beating at him weakly with her fists.

      The smaller aliens were now turning and running into the trees as the sentries from camp came rushing up the hill. Kr’Atek gave her one last look before turning and following the others.

      One of the aliens that tried to abduct her was a couple of dozen steps away when the warlord stepped out from behind a large cluster of thickly leafed bushes. His blade was already in the air when the alien screeched and came to a stop.

      The warlord’s blade sliced through the alien’s neck as if it were nothing before he leaped and swung at another. Weapons were flying, bodies falling, and Marcy didn’t know which way to go. She backed up against a large tree and slid down its trunk, making herself as small as possible, watching the fight. Her attention was on one alien in particular and she had a hard time looking away from him. The muscles under his skin moved in such a way she wasn’t able to do anything but stare at him. He looked fierce, his long blade swung repeatedly, and he never stopped until there were only a few aliens remaining.

      He wiped his blade on the back of the alien in front of him and slid it into the scabbard at his waist before heading straight for her. He never said a word when he reached her, and she sucked in a quiet breath when he lifted her into his arms in one quick motion and started back to camp.

      Vikram fell into step with him as he started down the hill. “Your orders, warlord?”

      “Drag their bodies to the border and leave them to rot.” Vikram nodded and turned on his heal, but the warlord called out and stopped him. “Don’t forget their heads.” The warlord’s second in command smiled before turning away. His hold on her tightened. “Are you hurt?”

      The awkwardness of him carrying her only lasted a few seconds and she relaxed, then held her hands out in front of her, palms up. “Not really. I’ve just got a few scratches is all.”

      He looked down at her then and met her gaze. “You are not to go beyond sight of one of the sentries when with the other females in the forest. Is that clear?”

      This close up, Marcy could see those sharp teeth that reminded her so much of fangs. She remembered the feel of them in her flesh, remembered seeing her blood staining his lips—lips that were quite nice, now that she thought about it.

      His arms tightened around her. She’d woken so many times locked within his embrace she was used to the feel of them but no one had ever been there to witness it. As they reached camp, everyone seemed to be staring.

      The other females were clustered in a small group by one of the huts, their eyes wide as they looked at her. The warlord set her on her feet but kept his hand on her back until she was steady. He looked at Celestia. “See to her wounds, then go help Cayen with the evening meal.”

      The warlord turned those strangely colored eyes on her as he stepped away and for a brief moment, she would have sworn she saw concern shining in them. It was gone in a blink and she watched him walk away and head back into the trees.

      Her hands were stinging like fire and a glance at them let her know why. Bits of splinters were sticking from her skin, dirt packed into the red welts dug into her flesh. Getting them clean would be painful.

      Celestia touched her arm and tried to get her to follow her. Marcy lifted her head, watching the warlord’s retreating back and was about to turn away when he glanced over his shoulder at her. The look on his face was deadly, and she pitied any of Allok’s men he ran across. As she watched him walk away, one question kept popping into her head—was the warlord furious at the thought of Allok’s men getting so close to camp without being seen or that they’d tried to take her? And why did thinking it may have been the last make things low in her belly pull tight and cause her heart to flutter like a caged bird?
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      How had they come so close to camp without notice? Were some of his men disloyal? Were they secretly working with Allok? He glanced at those around him. If he found out they were, he’d pull their guts out through their lying throats.

      Most of them were in a small cluster. The scent of blood hung heavy in the air and caused bloodlust to cloud his vision. The anger he felt caused his limbs to tremble, and it took opening and closing his fist several times to gain control over it.

      Nothing had gone right for days now and this little attack did nothing to calm his already scattered thoughts. There was still no sign of Aris and as much as he wanted to deny it, he feared him dead. It filled him with rage to think it and he was surprised he was able to hold it all in. He wanted to kill something and this latest attack was all he needed to march straight to Allok’s camp and rip his head off with his bare hands but knew, if the bastard had taken Aris, that was exactly what he wanted.

      The war he’d been trying to wage was nearly upon him but he wanted to be the one calling the shots, not Allok. They’d do this his way. On his terms. He’d not walk into a trap. He’d worked too long and too hard to be so careless.

      The human didn’t help matters any either. Her being injured concerned him more than it should have and her anger at him left him conflicted. He shouldn’t care if she was mad or hurt. She meant nothing to him, but having her ignore him annoyed him like nothing else had in more moons than he could count.

      He should put her in her place. Stop putting her in his bed and stop coddling her. Stop wrapping her in his arms at night and sleeping with his nose buried in her silky hair and stop treating her differently than he did the others.

      He growled deep in his throat, annoyed all over again. He needed to get her out of his head once and for all. Maybe he should just take her and be done with it, fuck her until he was spent and didn’t have the energy to even think about her again and then he could stop thinking about her at all. He could make her sleep with the other females and forget she was even there. He could stretch out on the entirety of his bed and not have to share it. Her scent would eventually leave his furs and he would forget how she felt pressed against his skin.

      Allok tried to take her.

      The stray thought whispered through his head like a phantom and caused an unfamiliar panic within him. Jorrick stopped walking. The scent of blood was thick in the air and he could smell the slightest hint of hers mingled with those that had bled out on the ground. She hadn’t been hurt other than a few nasty scrapes on her hands but it could have been worse. They could have killed her trying to get away. Or Kr’Atek could have dropped her and broke her neck.

      He clenched his jaw and looked back at camp. He could barely see it from here. She’s safe now. The words whispered through his head, followed by the realization that he shouldn’t care. That he’d taken her from the arena for one reason only: to get back at Allok. Him wanting her so desperately meant he had plans for her, and any reason to thwart those was worth the effort. Now that they'd tried to take her twice now, meant he'd been right. She was worth something to Allok so maybe that war he'd wanted wasn't so far off.

      But—now that they’ve tried to take her, he couldn’t see past his own rage that they’d even attempted it.

      Jorrick ran a hand through his hair, pushing it back from his face. What was he doing? Why did she confuse his thoughts so damn much? Did she hold magic like so many claimed? Is that why his thoughts where she was concerned were so muddled? Had she bewitched him? There had to be an explanation for his almost possessive interest in her. She meant nothing to him. She was only a pawn in the war games he wanted to play, but Allok’s men trying to take her from him made him want their heads on a pike. It caused adrenaline to race through his body. His pulse beat so fast now he heard nothing but his own blood rushing through his ears and it felt as if something was trying to claw its way out of his skin. But this is what you wanted! What you’d hoped would happen. Yet….it made him furious they’d dared to try.

      Were his sudden feelings for her because of something she’d done? Had she used magic on him to insure he’d keep her safe? He was beginning to think she had.

      He clenched his fist again, stretching out his fingers before making another fist. He had to stop thinking about her and focus on the task at hand. Allok had sent men to take her and this was what he'd been hoping would happen. He'd wanted Allok to start a war, and now it was close. He just had to bide his time—and not let that little witch get inside his head any more than she already had.

      Joining the others, he followed behind them as they dragged the dead through the trees. He hoped Allok was waiting for them when he reached the edge of his territory or at least more of his men were. He was still on edge and needed to kill something, needed to bathe in their blood and try to get that human out of his head.

      Or maybe you just need to fuck her and be done with it.

      He scowled, unsheathed his sword and hoped like hell someone got in his way.
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      It was near dark when the warlord and his men returned. They were covered in blood and not alone. Marcy jumped to her feet when two women were shoved into the middle of camp, their arms bound in front of them.

      Both women were covered in filth and wearing one of the short dresses the aliens on the ship had given them to wear. She couldn’t see much of them but she could see enough to know they were human.

      Her heart was racing as she stared at the one with black hair. Emma’s hair was black, but it had been long. That didn’t mean it couldn’t have been cut since the last time she’d seen her. She took a step forward but stopped when she saw the warlord walking toward the two women, his gaze intent on their faces.

      Was he going to claim them like he had her? Her heart clenched at the thought, the now healed bite mark on her neck tingling as she watched him cross the camp.

      She wasn’t sure what he was saying to his men, her attention was so focused on his hands as they rested on the humans’ shoulders and the way he was standing so close to them. Where had he found them and what was he going to do with them?

      He turned suddenly, his gaze landing on her for a brief moment before he headed across camp. The females were herded toward the pond and she imagined the warlord watching them bathe as he’d done her. Something tugged at her chest thinking about it and she couldn’t get the thoughts of him standing on the banks of the pond watching them out of her head until the two girls were brought back into camp by Jityria and shown to the females hut and told that’s where they would sleep.

      The relief Marcy felt was so profound, she was dizzy and had to brace her head in the palm of her hand—then puzzled at why she felt so relieved to begin with.

      Because you like him.

      Marcy watched the newcomers as the words whispered through her head. Did she like him? She’d been there for weeks now and although she hated being a possession to someone or made to serve ungrateful aliens, she didn’t hate knowing regardless of what happened, the warlord would keep her safe. He’d come for her when that huge orange alien and his friends had tried to take her, had even carried her all the way back to camp as if he cared and had given her a look afterwards that made her wonder if maybe, he did.

      But now he was bringing new humans into his little harem of women. Marcy looked over at them. Both girls stared around camp, looking at the aliens who were staring back at them. The black-haired girl wasn’t Emma. She’d never seen her before, nor had she ever seen the blonde that was with her. Both women looked like they hadn’t eaten in days.

      “Are you hungry?”

      The blonde looked at her like she’d said the stupidest thing she’d ever heard, her lip curling before she said, “What do you think? We’ve been running scared for days and I’ve yet to see a burger joint out in these woods.”

      Okay. Let’s take the blonde off our potential friend’s list.

      “I’ll take anything you have,” the black-haired girl said. “I’d eat a bug at this point.”

      Marcy reached into one of the baskets they used for foraging. Several of the large blue roots Cayen cooked were sitting in it waiting to be cleaned and cut. She picked out two of the largest ones and motioned to one of the water bladders hanging from a spike on the side of the hut. “Here.” She held her arm out, offering the roots. “These taste nothing like a bacon cheeseburger but it’ll fill the empty spot in your belly. There’s water hanging behind you to wash them with.”

      The black-haired girl took one and mumbled a soft, “Thank you,” before turning to wash it, then took a bite. Her nose scrunching as she chewed. “It’s not great but tastes better than a bug.”

      Marcy motioned to the short stools they sat on. “Have a seat.” She looked at the blonde. “Both of you.”

      The blonde bit into her washed root and gave her a look she was all too familiar with. Her best friends sister back home had the same attitude most of the time. Whenever she was scared or confused, she’d lash out and if Marcy had to guess, she’d say that’s what this girl’s problem was. She was scared shitless and tried to hide it by being a bitch.

      “I’m Marcy.” She introduced them to the others, then motioned across camp toward Jityria. “I’d stay away from that one as much as you can. She has a bad attitude and isn’t scared to show it.”

      The black-haired girl sat down and sighed. “I’m Krista.” She glanced at the blonde. “And that’s Dawn.” She stared at those in camp for a long time before clearing her throat. “So,” she took another bite of the blue turnip root. “How do these aliens decide who gets to mount you first? They draw straws or just fight for you?”

      Dawn took a seat beside Celestia. “And how hard do they hit if you fight back?”

      Tezhila’s cheeks darkened as she looked at Celestia and Sebera. “Don’t fight back.” Her voice was soft, her eyes cast downward. “Don’t ever fight back.”

      Marcy’s attention was drawn to that scar on the side of Tezhila’s neck. Is that how she got it? Had one of the brutes here in camp done it when she didn’t lay down and submit like a good little slave?

      Dawn looked over Marcy’s shoulders and grinned. “I wouldn’t fight that one.”

      For some reason, Marcy knew who Dawn was talking about without even looking. There was only one man—alien—here that would cause the current look on her face and that was the warlord.

      Dawn continued to smile as she stared across camp and something in her eyes made her look arrogant, as if looking at him was enough to claim him.

      Heat rushed from Marcy’s head clean to her toes at the thought. She turned, just to make sure, and saw the warlord talking to Vikram and several other aliens. Dawn was still staring at him when she turned back around and the heat intensified.

      “The big one with golden skin, who is he?”

      Sebera glanced at her before saying, “That is the warlord.”

      “The warlord?” Dawn’s smile widened before she took another bite of her turnip root. “Well, if you’re going to have to earn your keep on your back, you might as well do it on your own terms, right? And that one, I won’t mind being turned into a plaything for.”

      The heat was starting to scald Marcy’s flesh as Dawn continued to stare at the warlord. The urge to tell her to stay away from him was like a living thing crawling up her throat but she bit her tongue to keep from saying anything. She had no claim on him. Hell, other than her sleeping in his bed, you wouldn’t think her status was any more or less than the other females in camp.

      This must be how Jityria felt and for the first time since the warlord brought her to camp, she felt a twinge of pain on her behalf. It sucked watching the guy you liked hitting on someone else. She knew firsthand how it felt as the object of her affection in college hadn’t even known she was alive. Watching him with his girlfriend had made her hate the girl for no other reason than she had what she wanted.

      She sighed and looked for Jityria and found her by the warlord’s hut, carrying in those rocks they kept in a bowl that seemed to burn orange all day long. Jityria did everything she could think of to make the warlord see her but he never did. To him, she was just another female in camp who meant nothing to him and for the first time since meeting her, Marcy felt something other than anger at the way Jityria treated her.

      Dawn continued to ask questions until Marcy’s head started to pound and she silently thanked Jityria when she called them to come serve the aliens their evening meal. The new humans got their first taste of the aliens here in camp and Dawn soon found that her attitude wouldn’t be appreciated or tolerated and nearly came up swinging when she was picked up halfway through the meal and carried toward the huts screaming.

      Marcy looked at the warlord as Dawn’s screams grew but he never moved or gave any indication the behavior was unusual. She stared a hole in the side of his head, her jaw clenched so tight she wondered if her teeth would crack from the strain by the time he finally looked at her.

      He leaned forward, folding his arms over the top of the table. “Is there something you’d like to say to me?”

      She looked in the direction Dawn had been carried, her angry shouts growing in volume before abruptly ending.

      Krista was on the other side of the table, her face so white she wondered if she was moments away from passing out. The girl knew what was in store for her, everyone here did, and no one was going to do a damn thing about it. “Are you going to let him get away with that?”

      “Get away with what?”

      She pointed a finger in the direction Dawn had been carried. “That!”

      The warlord looked back over his shoulder briefly before meeting her gaze again and by the expression on his face, was unfazed by Dawn’s screams. As if hearing them was so natural, it didn’t warrant his attention.

      Was he really going to just sit there while that brute raped her?

      He studied her face in that way he sometimes did and she realized that yes, he was going to just sit there and do nothing. The knowledge made something in her chest rip wide open, anger heating every inch of her flesh until she felt ready to combust. Her ears started ringing, the laughter of the others at the table screaming through her head. She clenched her jaw. It’s not worth it, Marcy. Just let it go.

      Dawn screamed again and Marcy looked toward the huts, visions of what Dawn was probably enduring flashing in her mind on repeat. She shook her head, looked from the warlord to the huts several times before mumbling, “fuck this shit,” and slammed the pitcher in her hands down on the table, ignoring the liquid that splashed out, and turned on her heel, heading for camp. If the warlord killed her, then so be it but she wasn’t going to stand by while these assholes treated them like—things. Dawn might be a mouthy pain in the ass but that didn’t mean she deserved to be held down and taken against her will.

      She was halfway across the clearing when someone grabbed her arm and pulled her to a stop. The warlord’s jaw was clenched tight, his gaze searching her face when she looked up at him. “What do you think to do? Stop him?”

      “Yes, if I have to.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?” she sputtered. “Are you kidding me! Why the hell do you think?”

      He looked across camp in the direction Dawn had been taken. “He found her. She is his to do with as he pleases.”

      And that meant, forcing her to have sex with him, just like it was the warlord’s right. A right he’d yet to take but, she knew it would eventually happen. It was only a matter of time and if that alien truly did find Dawn, then it was his right to bed her as well. Like it or not, despite Jorrick treating her with what amounted to decency on this ass-backwards world, the females here were still chattel.

      The realization hit her so hard she felt aged beyond her years. Prison Moon One wasn’t a vacation destination. Regardless of her not enduring any major hardships since being dropped here, she was stranded on a prison planet. Every alien here was a criminal, dumped here for crimes the universe only knew, and the one perk they had was, if they caught a female, they could keep her. And the one who caught Dawn was doing exactly what every female left here knew would eventually happen. They’d be found, captured, and used against their will and there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it.

      She felt weary all of a sudden. Her shoulders drooped as she stared up at the warlord and it wasn’t until the others started coming back into camp that he released her arm.

      He gave her one last look and headed for the dais and his chair, the small orbs that recorded everything here following him. For once, she didn’t, instead, staring across camp to where she could hear Dawn’s muffled cries, more of the small orbs hovering above the hut before one darted inside. Not only did they have to lay down with aliens against their will, they had to do it while the entire fucking universe watched.

      Marcy shot a look at the warlord, every ounce of hatred for what was happening filling her soul until it felt like a living thing. She hated this place, hated the aliens who abducted her and left her here and for the first time since arriving, she did exactly what she wanted to do and headed straight for the warlord's hut, kicked off her shoes and crawled into bed, her heart aching at the realization that this was her life now. She was a captive who more than likely would have to watch as others were treated like property and forced to have sex for no other reason than an alien ran faster than she did.

      Vorta had only played a few verses of a song with his nidi when she heard someone come inside the hut. She pulled the furs up to her neck and clenched her eyes shut. She wasn’t in the mood to get into another sparring match with Jityria. When no one said anything, she looked over her shoulder. The warlord was sitting next to the table taking off his boots. Marcy turned back over so he wouldn’t see her looking at him. He crawled into the bed a few moments later and she realized it was the first time he’d ever gone to bed when she did.

      She laid in the darkness listening to the music outside for a long time, her thoughts on Krista and Dawn. She couldn’t protect them. Hell, she couldn’t even protect herself, and if those girls had been part of The Chase, then they knew what their futures held and there wasn’t a damn thing anyone could do about it. Her pitching a fit wouldn’t change the outcome so acting out was pointless. She sighed. “Where did they come from?”

      “Why?”

      The bed moved and Marcy rolled to her back. The warlord was on his elbow, looking down at her. His gaze roamed her face before landing on her lips. “We found them on our way back to camp. I don’t know how long they’ve been running but from the looks of them, I’d say a while. Should I have left them to starve? To run until they died? Or found by a group who would take turns using them until there was nothing left of them?” He searched her face for an answer but she didn’t have one to give him.

      The warlord pushed his hair away from his face. “Sleep. We can fight about this tomorrow.” When he laid down, Marcy turned back over, staring at the wall of the hut, her thoughts going in so many directions, she knew she’d never get to sleep. She didn’t know how long she laid there listening to the sounds in camp before the warlord rolled toward her to pull her back into his chest, his arm resting against her waist. Marcy froze, her breath caught in her throat.

      “Calm yourself. It’s been a long day, e’mahn neok.”

      She relaxed against him and for once, just enjoyed the feel of him next to her. For all the weeks she’d been here and slept in his bed, he’d yet to do anything other than hold her. To say it was strange behavior was an understatement, especially when she knew female companionship was what all these aliens wanted yet—the warlord had never even attempted to take her by force. Truth be known, he’d treated her with more respect than she’d thought he was capable of giving.

      He lifted his hand and laid it over her own. His thumb brushed the side of it, his breath warming her neck and as angry as she was about the treatment of Dawn, she was grateful her own fate wasn't the same. She belonged to the warlord, and he had every right to demand the same from her. She'd thought him insisting she sleep in his bed meant he'd be taking the same privilege Dawn's captor was but after all this time, Jorrick had done nothing more than hold her close and even though he’d held her like this more times than she could count, tonight it felt—intimate. As if she wasn’t a captive, and he wasn’t a man who owned her, but rather he was someone who just wanted her for no other reason than she was who he’d chosen. That him holding her like this was for her comfort, to help ease her troubled mind.

      If so, it was working.

      Her thoughts where he was concerned had been slowly changing day by day and the jealousy she’d felt earlier at Dawn saying she wanted him made her realize that maybe she wanted him too. That despite the fact she was his property, being owned by him wasn’t so bad.

      His thumb brushed her hand again. Marcy stared at their hands. There was a strange symbol or number tattooed next to his thumb. She wondered while staring at it if maybe the reason he kept her here was because he liked her, too. That maybe in his attempt to keep her close, his feelings for her were changing like hers had. That he held her like a lover would because he wanted her, but wasn't going to force her into anything she didn't indicate she also wanted.

      What would he do if she initiated contact that wasn't the norm for them? If she turned her hand over so their palms touched, would he pull away?

      Long minutes ticked by before she got up the nerve to see. She turned her hand so the back of it rested against the furs, their palms laying flush. Without hesitation, his fingers slid loosely between her own. Marcy’s stomach fluttered when his grip tightened and he buried his nose into her hair and he hugged her to him.

      As much as she hated to admit it, it felt damn good to be held by him. There were very few men who could dwarf a woman who was over six foot tall, but he did. And it made her feel—girly, something she’d never really thought of herself as. With nicknames like giraffe and Marcy long legs, feeling like anything other than a freak was rare but here among these aliens, where the average height was well over six and a half foot, she felt positively miniscule. And that made her want to forget about her circumstances and just—live.

      There was no going home. There was only—this. This was her life now, and like it or not, she was nothing more than a possession but fate had given her an advantage. It had landed her in the bed of the warlord and maybe that was enough to make sure she, and the others, were treated right. That they weren't forced to lay down for the men in this camp against their will and come morning, she'd see that from now on, these aliens had permission before grabbing someone and hauling them off.
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      She’d been confined to camp. The warlord told her the day Kr’Atek tried to take her that she wasn’t to be in the forest without a guard, but he’d changed his mind the moment she grabbed a basket and started walking toward the trees with the other women. She was no longer allowed outside camp for any reason, with or without a guard.

      Foraging hadn’t been the most fun job but at least it gave her something to do besides clean up after the brutes who lived here and when the other females were taken into the forest without her, she was made to see to the needs of everyone else as if it was her job alone and after a solid week of being treated like an indentured servant, if one more of them demanded she do anything for them, she was going to lose her shit.

      The basket of freshly washed clothing was finally empty. She hung the last piece she’d been forced to wash on the make-shift clothesline strung between huts. At least this was a task that benefited her as well as she’d finally been able to wash her own clothing after finding another of the warlord’s shirts in his hut. It was as big as the one she’d ruined cleaning the fire pit but rolling up the sleeves helped.

      She raised an arm, swiping at her sweaty forehead with the back of one hand, pushing a stray curl from her eyes. The warlord was standing with a group of aliens near the tree line. She wasn’t sure what the pow-wow was about but it was obvious he was paying little attention to it as he’d spent the last ten minutes looking at her. His feet were spread wide, his arms crossed over that massive naked chest, those crisscrossing leather straps of his bandolier missing today. He wore no shirt as usual and she gave him an appreciative glance from head to toe. If he could stare, then she could too.

      Ever since the night Krista and Dawn had been brought to camp, and he’d come to bed early when she’d stomped off mad, he’d followed her when she stood from the dais and turned in. And every night he pulled her close, his breath hot against the side of her neck, his arms like steel bands around her body but, he’d yet to touch her. Despite the hand holding and damn near snuggling with the guy, he made no attempt to touch her in any sexual way. The others had told her he never slept with the females in camp and they weren’t lying and truth be know, it was driving her crazy.

      She knew he wanted her. She’d felt the evidence of it pressing against her backside too many times to count and it was hard having that much man pressed up against you and not think about sex, and boy did she think about it a lot as of late. Every time she looked at him she thought about it but he’d yet to do anything but hold her close and sleep.

      The corner of his mouth tilted up on one end and if she didn’t know any better, she’d say he was almost smiling at her but dismissed the notion. She'd never seen him smile. She wasn't even sure he knew how.

      He appeared bigger than life to her and she knew without a doubt he was the biggest, baddest motherfucker on Prison Moon One. She’d yet to meet any other warlord, but she believed her warlord was everything her girlish heart said he was. Strong, fierce, and too damn sexy for words. She also hoped that look he was giving her meant he wanted her because damn her soul it made her pulse race. It pulsed in places it shouldn’t and she wondered, if on those nights she woke draped across him, would he push her away if she crawled on top of him and fell on his dick? Or would he push her off and tell her no? Or maybe flip her to her belly, jerk her ass into the air and fuck her into a screaming, sobbing mess.

      Visions of him doing just that filled her mind’s eye and her heart was racing by the time he stomped away from the others—and headed straight to Jityria. Marcy rolled her eyes and turned her back to them, snatching her empty basket off the ground. Could a girl not even fantasize about things she shouldn’t be thinking about without having her show up and ruin it?

      Her reprieve was short lived as Jityria approached her a few minutes later, her arms full. Looked as if laundry day wasn’t over after all.

      Jityria threw the bundle at her. “You are to take this to the warlord.” The words were said through clenched teeth, the look on her face murderous. “He went to bathe.”

      That last sentence was said with so much contempt, it was a wonder she didn’t feel bitch slapped with the force of it. Jityria mumbled something under her breath, gave her a look scornful enough it should have killed her where she stood, then turned on her heel and stomped away.

      Marcy looked down at the things Jityria had thrown at her. She recognized one of the drying clothes and the darker material was a pair of the warlord’s pants. A large chunk of—something—lay by her feet. It was a crude-shaped ball and was green. She smelled it and recognized the scent. It clung to the warlord’s skin and the furs on his bed. She rubbed her thumb across it. The texture was rough but her finger slid across it easily. If she had to guess, she’d say it was soap of some kind. And she was supposed to take it to the warlord.

      Ah … now she knew why Jityria was so pissed. The warlord was naked and wet and for some reason, Jityria wasn’t going to be the one to assist him. She was.

      The thought should have pleased her for no other reason than it pissed Jityria off but all she could think about was—the warlord was naked and wet, and she was supposed to take his clothes to him.

      Marcy bundled the drying cloths and pants up and headed to the path that led to the pond, ignoring Jityria and the anger etched into every line on her face as she went. Anticipation and nervousness made her limbs tremble so badly she had to stop halfway there and take a few deep breaths.

      “Get a grip. It’s not like you were told to bathe him. You just have to take him clean clothes and scamper off.”

      After another deep breath, she continued up the path, stopping once she was close enough to the pond to see that the warlord wasn’t there. She looked toward the cave.

      The first and only time she’d been inside, she’d seen more of the warlord than she’d expected. Knowing she was about to see it again caused that traitorous pulse between her legs to start to pound.

      Marcy headed across the sandy beach around the pond, taking her time about it. As before, the sound of water echoed off the walls as she stepped into the narrow cave passageway, the flickering light from the sun hitting the crystals inside the cavern dancing in erratic patterns on the walls.

      She rounded the bend, her gaze darting to the waterfall. The warlord was standing beneath it, the water running down the length of his back.

      His ass was a sight to behold. If she’d had a quarter, she could have probably bounced one off those tight glutes. She laid the drying cloth and his pants on one of the big boulders by the water and cleared her throat. “Here are your things.”

      He turned and even though the water raining down on him obstructed some of her view, she could still see him well enough to know she hadn’t imagined the size of his cock. Even soft it hung down further than most.

      His voice seemed to echo in the cavern when he said, “Bring me the cleansing bar.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. Marcy stared at him for a long moment before turning to the things she’d laid down and picked up what she assumed was soap. When she looked back up, he stretched out his arm as if to take it from her and her heart started to race. She sucked in a deep breath, kicked off the leathers on her feet, and started for the water.

      It wasn’t deep, only reaching her calves as she walked toward him, and it took every ounce of willpower she had to keep her eyes locked on his face. It felt as if she was trudging through quicksand and she was less than a foot away when she lost all composure and glanced down.

      This close up, he was much bigger.

      She brought her eyes up but couldn’t bring herself to look higher than his chest. When she was within touching distance, she held out the soap and stood there so long without him reaching for it, that she finally raised her head.

      Something in his eyes made her breath catch. No one had ever looked at her so intensely. His gaze lingered on her mouth again, then lowered to her breasts before dropping down further.

      “You’re wearing my shirt.”

      She nodded. “It’s laundry day. I didn’t feel like walking around naked while I washed my clothes.”

      His eyes flared a brighter shade of amber for a moment, his gaze running the length of her again before he said, “Wash my back,” and turned around.

      Marcy stood there so long looking her fill of his wide shoulders and that tight ass that he looked back over his shoulder.

      “That was not a request.”

      “Right.” She inhaled a deep breath and let it out, then stepped closer.

      The spray from the waterfall left a fine mist in the air, the cool water coating her face as she held the soap bar out to wet it. The warlord never moved when she laid her hand to his back, or when she moved his long hair out of the way. The soap bar didn’t cause the same abundance of bubbles the soap on earth did but it did leave enough on the skin to tell it was actually doing something.

      Marcy took her time and washed every inch of his back, running both hands over him and wasn’t sure whose benefit this was for. His, because he told her to wash him, or hers, because she was getting to touch all that golden skin she couldn’t seem to stop staring at.

      Her hands roamed lower, to that small dip at the base of his spine and she wondered what he’d do if she kept going. He turned before she could contemplate it more and the look in his eyes made her heart give one mighty thump in her chest.

      He reached for her hand, placing it on his chest, a silent command to continue. Marcy ran the soap bar over his flesh, coating his arms and shoulders before laying it to those toned pecs, his nipples tightening when she touched them. God, if he wasn’t beautiful. She’d never seen another man so—manly. He was ripped and toned. Not an ounce of fat anywhere to be seen and the strength she knew he possessed was intoxicating.

      His chest expanded more rapidly as his breathing increased and she worked her way lower, his stomach muscles twitching as she ran her fingers over them and her pulse began to race when she noticed he was no longer soft, that big cock of his now raising to point directly at her.

      Marcy swallowed to moisten her suddenly dry throat and looked up at him, her hand inching further down, her fingertips brushing the coarse hair underneath his belly button before working their way further down. She was within inches of exploring the hardened length of him when he snatched her hand away, holding it up in the air.

      They stood there staring at each other for long moments before he took a step closer. He placed her hand on his shoulder and reached for the bottom of the shirt she was wearing, dragging it up the length of her legs. The material slid over her hips, his fingers leaving a hot trail on her ribcage. His eyes were locked on hers as he pulled the shirt up, pausing just beneath her breasts. Was he trying to read her reaction?

      Her pulse was beating a frantic dance underneath her skin, her breath caught in her throat as anticipation at what he was doing caused her stomach to clench. She licked her lips, his gaze drawn to them for a brief moment before locking eyes with her again. He must have seen whatever it was he’d been looking for because he raised the shirt higher, his knuckles rasping against her nipples. Tingles shot straight to her core, her womb clenching tight as she felt the head of his cock brush up against her inner thigh.

      He pulled the shirt over her head in one quick motion and dropped it, the force of the waterfall pushing it under the water to lay at their feet. Her chest heaved as he stared down at her. She lowered her arm, all pretense of washing forgotten when he lifted his hands to cup both breasts, kneading them, his thumbs flicking over her nipples repeatedly until they ached, each small pinch he gave them sending sparks shooting straight to her core and by the time he dropped one hand, his fingers tickling a path down her stomach to dive into the curls between her legs, she was trembling.

      Her eyes closed the moment he touched her, his fingers brushing against her clit while his other hand continued squeezing her breast, his thumb flicking back and forth over her nipple. “Open your eyes, e’mahn neok.”

      Marcy dragged her eyelids up and swallowed, gulping in a breath as the hand between her leg delved deeper, one long finger sliding between her slick folds before he pushed it up inside her. She sucked in a harsh breath and reached out when her knees went weak, grabbing hold of his arms and moaned, her eyes closing again as he pulled his hand away and inserted two fingers inside of her.

      The warlord let go of her breast to cup his hand on the side of her neck, raising her head so she’d look at him. The color of his eyes changed, the amber darkening to golden-brown as he lowered his head, clamping his mouth over her lips. Marcy’s surprised gasp was followed by a moan as his tongue slid into her mouth, his rough exploration causing those small tingles to burn like fire in seconds and she did the only thing she could. She kissed him back.

      All the dirty thoughts she’d had about him were poured into that kiss—every pulsing throb she’d experienced when thinking of him and every long night spent wrapped in his arms hoping he do more than just lay there—shown in every swipe of her tongue. She wrapped her arm around his neck, their chests flush, and her heart felt ready to burst as his fingers continued to play between her legs, digging deeper as he pumped them in and out of her.

      Marcy broke the kiss, gasping for air. Her arms were still locked around his neck, their breaths mingling. His eyes were locked on her own and a tiny hint of a smile tugged at his lips when his thumb pressed against her clit. She moaned and shifted her hips back and forth, riding his hand as the head of his cock pressed against her leg.

      The intense look in his eyes as he stared down at her and the wicked things his fingers were doing made her light headed and it took an embarrassingly short amount of time for her womb to clench, her nipples aching as he hit a spot inside her that caused her to momentarily lose her mind and scream so loud, her shouts filled the cavern and bounced off the walls.

      Her last boyfriend had tried endlessly to find her G-Spot but never did. The warlord had without much effort, and she jerked against his hand as he fucked her with those long golden fingers.

      His hand on the side of her neck tightened as every muscle in her body clenched, a pinprick of intense sensation starting at the point his fingers were and expanding out in a rush of jolts zinging through her limbs. She dug her nails into his shoulder as she continued to come so violently, the entire world went silent for long moments. The warlord pulled his fingers from her, the hand on her neck lowering to wrap around her waist and he lifted her as if she was weightless, then drove his cock into her with one forceful push. He turned and walked through the waterfall. She blinked water from her eyes when her back hit something slick, cold, and solid. It was another boulder, hidden behind the waterfall. The warlord pressed his hips toward her, pressing her against the rock and she gasped, the length of him filling her so completely, she forgot to breathe.

      The warlord lifted her slightly, then dropped her back down on his cock, jolts of pleasure shooting through ever nerve endings before he withdrew and plunged back in. He lowered his arms, hooking her legs over them and planted his palms flat on the rock. She was spread wide open, his hips fitting between her legs as if she had been made for him.

      He fucked her like it was his job, hard forceful thrusts and she was panting long before her legs started to quiver, her eyes rolling back as she laid her head against the rock. The warlord lowered his head, his lips playing against the side of her neck before those sharp ass teeth of his once again pierced her skin. She climaxed immediately, the pain from the bite being chased away as he pumped his hips into her, his hold tightening before he withdrew, threw his head back, a guttural sound crawling its way out of his throat as he came, her pussy clenching around his cock until she felt spent and weak-legged.

      Her throat ached by the time she stopped screaming. Long minutes ticked by as she tried to calm down enough she could open her eyes. The satisfaction on his face took her breath. He was watching her, those golden eyes bright in the crystal-walled cavern.

      He didn’t move until their breathing had returned to normal. He lifted her and pulled out, then set her feet on the ground before pulling her underneath the waterfall with him. The cold water pulled another gasp from her throat. It was much colder than the pond.

      The warlord took the soap bar still in her hand and washed every inch of her body, his hands lingering over her breasts and still hard nipples, then washed her hair. It felt damn good to be pampered, even if it was by a man who thought of her as one of his possessions. At the moment, she didn’t give a damn what she was other than his.

      She sucked in a breath when he ran the soap bar over the new bite mark. It was already sore. His fingers lingered over it, his jaw tightening the longer he looked at it. That’s twice now he’d bitten her. His lips were still stained red. She knew from the things he ate he enjoyed the taste of blood and wondered how tasting hers differed from his evening meal. She also wondered how all this would affect their relationship and got her answer when he suddenly stepped away and turned his back to her.

      “Leave me.”

      Marcy stared at him. For a man who’d just had an intense orgasm—if the look on his face had been any indication—the sound of his voice was harsh, as if he were pissed off.

      “Did I do something wrong?”

      “You are now by disobeying me.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Now, leave me.”

      Her heart gave a tight clench at his dismissal, as if what just happened didn’t even matter to him. Worst part was—it probably didn’t.

      When he turned away, Marcy reached into the pool of water at her feet and fished out the shirt she’d been wearing and started back to the cave entrance. When her feet were on dry ground, she wrung the shirt out and slipped it back on. It hung past her knees now, the wet material pulling with the weight of the water in it.

      She slipped her shoes on and glanced back at the warlord. He still had his back to her. What the hell had just happened? Why did he fuck her and then get mad about it? It wasn’t like she fell on his dick on purpose. He was the one who lifted her and made it possible. “Men,” she mumbled under her breath. “So fucking sensitive.”

      Marcy headed out of the cave, scowling at Jorrick when she looked back over her shoulder at him. The sun was lowering when she started for the trail and she hoped no one saw her when she got back to camp. She was no stranger to the walk of shame, but it was usually just her girlfriends that were witness to it—not an entire camp of aliens who would have no doubt she’d been under that waterfall with the warlord, her wet hair and clothes all the proof they needed. Not that it really mattered. They probably all thought she was being fucked by him nightly, anyway.

      No one looked her way when she stepped out from underneath the trees and headed toward the warlord’s hut, which she was thankful for. If she could get there without being noticed, then Jityria wouldn’t know what happened, because despite the fact the two of them had played a game of one-upping the other, this was one instance Marcy knew Jityria would probably kill her for. She didn’t know if Jityria was in love with the warlord or not but it didn’t matter. She’d staked claim on him and expected the females in camp to recognize it, which they all have. The only person who didn’t seem to care was the warlord himself.

      Marcy stepped into the hut and pulled off the wet shirt, searching on top of one of the tables against the wall for another. Her mind was racing as she looked through the warlord’s clothing, the past half hour playing in her head on repeat. Things were about to get really awkward. She had to go out there and pretend nothing happened underneath that waterfall, pretend that he hadn’t had his hand between her legs, that she hadn’t ridden his fingers into the most satisfying orgasm in her entire life, then rode his cock into another. How was she supposed to look at him and not instantly think of that arrogant look on his face when she screamed and came all over his dick?

      She finally found another shirt and slipped it on over her head, the entire bathing scene running through her mind again, his anger the most confusing. Why had he been angry? Had she done something wrong? No. The noise he’d made, the tightness of his arms as he hugged her to him and the pulsing length of his cock inside her said she hadn’t. He’d come hard—but something had pissed him off.

      As she stepped out of the hut, she looked up the path for him. He wasn’t there, and she debated on heading back up the trail to ask him what she’d done wrong but thought better of it. He was mad about something and if he acted like a total dick to her now, she wasn’t sure what she’d do. Something stupid, if she had to guess, like throw the first thing she got her hands on at him or ask him to do it again. Either way, one thing was certain. The warlord had just changed the dynamic between them and things were about to get real interesting.
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      Jorrick watched Grynn and Kyre spar, both of them dancing around the fire pit as they tried to avoid getting hit while he unsuccessfully tried to ignore Mar-see, who sat near his feet.

      His body still ached with desire for her. Slaking that hunger should have put an end to the wanting, but it hadn’t. If anything, it’d made it worse—and that pissed him off more than anything had in ages. He didn’t want to want her. He didn’t want to feel anything where she was concerned and he’d thought if he just had her, he could put her out of his mind, but he could still taste her kiss. Still feel her arms around him, feel her legs around his waist as her cunt clenched down on his cock and he wanted to throw her on the ground and fuck her all over again. The fact nothing he’d done forced that desire away angered him more than anything else.

      Leaning to one side, he watched her talking quietly with the humans they’d found, his thoughts still on what happened at the waterfall. He should have never touched her. Should have never enjoyed hearing her screams echo off the walls inside the cavern. And he shouldn’t be wanting to hear them again. But he did. His body pulsed with the need to hear it, to feel her hands on him, to feel her slick heat pulsing around his cock.

      He wasn’t sure what even possessed him to have her come to him at the waterfall. Well, that’s not entirely true. He’d been watching her do nothing more than hang garments on a line and every time she moved, the long length of her thigh was exposed. When she bent to pick up another wet piece of cloth, the shirt she wore—his shirt—gaped open and he could see her full breasts. When she’d stood and looked toward him, something in the way she was staring at him made him think he wasn’t the only one thinking things they shouldn’t be … that maybe she wanted him as much as he wanted her, so he set out to test the theory.

      Watching her walk into the water toward him had made him ache. He knew she was trying to avoid looking at his cock and it made him harder knowing she was. Having her wash him was to see if she’d do only that but she hadn’t stood there woodenly and washed him, she’d lingered, her hands sliding over his flesh and leaving a burning path in their wake. He’d felt more alive in that moment than he had since Zasra had nearly destroyed him.

      When he’d turned to face her, he’d heard her heart rate increase as she looked down at him. He’d smelled the sweet scent of her cunt a moment later and all rational thought had left him. He’d wanted to touch her, to feel her skin against his own and slid his fingers between her legs like he’d wanted to do for multiple moon falls.

      He could still feel the heat of her scorching him if he thought about it hard enough, the scent of her still in his head, and damn his soul he wanted her again. Wanted her underneath him, her breath panted out as he filled her.

      He wanted her. He wasn’t able to deny it any longer. If she betrayed him like Zasra did, then he’d kill her and be done with it but—he was done denying himself something that he had every right to take. He’d drive himself insane with the wanting if he didn’t. From this moment on, he was going to take what he wanted and damn the consequences. He was the warlord! He still wanted her and it was his right to have her and from now on, he would.
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      He hadn’t stopped looking at her since he came back from the waterfall and it was—awkward. At the evening meal she’d avoided eye contact with him in fear of what she’d see. If he acted as if what had happened meant nothing, it would have been soul crushing, but if she saw that same look in his eyes that had been there at the waterfall, then she’d be completely lost, once again sucked in by a hot guy who probably didn’t like her as much as she thought he did. It was a curse. She always picked Mr. Wrong and if anyone fit that description, it was the warlord. So what if he kissed her like she was the only woman on the whole damn planet and he’d die without her tongue in his mouth? History always repeated itself and she didn’t think, just because she was who knew how many galaxies away from Earth, that it wouldn’t happen again. That the men here would be any different. If she had to guess, she’d say they were the same regardless of where you were in the solar system. They were men. They thought with their dicks and she’d have to be proven wrong to believe any different. The warlord was going to hurt her. Maybe not physically but her heart was destined for heartbreak and she knew it was just a matter of time before hers shattered.

      The drink the aliens drank that had burned her gut and intoxicated her worse than anything else ever had was overflowing in everyone’s cup again tonight. Vorta was playing his nidi as usual and one of the other aliens had pulled one of the small stools they used to sit on between his legs and was beating on the seat like a drum.

      Krista said something to her that she couldn’t hear. She leaned forward, but the girl had just smiled and shook her head as if it didn’t matter.

      Jityria stepped up on the dais and handed the warlord his cup. He took it with a nod and much to Marcy’s surprise, Jityria didn’t leave. She sat on the arm of the warlord’s chair as if she’d been asked to do so and nursed her own cup of alien juice, as Sara had called it.

      The merriment grew and more drinks flowed. Marcy had actually started to enjoy herself for the first time since arriving in camp until she turned to see Jityria leaned over whispering in the warlord’s ear. She didn’t think much of it at first as the music and laughter were loud, but when the warlord laughed and Jityria smiled and looked her way, something in her chest clenched tight.

      What had she said to him? In the entire time she’d been there, she’d never seen the warlord smile, nor heard him laugh. Him doing both while that evil harpy sat beside him let that ole green-eyed monster jealousy, rear his ugly head.

      “She’s just trying to get a rise out of you.”

      Marcy glanced at Krista briefly before turning her attention back to the aliens who were sparing. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She laughed. “Right.” Krista slid closer to her. “She goes out of her way to annoy you.”

      “That obvious, huh?”

      “Yep. About as obvious as it is that she’s in love with the warlord and he only has eyes for you.”

      Marcy snorted a laugh. “I don’t think I’d go that far.”

      “I would. You might not notice how he looks at you but everyone else has.”

      “And how does he look at me?”

      “Like he wants to throw you to the nearest flat surface and doesn’t give a damn who sees him do it.”

      Jityria laughed and Marcy refused to be baited. She kept her eyes straight ahead of her, even though she was dying to look back over her shoulder to see what they were doing.

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “About what?”

      “About her trying to get under your skin because we both know that's what she’s doing.”

      She sighed. “Nothing. It would be pointless, anyway.”

      “No, it wouldn’t. It would piss her off.”

      Marcy smiled. “There is that.”

      Krista was tapping her foot to the beat of the music and Marcy looked over to where Vorta was sitting. Another alien had joined his little band and the beat, along with the high pitch of the nidi almost sounded like the Hindi music she’d used in her belly dancing classes.

      Jityria laughed again and Marcy smiled as an idea came to her. If Jityria wanted to play a game of who can keep the warlord’s attention longer, then the hateful heifer was about to lose spectacularly. “You’re right.”

      “About what?”

      “About pissing her off.” She grinned. “Let’s see how long she’s laughing when she gets a little competition.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ll see. Just keep watching.”

      Marcy stood and headed toward Vorta. She could only imagine the look on the warlord’s face. No one got up from the dais without his permission and that was usually only when he ordered them to bed.

      Vorta never stopped playing when she stopped beside him, but the one drumming did. She told him what she wanted, the beat she wanted him to keep, and he’d given her a quizzical look before she stood back up and turned around.

      Out of the light of the fire pit, Marcy headed toward the make-shift clothesline and gathered her now dry clothing, which was still nothing more than long strips of fabric, and headed to the females hut to change out of the warlord’s shirt.

      The skirt was pushed down her hips further than she normally wore it and she adjusted her top to show more cleavage—and ensure her breasts wouldn’t fall out as she moved—and walked back into the light and stopped near the fire pit.

      She faced the dais. The warlord’s attention was on her, his head cocked slightly to one side and as she’d guessed, Jityria looked murderous.

      With a glance back at Vorta’s little band, she nodded her head. The one she’d spoken to hit the make-shit drum twice and Marcy turned her attention back to the warlord and lifted her hands above her head. She waited three beats, then moved her hips left, then right, and started to dance.

      The slit in her skirt fell in such a way her leg was exposed when she bent her knee and she made sure to favor that leg just to make sure the majority of it was showing at all times. The warlord was looking right at her and when she rounded her hips, swinging them in fast succession, he sat up in his seat and leaved forward. Jityria scowled and Marcy’s smile widened.

      Within minutes, all the noise in camp came to a halt. The laughter and raised voices vanished, the sparring matches stopped, and every alien she looked at was staring at her. Not only did she have the warlord’s attention, she had the attention of every single person there.

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d danced so enthusiastically, or felt so empowered by doing it, because at the moment, the warlord looked positively enthralled—and Jityria looked ready to kill.
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      Jorrick had never seen his men go so still. Everyone was turned toward Mar-see, and there wasn’t a sound to be heard other than the nidi and the drumming beat that Wyvind was making on one of the stools.

      Mar-see had changed back into her own clothes, the piece around her hips pushed so low, his gaze kept darting there, knowing what lay just inches below the top of that fabric.

      Her body moved in ways that drew his attention to every rounded curve she possessed and the firelight reflecting off the bare expanse of her belly cast shadows against her skin that were as mesmerizing to watch as she herself was. Had Allok been right about her? Did Mar-see possess magic? If the expression on the faces of those around camp were any way to judge, then yes, she did. His men were bewitched, her every move watched as if there was nothing else in the entire galaxy they’d rather be looking at.

      And he hated that so many were witness to how provocative she was and wished she would have saved this dance for the privacy of his hut.

      He looked at those sitting and standing around the central fire pit. Desire was clear on several of their faces and as much as he hated seeing it there, he couldn’t blame them. His little red one was a seductress.

      His cock throbbed as he watched her, that flame colored hair spilling down her back in long spirals. He wanted to feel the texture of it against his fingers again, to bury his face against the softness of it.

      Her full breasts were all but falling out of the crisscrossing bands of material covering them and he knew, hidden behind that material, her nipples were rosy pink and he wanted nothing more than to taste them again, to feel them harden against his tongue. She was—perfection, his e’mahn neok, and suddenly, their tryst at the waterfall wasn’t enough. He wanted more. He wanted her beneath him, her limbs locked around his body.

      He lifted his cup and held it out to Jityria, saying, “Refill this,” without taking his eyes off Mar-see. Her focus was solely on him until Jityria walked away, her head turning to watch her leave and when she turned back to him, she was smiling. Was Jityria the reason she’d danced for him? Because she’d been sitting beside him?

      It had been so long since he’d seen female jealousy but there was no denying what he saw on her face. They were both vying for his attention. It would explain Jityria’s need to always be at his side and the looks she gave Mar-see—and the looks Mar-see returned—when they didn’t know he was looking.

      A subtle warmth heated his chest at the realization these two were more or less fighting over him and had been doing so quietly. Had Zasra been here, she would have shouted it to the world what her intentions were. These two doing it silently told him that maybe he’d underestimated most females. That maybe they weren’t all like Zasra had been.

      Mar-see finished her dance much to his disappointment. She walked back to the dais and sat down at his feet where she’d been, the human she sat down beside giving her a wide smile. All that red hair was gathered in her hands, twisted into a rope, and pulled over one shoulder before Mar-see looked back at him. When she smiled, his body jolted. She’d finally given him that smile he’d wanted directed at him.

      The sparring matches resumed, the laughter and raised voices once again filling the camp when Jityria returned with his drink. He drank it all, watching the back of Mar-see’s head while she and the human she sat beside talked and laughed.

      Everything he was going to do to his little human once he had her naked underneath his furs ran through his mind as he sat there. He ordered them to bed not long after, watching Mar-see as she stood. She gave him a sly smile, and he was more than ready to follow her and perform every depraved act his mind conjured. He waited until he knew she’d had enough time to prepare for bed, then stood, the world spinning as he did.

      The last batch of swoquix Cayen made must have been stronger than it usually was. He felt groggy and staggered as he stepped off the dais and made his way to his hut. Mar-see was already in bed when he came through the doorway and let the leather flap drop behind him. Kicking his boots off wasn’t as easy as it should have been and when he staggered and had to hold on to the table while unfastening his pants, he stopped and looked around the room. It was spinning.

      Jorrick raised a hand to his head and closed his eyes, the sensation of moving worsened when he did. Why the hell was he so disoriented? He forced his eyes open and saw a pile of cloth on the floor. It took a few moments to realize it was the clothing Mar-see had been wearing.  She was naked underneath those furs on his bed. His heart thumped in his chest at the realization. She never sleeps naked. Her doing so tonight could only mean one thing.

      She wanted him, too.

      Jorrick pushed off the table and headed for the bed. She’d have to help him get his pants off. Her undressing him held an appeal he hadn’t given much thought to in the past. Now he did. He was halfway across the room when it tilted again. He stopped, his focus on Mar-see when he realized his cock wasn’t as hard as it should have been. He reached down, cupping himself and frowned. He wanted her, had been painfully aroused half the evening just thinking about her and now—he wasn’t.

      It couldn’t be the swoquix making him so foggy headed. Even inebriated, he’d been able to bed Zasra with no problem plus, he hadn’t drunk enough of it tonight to make him this dazed.

      The room spun again, his vision blurring before going dark around the edges. His legs slowly gave out and when he sank to his knees, he realized someone had drugged him—someone who would pay for it with their life when he found them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Marcy’s heart was in her throat waiting for the warlord to come to bed. She knew he’d follow her and anticipated him crawling into bed by removing her clothes. She’d never slept naked under the furs and it was an odd sensation but she hadn’t wanted to waste time trying to untie the knot at the back of her neck, or removing her skirt so, she’d opted for removing them all together. The warlord wasn’t making much noise, and she wondered what he was doing but couldn’t bring herself to look. His silence probably meant he was undressing.

      The way he’d watched her dance left little room for doubt that he wanted her and she hoped her clothes on the floor would be enough to tell him that she was in agreement. A loud thump behind her brought her head up, and she finally looked behind her, then gasped. The warlord was face down on the floor, inches from the bed. “What the hell?”

      She scooted to the edge of the mattress and turned enough to see his face. He was breathing, the little wheezing sound loud in the stillness of the room.

      Marcy leaned back and propped her body up on her elbow. He had drunk a lot and if it was the same alien juice that had laid her out on her ass, then she knew why he was on the floor. He’d passed out which meant, she wasn’t having sex tonight.

      She sighed and crawled out of bed, rummaging through the clean clothes she’d laid on the table against the wall for one of his shirts, slipping it on when she found it and turned back to face him.

      Sleeping on the ground wouldn’t be comfortable but there was no way she could lift him. Grabbing one of the furs from the bed, she threw it over him and climbed back under those that remained and watched him sleep, her mind playing back over everything that had happened that evening. She smiled. She may not be getting screwed into a screaming mess but she couldn’t be completely unhappy. Jityria had gone to bed pissed off again and the look on her face during her dance was enough to bring her happy dreams for a solid week. Besides, there was always tomorrow. She may not be under these furs with a very naked warlord but she had no doubt come tomorrow night, she would be.
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      Marcy yawned, her jaw popping as she did. Noise around camp told her nearly everyone was up and about already. She had no idea what time it was. Light surrounded the leather door flap and was bright enough to tell her she’d slept longer than she should have. It was a wonder Jityria hadn’t been in to yank her from the bed by her hair.

      Thinking of the hateful heifer brought back memories of the night before, of dancing for the warlord and climbing into bed naked in anticipation of more sexy times like she’d had in the waterfall cave. It never happened, though.

      Rolling to the edge of the bed, she looked in the floor. The warlord was gone. Maybe she’d misread him the night before. Maybe what happened in the cave was more about him getting off than it was about him wanting to be with her.

      She flopped back onto the bed, staring at the ceiling as the night before began playing through her mind again. Now that the burning need to get back at Jityria was gone, she cringed at her behavior. Jealousy certainly didn’t become her.

      What possessed her to put on the little display in front of the entire camp, she’d never know. Getting back at Jityria was one thing but to dance so provocatively for the warlord in front of everyone in camp was just—desperate. And she hated feeling desperate but their little tryst under the waterfall had been fresh on her mind when the idea of dancing for him popped into her head and she’d wanted to piss Jityria off so if anyone asked, she'd plea temporary insanity induced by jealousy.

      She smiled. Seeing that look on Jityria’s face had felt damn good, though.

      And the look that had been on the warlord’s was—

      A shiver raced up her spine. He hadn’t said a word after she’d sat back down but she could feel his eyes on her. Knew he was staring a hole into the back of her head and knowing she had his full attention was a heady thing. As much as her rational mind told her to stay as far away as she could, that getting involved emotionally with him was a stupid thing to do, that little voice in the back of her head was begging her to see where things went. She obviously wasn’t getting off Prison Moon One so—it was do or die. Self preservation meant she had to find the biggest, strongest alien here to protect her or get passed around by a multitude of them. If she had to pick a protector, it might as well be the hottest looking one of the bunch, right? Crawling into his bed every night wasn’t a burden in the least, neither was waking up every morning wrapped in his arms. It was obvious he was interested. Even if that interest was to only have her on her back but unless she was mistaken, she’d only be on it for him.

      She finally crawled out of bed and dressed, then headed outside. The camp was bustling more than usual today, the din of voices filling the air at a much higher volume. Something was happening.

      Hurrying through the woods, she used the crude bathroom in the trees before heading over to the cooking pits. Cayen was rushing out the morning meal faster than normal and shoved a platter into her hands without a word.

      There were very few aliens at the table today but of those that were there, more than a few of them watched her as she set the food trenchers out and she wondered why they were so focused on her. When one of them leered at her and asked if she’d be shaking her ass for them at breakfast too, her little dance routine from the night before popped back into her head. Of course they’d all be looking at her. They’d all been witness to her little seduction routine for the warlord the night before.

      Embarrassment made her face heat, but she ignored it. There wasn’t anything she could do about it now. It was done and despite her musing while lying in bed, she wondered if things would be awkward between her and the warlord now.

      She waited by the table in her usual spot for him but he never showed up. She kept looking over her shoulder, back into camp, and even though the movement never ceased, she never saw him.

      The morning meal was over and had been cleared away before the voices of the aliens rose in volume. She stepped out of the trees when she saw a large number of them gathered. They were strapped with weapons and several of them carried large packs. They were going somewhere.

      They started moving out, heading into the forest a few minutes later. She searched the sea of bodies for one in particular and saw him near the back of the group. He was shirtless today and wearing the crisscrossing leather bandolier he kept those small knives in and his long blade hung from the hip scabbard.

      He looked fierce, his hair wild around his face, and it wasn’t until the entire group started moving that he looked up. Their eyes met and to her utter astonishment, he turned away as if she wasn’t even standing there.

      For reasons she didn’t want to examine at the moment, his dismissal—hurt. She looked at those around her, hoping her face didn’t reflect that it had.

      The warlord never looked back, and she didn’t move until those leaving could no longer be seen and the noise in camp was almost nonexistent. Half of the aliens were now gone.

      The two aliens she considered elders were watching her again. As usual, they were sitting in front of their hut staring at her, whispering amongst themselves. When they saw her watching them, they turned away, their gazes on the sky as if they weren’t looking at her at all.

      Their antics erased her sullen mood and seeing Krista and Dawn heading back to the females hut, she turned to follow them.

      The others were already seated and performing one of the many chores there always seemed to be. They did nothing but mend clothes, cut up the many roots and vegetation they ate then served, repaired hides, and made new ones, along with shoes and anything else those around camp were in need of. The list was never ending.

      A basket of the blue turnip roots was sitting off to one side. She grabbed it, found a stool, and sat down. The chatter around camp was so minimal it didn’t take much to hear someone say, “How could you even want to fuck it?”

      Marcy paused, her eyes widening as she turned her head. The two old aliens were staring at her again but looked to the sky the moment she made eye contact with them. She snorted a laugh and went back to her turnip roots, but her focus was still on them.

      “Look at it,” one of them said. “It’s hideous. Its skin is colorless except for those dots that match its hair and its face is flat.”

      Dots? Were they talking about her freckles?

      “I don’t like the way it watches us, either.”

      “How does it watch us,” the other said.

      “Like … she’d kill us if she had a chance.”

      “Do you think they’re all like that?”

      “Yes. The other two stare at us like that, too. Like we’re the strange ones. Trust me. Those ugly things are vicious. They’ll suck our brains out through our nose if we let them get too close. Stay clear of them. I know these things.”

      Marcy bit her lip to keep from laughing. The humans were the ugly ones? And he was afraid of her?

      She turned her head to look at them and smiled, showing her teeth.

      “See! It wants to eat us!”

      The one making all the fuss jumped to his feet and grabbed the other one's arm, pulling on him until he stood and hurried across camp.

      “What was that all about?”

      Marcy looked up as Krista walked into her line of sight. She picked up one of the stools and set it down beside her.

      “They were talking about us ugly humans.”

      Krista laughed. “We’re ugly?”

      “Apparently.” Marcy picked up another root and started cutting it. “One of them wants to get a piece of human ass, while the other was horrified at the very thought.”

      “Well, let’s hope he persuades the other to forget about it. Not that you have to worry about getting cornered by any of them.”

      Marcy gave her an apologetic smile. “I’ve not said anything but have—” She couldn’t bring herself to ask if she’d been raped so let the question hang.

      Krista shook her head. “Unbelievably, no one has even attempted it or acted as if they were going to. Even the one who carried Dawn off screaming never touched her.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.” Krista reached into the basket and pulled out one of the roots. “After you stormed off that night, the warlord walked into the tent the one who took Dawn went into and made him let her go. I’m surprised you didn’t hear the uproar.”

      “I didn’t, but then again, I was so mad I couldn’t hear much of anything.

      “Well, before the warlord followed you into his hut, he told everyone the females were off limits. That we weren’t to be touched until we gave them permission to do so and if they didn’t like it, they were welcome to leave his camp.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      “It could certainly be worse. No one liked the new decree but so far everyone’s kept their hands to themselves.”

      “That’s bullshit!” Dawn pushed her way into the conversation. “That big ass thing that thinks he owns me is grabby and if I didn’t fight him off, I’d spend my days on my back.”

      Krista rolled her eyes. “Stop being so dramatic. The warlord told him he had to have your permission to bed you so it’s not like he’s pulling you underneath him on a nightly basis. Besides, he caught you. He saw you before the others even knew I was there. I guess to him, you are his.”

      “What does that have to do with anything? The warlord might have told him he had to ask first, but that hasn’t stopped him from copping a feel anytime the mood strikes.”

      Marcy ignored Dawn’s outburst and looked back at Krista. “So, no one caught you?”

      “No.” She threw a peeved look at Dawn. “Someone ratted me out or I would have never been seen at all.”

      “Like I wanted to be taken alone.”

      Krista scoffed. “It’s not been too terrible. At least I’m not stuck in a tiny cell watching others take a crap in a bucket.”

      Marcy laughed. “There is that.”

      “And I think I’ve got an alien suitor.” She grinned. “The one with snow white skin and the black marks around his eyes. I think his name is Kyre. He takes a bit to get used to, but he’s been kind of sweet so far.”

      “Well, that’s something, I guess.”

      An empty basket hit the ground at her feet. Marcy looked up to find Jityria staring at her. “Cayen needs more xilum berries. Go get them.”

      Marcy bit her tongue to keep from telling Jityria to go find them herself but stood like a good little slave. “Are you going with me?”

      Jityria snorted a laugh. “No, sevit. If I could go, I wouldn’t have told you to.”

      “Then who is going?”

      “You are.” Jityria reached out and gave her a slight shove.

      Marcy balled her fists and clenched her teeth, counting to ten before blowing out a breath. “I’m not supposed to leave camp by myself.”

      “And I say what the warlord doesn’t know, won’t hurt him. Now go before I tell Darqu that you’ve refused to do his bidding.”

      Darqu had been left in charge of the camp while the warlord was gone. Like most of the aliens here, they were mostly hardened warriors, and she didn’t want to piss any of them off.

      Marcy snatched the basket from the ground, looked at Krista and said in her best Arnold Schwarzenegger imitation, “I’ll be back.” She gave Jityria a sneer and left, Krista’s laughter following her into the trees.
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      Jorrick scowled, his mood still foul, and the others were beginning to notice. Hushed whispers filtered through the trees, their voices muffled enough that along with the swaying tree limbs, he wasn’t able to make out what anyone was saying but knew it was Mar-see they were discussing. He’d heard her name floating on the breeze once or twice and them discussing her had him snapping at the ones brave enough to talk to him. If he had to guess, he’d say her dancing for him was the topic of conversation for most, if not all of them. That dance hadn’t left his thoughts either.

      Waking up face down on the floor sobered him up faster than the special tea Cayen made. The night before had come back to him in a flash the moment he sat up on his knees and saw Mar-see in his bed. He’d been trying to strip out of his clothes to get a second taste of what he’d had under the waterfall but he’d passed out before getting the chance.

      The headache he woke up with had been different from most and the moment he remembered thinking he’d been drugged, the anger that came with the knowledge had cleared his head enough to realize that bedding Mar-see was monumentally stupid. He’d known it while standing underneath that waterfall waiting for her and he knew it even more now.

      She confused him and he couldn’t afford to let his thoughts get so muddled. The sight of her made him want things he shouldn’t, and he needed time to think. Doing that while she was so near would have been impossible so he’d rounded up the scouting party and headed away from camp to clear his head without the constant reminder of her. He hadn’t taken her from the arena for his pleasure. She was bait and nothing more and he couldn't forget that.

      Why can’t she be both?

      He scowled at his thoughts. She couldn’t be both because if he continued to fuck her, he’d start to care and if he cared, he wouldn’t be able to use her to lure Allok in. She had one purpose in his camp and it wasn’t to ride his cock. She was his means to revenge and nothing more.

      But she’s already under your skin. You running away is proof of that.

      Jorrick pushed his hair away from his face. Maybe the rumors about her being able to wield magic were true. Maybe that was why he felt so drawn to her.

      Or maybe your attraction has everything to do with a mating bond snapping into place.

      A burst of laughter brought his head up. A small group a few hundred nesecs away were laughing. Luckily none had turned to look his way or he would have had one of their heads just to ease his need for violence. Him not being aware of what was going on around him proved she was a distraction he didn’t need. He’d let Mar-see consume too much of his time and thoughts. He may want to bed her but that didn’t mean he should. He’d been in want of the comfort only a female could provide for nearly eight turns of the seasons now but hadn’t indulged, even with the knowledge that it would take nothing more than a word to get Jityria in his bed. As far as he was concerned, he was finished with females, especially ones with hair as red as flame, whose skin was soft and pale pink and felt so right pressed against his flesh. She was leading him to distraction and the sole reason he was here amongst these small clusters of men as they searched for Aris, setting off for countless nights of sleeping on the ground instead of protecting his camp. If he wasn’t near her, then he wouldn’t constantly think of her.

      And how’s that been working so far?

      He scowled at the thought as Aryan fell into step with him, nodded his head in greeting. “How far do you wish us to go?”

      The distraction Aryan provided was just what he needed. He straightened and said, “Once we reach the border of our territory, we’ll split up and do a sweep around the entire area. If Aris isn’t found, then it's safe to think Allok has him.”

      “And if he does?”

      Jorrick clenched his jaw. “Then instead of a rescue mission, this will turn into a burial procession.”

      Aryan said nothing to that. There was little reason to. His men knew as well as he did that Aris was probably dead. Being out here still and looking for him was a waste of time and resources, but he’d needed to be as far away from Mar-see as he could get. A couple of weeks away from camp was plenty long enough to get her out of his head. By the time he made it back to camp, he will have sorted out his thoughts and pushed the desire he felt for her completely out of his system. All he had to do was kill enough of Allok’s men to drown out the sound of her screams of ecstasy.

      Thinking of them immediately conjured them inside his head. No matter how hard he tried, he could still hear her, could still see the look on her face as her cunt clenched around his cock as she came, screaming and panting, the sound echoing off the cavern’s crystal walls.

      His cock twitched just thinking about it, which made his ire even more profound. If he lived to be a thousand, he’d never forget that day, and he was probably fooling himself into thinking this excursion would be enough to make him forget about wanting her but he’d try his damnedest. It’s the only thing he could do at this point because truth was, she may be his revenge, but he wanted her unlike anything else in his existence and he’d die before letting another female ruin his life.
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      She’d only grabbed a handful of the berries Cayen needed when she heard someone behind her. Marcy looked over her shoulder and saw an alien she’d only seen around camp but had never spoken to. She didn’t even know his name. He was one of the more human looking aliens. His skin was colored a dark bronze and if it wasn’t for the shape of his ears and the three dark slits over the bridge of his flat nose, he could pass for a human man.

      He was stomping toward her, his stride wide as he crossed to where she stood and she knew she was about to get yelled at by the look on his face alone. She sighed. Did these aliens never get tired of being assholes?

      “You are not to leave camp alone, human!”

      “That’s what I thought, too.” She bent to pick another handful of the berries. “But Jityria—” Her words were cut short when he grabbed her arm and jerked her upright. “Hey, watch it—”

      “The warlord instructed you to remain in camp.” His hand around her arm tightened. “Just because he is not here doesn’t give you the right to do as you please.”

      He yanked on her arm and jerked her to him. The pain from the move shot all the way up her arm into her shoulder. She dropped the basket, the berries spilling onto the ground. The pain in her arm was so intense, she forgot about trying to pick it up as she concentrated on keeping her feet underneath her as he hauled her back toward camp.

      Darqu was marching their way. He looked like a cross between a human and a fish. His face was elongated and his ears could pass for fins if it weren’t for the hole in front of them that clearly allowed him to hear.

      The look on his face was murderous though, which made his lipless mouth slash across his face more harshly. When he was close enough to see the fury in his orange eyes, Marcy saw Jityria standing by a cluster of trees, a smirk on her face. That smirk said more than words did. Jityria was going to enjoy watching her get yelled at. Knowing how conniving the heifer was, she probably planned it just like this. Send her out here on some fool errand, then send these two after her for disobeying orders.

      “You defy the warlord?” The words were yelled at her, a vein in Darqu’s neck bulging as he closed the distance between them. “His word is law whether he is here or not and no one disobeys his orders. Those who do, are punished and made example of.”

      Knowing Jityria, she’d probably already persuaded him to make her scoop out their crude toilet with her bare hands as penance. The satisfied look on her face told her whatever it was they were going to do, it was bringing her pleasure even before the act.

      Darqu looked over her head to the alien behind her. Some sort of silent communication was taking place if the look on Darqu’s face was any indication. They were probably deciding her fate.

      “Look, I was told to come out here. Cayen needed more of those berry things for that drink he makes.” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “I dropped the basket but you can see it right behind us.”

      Darqu didn’t even attempt to look, keeping his gaze leveled on her instead. “You were not to leave camp alone.”

      “I know this. And I said as much when I was told to go but—”

      “Then you admit to disobeying a direct order?”

      Marcy opened her mouth, then shut it. This was a trick question. She shot a look to Jityria. “Care to help me out here?”

      “Help you? When you willfully disobeyed a direct order from the warlord?”

      Willfully—oh, that conniving bitch.

      “Look,” Marcy said, jerking her arm free from the one holding her. “I only did as I was told. Apparently the message came across wrong so—I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      The words nearly choked her, but she knew the signs of a power trip and this guy was on one. He must be in charge of security now that the warlord was off doing whatever it was him and the others left to do. She threw a look at Jityria and turned to grab the basket but was pulled to a stop by the one behind her. She shot him a glare, noticing a small hint of something that looked like fear in his eyes. She turned her attention back to Darqu. He looked anything but fearful. When he took a step back, she noticed what he held in his hand. Her eyes widened when he raised it into the air.

      “Oh, no you don’t!” Marcy jerked away from the one holding her. “Remember the last person to touch me? The warlord will kill you for this!”

      “The warlord won’t return for a full rotation of the moons, if even then.” He smiled, something sinister lurking in his eyes. “If he does manage to make it back, any wound I inflict now will be healed by then.”

      His words made her go still. If the warlord made it back. What did that mean?

      “Jorrick left me in charge and any punishment I see fit to dispense will be as if he himself issued the order so it is not I who does this, but the warlord himself. He forbid you from leaving camp. You disobeyed those orders. You will now suffer the consequences of defying him.”

      She clenched her jaw and looked to Jityria. “Stop this, Jityria!” The woman did nothing. Marcy looked at all three of them. “This is bullshit,” she said under her breath before turning to grab the basket. “I’m going back to camp now. Will that make you happy?”

      The crack of his whip split the air, the snap loud enough that when the tip slashed across her back, she barely heard her own screams. Pain lanced through her body, her knees buckling from its intensity. She hit the ground, the agony in her back causing her stomach to roll. Another crack of the whip caused fire to race over her backside and she screamed and fell to the leafy floor of the forest.

      Every single cell in her body was revolting, her cries the only thing she heard. The skin on her back was split open enough she could feel the hot rush of blood running over her skin and soaking into the cloth wrapped around her waist. The tears came unbidden, and she didn’t even try to hide them. It was pointless. The pain was too intense to even pretend it didn’t hurt.

      The alien who had grabbed her arm moved, the leaves and twigs crunching under his boot as he turned and left.

      Darqu turned as well. She could tell by the sound of his footsteps as they grew more distant. They left her there, face down on the ground, bleeding from two whip marks. If this was what Jityria had wanted, then she’d underestimated her. She wasn’t out to just get her punished. She was out for blood and Marcy had no doubt the woman would kill her if given the chance. Leaving her face down in the woods was probably Jityria’s way of hoping she’d lay there and bleed out. The way her back stung, she wouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t.

      The noise of shuffling feet disappeared completely. She laid there and cried until she felt hollowed out. Her entire life since waking up on that space ship played through her head and there hadn’t been a single day worth repeating since. Scenes from the waterfall flashed through her mind. Well, maybe that day but nothing else. Life here was hard and ugly and if she would have been able to make it, she would have stood up and started walking. She’d find Sara and Toren and the paradise they were headed to and forget all about the warlord and his good looks. She’d leave and never look back.

      She lost track of time laying there and when the last tear was wrung from her body, she opened her eyes. The forest had grown darker. Dusk had fallen. How long had she laid there? She lifted her head and looked back toward camp. The alien who’d initially grabbed her was standing near a tree not far from her. They may have left her laying, but they hadn’t forgotten she was there.

      It took her four tries to crawl to her knees, then stand. Each step felt like torture, the pain in her back screaming in agony with every step. The alien waiting near the trees had the decency to look away when she neared him, his head lowering so she couldn’t see his face. Coward. He’d help beat a woman but wouldn’t look her in the eye afterward.

      She glanced at the other females when she was able to see them. They were huddled in a small group around the baskets, their heads down but the look on their faces told her they knew something had happened. Seeking their comfort would have gone a long way to ease some of the pain she felt if for no other reason than she could bitch with them about what had happened but she knew they wouldn’t help her even if she asked. Not today, at least. What happened in camp wasn’t any concern of the females here and she knew the minute she approached them, Jityria would be there ordering them to leave her be.

      The walk to the warlord’s hut was agonizing and once she pushed the leather door flap back and stepped inside, more tears slipped past her eyelids.

      She undressed slowly, unwinding the material around her waist until the make-shift skirt fell to the ground, then raised her arms, wincing as she untied the knot behind her neck and loosening the material enough to pull it free.

      The lack of mirrors on this world was a nuisance, but she’d found a small silver disk week’s before on the table the warlord left his weapons on. She had no idea what it was used for but it was shiny enough to make out her reflection in it. It was a fuzzy, distorted picture, but it was enough to see the two long slashes down her back.

      The first started on her shoulder blade and ended at the middle of her back, the other ending at the middle of her right butt cheek. Both oozed blood and she’d never be able to clean them properly.

      Looking around the hut, the misery she’d finally thought she was rid of came back ten fold. She hated this place. And even though she was surrounded by people, she was lonely. She wanted Sara.

      She frowned when her friend’s face wasn’t what popped into her head. It was the warlord, and the moment she thought of him, the tears were back. This was his fault. His and Jityria’s and if she was able to move come morning, she’d find a way to leave like she’d thought of doing in the forest. She’d made it this far. She could make it further and with the warlord gone, she had the perfect opportunity.

      With her being hurt, no one would suspect she’d even try to leave now and as much as Jityria hated her, even if she was seen, she’d probably never say a word to anyone. If she wasn’t there, then Jityria would have the warlord all to herself and after being tricked by the hateful shrew and beaten for it, she didn’t give a damn what happened. The only thing they could do to her that was worse than what they’d done today would be to kill her and at the moment, death would be better than living with this pain. The worst part was—had the warlord been here, he probably would have killed her if for no other reason than to prove a point.

      If there was one thing she’d learned over the weeks she’d been here, it was that what he said goes and those who disobey are used as examples to the others. Her punishment probably wouldn’t have stopped at only two slashes from a whip. With him wielding it, he would have probably flayed the skin right off of her.

      So why did she still want him to come back and protect her? And why did the thought of leaving him make something in her chest clench painfully?
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      The first thing Jorrick noticed when he stepped out of the trees and into camp was the look of shock on the faces of his men. More than one of them looked surprised to see him. He supposed if any of them had prior knowledge of the attack waiting for him on their latest excursion, then him sauntering into camp probably was unexpected.

      His blood ran hot, fury racing through his veins as the entire fight flashed back across his mind. Cowards not brave enough to challenge him in open battle had tried to kill him in his sleep. Unfortunately for them, he was a light sleeper.

      He glanced around camp for Mar-see. The fact he was even looking for her made him more cranky than he already was. The moment he’d killed the two stupid enough to come after him, he’d wondered if someone here in camp was trying to take over and his thoughts had gone to her immediately. Other than a few odd looks, nothing looked any different than when he left.

      The small party of men he was with all went their separate ways and he searched the faces of those in camp for Darqu. Vikram had assured him Darqu would keep the camp running efficiently and from the look of things, he’d been right. If there had been an attempted coup, Darqu had put a stop to it. Things looked normal.

      Heading toward the cooking pits, he saw Jityria, who stopped as if she wanted to say something to him. Jorrick waved her off with a promise to talk later and kept walking. Word of his arrival would travel fast now that he was back early and the problems he usually faced would be dumped in his lap before he could wash the stink off of him, Jityria trying to talk to him all the proof of that he needed.

      Cayen was nowhere to be seen when he stepped into the clearing but something was cooking. He sampled bits of it before grabbing a handful of the lumpy seeds that were in abundance near the pond and tossed them in his mouth before searching for something else.

      Leaving in search for Aris had done nothing but frustrate him more than he’d already been. They’d searched the entire perimeter of his territory and found nothing. A small group had ventured into Allok’s border to look further in, another small group heading further out toward the warlord Othrid’s territories.

      The plan had been to stay until they knew one way or the other if Aris was dead or alive. He’d intended to be gone for a full rotation of the moon but less than a handful of suns had risen before he felt the need to turn around and come back. He wasn’t able to explain it but it was as if some invisible—tug—was urging him to return and he knew Mar-see was the driving force behind it.

      He’d nearly driven himself insane wondering what she was doing and his distraction caused him to make stupid mistakes and that made him look weak. She made him weak, and he needed to fix that problem once and for all. She’d consumed his thoughts for long enough and it was time to put her in the hut with the other females and leave her there.

      Or leave her in the forest as bait for Allok as you intended to do.

      He nibbled on everything he saw until the hunger making his stomach grumble eased and he wasn’t so ravenous. He washed it all down with a cup full of swoquin, the drink burning all the way to his gut but telling Mar-see to gather her things and go to the females hut would take a bit of liquid courage. Watching her walk out his door would take more. As much as he wanted her out of his head, something inside him raged at the thought and he wasn’t sure why. It was as if some—force—drew him to her and if he didn’t know better, he would swear she did hold some sort of magic. He felt obsessed with her and he hated every second of it. No one, especially a female, should hold such power over him but she did—and it had to stop.

      Cayen walked back into the clearing as he set his cup down. He looked surprised to see him, his eyes a bit too wide. “Warlord. We didn’t expect you back so quickly.”

      “Nor had I planned to return so soon.” He knew they’d all want an explanation as to why he’d come back so soon but he owed them nothing. He turned and headed back into camp.

      The commotion from those he saw seemed peculiar, but he ignored them and headed to his hut. If he didn’t get Mar-see out and settled into the females hut now, he’d talk himself out of it.

      The leather flap over the door was shut when he approached. He pushed it aside and saw her near the back wall at one of the tables. She was slow to turn her head toward him and like everyone else, her eyes widened when she saw him. Why was everyone so surprised he was back? Had something happened? Did those in camp turn into ruthless barbarians the moment his back was turned?

      She was wearing one of his shirts again. He hated how much he enjoyed seeing her in them. How knowing she wore nothing underneath it made him want to grab the bottom of the material and pull it up slowly, revealing every inch of that creamy skin until those fire-red curls between her legs came into view.

      He scowled when he realized he was doing it again, romanticizing the notion of having her for himself when she was brought here for no other reason than to get back at Allok.

      Commotion outside his door brought his head around. “Whatever it is, it will wait.”

      “This ca —

      “I said it will wait!”

      Whoever it was at his door left as quickly as they came, their mumbled words growing faint as they walked away.

      He crossed the hut to the table he kept his weapons on and removed the bandolier of knives, then unhooked the long blade at his hip and set it down. Mar-see had turned back around and was doing—whatever it was she was doing.

      “Gather your things,” he said, his voice harsher than he’d intended. “You’ll be leaving.”

      She looked at him over her shoulder again. Something in her eyes made him pause. Some emotion he’d not yet seen before dwelled there. He almost asked what was wrong but thought better of it. She turned her head again, staring down at something in front of her.

      Her silence was unnerving. She didn’t speak to him often, but she’d never ignored his presence before. Her doing so now seemed—odd. So was the reaction of everyone in camp. Something had happened while he was gone. Something his gut told him he wasn’t going to like.
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      Of all the rotten, stinking luck. Why did he have to come back now?

      Marcy ground her teeth. She’d spent the past two days hoarding food and had planned on cutting out once the sun went down. The warlord had enough weapons to supply a small army, and she’d picked a few of the smaller knives and a long blade to take with her when she left. Now, he was back and her plans to leave this miserable place were ruined. Or maybe not. He said he wanted her to leave. Did that mean his hut or his camp?

      “You’ll be staying with the other females from now on.”

      Well, that answered that question. Marcy kept her back to him but nodded her head. She didn’t have much in the way of possessions. A few articles of clothing and the leather hides she used to cover her feet.

      “I need clean clothes and a drying cloth. When I get back from bathing, I expect you to not be here.”

      For reasons she didn’t want to examine, his words—stung. Days ago, she’d thought things between them had changed and now she realized, the only thing that changed was, he got what he’d wanted and now wanted her gone. Typical man. She should have seen it coming but as always, she picked the wrong man to get a crush on.

      She nodded again and reached across the table where his clothes were folded and winced as something in her back pulled. She was slow about gathering what he wanted but laid them on the edge of the table a few moments later.

      He didn’t reach for them and she glanced over her shoulder but kept her eyes down. “Is there something else you need, warlord?”

      He leaned his hip against the side of the table and crossed his arms over his chest. “Why are you trying not to look at me?”

      Her heart thumped in her chest. “I wasn’t aware you wanted me to.” He said nothing so she grabbed her things and tucked them against her chest. When she turned and headed across the room, he grabbed her arm to stop her.

      She liked wearing his shirts and told herself repeatedly it had nothing to do with the fact they smelled like him, but the only drawback there was to wearing them was, they were just too damn big. They always fell off one shoulder if she wasn’t careful and today was no exception, only now, it had fallen and exposed her back. The length of her hair had been pulled up and tied with a strip of cloth she’d found so the strands didn’t brush the broken skin from the whip and she knew most of her back was exposed. His sharp intake of breath a moment later told her he’d seen the cuts.

      His hold on her arm tightened before he pulled her to him, the move enough to make every inch of the skin on her back feel as if it was suddenly lit by fire. The cuts still weren’t healed. Tezhila said there was a leaf in the forest that would help the healing but Jityria had refused to let any of them go retrieve it for her.

      The warlord released her arm and grabbed the back of the shirt, pulling the material with enough force it split down the middle. He pushed her hair away, his large hand cupping the side of her neck, and he said nothing for long minutes, but his breath was released harshly enough she could actually hear him breathing.

      “Who did this?”

      The words were said in such a low tone, it almost sounded as if he’d growled them instead of spoke them.

      He took a step to the side and grabbed her chin, lifting her head. His eyes roamed her face, and she knew exactly what he saw. The disk she used for a mirror wasn’t much but it showed how haggard she looked, the dark circles under her eyes from lack of sleep making her pale skin even more stark. His grip on her chin tightened briefly before the pressure was gone.

      “Who did this to you?”

      She wanted to scream Jityria did it. That she’d tricked her and Darqu had punished her for it, but didn’t dare. She knew what would happen if she did. The look on his face was proof enough of that. He’d killed the snake-man alien for doing nothing more than knocking her down. For this? She didn’t even want to imagine what he’d do, and she wasn’t going to be responsible for anyone’s death even if she’d wished it on both of them a dozen times each since the day they’d whipped her.

      The silence stretched for long minutes, the warlord stepping around her again to look at her back once more. He still had one hand cupped over the side of her neck and his fingers tightened before she felt his thumb brush over her skin.

      A noise that sounded like a growl started low and grew in volume. She realized he was making the noise just as the pressure on her neck increased and he gave her a slight shove, marching her across the room and leading her outside.

      She sucked in a breath as he forced her to walk to the central fire pit and she gripped the things in her hand tighter. She was glad he’d just ripped the back of the shirt she wore so she was still covered except for her backside. When he stopped walking, he turned her and bellowed, “Who struck her?”

      The warlord’s camp was busy from sun up to sun down and one heard a variety of noises throughout the day but now—the old cliche, “you could have heard a pin drop,” was true and the silence was eerie.

      Marcy looked at the other females. For once, they didn’t have their heads down. They were watching her, the anger she’d felt over the last week evident on their faces now. It made the pain less intense knowing they were outraged on her behalf.

      The warlord cupped her chin between his fingers and lifted her face. “Who did this?” Again, she didn’t answer. His hold on her chin tightened. “I will not ask you again.” When she said nothing, he let go of her and looked to the sea of bodies in camp. “I will kill you all, one at a time until the person responsible for this is named.”

      Several gasps were heard. Marcy looked at the faces staring back at her and her stomach rolled. Would he really kill all his men to find out the name of one?

      She glanced up at him. Judging the look on his face—yes. Yes, he would.

      The alien Krista said followed her around, the one with white skin and black around his eyes, stepped forward.

      The warlord turned to face him. “Kyre? Do you know?”

      He nodded. “I tried to tell you the moment I realized you were back in camp.” Kyre looked at her, the sympathy on his face evident across the clearing. He looked away and nodded to the left. “Darqu is the one who struck her. Why the wounds were not cleaned and tended to, I do not know. Had I known they’d been left untreated, I would have seen to them myself.”

      Everyone turned as one to where Darqu stood. He’d done nothing for days but prance around camp as if he was the warlord. He’d even sat himself on the warlords chair every evening and ordered food and drink be brought to him. He’d been playing king and enjoying every minute of it.

      He wasn’t enjoying it now.

      As one, every alien standing near Darqu started walking away from him. Darqu gave them all nervous looks before turning his attention back to the warlord.

      The warlord let go of her and took three steps toward him. “Did you strike her?”

      Darqu lifted his chin, his lips set in a hard, straight line. “She was running away, warlord. I found her alone in the forest. Like you, I do not tolerate insolence. S’anhi was there. He will tell you what he saw.”

      The warlord glanced at the alien who had grabbed her in the forest, then looked at her, one eyebrow raised in question. “Were you in the forest alone?”

      Fuck. If she said yes, would he punish her more for disobeying him? She saw a flash of green skin out of the corner of her eye. Jityria was slowly easing her way toward the other females. Marcy locked eyes on her and said, “I was collecting the berries Cayen needed for that drink he makes.”

      “Did Darqu know this?”

      She looked at Darqu but never said anything. If she did, she’d more or less order his execution. He was an asshole and even though she’d imagined his death multiple times over the past week, she didn’t really think he needed to die for it. Beat and left to wallow in his own waste for a week in the ground pits? Sure. But she wouldn’t be responsible for his death.

      The warlord searched the crowd before saying, “String him up. I’ll deal with him later.”

      Darqu’s outraged cries filled the clearing as Vikram and a few of the others advanced on him. The warlord crossed to where the other females were and her heart skipped a beat. Was he going after Jityria? As pale as Jityria was as he advanced on them, it was clear she thought he was.

      He spoke to them briefly then headed back her way, the color coming back to Jityria’s face. She looked at her across the clearing with an unreadable expression. She’d like to think it was gratitude for not ratting her out but doubted that was it.

      The warlord grabbed her arm when he reached her but this time, his hold was light. He led her back to his hut and let go of her after they were inside. She watched him head to the table in the back where odds and ends type things were stored. He picked up a few of the drying cloths and a couple of the smaller bits of cloth he used for bathing and a clean shirt.

      A moment later, the leather covering over the doorway moved, Tezhila stepping inside. She carried a bowl and a water skin. “Warlord.” She lowered her head. “The things you asked for.”

      “Put them on the table.”

      Tezhila shuffled across the room and set the things in her hands down and glanced at her briefly. “Will there be anything else?”

      “Brew a pelem tea and bring it to me. Jityria knows where to find the bark used to make it.”

      Tezhila nodded and left as quickly as she came. The warlord carried the things he’d collected to the table Tezhila laid the bowl and water skin on and set them down.

      From here, she could barely see into the bowl but whatever lay inside it was purple. The warlord poured water into the bowl then turned to face her.

      “Come here.”

      He still looked mad as hell but his voice was softer than normal. Marcy crossed to where he was and stopped in front of him. He grabbed the clothes she was still clutching to her chest and tossed them aside, then grabbed the ruined shirt at the neck and pulled it off of her, tossing it to the floor when her arms were free of it.

      She stood completely naked before him and to his credit, he never looked lower than her face. His hand on her shoulder and a slight nudge to the left was all it took for her to turn and put her back to him.

      He moved her hair away, again draping it over one shoulder before she heard things shifting around on the table. Something cold was laid against her ruined flesh a moment later. She hissed out a breath, the cold water shocking, but she never moved, not even when it became apparent he was washing the dried blood from her back.

      She hadn’t done much of anything for days other than sleep and steal bits of food late at night when Cayen wasn’t in the cooking pits. None of the other females had been allowed in to see her and she knew they’d come. She’d heard them on the other side of the leather door flap. She’d heard Jityria too, ordering them back to work.

      The wounds had been sloppily cleaned. It hurt too much to move so bringing her arm around to wash the blood away had been nearly impossible. It was a miracle the open wounds hadn’t become infected and killed her and she’d finally come to the conclusion that those aliens who’d captured her did more than implant a translator into her head. She’d been unconscious for unknown amounts of time so maybe they’d given her something to prevent it. As far as she knew, none of the captured females were ever sick. She certainly hadn’t been. No one was that she’d seen, so it was the only explanation she could think of as to why the wounds had only crusted over with dried blood and hadn’t become infected.

      Tezhila came back with a steaming cup of liquid, setting it on the table before leaving again without a word. The warlord took his time cleaning her back, his touch soft, and the longer he stood back there tending to her, the twinge of pain every swipe of the cloth made across her back made her think of the day it had happened, and the more she thought about that, the more miserable she felt.

      The pain she’d felt that day had been nothing compared to the pain of having to endure it alone. She’d wanted nothing more than the simple comfort of someone there for her and his image had flashed in her head. She’d wanted him for no other reason than she knew he’d not let anyone else hurt her. Having him back in camp caused the tight pressure that had been in her chest since Darqu had whipped her to let go and relief so profound washed through her body that her eyes started to burn, her throat growing thick as tears filled her eyes. When the first one fell, she whimpered, forcing back the crying fit she knew was moments away.

      Marcy raised her hand to wipe her face but the tears kept falling despite her trying to stop them. When they wouldn’t stop, she covered her mouth to keep him from knowing she was crying but knew it hadn’t worked when his hands stilled.

      She wiped her eyes again as more tears fell, then covered her face with both hands and tried to swallow past the lump in her throat.

      He moved behind her, his hand brushing her elbow before he pulled her hands from her face. She looked up at him when he hooked one finger under her chin and raised her head.

      His unusual amber-colored eyes looked brighter than normal and his long hair was loose and falling around his face. As dangerous as he usually appeared to her, he looked different now. His beard was shorter, she noticed, but it was more than that. Maybe it was the expression in his eyes. His gaze was—softer. She wouldn’t call it compassion because she wasn’t sure he was capable of it but in this moment, the brutal warlord she’d come to know was staring at her as if she mattered.

      He raised his hand and brushed her tears away, his jaw clenching as more fell to replace them. “I will never let anyone else harm you, this I vow. Darqu will pay for what he did and once I’m finished with him, no one will even be tempted to have an unkind thought where you are concerned. They will not look at you without remembering the pain disobeying me will bring them.”

      The tears fell unchecked as he spoke and she felt vindicated even though nothing had been done. He cupped her cheek in one hand, his gaze roaming every inch of her face before he took a step toward her and lowered his head, his lips brushing against her mouth so softly, she wasn’t even sure one could call it a kiss. He pulled her against his chest then and the moment she was close enough to smell the scent that lingered on his skin, the tears came unbidden. She cried a week’s worth of agony and fear into his shirt as she buried her face against his chest and even though he was barely touching her, it was as if he held her in his arms.

      For the first time since waking up on that spaceship, alone and terrified, she felt safe and protected and finally lifted her arms, wrapping them around his waist and cried for all the shitty things that had happened to her since she ended up who knew where in the galaxy.

      He did nothing but run his fingers through her hair and whisper words against her head so softly she didn’t understand a single one of them. The harsh warlord she’d come to know was suddenly gone, replaced by a man she always wished was there. One who was kind and loving. One who would move mountains for her.

      When the last tear fell, neither moved for a long time, both content to stay there, arms locked around each other. He was the first to pull away, and she lowered her head, suddenly embarrassed for crying all over him.

      He wet another of the small cloths and handed it to her and she laid it against her eyes, the cool water easing some of the burn.

      She wasn’t sure how long she stood there, the warlord behind her cleaning her wounds before smearing something onto the cuts that burned enough she gasped, then shivered as he blew on her back to cool the sting.

      He made her drink every drop of the tea Tezhila brought in and put her in bed naked, the furs barely covering her bottom as the whip had cut into the flesh there too about halfway down one cheek.

      She watched him clean the mess away, tossing the soiled washing cloths into the small basket by the wall before gathering the water skin and bowl and giving her a look and heading outside. He didn’t come back, and she eventually closed her eyes. She dozed off but woke to the sound of a scream so pain filled, it made every hair on her body stand on end.

      The screams lasted well into the night and by the time they were only strangled whimpers, she wondered if Darqu believed her now. She’d told him the warlord would kill him for touching her and from the sounds of it, Jorrick was taking his time about it. The warlord was making an example out of him and she knew, from this day forward, no one would ever touch her again.
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      “He’s still watching you.”

      Marcy raised her eyes to where Krista sat. “He may be staring at you.”

      Her new friend laughed, saying, “doubtful,” before reaching into the bucket of Drexum brains, scooping out more, and spreading it onto the hide they were working on. “He’s not done much of anything for the past week but stare at you.”

      Marcy took a quick glance over her shoulder. Krista was right. The warlord was staring at her. Even though she sat right beside Krista, there was no mistaking who he was watching. The look on his face alone said it was her.

      The past month had been—well, damn weird. She’d slept most of her days away, the warlord making her drink nothing but the strange tea brewed from some super healing herbs. She wasn’t sure what exactly was in it, but the tea knocked her out and caused her to sleep like the dead. Not that she was complaining. Not having to stay bent over the tanning racks or foraging for food, or serving it later, was a dream come true. She’d felt decadent at first. Then grew bored.

      The moment she was healed enough to move, the warlord had allowed her to head to the pond with the other females to bathe and she’d never been so relieved. One more day of being confined in his hut with him would have sent her over the edge.

      When he’d returned from wherever it was he’d gone with the other men in camp, he’d ordered her to gather her things to move into the females hut but it looked as if now, he’d had a change of heart. Since his return, her meals had been brought to his hut by Jityria of all people, and she was sure the only reason she was able to eat it and not wear it was because he was always there when her trencher was brought in. That, and he’d started taking his meals there as well.

      The warlord staying there most of the day and eating his meals there made things even more awkward as he didn’t speak more than ten words to her, which begged the question—why did he insist on keeping her company if he wasn’t going to do anything but sharpen his knives? If she didn’t know any better, she’d say he was acting like a shy schoolboy but—well, she knew better. There was nothing shy about the warlord at all so, what was it? And why hadn’t he kicked her out yet when she knew full well that’s what he’d wanted when he came back?

      She’d begun to think maybe guilt was why he let her stay but thought better of it. He didn’t look like the type of man to feel guilty about anything. Fear someone else would try to hurt her was the next thing that popped into her head but walking out of the hut and seeing Darqu shot that idea all to hell. No one would be stupid enough to mess with her now after the display the warlord left hanging for all to see.

      She glanced in Darqu’s direction. It had been weeks since he took that whip to her and he still hung by the edge of the camp directly across from the central fire pit, dangling by ropes tied around his wrists and ankles so he was looking down at the ground. She could still hear his screams if she thought about it hard enough, had laid in bed and listened to him scream for days, his torture, she was almost positive, a lesson to them all.

      Krista told her the warlord had finally silenced him by gutting him, then sitting back down in his chair, watching, along with everyone else in camp as Darqu’s innards had slowly fell from his body to flop onto the ground below him. Darqu’s screams had been enough to make Krista and the other females’ skin crawl. Him still hanging there, the stench of his rotting flesh making her gag when the breeze shifted, was proof enough he was a deterrent. The aliens in camp barely even looked at her now, even the two old ones who thought she was there to eat them.

      Marcy looked in the warlord’s direction again, her heart giving a hard thump in her chest when she met his gaze. She’d wondered endlessly why he kept her so close to him, why he insisted she sleep in his bed. The care he’d shown her when he returned led to only one conclusion. He’d taken her from that arena because he’d wanted her. The females said he didn’t sleep with them, yet he’d put her in his bed and kept her there, pulled her close to him every night and she woke every morning, feeling him hard and pressed against her backside. She would have brushed that off as just being a man thing if it hadn’t been for the day under the waterfall when he’d told her to bathe him, then ended up stripping her bare and making her come so hard she still felt tremors if she thought about it hard enough.

      A shiver raced up her spine just thinking about it. He was harsh and killed without blinking an eye but damn her soul she liked how he made her feel. Loved how dainty she felt next to him.

      But he hadn’t touched her in any sexual way since the day at the waterfall and she had no idea why. He still wanted her. She could feel the evidence of it every morning pressed against her backside when she woke but he’d kept his hands to himself. He’d been nothing but a perfect gentleman and truth be known, she was getting tired of waiting. She wanted the warlord who took what he wanted and made no excuses for it. She wanted the man who grabbed her and claimed her in front of an entire camp full of people and dared them to touch her. She wanted Jorrick the barbarian back not this … passive guy who just stared at her with lust in his eyes but did nothing about it.

      He was still watching her and even though she knew it was foolish to tempt the devil, she smiled at him, watching as those strange amber eyes of his glowed even brighter. The warlord may be harsh and ruthless but somewhere under that hard exterior, was a man who wanted her and dammit she was tired of waiting on him. She didn’t know why he was holding back but she’d force his hand if she had to. If he still showed no interest, then so be it, but she’d never know unless she tried. But would teasing a man like him blow up in her face?

      He did nothing for what seemed like hours but sit there and watch her, and the entire time she’d tried to think of ways to provoke him while a voice in the back of her head whispered she was being foolish. He wasn’t the type of man you played games with. She peeked at him over her shoulder. He looked fine as hell today. His hair was loose, a few braids holding it back from his face and if she didn’t know any better, she’d say he’d cut his beard shorter. He wore nothing but trousers and that bandolier of knifes across his chest and those long legs were stretched out in front of him and crossed at the ankles.

      “Stop thinking about it and just do it.”

      Krista was wearing a smirk when she looked over at her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She snorted a laugh. “You’re trying to work up the courage to seduce him.”

      She opened her mouth to say, no she wasn’t, but closed it with a snap. There was little point in lying about it. “Is it that obvious?”

      Krista glanced at the warlord. “If he were interested in me, that’s what I’d be doing.”

      “Well, thinking it and doing it, are two different things.”

      “Surely it can’t be that hard.” Marcy raised an eyebrow and they both laughed. “Well, hopefully that is hard but seducing I meant.”

      “I know how to seduce a man. It's just the—how to go about it that’s got me second guessing myself.”

      “Well, you need to get him alone so walk up to him and tell him what you want.”

      “That’s not seducing. That’s flat out asking. Besides, I don’t want to look obvious. Jityria would probably slit my throat when his back was turned if she knew what I was planning.”

      “True.” Krista stared into the distance, thinking if Marcy had to guess. She turned to her a few moments later. “He told you to stay in camp, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, don’t.” She grinned. “He’s sitting right there. He’ll see you leave and follow you.” Her shoulder lifted in a shrug. “What you do after that is up to you.”
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      Something in his chest clenched tight when she smiled at him. He hadn’t seen her do that since the night she’d danced for him and as it had that night, the tiny gesture made him want to toss her to the nearest hard surface he could find and bury himself so far inside her he’d never find his way back out. Thoughts of doing just that filled his head. He shifted in his seat when all the blood in his head started traveling south. He looked away, over at Darqu and the sight of him chased away any hint of desire. The rage he still felt when he saw him nearly consumed him but seeing Mar-see sitting with the other females eased most of it.

      He’d not let her do much of anything for a solid turn of the moons other than sleep and heal. The ta’gi leaves had closed her wounds to the point they were now just red streaks across her skin and the pelem bark tea eased her pain enough she was able to sleep without stirring. Her doing so in his bed irked him, but he had no one to be mad at other than himself. He’s the one who put her there and made her stay. And that irked him even more.

      She was a weakness. He knew it was true with nothing more than a passing thought of her. He’d been determined to put her with the other females but now was loath to even think about it. Even though she was completely healed, the thought of her being where he couldn’t see her made him uneasy and that alone should be reason enough to make him march her toward Allok’s camp and taunt him enough they finally had the war he’d been dreaming of. If it weren’t for the loss of life he knew would result in instigating a confrontation, he would have already done it, but most of those within his camp wanted a good reason to risk their life and he knew him being played for a fool by a female wasn’t a good enough reason for them. Allok may have sent Zasra but her being here had harmed no one other than him. Although his men were as bloodthirsty as he was, they needed a damn good reason to bleed and die and his revenge wasn’t enough.

      A commotion near the trees drew his attention. Several scouts coming back and others leaving for patrol were a constant reminder that those still out looking for Aris hadn’t returned, which meant they more than likely went further into Allok and Othrid’s territories. If they had, then their safety was now in jeopardy and any harm that came to them would fall to him in the eyes of his men, not on Allok or Othrid’s. Their deaths would add to the growing list of others and most days, he couldn’t even remember why he’d fought so hard to be where he is.

      He’d been a commander of a large unit of soldiers back on Tridian III, leading armies with triple the number of men under his command and at one time, was content to live his life fighting but now, he wearied of it. Sentenced to live out the remainder of his life on a prison planet was harsh enough but to do so with criminals as loathsome as the ones who put him here was unbearable most days. Having to constantly look over his shoulder to make sure no one was trying to stab him in the back and having to force others to do his will for no other reason than to show them he was in charge was tiresome. Having to do it alone even more so.

      You don’t have to be alone.

      He turned back to the females. Mar-see tossed her hair over one shoulder and laughed at something the small black haired human said.

      His e’mahn neok was the reason he felt so confused as of late. She made him long for things he’d never have again. He craved them endlessly now that she was here, and he wasn’t sure how to prevent it from consuming him.

      Liar. Taking her to Allok would solve that problem.

      He scowled at his thoughts and shifted in his seat again, glancing away from her only to look back a moment later.

      He watched her for countless bells, his thoughts in a dozen different directions until she stood some time later and stretched, her face twisting into a grimace. The wounds on her back still caused her pain, even though she told him they didn’t. Her insisting she was able to work was the only reason she was with the other females despite his reluctance to let her leave. She was well enough to labor, but he didn’t want her to.

      Looking around at those in camp, he knew she wasn’t safe from most of them despite him stringing Darqu up and leaving him there. Not everyone in camp was as content as they appeared. They never were. Someone, somewhere, was plotting to overthrow him and they’d do it by any means they could and using Mar-see to accomplish that was a given. It was probably why Darqu had felt confident enough to strike her to begin with. Hell, he may have been attempting a coup for all he knew.

      You should have let her leave with the dragon and his mate.

      The moment the thought whispered across his mind, something inside him balked, thrashing and clawing at him for even thinking such a thing. A red haze distorted his vision and the need to grab her and lock her away was so overwhelming he had to force himself to stay seated.

      A sense of dread filled him a moment later. That possessiveness he felt for her was troubling. He’d felt it weeks ago, and it had been slowly growing. More so now that she’d been hurt. As much as he wanted to deny it, he knew what that feeling was, that overwhelming need to keep her safe and close to him. His people called it soltangi and most longed for it all their lives, but very few ever managed to find it. His parents claimed to have, but he’d never expected to. Entertaining the notion that here, three galaxies away from Tridian III, he’d find a female who stirred his soul was absurd. That a female not of his own race would make his blood cry out for her even more so—but it did. It cried out for a female who was his perfect mate.

      He’d tasted her the day he’d brought her to camp. Had sunk his teeth into her flesh and nearly moaned in pleasure as her blood spilled into his mouth. He wondered if that was what triggered his need for her. That brief moment after he’d bitten her and her blood had coated his tongue, the scent of it filling his head as the sweetness of it trickled down his throat. He’d grown hard the moment it hit his tongue and even now he’d kill for just one more drop.

      Mar-see set the basket in her hand down and walked out of the circle the other females had formed around whatever it was they were working on. She glanced around camp before looking into the forest, then headed straight for it. She didn’t slow her steps as she neared the tree line and his heart thumped inside his chest as he watched her. Surely she wasn’t trying to leave again? After everything he’d done for her?

      She stepped into the shade of the trees as if he hadn’t told her to stay in camp unless she had an escort and he was on his feet, striding across the distance with his blood pounding in his ears. How dare she try to leave again? Maybe she was the one who needed a lesson and not his men. As he marched toward her, thoughts of tying her inside his hut filled him with pleasure.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Those egg-shaped mushroom things that reminded her of an octopus when they opened were dotted along the tree line. Despite them looking gross, they tasted damn good. Krista said they were even good raw so grabbing a few more to hide away for when they got hungry was as good an excuse as any to leave camp. Four of them were clustered under a large tree nestled within the shadowy forest. She was reaching for them when a branch cracked behind her. Even though she’d only taken a few steps past the dirt circle of camp, it took the warlord no time to follow, just as she’d hoped he would.

      The look on his face was one she’d seen too many times to count. He was furious, only this time that fury was directed at her. Maybe this game wasn’t a good idea after all.

      “Do you test me? Is that why you constantly disobey?”

      His voice boomed in the stillness. “I wasn’t—”

      “—You were told to stay within the confines of camp!” He looked around at the trees. “This is clearly not camp.” Crossing the space between them, he pulled her close, her neck straining as she looked up at him. “Do I need to teach you lessons as well?”

      Depends on the lessons. She didn’t reply, her gaze shooting across camp instead. Darqu’s rotting corpse filled her line of vision. Surely that wasn’t the type of lesson he meant. “No, I—”

      He cut her off before she could say another word, his grip on her arm tightening. “You will obey me, human, or pay for your insolence.”

      “Look, I—” She stopped talking when he turned her and marched her across camp. The other females watched them walk past, their eyes wide. Krista was the only one that didn’t look worried. If anything, she appeared amused.

      The warlord took her to his hut, ordering her inside. She stopped a few steps from the door, puzzled when he didn’t follow her in. She was about to step to the leather door flap and look out when he walked in and let the flap fall shut behind him.

      He gave her a harsh look before heading to the other side of the room. “Don’t get all worked up. I was just —”

      “Quiet,” he said, rifling through the wooden box that sat along the wall. “You will speak when given permission to do so.” He pulled a piece of cloth in an unusual shade of turquoise from the box he was looking through and turned back to her. Maybe she should have thought this out more.

      “I don’t think you realize how much trouble you are to me.” He stalked across the room toward her. “I have killed for you, ordered my men to treat you differently than the other females here, and yet you still walk about camp as if you are free to do as you please.”

      “I was only trying—”

      “—You will be silent.”

      Marcy bit her tongue to keep from saying anything else and watched him advance on her.

      “From this moment on, you will do nothing unless I have given you permission to do so, is that clear?”

      She opened her mouth but one look at his face told her not to utter a word.

      “Give me your hand.”

      Curiosity brought her hand up. It had nothing to do with him telling her to do it.

      Liar.

      The material he held turned out to be a long strip of cloth. Marcy watched him tie it around her wrist, wondering what he was doing until he said, “Give me the other.”

      The look in his eyes was one she hadn’t seen since the day under the waterfall. Her pulse leaped when he reached for her hand, tying it securely to the other then backing her across the room to one of the poles that held the roof up. A small metal peg was nailed into the beam. He pulled on her bound hands and hooked the cloth to it.

      “Pull yourself free and I’ll let you go without punishment.”

      Marcy stared at him for long moments before she looked up and wiggled her arms. The last time she’d been in this position, she’d been naked and standing in front of untold numbers of aliens in the arena. Like then, her toes barely touched the ground, and she didn’t have enough leverage to lift up any higher. She was stuck.

      The warlord took a step toward her, stopping so close she could feel his breath against her face. “Have I not provided for you? Sheltered you? Clothed you?” A muscle in his cheek clenched. “I’ve killed for you and yet, you dare try to leave me.” He grabbed her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “You belong to me, e’mahn neok. Did I not tell you punishment would be severe if you tried to leave again?”

      An eager glint flashed in his eyes. Maybe she wasn’t the only one playing this game. Marcy opened her mouth to reply, but he lunged for her, grabbing and turning her head and biting into the side of her neck so quickly, a stunned scream crawled up her throat. The noise echoed in the room, her ears ringing at the sound. The pain she felt was replaced a moment later with a surge of heat that traveled the entire length of her body, ending up between her legs. She moaned as the burn was followed by small sparks of pleasure. What the hell was he doing to her?

      The warlord pulled his teeth from her skin, then licked the spot he’d bitten her before lifting his head. His lips were stained red. He met her gaze before looking at the small trickle of blood that was flowing down her chest.

      Marcy sucked in a breath when he reached for the criss-crossing band of cloth that covered her chest and pulled it aside, exposing her entire breast to him. She watched the drop of blood and glanced at him when it reached her areola. He licked the blood from his lips and lifted his eyes to hers. She felt the trickle of blood hit her nipple and sucked in a shaky breath when he bent his head, his tongue extending. The moment he licked her breast free of the blood, the heat that had been coursing though her veins intensified. The sight of him licking her nipple, his tongue circling the hardened bud, caused a shudder to race through her limbs. When his lips closed around it, the gentle pull as he sucked caused her non existent panties to fill with moisture.

      She moaned, closed her eyes and leaned her head back, relishing the feel of him sucking her breast. He freed the other, his big hand cupping it and giving it small squeezes before he pinched the nipple.

      She’d never been into bondage before but she’d read Fifty Shades of Grey. She didn’t know many who hadn’t and like all the others, wondered what it would feel like to be chained and pleasured. Well, if this was it, she should have signed up ages ago.

      The warlord moved to her other breast, sucking and nibbling on her nipple before going back to the other. She lost track of time and briefly wondered if it was possible to orgasm just from someone sucking your tits. The pulsing throb between her legs said yeah … it was possible.

      The ache between her legs grew unbearable to the point she clamped her legs together just for a bit of pressure on her throbbing lady parts. His attention to her breasts was so thorough she could feel moisture leaking onto her thighs and if he didn’t touch her soon—

      He let go of her abruptly and stood to his full height. Marcy opened her eyes, watching him, her breaths panted out in short gasps. His strange amber eyes seemed brighter now as he looked at her kiss-swollen tits. He sucked in a breath, his nostrils flaring before he grabbed the material around her waist. He tugged at it until it loosened, then fell off her hips to pool on the floor at her feet. His gaze fell to the damp curls between her legs before he lowered his hand, his fingers barely caressing her inner thigh a moment later.

      He locked eyes with her as he slid one finger between her folds, the callused pad brushing her clit before sliding further. She inhaled sharply as his nostrils flared again. “You are wet.”

      No shit, sherlock. If he would just move his finger back to her clit she’d be more than wet. That finger between her folds slid inside of her and Marcy moaned again despite herself. Her eyes slid shut, and she spread her legs wider for him.

      As he had under the waterfall, he fingered her as if he had no other desire in the world than to see her come. He worked her pussy until her entire body was trembling, her nipples aching as he pinched them with his free hand. When her stomach clenched signaling her impending climax, she sucked in a breath, raised up on her toes and—

      He pulled his hand free. “Why do you disobey me?”

      Marcy’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. Why did she disobey him? He picked now to have a chat? Her muscles were clamping down on air, her clit throbbing. “I—” She closed her eyes and squeezed her legs together. When she looked back up at him, the corner of his mouth was lifted. Was he enjoying her discomfort?

      The warlord reached for the knot at the back of her neck, untying the material she covered her breasts with and pulled the cloth free, letting it fall to the floor with the skirt. He took three steps back, his gaze lingering on her breasts before lowering. When he finally lifted his eyes, the heat in his gaze caused that pulsing throb between her legs to intensify.

      He suddenly turned on his heel and left the hut. Marcy stared at the swinging leather flap, anticipation at what he was going to do next humming through her veins. Seconds turned to long minutes and as the leather door flap stopped swinging, and the noise in camp rose, Marcy realized he wasn’t coming back.
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      He was so hard, his cock felt ready to break. Jorrick headed into the trees, stomping up the path to the pond. Tying Mar-see to a pole had seemed like a good idea at the time but now, he wondered who exactly was being tortured.

      He could still taste her blood in his mouth. Why he’d bitten her he’d never know. Well, that’s not exactly true. He’d heard her heart pounding, saw the vein in her neck pulsing, and bloodlust had ridden him hard.

      And he wanted more.

      His own heart was racing by the time he reached the shelter of the cave's entrance and the darkness swallowed him as he headed to the waterfall. The air was cooler here, the scents that lingered in the forest cleared from his head in an instant. It took long minutes for his racing heart to calm and his agonizing hard on to go away.

      The mist of water that always lingered in the air here was enough to clear the scent of Mar-see’s cunt from his nose. It would only take lifting his hand for it to fill his head again so he bent near the water's edge and washed his hands.

      He stared at the ripples in the water, his mind’s eye filling with visions of Mar-see’s face twisted in tortured bliss. She’d been so close to coming. He wasn’t sure what made him step away and deny her but the shocked look on her face and the desperate need he saw in her eyes had made him rock hard. She’d wanted him. Needed him so badly in that moment—

      He should have just fucked her. Taken what he wanted instead of playing this game but she needed to learn who was in charge.

      This isn’t why you took her.

      The same voice that had been whispering to him every time he thought of keeping Mar-see followed him out of the cave. He was beyond pretending now. He would have to get his revenge on Allok another way. The little human was his and by the time he was through with her, she would know it intimately.

      And she’d beg him for more.
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      He’d told her on several occasions that any punishment he doled out on her would be severe and now, she believed him. Marcy had always assumed the warlord’s punishment would be some sort of torture but sexual torture? The thought had never entered her mind.

      Her body had cooled, the tingles racing through her veins nonexistent by the time he returned. He said nothing when he entered the hut. Just stood there staring at her until the leather door hanging stopped swinging behind him, then he removed the leather bandolier he always wore and dropped it by his feet.

      He approached her slowly, his gaze roaming her body from head to toe. When he stopped in front of her, her pulse was racing, her nipples tightening in anticipation of his touch. He was staring at her breasts when he raised his hand and ran the back of one finger over one tight tip, then the other.

      “Where I came from, there were two types of females.” He brought his other hand up, sliding it between her thighs, his fingertips tickling a path up her leg. “Warriors—those who fought alongside the men in combat.” He slipped a finger between her folds, then slid it inside of her. “And nurturers.” Then added another. “Those who cared for the home, raised our young and—” He brushed her clit with his thumb, his fingers moving slowly in and out of her as he leaned so close she could feel his breath against her lips. “Obeyed every command given to them.”

      Marcy’s eyes rolled in her head, those tingles from before coming back with a vengeance now. She spread her legs wider, her toes barely touching the ground as he fingered her and she silently begged him to never stop.

      “Do you know which I preferred?”

      She gasped, stars shooting sparks behind her closed eyelids as he increased the pressure on her clit. He pinched her nipple, and every bone felt weak as her stomach clenched tight.

      “Look at me.”

      Forcing her eyes open took work. She met his gaze, saw a glint of amusement shining in those amber eyes of his and knew, the orgasm she was on the brink of having was once again going to be denied. When he pulled away from her, a frustrated scream crawled up her throat.

      “You will obey me, e’mahn neok. In all things.”

      He left without another word and was gone long enough her body had cooled and she’d silently called him every low down rotten thing she could think of. When he came back what felt like hours later, he surprised her by crossing to where she hung, lowered his head, and sucked one breast, then the other, then alternated between the two until she was ready to come from nothing more than his mouth on her tits. She was biting her lip when he lifted his head to look at her and she knew she wasn’t the only one being affected by his torture. The heat she saw in his gaze told her that much.

      He cupped both her breasts and took a step back, and to her utter astonishment, fell to one knee and looked up at her. He was so close to where she needed him she tilted her hips without thinking. He smiled, the tips of those fangs he’d used to bite into her neck shining moments before he grabbed her hips and leaned forward, burying his face between her legs.

      “Sweet mother of—” The words were cut off with a groan, her eyes rolling back as his tongue slid against her clit. He sucked it into his mouth, pulling hard on it until she looked down at him. Seeing him there, on his knees eating her pussy like he was born to do it made every nerve in her body clench. She gasped, rolled her hips against his face and bit back a silent scream when he penetrated her with his tongue.

      The warlord’s hunger for her was apparent. He pulled her closer, draped one of her legs over his shoulders and tongued her intimate folds until her legs started shaking, her breaths panted out between small squeals and the orgasm she’d been dying for earlier was so close to the surface she broke out into a cold sweat.

      Then the fucker pulled away.

      Marcy’s eyes snapped open just as he stood up and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “What have you learned today, e’mahn neok?”

      That you are a devious motherfucker. She didn’t say the words out loud, but she wanted to shout them in his face.

      He looked please with himself but all it took was a glance down to know he was probably hurting as much as she was. He was rock hard and that massive cock of his was straining against his leather pants.

      “Well?”

      “I’ve learned you’re as controlling as I thought you were.”

      He raised one eyebrow at her. “That is all?”

      All I’m willing to say out loud.

      Long minutes ticked by as he stood there staring at her before he smiled, turned on his heel, and left. She watched the leather door flap swing, cursing under her breath until long after it had stopped.

      The warlord knew all about torture, apparently. And he was either leaving to go jerk one off or had an iron will most men didn’t. As the day wore on, she lost count of how many times he came back. How many times he sucked her breasts, fingered and licked her into a quivering mess—then left just as she was about to come. The last time, she’d screamed, “you fucking asshole,” at his retreating back and could have sworn she heard him laugh.

      The sadistic bastard was about to get a lesson of his own. She was tired, hungry and pissed off and the next time he came to her would be the last.

      The noise around camp grew before quieting again, the constant flow of traffic outside the hut should have made her nervous but she was too furious to care. So what if anyone looked in and found her hanging there. Most probably thought this sort of thing happened on a nightly basis, anyway.

      Her stomach was growling by the time the warlord came back. The small glimpse she’d gotten of the camp outside the doorway showed the sun had set, the camp dark except for the glow of the central fire pit. Marcy gritted her teeth as she glared at him.

      He headed to the table where the small bowl of glowing rocks sat. He moved them around, making them glow bright enough to illuminate the room, then turned to face her. “Have you learned your lesson?”

      “Go to hell.”

      “I guess not.”

      He crossed the room and raised an arm, his hand going for her breast when Marcy lifted her leg, planting her knee against his hip to keep him away. “I’m done playing.”

      The warlord raised an eyebrow at her. “You don’t like our game?”

      “Game?” She scoffed. “Games are fun. This is not.”

      He smiled, those fangs shining in the dim light. “Oh, you are wrong e’mahn neok. I’ve not had such fun in more rotations of the moons than I can remember.”

      “Well, I’m certainly not having fun.”

      “You weren’t supposed to. Where is the lesson if it isn’t unpleasant?”

      When he came at her again, Marcy raised her leg and got her foot on him this time. She pushed, trying to keep him away and barely budged him an inch.

      He laughed and knocked her foot away.

      The moment he came at her again, she kicked at him.

      What started out as a slow dance of him coming toward her and her pushing him away turned into a battle of wills within minutes. The smile on his face grew as he pushed her thrashing legs away but vanished when her foot caught him between the legs a moment later.

      He growled—honest to God growled—and lunged for her so quickly, she let out a shocked squeal when he grabbed her by the hair, turned her head, and bit into the side of her neck again. The shock lasted only seconds. With him so close, she repaid him in kind, opening her mouth and biting him back with blunt teeth.

      The sound he made was a mix between pain and pleasure, the sucking pull on her neck growing more intense before his grip on her hair loosened and he lifted his head to look at her. His eyes had darkened until they were nearly black in the low light, his lips stained red with her blood and every cell in her body was on fire. That pulsing thump was back between her legs and before he had time to do more than look at her, she leaned forward and kissed him. The moment their lips met, he growled again and the hold he had on her hair tightened to this side of painful as he forced his tongue inside her mouth.

      Before their encounter in the waterfall cave, she hadn’t been able to recall the last time she’d been kissed. She’d been without a steady boyfriend for fourteen months or so before she’d been captured and put on that spaceship and who knew how long she’d been here. She’d lost count of the weeks but if she had to guess, she’d say it was going on close to two years since she’d been anywhere near a man. Maybe that was why the warlords kiss—even the bloody-mouthed kiss he was giving her now—made her womb clench so tight because had it been any other time, tasting her own blood would have been revolting. Today, she couldn’t get enough. She sucked his tongue into her mouth, rolled her own against it and felt ready to come from nothing more than feeling those fangs of his nip her lip.

      The warlord was the first to break the kiss. He was panting for breath and that bulge in his pants had grown, his hips angled toward her enough she could feel it against her flesh. Before he had time to leave again, she lifted one leg and wrapped it around him, planting her heel into his ass and hunched her hips, rubbing herself on his erection. She leaned in enough to grab his bottom lip with her teeth, nipped it hard enough to bleed before letting go. “Are you ever going to fuck me or do you just intend to play with me all day?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Every muscle in his body clenched tight at her words. His balls were probably five shades of blue by now. He’d never denied himself so long and wasn’t sure why he hadn’t taken himself in hand before now. Maybe because he knew it would be that much more pleasing when he took her if he refused himself the pleasure.

      She was panting with need, her breasts heaving with every breath. The musky scent of her cunt filled the air and just breathing it in made him want to bury his face between her legs again.

      Commotion outside the door drew his attention, the leather flap moving before he turned his head to look at it. “Whoever is there, go away.”

      Vikram cleared his throat and said, “Apologies, warlord, but there is trouble on our border.”

      He bit back a curse, took a few deep breaths to will his erection away and hurried to the door. Vikram was flanked by three others when he stepped outside. He pushed the leather door flap closed so they couldn’t see inside. “What is it?”

      Vikram’s eyes darted across his face before falling to the side of his neck. His hand rose, his fingers sliding across his still bleeding flesh. The pain from the bite Mar-see gave him barely registered now and it took every ounce of control he had to listen to his second in command when all his mind wanted to focus on was the fact his little human had marked him. Had claimed him whether she knew it or not and every nerve in his body was firing at once, adrenaline coursing through his veins as that gnawing need to make her his in every way screamed at him to take her. To cover her with his scent so there would be no doubt to anyone that she belonged to him.

      “Warlord, did you hear me?”

      Jorrick blinked and focused his gave on Vikram. “Sorry. No, repeat that again.”

      “A number of men were seen entering our territory.”

      “How many?”

      “We’re not sure. It could have been ten. It could have been forty. The scouts did not stay long enough to see.”

      “Then tell them to go back and find out!”

      Jorrick watched them walk away, then turned and headed back inside. The next person to interrupt him would join Darqu in the trees.
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      Jorrick said nothing when he stepped back into the hut and secured the door flap but the expression on his face screamed his intent. She was about to get fucked silly.

      Goosebumps pimpled Marcy’s skin the moment he locked eyes with her. He grabbed the stool beside the table and sat down, taking his time removing each of his boots. When he stood, he pushed his long hair away from his face and reached for the fastening on his pants. Marcy’s gaze shot there and held.

      He was still hard, the evidence of it straining against his leathers. He popped the fastenings open. As if he was moving in slow motion, he pushed the pants down over his hips. That beautiful cock of his sprang up and those goosebumps cause a shiver to race up her spine.

      The warlord slid the pants off and kicked them away. The orange glow from those strange rocks shined against his golden skin and created interesting shadows. Marcy watched the play of light against his flesh as he started toward her and every step he took made her pulse leap.

      He said nothing when he stopped in front of her, just reached down and lifted her leg to his hip. The heat from his body chased away the chills. He grabbed his cock and slid it against her wet folds. She was still wet and sucked in a breath when the head of his cock bumped her clit.

      The leg she was standing on quivered as he stepped closer, lining himself up to enter her but he didn’t do anything other than that. “Stop playing with me.” She used the leg on his hip to pull him forward and he slid in so slowly, it was excruciatingly blissful.

      She bit her lip when the full length of him was inside of her. He grabbed her other leg, pulling it up and around his hip before pulling from her and sliding back in. Her eyelids closed, her breath catching as he set a slow, leisurely pace.

      “Open your eyes, e’mahn neok.”

      Marcy did as told. This close up she could see brown and copper flecks in his golden eyes. His thrusts grew harder as he pushed inside. Their gazes were locked and with each intrusion into her body, Marcy forgot all about going home.

      She’d had more than one lover in her adult life but not one of them had looked at her the way the warlord was now. It felt as if he was seeing into her very soul and as his thrusts grew harder, her heart pounded faster. The noise in camp faded away, nothing registered but the sound of their panted breaths. Marcy hadn’t minded being bound to the pole but now she wanted her hands free. She wanted to touch him, to slide her hands into all that slick hair, to pull him close and hold on tight.

      Both her legs were around his waist now and she pulled him closer, holding him to her as she rounded her hips, moving with him, faster and faster until he stopped moving and she was fucking him. She was so close to coming she’d kill him if he stopped now.

      One of those rumbling growls rattled his chest. He lifted his hands, one claiming her breast, the other sliding into her hair before he thrust his hips forward. The force of it was near bruising but it sent tingles shooting down her spine.

      “Harder,” she panted. “And don’t you dare fucking stop or I’ll kill you in your sleep.”

      He grinned, those fangs shining in the low light while he fucked her the way she’d been hoping he would. Hard and with enough force she found it hard to breathe.

      Her stomach clenched seconds before her body went hot, every limb tingling and her eyelids slammed shut as a scream crawled up her throat. The warlord’s thrusts grew quicker, his hold on her tightening as she finally came, her teeth clenched to keep from screaming, the pounding slap of his hips slamming into her causing her entire body to thrum. She felt him thicken moments before heat filled her and his growls were so loud she didn’t even try to hold back what she felt and knew the noise they were making had to be heard by someone outside the hut.

      When he finally stilled, his face was buried against her neck, his breath hot against her skin. His hold on her loosened, but he never moved. He just stood there, holding her as their heart rates slowed and her body kept clamping down on his cock.

      She didn’t know how long they stood like that but when the warlord raised his head and looked at her, then reached up to pull her hands free of the hook, something in his eyes changed. It wasn’t so much the color as it was the intensity in them. The way he was looking at her grew—softer. More—reverent.

      Her arms ached when she lowered them, the blood flow returning to normal. She had no where to put them other than around his neck but he didn’t look as if he minded. The hardened warlord who had scared the shit out of her the first time she’d seen him had teased and tortured her all day, made her body ache in ways it never had before, then did the impossible. He’d come to her gently and made love to her in a way she wasn’t aware he was capable of. When he wrapped his arms around her waist and hugged her to him, then turned and headed for his bed, his intention was clear in his eyes. When he laid her down on his bed and covered her body with his own before kissing a path down the side of her neck to her breast, she knew without a doubt that Jityria was definitely going to kill her now. She shivered when he bit lightly on her nipple. At least she’d die happy and thoroughly fucked. She’d be sure to let Jityria know just how well before she delivered the killing blow.
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      His body ached in ways he hadn’t felt in years and as sated as he felt, the voice of reason was screaming inside his head what a fool he was.

      He should have never touched her. He should have thrown her into the hole the moment they reached camp and forgotten she was there until the time was right.

      What if she was another spy for Allok? What if he’d played into his enemy’s hands like a fool once again? He didn’t doubt for a moment Allok would do it but he couldn’t believe for a minute he’d had any part in Mar-see being auctioned off in the arena. Allok was a powerful warlord but none of them were powerful enough to sway the corporation. Were they?

      Kr’Atek hadn’t even tried to fight him but that didn’t mean much. Not many were brave enough to challenge him. It was why Kr’Atek had betrayed him and left to begin with. He’d not been strong enough to take him on and walk away from it so he’d run to Allok with all his secrets.

      Mar-see stirred and rolled to her back. The furs had fallen and laid underneath her breasts. Jorrick ran his gaze over her and knew he’d never seen a more perfectly formed female. Her breasts were round and firm and fit his hands as if they’d been made just for him.

      The previous night came back to him in flashes and he grew hard with just the memory. The things she’d made him feel were so foreign he’d laid there stunned most of the night. No one should have that much power over him but she did. She made him think ridiculous things that would make the others perceive him as weak if they knew. Silly things that only a female would appreciate him saying and as he looked at her, all he wanted to do was crawl between her thighs, slide into her warmth and wrap her in his arms while whispering things only she could hear.

      But he didn’t.

      Jorrick crawled from the bed, trying to be careful not to wake her and dressed while watching her. If she was part of some scheme Allok had set into motion, then he’d find out. And if she was working for that bastard, he’d kill her slowly and send the warlord her pretty little head.

      The thought irritated him more than it should have. He strapped his weapons on, taking in the features of her face and hoped like hell she wasn’t playing him. He’d vowed to never let another in but as he stood there looking at her, he knew it was too late. Whether it was a mating bond or just loneliness, she was his. He just hoped she wasn’t his downfall.

      He grabbed his weapons, and left the hut, heading across camp in search of Vikram. His second in command had come to him the night before with reports of a disturbance and he’d been more concerned with bedding Mar-see than seeing what was happening on his borders. He found him and Aryn in a small cluster of others deep in conversation. They all looked his way as he approached.

      “Warlord.” Vikram nodded his head in greeting.

      “What did you find?”

      “Nothing good.” Vikram turned and headed into the trees. Jorrick followed him, along with the others. “I had scouts search the entire border again looking for the men they’d seen but all they found was several bodies.”

      “Are they Allok’s men or ours?”

      “I can’t tell.” He glanced over at him. “There’s not much left of them.”

      A sense of urgency erased the last of his worries where Mar-see was concerned. They’d still not found Aris. News of bodies along his borders made his gut twist as fear of what he’d find filled his mind. That war he wanted may be closer than he thought.
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      Waking up alone wasn’t unusual but working around camp all day and not seeing the warlord was.

      Marcy had looked for him all day and when night had fallen and he was still nowhere to be seen, that shitty little voice in the back of her head started whispering that she hadn’t seen Jityria all day either. When full dark fell, those thoughts had only grown and made her feel even worse.

      The previous day had played inside her head so many times, her body clenched tight just thinking about all the things he’d done to her, even more so when she’d crawled into his bed alone and inhaled the scent of his skin that lingered on the furs. Memories of how her body had felt alive as every touch, kiss and lick he’d placed on her flesh filled her head again.

      She’d slept fitfully, staring at the ceiling most of the night wondering where he was and once visions of him in Jityria’s bed popped into her head, she was ready to chop off his dangly bits. The question, was he fucking Jityria after all? had run through her mind on repeat until she’d finally given up the pretense of sleep and ended up pacing the hut, furious at them both, trying to convince herself she wasn’t jealous. That she had no right to be. She was his captive, nothing more. It didn’t matter that he made her come so hard she nearly blacked out. She was his to do with as he pleased and if that meant fucking her then disappearing, then that’s exactly what he’d do.

      She sighed. One good poking and the warlord had turned her into a jealous lunatic. She wanted to blame it on being so damn long since she’d been laid but knew it was a lie. He’d rocked her world so many times the night before, she was sure she’d walk funny for a week.

      And the bastard had been gone when she woke and hadn’t come home yet!

      An entire day and night passed with no sign of him and no one could tell her anything. When the sun rose on the second day, and she found herself alone in bed, she flung the furs back, dressed and stormed out of the hut.

      Jityria was the first person she saw. The ire she’d felt the day before came back in an instant and she wanted to claw the heifers eyes out for no other reason than her imagination had flashed pictures of her naked with the warlord for a solid day and quite frankly, she was pissed about it. She didn’t want to think of him naked with anyone but her but the thought wouldn’t leave her.

      Jityria spotted her and headed her way. That same pissy look was on her face as she approached. “Why are you not at the cooking pits?”

      “Because I just woke up.”

      She sneered. “Your sleeping habits matter to no one.” Jityria grabbed her arm and shoved her toward the trees. “Go serve the others or I’ll have you thrown into the hole.”

      The rest of the morning was spent filling cups and carrying trenchers of food to the tables, then cleaning it all up again. By the time she’d eaten and headed toward the females hut, her back felt as if it was breaking.

      The sun was high in the sky when commotion in the trees caught everyone’s attention. Marcy watched the warlord stomp into the clearing, followed by a small group of scouts. No one looked happy. Some looked downright enraged.

      They scattered inside the camp, their voices starting to fill the air in a constant barrage of angry chatter. The warlord headed straight for his hut. She debated going after him but thought better of it when he disappeared inside and bellowed so loud in that unusual growl she sometimes heard that the noise rang across camp and sent most everyone scurrying.

      Something shattered a moment later and within minutes, the sound of things breaking filled the air. The walls of the hut shuddered as things continue to crash and get slammed into the ground and those loud growls caused everyone in camp to hunker down where they were and not move.

      She’d seen the way the others looked at the warlord at times, as if they were thinking up ways to take everything he had but seeing them now, and listening to whatever was going on inside that hut, she knew why so few had ever tried. She’d romanticized the man who shared a bed with her but she knew very little about him. About what sort of person he was before he ended up here. From the sounds of it, one prone to fits of violence.

      Celestia hurried across camp and sat on one of the low-lying stools. She jumped when something banged against the wall of the Jorrick’s hut hard enough it shuddered again.

      Marcy winced and wondered if she’d find herself on the floor tonight. Or cramped into the small hut the other females had to share.

      Tezhila was the first to speak, asking Celestia in a soft voice, “Do you know what has happened?”

      The blue alien nodded. “They found Aris. He is dead.”

      Marcy gasped with the others. Aris had been missing for weeks now. She looked toward the hut again when something else crashed into the wall. “I take it the warlord knew him well?”

      Celestia nodded. “They arrived here together and had a close bond. Aris said things to the warlord others would have never dared to utter, but he didn’t fear him like most do. It may have been why they got along so well.”

      Marcy stared at the hut and listened to the warlord rage over the loss of his friend. A part of her wanted to go and try to comfort him but she was familiar with that sort of grief and nothing she said would take away his pain.

      She lost track of time sitting there but the warlord eventually calmed. The evening meal was prepared and eaten before she ventured to the hut. She peeked in and sucked in a breath. He’d destroyed nearly everything.

      The light was dim but she could tell he wasn’t there. He must have slipped out unseen when she was serving the others.

      Marcy pulled the leather door flap back and secured it to grab the last remaining light of the day and spent longer than it should have taken to find the brasier those odd glowing rocks sat in. She righted the tables and set the rocks back into the bowl and spent the rest of the evening straightening the hut. When it somewhat resembled what it had that morning, she looked at the bed. It was broken, the frame supporting the mattress shattered into several pieces.

      It took several tugs to get the mattress moved to a clear spot on the floor. She dug all the furs out from under the broken bed frame and made the bed, then stripped out of her clothes and crawled into it exhausted. She stared at the door, willing the warlord to come back and as the noise in camp died, she wondered where he was. And who was comforting him.
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      Her body was tingling with the remnants of an erotic dream, heat along her back where the warlord lay pressed against her making her body thrum and Marcy blinked her eyes open only to realize it wasn't a dream. The warlord was indeed behind her. Fucking her.

      She moaned when he dragged her leg up over his and pushed inside again, the thick length of him sliding in and out in a slow, leisurely pace. He held one of her breast in his hand, his thumb flicking her nipple while he breathed heavily into the crook of her neck. She moved her head to one side, his lips tickling a path to her ear and when he realized she was awake, his thrusts became harder, quicker.

      The hand on her breast lowered, his fingers finding her clit, and it took an embarrassingly short amount of time for him to make her come. She screamed into her hand as his cock slammed into her, his fingers working her clit until her limbs were shaking.

      He came with a roar, his hold on her tightening to this side of painful. He didn't let go until their breathing had returned to normal, then he pulled away from her, stood, then dressed and left without a single word.

      Marcy flopped onto her back and stared at the ceiling. She didn't know when he'd come to bed but was glad he had. Of course it was disappointing he left again without saying anything to her.

      She eventually crawled from bed and dressed then headed straight for the pond to wash. There was no denying that she and the warlord were intimate. Most even suspected it. Those who didn't could probably tell from nothing more than her walking past them. One of the things she'd learned since arriving on Prison Moon One is, these aliens have a very keen sense of smell. Jityria being one of them. She saw her on the trail halfway there and groaned. She was tired of the verbal sparring matches they had.

      Jityria’s nose was almost nonexistent it was so flat but her nostrils flared the moment she stopped in front of her on the path. Her black eyes ran the length of her before coming back up and Marcy saw her nostrils flare again before she met her gaze.

      She knew next to nothing about Jityria other than she hated the sight of her. She didn't even know what her species was called. She hadn't cared enough to ask but maybe she should have because Jityria came at her so quickly, she didn't even realize she'd moved until Jityria grabbed her by the hair and threw her across the path and into the surrounding trees. Marcy lay there stunned for long seconds, blinking into the swaying trees limbs until Jityria’s face came into view. She was grabbed, pulled from the ground and thrown again as if she weighed nothing. She rolled and managed to find her feet before she attacked again but Marcy knew her being quick on her feet meant very little.

      "If you leave a mark on me, Jityria, the warlord will rip you apart."

      The alien paused, her black gaze boring into her own for so long, Marcy knew Jityria was debating on whether it was worth it. She gave her a familiar sneer and closed the distance between them, reaching out and grabbing another handful of her hair. "I can smell him all over you, human."

      I just bet you can. Marcy didn't reply, just stood there trying not to wince as Jityria pulled on her hair.

      "And I will have what is rightfully mine," she said. The corners of her mouth turned up slowly, the smile one of the cruelest she'd seen. "And I will have my revenge on you as well, sevit."

      Jityria flung her away again and was walking back down the path before Marcy even hit the ground. She lay there stunned, the side of her head aching where Jityria had been yanking at her hair and she raised a hand to her head to make sure she hadn’t yanked her bald.

      As fights went, that one was pretty pathetic, but she wasn't stupid. She wouldn't be able to best Jityria on a good day and there wasn't much use in trying to do more than deflect her blows. She was only human, after all.

      She crawled to her feet and continued to the pond to wash, looking toward the waterfall cave when she reached it. She debated going inside to see if the warlord was there but decided against it. He was in a mood and she didn't know enough about him to know if he'd lash out at her and she wasn't going to find out. She'd had her ass kicked enough for one day.
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      Something was happening. People were in motion everywhere when she got back to camp. Marcy headed to the females hut to see what was going on and was met by Krista. “What's going on?”

      "They're preparing a memorial of some kind for Aris."

      Marcy nodded, then watched as a small pyre was erected. From what she'd heard, they hadn't found much of Aris. Part of a skull with hair attached, a few random limbs, and his hand. He had the same golden skin the warlord did, so they were of the same species but it was a number tattooed onto the side of the severed hand that let them know it was Aris. She'd seen a similar number tattooed on the warlord's hand as well.

      The ceremony was solemn, as most funerals were, but once the remains had been burned, the aliens celebrated as if Aris was still with them. As funerals went, it was better than most she'd been to. At least no one was standing around weeping here.

      It had taken a while to find the warlord in the crowd. He'd stood by his hut, alone. She'd debated going to him but didn't want to intrude. When he retreated and finally left the party and disappeared inside his hut, she looked toward the food trenchers. She couldn't remember the last time she'd seen him eat anything.

      Taking one of the empty trenchers, she filled it and grabbed a jug of the intoxicating wine the aliens liked to drink, along with a cup and carried it to the hut, hoping he didn't scream at her for invading his space.

      The leather flap was closed when she made it to the entrance. She looked at those around camp before quietly pushing it aside and stepping in.

      It was dark but she could see him along the back wall looking at a flat disk of some kind. He turned his head to look at her when the leather flap fell closed behind her. For all his strength, the look in his eyes told her he was devastated.

      She held up the trencher and cup. "I brought you something to eat."

      He looked at her for a moment, then turned his head. "I'm not hungry."

      "I'm sure you're not but you have to eat. We all do." She carried the trencher and cup to the table and set them down, hoping they didn't slide off. This table hadn't fared well in his wrath. The leg was nearly broken off, and it leaned heavily to one side now.

      "He shouldn't have been here."

      Marcy wasn't sure if he was talking to her or just stating a fact. He was still staring at whatever it was he held in his hand.

      "He was too young. More child than man and now he's dead." He raised his hand and threw whatever it was he was holding so hard it stuck into the wall. He turned to the table beside him and braced his hands on top of it and lowered his head. "He never listened to me. He was insolent and had no regard to safety and would defy me for no other reason than he could.” His fist hit the tabletop hard enough she heard the wood crack. Then he hit it again. And again.

      Marcy crossed the room, wrapped her arms around his waist, and hugged him to her. Plastered against his back, she could hear his heart pounding. His violent assault on the table stopped, and he just stood there panting for breath. She didn’t move until his breathing had returned to normal and lifted her head when he quietly said, “Aris was my brother.”

      It felt as if she’d been slapped, the words were so shocking. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “No one knows.” He inhaled deeply. Exhaled. “Only you.”

      The admission took her by surprise. She knew very little about the warlord, and he her, yet he trusted her with information no one else knew?

      She stepped around him, pushing her way between him and the table. His eyes were glassy, as if filled with tears he refused to shed. She’d seen many expressions on his face but never this one. He looked so—profoundly sad, it made her heart hurt. “Tell me how to make this better, warlord.”

      He sighed and pushed her hair from her face, his gaze touching every inch of it before saying, “My name is Jorrick.”

      Her heart thumped against her ribcage—hard. “It’s nice to meet you, Jorrick.” She smiled and laid her palms against his chest. “I’m Marcy.” If asked later what made her raise up on her toes and kiss him, she wouldn’t have been able to say, but the moment their lips touched, he cupped both sides of her head in his hands and tilted it to one side and kissed her as if he’d been waiting his entire life to do it. His tongue slid against her own and she felt a small zap of heat travel the length of her body at the intimate touch.

      Jorrick was a good kisser. She wasn’t sure if it was because he was here on this awful prison moon and being with a woman was so rare a thing it made him more enthusiastic or if he was just that damn good at it, but she was ready for a full-on girly swoon within seconds.

      He wore a shirt today. It hung loose, the hem, for once, not tucked in so she took advantage of it and slid her hands underneath the material. His stomach muscles contracted at her touch, his fingers sliding deeper into her hair and the sweep of his tongue inside her mouth grew deeper.

      The intensity of his kiss told her how much pain he was in, and if this was what it took to ease some of it, then so be it. Being with him wasn’t a hardship regardless of the motive behind it so she eased the shirt up, pushing the material to his chest until she finally broke the kiss and pulled it off.

      Marcy unhooked the fastener on his pants and looked him in the eye as she parted the material and started sliding them down over his hips. She pushed them as far as she could reach, then bent her legs, falling to her knees in front of him, pulling the material to his ankles.

      His cock wasn’t hard, but the length was still impressive. She leaned forward and took it into her mouth, swallowing the entire softened length, and felt it twitch when he sucked in a harsh breath.

      She’d never sucked a soft dick but decided she liked it the moment she felt it start to harden. His fingers dug into her hair, holding her to him as she worked him root to tip, swirling her tongue around the hardening length and by the time he was fully erect, she knew she’d never be able to get it all into her mouth.

      Marcy pulled back enough to look up at him and licked the head of his cock. Those strange amber eyes no longer held the glassy shine of tears. He was looking at her with so much desire shining in them she felt a shudder of pleasure ripple down her spine.

      She sucked him back in, licking and nibbling on his length until he shifted his hips, then fucked her mouth for long minutes before pulling himself free and lifting her, roughly removing the wrap skirt around her waist and sitting her on the table. He lifted both her legs, draped them across his arms and slid inside her without a word.

      Marcy gasped at the intrusion and reached up, wrapping her arms around his neck and held on as he fucked her like he had nothing else to do but give her pleasure. He was watching her, their eyes locked, and she saw so many emotions there. His pain was obvious but something else lingered, something that made her heart clench tight.

      He kissed her again, his lips soft and wet against her own while his hips rocked forward, feeding his length into her more forcefully until the table was rocking and bouncing off the walls behind it.

      The warlord—Jorrick—gripped her hips, locking her to him, his fingers digging into her flesh as he pounded into her and kissed her stupid. Her womb clenching announced her impending release, and it hit her so fast, when she opened her mouth to scream, nothing came out but a gurgled half moan she hoped no one outside heard. The warlord didn’t hold back when he came. He roared loud enough it would take no one but a second to wonder what was happening inside their hut and by the time he stilled, Marcy knew that was only a prelude to what she was in store for.

      He lifted her and walked to the bed, his steps awkward and she realized his pants were still around his ankles. She would have laughed but didn’t want him to think she was laughing at him. When he sank to his knees on the mattress she’d placed on the floor, he laid her down then stood again, removed his boots and pants and stared down at her like some fantastic golden god. He was simply—beautiful. And all hers at the moment.

      Marcy spread her legs, smiling when his gaze shot there, and held her arms up to him, inviting him for more. When he sank back down onto the mattress, kissing a path up her leg, she wondered if those aliens who’d kidnapped her hadn’t actually done her a favor. No one on earth had ever looked at her the way Jorrick did and as her heart started pounding, his wet tongue finding her center, she knew she was now his willing captive.
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      She was an enigma. Beautiful and full of life and she didn’t belong here on this awful planet. Jorrick stilled when she looked over her shoulder at him and smiled, every muscle in his body tightening at the sight of it. He lived for those smiles now. Waiting every morning until she woke, knowing she’d grace him with one the moment she saw him. Then he’d fuck her until she was panting for breath and couldn’t move from their bed.

      He’d mourned Aris in the weeks between his disappearance and them finding him. He’d known he was dead. They would have found him had he been alive. But knowing something and seeing proof of it were two very different things. He’d raged and wanted to kill and felt that beast that lived within all his people try to claw himself free. Mar-see was the only reason every alien in his camp who had ever said a harsh word to his brother wasn’t dead. She calmed the beast that lurked beneath his skin.

      Mar-see bent to pick up another ground root. She showed it to him and told him it reminded her of an ok-to-puss, whatever that was.

      He walked closer to where she stood and leaned back against one of the trees. “How did you come to be in this place?”

      She huffed out a breath. “I was walking out of my dance studio and this bright light surrounded me. I thought it was a police spotlight at first but then I blacked out and woke up on a spaceship.” She shrugged. “As abductions go, it was pretty standard. Most earthlings don’t even believe in aliens.” She laughed. “Hell, I didn’t believe in aliens but—here I am.”

      He knew what dancing was but some of the words she’d used were unfamiliar. “You danced for others the way you did for me?”

      The way she turned and looked at him made his cock jerk. “You liked the dancing?”

      “I liked it very much.”

      She graced him with a smile that promised things he was ready for her to do now. “Then I’ll be sure to do it more often. But to answer your question, yes, I danced like that for others. I actually taught people how to dance like that.”

      “You instructed them on how to move in such a way to seduce a male?”

      She laughed. “Well, I never thought of it that way but I guess if one was really good at it, then I suppose seduction would be possible. Seeing how I found you passed out on the floor the morning after I danced for you, then I think I might need to work harder next time.”

      Her dance was more seductive than she thought it was. If he hadn’t been drugged, he would have had her ass in the air while he pounded into her for half the night, and on her back the other half.

      His cock jerked again just thinking about doing it. Having her under the waterfall had shaken his world. Her naked and secured to the pole in his hut, completely at his mercy, had left him undone, addicted to the sounds he pulled from her. He’d been between her thighs so many times now, but it still didn’t feel like enough. He craved her, loved to feel the sweep of her tongue on his flesh and hearing her whisper his name as she came sent him over the edge every single time.

      He inhaled a deep breath and pushed the thought away before he hauled her back to his bed. “Tell me what your planet is like.”

      She stilled a moment then shrugged her shoulders. “A bit like this one, I guess. Our oceans are blue, instead of the weird teal thing going on here. Earth is mostly water and what land masses we do have are over populated, some parts in desperate need of food, so theres starvation and disease.

      “We’ve ventured into space but only went as far as the moon. We’re not advanced enough to explore in any form other than probes and man-made robots or machines.” She picked another root and dropped it into her basket. “And while there are some things here that are familiar, others are not.” She smiled and walked to a cluster of vines near the base of the bush. “We don’t have singing flowers.” She picked one of the white blooms from the ground and held it up to him. “The others thought I was crazy when I told them these things sing.”

      He straightened. “You hear them?”

      She looked at him and nodded. “I hear them. Do you?”

      He smiled. “Yes.” He crossed to where she stood and took the flower from her, then brushed it against her lips. “This is a moon flower. I’ll bring you back tonight to see them. Their petals open and are dusted with a fine powdery substance that make them appear to be glowing. No one here other than those of my species have heard their song. No one other than you.”

      “So you think the hum they emit is really a song?”

      “I do. I think its how they communicate with each other.”

      “Communicate? As in the singing is actually a language?”

      “Possibly.”

      “They’re sentient?” She looked horrified. “No wonder they stop singing when I pick them. I’ve been killing them!”

      He laughed and realized it was the first time he’d done so since before Aris had disappeared. She was frowning at him and he leaned down, placing a light kiss to her lips. “Those lines around your mouth will freeze on your beautiful face if you stay upset about something you didn’t know.”

      The frown lines disappeared and genuine surprise lit her eyes. “You think I’m beautiful?”

      He pushed a strand of her red hair from her face. “Do not all males on your planet think so?”

      She laughed. “Not hardly. I’m tall for an earth girl and only a small percentage of men like red-heads.”

      “Then the men of your planet are stupid.” She laughed again. The sound seemed to erase what remaining melancholy he felt at the absence of Aris. “You are a comfort to me, Mar-see.” He weaved his fingers into her hair. “This place—it is harsh and ugly and it destroys the soul but you are restoring mine with nothing more than your smiles and the way you look at me.” He kissed her, smiling against her mouth when she dropped her basket and flung both arms around his neck. She was as eager for him as he was her and it showed in her kisses and in the way she rubbed her breasts against his chest. The moment she lifted her leg, wrapping it around his hip, he broke the kiss, grabbed her and tossed her over his shoulder then listened to her laugh as he headed to his hut.

      Those in camp watched them as he carried her out of the woods. He ignored them as he’d been doing the past several moons. He had no desire to speak to them. All he wanted was the female in his arms. She was all he could think about. All he wanted to think about. He had no doubt she was his mate. He felt it in every fiber of his being and he craved her like the plants craved the sun.

      Stepping into the hut, her giggles quietened when he tossed her to the bed. She was still smiling and propped herself up on her bent elbows, her eyes following the path his hands were taking as he started to remove his clothing. He met her gaze when she looked back up. “Remove your garments.”

      She did so without hesitation and laid on her back once she’d bared her body to him. Jorrick tossed the last of his clothing aside and grabbed his cock, running his hand down the length of it. Her gaze followed the movement. It ached and throbbed with the need to be inside her.

      He grabbed her foot, pulled her closer and turned her to her belly. She squealed when he wrapped a hand around her waist and pulled her to her knees, lined his cock up with her entrance and slid in.

      Mar-see gasped and murmured, “Oh, sweet baby kittens.” He had no clue what that was but he didn’t care. Her cunt was clenching around his length so sweetly, a shudder of pleasure rippled up his spine. His hands slid up her body, one going to her throat, the other grabbing her breast. His hips slammed into her as he held her against him, her breaths panted out harshly.

      “Harder.”

      Her demand made him shudder. She arched her back, laid her head on the bed , her fingers digging into the mattress under her, her core squeezing him. He pulled out before she came. The disgruntled gasp she made brought a smile to his face. She straightened on her knees and looked over his shoulder at him. “I’m not in the mood for games today.”

      “No?”

      “No.” She grabbed his arm and tugged him toward the bed. Jorrick fell forward and turned to lay flat on his back. “Then do as you wish, woman.”

      A look he’d never seen filled her eyes. She scanned the length of his body before lowering her head, kissing his inner thigh. He shifted his legs, a shiver racing up his spine as she kissed higher, her tongue darting out to lick his balls. They pulled in tight and he sucked in a breath as she licked up the length of him, the pink tip of her tongue circling the head of his cock before she sucked him in as far as she could, then let him slip from her mouth.

      She looked up the line of his body, then kissed her way up his belly and chest and grinned as she kissed his chin. “Today, you will take the orders.” She took his bottom lip between her teeth and shifted on her knees before crawling over his hips. When he thought she’d take him in hand and slide down his length, she kept crawling. The red curls at the apex of her thighs brushed his belly, and he knew where she was going before she made it to his chest. He grabbed her hips and pulled her forward, raising his head when she was close enough, and ran his tongue up the length of her cunt. She gasped and grabbed a handful of his hair and shifted her hips, making a circle around his tongue. “Don’t stop until I come.” He sucked her clit into his mouth and watched as her head fell back, the ends of her long hair tickling his belly while her mouth opened in a silent scream as she rode his face. When she came, screaming out her pleasure, his question of whether she could be a true mate for him even though she wasn’t one of his species was answered. She was his. He felt it in every fiber of his being, his heart filling with emotions he didn’t think he’d ever possess. She looked down at him, watching him lick her and the plans he’d made to use her as a way to get back at Allok were forgotten as if he’d never even thought of them. She crawled down the length of him, stuck her tongue into his mouth and kissed him, deep and hard. Jorrick pulled her tight against him and guided his cock into her and lifted his hips while kissing her back.

      His plans to bait Allok be damned. All he wanted now was her scent on his flesh. For his mark to be on her for everyone to see. Mar-see was as alien to him as he was to her but alien or not, his soul screamed out for her. She belonged to him and he would never let her go.
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      Besides feeling as if she was walking on a cloud of bliss, something was different around camp now. Marcy felt the change in the air. She could see it on the faces of those around her as well. Every alien she looked at wore the same expression. They looked wary, as if too afraid to get close to her and she knew why. Their warlord wasn’t the same man he was before and they knew it was her fault. Jorrick was still fierce and demanded obedience but the way he looked at her—there was no denying there was something there and as giddy as it made her….she was terrified.

      Jityria had told her once that, when the others found out the warlord had taken a pet that she’d be the most sought-after commodity on Prison Moon One. That the other warlords would want her because she belonged to him. She hadn’t thought much of her words then, but now she did. With all the strange looks he’d been getting lately, she wondered if making the warlord happy was going to get her killed.

      He was across camp with Vikram and she knew all it would take was a look over her shoulder to see him watching her. He did that more often than not now. She didn’t mind in the least, felt a tingle of pleasure ripple down her spine every time she saw him staring at her, but if she noticed it, others will to.

      Things between her and Jorrick were amazing. She still called him warlord in front of others but when they were alone, he was Jorrick. And he was gentle and kind and made her feel like she was the only female on the whole damn miserable planet. She was ready to thank those shit-head grays for kidnaping her and dumping her here she was so stinking happy. He was too. He smiled more often than not when they were alone and she felt it in every touch. He’d not said anything that even resembled an, “I love you,” but it was in his eyes and every brush of his hand against her flesh. In the long hours they laid alone in bed talking.

      And once others learned this—she was as good as dead.

      Marcy scooped more of the brain mixture out of the bowl and rubbed it into the hide she was working on. Even though her relationship with Jorrick had changed, one thing that hadn’t was the backbreaking work she did sun up to sun down.

      She’d thought more than once to say something about the way the women were treated here but decided against it. Just because she rode the warlord’s dick on a nightly basis didn’t give her a say in how he ran his camp, so she kept her mouth shut.

      “Looks as if they’re going on a hunt.”

      Marcy looked up as Krista spoke, then looked behind her. The hunters were indeed gearing up. Weapons were being strapped on, knives sharpened and slipped into scabbards.

      She looked for Jorrick but didn’t see him. A glance at the hut made her pulse leap. Jityria was walking inside.

      As long as she’d been here in camp, Jityria had been the personal servant to the warlord. She’d known it since day one and seeing her come and go in and out of the warlord’s hut was a daily occurrence but now—Marcy felt a rush of heat travel the length of her body.

      The urge to stand up and run over there was strong, but she refused to let anyone know how much she hated seeing that hateful thing anywhere near him. She could stop it in an instant though. All she’d have to do was tell Jorrick of the times Jityria had hit her or pushed her around but she wasn’t about to be the reason the bitch died. She’d feel guilty about it for the rest of her life, regardless of how badly Jityria treated her.

      Jorrick walked out of the hut, Jityria hot on his heels, and he started toward her, then stopped. Their eyes met, and she knew in an instant what he was thinking. He’d been coming to tell her he was leaving. And stopped before anyone realized he was about to do it.

      He adjusted the bandolier of knives over his bare chest and tightened the sword belt around his hips. Someone yelled, telling those going to head out, and Jorrick gave her one last look before he turned and followed them. He said something to Vikram who was apparently staying behind, then looked back at her before stepping into the trees. She bit back a smile when he winked at her.

      Jityria headed their way and Marcy rolled her eyes before turning back to what she was doing. Playing in Drexun brains and tanning hides was more pleasurable than talking to her and she hoped whatever it was she was coming to say was said quickly. Her being ordered to go help prepare the afternoon meal for those who remained behind wasn’t unusual, nor was the look of contempt on Jityria’s face.

      Marcy stood and washed her hands, then headed across camp with Krista. The rest of the day was filled with preparing and serving meals, foraging for nuts and roots and by the time the sun had lowered in the sky, Marcy was ready for the comfort of her bed, even if Jorrick wasn’t in it with her.

      She was halfway across camp when a buzzing sound whizzed past her ear. A scream followed, then all hell broke loose.
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      They’d been attacked once before, but never to this extent. Marcy ran toward the females hut as dozens of aliens raced into camp, Vikram’s bellowing shout that they were being attacked ringing in her ears. Krista was the only one she saw when she reached the hut and grabbed her by the arm and ran to the cluster of bushes behind the dais Jorrick’s chair sat on.

      They fell to their knees, both panting for breath as Krista yelled, “What’s happening!”

      Marcy pulled clamped a hand over her mouth. “Be quiet.” She raised up enough to see what was happening. “My guess is we’re being attacked by a rival camp.” Which was pretty convenient now that Jorrick wasn’t here. Was there someone in camp conspiring against him? After everything he’s told her over the past few weeks, it wouldn’t be the first time.

      As camp followers went, it was impossible to tell one from the other. Unless she saw a face, she had no idea which alien fighting belonged to this camp or the one attacking. Marcy sank back down when she saw Tizhila and Sabera running her way. When the two fell to the ground where they sat, both of them panting for breath, Marcy eyed them both. “Where is Celestia?”

      “I don’t know.” Tezhila  braced her palms on the top of her legs. “I didn’t see her.”

      Marcy raised up again, searching camp for her blue-skinned friend. As it had been the last time, the camp was in chaos, only now, the warlord and the other hunters weren’t running back into camp to save them. An alien whose lower half looked like a spider was by the fire pit. He grabbed the burning logs from the ground and started throwing them on the nearby huts and tents. Smoke filled the air as the structures started to catch fire.

      The noise was deafening then. The clang of metal and screaming along with the harsh sound of fire licking its way up old, dry wood filled the air and just when she thought things couldn’t get worse, Jorrick’s chair exploded in a shower of splintered wood that rained down on top of them. Marcy looked up when the others started screaming. The orange hulking alien Kr’Atek, who had tried to take her once before, stood on the dais grinning at her. His lipless smile looked almost feral and his eyes held a wild glint that had he been on earth, it would have made her think he’d smoked something potent.

      One of the three females behind her was screaming as if someone was killing her and Marcy knew if they didn’t move, that may very well be the case. She jumped to her feet, grabbed Krista’s arm and yelled, “Run!”

      Kr’Atek gave chase. She could tell by the thunderous stomping of his feet. She saw Celestia running across camp when they cleared the brush. She headed toward the path near Jorrick’s hut, the others behind her. They made it to the trees, and she glanced behind her to make sure the others were following. She tripped over her own feet a moment later. “Keep going,” she yelled, wincing as she tried to get back up.

      Something hit her a moment later, a hand clamping around her arm. She was jerked from the ground, her entire shoulder aching her arm was pulled so violently. “I told you I would have my revenge.” Jityria laughed in her ear, then gave her a shove. She landed at Kr’Atek’s feet.

      “Make sure she suffers the most,” Jityria said as Kr’Atek reached for her. Marcy turned her head as she was lifted from the ground. Jityria’s smiling face went out of focus when Kr’Atek raised his fist and slammed it into the side of her head. Her knees gave out, and she blinked against the pain as she watched men throwing burning limbs into the tents and huts as the others were being herded into a straight line. It looked as if she’d survive the attack but she had to wonder if death wouldn’t have been an easier out.
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      It felt like the longest hunt he’d ever been on, which was pretty pathetic as they’d only been gone a day. Jorrick quickened his steps as they climbed the ridge, anticipation of seeing Mar-see a burning thing in his veins. Those in front of him slowed before coming to a stop and he shoved someone out of his way when they stood there unmoving. When he reached the top of the ridge line, he saw why they were all just standing there.

      His camp was smoldering.

      Smoke filled the sky, black and sooty. He could smell burning wood now and a look into camp showed the majority of everything burned to ash. His heart started pounding, and he was running before the others even moved.

      There wasn’t a structure standing when the hunting party made it back to camp. Dead lay everywhere, and those who were still alive were beaten and bloodied. All the faces he saw were those of the weakest under his protection. The others, the ones he’d left behind to protect the camp were either dead or no where to be seen.

      Jorrick’s gaze shot through camp looking for Mar-see. He stared toward his hut but stopped when he saw it’s smoking shell. It was destroyed. Nothing remained of it and he feared going further and finding her there.

      She wouldn’t have been there. She would have been with the other females.

      Blood rushed through his veins so fast at the thought, he could hear nothing but the whooshing noise it made inside his ears. He turned to where the females hut sat. Much like his own, the space it had been held nothing now but charred remains.

      He ran a hand through his hair as anxiety started to gnaw at him. Where were those he’d left in charge? “Vikram! Kyre! Aryan!”

      A harsh cough to his left made him turn. Someone lay near the smoking remains of another hut. Jorrick hurried across camp and dropped to one knee beside of him. It was Wyvind. Black soot covered his entire face, the whites of his eyes standing out in the darkness surrounding them. “What happened here?”

      “Attack.” He coughed again, then wheezed.

      “Can you sit up?” Jorrick helped him and waited until he was steady before saying, “I’ll find you some water,” and took off at a run to the cooking pits. They hadn’t been spared in the attack either. The stores of food were gone and Cayen lay not far from the work table, his throat slit.

      The preserved bladders they stored water in had all been sliced but one. It had fallen under an overturned table and was nearly full. He gave one last look to Cayen. He was hard and disgruntled but had been loyal. He’d be missed.

      Jorrick hurried back across camp, kneeling by Wyvind’s side and put the water bladder to his mouth. He drank until he started coughing again, then wiped his mouth. “My thanks, warlord.” He inhaled a few deep breaths and propped his arms up on his bent knees. “The attack was from Allok’s group and I think another encampment was with them. There were too many to only belong to Allok. I couldn’t tell who they were, though.”

      “Are you sure it was Allok’s men?”

      Wyvind nodded. “Yes. Kr’Atek was with them.”

      Jorrick clenched his jaw before looking around camp again. Kr’Atek among those who attacked could only mean it was Allok that had done this. He’d made war on his camp and—

      This is what  you wanted. The words whispered inside his head as he tried to count those that remained. You wanted a war. You took Mar-see in the arena to get one. He rubbed a hand over his face. “Is this all that remain?”

      Wyvind nodded. “They took everyone else.” He met his gaze, an odd expression filling his eyes, his voice soft as he said, “All the females are gone except Jityria.”

      Jorrick knew what that look in Wyvind’s eyes meant. Mar-see was gone, along with all the others. He stood. “Where is Jityria?”

      “I’m not sure. I saw her right after the others were taken but I haven’t seen her since.”

      “Stay put. I’ll go see who else is alive.” He found three others laying amongst the rubble. Two more were gasping for their last breaths and so many dead, including Vikram. Something in his chest clenched tight seeing him lay there. He knelt at his side, lifting his hand to close his friends eyes. They’d met the day he’d been pushed off the transport and left here. There wasn’t much he wouldn’t have done for him and it seemed Vikram had thought the same. He’d given his life to protect their camp.

      He stood and turned a slow circle, taking in the destruction. So many gone. Those Allok hadn’t killed, he’d taken, his Mar-see being one of them. This is your fault. All of it. Every death another stain on your soul.

      He lowered his head and ran a hand over his face. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.

      He’d wanted a war for so long he could almost taste it most days and now that he’d gotten it, he’d do anything to take it back. What of Mar-see? Taking her was part of his plan and had he not wanted his revenge, he would have never taken her. And his life would be more bitter because of it. She made it worth waking up every morning. She’d made him forget his need for revenge. He shouldn’t have forgotten. Now Allok had brought the war to him. He just hadn’t been here to participate and now his camp was gone. The people he’d promised to protect were taken or dead and the woman who’d finally made him feel something again other than a burning need to kill those who’d wronged him had been taken and the odds of getting her back were slim. There weren’t enough warriors left to fight to get her back. His revenge had cost him everything. It had cost everyone, and he had no doubt, Mar-see would pay for his sins in ways too painful to even fathom.
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      Marcy grimaced and tried to move her hands, the ropes around her wrists digging into her flesh. They were being led deep into the woods after being herded out of camp like cattle, pushed and shoved along the way, which caused them all to stumble. They were tied together, a length of rope wrapped around their wrists, then connected to the person in front and behind them so when one went down, they all went down.

      She lost count of the times they’d all toppled like dominos. Her body hurt all over. Every time she fell, she’d been roughly pulled from the ground by someone and felt up until she was ready to gut the next fucker who touched her.

      The number of dead they left behind had been staggering. She looked over her shoulder and could barely make the camp out in the distance. What ever remained of it was still burning if the thick cloud of black smoke behind them was any indication.

      She glared at the orange alien from the arena. Kr’Atek he called himself. He walked by her side, barking out orders to the others as they tromped through the forest.

      Krista was behind her, followed by the other females. All but Jityria. The need to claw her eyes out made Marcy’s vision go fuzzy and if she ever saw her again, she might just do it. The bitch had given her to—whoever these aliens were. Shoved her at Kr’Atek and ran. The aliens that hadn’t been killed were rounded up and taken. The only ones left behind were those too weak to be of any good.

      The smell of wood smoke still filled the air, the stink from the burning camp lingering long after they’d gone. They walked for what felt like miles before she spotted another camp through the trees.

      Their captors made them go faster until they reached the perimeter of their camp. It looked nothing like the warlord’s encampment. As primitive as his had seemed, it was a five star resort compared to this one.

      There was nothing but ramshackle tents made of poorly stitched together pieces of cloth. They were scattered through the trees as if the alien who built it didn’t care where he put it. A lone wooden structure sat on one end of a small clearing and if she had to guess, she’d say it belonged to whoever ran this camp. Everyone seemed to notice them at once and a cheer went up. Loud shouts and chants followed, an assortment of aliens running into the clearing to look at them.

      They were pushed and shoved, grabbed and fondled as if they were nothing more than—

      Marcy blew out a breath and looked at Krista. Their eyes met and she saw defeat in her friends eyes. She knew what awaited her. The warlord had made it clear in his camp that no female would be touched without consent. Marcy doubted that would be true here. If the look on the faces of those watching them were any indication, they were as good as fucked. Literally.

      A shrill whistle filled the air. The aliens quieted, some shifting away to the outer edges of the small clearing. Marcy saw an alien appear at the doorway of the single hut. He was tall, as most of the aliens here were. He was the warlord of this encampment. The ornate robes he wore said as much.

      He looked nothing like what she suspected the other warlords on Prison Moon One to appear. Jorrick was a massive wall of muscle. This guy, had he been on earth, would have been bullied and pushed around as if he were nothing. Here, they feared him. She could see it on the faces of those who suddenly dropped to their knees at the sight of him.

      The warlord strode out of his hut on legs so spindly she wasn’t sure how they held him up. His head was misshapen. He had no hair and his skull was elongated with bright red veins that ran from front to back. He was almost skeletal in appearance, his bones pushing against his dark pinkish-red skin, but he didn’t appear weak. It might have been the look in his eyes that told her he wasn’t. They were an odd shade of red and something in the way he was staring at them said he had plans for every one of them and none of them were good.

      His gaze landed on her. He smiled, his teeth sitting in a neat row that even from a distance she could see were pointed on the end. Whether they grew like that or he’d filed them down, she wasn’t sure.

      “I’ve been waiting on you,” he said. He continued across camp, his steps slow as he approached. “Had Jorrick not stolen you from me…”

      His entire body shuddered so fast, it looked like an optical illusion. Marcy blinked, not sure she saw it, or if her mind was playing tricks on her.

      “You were to be my prize,” he said. His voice sounded almost—synthesized. As if it was being made by some device rather than actually spoken. The sound of it raised the hair on her arm. He cast a glare in Kr’Atek’s direction, disapproval of him obvious even from the distance he was from them. He was slow to turn away but when he did, something inside her head felt—tight, as if there wasn’t enough room inside her skull.

      “But you are here now,” he said. His eyes skimmed her body when he stopped in front of her, his nostrils flaring. “I see Jorrick took you from me for more than just revenge. His scent is all over you.” His toothy grin widened. “I can hardly wait until he gets here.”

      Marcy knew nothing about the way these warlords behaved but this one's words were enough to tell her that him taking her and the others was just a ploy to get Jorrick to come to him. She straightened her spine and looked him in the eye. “Jorrick isn’t stupid. You have most of his men so he won’t retaliate in a war he can’t fight.”

      “But for you he will.”

      She snorted a laugh. “Not hardly.”

      He inhaled, his nostrils flaring again. “Oh, I think you are wrong, witch. He has marked you.” His gaze landed on her neck where Jorrick had bitten her. He sneered, then did that crazy-fast shuddering thing again. “He will come.”

      The warlord took a step back and looked at the others, his gaze lingering on the women before turning to the men. “You will swear your allegiance to me or die. I do not care which.”

      He walked to the front of the line. She didn’t know the name of the alien he stood in front of but he was one of the sentry’s Jorrick had scattered around their camp. The traitor fell to his knees, his trembled oath making some of the others mumble words she couldn’t make out.

      The warlord went down the line and reached Aryan, every line on his face screaming of arrogance and the determination she saw there said he would never kneel. He lifted his chin, the muscle in his jaw clenching. “I swore my allegiance to Jorrick, and that is where it will stay.”

      Aryan was hit from behind and fell so hard and fast, he took down most of the line with him due to their tied hands. Marcy staggered and crawled back to her feet when Aryan’s hands were untied from the others and he was dragged away.

      Everyone in the line was asked. Every man but five kneeled. Marcy watched those loyal to Jorrick as they were kicked and beaten before thrown into a hole in the ground much like the pit on the outskirts of Jorrick’s camp.

      Allok turned his attention to the females. “Cut their binds and take them away.” He studied them all, his gaze coming back to her and lingering. “Take the witch to my hut.”

      They were grabbed and hauled away roughly, Dawn and Tezhila screaming as they were picked up and carried toward the trees. Marcy didn’t scream and pushed away from a blue alien with horns when he reached for her. “I can walk.” He gave her a push in the direction of the hut. Her heart was in her throat when she looked back over her shoulder at the others. They looked terrified and Marcy knew they had reason to be. What this warlord let happen in his camp was anyone’s guess, but she didn’t imagine it was anything good.

      The sound of the others screaming followed her into the hut and she wondered as her gaze fell to the bed if being raped would be her fate as well. This warlord seemed to think Jorrick would come for her but she wasn’t so sure. Would he risk his life in a fight with those in this camp when half his men were now dead and the rest of them captured?

      Her foolish heart said he would.

      The voice of reason whispering in her head said he wouldn’t.

      As the curtain covering the doorway of the hut moved, and the warlord walked in, she wasn’t sure it would even matter.
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      How did he win a war when there was no one left to fight? Jorrick paced through the ruins of camp. Three more had died since his hunting party returned and those that remained were being attended, their wounds cleaned and bandaged, but he knew despite the attention, most of them wouldn’t make it. There were no medicines, no clean bandages. Those that didn’t die would be weeks from away from fighting and he’d be left with nothing more than a handful who were even capable of lifting a weapon.

      He looked at those who were left. They were a rag-tag bunch and nowhere near capable enough to take on Allok’s men. Those that could stand weren’t fighters. They never had been, and he supposed that’s why Allok’s men had left them. They weren’t of much use to anyone.

      He ran a hand through his hair, pushing it back from his face and paced a long path past the central fire pit and back. He had few allies on this world and he doubted any of the other warlords would come to his aid. Why would they? He wouldn’t have, had it been someone else.

      He blew out a frustrated breath and turned in time to see Jityria stumble from the trees. He hurried across camp and grabbed her as she started to fall.

      “Warlord…” She fell against him, her eyes closed. “I tried…”

      When she said nothing else, Jorrick wrapped an arm around her waist and held her head up. “You tried what?”

      She licked her lips, and he noticed a bruise forming on her cheek. “To get them to safety but—” Her brows lowered, her lips tightening into a thin line. “She gathered them all, warlord and…” She shook her head. “She handed them over. The human—she hit me and helped Allok’s men take the others.”

      A cold shiver raced down his spine, the implications of what she was saying sounding so familiar, it gave him a sense of deja vu and in an instant, his past came back to haunt him. Would Mar-see have betrayed him and ran off like—

      She is nothing like Zasra.

      Jorrick clenched his teeth, old memories whispering through his head. No, Mar-see hadn’t betrayed him. He knew it without question. She cared for him. He felt it in every caress of her hand.

      Jityria leaned heavily against him, her head coming to rest on his chest. She’d been here to see everything that happened between him and Zasra, saw how she almost destroyed their camp. Would Jityria use that incident to make him think Mar-see had done it as well? It was no secret Jityria and Mar-see did not like one another. He’d wondered more than once if the bruises he found on Mar-see’s delicate skin were the result of fighting he wasn’t aware of and if they were, then Jityria could have very well given Mar-see over to Allok’s men. If not, why had she been left behind? Even if Mar-see had hit her and helped them take the others, why had Jityria not been collected with the others and taken as well? If the animosity between them was any indication, Jityria should have been the first one Mar-see would have handed over.

      He cupped her chin in his hand and lifted her head. “If you are lying to me, I will rip your lying tongue from your mouth with my bare hands.”

      A momentary flash of fear sparked in her eyes but was gone an instant later. “I would never, warlord.”

      He helped her over to where the other injured were and resumed pacing the camp, his thoughts in constant motion.

      Did Mar-see betray him as Jityria suggested? Would she have done such a thing?

      The feel of her phantom hands against his flesh said no, she wouldn’t have. She wouldn’t have left him willingly. She had feelings for him. He knew by the way she touched him. By the look in her eyes as he made love to her.

      Had he told her the same with his actions? Did she know he cared for her? Probably not. He’d had to be ruthless for so long now, it's all he knew.  Sweet words and gentle affection were nearly a foreign thing to him now.

      You should have told her how you felt. Told her how having her in your life now made the hell this place was less painful.

      He continued to pace the camp until Wyvind approached long minutes later and drew him to a stop.

      “What are your plans, warlord?”

      “I don’t know.” He stared at the smoking remains of camp. “We don’t have enough men to retaliate and survive but leaving those captured to their fate feels wrong.”

      Wyvind nodded. “He took the best fighters we had.”

      “And I’m sure he knows that.” He blew out a breath and stared into the distance, the whir of the small camera orbs that were a constant reminder they were being watched hovering in the air. He forgot they were there most of the time but now, he followed the movements of one as it stopped, hovered, then flew toward the red mountains. The moment he saw it jutting into the air in the distance, something in his chest clenched tight. “I might have an idea.”

      “What sort of idea?”

      “The only one I have at the moment.”
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      “You may call me, Allok.”

      Marcy bit her tongue to keep from saying something she’d probably regret. This warlord, Allok, wasn’t stable. It was in the eyes. The way he stared at her made her think something inside that misshapen head of his wasn’t quite right.

      He crossed to a table against the wall and picked up a slender cylinder and tipped it over a cup. A blue liquid spilled out, and she stared at the talon-like claws on the ends of his fingers.

      “I’ve heard many things about you.”

      “Oh?” Again, she refrained from saying anything that might get her tongue ripped out.

      He picked up the glass and took a long drink of whatever it was he’d poured into it and looked at her over the rim. He licked his lips when he lowered the cup, his black tongue shocking to see. “Rumors say you possess magic.”

      She snorted a laugh and met his disturbing red gaze. “Rumors are wrong.”

      A pain so sharp streaked through her brain, she briefly wondered if it was an aneurism but the pain vanished as quickly as it came on. She blinked to clear her head and had Allok possessed eyebrows, one would have lifted as the skin above his right eye shifted. “There is a race of people called the Acirassi who look very much as you do.” He nodded to her with a slight tilt of his head. “Their crowns are adorned with manes the same shade as yours and their skin is pink.” He took another sip from the cup. “But their eyes are silver. Yours are not. Are you of mixed breed?”

      “No. I’m all human and I have no magic. I’m just plain ole, Marcy Jean Duncan from Nowhere, Tennessee.”

      He took another drink, looking at her as he did. “I think you lie.”

      “Why would I?”

      “To keep from giving me what I want.”

      “Which is?”

      He grinned and those pointed teeth caused a shiver to race up her spine. “I want the other warlord’s dead and I want the Corporation that runs this hellish prison to bow at my feet. And I want you to get it for me.”

      Like all super villains, he wanted to rule the world. Typical. “Sorry. Fresh out of magic.”

      His skin turned a darker shade of red and he went so still he didn’t look real. The dude was seriously creepy.

      He blinked as he drank the rest of whatever he’d poured into his cup, then set it down. “There are ways to make you do as I wish.”

      “No amount of pain inflicted on me or others can make me do something I’m not capable of. I’m not one of those Ack-rassi things. I can’t do magic.” He didn’t believe her. The look on his face told her that much. How much torture would he subject her to in order to get her to perform parlor tricks for him?

      Somewhere in camp, a female screamed. Marcy froze, her heart pounding as the screams intensified and she could only imagine what was causing them. She looked to the door as if she could see beyond the curtain covering it and hoped it wasn’t one of the women from her camp but something told her it probably was, which made her heart ache.

      She’d hated being dropped on this planet. Hated being taken as a plaything of a warlord but grew to accept it. Now, she’d do anything to have him march his bossy ass into camp, toss her over his shoulder and haul her back to his bed. But it wouldn’t happen. The camp was gone. Most of his men dead. Would he risk his life trying to rescue her? Her foolish heart hoped he did. It hoped and prayed but she didn’t hold out much hope. She was no one. Jorrick could replace her in an instant and probably would. She just hoped he didn’t.

      “Most everyone does as commanded when tortured enough.”

      “Torturing me will get you nothing but endless screaming.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. I told you, I can’t do magic.”

      He grew still again for long moments, then someone pushed through the curtained door. An alien who looked reptilian walked into the hut. He bowed to Allok and waited, nodding moments later as if he’d been given instructions. Could they communicate telepathically?

      She assumed they could when the reptilian alien came straight for her. Marcy backed up as he approached, her heart starting to race. He grabbed her by one arm and she bit back a scream as he marched her to the doorway. The bravado she liked to believe she had fled as she was roughly hauled across camp. They headed for the trees. An anguished scream drew her attention to a man strung to wood planks in the shape of an X. He hung upside down, his skin sliced in so many places, his blood ran freely down his limbs. She turned away.

      The pits held a stench she smelled long before they reached them. The scent of bodily waste, sweat, and vomit filled the air and grew stronger as they hiked through the trees. As she imagined, the pits were just that. Holes dug into the ground and covered with a crude wooden grate. An alien standing guard slid the grate aside and the one holding her pushed her forward, the grip he had on her arm the only thing keeping her from falling in.

      “Choose.”

      She looked up at him. “Choose what?”

      “Choose someone.”

      This pit held nothing but females. “Why?”

      His hold on her arm tightened as he shook her. “Because you were told to do so!”

      She said nothing else and looked down into the pit. There were so many. Marcy had thought Jorrick was a barbarian most of the time but he was downright civilized compared to Allok. Jorrick hadn’t treated the females in his camp cruelly. They were given clean clothing and a wooden floor to sleep on, allowed to bathe and even though they ate the scraps left over from the meals, she’d never heard a single complaint of hunger. These pitiful creatures were half starved, caked in dirt and whatever else lingered on the floor of the pit.

      The faces looking up at her were unfamiliar. She had no idea why he was making her choose one of them but when they all shifted, the one in the corner lifted her head up. It was Dawn. Her heart thumped as she lifted her hand and pointed a finger at her. “That one.” She gave Dawn a tiny smile even though the girl had never been friendly to her. “I know that one.”

      The alien holding her pulled her back from the edge of the pit. “You heard her,” he said. “She has made her choice.”

      Marcy wouldn’t consider Dawn a friend by any means. She was rude and downright hateful most of the time but if she could help her out and afford her some form of comfort, then she would. All they had on this stinking planet was each other.

      Dawn was pulled from the pit. She wasn’t as dirty as the others had been. Marcy wasn’t sure how long she’d been in the hut talking to Allok but judging Dawn’s still halfway clean clothing, it wasn’t long.

      Dawn’s eyes were wide when she looked over at her, fear etched onto every inch of her face. The guard who held her turned and marched her back to Allok’s hut, leaving Dawn by the pit. Allok stepped outside, the look on his face as cruel as it had been earlier and when he nodded his head at someone behind her, she heard Dawn scream.

      Marcy’s heart stuttered in her chest and she looked over her shoulder, staggering and tripping over her feet when Dawn was pulled away from the edge of the pit and held still by three of the ugliest brutes she’d seen so far, all of them ripping at her clothing. She was stripped bare and tossed from one to the other, their laughter drowning out Dawn’s screams. When one of them grabbed his pants and pushed them down his hips, his erection springing into the air, the other two grabbed Dawn’s legs and pulled them wide. Marcy sucked in a breath and screamed, “No!” as he walked between her legs and grabbed her by the hips

      She turned to Allok, struggling in her captor’s hands, fear making it hard to breathe. “Please, don’t do this!”

      “It is done.” Allok smiled, the smug expression on his face telling. He enjoyed inflicting pain.

      There were so many things to hate on this world but seeing Dawn and knowing what she was about to endure would go down as the most horrific thing she had knowledge of. Tears filled her eyes as she was hauled back into the hut and pushed hard enough she lost her footing and fell. She didn’t try to stand. Her chest ached as if she’d been kicked, Dawn’s screams slowly dying as the laughter of those in camp grew. What had she done? Her tears clouded her vision until everything was a blurry, watery slash of color. She hadn’t laid a finger on Dawn but she was responsible for the atrocities being done to her. She’d pointed her out. Selected her so those foul creatures could—

      Marcy let out a choked sob, those tears she’d been holding on to falling down her cheeks when she closed her eyes. She bit her lip and silently cried, begging Dawn to forgive her even though she knew she couldn’t hear her.

      She didn’t know how long she’d sat there on the floor begging for forgiveness she knew she’d never receive but the weight of someone staring at her brought her head up. Allok stood in front of her. He bent his knees, stooping to be eye level with her. “You do not demand things of me, witch. You may have Jorrick under your spell, but I will not fall prey to your magic so easily. Now,” he said, cupping his bent fingers under her chin to raise her head. “Let’s start over, shall we?” He smiled, the cruelty she’d seen earlier still there. “What do you need to give me what I want?”

      He still thought her capable of magic? The tears still rolling down her cheeks increased. If he allowed his men to torture and rape in order to get her to do what he asked for, then they were all doomed. Their only hope was Jorrick. Somehow she had to find him and beg him to come get the others. If he didn’t, they were all as good as dead.
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      It took the entire night and half the day of running to make it to the red mountains. Jorrick’s muscles screamed as he stopped long enough to catch his breath. A quick look for any signs that someone was living nearby showed nothing. The sky was clear of smoke. Not a sound could be heard except the rustle of tree limbs and the occasional call of an animal.

      He uncorked the top of his water flask and drank long and deep from it, then capped it and stared at the mountains in the distance. He was almost there.

      It was midday when movement in the trees drew him to a stop. To his left, a wall of glistening red rock ran for as far as he could see and seemed to reach into the clouds. The trees here were thick and there was a faint scent of smoke in the air.

      It only took a few seconds to realize someone was watching him. He felt it like a living thing against his flesh and turned his head left, then right, scanning the trees for movement. He found it a few minutes later. Several people were scattered among the trees.

      Jorrick turned a half circle, trying to find the others that were hiding. “I’m looking for a Draegon that goes by the name of Toren.” The tree limbs rustled again. “I have news of his mate’s friend, Mar-see.”

      Long minutes passed before someone finally revealed themselves. A man who wore nothing but a small loin cloth stepped out from behind a cluster of trees. He was tall and nearly as thickly muscled as he was. The man crossed his arms over his chest and said, “Who are you?”

      “I am called Jorrick. Tell Toren I need to speak to him.”

      The man looked over his shoulder. There was a rustling in the trees a few moments later, then someone ran in the direction of the rock wall and disappeared into the trees. He stood there so long staring at the man in front of him that he began to wonder if his being so patient was a test. The sun had moved by the time the bushes started rustling and a man emerged. He walked into the small clearing and Jorrick straightened.

      He’d heard tales of Draegon warriors, the fierce dragon-shifters who ruled this land before the Corporation claimed it and this man was one of them, but he was—more. Tattoos ran down both his arms and covered nearly his entire torso. Dark hair fell just above his shoulders and like Toren, this man had purple eyes, but there was a hardness about him that Toren hadn’t possessed.

      Jorrick looked at the others scattered amongst the trees. Were all these men dragons? A look into their purple eyes said they were. The myths about them surviving were true. The Draegon were still alive and thriving.

      “My mate told me you were coming.”

      Jorrick looked at the others as they started to step out from behind the trees. “You’re not Toren.”

      “No. I am Tharius. Toren is my brother.” Tharius looked at the men to his right, gave a slight nod of his head and several of them turned and headed back into the trees. “What brings you? Claudia sensed that something would happen but could not see what it was.”

      “My—” Jorrick paused. What was Mar-see to him? His captive? His mate? He’d not publicly put a label on their relationship. Had feared doing so, truth be known, but now? “My camp was attacked by the warlord Allok and my mate, Mar-see, has been taken. Toren’s mate and my Mar-see are friends. I came to request—”

      “No.”

      Jorrick stared at him incredulously. “No? I didn’t even finish.”

      “It does not matter. We owe nothing to this world and nothing to you. Leave and never come back.”

      Tharius turned and started walking away. Jorrick stared at his retreating back, the tension he’d felt earlier turning into anger at his dismissal. Had the Draegon not had the ability to shift his form and kill him where he stood, he would force him to help. The methods he used to make others do his will wouldn’t work with this one but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try.

      Jorrick followed him, ignoring the others as they closed in on him. “Do not walk away from me, Draegon.”

      Tharius stopped and turned, the smug look on his face morphing into one of anger as he faced him. “You do not order me—” He stopped talking mid-sentence and cocked his head to one side as if listening to something no one else could hear. His jaw clenched before his face turned red, his hands clenching into fists. He met his gaze again and blew out a breath, smoke curling from his nostril. A soft sound followed that Jorrick thought was a growl. “My mate says I cannot kill you.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “She wishes to know what you’re willing to sacrifice for our help.”

      What would he sacrifice? He stared at the Draegon. Toren’s brother was nothing like the dragon he’d met. Toren had been unafraid and protective but this one made the rules. He saw them carried out and as he stood there staring at him, Jorrick realized this Draegon was right. He owed him nothing but Toren owed him his life. His and his mate’s. He could have killed them both but hadn’t done so because of Mar-see. But this one? He was no one to him. He had no reason to help him. He was completely at his mercy—and he knew it.

      His mate wanted to know what he’d sacrifice to get Mar-see back? He’d sacrifice everything for her. His position, his camp—his life. If he died trying to get her back, he’d do so happily without a single second of remorse if he knew she would be safe.

      Tharius tilted his head again, the look in his eyes growing distant for a few moments before he focused his gaze back on him.

      “My Claudia says your answer is the right one.”

      “My answer?”

      “She is a seer. I trust her judgment but that doesn’t mean I have to agree.”

      Movement in the trees brought more voices and the dragon Jorrick had sought out stepped into the clearing. Unlike before, he wore clothing now. The Draegon nodded his head in silent greeting. “I never thought to see you again.”

      “If I weren’t desperate, you wouldn’t have.” Before Toren could say anything else, Jorrick told him what he’d already relayed to his brother. Toren regarded him with more interest than Tharius had but the look in his eyes said he wasn’t going to help.

      “We risk everything moving about on this world now.” Toren looked at the others gathered around. “I was released, collared with no ability to make fire but—” He looked up and Jorrick noticed the camera orbs hovering nearby. “Now,” Toren said, nodding toward the orbs, “they know I have been set free.”

      And he’d led them straight to their home. If Mar-see weren’t in danger, he might have cared but at the moment, he didn’t. “If they know you are here, then there is no reason to deny me.” He looked at those standing around him. He counted at least seven but knew more were close by. “You have numbers enough to destroy any who come close to your home. Even if the Corporation knows you’re free, I don’t think they’ll act upon it.” He waved a hand at the dragon men watching their exchange. “How many more Draegon are here? Even if it is nothing more than I see now, you have enough to destroy half this planet.”

      Toren and Tharius stared at one another. Jorrick knew without asking they were communicating in some way. When they turned to face him, Tharius met his gaze. “We cannot put the lives of our people on the line for one human female. Your request is denied.”

      Jorrick opened his mouth to plead his case again but as one, every Draegon there turned and walked back into the trees. Everyone but Toren. “I am sorry,” he said. “Tharius outranks everyone. He is leader. What he says goes.”

      Jorrick was left with nothing but the camera orbs hovering above as witness to his failure. He watched Toren disappear into the trees like the others and ground his teeth then turned back in the direction he’d come. He’d rescue Mar-see alone. If Allok wanted him dead, then so be it. As long as Mar-see was safe, he’d die honorably.
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      The sound of those harmed because of her would haunt her dreams. Marcy lost count of the people Allok had tortured throughout the day. Every one of them, raped and beaten because of her. Every time she told him she couldn’t do magic, he’d force her outside to pick someone else, and they’d suffer for it. She’d learned the first time not to pick someone she knew. Not that the torture of an innocent made her feel any better. After the first couple didn’t get Allok what he wanted, he’d forced her to stand there and watch. When she closed her eyes and refused, he made her pick from the men who had been captured with her. She was ready to babble some nonsense and pretend to do magic but was scared it would get them all killed when nothing happened. He still believed wholeheartedly she could perform magic.

      When she’d continued to deny her ability and refused to perform his miracle, he’d tied her to the wall inside his hut and left her there. As prisons went, it was nicer than the one she’d had inside the arena. At least here the floor was clean, she was provided a designated bathroom area instead of having to sit beside the stench all day long.

      There were still constant screams in camp. Her imagination was all she had to tell her what was happening and nothing she saw in her mind’s eye was good. She leaned back against the wall, her butt sore from sitting so long. One arm had been tied to a support beam on the wall, her muscles so stretched now she felt fatigued from doing nothing but having her arm elevated. Worry crept in the longer she sat there. The sky outside was darkening. Allok had given her until nightfall and it was coming on fast. He was going to demand she do something or her fate would be the same as the others only he’d use her first, then hand her off to the others, one by one, until she gave him what he wanted.

      The bed along the right-hand wall kept snagging her attention. Her heart thumped hard enough to take her breath every time she saw it. So far he hadn’t forced her to share it with him but she wasn’t stupid. His kindness—if her not being raped yet could be called such a thing—would eventually end. Allok forcing her into his bed was probably a given. She just hoped she was wrong.

      The material around her wrist had been snug when she was bound but pulling on it the last two days had loosened it. She looked to the doorway. She’d not seen anyone for some time, not even Allok. Giving her arm a hard jerk, she grimaced as pain reached clean to her shoulder but she heard the bindings rip.  The sound was loud in the stillness of the hut. Ignoring the pain, she pulled again. And again, the material loosening and ripping more each time. When she felt it finally give, her breath caught.

      She sat for long minutes watching the door, her sore arm cradled against her chest. Not a single shadow moved outside. She climbed to her feet and craned her neck to see out. A large fire burned in the center of camp and caused shadows to streak across the ground. They undulated, almost as if dancing. From this angle, it was hard to see what they were doing, and she didn’t care to find out. The laughter and occasional frightened scream told her enough.

      Tiptoeing to the doorway, she stayed in the shadows and peered out. There were so many. The sound of laughter was louder here. So were the screams. This camp was nothing like Jorrick’s. She’d once thought her warlord was a barbarian, but these aliens were more barbaric than Jorrick had ever been.

      Another quick glance to see if anyone was looking her way showed no one was, which was odd. Did Allok trust her binds enough to think she wouldn’t get out of them?

      Stepping back inside, she flattened her back against the wall and closed her eyes. She could make a run for it and try to find Jorrick, slip right out the door and stick to the shadows until she made it to the forest. The worst that would happen was she’d be caught and brought back and tied to the wall again. Allok needed her. He wouldn’t kill her. Could she make it without being seen?

      “Would you like to join us, little witch?”

      Marcy’s eyes shot open. She stared at the darkened room and noticed the noise from outside had disappeared. It was completely silent now. The only thing she heard was the crack and pop of burning firewood.

      “I know you’re there.”

      Allok’s voice held a hint of laughter and she wondered how he’d known she’d gotten loose. Had he seen her? A pain shot through her skull a moment later. She gasped and bent double, grabbing at her head, her mouth open in a silent scream. As it had when she’d been brought to his hut the first time, the pain had come and gone in an instant. Marcy slowly straightened. Goose bumps broke out across her skin as Allok’s voice carried across camp, his demand to her to, “Come out and join our party,” loud in the stillness.

      She sucked in a few deep breaths, the throbbing in her head a dull ache now. The intense pain was gone, but she still felt—something. Peeking around the corner of the door, she saw Allok in his chair, his head turned in her direction. The moment she met his gaze, another pain shot through her head hard enough to pull a startled scream from her throat. She hit the ground, both of her knees slamming into the dirt and she cradled her head in her raised arms.

      Allok’s voice filtered in once the pain had abated. It took her a moment to realize he was talking to her. She looked at him, those unusual red eyes still eery to see.

      “I have to admit little witch, I didn’t believe you when you said you were not of the Acirassi race. There aren’t many that I can’t read and you are one of them. I can not penetrate your thoughts at all.”

      He was trying to read her mind? Is that why it felt as if her head was trying to split wide open? She closed her eyes and took several more breaths before standing and stepping out of the hut. Everyone was staring at her. A few whimpering cries were coming from somewhere to her right. She didn’t look to try to see who it was or why they were crying. Her imagination was horrible enough. She didn’t need to see the reality of what went on in this camp.

      The trees surrounding the area made Allok’s encampment look more sinister than it probably was. Deep shadows lingered over everything and gave off a creepy horror movie vibe she couldn’t shake. Marcy lifted her chin and hoped the false bravado kept anyone from seeing her hands shaking.

      She took a few steps toward the fire and stopped when Allok stood and held out his hand to her and said, “Come sit by me.” She did as told, dragging her feet as she crossed camp. Allok sat back down. His chair wasn’t as elaborate as Jorrick’s was, nor as big, but he still looked kingly sitting in it. Another, smaller chair sat beside his own and he patted the seat when she reached him. The moment she sat down, everyone resumed whatever it was they had been doing, all of which turned her stomach.

      The aliens here had no shame. They laughed and drank and fucked in front of anyone looking. The women she saw just laid there, their heads turned as if looking away made it less real. Marcy hoped it worked as she turned to meet Allok’s gaze when he spoke.

      “Have you decided to give me what I want?”

      The question had been asked so many times now, she was sick of hearing it. “I’ve told you—”

      “And I think you lie.”

      Marcy shook her head. “Why would I?”

      “I’m sure you have your reasons.” He smiled suddenly, his pointed teeth shining in the low light. “Perhaps torturing the women you chose isn’t enough. Is it you I should be using?”

      “Having your men gang-rape me still won’t make me give you something I can’t.”

      “Perhaps a time in my bed will do the trick.”

      “So you’re a rapist along with the other vile creatures that live here?”

      “I don’t need to lower myself to such degrees to get a female into my bed.”

      “You will this one.”

      “I never said I would.”

      Thank the gods for small favors. Marcy opened her mouth to reply but shut it when he started laughing.

      “Don’t get too excited, little witch. Just because I don’t find your species particularly attractive doesn’t mean I won’t have you.” He looked down the line of her body. “Despite the sickly white color of your skin, you do possess the necessary parts.” He reached out and took hold of one of the curls dangling near her face. “I hear Jorrick finds you quite tempting.” He rubbed the curl between his fingers as he stared at it. “Tell me—what did he do when he found Aris’s hand?”

      Aris? The sudden change in topic took her by surprise. She tilted her head to look at him. Was he trying to bait her? A look at his eerily creepy face said he was.

      He leaned toward her and smiled. “I’ll tell you a secret if you give me what I want.”

      “I’ve told you, I can’t—”

      “—Oh, but I think you can.” He stood suddenly and held out his hand to her. “Come. Let’s take a walk.”

      Touching him was less appealing than walking away with him but Marcy knew she had little choice. She stood without his help and motioned him forward with a nod of her head. He laughed before lowering his hand and saying, “This way little witch.”

      He led her toward the trees. A massive alien that reminded her of a Rhinoceros took up a torch and led them into the darkness. Several X shaped structures like the one she’d seen earlier were nestled in the trees here. These held men like the other ones had had but not all of these unfortunate souls were hanging upside down. Some fared better than others but they all looked to be in the same poor shape. Naked and filthy, the stench of their own bodily fluids and waste left to dry on their bare legs, Marcy raised a hand to cover her nose and held her breath as they drew closer.

      Not all of them were human in appearance and curiosity drew her gaze to nearly all she saw. Some of them weren’t compatible with humans. She averted her gaze and was glad she’d at least been taken by an alien whose dick hadn’t given her nightmares.

      Allok stopped walking. Marcy glanced at him over the top of her fingers, her breath heating her palm. She glanced to the men hanging to her left. “What is it you wish me to see?”

      “I wish for you to see them.” He nodded to the men with a slight tilt of his head.

      Marcy sighed and glanced over, giving the men a quick look before shrugging her shoulder. “They’re beaten and defenseless. What of it? Is this what you plan to do to me? Is that why you’re showing me this?”

      “No, I offer you a gift.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “A gift?” He lowered his head a fraction as if to say, yes. Marcy looked at the men again, unsure what Allok wasn’t saying. She looked at every man there, glancing at their faces in turn, before one made her pause. The light was low, and he was covered in filth but the glow from the torch shined on him enough to see a large section on his chest wasn’t caked in dirt and his skin held a golden hue. He was of the same race Jorrick was.

      She lowered her hand and raised her head, taking a step closer to him. His hair was long and hung in his face. He was as powerfully built as Jorrick was and she wondered how Allok had managed to capture him. He groaned and tried to lift his head. This one wasn’t dead.

      Marcy opened her mouth to ask Allok why he was showing her these men when the golden skin aliens hands caught her attention. Or rather, his lack of hand. His right one was missing, cut off at the wrist. Her heart thumped so hard inside her chest, her breath caught.

      It hadn’t been so very long ago that the men in Jorrick's camp had mourned the death of Aris, a man she later found out was Jorrick’s brother. Was this him? Had Allok not killed him after all?

      Allok stepped up beside her. “Give me what I want, witch, and you can have him as a gift.”

      The rhino-looking alien grabbed the golden-skinned alien by the hair and pulled his head up. His eyes opened a fraction, landing on her an instant later. Marcy forgot how to breathe. It was Aris. Jorrick’s brother wasn’t dead. Allok had been keeping him prisoner all this time, and he was going to let him go. All she had to do was perform a miracle, and she was about to fail miserably.
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      The sun had lowered over the mountain by the time Jorrick made it back to camp the following day. The charred remains of the buildings still smoldered and the air hung heavy with the scent of smoke. The light coming through the trees was dim but he could see enough to know it looked better than it had when he left. The bodies of those who didn’t survive the attack had been stacked near the center of camp and more were still being placed there. Those that still lived were haggard, but it looked as if they were on the mend. He wasn’t sure how long it had been since any of them had eaten. He’d been ignoring his own growling stomach for the better part of a day.

      “You’re back.”

      Jorrick turned toward the voice. Jityria smiled at him from the edges of camp. He stared at her, noticing, unlike everyone else's, she was still clean. Soot didn’t cling to her skin or clothing like it did the others in camp. He’d not paid any attention to her when he’d first returned to notice how she looked but now he did, and she’d either bathed since the attack or she hadn’t been here when it happened.

      The words she’d spoken to him upon his return still lingered in his mind. Her accusations against Marcy still whispered through his head and past betrayals were enough to make him doubt her but a voice in the back of his head told him that Marcy was nothing like Zasra. That she had not done the things Jityria accused her of.

      Jityria limped toward him, the smile on her face telling. There was nothing here to smile about yet she came toward him as if all was right in the world. Jorrick walked away before she could reach him. There wasn’t anything she could say or do to help his current predicament so spending time talking to her was pointless. He headed toward the group of men he’d taken with him on the hunt. Those that weren’t carrying the dead to the burial pyre were off to one side talking. They stopped when he approached them.

      “Warlord.” Zahk, one of the few with as much strength as he himself had, greeted him. “What is it you wish of us?”

      The list was never ending but the time for demanding things of them was over. “You are free to do as you please.”

      They all stared at him, confusion on their faces. Jorrick faced them all, turning to meet each mans gaze. “You have lived under my protection and I have failed you. Our home is destroyed, our brothers slaughtered. There is nothing else for us here.” He swung his arms toward the burned remains of their camp. “We can’t stay here.”

      “We can move the camp closer to the water.”

      Jorrick wasn’t sure who had spoken, but it didn’t really matter. He’d had a long think on the way back from trying to get the Draegon’s help and realized that until he’d taken Marcy from the arena, he’d been living in a constant state of misery. Every day had been just like the one before it and if that was all he had to look forward to now, then he should have been one of the fallen. Life here was hard. It was harder when waking every day seemed pointless. Marcy had made it better. She’d made the days less lonely but this place—

      He looked around at what used to be his home, at the men he’d commanded and realized, he no longer wanted any of it. Being in command of so many had lost its appeal. Dealing with every complaint and seeing every mouth was fed, that everyone under his protection was safe—he no longer wanted any part of it. When he got Marcy back—and he knew he would—he was done. He’d take her some place no one would find them and live out the remainder of his life without a care in the world other than to see to her needs.

      A flash of light to his left drew his attention. The burial pyre had been lit. Every man in camp stopped talking, everyone turning to watch and honor those that had died in the attack.

      The scent of burning flesh and hair filled the air. Jorrick watched with the others, stepping back after a few moments when the heat got to be too much. He’d known nothing but death in all his years. Even before being dropped in this hell hole, violence had been a way of life. He’d wished for peace for as long as he could remember and for a brief, short moment, he’d had it. Then he learned of Zasra’s betrayal and every waking moment had been spent plotting his revenge. He’d found it in Marcy but his little red one had done the impossible with nothing more than looking at him with longing in her eyes. She’d changed his mind, made him think things he’d never wanted to think about again. She’d made him think of home. Of family, and she’d stolen his heart—given him everything he’d ever desired. And now she was gone.

      He clenched his jaw and turned, heading toward the far reaches of camp. The sound of footsteps behind him grew louder as he walked.

      “Where is it you go, Warlord?”

      “I’m going to Allok’s camp. He has something that belongs to me and I’m going to get it back.”

      The noise behind him grew and a look over his shoulder showed him every man capable of walking was doing so. They were following him. “You do not have to come.”

      Zahk looked at the others, then shrugged a shoulder. “We have nothing else to do.” He grinned and gripped the end of the sword strapped to his hip. “And I feel a bit of payback is in order.”

      A cheer rang through camp. Jorrick counted heads. Sixteen men, including himself—against Allok’s entire camp. The odds were laughable and most of the men before him probably wouldn’t even make it back alive but the Draegon had made it clear he was on his own so he wouldn’t refuse the help offered to him.

      Jityria stepped in front of the men to stand before him. “You would risk your life for her? She betrayed you! Just as Zasra did.”

      Silence followed her outburst, the crack and pop of burning wood and bodies the only sound to be heard. “I have no proof of Mar-see’s betrayal. Only your word.”

      “And that is not good enough?”

      “No.”

      Her face grew darker, the green tint of her skin nearly going black. The muscle in her jaw clenched before she shouted, “I’ve given you everything! Why was I never good enough for you?”

      Jorrick sighed. He didn’t have time for this, nor did he wish to discuss anything with her in front of so many. He met her gaze and saw pain there. He’d always known she had feelings for him. It's why he’d never taken her to his bed. He hadn’t wanted the attachment, but it looked as if it was there, regardless. “I was very clear with you, Jityria. You knew where you stood. I’m sorry you thought it would change over time. Nothing has.”

      He turned his back to her and headed to the trees. He had more important things to worry about than Jityria’s hurt feelings. Allok had his mate. Marcy needed him and he’d get her back or die trying.
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      Recognition dawned in Aris’s eyes as he looked at her. The corner of his mouth drew down into what looked like a frown. Not happy to see her then. Of course, if this was his treatment while under Allok’s watch, she imagined Aris was expecting the same for her and most likely, it would be, especially if she didn’t give Allok what he wanted.

      He moved into her line of sight and her heart started to thump—hard. Did she dare pretend she could do what he asked? “All I have to do is perform my ritual and you’ll let him go?”

      His red eyes seemed to shine brighter at her words. “Yes. Give me what I wish and he’s yours.”

      She felt sick. How fast would he kill her when he finds out she’s lying? She sucked in a deep breath, then released it and raised her chin a notch. “Take him down.”

      Allok smiled. “Once you’ve completed your task, he’ll be released.”

      Marcy shook her head. “Not good enough. Release him now and let me see to his wounds. Then and only then, will I do what you ask.” A sharp piercing pain raced through her brain hard enough to bend her double. She grabbed her head, moaning through the agony. The moment it stopped, she raised up and blinked the tears in her eyes away.

      Allok was smiling. Had he finally gotten through and read her mind? She hoped like hell he hadn’t. He looked at Aris, then at the guard. “Cut him down.”

      She’d take that as a no. He still couldn’t read her thoughts but he was still trying. She tried to hide her surprise at Allok’s command to release Aris. The binds holding him up were cut, and he fell as if he was boneless, moaning loudly when he hit the ground. She fell to her knees beside him and rolled him to his side so she could see his face.

      His lips were so dry they were cracked and there was dried blood at the corners of his mouth. His golden skin had darkened to a deeper tone, and the nub left from his severed hand looked barely healed.

      “I need water and bandages.” When no one moved, she raised her head. “I’ll not do a single thing for you until he’s taken care of. He needs food.” She looked at the other men hanging on the other wooden structures. “They all need water and food.”

      Allok studied her for long moments. Marcy met his gaze without flinching. He would either do as she asked or refuse. He finally looked at the guard, staring at him hard before the rhino-boy ran back toward camp. Apparently Allok could communicate with the majority of the aliens here telepathically just as she’d suspected.

      Aris opened his eyes and looked up at her. Marcy smiled, even though there was nothing to be happy about. “How bad are you hurt?”

      He grabbed her hair, pulling lightly on it until she lowered her head. “Is Jorrick here?”

      She barely heard him. His voice was scratchy from either not using it or some injury she couldn’t see. “No, he was out on a hunting trip when the camp was attacked.” She told him of the carnage done by Allok’s men. “There’s nothing left. It was on fire when we were taken away.”

      Aris’s jaw clenched. “At least Jorrick is alive.” He glanced at Allok out of the corner of his eye. “Has he harmed you?”

      “No.” Allok hadn’t done much other than scare her shitless and torture others to get her to do his bidding but physically, he hadn’t touched her. “Not yet, he hasn’t.”

      “Then continue doing what you have been until Jorrick arrives. He will come for you.”

      “I’ve been hoping the same thing but what men weren’t killed were brought here with me. There weren’t enough men with him on the hunt to attack this camp and win.” She’d been wishing for the same thing since she was tied to the others and marched through the forest. “There’s no reason for him to come.”

      Aris grabbed her hand and gave it a light squeeze. “He’ll come for you.” The look on her face must have told him she thought otherwise. “Trust in what I say.” The corner of his mouth tilted up into a half smile. “I smell his scent on you and that fresh bite on your neck says he’s claimed you multiple times. His hatred for Allok is intense but if he’s marked you, he’ll not let another have you. He’ll come.”

      He lowered his head to the ground and closed his eyes. The rhino-looking alien returned with a bladder of water and thrust it at her.

      Allok was still watching her as she gave Aris a long drink, then started to bathe his face and neck, then poured a good bit on the bloody stump where his hand used to be.

      “I trust you’ll give me what I want when you are finished?”

      Marcy nodded. “I said I would.”

      Long minutes later, Allok walked back to the light of the fire in camp. Marcy exhaled a breath, relief like a living thing sliding off her shoulders.

      “What is it he wants from you?”

      “Magic.”

      “For what?”

      “The usual. Kill his enemies and conquer the world.”

      Aris smiled. “You have a way of saying mundane things in an amusing way. There’s no wonder Jorrick was taken with you, e’mahn neok.”

      She stilled at the words. “What does that mean? Jorrick calls me that a lot but my translator won’t translate it.”

      “Well, the way Jorrick says it, it would be an endearment.”

      Heat rushed to her face. “An endearment?”

      He nodded. “The literal translation is my little red one, but if he’s said it to you more than once, it’s meant as an endearment.”

      So, Jorrick was more or less calling her sweetheart or honey? A pleasant warmth rushed through her body while wiping the rest of the blood away from Aris’s arm. Someone by the fire yelled. They both glanced that way. Marcy sighed. “I’ve thought since the day Jorrick took me from the arena that I’d die at his hands but it looks like it’ll be that crazy one over there who finally does me in.” She glanced up at Aris before looking away. “Does Allok like to torture all his victims or will he just kill me quickly?”

      “Why not use your power to end him instead of his enemies?”

      “Because despite popular belief, magic isn’t something I possess. Why will no one believe me when I say that?” She shook her head and finished cleaning the torn flesh at his wrist.

      Aris grabbed her hand and squeeze hard. He motioned to the rhino-looking alien who was watching whatever depravity was taking place near the central fire. Aris grabbed the back of her head and leaned up, whispering into her ear, “Run. Run now and don’t look back.”

      Run?  She puzzled over his words a moment, then realized what he meant. The guard wasn’t paying them any attention. His back was to them. Aris squeezed her hand again when she sat there doing nothing before he gave her a slight nudge and pointed to the woods behind them with a nod of his head. He mouthed the word run again and gave her another push.

      She leaned down so he was the only one to hear her say, “Are you crazy?”

      “No. This may be your only chance. If you truly do not possess magic, then run like your life depends on it because more than likely, it does. When you do not give him what he wants, he will make you suffer for it.” His amber eyes narrowed, his mouth forming a harsh slash across his face. “Now go.”

      “They’ll catch me.”

      “Would you rather die trying to escape or sit here and be slaughtered without lifting a finger?”

      He motioned to the forest again. Marcy stared into the darkness and knew he was right. When allok found out she had no magic, he’d kill her—if she were lucky. If not, he’d use her until she wished for death.

      Her stomach twisted into a knot, fear making her sick in an instant. She couldn’t outrun these aliens. They’d find her and—

      She closed her eyes. Did it really matter? Aris was right. She’d rather die trying to escape than sit here passively and wait for it. She nodded at Aris and gave one last look to rhino-boy.

      “Don’t look back and don’t stop running.”

      Aris’s whispered words filled her head as she jumped to her feet and ran. Unlike when they were dropped off by the aliens who’d kidnapped them, Marcy knew what waited behind her this time. The Chase, the game these aliens liked to play with the women they dropped off here, had been terrifying. She’d had no idea what the creatures that lurked on this world had looked like. Now she did, and she knew how fast some of them were.

      She ran into the darkest part of the forest, pushing back limbs and praying she didn’t fall and had begun to think she’d gotten away unseen when she heard a cry go out behind her. She knew without looking they were coming for her. The voices in camp grew louder, the sound echoing through the trees and the ground seemed to tremble beneath her feet moments later. Heart in her throat, she tore into the darkness, panting for breath as she ran. It was so dark, she had no idea which way she was going. She didn’t know where to go had she been able to see.

      You’re free now.

      The words whispered inside her head as she jumped a small log but where did she go? The warlord’s camp was destroyed. She didn’t have to run back to him at all. She could head to the red mountains, search for Sara and Toren, and live with them in seclusion for the rest of her days.

      But what about Jorrick?

      The moment she thought of him, something in her chest pulled tight. She’d been waiting for him to rescue her like some gallant knight until she realized this wasn’t a fairy tale. Despite what Aris said, she didn’t think Jorrick’s feelings ran as deep as his brother thought they did. He’d never led her to believe they did. Sure he fucked her until she felt weak and unable to walk but sex wasn’t love and she didn’t see him risking his life to come get her despite how much she wished him to. She may want him despite him being so barbaric, but that didn’t mean he wanted her in return, so where did she go? And could she get there before she was caught?
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      It took until nightfall to get close to Allok’s camp. Something had happened that had everyone in an uproar. At first, Jorrick thought they’d been seen as Allok’s men had come running out of camp. He’d ordered everyone into the trees and climbed as high as he could and waited but it wasn’t their presence that had Allok’s men scrambling. They’d run past them, deeper into the forest while the noise in camp continued to rise.

      He wasn’t sure how long he’d been up there. Allok’s men had roared in triumph when they finally returned and Jorrick didn’t dare move closer until he could see what was going on. When the sun rose the following morning and lit the camp with bright light, he knew. And he was going to rip Allok’s heart out and eat it while he watched.

      His mate was covered in bruises. Jorrick clenched his fists, searching her face for signs of pain. He saw none but as scraped up as she appeared, he knew she had to be feeling some sort of discomfort.

      She was tied to a pole in the center of camp, her arms extended above her head. She was awake, her head turned so she could see those around her.

      “What’s the plan?” Wyvind whispered from the next tree over. “Do you want us to pick them off one at a time or just rush in?”

      “Both.” Jorrick looked at the surrounding trees at the others. There were so few of them. They didn’t have a chance in hell of coming out of this alive but he’d not sit by while his Mar-see was harmed. “Let’s split up,” he said. “Look for Allok’s sentries along the perimeter of camp and end them quickly and quietly. As long as we're not spotted, we have the element of surprise.”

      “And what about you?”

      He looked back at camp. “I’m going to get what is mine.” He didn’t wait for them to ask more questions. He climbed down the tree, landing soundlessly after jumping the last few feet and started for camp.

      Allok’s sentries were worthless. He was within shouting distance before one of them saw him. He tossed one of his knives. The tip plunge into the sentries throat and Jorrick watched him fall, stepping over his body when he reached it.

      He debated on just circling the camp with the others repeatedly until he’d taken Allok’s men out one by one but he didn’t have the time to waste doing it now. Not with Mar-see injured. He stopped beside a large tree, scanning the camp. Not a single person looked his way. Had anyone been paying attention, they would see him plain as day.

      There were a lot of females here, but unlike those in his camp, these looked haggard. They were filthy and bone thin. He turned his attention back to Mar-see. She was looking at something off to her right but from where he stood, he couldn’t see who or what she was looking at.

      He counted six sentries scattered around camp. Any other day, he would have been able to take them all on without a worry. Now, he had his mate to think of. He couldn’t protect her and fight off so many.

      Anger filled him to the point of rage a moment later. If those dragons had come, this would all be over with by now. He’d have Mar-see and the others far away from here and safe.

      A shocked gasp drew his attention. One of Allok’s men had finally spotted him. Jorrick started into camp as the sentries yelled and ran toward the only wooden structure he could see. Everyone else stopped what they were doing to watch the sentries. As voices grew, Mar-see turned her head. Her eyes widened the moment she saw him, her mouth opening as if shocked. It wore off quickly, a smile covering her beautiful face a moment later. Her entire body seemed to slump against the binds that held her as she looked at him. As if seeing him made her so weak her legs would no longer hold her. The sight made something in his chest pull tight.

      He had no idea where Allok was, nor did he care. He headed across camp toward Mar-see and had nearly made it to her when a spear landed at his feet. He stopped and looked in the direction from which it was thrown.

      Allok and the sentry who had seen him were walking his way. Of all the warlord’s on Prison Moon One, Allok was the least imposing. To look at him, one wouldn’t have thought him capable of doing much harm but he knew better. The Salitorian species was known for mind control and he’d seen Allok bring down men twice his size with nothing more than a glance.

      Jorrick turned to face him and crossed his arms over his chest. Allok stopped a few feet from him and glanced at Mar-see who still hadn’t said a word. He looked at her too. There was a knot on her forehead. Her left eye and most of her cheek was varying colors of blue and black. Someone had hit her—hard. Scrapes and small cuts, and even more bruises were scattered across her skin from head to toe. If he had to guess, he’d say he knew what Allok’s men had been doing the night before. They’d been chasing her. His little mate had run away. She’d escaped and had paid the price for it once they’d caught her.

      “I wondered if you’d come.”

      Jorrick faced Allok when he spoke. “You should have known I would.”

      Allok smirked. “You never have before and we both know you’ve had reason to.”

      Several of Allok’s men laughed. Jorrick waited. When they all calmed, he said, “I’ll be taking my mate now, along with any of my people you have.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. Your camp is surrounded. If you wish to live, you’ll let them go.”

      Allok glanced at the trees before meeting his gaze again. The moment he did, Jorrick felt pressure inside his head and knew Allok was trying to get inside his mind. He’d trained with the best teachers Tridian III had. He knew how to keep those with the ability to penetrating minds from entering his. Long minutes passed, the pressure inside his head so strong it felt as if his head would pop at any moment but as quickly as it came, it was gone.

      Allok grinned at him. “Given enough time, you would allow my entry, Jorrick. Others of your kind have.”

      “I’m nothing like the others.”

      “Ah, that’s where you are wrong.” Allok nodded to someone who stood behind Jorrick. “Bring him.”

      The urge to look behind him was strong but Jorrick feigned disinterest. Keeping a watchful eye on Allok was more important at the moment.

      Jorrick saw movement out of the corner of his eye. His gaze was still locked on Allok but he could see enough to know whoever it was making their way around him was one of those stranded on Prison Moon One with him. The flash of golden skin he’d seen was enough to tell him so.

      “Are you not even going to look?”

      “I’m sure whatever, or whoever it is you wish me to see, isn’t going anywhere.”

      Allok looked perturbed but his displeasure didn’t last long. He glanced at Mar-see and said, “From the moment you took my witch, I knew it was to get back at me. I waited for you to come and began to think you never would. Taking your closest confidant had been nothing more than pay back for taking the girl and I had thought his disappearance would be enough to lure you here, but again, I’d been wrong. Sending you piece's of him hadn’t been enough either.”

      Jorrick shifted his gaze when whoever it was beside him moved again. When he saw Aris, his entire body jolted, his breath caught in his throat, and it took every ounce of discipline he had not to move. Aris gave him a small, cocky smile, then tilted it in Allok’s direction, a silent sign to let him know he was all right.

      Allok took a few steps toward them, the amused look in his eye replaced by a hard scowl. “You left me no choice than to strike first, Jorrick. Had you sent me my witch, the loss of your followers would have been much less. But this one—” He started walking toward Mar-see. “She must be more powerful than I’d hoped if you’d let me torture your own brother just to keep her from me.” He stopped beside her and ran the back of one finger over her bruised cheek. “You would not start a conflict for your own flesh but you risk your life for hers.”

      She was staring at him. Coming for her hadn’t even been a question. Jorrick would have fought Allok’s entire camp single handedly if he’d had to. The taunting grin on Allok’s face held a smugness that made Jorrick’s teeth ache and he wanted nothing more in that moment than to knock Allok’s from his lying mouth. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to get on with this.” He turned and looked around the camp, meeting the gaze of everyone he saw before saying, “I challenge you, Allok.” He turned back to face him. “I challenge you for this camp, for your men, and for my mate.”

      Allok laughed. Jorrick had lost count of the men who had challenged him over the years. They’d step into his camp, brag about their feats in combat, and challenge his authority publicly. Not one had ever survived to take his camp from him and not many had been much of a challenge to fight but he’d never laughed at them. Allok doing so now just pissed him off.

      “We both know who would win a physical confrontation, Jorrick. I cannot win in a battle with you even on my best of days. I’m physically weaker. I will not deny it. Why do you think I wanted the witch?”

      “She’s not a witch, Allok. She holds no magic.”

      “So she’s said.”

      “It is true. Do you not think I wouldn’t have destroyed you already if she could wield magic?”

      Allok stilled in a way that was otherworldly. Jorrick took a quick glance at Mar-see. She was still watching him, the tiniest tilt turning the corner of her mouth enough to make him think if Allok hadn’t been there, she would have graced him with one of those smiles she gave only to him. He tried to tell her with nothing more than a heated look that he’d get her out of this. He wasn’t sure how but he’d see her safely away from here if it was the last thing he did.

      “Perhaps she lacked the proper incentive to use it.” Allok nodded his head and once again, Jorrick saw a flash of golden skin out of the corner of his eye. He didn’t have to wonder this time who it was as they were pulled to a stop beside Allok.

      Seeing Aris was still a shock. The hard look on Aris’s face told him to do what he had to, even if it meant getting him killed. Jorrick looked at his arm. The crude bandage wrapped around his wrist made his gut twist, memories of finding his hand and thinking he was dead still fresh in his mind. He’d known Allok sending him Aris’s hand had been an attempt to get him here. If he had to guess, he’d say it was, so he’d gather his men to confront him and leave Mar-see at camp unprotected for his men to take her. It hadn’t been Aris’s hand that led to her capture, though. It had been nothing more than a pointless hunting trip. A reason to distance himself from her before the others realized how much closer they were growing.

      He clenched his jaw. Berating himself over things already done was useless. He’d failed Mar-see and Aris both. There was nothing he could do to change that but he could make it right. “Let them go, Allok.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “Because I will kill you slowly if you do not.”

      Allok glanced at one of his men and a moment later, a blade longer than his arm was pressed against Mar-see’s neck, another placed against Aris’s. “Not before I slit the throat of one of these. Which will it be?”

      Aris lifted his chin and leaned forward, the blade at his throat biting into his flesh enough a small trickle of blood ran down his neck. “Take her and run, Jorrick.”

      For the first time in ages, he wasn’t sure what to do. Taking Mar-see was his first thought but could he leave Aris behind? Choosing between them was impossible.

      “Or perhaps you’ll exchange your life for theirs.” Allok smiled, his red eyes glowing with delight. “Bow before me, Jorrick. Surrender, and I’ll free them both.”

      “Lies.”

      Allok’s smile widened. “Do you have much choice?” he looked at Mar-see and Aris in turn before meeting his gaze again. “You alone cannot save them both.”

      “I’m not alone.”

      “But you are.” Commotion by the trees drew Jorrick’s attention. The men who had come with him all walked into camp, their jaws clenched tight, their movements jerky, as if every step was forced. “They cannot help you now so what will it be?”

      He was a fool. He should have waited longer. Slipped inside Allok’s hut once darkness fell and killed him while he slept. His traitorous heart had betrayed him once again and forced him to act before thinking.

      Mar-see shifted on her feet. Jorrick met her gaze, held her stare and knew he’d do it all again. “I love you.” She gasped softly, the words shocking even him. He wasn’t sure he’d ever said them out loud to anyone, not even Zasra. An emotion as strong as love was dangerous. Proof of that was staring him in the face now. His love for revenge and for this tiny slip of a human had brought all this upon them. She was the ruin of him, just as he’d always known she would be. His camp was gone, his men dead. Even if he bowed before Allok and chose between Mar-see and Aris, he knew Allok wouldn’t keep his word. He’d force Mar-see to perform whatever magic’s he thought she could do and use him and Aris as a means to try and get it. He’d be better off killing them both himself and save them both the torture Allok was sure to dole out to them.

      He wrapped his fist around the handle of his blade and looked at Mar-see and Aris both. Could he end them to save them from pain? He pulled the blade free of its scabbard. Yes. Yes, he could.
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      He loved her. Marcy fought to get enough air in her lungs to breathe but the slightest move tugged at the blade against her throat. She smiled instead, hopefully that one small gesture would be enough to—what, exactly?

      She’d tried analyzing her feelings for Jorrick and for every check mark in the, ‘this is a fucking stupid idea,’ category she found a reason why it wasn’t. Him showing up with nothing more than his bandolier of knives strapped to his chest and a handful of men being one of them. Not only had he come for her when the odds were stacked against him, he’d done so without regret. The look on his face, and those three little words that were still whispering through her head all the proof she needed.

      Her body ached from the abuse she’d suffered the night before. She’d run from camp not knowing where she was going but it hadn’t taken her long to know where she’d been running to. As much as she wanted to see Sara again, she’d wanted to see Jorrick more. Out of all the bad shit this horrible place had to offer, she felt safe with him. Had for a long time. And that feeling of safety had slowly morphed into curiosity, then longing, and as she stood there, her arms aching from being stretched for so long over her head, she knew without a doubt she loved him too. The joy she’d felt the moment she saw him walk into camp told her she did.

      Jorrick pulled his long blade from the scabbard. Her pulse raced at the sight. There were so many men here. So many Allok controlled. She had no doubt Jorrick could take on any of them and win but if they all attacked at once?

      Don’t think about it. He’s here. That’s all that matters.

      She glanced at Aris. She didn’t know how he was even standing. He’d been beaten in front of her as punishment for her running. The blows he’d received were more brutal when she looked away and she was surprised Aris survived it. Whatever species Jorrick and Aris were, they were made of sterner stuff than most. Their size alone suggested it. She was glad to see looks weren’t deceiving when it came to them.

      Jorrick’s fist was clenching around the handle of his long blade. He was strong and ruthless but Marcy knew he’d never survive a fight. Not here. Not with Allok’s men. There were too many of them and every one she saw had a weapon in hand. All of them watching. All of them waiting for Allok to tell them to attack.

      Her pulse started racing. They were going to kill Jorrick and make her watch and just the thought of it made it hard to breathe. Allok was power hungry and nothing short of giving him what he wanted would ever satisfy him.

      She stiffened when a thought popped into her head. “I’ll do it!”

      “Mar-see!”

      She ignored Jorrick when he yelled her name. She locked eyes with Allok and lifted her chin as much as she dared. “Jorrick and all those you took from his camp in exchange for what you asked for.”

      That brain-numbing pressure she felt when Allok tried to get inside her head was sharp enough to drag a quick breath from her lungs. She squinted against the pain and sucked in a quick breath when it disappeared.

      “How do I know you speak the truth, witch?”

      She glanced at Jorrick. “Because I know you’ll kill them if I’m lying. Let them go. When they’re all away from camp, I’ll give you what you want.”

      “Mar-see.”

      It was nothing more than her name but the inflection behind it made goosebumps pimple her skin. It was a warning, the deep baritone of Jorrick’s voice harsh enough that small growl she heard rumble from his throat on occasion followed behind it.

      “It’s all right.” She gave him a tiny smile. “My life for all of those he’s captured is a small price to pay.”

      Jorrick’s face went red. “It is a price you will not pay!” He pulled one of the knives from his bandolier with his free hand, gripping it and the long blade before turning to Allok. “Let her go or I’ll kill you where you stand.”

      “The moment you let those blades fly, I will slaughter every person in this camp you called your own, starting with the witch.”

      Not a single person moved as Jorrick and Allok stared at one another. This was going to end badly. Marcy felt it in the pit of her stomach. No one was going to win.

      Panic made her shout his name. The red-skinned alien didn’t so much as glance her. Think, think, think, Marcy. He wanted a spell. He wanted his enemies vanquished. She straightened when a thought popped into her head. He wanted magic? Then she’d give it to him. “Allok, I’ll rain fire upon your head if you don’t let them go!” As she suspected, he never flinched.

      She’d sucked at foreign languages in school. She’d tried to learn French and Spanish and never could grasp them but she remembered a few things. With a mix-mash of both, she started speaking both languages together, pacing the words as if they were a chant, the volume in which she spoke getting louder until Allok finally looked her way. She had no idea if his translator was making any sense out of the words or not but it was too late to worry about it now. The way she was butchering both languages, even if the translator did work for foreign languages, it would probably make no sense to him anyway. “This is your final warning,” she said. When he did nothing but stand there, she said every Spanish and French word she could think of and even made up a few just to be safe, her eyes locked with his own as she shouted the words. When she stopped talking, she narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips.

      And the very ground beneath them shook.

      Someone gasped before quiet mumbles filled the air. The trees around camp began to sway and a moment later, a fireball lit the sky, singeing the treetops. Marcy flinched and stared wide-eyed into the sky. What the hell?

      Allok’s men screamed and ran for cover. The man holding the blade to her throat stumbled back, the knife falling uselessly to his side. A roar loud enough to rumble inside her chest filled the air a moment later, followed by a longer spray of fire. Allok stared slack-jawed into the sky, his eyes widening. Marcy blinked dumbly at the sight, then looked at Jorrick. He was looking at her, his eyes wide with disbelief. Did he really think she’d done this? Well, you did just promise to rain fire upon all their heads.

      The treetops swayed again, more fire lighting the sky before the trees behind Jorrick swayed, then broke at their bases as if they were nothing but small sticks. They were pushed out of the way and a huge dragon’s head came into view a moment later. Marcy grinned, relief so profound filling her body she sagged against the binds holding her. She’d seen this dragon before. It had swooped out of the sky and snatched her friend from the air before flying away with her.

      Toren lowered his head and snarled, his pointed teeth longer than any man standing there was tall. His eyes narrowed, his hot breath blown from his nostrils warming the air around them. Allok staggered back a step, then turned wide eyes toward her. For the first time since being dragged to his camp, Marcy felt bold. “Untie me. Now.”

      It only took a moment before one of his men stepped toward her and cut her loose. She hit the ground with a thud and looked up in time to see Jorrick grab the spear that had been thrown at him. He pulled it from the ground and hurled it across camp. Allok’s body flew backwards, the spear sticking from his throat, his shocked gasp audible enough to hear.

      Blood poured down his chest. He grabbed the spear with both hands and looked up at them, his red eyes wide with disbelief. He swayed, his mouth opening as if he were going to say something, then fell to his knees.

      Jorrick was kneeling beside her before she could even try to pick herself up, his arms wrapping around her and lifting her to his lap as Allok hit the ground. “Are you injured?”

      His hands roamed her body, and she shook her head. “No. Just bruised, mostly.” He pushed her hair away from her face, then pulled her tighter against his chest, lowering his head until their foreheads touched. “I thought I’d lost you.”

      Marcy sighed and snuggled closer to him. “And I didn’t think you’d come for me.”

      “I would have killed every living being on Prison Moon One to get to you. You are my mate, Mar-see. There is nothing I will not do for you.”

      Had they been somewhere other than the middle of Allok’s camp surrounded by more bodies than she could count, she would have shown him her gratitude by riding him until he was unconscious. She wrapped her arms around his neck instead and pulled him in for a kiss, licking inside his mouth without a care of who may be watching. When she pulled away, he smiled and stood with her cradled in his arms.

      “Where is he keeping the others?” he asked.

      Marcy told him where the pits were. The men who had come with him were no longer under Allok’s influence. They hurried across camp to free the others. A dragon roared and a dark shadow darkened the sky. Marcy looked up at it, her eyes widening when she realized it wasn’t Toren. There really was more than one dragon.

      Sara had told her when she and Toren had been found outside Jorrick’s camp and captured that Toren was searching for his people to see if others had survived. Seeing a dragon soar across the sky while she looked at Toren told her there were. “Is Sara here?”

      The dragon’s big head shifted from side to side. No, of course she wasn’t. She doubted Toren would have let her come, especially if he didn’t know what the outcome would be which was silly. The outcome should have been obvious. She’d seen nothing on this world more powerful than a dragon.

      Krista, Celestia, and the others were led to where they stood. They had been sorely used, but they were whole. Once they healed from what they’d suffered, she’d do whatever it took to make up to them everything that had been done. Their pain and suffering had been her fault, and she’d see them avenged if it was the last thing she did.
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      He was loathed to put her down. Jorrick would never be able to repay the dragons for what they’d done, and he’d told them as much. They’d shrugged at his gratitude. Had it not been for Toren’s mate, neither dragon would have come to their aid and more than likely, they’d all be dead right now.

      His camp was still smoldering when they made it back. He wasn’t even sure why they were there other than the most injured among them had been left in the care of Jityria. Those that had been taken by Allok filled into camp and stopped, staring at the destruction with blank faces. What little they’d owned was now gone.

      “What will we do now?”

      Marcy was staring up at him, small lines of worry creasing her forehead. “We will do as we always have. Live.” It just wouldn't be here.

      “You can put me down, you know?”

      “I like holding you.”

      She gave him one of those smiles that made his heart thump hard enough to make his breath catch. “And I enjoy you holding me but in case it's escaped your notice, I’m wearing nothing but an oversized shirt and I’m sure my ass is visible to anyone looking.”

      “And my men know I will kill any of them caught doing so.”

      He set her feet on the ground anyway and held on to her until she’d caught her balance. Voices in camp grew as those that had been taken slowly made their way toward the injured. He cupped Mar-see’s face in his hands and kissed her, not lingering long due to watchful eyes and smiled as he pulled away. “The moment we’re alone, I’ll give you a proper kiss.”

      “I can hardly wait.” He watched as she walked to where the other females stood. Several of them were weeping. He could only imagine what Allok’s men had done to them and left Mar-see to deal with their recovery as she saw fit. He knew nothing about consoling a distraught female.

      He stared toward the remains of his hut. It was mostly ash now. There wasn’t anything to salvage which meant there was nothing here worth staying for. The men who had followed him were no longer his concern and more importantly, he didn’t want to be responsible for them. They were free to go their own way as he intended to do. He’d take Mar-see and Aris and head deeper into the forest. He’d find them shelter and build a new life for them far away from here. Far enough he’d never have to hear about the other warlords or see the announcements for The Chase or the Arena Games.

      Watching Mar-see embrace the human with short dark hair, he wondered if she’d leave without them. He didn’t want to look after anyone besides her and Aris and he wondered what his mate would think about leaving them behind when they left, not that it really mattered. He may not be a warlord now but his word was still law and like it or not, his little mate would have to live with it.

      The litter Aris was being carried on was set down near the tree line and Jorrick hurried to his brothers side. “You look like something chewed you up and spit you back out.”

      “It feels like something did as well.” The corner of Aris’s mouth tilted as he sighed. “I didn’t think I’d see you again.”

      Jorrick grabbed his hand, squeezing hard. “And I thought I’d spend the rest of my life mourning your loss. Do not ever disobey me again.”

      Aris laughed. “Not likely, brother.”

      Jorrick squeezed his hand again, relief at having him back so immense, his eyes burned and his chest ached. He’d not lose him again. Him or Mar-see. He glanced at her and sucked in a relieved breath before looking down at Aris. They were both battered and bruised but they were alive and safe and once they were well enough to travel, he’d take them from this place and never look back.
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      They were safe. For now.

      It took the better part of the day to calm everyone down. The things Allok’s men had done to Krista, and the others was going to give her nightmares and Marcy knew it would take a while for them to be able to live with what had happened. Knowing something was inevitable and having to live it were two very different things.

      Jorrick was across camp talking with Aris and a few of the other men when Marcy saw a flash of green out of the corner of her eye. Jityria had entered the camp from the trail that led to the pond. The instant Marcy saw her, heat exploded in her veins and traveled the length of her body in such a rush, beads of sweat popped out on her forehead.

      Jityria was headed straight for Jorrick, a beaming smile plastered on her face. Every step she took made Marcy’s blood run hotter. She was crossing camp before she even knew what she was going to say to her.

      When Jityria reached Jorrick, she threw herself at him hard enough he staggered back a step, his arms going around Jityria’s waist to keep them from falling. It was an innocent embrace but the sight of it made Marcy’s heart pound, blood racing through her veins fast enough she was dizzy by the time she reached them. She didn’t say a word, just grabbed Jityria by the hair and yanked her back. Then she balled her fist and swung.

      The sound of crunching bone was followed by a pain so intense, Marcy yelled the moment Jityria did. She’d never punched anyone before and hoped to never do so again. It hurt like hell.

      She cradled her throbbing hand against her chest and narrowed her eyes on Jityria. “I ever see you touch him again, I’ll kill you with my bare hands.” She didn’t care how much it hurt. She turned to Jorrick. “Why is she here?” He opened his mouth to respond, but she didn’t let him get a single word out before pointing an accusing finger at Jityria and blurting, “She’s the one who handed me over to them. She knocked me silly and offered me up on a silver platter to Kr’Atek. She probably set the whole attack up!”

      The expression on Jorrick’s face went from shocked surprise to nuclear fury as he turned to Jityria. “Is that true?”

      Jityria’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water as she stared up at Jorrick. She made a small gasping sound when Jorrick started toward her. She flicked a quick glance her way, then turned and ran for the trees, Jorrick hot on her heels.

      “Jorrick!” Marcy raced after him and grabbed his arm. “Let her go. Her running is all the answer you need.”

      “I asked her before I went after you if she’d had anything to do with you being taken. She said she didn’t.”

      “Well, she lied.”

      “I assumed as much.” Jorrick stared into the trees, his fury etched into every hard line on his face. She pulled on his arm to turn his attention from Jityria. He reached for her hand when he finally looked away. Marcy hissed in a pained breath when he tried to uncurl her fingers. “You’ll be lucky if you don’t have a broken bone or two.”

      “It feels like they’re all broken.”

      He grinned. “Well, I know just the thing for that.” He looked toward the other females. “Are they all right?”

      Marcy glanced at them over her shoulder. “As well as they can be, I suppose.”

      “Good, then. Come with me.”

      He led her to the path toward the pond and stopped along its bank to pick leaves from a flowering plant she’d seen dozens of times but never gave much thought to. He took her hand when he straightened and led her to the cave.

      The sound of water echoed off the stone walls as they entered, the air growing cooler the further in they walked. As it had all the other times she’d been here, the sight inside the cave took her breath. The sun shining in through the hole in the ceiling of the cave made the huge crystals that made up the walls cast shards of shimmering light everywhere. The waterfall splashed water into the air and the sunlight shining through it produced faint rainbows in the mist.

      Jorrick pulled her to a stop by one of the large boulders that sat near the entrance of the inner cave and lifted her hand, placing a soft kiss to her knuckles before he undressed her. Marcy stood silently when the last of her clothes hit the ground and Jorrick removed his own clothing. She’d never tire of looking at him. He was so unlike any man she’d known back on earth. All the boyfriends she’s had in the past had always been reserved, as if they were afraid of doing something wrong as they made love. Jorrick fucked like he meant it. As if every slap of their flesh was music to his ears, every grunt he pulled from her throat some sort of reward granted only to him.

      But—being with him wasn’t always hard and rough. For all his brutish ways and his physical strength, there were times he was tender and treated her almost reverently. As if she was the most precious thing he’d ever had in his care. And maybe she was. She’d never asked about his life before ending up on Prison Moon One. She didn’t even know what he’d done to be sentenced to a penal colony. The reason had been none of her business so she’d never asked. Maybe she would—later. Right now, she had a very naked barbarian in front of her and she wasn’t stupid enough to spend her time talking.

      Jorrick led her into the pool toward the waterfall. He washed the leaves he still held, then held them out to her. “Chew these.”

      “Why?”

      He took one and put it in his mouth, chewing the leaf as if it were completely normal. “It will help with the pain.”

      She eyed the leaves. She knew of several other plants in the surrounding area that were good for various things so, she took the leaves and shoved them in her mouth and chewed. Jorrick grinned as she ate them, cupping water into his hand and drinking it as she swallowed the mouthful of greens.

      “You’ll probably regret eating all of those.”

      “Why?”

      He laughed. “One would have done the trick.”

      “And eating four of them?”

      He leaned toward her, wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her flush against him. He was already hard, the length of him pressing into her hip. “You’ll feel no pain, that’s for certain.”

      He kissed her then, and took his time about it, his fingers tunneling into her hair. She forgot about her throbbing hand the longer she stood there, the incessant movement of Jorrick’s tongue inside her mouth the only thing registering. By the time he backed her up to the large rock behind the waterfall, she felt dizzy. Whether it was from the leaves she’d eaten or the mind numbing attention given to her by Jorrick, Marcy felt nothing but tingling warmth through every limb.

      He made love to her slowly, drawing out each movement as if it was the last time he’d ever get to touch her. The unyielding strength of his arms around her and the hard press of his hips between her thighs as he rocked against her was a slow erotic dance driving her toward orgasm. When she crashed over the edge, Jorrick’s grunts loud next to her ear, his hold on her tightened to near bruising. They stood silently for long minutes afterward, neither moving. When her heart rate had returned to normal, Marcy sighed contently. “What do we do now?”

      “My first choice would be sleep.”

      She laughed. “Not surprised.”

      He lifted his head and gave her another kiss, lingering a few moments before pulling away. “I want to leave this place. Take you and Aris and find somewhere else to live.”

      “What about the others?”

      “They’re free to do as they wish. I no longer want to be responsible for them.”

      She frowned. “But what about Krista, and Celestia, and the others?”

      He didn’t answer, nor did he have to. The look on his face was telling enough. He was going to leave them behind to fend for themselves. They’d be dead within the week or slave to some creature they weren’t strong enough to get away from.

      She pushed away from him and washed the grime from her body, noting that the leaves she’d chewed had done exactly as he said they would. They’d masked the pain until she felt nothing. Or was it disappointment making her feel so numb? Jorrick wanted to take her away but in doing so, she’d have to leave behind those she cared about.
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      Jorrick stretched out a hand and found the space beside him empty. He opened his eyes to see he’d woken alone. Propping up on one elbow, he pushed his hair from his face then stood, lifting his arms and stretching the kinks from his back while looking around camp for Mar-see. His mate was sitting with the other females, their heads all bent as they discussed things too quietly for him to hear. Mar-see looked over at him, the disappointment in her eyes obvious from across camp. For a brief moment, he wondered if she’d fight him when they went to leave, if she’d refuse to go with him.

      They’d left the privacy of the crystal cave the night before and had returned to camp, eaten a meager meal of roots and a few ground nuts someone had found, then laid down to sleep underneath the branches of several low-lying trees. He’d told her of his plan to leave, of finding a new place to make a life and she’d tried to persuade him to take the others. She’d pulled away when he again told her no and for the first time, a woman dared to argue with him. He’d been so impressed with her audacity, he’d let her berate him quietly under her breath until she’d finally turned her back to him and laid down to sleep, mumbling he could do as he wished. That if the others didn’t go, neither would she.

      A growl crawled its way from his chest at the thought. He would not leave her behind. His mate was headstrong, but he was stronger. She’d come with him of her own free will or he’d carry her away screaming. Her choice.

      Commotion coming from the trees had everyone rousing. It sounded as if a herd of drexun were trampling though the forest. Voices reached them a few moments later, then there were people invading his burned camp. He recognized them immediately. It was the Draegon and his mate.

      “Marcy!”

      Jorrick saw his mate’s face light up when she saw her friend—the dragons mate—Sara. The two were running across camp toward each other as Toren and several other men came into view. Each of them wore nothing more than a loin cloth and their eyes were the brightest shade of purple, the pupils slitted.

      Dragons.

      They stood on two feet and looked no different than he did but the men before him were of the Draegon race. He’d bet his life on it.

      Toren glanced around the camp, straightening when he saw him. He headed his way and Jorrick met him halfway. He nodded his head in greeting. “I didn’t expect to see you again.”

      Toren continued his perusal of the camp. “I had not planned to return. My mate made me sleep outside our dwelling for not bringing Marcy home to her. We came to collect her.”

      His heartbeat slowed for a brief second, then resumed, pounding in his chest. “She is not going anywhere.”

      Toren nodded. “I told my mate this but she refused to listen.” He turned to look at her. She and Marcy were chattering with the others, twin smiles on their faces. “Earth women do not know their place.”

      “I can hear you, you know.” Sara and Mar-see both looked their way. “And there is no ‘place’ for earth women to be. Men are no better than we are. You just need to learn that most of us don’t take shit from overbearing neanderthals, is all.”

      The dragon growled deep in his throat but a smile curved his lips. Obviously, Toren found his mate’s boldness as charming as he found Mar-see’s and so be it. If his Mar-see needed to be assertive and think she made the rules, then he’d let her. There was no harm in it letting her think she could do as she pleased.

      Toren took in the camp. “Did the one we rescued your people from do this?”

      “Yes. His name was Allok.”

      He nodded. “My brother’s mate, Claudia, is a seer. She told us of him. She is the one who assured us you were worthy of our help, otherwise, Tharius would not have allowed us to come to your rescue. He is the highest ranking general that survived the wars. He is still doing as he’s always done—protecting the people. I could not have helped you even had I wanted to.” He nodded to the females. “My mate yelled loud enough to rouse the dead when we returned alone and when we relayed what had happened, Claudia said we should have destroyed the camp. That those who remained were not to be trusted and needed to be destroyed as well so, here we are.”

      Jorrick raised an eyebrow. “Here you are, what?”

      He nodded toward Mar-see and his mate. “I have reunited your mate with mine.” He turned to look at him. “I would ask you to help keep her safe until I return.”

      “Return from what?”

      “We mean to finish what we should have last night.”

      He said nothing else. Jorrick followed as Toren headed toward the females, said something quick to his mate and gave her a quick kiss, then raced off into the trees. Two others went with him while the others remained in camp.

      A loud groan and popping of tree limbs filled the air moments before several dragons sprung from the forest, the small orbs that follow all movement here in pursuit. He watched them until he could no longer see them but imagined what it was they saw as they raced over the treetops. He’d love to see the world from above. More than that, he’d love to see his Mar-see happy and at the moment she was. He could see it on her face and he knew, the moment he took her away from everyone that smile would vanish. He sighed. His word may be law but it only took a look at Mar-see’s face to know he’d do anything she wanted—even take a rag-tag group of females with him when they left.
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      Being so conflicted was making her stomach hurt. Marcy watched Jorrick stare after the dragons. His hair was sleep-tousled, and he still had that sexy half-awake look about him.

      Sara nudged her arm with an elbow. She didn’t have to look at her to know what she wanted. Jorrick had made it clear the night before what his plans were and she’d disagreed with him about it. Now, she had another option, one Sara let him know about immediately by saying, “Marcy is going to come to Dra’Lera with me.”

      Marcy gasped at what she’d said as Jorrick’s head whipped around. Without a word she knew Sara had said the wrong thing. Tight lines bracketed his mouth and his amber eyes had darkened to the point they looked nearly brown. The dangerous warlord who had taken her from the arena was standing before her and she grabbed Sara’s hand and squeezed with everything she had in hopes she’d keep her mouth shut.

      She cleared her throat to pull his attention from her friend. “Sara said Toren’s people would allow us to come live with them.”

      “The humans,” Sara corrected, squeezing her hand back. “Tharius balked at the idea but he said humans are a weak species and were no threat so, he agreed. You’re welcome to follow but you won’t be allowed in.”

      “Then my mate will not go.”

      Marcy opened her mouth but shut it when Jorrick looked at her. A question lingered in his eyes. She didn’t think he’d forcably keep her from going with Sara but she’d given up trying to figure out his every response a long time ago but that look said he wasn’t sure she’d stay with him. “We could make a camp outside their walls.” Her voice shook. She cleared her throat, hating that she felt so rattled.

      She’d wanted to go with Sara since Jorrick had found them, then run them off but that was—before. Her life was very different from what it had been all those months ago. Now, she was in love with an overbearing barbarian warlord and leaving him to live with Sara didn’t hold the same appeal.

      Their argument the night before had kept her awake until just before dawn. Him wanting to leave this place was a given, but he wanted to leave the others behind. The other females were the closest thing to a family she had now. They were her friends and knowing they were out in this cruel world unprotected would give her nightmares for the rest of her life. She couldn’t leave them behind.

      She couldn’t go with Sara and leave Jorrick either.

      Letting go of Sara’s hand, she took a step closer to Jorrick. “Sara said a river flows nearby the entrance to Dra’Lera. We could make a new camp there.”

      He shook his head. “I will not be responsible for these people any longer.”

      “You don’t have to be.” She reached for him, taking his hand in hers as she stepped closer. “On Earth, I lived alone. I had a shitty little one-bedroom apartment and the only protection I had was a metal baseball bat I kept by my bed. I was responsible for myself. Most all humans are once they reach adulthood. Having protection is nice, but it’s not something we need to survive.”

      “This is not Earth. Prison Moon One is a harsh, brutal place. Here—you do need protection or you will be slave to any who captures you.” He raised his hand, the back of one finger sliding over her cheek. “Just as you were when I took you from the arena.” The corner of his mouth turned up into a half-smile. He lowered his head until their foreheads were nearly touching, his voice when he spoke again so soft she barely heard him as he said, “I do not care what happens to anyone save you and Aris. Your safety and happiness is all I care about.” He glanced over her shoulder, looking at Sara if she had to guess. “Do you wish to go with Sara and the Draegon?”

      He’d only ever shown her his vulnerability once. Him believing Aris was dead had put it on full display and the look she’d seen on his face then was there again.

      She kissed him, leaned into him and slipped her tongue into his mouth and kissed him as if no one was watching. His arms wrapping around her felt like steel bands holding her to his chest, his grip alone telling her he wasn’t ever going to let her go. When she pulled away long moments later, she whispered, “I want to be where you are. Here—there—anywhere.” She laughed suddenly.

      “What is so funny?”

      She shook her head and grinned. He’d never get her Dr. Seuss reference so didn’t mention it. “If you want to hike to the other side of this stinking little moon, then I’ll hike there with you, Jorrick. I want to be with Sara and the others but I want to be with your more. You are my home.”

      “And you are mine.”
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      Six Months Later

      

      Dra’Lera really was Paradise. Marcy stood at the door of her stone cottage, a mug of tea that was bitter enough it tasted more like coffee warming her hands. The sky was a clear blue with only a few clouds hanging low over the mountain top. Two dragons were circling the wide expanse of the volcano opening and seeing them always took her breath. Today was no exception.

      She took a sip of her tea. People were moving along the streets already, the sun not even high enough to chase away most of the shadows lingering over the city. The moon flowers hadn’t closed yet, their curling petals still open, but the day was bright enough you could barely make out their soft glowing luminescence. Not only was she serenaded by the humming flowers, they dotted the ground everywhere here and illuminated the pathways and made it seem as if she was living in some magical enchanted forest.

      Dra’Lera was nestled inside an ancient volcano, the ground beneath her feet always warm which was nice now that the seasons had changed and it was getting cooler at night.

      Someone laughing made her look toward the uninhabited section of the city. Several people were headed down the neglected streets to clear away more of the vines and overgrowth that still covered most everything. Dra’Lera had lay abandoned for hundreds of years but slowly, the Draegon people who had survived were bringing their home back to life. They were helping as well. Those the Draegon let in pitched in where they could, herself and Jorrick included.

      Noise behind her made her look over her shoulder. Jorrick had finally crawled from the bed and was walking across the room, his naked backside drawing her eye as he headed to the bathroom. It wasn’t entirely like an earth bathroom, but there was running water and an odd looking contraption that worked like a real toilet so she wasn’t going to complain.  It beat the stinky hole in the ground they’d had back in the old camp.

      Her life had changed so much since being abducted and as much as she’d hated it when she’d been left here, she didn’t entirely miss Earth anymore. She missed her family and knew they would spend the rest of their lives looking for her but had she been given the choice to go back home, she didn’t think she’d go. She loved her family, but she loved Jorrick, too. Her life was with him now and turning her back on him was unfathomable, which is why they’d spent so many months camped outside Dra’Lera. It took a long while before Tharius trusted them enough to let them inside the city walls but the moment they were shown through the secret passage in the side of the mountain and came out the other side, she knew why they guarded it the way they did.

      Living here made it feel as if she were on an entirely different planet. Things were so different inside the dormant volcano. There was food aplenty and everyone was happy. They no longer had to fight to survive, which made life easier, the sense of community that dwelled inside the walls of the city made it feel as if they were all one big happy family.

      Strong arms wrapped around her and she jumped, startled as Jorrick hugged her to him. He kissed her neck, his hands making small circles over her swollen stomach. She smiled, knowing he was greeting the day as she was—thankful for all they had and waiting patiently for the little one growing inside her. Claudia had told her the baby’s gender a few days before. She hadn’t told him yet, but knew he’d be pleased. What man didn’t want a son?

      “How do you feel this morning, e’mahn neok?”

      “Starved.”

      “When are you not hungry?”

      “When I’m sleeping.”

      He chuckled and kissed her neck again before letting go of her. “Then I’ll go see what’s cooking on the main fire and bring you something back.”

      “I’ll go with you,” she said, turning from the door. “Sara said Janie was going on about making cupcakes since Kelskar had finally found a root that was sweet enough to use as a sugar replacement and this is one pregnant lady who is craving some empty calories.”

      She grabbed her shoes and slipped them on and turned to find Jorrick by the door watching her. “What?”

      “Just admiring your beauty.”

      “Oh, you’re a sweet talker. That will get you everything, you know.”

      He grabbed her and pulled her close, kissing her breathless before saying, “I already have everything.” He touched her belly. “I have a beautiful mate who carries my child. What more could a man ask for?”

      She leaned into him as he held her and knew he was right. They did have everything they could possibly want. The circumstances that brought them here weren’t ideal, but they had a beautiful home and friends they could count on. Come end of the day, that’s all anyone could ask for.
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      Dear Readers,

      

      The Prison Moon Series started with a “what if” conversation between myself and author Alexandra Marell. I’ve read tons of sci-fi romances and had always wanted to try writing one. Little did I know, making things up on the fly was more difficult for me than I’d imagined it would be. Writing historical romance, I deal with facts. If I don’t know something, I research until I find the answer. Creating your own world, with untold numbers of rules, was more difficult. There wasn’t a page I could look up to find the answers so—it took me forever to get this done!

      Warlord’s Mate finally took us to Dra’Lera. If you’ve read the other stories, then you know we’ve talked a lot about it. There’s tons to explore there too and I hope to get time to write more about it.

      I’m sure some of you are asking, “What happened to Emma?” I can see her in my head….I know where she is…and who she is with…I just have to find time to write her story. It will be at least 2020 before I can start doing that as I have obligations to my historical romance readers with book series still progressing so if and when I get time to venture back to Prison Moon One, you’ll be the first to know! Be sure to sign up for my Newsletter for all the details of join my VIP Readers Group for weekly updates.
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        On the run from her ex-lover...

        Jilted by a no-show husband...

        And now mistaken for a whore in the Diamond Back Saloon...

      

      

      

      Abigail Thornton doesn't think things can get any worse. That is until a single slap to a man's face starts a barroom brawl that lands her in the last place she expected to be.

      

      Town Marshal Morgan Avery wants nothing more than to wash away the trail-dust and sleep for a week, preferably with a soft, willing woman by his side. Instead, he gets Abigail Thornton - all one hundred pounds of her thrust at him seconds before a fist connects with his face. Breaking up the fight takes more effort than he wants to admit and when the last man falls he finds Abigail still standing and not looking the least bit contrite.

      

      Throwing her into the town jail for the night would salve his wounded pride and then he will let her go. Or that was the plan. When morning comes he finds himself oddly reluctant to do so. Miss Thornton is hiding something and he aims to find out what, even if he has to bed her to do so. But will one night in her bed be enough?
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      This book is available at all retailers. Head back to the store you buy books to get your copy or follow THIS LINK to my website to read an extended excerpt.
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