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      Cali grew up alone in the unforgiving alleys of post-Empire Earth. She learned how to use her big blue eyes, blonde hair and innocent face to con a living from gullible males throughout the galaxy.

       

      But when she decides to charm her way onto Darien’s shuttle to steal the data codes for his new security system, she gets more than she bargained for. Pirates, an old acquaintance and an irresistibly sexy Imperial were-panther all make it a voyage she won’t forget anytime soon.

       

       

       

      Prologue

       

      Legend has it, long after the fall of civilization in the twenty-third century, a special breed of mutants was created with the two-fold purpose of defending His Imperial Highness, the ruler of all Earth, and to protect humanity. Known as the Imperial were-panthers, they could shift from human to panther form at will.

      In time, the heirs to the Imperial Dynasty became corrupt. They adopted an opulent lifestyle and demanded ever-increasing amounts of tribute from humanity. The Imperial were-panthers saw that humanity suffered greatly from their rulers’ greed. The shifters were torn between their duty to the throne and their loyalty to mankind. They tried to reason with His Imperial Highness but he refused their counsel, threatening to banish the shifters from the Earth if they continued to defy him.

      And so, the Imperial were-panthers decided to protect humanity with one last, heroic act. In a bloody battle, they wiped out the Imperial Dynasty. From that day forth, their entire race disappeared back into legend and myth and no one has seen an Imperial were-panther since.

      If Cali had known the truth, she might not have targeted Darien.
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      “That’s her over there.” The bartender nodded in the direction of a petite blonde on the dance floor. “She asked a lot of questions, and promised to make it worth my while if I pointed you out to her.” An easy grin lit up his face. “You’re a lucky cat. She’s a real looker.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up, Jack.” Darien watched the lithe woman gyrate in time to the heavy beat of the music. “With moves like those, I somehow doubt she’s hurting for partners. I wonder what she wants from me.”

      “You could always go ask her.” Jack popped the top off a moon-brewed ale and sat it on the bar in front of his old friend. The lower gravity of the moon gave the beverage an extra smooth flavor.

      Darien picked up the bottle and took a long pull. “How about we play it her way? I’ll nurse my drink and you can sic her on me.” He grinned. “And make sure to talk me up good. I could use a bit of action.”

      Jack snorted. “Yeah, right. Somehow, I doubt you’re hard up. Didn’t I see Jillian coming out of your quarters earlier?”

      Darien laughed. “She’s a friend, more like a sister than a lover. She likes to catch up when I’m planet-side.”

      “Whatever you say.” The bartender ducked under Darien’s good-natured swat. “Go grab a table and I’ll send her your way. You might want to have Jakeb run a background check on her too, just in case she’s after more than a night’s company.”

      Darien grabbed his drink and sauntered over to a booth on the far side of the bar, noting the improvements since his last visit. The place looked almost respectable these days. When the Galactic Corps disbanded after the treaty of Tangelerise, Jack had declared himself officially retired from the military. He’d purchased the run-down watering hole and settled in to life as a civilian.

      Darien had been the tech expert in their group, so he’d taken it legit and opened up his own security firm. With a solid background in how to breach systems, it didn’t take much effort to build defenses to protect them. In short order, he’d developed Lintek Security into one of the top security firms in this sector of the galaxy.

      He settled his large frame into the booth and let his gaze slide back to the blonde. Heat pooled in his loins as he watched her sashay her tight little ass across the dance floor. Her long, honey-gold hair rippled and shone with every move she made, the ever-changing colors of the lights above the dance floor picking out the highlights. He could just imagine it spread gloriously across her naked body while she writhed under him in the throes of passion.

      He gave a mental shake. No point in getting ahead of himself. His security systems were first class. She probably wanted him to set up a system for her lover. Or lovers. She looked like a real handful. He watched her wrap her arms around the neck of the Adillon she’d been dancing with, giving him a smoldering kiss before she glided over to the bar and accepted a drink from Jack. The stunned expression on the man’s face caused Darien to chuckle softly. She certainly knew how to tease.

      He pretended not to watch as Jack bent to talk to her, nodding in the direction of Darien’s table. She threw him a speculative glance that made him wonder what, exactly, she wanted. He gave a mental shrug and took another long pull on his beer. He’d find out soon enough.

      The girl slipped a cred-chip to Jack and sauntered over to his table. Leaning one hip against the cold marble top, she favored him with a brilliant smile as she set her glass down on the table. “Care to dance?”

      Darien grinned up at her as he unfolded himself from the booth. “Certainly.” He took the hand she extended and let her lead him to the floor. “I don’t believe we know each other.”

      She flashed him a sparkling white smile that sent a delicious flame curling around his spine. “Not yet.”

      He lifted a brow. “Is that an invitation?”

      “Perhaps.”

      He smiled, relaxing. It had been a while since he’d enjoyed the company of a flirtatious female.

      They reached the dance floor and she turned to face him, placing her hands lightly on his shoulders while she made eye contact. “I’m Calidar Ta Nokis. My friends call me Cali.” She stepped into the beat of the music, her body swaying enticingly just inches from his.

      “Nice to meet you, Calidar Ta Nokis. My name’s Darien.” He let the beat guide his movements, amazed at how easy he found it to follow her lead.

      She regarded him quizzically. “Just Darien?”

      He nodded. “Just Darien.”

      She raised her eyebrows, the faintest hint of a smile curving those luscious lips. “Well, then, just Darien, I’m glad to meet you.”

      They danced in silence for a few minutes, Cali taunting him with her body, swaying in close without touching, and then backing up to put distance between them. Her tantalizing scent filled him, and he felt his balls tighten in anticipation. She had no idea how dangerous a game she played. His instinctive reaction to her astounded him. He had to fight the urge to sweep her up in his arms and take her somewhere else. Somewhere private, where he could take his time exploring every sweet, seductive inch of her.

      The music turned dark, swirling about them in a seductive stream. Cali raised her chin, her eyes dark sapphire pools under the throbbing lights. Slowly, she extended her tongue and licked her lips, leaving them wet and glistening.

      Darien stumbled, losing the beat of the music for a second. What the hell kind of game did the little minx think she was playing? The knowing glint in her eyes told him she knew exactly what had caused him to stumble. She certainly wasn’t as innocent as she looked. He wondered how far she planned to take this.

      He caught her gaze and held it while he slowly bent down to take her lips in a slow, sinful kiss that lasted an eternity. He traced the outline of her lips with his tongue, teasing gently until she opened to allow him in, both of them still swaying to the soft rhythm of the music.

      His tongue dipped deep to explore the inside of her mouth. She tasted of honeyed wine and sweet, sultry nights and he couldn’t get enough. Her lips were soft and sweet and inviting, the taste of her an enticing addiction. He groaned and deepened the kiss, wrapping his arms around her to draw her in closer, letting her feel the hard length of his shaft pressed against her soft belly. His enhanced senses allowed him to smell the heady aroma of her wet sex as she rolled her hips against him.

      She lifted her arms to wind them around his neck, running her fingers through his hair. He paused to drag some oxygen into his starving lungs and stared down into her eyes, the deep blue clouded with passion.

      They stayed like that, wrapped tight against each other, swaying to the beat of the music. Darien ran his hand down her spine and let it rest on her tight buttocks. He couldn’t believe how much she aroused him. They were in a public bar, both fully clothed, and yet he could barely restrain himself from ripping those clothes off and sinking into her soft, sweet body right here, right now.

      “Are you here with someone?” He held his breath as he waited for her answer. Surely, she wouldn’t have behaved so brazenly on the dance floor if she were already spoken for. He couldn’t imagine any male tolerating it, no matter how casual the relationship. It didn’t matter, really. She’d sealed her own fate the minute she’d asked him to dance. He wanted her. Now. Naked. Spread wide under him.

      She tossed her hair back, and his gaze followed the silky glide of it over her shoulders. “No.”

      He smiled, knowing it to be a predatory display of big, white teeth. “Perhaps you’d care to join me in one of the private booths?” Her smile faltered, just a bit. He wondered if she sensed the danger lurking beneath his smooth exterior.

      She lifted her chin to look him in the eyes. “I’d love to.”
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      Cali stared up into those incredible eyes and felt a cold ball of fear settle in the pit of her stomach. Something about him made her throw her normal caution to the winds. She’d teased him too far, and now she needed to either follow through or make an excuse to squirm out of the situation. Her gut instinct warned her not to take this man lightly.

      It had seemed like such a good idea when she’d learned he was on Earth. A born con artist, she’d run the same scam, with minor variations, a dozen times in the last few years. Pick a mark, seduce your way into his stronghold and waltz out with the loot.

      Or the security codes, in this case. Darien Talzar headed the biggest security company in this corner of the galaxy. He’d developed the security protocols for the moon-based out-ports where the mining companies stored their raw gemstones. If she could get her hands on just one of those codes, she could sell it on the black market for enough cred-chips to retire and live in quiet luxury for the rest of her natural life.

      The fact that he looked like he’d just stepped off the set of a holo-vid shoot didn’t hurt either. Jet-black hair, just long enough to hint at rebellion, topped a craggy face with a jagged scar across one cheek. Dark brown eyes sparkled with mirth, the amber streaks swirling through them an intriguing contrast. She certainly didn’t have to pretend interest; the black lace thong she wore was already damp.

      She grimly repressed the panic attack. Just this one job and she’d never be hungry again. Life was harsh, you used what you had to get by, and she had the look of an innocent plaything. She ran her tongue across her lips and let a flirtatious smile curve the corner of her mouth.

      Darien loosened his grip on her, sliding his arm lower to fit her neatly beneath his shoulder. Damn, the man was huge! She refused to let his size intimidate her.

      He walked her over to the bar and put his arm up, snapping his fingers to get the attention of the bartender. Cali kept her eyes lowered and made sure to keep her attention on Darien, ignoring Jack completely. No need to let the mark know she’d been asking about him.

      “Got an open cube?”

      “For how long?” The odd note in the bartender’s voice had her glancing at him from under her lashes. He looked like he was choking on something.

      “Oh, an hour or so should be fine.” The wry note in Darien’s voice puzzled her. She got the feeling that she’d missed something in their exchange.

      Jack selected a key from the rack behind him and tossed it over to Darien. “Number twenty-seven. And try to keep the noise down.”

      Darien deftly plucked the key out of the air and steered Cali toward the rooms at the back. “Not the most romantic cubes in the galaxy, but they’ll have to do for tonight.” He let his hand wander lower, sliding over the curve of her hip.

      Cali felt a surge of welcoming heat between her legs. Her nipples strained against the fabric covering them and she let herself lean into his hard strength. Normally she kept her libido under control, using her looks to manipulate her marks, but something about Darien called to the primitive side that she kept tightly leashed. She’d have to be very careful not to lose control.

      He inserted the key-card and unlocked the cube, standing aside to let her enter. She’d barely cleared the doorway when he spun her around and fastened his mouth on hers, kissing her with a savage intensity that took her by surprise. She responded instantly, opening her lips to his assault, her tongue dancing along his in an erotic invitation.

      The door slid shut behind them with a subdued snick while Darien scooped her up into his arms and carried her to the bed, tossing her effortlessly onto the bouncy surface. His arms were pure muscle. He stood, shedding his clothing with quick, economical movements and Cali let her gaze feast upon his naked body.

      Nude, he looked even larger. Wide shoulders and a muscular torso narrowed to a flat stomach and lean hips. Heavy muscles roped over his arms and legs. She’d never seen a man with this much hard muscle. Her attention settled on the enormous shaft rising proudly from the nest of dark curls at his groin. A single drop of precum glistened on the plum-shaped head.

      She licked her lips, raising her chin to look squarely into his amazing eyes. Something teased the edge of her memory, some snippet of information that eluded her.

      Then he reached for her and rational thought fled. A crooked grin curled the corners of his mouth and his eyes darkened with lust, amber swirling on a darker brown. “Your turn.” He pounced onto the bed and grasped the front of her snug-fitting bodysuit, pulling the edges apart so that her breasts spilled out into his hands.

      “Very nice.” He cupped them, rubbing his thumbs over nipples that were already puckered into taut little peaks. He swiped his tongue across one.

      Cali gasped, arching off the bed as a bolt of pure lust surged from her naked breasts to her groin, causing her pussy to cream in eager anticipation. She heard him chuckle against her chest, the sound very male and very satisfied. She didn’t care. With moves like that, he could afford to be arrogant.

      He grazed his teeth across one nipple while he used his hands to knead and stroke the sensitive flesh, his tongue constantly moving, laving and licking. Cali writhed beneath him in a haze of need, wanting more, demanding more.

      Darien’s mouth roamed lower, nibbling tiny bites down her rib cage, across her hips, stopping to drive her mad with his tongue’s wet exploration of her navel. And all the time, his hands kept up their worship of her breasts. He dragged the suit off over her hips and tossed it carelessly onto the floor. He toyed with the scrap of lace covering her pussy, his fingers tracing the damp outline of her sex before he ripped the thong off, leaving her naked and exposed.

      “Your scent is driving me crazy.” He purred the words out against the hollow of her hips, his tongue flicking over the surface of her skin and causing tiny darts of electricity to dance along her nerves.

      “I’m not wearing any.” She tilted her hips toward that incredible tongue, offering herself up to his breathtaking caresses.

      He lifted his head and looked into her eyes. Amber streaks swirled deep within the dark pupils of his eyes. His nostrils flared wide as he took a deep breath. “I know.”

      For a moment, Cali stared into the depths of those eyes, puzzled. Then he lowered his mouth to the apex of her thighs and all she could think about was the sweet, honeyed bursts of flame that ran through her veins when he dipped his tongue into her sex. He delved deep to lick the inner walls of her channel and Cali whimpered with urgent need, tilting her hips to allow him deeper access.

      Darien growled low in his throat and proceeded to drive her lust higher and higher with his talented tongue, strong hands holding her firmly in place while he teased and tormented her wildly creaming pussy. Cali felt her sanity slipping away on a red-hot stream of want and lust. She bucked and twisted beneath him, breathless moans escaping her lips. Just when she thought she couldn’t take another minute of delicious torment from his tongue, he withdrew it.

      She gasped at the sudden loss, her dazed eyes following his magnificent body as he positioned himself between her thighs. His massive chest towered over her, supported by his muscular forearms. The swollen tip of his cock pressed against the moist entrance to her channel and she bucked her hips upward in instinctive need.

      She wanted his hard shaft buried deep within her. Now.

      Darien gave her a sinfully sexy smile and proceeded to work that gorgeous cock into her sex, inch by slow, agonizingly erotic inch. Cali whimpered and writhed beneath him, unable to hold still as he stretched and filled her, making her forget all about her larcenous schemes. All she could think about was how good it felt to be on the receiving end of this superb cock.

      He settled into a steady rhythm, shafting her with long, deep strokes that sent liquid heat racing through her, driving her wild with a desperate need for more.

      She met him thrust for thrust, arching her back to make sure he buried that glorious shaft all the way to the balls. Fiery flames of desire licked their way down her spine. She could no longer think, only feel as the world spiraled upward out of control.

      “Yes. Just like that. Take it all.” Darien’s shout of triumph echoed in the small cube as his cock jerked, spurting his hot seed into her.

      The muscles lining her channel convulsed, clenching, holding him deep while she careened over the edge, the world shattering beneath her as she rode the crest of the wildest orgasm she’d ever experienced. She dug her heels into his naked butt, shuddering as wave after wave of pure pleasure swept through her.

      Darien collapsed, turning so that he lay beside her, still holding her wrapped in his arms. His grip gentled and he stroked her hair, murmuring soft sounds as tiny waves of aftershocks ran through her. When she finally managed to drag herself back to sanity, she opened her eyes to find him staring down at her with an indecipherable look. He brushed his lips across her forehead in a tender gesture that shook her already fragile composure.

      Gentle wasn’t something she associated with males.
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      “Of course I’m aware she has a hidden motive. I’m not conceited enough to think she fell into my bed because of my good looks.” Darien shot Jakeb an exasperated look that would have felled a lesser man. “Why do you think I asked you to get me some background on her before I invite her to join me on the tour of my contracts in the sector? So spill it. Does she know what we are?”

      Jakeb shook his head, a reluctant smile crossing his lips. “No, nothing that sinister. She’s a minor con artist. Wiggles those hips, flashes the big blue eyes and takes the men for whatever she can get out of them. She’s got a light rap sheet, mostly complaints lodged with the Earth-based Enforcers by irate marks. She got a stiff rap on the knuckles from a Martian tribunal last year, barely managed to escape doing time on a penal colony.”

      He paused to check his notes. “Wife got miffed when the enchanting Ms. Cali charmed a diamond bracelet out of hubby’s safe. The Martian contingents are rather stuck on monogamy and had to be satisfied the only thing she got from Mr. Martian was the bracelet.” He chuckled softly. “Compared to a scaly Martian, you just might be irresistible. After that, she moved back to working the bars at Earth base.”

      He regarded Darien thoughtfully. “So what’s your interest in her? Other than as a very decorative bed warmer. Because I’m sure you could find one that’d be a lot less trouble.”

      Darien grinned at his friend. “I’m not getting any younger, and Cali damn near had me shifting in mid-fuck. I’ve never reacted that strongly to a female. I’m thinking it’s about time I settled down and started a family.”

      Jakeb’s eyebrows raised and he let out a low whistle. “Like that, is it? You couldn’t just find yourself a nice, law-abiding citizen? Good luck, then. Calidar Ta Nokis could lead you a merry chase. I’d be willing to bet good cred-chips that she’s after your security codes to sell on the black market. Just one could set her up for years.” He reached out to pat his long-time friend on the back. “She’s a tough little kit, with a larcenous streak a mile wide. I hope you know what you’re doing.” He held out the report he’d compiled on Cali. “You know I’ll be at your back if things start to go sideways.”

      “Thanks.” Darien took the sheaf of papers. “I plan to have her tamed and purring contentedly under my hand by the time we return to Earth.”

      Jakeb snorted and shot him a look of pure disbelief. “We’ll see. If there’s one thing I’ve learned since I hooked up with Kaitlyn, it’s that females are dangerous. They can wrap you around their little finger with the bat of an eyelash and you won’t even see it coming.”

      * * *

      “Wow, this place is huge!”

      Darien watched Cali as she explored his stateroom. Her eyes sparkled with wonder as she wandered around the huge space, picking up the odd items he’d collected from all over the galaxy, running her hands over each one curiously before she moved on to the next. Her hair cascaded down her back in unrestrained splendor and her hips tempted him with every move they made, her tight black uni-suit outlining them in mouthwatering detail. He felt a rueful smile cross his lips. He’d had a semi-permanent hard-on since he’d first set eyes on her in Jack’s place.

      He spent a great deal of his time on his company’s interplanetary shuttle and he’d put serious thought into the design and furnishing of his quarters. The lounge area contained every techno toy he’d found over the last few years, including a ceiling-mounted holo-vid system and all the latest in gaming equipment. A low-slung sleeping platform sported an overstuffed mattress and mounds of soft pillows. On the opposite side of the room, his work area featured the newest in techno gadgets as well as a wall-mounted vid screen. The whole system interfaced with the mainframe system back on Earth so he’d be able to stay in touch from any sector of the galaxy. He even had a fully functional food dispenser.

      “I don’t believe it!” Cali held up a gaming vid-cube. “You’ve got Janik’s Raid III. I didn’t even know it had been released yet.”

      Darien had to smile. She looked like a little kid on her first trip to the space platform. “It’s not. I designed the security system for their testing facility. I mentioned I was a fan of Janik’s Raid and they insisted on giving me an advance copy.”

      “Can I play it?” She ran over to throw her arms around his neck, batting those long lashes at him, and he felt his cock swell uncomfortably in its spandex prison.

      “Maybe.” He plucked the vid-cube out of her hand and held it up out of her reach. “If you ask real nice.”

      He watched the mischief dance in her eyes before she reached up to pull his face down to her level and run her tongue across his lips in a tantalizing invitation. He opened his mouth and extended his tongue to duel with hers. Her eyes drifted closed and her arms tightened around his neck as he deepened the kiss, nostrils flaring at the sweet smell of her arousal.

      He could feel the need pooling heavy in his groin as she arched herself against him, devouring his lips with her hot little mouth. She might be a con artist, but the heavy scent of her creaming pussy told him she wasn’t acting. She wanted him every bit as much as he wanted her. And once they left Earth Station, he’d have lots of time to make sure they both got everything they wanted.

      Cali broke the kiss off to nibble on his bottom lip with her sharp little teeth. He felt his cock swelling to even larger proportions, and it took all his resolve not to strip the clothing off her right there and bury himself deep inside her tempting flesh.

      “Okay.” He brought his arm down, letting his hands sit lightly on her shoulders. “I have to go do some pre-flight checks before we lift off, and I prefer to be on the bridge when we enter hyperspace. Janik III should keep you occupied till I get back.”

      “Oh, thank you!” Cali gave him a quick peck on the lips and reached for the cube. “I promise I’ll take good care of her.”

      “Not quite that easy.” Darien walked over to the gaming console and palmed the controls. “We need to set you up to access the system. It’s keyed to recognize palm and fingerprints so we just need to get yours into its database.”

      Cali’s smile slipped a bit, and he could just imagine the thoughts running through her mind. Was it a trap? Would her prints trigger some kind of alarm? He gave her an easy smile that he hoped would calm her fears. She needed to learn to trust him, and this would be a starting point.

      His fingers danced across the panel as he keyed access to the security codes, opening them up to the addition of a new user. “Put your right hand over the blue panel and press down lightly.”

      Cali walked over to stand beside him and held her hand over the panel, hesitating slightly before she pressed it firmly in place. A light humming sound came from the console as it acknowledged the input. A few seconds passed before a green light flashed on the display, indicating the process had completed.

      “There, didn’t even hurt, did it?” he teased. “You’ll be able to access all of the stored games or you can use the cubes to play new ones.” His hand flashed over the access panel and a list of games scrolled up the vid-screen. “I’ve got one of the most complete game collections in this sector of the galaxy.”

      Cali stared at the list. “I haven’t even heard of half of these.” She flashed him a happy smile. “I could stay here forever and not get bored.”

      He reached out a finger to lift her chin and stared into those incredible blue eyes of hers. He wondered if she had any idea how she affected him. It was going to take all of his self-control to court her slowly. He placed a gentle kiss on her lips before he let her go, turning away before she read the truth in his eyes.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can. The food synthesizer is coded to the same comp so it’ll respond to your voice.” He strode out the doorway, her happy “thank you” echoing in his ears.
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      Cali glanced up from the game. The shuttle had launched half an hour ago, and she’d dutifully stayed at the vid console, playing the new version of Janik. No point in snooping around until she had a better idea of what to look for. She also needed to make sure Darien didn’t plan to monitor her actions. Besides, she might never get another chance to use a system of this caliber. She gave him top marks for knowing how to set up a game vid.

      He strode through the doorway and her heart did a flip. The man really should come with a warning. He radiated sex appeal from every pore and she could feel a rush of liquid warmth between her thighs at the sight of him.

      “Enjoying yourself?” He gave her an easy smile.

      “Definitely!” She returned his smile. “I could spend the next ten solar cycles working my way through your collection.” She swiped her hand across the access panel to shut down the game before she bounced over to greet him. He bent down toward her, and she placed a quick kiss on his cheek. “I’ve never had access to such a high-tech system. Thanks.”

      Darien snaked an arm out to catch her around the shoulders, drawing her in close to his warm body. “That the best you can do?” He proceeded to take her lips in a kiss that sent warm tendrils of lust creeping along every nerve. When he finally released her, the smirk on his face told her he knew exactly what type of effect he had on her.

      She wanted to trot out some witty quip, but all she could manage was a dazed “Wow.” If she didn’t learn to control her raging libido around him, she might consider abandoning her con and just enjoying his attention for however long it lasted. She imagined herself relaxing in this luxurious stateroom, wallowing in the attentions of the sexiest man this side of the nebula. She wished it were truly an option.

      “I thought I’d take you on a tour of the shuttle, introduce you to some of the crew.” He put his hand on her waist in a casually possessive manner. “I won’t be available to entertain you all the time, so you need to feel comfortable roaming the ship on your own.”

      “Where will you be?” Cali looked up, not liking the whining note that crept into her voice.

      A smile curved the corner of his mouth. “This is a working trip for me. I’ll be here, I just won’t be able to keep you company as much as I’d like.” He leaned closer, his breath tickling her ear. “Maybe after this round of security checks, we can take a trip somewhere more interesting. Ever been to Orion’s Belt?”

      Excitement flared through her. Orion’s Belt had fascinated her ever since she’d read about it in a purloined star chart a few years before. The thought of actually going there had never crossed her mind. “You mean it?”

      “Of course I mean it.” He led her down the corridor, holding her close as they stepped into the deck access chute together.

      Cali gave him her most brilliant smile as the ground dropped out from beneath their feet and they descended toward the main deck. A scant second later, the artificial gravity field kicked in to slow their descent. They stepped onto the main deck, Darien’s arm still wrapped firmly around her. She rather liked it there. It made her feel like she belonged with him and the sensation was surprisingly enjoyable.

      The bridge boasted the largest forward viewing screen Cali had ever seen. The full height of the deck, it covered a third of the outer wall. The stars of the Milky Way twinkled merrily against the velvety soft blackness of space.

      “Gord and Yanik, I’d like you to meet Cali.” Darien directed her attention to the two men seated at the command console. “Cali, this is Gord.” He turned to the stocky, dark-skinned man sitting in the pilot’s chair. “And this is Yanik. They make sure we stay on course and don’t run into anything nasty like an asteroid or stray space junk.”

      “Pleased to meet you.” Gord unfolded his lanky frame from the console and offered his hand. “I’d give you a welcome kiss, but I have the feeling I’d be out looking for a new job at the first port we put into.”

      Cali glanced up at Darien and laughed at the pained expression on his face. She took Gord’s hand and shook it. “I doubt that. A good pilot is a lot harder to find than a new girl.”

      She looked over at the other man. His back was to her as his fingers flew over the input board, causing the display lights to flash cheerful colors across it.

      “Yanik’s new this trip.” Gord poked the other man. “Say hi to the pretty lady.”

      “Sure.” The slighter man stood and turned toward her. “Nice to meet you. I get caught up in my work sometimes. Didn’t mean to be rude.”

      He looked familiar, but Cali couldn’t quite place him. She returned his smile, extending her hand and making eye contact.

      She froze for a split second as those cold eyes bored into her. Yanik Del Mylar. Point man for the most successful pirate crew this sector had ever seen. She’d met him in the Detention Center on Mars. They’d both managed to get off with a slap on the wrist: her for the bracelet caper and him for suspected espionage. He hadn’t been spying, he confided. He was scouting the sector for rich targets for his pirate mates. He used his smooth talk to join a crew, assessed its worth, then fed the pirates the info they needed to capture the ship and strip it of everything of value. If the crew resisted, they were brutally murdered.

      Yanik took her hand, squeezing a little tighter than necessary. He’d obviously recognized her. Damn! If he told Darien what she was up to, she’d be in big trouble. She shuddered to think of how he’d react. And she wouldn’t be able to escape; they were deep in hyperspace.

      Realization hit her with staggering force. Yanik must be scouting the ship for the pirates. Darien and his crew were in mortal danger. But she couldn’t warn him without revealing her own agenda. Double damn! She dropped Yanik’s hand and turned back to the viewing screen. She needed time to think.

      “It’s awesome, isn’t it?” Darien came up behind her, wrapping his brawny arms around her. “It humbles me, makes me realize how small I am in the scheme of things.”

      Cali crossed her arms over his hands, leaning back. She looked at the twinkling display of stars spread out in front of her. They really were awesome. She wished life were simple, and she could let go and let Darien look after her, trusting him to keep her safe. “Yes, they are.”

      Darien let his chin rest on top of her head. “Do you see that bright star over to the left? The one that looks like it’s wobbling?”

      Cali turned. “Yes, I see it.”

      “That’s where we’re heading.”

      He straightened up, letting her go, and Cali felt suddenly bereft. She gave herself a quick mental shake. She was letting herself feel way too comfortable with the sexy Mr. Darien Talzar. She needed to keep her priorities straight. He was just another mark that she needed to finesse. Nothing more.

      “So do I get to see the rest of the ship?” She purposely ignored Yanik as Darien led her off the bridge.

      He leaned toward her and warm breath feathered across her ear. “If you really want to. I can think of so many more interesting things to do than tour this bucket of bolts.” He nibbled on the lobe of her ear and she jumped. He laughed. “Nervous?”

      “No.” Not nervous, she thought. More like over-sexed, and having a hard time not showing it. She slipped out of his grasp and skipped down the hall, turning to force out a laugh. “I just want to see the sights!”

      Darien raised his brows and gave her a crooked grin. “I suppose I can wait a bit.” He waggled his brow. “After all, it’s going to take us the best part of the moon cycle to get to that star system.”

      He turned out to be an excellent host, introducing her to the rest of the crew and pointing out all of the different parts of the shuttle. She had to admit he certainly knew his ship and the crew. He addressed each of the men by name, inquiring after their families and generally treating everyone as equals. They reciprocated and she realized they regarded their boss with genuine affection.

      The shuttle itself was much larger than she’d thought. There were sixteen crew members, and their quarters included a gym, an exercise pool with attached sauna and hot tub and an informal cafeteria. She felt a sharp pang of envy for the people who were privileged to enjoy this friendly atmosphere. It reminded her of the families she’d watched through the windows back when she’d lived on the streets as a child.

      “Had enough sightseeing for now?” Darien’s voice startled her out of her daydreams. His hand once again rested on her waist, giving her an unfamiliar feeling of security.

      She nodded. “I like your crew, they seem like good people. And the shuttle is impressive. You’ve got a lot to be proud of.”

      He smiled down at her. “Glad you like it. I spend so much time on her, I think of her as home.”

      The image of Yanik, with his dead, cold eyes, passed through her mind. “Well, it sure beats some of the places I’ve called home over the years.”

      She made a mental note to corner the pirate as soon as possible. She needed to make sure he didn’t plan to bring his pirate mates down on the ship. Or expose her to Darien.

      They stepped into the access chute, ascending quickly to the crew’s quarters. As they stepped out, Darien pulled her into his arms, his warm breath feathering across her cheeks as he nipped one tender earlobe. “Since you’ll be living here for the time being, it’s about time for me to collect the rent.”

      Cali snorted. “That is so bad. You need to work on your pickup lines.” She tilted her face as he licked and nibbled his way across her cheek to her lips, engulfing them in a kiss that seared her to the core. He tasted male and aroused and impatient, his tongue probing, demanding entrance. She resisted for a few seconds, unnerved by her body’s instant response to his touch. She’d never had this much trouble keeping her lust in check. In fact, she really couldn’t remember the last time she’d been tempted, even slightly, to allow a man to do more than kiss her. She’d perfected the art of tantalizing her marks without ever having to follow through.

      With Darien, it felt different. She didn’t want to hold back. She wanted to rip off his clothing and explore every muscular, mouth-watering inch in intimate detail. She wanted to taste and touch and feel. And that scared the hell out of her, because she’d built her whole life around control.

      Maybe she just needed to indulge it, get him out of her system. She opened her mouth and he took immediate advantage, his tongue sweeping in to explore every nook and cranny, teasing hers with sweeping licks and stabs.

      She let her body melt into his, her curves molding against him in a perfect fit. Erotic flames danced along her nerves and she lifted her arms to twine her fingers in the tempting mass of his dark hair. She wanted to feel the slide of his skin against her, his hands all over her body. She licked along his lower lip, tasting and taunting.

      Darien let out a low, feral growl and swept her up in his arms, crossing the distance to the stateroom in three long strides. The door swished closed behind them as he lowered her feet to the floor, letting her slide down against him, the hard bulge of his erection pressing against her through his snug suit.

      She looked up and stared, mesmerized at the barely contained lust on his face. She couldn’t break that eye contact. Amber streaks swirled against the darker brown of his eyes as he met her gaze and slowly lowered his mouth to trace a fiery line of kisses from the corner of her lips to the sensitive hollow of her neck. Her pulse quickened, beating faster as molten heat slid down her spine.

      His hands slid lower, cupping the cheeks of her ass and pulling her in hard against him. He crowded against her, forcing her to back up until she felt the edge of the bed pressing against her calves. With a low growl of frustration, he lifted his head, those amazing eyes boring into her as he took a step backward to strip off his clothing.

      Her gaze dropped, her breath catching as his shaft sprang free, curving aggressively upward from his groin. Long and thick, it bobbed slightly as he moved, a shiny drop of precum glistening on the tip. She ran her tongue across lips suddenly gone dry.

      “Get up on the bed.” His voice was low, rough with the need that she could see reflected in his eyes.

      Fear flooded through her. She didn’t want to feel. Didn’t want to chance being hurt. This was too much, too fast. Her body wanted him, but her heart warned her not to give in, not to surrender to the molten heat that flowed through her veins. He was the mark. Nothing more.

      “Cali, get up on the bed.” He advanced toward her, a single step. His eyes were filled with a desperate hunger that tore at her soul. The fear receded, replaced with an urgent need to wipe the longing from his face, to satisfy him as no other female could.

      She sat on the edge of the sleeping platform, her hands going to the top of her suit. Keeping eye contact, she slowly pulled the edges apart and let her breasts spill free, reveling at his swift intake of breath. She felt the power a woman has over her chosen mate, the subtle lure of the mating call.

      His eyes darkened, and he crossed the last step between them, dropping to his knees in front of her. He cupped her heavy breasts in his hands, lowering his mouth to suck one puckered nipple into his mouth, his teeth grazing lightly on the sensitive tip. Cali gasped, feeling a rush of warm liquid between her legs. Darien’s nose twitched and she had the uncomfortable feeling that he knew exactly what he did to her.

      Then she stopped thinking as he set to work, using his hands and tongue and teeth to torment her breasts into tautly pebbled peaks that sent streaks of white-hot lust sliding down her spine. He circled her wrists with his hands, gently pushing her back so that she lay across the bed. His hands explored her body, smoothing their way across her rib cage, then lower to map the rounded curves of her hips.

      He followed his hands with his mouth, licking and nipping, pausing to swirl an erotic caress around her navel. His fingers caught in the waistband of her suit, and he paused to pull the snug leggings down, tossing them carelessly to the floor as his gaze devoured her exposed sex. He slid a hand down to cup the soft folds of her entrance, a sinfully wicked smile curving the handsome corners of his mouth as he felt the betraying moisture.

      She wanted him, and he knew it.

      He slid one calloused finger into her and her muscles clenched around it. Hot. Needing. Wanting. She whimpered, arching up in mindless lust as he stroked that invading finger along her sensitive inner walls. His thumb brushed across her clit, sending waves of honeyed heat through her. She felt herself winding higher and higher, tighter and tighter, unable to control her responses.

      He looked up to stare into her eyes, his pupils dark pools of lust. Slowly, almost reverently, he lowered his face and fastened his mouth on her sex.

      “Dariiiiennnnnnn!” The scream tore from her throat as her world fragmented into a million tiny shards of pure pleasure. She wrapped her fingers in his hair, holding him to her as he fed on her sex, lapping up her juices, sending her back up and over the edge, not once but twice. She was lost in a world of carnal feeling, pleasure so intense it bordered on pain. And still his tongue stabbed and licked and stroked.

      Then he withdrew his mouth and rose above her, roughly shoving her legs wide with his knee. His eyes glittered, dark with lust, and his enormous cock pressed aggressively against the folds of her pussy. “You’re mine.” His harsh tone barely penetrated her lust-filled mind.

      She had no intention of denying his words. She wanted to be his in every sense. She wanted him to fill her with his scent, his tongue, his taste, his cock. Wrapping her legs around his waist, she locked her heels behind him and arched up, trying to impale herself on that luscious shaft. His lips pulled back to reveal two rows of shiny white teeth. With one thrust of his well-muscled hips, he seated himself to the balls in her tight channel.

      Cali whimpered, writhing beneath him as erotic heat flowed through her veins. Hot and wild, the incredible sensations caused by the invasion of her innermost core drove her ever upward, spiraling higher and higher as he moved within her. He set a steady rhythm, his cock thrusting in and out, while he held her gaze, the swirling amber streaks in his eyes betraying his need.

      He surged in and out. Deeper. Harder. Faster. The friction of that marvelous shaft against her inner walls sent spasms of pleasure looping through her, from groin to belly to breasts and back. Over and over. She twisted and turned beneath him, unable to resist the pleasure that threatened to shatter her sanity. She screamed his name as her orgasm swept her away on a tide of pure feeling. He captured his name as it escaped her mouth, his lips triumphant, aggressively dominant as he followed her to the heights, his seed spurting deep within her.

      The kiss changed, softened, became a gentle thank you as they collapsed on the sleeping platform, both of them spent and gasping for oxygen. He shifted to the side to cradle her against his larger body. He held her tenderly, the tension and aggression of their mating drained for the moment. She closed her eyes, relaxing as she struggled to drag enough air into her starving lungs. For the first time in her lonely, nomadic life, she felt an incredible sense of peace and total fulfillment. Belonging. She’d never belonged.

      As an orphan growing up in the seedy alleys of the post-Empire ghettos on Earth, she’d had to fight for every scrap of food, every bit of clothing. She’d learned never to trust, never to give, never to yield the advantage to anyone. Not anyone. To trust was to be hurt; to give was to have everything torn from you. She tensed as a long-suppressed terror bubbled up from its hiding place and raced through her veins.

      If she cared for Darien, she gave him the power to destroy her.
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      Darien felt her tense up, smelt the sudden fear that radiated from her every pore. He rose up on one elbow to look down at her face. Her beautiful blue eyes were hidden, long, blonde lashes spread out over her cheeks. Her heart was racing, the blood pounding through her veins, powered by the adrenaline that spilled into her system.

      She was terrified, and he knew it was his fault. She’d responded to him with total abandon and that scared the hell out of her. The report that Jakeb had put together painted a picture of a lonely, independent female who’d been dealt a very unfair hand in this life. Everyone she’d ever needed, everyone she should have been able to turn to and trust, had deserted her. Or worse yet, used her to their own ends. Gaining her trust would be a tough job.

      He smoothed the hair back from her face, running his fingers through the silken strands in a soothing pattern, repeating the caress over and over again until he felt her start to relax, her breathing evening out to a steady rhythm. He needed to court her, give her time to get used to him and the incredible explosive power of their union. He cursed the timing. If his intel was correct, they were due to be attacked by pirates as soon as they entered the adjoining sector. He needed to concentrate on the job at hand. Once they’d cleaned out the deadly nest of pirates, he’d have plenty of time to court her properly.

      He could tell the exact moment she slipped into a deep sleep, exhausted by their lovemaking and her emotional turmoil. He placed a tender kiss on top of her soft hair before he pulled the cover over them and allowed himself to drift into sleep.

      * * *

      “So what’s today’s plan?”

      Darien wondered if she realized how tempting she looked wrapped in one of his robes, her hair a tousled jumble to her waist and her freshly scrubbed face young and innocent. He took a deep breath and forced himself to relax.

      Time, he reminded himself. Jumping her bones every time she looks at me is not the way to gain her trust. He could feel his lip twitch in amusement. He hadn’t exercised this much self-control in decades. No other female had aroused him this much.

      “I have a vid meeting scheduled for later this morning, so you’ll have to amuse yourself. The crew will be glad to help if you need anything.” He paused beside the food dispenser. “What would you like for breakfast?”

      Cali crossed the floor, tilting her face to study the dispenser. “Can I get fruit salad from that?”

      Darien tapped the access panel to bring up the menu. “Any preference? Earth? Martian? Urazin?” He gave her a crooked smile. “I’d recommend the Martian. They have huge hydroponics complexes devoted to perfecting their produce.”

      “Okay.” Cali rewarded him with a brilliant smile that sent heat pooling uncomfortably in his groin. “Martian it is.” He input the order, adding some coffee for himself. “So how long will you be?”

      Darien retrieved the food from the dispenser. “Probably most of the morning.” The vid meeting would take less than half of that; the rest he needed to set the trap for the pirates.

      Cali accepted the fruit plate and sat down at the table. “This looks great!” She nibbled on a slice of orange-colored fruit, a look of pure enjoyment lighting up her face. Her tongue slid out to capture a drop of juice that escaped and Darien felt his cock jerk in envy. He wanted her to use that tongue on him.

      “So what do you do, exactly?” The look on her face was pure innocence. Darien could see why she was such a successful con artist.

      “I set up and monitor security systems for most of the mining companies in this sector. The security protocols need constant monitoring, which is the purpose of this trip. There’ve been pirate sightings close to some of the out-ports and they want to be sure their protocols are secure.” He took a sip of his coffee, the thick, black liquid sliding smoothly down his throat. Didn’t hurt to give her a heads-up on the danger, even though he had no intention of letting it get anywhere near her.

      Cali’s eyes widened. “Pirates? This close into the system?”

      He nodded. “They’ve been getting bolder. The Enforcers think they have an insider feeding them information.” Which was why he had a new navigator. Yanik was their prime suspect and they wanted him where they could keep an eye on him.

      “Are we in danger?”

      “No.” He gave her the look he used on nervous customers. “This is a Class AA shuttle, with first-class shields and battle armaments. Even if pirates did attack us, they’d find they’d bitten off more than they could handle.”

      “Oh. Good to know.” Cali turned her attention back to the fruit platter.

      Odd. Darien could still smell her fear, which was at odds with her actions. The thought of a pirate attack obviously scared her more than she wanted him to know. He gave a mental shrug. She probably didn’t want him to think she was easily scared.

      He glanced at the timepiece on the wall and gulped down the rest of his coffee. “Much as I hate to leave you, I’m running late for that vid meeting.” He leaned over the table to lift her chin. “Enjoy yourself this morning. I’ll try to make it back for the midday meal.” He placed a chaste kiss on her lips and rose to his feet, striding toward the doorway.

      “Hurry back. I’ll miss you.” Her voice had an odd catch to it, as if she’d surprised herself.

      Darien couldn’t resist. He turned, pacing back to draw her up into his embrace. He bent down, his lips searing over hers with a sensual heat he couldn’t control. She kissed him back, opening her mouth to allow his tongue to invade, and he cupped her head in one hand, tilting it just so. Their tongues met, teased, tasted. The feel of her lithe body against him sent daggers of heat through every vein, flowing down to his groin, where it added to the hellish hard-on he’d woken with. He gave a groan of frustration and dragged himself back to reality. He really did have to make that call.

      He buried his face in her hair, the sweet scent of it seeping into his very bones. He gave her a quick hug, pulling her hard against his frustrated shaft so she’d feel how much she affected him. “And now I really have to go.” He gave her a wry smile as he all but jogged to the door. Given half a chance, he could spend the rest of the voyage with his cock buried deep in her tempting little body.
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      Cali watched him walk out the door, her emotions in total upheaval. What was she going to do? Darien might have all the faith in the world in his security systems, but she knew Yanik. He’d do whatever it took to get his pirates aboard. Including forcing her to help him. She groaned in frustration as she reviewed her choices.

      If she told Darien what she knew, he’d have Yanik arrested. And Yanik would rat her out. The thought of Darien’s face when he found out the woman he’d been romancing was a cheap con artist made her cringe. She’d become too attached to the sexy security man to relish that type of confrontation. She’d practically decided to skip the con and just enjoy the rest of the voyage. The man could damn near make her come with one look from those amazing eyes of his.

      If she kept quiet, the best-case scenario had Yanik breaching security protocols so the pirates could get under the shields and attack. And they wouldn’t care who got hurt in the process. Worst case, he’d try to blackmail her into helping him.

      Damn, damn and double damn!

      She slammed her hands down on the table. She’d have to try talking to Yanik. If she told him Darien knew about the pirates’ presence and had come prepared for an attack, maybe he’d be reasonable. She rolled her eyes at her own naiveté. Not likely, but it was the best she could come up with.

      She dumped the food tray into the recycler and headed for the shower. She might as well give Darien enough time to get his vid meeting underway before she went traipsing off in search of another man. She felt the corners of her mouth curve upward in a reluctant smile. He didn’t strike her as the type who took well to sharing.

      When she’d showered and dressed, she headed down the corridor to the access chute. She hoped to find Yanik on duty on the bridge where she’d feel a little safer. He’d hesitate to cause a scene in public. She didn’t want to confront him in the privacy of his quarters where he’d be free to unleash his nasty temper on her. She gave an involuntary shudder.

      Her luck held. She stepped onto the deck to find Yanik striding down the corridor. He made eye contact and she felt an icy ball of fear settle in the pit of her stomach.

      “Cali.” He nodded. “I see you’ve moved on to bigger targets since I last saw you.”

      She repressed a shiver as his cold eyes swept over her. She realized his assumption wasn’t true. Her plans had changed. “It’s been a long time, Yanik. I’m here to be with Darien, nothing more.”

      A cynical smirk curved his mouth. “I doubt that. But I’ll play along, just so long as you keep your mouth shut. This will be the biggest score my band has ever made, and I don’t need any complications.” His ice-cold gaze bored into her. “Do I make myself clear?”

      Cali summoned her courage. “You have to call the pirates off, Yanik. This isn’t an ordinary shuttle. Darien told me it’s armed and shielded as well as any battleship. People could get hurt.”

      Yanik reached forward and grasped her wrist, twisting it painfully. All pretense at civility was gone as he jerked her toward him. “Then you’d better work with me. Get me the stand-down codes for those shields and I might let your boy toy live.”

      Cali gasped as pain shot up her arm. “Stop it! You’re hurting me!”

      Yanik gave her arm a final painful twist before releasing her. “I can hurt you a lot more if you give me any trouble. People disappear in space all the time, especially orphan brats with dubious records.” He sneered at her. “How friendly do you think your Darien will be when he finds out his new bedmate is a whoring con artist?”

      Cali rubbed her hurt wrist, her heart racing. She had to convince him to call off the attack. She looked up into his pitiless eyes, devoid of any emotion, and realized it was hopeless. Her heart sank. She couldn’t stand by and let the pirates attack a ship full of innocent people. She’d have to tell Darien the truth. About Yanik. About herself. Her shoulders slumped in defeat.

      “Don’t go getting any cute ideas.” Yanik glanced around and lowered his voice. “If you think you can win brownie points with your lover by telling him about me and the pirates, think again. Nothing is going to stop us from taking this ship. Play nice, and he might survive the attack.” A condescending sneer twisted his face. “I never thought you’d let yourself get soft over a bit of ass.” Turning on his heel, he headed to the bridge.

      What the hell am I going to do? Cali stared numbly after his retreating back. If she kept her mouth shut, Yanik would feed the pirates enough information to get them on board the shuttle. If she didn’t, Darien would know all about her sordid past, and he’d still be a target for Yanik’s pirates. She sighed in disgust and headed to the forward viewing room to try to think of a way out of this mess.

      * * *

      The panther swished his tail back and forth in an agitated rhythm. The duct system on the shuttle had been custom designed for the were-panthers that made up the majority of Darien’s permanent crew. They needed somewhere they could hide out of sight when shifting became mandatory and there were full humans on board. Over the years, he’d found the network of intersecting pipes had a multitude of uses, not the least of which was that it gave them the ability to observe without being seen.

      Darien had shifted in order to make use of the duct system to check up on Yanik before the vid meeting to his allies who were waiting to intercept the pirates. He’d seen Cali leave the stateroom, and with the curiosity of a big cat, he’d followed to see where she went.

      It had taken all of his control not to attack when the pirate grabbed Cali by the wrist. If it hadn’t been for the very solid grill plate between him and Yanik, the hapless human wouldn’t have lived long enough to utter threats. Were-panthers were territorial when it came to their females, and he considered Cali his mate, whether she’d agreed yet or not. No one laid a hand on his female and lived. No one! He snarled softly and slowly backed his way down to the main passage.

      He’d allowed Yanik to walk away because he needed him to lure the pirate ship into the trap. But when he was no longer useful as bait, Darien intended to teach him a lesson in manners that he’d never forget.

      He angled his way up to the bridge and made sure Yanik had reported for duty. His second-in-command, Gord, would keep an eye on him for the rest of the shift. Gord had lost his brother five moons ago when the pirates overran a small mining colony in the Northwest sector. Although he’d long ago retired to a desk job in order to keep close to his mate and their two younglings, he’d volunteered for this mission. He had a deep-seated need to see the pirates brought down.

      Satisfied that Yanik wouldn’t be able to get a signal out to his cohorts until they were ready to spring the trap, Darien slunk back to the hidden access panel in the engineering section and exited the ducts.

      Calling his magic to him, he shifted back to human form and went to seek out Cali. He wished he could tell her that it was going to be all right, that he and his crew would wipe out the nest of pirates and she had nothing to worry about. The exchange he’d witnessed made it clear she and Yanik had a prior history, and the pirate scared her. But he couldn’t afford to risk it. They needed the element of surprise. All he could do for now was to take her mind off the problem. And he had a good idea how he’d be able to do that. Grinning in anticipation, he headed up to his stateroom.
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      Cali stamped her foot on the floor and glared at the were-panther. Imperial were-panther, she corrected herself. “Did it occur to you I might want to know the man I’m involved with isn’t really a man?”

      Darien raised one eyebrow, apparently unmoved by her outburst. “I’m a male, and you didn’t seem to have any objections to that when we first met.” His gaze roamed possessively over her body. “Not a human male, but then, I consider that a plus.”

      “Really.” She glowered at him, his calm stance feeding her anger. “Well, I happen to be human. You’re a flipping legend come to life. You might want to reconsider your involvement with one of us lesser beings.”

      An amused smile turned up one corner of his mouth. “No. I’m quite enjoying our involvement. As a matter of fact, I consider it a little more permanent than the word ‘involvement’ implies.”

      Cali stared. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” That sexy grin didn’t make it easy to maintain her anger.

      “You’re my bond-mate.”

      “Bond-mate?” she echoed, her knees weakening at the naked lust that darkened his eyes.

      “Bond-mate,” he repeated firmly. Reaching out, he snagged her wrist, drawing her gently into his embrace. “There is a bond between us that no one can break. You belong to me and I to you, to protect and cherish forever.”

      Cali stared at him, mesmerized by the swirling amber streaks in his eyes. Surely he didn’t believe this nonsense? No one wanted her. Hell, her own parents hadn’t stuck around long enough for her to remember what they’d looked like. He’d change his tune quick enough when he found out about her past.

      She tried to look away, but Darien held her chin gently in one hand, his eyes dark and serious. “You are my bond-mate. I am yours. We are one. Together. Forever.” He took her lips in a kiss of aching sweetness that made her knees melt. When he finally let her go, she sagged against the sofa.

      “So how did you figure out I’m a were-panther?” Darien strolled over to the well-stocked bar and poured each of them a generous mug of Tlaxian ale. He turned and raised one mocking brow. “I’m usually pretty good at hiding it.”

      Cali snorted and pointed to the surveillance screen. The picture cycled through the shuttle’s interior in a regular pattern: the bridge, the gym, the pod-bay, the lower corridor, and the loading bays.

      He winced, looking into her eyes. “You saw me stalking around on all fours?”

      “No.” Despite herself, she felt a smile curve the corner of her mouth. “I saw you shift. Amazing really. One moment I was trying to figure out how a wild animal managed to be running loose on a security shuttle, then there came a lovely flare of shimmering lights and voila. You.” She extended her arm in a mocking salute. “One of the legendary Imperial were-panthers come to life.”

      He handed her the drink. “Well, you would have figured it out soon enough.” He sat down beside her and she felt a wicked tingle of anticipation. “But I had hoped to court you a little more before I sprang it on you.” He took a long pull on his drink. “Since we’re sharing, any deep dark secrets you want to reveal?”

      Cali’s startled gaze went to his face. How much did he know? “I think I’ll just hold off on the true confessions gig for the moment.” She almost told him about the pirates, but that would spoil everything. She couldn’t come up with any way to convince him of the danger and not reveal her own sordid past. She wanted to experience one last passion-filled tryst with him before he threw her into the brig for the rest of the voyage. She took a sip of her drink and set the glass on the side table, her attempt at a laugh rather shaky.

      “Well, then, I’ll just have to find something else to do to fill the time.” He set his drink down, a dark smirk lighting up his face as he reached out to draw her into his arms. His mouth descended to hers as he slipped one hand under her top to tweak a nipple between thumb and forefinger.

      Cali gasped as a dart of pleasure lanced through her, and he took advantage of her open mouth to sweep his tongue inside. Pulling her shirt off over her head, he cupped her breasts, stroking and squeezing the sensitive mounds, teasing and tormenting with consummate skill.

      His hands were large and deliciously rough on her soft skin, finding the most sensitive spots. She couldn’t stop the desperate mewling sounds that escaped from her throat as erotic flames curled along every vein.

      With a careless show of strength, Darien picked her up, tugging her pants down and tossing them aside as he laid her down on the thick floor rug. She watched him stand and impatiently strip off his own clothing before he dropped to lie beside her, propping himself up on one arm to continue his seduction. He traced the soft lines of her belly with tongue and teeth, nipping and licking his way downward until she gasped and writhed beneath him.

      “Easy, now.” He slipped one hand between her legs, his finger probing the damply inviting entrance to her sex. “I’m going to bury myself nice and deep in that luscious pussy of yours.” He swirled his tongue across the curve of her hip, while he plunged a finger inside her, the rough surface sending liquid heat looping through her. “But first I want to hear you beg.”

      “I never beg.” She gasped the words out, even as she arched her hips up to grind her sex against his hand. His eyes dark with lust, Darien skillfully stroked his finger down the inside wall of her slick channel, and she could feel the hard length of his shaft pressing into the soft flesh of her thigh.

      She reached down, feeling the massive cock jump and swell at her touch. Her fingers circled the thick shaft, stroking slowly down the smooth length.

      Darien took her hand and firmly removed it from his cock. He grin was wickedly sinful, sending shivers of excitement dancing down her spine. “Not this time. Maybe if you’re a good girl, I’ll let you play with that later.” He brushed his thumb across her clit and inserted a second finger into her, scissoring them gently.

      She whimpered, unable to hold still as she edged upward, heat racing along her nerves. “Ready to beg?” His purring, seductive voice traced shivers of anticipation down her spine.

      “Never!” Another stroke of those fingers had her moaning with lust.

      “How about now?” He trailed his thumb across her clit.

      “No.” It came out a breathy whisper. Darien scored his teeth across one aching nipple, and Cali gasped as erotic flames traveled from her breasts to her core in a molten slide of heat. She reached up to twine her fingers in his hair. “Please.” She looked deep into those amazing eyes. Were-panther eyes. Watched them darken, the amber streaks swirling in an agitated rhythm as a triumphant grin lit his handsome face.

      “Are you begging?”

      She slid her tongue slowly across her lips and felt his cock jerk against her thigh. “Mmmm. Hmmmm. Are you?”

      “Gods, yes!” He loomed over her, reaching down to position his enormous shaft at the entrance to her creaming sex. Grasping an ankle in each hand, he spread her wide and buried himself deliciously deep with a single thrust of his muscular hips. His softly furred balls bounced against her ass cheeks as he circled his hips in a move designed to send tendrils of need licking across every inch of her skin. He withdrew almost completely and then thrust again, settling in to shaft her with a steady rhythm that had her gasping and writhing, unable to form a coherent thought.

      She needed him worse than she’d ever needed anyone in her short, lonely life. She knew it wouldn’t last, knew he’d drop her when he uncovered her past. But for now, he wanted her, laughed with her, made love to her. And for now, that was enough. The past was gone and the future uncertain. This moment was all that mattered.

      She drew him down and kissed him full on the lips, letting all of her loneliness, her frustration, her longing, turn it into an erotic plea. She nipped his bottom lip with sharp, white teeth, danced her tongue down his in a shameless display of want. She tasted his need, could smell his passion barely held in check. A dark ripple on his forearms caught the corner of her eye. Fur. He was close to losing control. She hugged the knowledge to herself, to comfort her when he’d gone.

      He made a sound low in his throat, a cross between a snarl and a growl, and withdrew completely.

      “What the…”

      Rising to his knees, he flipped her over onto her belly with careless strength. He gripped her hips, holding them up, and slamming into her aching sex from behind, sending waves of heat radiating through her. He leaned forward to cover her completely, steady thrusts of his hips sliding his heavy cock in and out while one arm wrapped around her ribs to fondle her breasts, rolling the taut nipples between thumb and forefinger. He nibbled gently on the back of her neck, his breath teased her ear.

      She’d never felt so incredibly dominated, and at the same time, so very much in control. She thrust her hips backward, meeting each surging invasion of his rock-hard cock. Each stroke sent her higher and higher, waves of savage need burning in her veins as she spiraled out of control. A wordless scream escaped her lips as she came, milking his cock with rippling spasms of her core. The world shattered into a million brilliant shards of light.

      Darien bit down on her neck, a snarling roar of male triumph erupting from him. His cock jerked, spilling his seed deep inside her, joining her in a climax that had them both collapsing breathlessly on the rug, the only sound their ragged breathing.

      Wave after wave of aftershocks rippled through Cali’s body as she lay in the circle of Darien’s arms. She luxuriated in the feeling of belonging, the sense of peace that radiated from him. She couldn’t believe the legendary Imperial were-panthers had survived the fall of the Empire, let alone that one of their descendants found her attractive. She snuggled into the hollow of his shoulder and wished this moment could last forever.

      But it couldn’t. She knew she had to warn him about Yanik, and soon. She couldn’t bear to think of him being hurt if Yanik called the pirates down on the shuttle. And in order to reveal Yanik, she had to own up to her own dubious past. She steeled herself and turned to look up into his eyes.
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      Chapter Eight

       

      Battle stations! Battle stations! The warning klaxons rang throughout the ship.

      Darien swore softly and separated himself from Cali, setting her firmly aside while he rose to his feet, grabbing his clothing and pulling the snug spacer suit up over his hips. “Damn.” He looked down at her apologetically. “I thought we’d have a bit more time.”

      Cali jumped to her feet and grabbed his arm. She’d waited too long and now he was in danger! “It’s Yanik. Your navigator. He’s a plant for the interstellar pirates. You’ve got to call for help.”

      He just looked at her with that sexy smile of his, and she stomped her foot in frustration. He didn’t understand. She swallowed hard and forced herself to continue. “I know him. He’s a criminal. I’m a criminal. We met in the Detention Center on Mars. He’ll give them the entry codes and the pirates will board the ship. You’re going to get hurt.”

      All hands to battle stations. All hands to battle stations.

      She gestured at the row of security monitors, red warnings flashing to show the security breaches. A movement to the right of one of the breached access panels caught her eye, and she turned to stare as a sleek black panther leapt onto the back of the heavily armed thug emerging from the airlock. A look of dazed disbelief crossed the man’s face before he collapsed under the animal’s weight, his skull slamming into the metal decking with enough force to render him unconscious. The panther sunk its teeth into the neck of the man’s pressure suit and dragged him away from the airlock before it returned to its position, long black whiskers twitching as it focused on the airlock, obviously waiting for the next person to come through.

      She looked at each of the other monitors, and saw much the same scenario as a dozen or more panthers dispatched the boarding party with casual indifference. She pivoted as the truth sank in. “You’re all Imperial were-panthers? It’s a trap?”

      Darien nodded, his attention on the monitors. “I knew about your unfortunate career choice when I invited you on board, but you’re under my protection now. Your past is just that, past.” He paused and watched another pirate fall prey to a panther. “We suspected Yanik of being the inside connection who set up the attacks by the pirates, but we didn’t have enough evidence to prove it. He’s a slippery one, and he managed to stay one step ahead of us.” He shrugged and a ghost of a smile flitted across his face. “I used the navigator’s position to bait the trap. If he was innocent, it would have been a quiet voyage. But if he really was part of the pirate group, this shuttle would be too good an opportunity to pass up.”

      “How very clever of you.”

      Cali and Darien both whirled to face the doorway. Yanik sauntered in, the blaster in his left hand raised to cover both of them. His cold eyes flickered over Cali’s naked breasts and she quickly grabbed her clothing, scrambling to get dressed.

      Darien moved to place himself protectively between her and Yanik, tension in every line of his body. “Throw down the blaster and give up, Yanik. You can’t win.”

      The navigator’s eyes flicked to the video display. “Yes, it looks like our attack failed.” He smiled coldly. “We hardly expected to find a full pride of Imperial were-panthers on a Lintec Security shuttle. Lucky for me, I’ll have a hostage to use when I negotiate my escape. Get over here.” He gestured at Cali with the blaster.

      Still shielding her, Darien shook his head. “No, she stays with me.”

      Yanik lifted the blaster. “Sorry, pal. Very touching and all, but I need a hostage and you won’t do.”

      “Darien, don’t. He’ll hurt you.” Fear laced Cali’s voice. Yanik was serious; he’d kill if it suited his purpose. She couldn’t bear to see Darien shot. Darien ignored her, taking a step forward. Cali watched in horror as Yanik aimed the blaster at her lover, his finger squeezing the trigger.

      Darien pivoted to the left and the blaster beam struck a glancing blow off his ribs, an ugly burn mark tracing its path. The door’s access panel sizzled as it took the brunt of the beam. He crouched low to the ground and a shimmering cloud of multi-colored mist surrounded him, obscuring him from view. Seconds later, a sleek black panther exploded from the cloud, launching itself straight at the startled Yanik and knocking the blaster out of his hand.

      The panther swung its massive head toward Cali, and she found herself looking into Darien’s eyes in the split second before he knocked her backward with a careful shoulder check. He wanted her out of the way, she realized, backing up slowly until she felt the sleeping platform behind her knees.

      Darien lashed his tail from side to side, his eyes warning her to stay safely out of range. He turned his back on her and stalked toward Yanik, snarling softly.

      The pirate was desperately working to get the door to open, but the access panel remained stubbornly unresponsive. The blaster fire had fried the circuits on this side of the door. The pirate swore loudly, attempting to force the door open manually.

      Darien stood in the middle of the room, his lips lifted in a snarl that exposed long white canines as he roared out a challenge to the intruder.

      Yanik turned to face the angry panther, pulling a wicked-looking energy blade from the scabbard strapped to his thigh. Gripping the weapon in one hand, he sneered at the enraged beast. “Come and get me, Imperial were-panther. Your days are past. It’s about time someone took out the rest of your pathetic race.” He crouched low, balancing on the balls of his feet as he waved the blade hypnotically back and forth in front of him.

      Darien paced forward with a fluid grace, eyeing the knife with contempt. Head held low, ears flat against his skull, he circled to the right, drawing the pirate away from Cali. He roared again, both a challenge and a warning.

      Cali stared at her lover, her pulse racing with fear for him. Over two hundred pounds of corded muscle and sleek black fur, he flowed across the floor with an innate grace, his dark eyes fixed on his prey with deadly intent.

      Yanik waved the knife again, and Darien sprang. Ignoring the energy blade, he launched himself directly at the pirate. His powerful hindquarters sent him hurtling onto his opponent so fast Yanik had no time to use his weapon. The knife spun out of his hand as the weight of the big cat bore him to the floor.

      Cali gasped, her hand going to her mouth as a sizzling burn mark traced the blade’s path across the floor.

      Yanik screamed, hitting the floor hard with Darien’s weight pinning him in place. He brought his arms up to pummel the panther with his fists as he attempted to twist free.

      The were-panther grunted and shifted his weight, lips drawn back in a furious snarl inches from Yanik’s face. The pirate swung again, aiming for the panther’s sensitive nose. The blow glanced off Darien’s skull as he swung sideways and brought one huge paw down on the pirate’s outstretched arm. His claws raked down Yanik’s arm, tracing bloody furrows through the spacer suit.

      The door opened with a quiet swoosh, and Darien’s attention shifted to the new threat. Yanik took advantage of that split second to twist his leg free and kick up into the soft underbelly of the cat.

      The panther reacted immediately, slapping the pirate hard across the side of his skull with his immense paw. Yanik’s head snapped sideways, his eyes glazing in disbelief as he slid into unconsciousness.

      “I see you found the point man.” Gord lounged against the doorframe, arms crossed on his chest. “The remnants of the pirate crew are in the brig, and Kyle and Pier are hooking a tractor beam to their ship so we can haul it into port.” His glance flickered over Cali. “You two okay?”

      She nodded dumbly, her gaze glued to Darien’s side. The bleeding had already stopped, but she needed to reassure herself that his injury wasn’t serious.

      “Well, then, I’ll just take this bit of trash and throw him in the brig with his buddies.” Gord grabbed Yanik by the collar, throwing him over his shoulder with an ease that betrayed his own were-panther blood. His eyes danced with mirth as he regarded Darien and Cali. “You two probably need some time. I’ll close the door on my way out.”

      He turned, whistling cheerfully as he strode out the doorway, the unconscious pirate hanging limply from his shoulder. “Don’t be too easy on him, Cali,” he called over his shoulder. “We’ve been waiting a long time for someone to come and put him in his place.”

      The panther turned to glare at his departing teammate as the door slid shut.

      Cali jumped off the bed and ran to him, throwing her arms around his neck and hugging him tightly, reassuring herself he was all right. The big panther nuzzled her neck, rubbing his soft fur against her face, his tongue as rough as sandpaper when he licked the sensitive hollow of her throat. She ran her fingers down the wound on his ribs, amazed that the blaster beam hadn’t cut deeper. The wound was already beginning to heal. Her hands trembled as she stroked them through his sleek, dark fur.

      “I could have lost you.” She buried her face in his thick pelt. “I was terrified.” She trembled violently, tears streaming down her cheeks. She didn’t know what she would have done if he’d been badly hurt.

      Darien sat quietly, letting her get it out of her system, letting her run her hands over him repeatedly. Eventually, her sobs trailed off and she looked up into his beloved eyes. As if he’d been waiting for just that signal, Darien padded over to the middle of the floor. She watched as the cloud of mist surrounded him, colors sparkling brightly. She waited patiently, knowing her lover would return.

      He strode out of the mist, his magnificent body half naked, male and very much aroused. His eyes glowed with a fiercely protective light as he strode over and wrapped his arms around her. He lowered his mouth to sear a kiss across her lips before he buried his face in the silky fall of her hair, inhaling deeply. “I’m sorry you had to see that. I thought we had more time, that I could leave you safely here in the stateroom while we dealt with the pirates.” He kissed her again, his hands roaming over her body as if to memorize every square inch.

      Cali eagerly returned the kiss, tilting her face up for his attention. “I’m sorry too. I should have told you about Yanik right away.” She lowered her eyelids shyly. “I was afraid you wouldn’t want me if you knew the truth about me.”

      Darien ran his hand down her spine to grasp her ass cheeks, pulling her in firmly against the hard length of his shaft. His voice was softly teasing. “Does it feel like I don’t want you?”

      Cali wiggled her hips against him, grinning happily. It felt like she’d finally found a home and someone to love her.
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