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Sons of Lyra:
Runaway Hearts




Heir Prince
Lyra I hates his life, and it’s only getting worse. Not only do
Sebastian’s parents force him to remain on Lyra Prime with them and
control his life, now they’ve gone and arranged his marriage.
Unable to stand the thought of getting married before he’s seen the
stars as his three younger brothers do and tasted adventure, he
decides to run away. Only that’s not as easy as it sounds when
you’re one of the infamously handsome sons of Lyra.




Terea needs to
get away. She’s had it with men and her family. When she spots a
man who looks as though he has a little money, she sees her chance
and pickpockets him. The only trouble is, he’s quicker than her.
Before she knows what’s happening, she’s been caught and is
agreeing to leave the planet with him. Anything to escape Lyra
Prime and her future there.




Terea’s plan to
escape Sebastian when they’ve left the planet behind is shattered
when he cleans himself up and changes on her, losing his naive air
and becoming a confident and dangerously sexy man. A bottle of the
strongest alcohol available is her last resort, but getting him
drunk to the point of passing out means she’ll have to drink too,
and before she knows what she’s doing, she’s sitting astride his
lap feeding him the alcohol and kissing him.




When the ship
is forced to stop and boarded by Minervan military looking for him,
will Sebastian hand himself over to protect Terea? Will Terea stand
by and let the man she’s falling for get hurt or will she sacrifice
herself and return to her family for the sake of saving him? Will
two runaway hearts find the freedom they’re searching for in each
other’s arms?
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Sons of Lyra:
Runaway Hearts




Heir Prince Lyra I only
had one thing to recommend him to women, and it was one thing he
wished he didn’t have—Royal blood. Never in his life had a woman
seen him for who he was. The second they realised he was a son of
Lyra and heir to the throne, they changed. Their petty flattery had
the opposite effect to what they wanted. It made him
leave.




He wished he were like his
younger brothers, free of the title of Heir Prince of Lyra. What he
wouldn’t give to be them, to be enjoying their lives and carving
out a reputation for themselves that didn’t tie them to the throne.
His next two brothers were both captains of the Lyran Imperial
Army. His youngest was in training to follow them. He’d wanted to
be a captain once, had desired to see the stars and experience the
universe’s many galaxies.




Leaning against the
balcony of his room in the palace, he stared up at the pitch black
sky and the millions of glittering stars, longing to be out there
with his brothers.




The piece of paper in his
hand rustled in the light breeze, reminding him of its presence.
Simply put, it was an order. It came from the highest power in the
land. It came from his parents.




They had decided it was
time for him to marry.




With Balt, the second
eldest of he and his brothers, married and settled on Lyra Five
with his wife, Kayla, his parents were anxious for another
marriage. More particularly, his mother was. He’d got the
impression countless times over that his father didn’t really care
if he or his brothers ever married.




He had to admit that
seeing his brother get married had made him consider marriage
himself, but he didn’t want it to be this way.




He stared at the piece of
paper. There was no name on it. She had been written about as
though she was a piece of property without any thoughts or feelings
of her own. His brother Balt would be furious if he saw this
letter. He hated anything that made people out to be a slave or
would offend his once-slave wife.




His eyes scanned the page
to the proposed date of the wedding. It was only a week away. It
turned his stomach so much that he screwed the note up and threw it
over his shoulder into his room.




He couldn’t marry without
knowing the woman first or even knowing her name. It was
impossible. He couldn’t marry without having seen the universe
first. He’d never even been into deep space.




A thought crossed his
mind, brilliant and glittering like a jewel at first, but quickly
becoming tarnished when his better sense said that his parents
would never allow him to go into deep space, not even with his
brothers.




He sighed and stared
longingly at the stars.




Perhaps there was another
way.




The bell rang for dinner
and he trudged wearily across his room and out of the door, his
thoughts still with the beautiful night sky and his heart still
fixed on seeing deep space before he was married. Perhaps the other
way was the only way.




He sat down at one end of
the long dark wood dining table while his parents sat at the other.
Even during his meals he was lonely, left sitting what felt like
miles from his parents because that was what propriety dictated. He
leaned his right elbow against the table top, propped his chin up
on his palm and played distractedly with his food.




“Sebastian!”
His mother’s voice rang across the room.




His gaze slid to her. She
was frowning so hard he couldn’t see her eyes. She motioned towards
his elbow. He rolled his eyes and sat straight, removing his arm
from the table.




At thirty four, he had
thought he would have more freedom. His life seemed to be getting
more and more controlled the older he got. He was tired of being
treated like a child and not like the man he was. His parents never
saw the real him. They didn’t know him. They only knew the boy they
believed him to be—the one they wanted him to be. He sighed again
and decided that he would go through with his plan.




He couldn’t get married
without seeing those stars and another system, or the blackness of
deep space. He wanted to see the things his brothers saw and told
him about whenever they came home.




“Mother,” he
said in a cautious voice. “I’m going to visit Balt on Lyra
Five.”




She snorted. “You
certainly are not.”




“But the child
will be born soon... I would like to be there when it is. I
promised Balt that I would be.”




“Don’t be
ridiculous. Kayla will come here to have the child, as tradition
dictates.”




He frowned. He hated
tradition. Why couldn’t he have been born the second eldest son? He
supposed that the less freedom you had the more you longed for it.
Kayla had told him as much once, just after her wedding. She’d been
radiant with sheer joy. She’d told him that she’d never felt as
free as the day his brother had removed her collar and said she
belonged to no one but herself.




He wished he belonged to
no one but himself.




He was the property of the
imperial family though, and of Lyra. Heir Prince.




“Kayla will not
leave Lyra Five. She is intent on having her baby there with Balt
and the Terran midwives.” He knew that this slip of knowledge would
stir trouble, but he didn’t care. Right now, he wanted to spite his
mother for not letting him leave Lyra Prime and this seemed the
perfect way.




“What?” She
stood sharply, sending the cutlery rattling when her legs knocked
the table. His father placed a hand on her arm. She shook it off.
“It was agreed she would come here!”




“Balt says that
Kayla said no such thing and that they were going to have the baby
on Lyra Five.”




His mother stormed towards
him. He hadn’t seen her this angry since Balt had originally
announced his intention to marry Kayla. His brother had guts to go
against their mother. Maybe he had the guts too.




He stood, gave her a look
that said he was just relating what he’d heard, and then walked
away, leaving his parents arguing about where the baby was going to
be born.




It would keep them busy
for a while. Possibly long enough for him to put his plan into
action.




The short walk back to his
apartment passed quicker than he’d expected. He locked the door and
went to his wardrobes. A rifle through them made it clear that he
had nothing to wear that wouldn’t make him stand out from the crowd
wherever he went. He needed clothing that was a little more common
looking if he was going to get off the planet unnoticed.




None of the servants’
clothes would do. They were all too recognisable as
well.




He took the purse of gold
Lynans he kept in his desk drawer and went back to the wardrobe. He
stripped off his jacket and his boots, swapping them for a pair of
worn riding boots and an old riding jacket. A glance at himself in
the mirror made him realise he was even more noticeable now. He
growled in frustration, removed the jacket, and went back to the
wardrobe. There was just nothing suitable.




At the back of it, he
found a moth-eaten cloak that he’d had since forever. His parents
had insisted that he throw it away, but he’d always refused. He was
glad that he hadn’t now. He wrapped it around his shoulders and
went back to the mirror. It was better. The old brown cloak would
hide his crisp white shirt and tight black trousers. It went
perfectly with the scuffed boots. He looked at his face. He had to
do something about that. Everyone on Lyra Prime knew what he looked
like.




He stared at himself, into
his almost jet-black eyes, and ran his fingers over his short black
hair. A hat? It was the quickest method of disguise that he could
think of. Unfortunately he didn’t own any hats.




He was too clean as well.
The people using the public freighter transports were likely to
look more worn and dirty. He went to his balcony, stuck his hand
into the nearest plant pot and rubbed the dirt across his face and
neck and into his hands. A look in the full length mirror made him
smile. That was better, but he still could be
recognised.




A quick ruffle of his hair
made him look less like himself. He smiled at his reflection. He
actually looked better than he had before. He liked this new hair
style. It was wild and rebellious. Exactly how he felt right
now.




Deciding nothing else
could be done to disguise himself, he went to the balcony and
looked over the edge. He made the short drop to the larger balcony
below and ran to the steps that led down into the garden. In the
far corner, he found the gate he’d stolen the key to years ago but
had always been too afraid to use. He unlocked it and walked
through. A sense of freedom swept through him when he locked the
gate and then turned to face the wide open road that led down into
the city.




He was sure there would be
a transport leaving tonight. He didn’t care which one he got on. He
looked at the star-filled sky. He just wanted to be up
there.




Running down the road, he
kept the cloak closed around him to hide his finer clothes, and
tried to remember whereabouts in the city the port was. He stuck to
the winding side streets, avoiding the large square at the front of
the palace. There would be guards there and he wasn’t about to get
caught. For the first time in his life, he was going to see how
others lived and taste the freedom they did.




He slowed to a walk when
the palace began to grow small and distant. His eyes scanned the
dark shop windows, running over the displayed goods in fascination.
He’d never thought the world would be so colourful and interesting.
The shops sold all manner of things, most of which he’d never seen.
There were tools in one, material in others, and flowers. He
stopped to look at them. He’d never seen such delicate and
beautiful blossoms before. They were splendid white irises spotted
with rich purple. His eyes fell to the card in front of them.
Apparently they came from Lyra Three. Lyra Three was the planet
next to Lyra Prime on the sun side. It was hotter there. He
wondered if the ship he chose to board would go there. He hoped it
would go out of the system and into deep space.




A wide square opened in
front of him. Directly across it was a long building with rows of
arches along the front and tall arched windows above them. The
white roof was a series of domes. A ship appeared from behind it
and lumbered into the air, chugging towards an unknown destination.
It had to be the port.




He walked towards it and
then realised that he’d have to navigate a market in order to reach
it. The square was packed with stalls selling goods even more
fascinating than those in the shops. It was as though traders that
had just landed from distant planets had unpacked their wares and
were selling them to anyone interested. He stopped at a few stalls
and looked at some of the items on sale. At one of them, he picked
up an object that he recognised. He’d seen Acer with something
similar last year, but couldn’t recall what it was. Acer had only
told him that it was something he was fixing for his ship, the
Nephis-Lyra. The trader spoke to him, babbling on about prices and
trying to get him to haggle for the object. He shook his head and
placed it back down.




A group of children ran
past him, laughing as they wove through the crowds. He kept a hand
over his money, aware that even on a planet as rich as Lyra Prime,
there were still those that needed to pickpocket in order to feed
themselves or their families.




The port loomed ahead of
him. He slipped through the last of the crowd and out into an empty
strip of square. He watched the constant line of people entering
and leaving the port. This was it.




He stepped
forwards.




Someone bumped into him,
almost knocking him to the ground. They fell at his feet with a
muffled noise of pain. He looked down to see a small woman kneeling
on the hard cobbles. Stooping, he caught her arm and helped her to
her feet.




“Are you
alright?” he said and looked her over.




She wrapped her dark blue
cloak around her and nodded. She looked shaken and he got the
impression she was scared when she looked over her shoulder towards
the market. Was someone following her? He looked there too and then
back at her. She was staring at him now. He was glad she didn’t
seem to recognise him. Perhaps she wasn’t from Lyra.




“Are you sure
you are alright?” he asked again.




She nodded. “I’m fine...
if you’d just release me.”




She was speaking Lyran
though. Maybe she was from his system. She gave an impatient look
to his hand where it gripped her upper arm.




He released it and she
hurried off. He looked over his shoulder at the market again and
then back at her. He frowned. His eyes widened. His hand flew to
his pocket. The money was gone.




By Iskara’s wings, she had
nerve.




He sprinted after her. The
moment she saw he was giving chase, she broke into a run and headed
for the port. He had to catch her before she made it into the
building. He’d lose her in there.




He increased his speed
until he was closing in on her. She looked over her shoulder and
gave him a pained look. She slipped on the cobbles just as he
lunged for her arm and he fell with her, landing beneath her on the
ground. He caught her wrists as she struggled and wriggled, and
wrestled with her until she was trapped beneath him.




Terea breathed hard and
her face screwed up with effort as she tried to get the man off
her. He pressed her wrists into the cold cobbles, trapping them,
and frowned at her. There was such darkness in his black eyes. She
tried to get her knees free so she could kick him in the balls. He
shifted, pinning her legs to the ground with his. Damn it. This
wasn’t what she needed.




“Let me go,”
she said and struggled again. He held her wrists tighter. Her hands
hurt and her bones ached. She stilled, fearing he’d break her
wrists if she continued to fight him. “I will return your money if
you let me go.”




“Why did you
take it?” he said, his breath sweet and moist against her face. A
look of curiosity entered his eyes, chasing away the blackness. He
was filthy. From a distance, he’d looked rich and noble. Up close,
he looked nothing more than a common beggar. He probably didn’t
have any money in the purse anyway.




“I need to get
off this planet... I only needed a little money.”




He visibly swallowed and
the pressure on her wrists decreased. He was giving her a funny
look. Was it something she’d said? She opened her hand and looked
at it, indicating his purse. He snatched it and shoved it into his
pocket. He didn’t let her go.




She whimpered when he
dragged her onto her feet, his hand locked tight around her wrist.
No matter how much she tried to prise his fingers off her, he
wouldn’t let go. She kicked him in the shin. He frowned at her
again.




“Why do you
need to leave?” he said, the curiosity still in his eyes. “Is
someone after you?”




“It’s hard to
explain. I just need to get away.” She tugged on her arm. He
tightened his grip. Her bones ached. He was going to snap her arm
if he kept going. She dropped to her knees again, her eyes closed
against the pain. He hauled her back onto her feet and towered over
her. “Let me go... I won’t bother you again.”




“Where are you
going?”




Damn he was full of
questions. She wished she’d never mentioned why she’d been robbing
him. Desperate times called for desperate measures. Didn’t the
people of this planet understand that?




She kicked him again. He
cursed in Lyran, voice rich and deep, and then slapped her so hard
her head turned to the side. She stood there with her eyes wide and
mouth open as she waited for her cheek to stop stinging and her
head to stop spinning. She’d never been hit before. She couldn’t
say that she liked the experience.




“Answer me,” he
said and she looked at him. It was too dark in the square to see
his face properly, but she could hear all the hardness in his
voice. He was used to getting answers when he asked a question and
she was starting to anger him. He sounded like her
father.




“Anywhere,” she
whispered and her brow furrowed. “Just somewhere away from
here.”




He went quiet for a moment
and then his look changed. All the anger disappeared, leaving a
sense of calm behind. She reached out a little with her mind,
testing the waters. He was calm, interested. There was a sense of
hope and relief about him and something else.
Understanding.




“Have you used
transport before?” he asked.




She nodded. She’d used it
a few times in her life. Getting passage here couldn’t be any
different to those times. Most space ports worked the same
way.




“Then I’ll pay
for your passage, but on one condition.”




“Name it,” she
said quickly, not wanting him to change his mind.




“I will be
coming with you.”




She stared at him but
before she could say anything, he was dragging her towards the
port. He was coming with her? Was this the understanding she’d
felt? He wanted to leave this planet too.




He had been heading
towards the port when she’d stolen his money.




His hand slid into hers
when they entered the port. She looked down at them, frowning at
the way he thought he could do as he wanted with her. He couldn’t.
She tried to get her hand free but his grip tightened and he
stopped to look at her.




“If you cannot
play along, I will leave you on this planet.” He stepped close to
her, his voice a silken purr in her ear.




She closed her eyes a
moment to savour the strange sensations he’d stirred in her and
then opened them again when he stepped away.




The light was better here
and she could see him properly. He was handsome. No amount of dirt
could hide that from her notice. His almond eyes spoke to her of
his feelings, telling her everything he was trying to hide from the
world. He did want to leave this planet. She wondered why. A slight
frown creased his dark brows and she realised he wanted an answer
from her.




“Whatever gets
me off this hellish rock,” she whispered up at him, her eyes still
locked with his.




They narrowed and her gaze
fell to his mouth. A smile curved his full sensual lips. She looked
away, cursing the blush that burned her cheeks when her thoughts
got the better of her. So what if he was handsome. He was rough and
a little arrogant too. Those two qualities were enough to make her
think the worst of him. As soon as they were onboard the ship,
she’d part ways with him and continue with her plan.




He started walking again,
his palm pressed into hers and fingers locked tightly against her
knuckles. She followed him in silence. The crowd was suffocating
and she couldn’t see above them. She was too short. She looked up
at the man. He was a full head above the people around them. She
wondered if the universe looked different from up there. Perhaps it
didn’t. They were both running away from something after
all.




They reached the rows of
desks near the barriers that blocked the way to the ships. She
noticed the guards and then noticed that the man turned his back to
them when he did too. Had he done something wrong on this planet?
Perhaps he was a criminal and did have money.




“Where are you
going?” he said, close to her. She looked around, hoping a
destination would present itself.




“Somewhere out
of this system,” she said and tried to remember the route they’d
taken to get to it. She scanned the names on the boards above the
desks. Each desk had a different destination. She smiled.
“Acturus.”




He frowned at her.
“Acturus?”




She nodded, still beaming.
She swore they’d passed through there on their way to this
system.




“Acturus is a
military base station in space.” He released her hand and fixed her
with a hard look. “It belongs to the Minervans.”




There wasn’t just distrust
and anger in his eyes, there was fear too. Was it the military
factor or the Minervan? She hoped it was the former not the latter
and then reminded herself that it didn’t matter what he thought. As
soon as they were on the ship, she was going to ditch him. A lot of
the freighters had women only compartments. She’d hide in one of
those and hope that he forgot her.




“It stops at
Dliaer before it reaches Acturus.” She pointed to the board above
the respective desk. “You can alight there. Dliaer is a big port
about a day from here. From there you can go anywhere.”




He seemed pleased by that.
He took hold of her hand again and dragged her towards that desk.
She was growing tired of his pulling her around as though she was a
ragdoll. Either he had no respect for women or he had little
experience of handling them. She glanced at him out of the corner
of her eye. He was so handsome that she doubted he had little
experience. Women were probably falling over backwards to get his
attention. Not her though. She’d had it with men.




She was roused from her
thoughts when he shoved his purse into her hands.




“Get us
passage,” he said and pushed her forwards. His hand remained
against her back the whole time they walked to the desk. She got
the impression that he was wary of letting her out of arm’s reach
with his money.




When she reached the desk
and opened the purse, she could see why.




There were at least
fifteen gold Lynans in it. She could buy a small ship with this
much. She swallowed and her heart jumped when he pressed harder
against her back, urging her forwards. For a moment, she’d
forgotten he was there. She’d been lost in the fantasy the sight of
so much money had given her. With this much, she could run away and
set up a shop or something somewhere where her father and family
would never find her.




She bartered with the
woman behind the desk, ignoring the obscene amount of cleavage her
uniform exposed. This world had no breeding. She was glad she’d
managed to get away and was one step closer to escaping
completely.




She rummaged in the purse
for the money when the woman told her the price. The second the
woman saw the money, she babbled something about lack of
availability and a lot of people travelling to Dliaer. Terea
sighed. She should’ve hidden the money better.




“She says they
only have premier passage available.” She turned to the man. He
didn’t seem at all bothered by this news. He just shrugged and
waved her back towards the woman, keeping his back to her all the
time. Was he scared of the woman recognising him too? She looked at
the woman and handed over a single gold Lynan. “Fine.”




The woman smiled sweetly
and handed her the tickets and the five hundred silver Lynans
change. Terea glanced at the man to see if he’d been paying
attention and when she realised he hadn’t, she pocketed the silver
Lynans. She’d need some money for the next part of her trip,
wherever that took her.




She touched the man’s arm
and he took the purse from her and then grabbed her hand. He led
the way through the crowd towards the gates into the departures
area. When they reached it, she noticed he dropped back and covered
part of his face with his cloak. She showed the tickets to the
guards and then walked through the gates when they opened. The man
followed her.




On the other side, she
stopped and looked at her ticket. The ship was in dock five. She
followed the signs around the curved arched walkway, looking for
the right dock. When they reached it, she stepped through the open
archway and her brows rose. If the man hadn’t liked the fact it was
bound for Acturus, he was going to be even more annoyed when he saw
the ship.




Sebastian looked up to see
the ship in front of him. It was large. It was dark. It was
Minervan.




There was no way he could
set foot on that ship. He grabbed the woman by her upper arms and
shook her.




“You didn’t
mention it was a Minervan freighter!” He almost growled the
words.




She flinched away, leaving
him feeling guilty. He frowned at the ship. He couldn’t fly on
that. It was too dangerous. It had been bad enough when she’d
chosen a ship whose final destination had been a Minervan military
port. That had been running a risk. This was just madness. The ship
would have Minervans on its crew and Minervan passengers. What if
they recognised him?




“It’s just a
ship... you didn’t specify the type!” She jerked out of his arms
and glared at him. “Do you have something against
Minervans?”




He stared at her. She
placed her hands on her hips. Her eyes narrowed into dark
slits.




There was something
terribly appealing about her when she was angry. It made her dark
eyes even darker and her blush lips pouted slightly, drawing his
attention to them. A hint of rose touched her pale soft cheeks. Her
black eyebrows met in a frown. The irritation radiating from her
was alluring. It made him want to argue with her even more, to keep
pushing.




A call from the direction
of the ship announced that it was preparing to leave.




He looked at the ship.
Minervan or not, he had to get on it and get away from Lyra Prime.
It was only a matter of time before someone discovered that he was
gone. It would be too much of a risk to wait for a different
passenger freighter.




The woman was still
glaring at him. Perhaps she wanted an answer to her question. She
wasn’t going to get one. He grabbed her wrist and strode past her.
She protested and tried to pull away from him. Turning on her, he
used his superior height to look down at her, his own anger rising.
She stilled, her eyes wide and laced with fear. He relented when he
saw it and loosened his grip so he was no longer hurting
her.




“We must
leave,” he said and she stared at him for a minute, right into his
eyes, before nodding.




She’d done that before. He
started walking towards the ship with her. Earlier, she’d stared
into his eyes like that. It had felt as though she was looking
right down into his soul and could see everything there.
Afterwards, she’d changed slightly, just as she had this time.
Whatever she thought she’d seen in his eyes had made her calm and
compliant. He hoped she remained that way until they were on the
ship.




The metal gangplank echoed
under his heavy footsteps. The sound of hers was lighter, softer.
Everything about her seemed soft. He glanced furtively out of the
corner of his eye at her. She swept her deep blue cloak over her
shoulders with her free hand and then fixed her hair, smoothing the
long black locks into place in the elaborate bun at the back of her
head. Some of the strands fell back down. His gaze fell to the
smooth white column of her throat and her graceful shoulders. She
moved slightly in front of him and he openly looked at her now. His
eyes followed the sweeping curve of her back to where it narrowed
at her waist and blossomed out into full hips that begged to be
touched. He swallowed and his jaw muscle twitched when he looked at
her long legs. The floor-length rich green dress she wore was slit
up the side to reveal her thighs as she walked. He noticed the
skin-coloured band around her right thigh. She was carrying a
weapon. The thought of that turned him on for some reason. It
whispered of danger and adventure, with her.




Something else about her
whispered to him. It spoke of the fact she didn’t look like a
common thief. Her clothes were too fine, her body too well looked
after, to be a beggar or pickpocket. She looked as though she was
running away from a rich family.




He pushed his cloak over
his shoulders as they entered the ship. With such a fine looking
woman on his arm, he no longer felt the need to look rough and
dirty to fit in. If someone saw them together, they would presume
they were man and wife, heading off to some distant planet. No one
would associate him with a woman.




A stewardess dressed in a
tight black top that covered her to her jaw and tight black
trousers took the tickets from the woman. She checked them and then
intimated a corridor to her left. The woman followed the
stewardess, her hand leaving his. He walked along behind her, eyes
scanning the interior of the ship, thankful that she couldn’t see
him and his fascination. He didn’t want her to think he’d never
travelled before.




The ship was incredible
and far larger than they looked from his balcony as they flew in
and out of port. The interior was black and silver, with strips of
lights underneath his feet and above his head. The exterior had
been sleek but bulky, tapering from the front to a wide flat set of
thrusters at the back. He wished that they’d had more time. He
would have liked to have walked around the outside of the ship to
get a real look at her.




They passed a row of
square windows. Opposite them were open rooms crammed with people.
This was obviously the deck of the ship where the cheapest seats
were. He peered into one of the rooms. People were sitting in
groups, drinking and laughing. It looked like fun.




When he turned to continue
walking, he came face to face with a man. The man stared at him,
black hair and eyes giving him a sinister appearance in the strange
half-light. He smiled to reveal sharpened teeth.




Sebastian’s heart pounded.
He squeezed past the Minervan, keeping his head down, and hurried
after the woman and the stewardess. He saw them just before they
turned a corner halfway along the corridor. By the time he’d caught
up, they were entering a lift. He slid in behind them and smiled
briefly.




Too close.




He should have been more
cautious. Of course there would be Minervan crew on the ship. The
man had been wearing a similar uniform to the female showing them
to their seats. His eyes strayed to her as she pressed a button and
the lift began to move upwards. Perhaps she was Minervan
too.




“This way
please,” the stewardess said as the doors opened again.




He followed the woman down
a long corridor. At the end was the hull of the ship. The windows
here were larger, reaching from floor to ceiling. The stewardess
turned right before she reached the end of the corridor, leading
them down another that was just as wide and elaborately decorated.
There was a definite difference between the lower deck and this
one. No strip lights lit the hall here. On the walls were beautiful
lamps that glowed softly. The floor was carpeted with a silvery
cloth. The walls were decorated with silver scroll work that marked
a rich contrast against the black metal.




The stewardess stopped in
front of a door and swiped their tickets over a circular panel
beside it on the wall. The door swished open to reveal a large
room. Along the wide rectangular window was a bench seat covered in
silver velvet that matched the curtains that hung either side of
the glass. He stepped into the room, following the two women, and
looked around. There was a smaller room off to his right. It looked
like a bathroom. He ignored it and took in the main room. It was
bigger than he’d expected. The tickets must have been
expensive.




He listened to the woman’s
conversation with the stewardess while he investigated the large
panel on the wall. It was displaying the weather at their
destination, as well as current news from across the universe and
other information. He was glad that his face wasn’t up there.
Perhaps his parents hadn’t discovered he was gone yet, or maybe
they were keeping it quiet for now while the palace guard search
for him. Either way, the longer the galaxy didn’t know he was
missing the better. That way he could travel with more ease and get
further out into space.




The stewardess mentioned
meals and then went to the door. He frowned when she pressed a
button and a black shutter eased across the window. She explained
that the shutters had to remain closed until they had left the
atmosphere and then bowed before leaving the room.




The door swished
shut.




He looked at the
woman.




She didn’t look happy to
be alone with him. He walked towards her and she sat on the bench
seat in front of the black window. He watched her long slender
fingers work to untie the thick silver ribbons holding her cloak
around her neck and was fascinated when she carefully folded it. He
swallowed. The front of her dress was rather revealing. The
material scooped low to show the curve of her breasts and met in a
V in front of them. He tore his eyes away and looked at the display
panel. It changed to show information about the ship. He focused
there, forcing himself to read it so he wouldn’t stare at her. He’d
been rude enough to her already without gawping at her like a naive
boy.




The ship shuddered and he
held his arms out to steady himself.




“What was
that?” he said automatically, panic in his voice, and her look said
everything.




Now she knew that he’d
never been on ship before, at least not one this size.




“The engines,”
she said in a soft voice. It held a smile.




She thought he was green.
His eyes fell to her breasts. Desire coiled tight inside
him.




By Iskara’s wings if she
gave him half a chance he’d prove he wasn’t.




She patted the seat beside
her. “Sit. We’ll be taking off soon and the ride can get bumpy when
the ship hits full speed.”




“Sub-space?”




She laughed at him and
looked around the room. “A ship like this, with sub-space? Only a
handful of ships have those engines and the capability to use them.
This ship would be torn apart.”




Now he really did look
naive. He should’ve listened to his brothers more when they’d
talked of ships. He should’ve asked all those questions he’d always
wanted to. Silently cursing himself, he sat down beside her and
frowned when she leaned across his lap. His eyes widened when he
saw right down her top.




“What are you—”
He kept the panic from his voice but could do nothing to stop the
stirring in his loins.




“Relax. I just
thought you might need help getting strapped in.” She clicked the
safety belt across his waist and then reached over his
shoulder.




Her breasts brushed his
arm. He closed his eyes and swallowed hard, willing himself not to
look at them. He didn’t want to find out what she’d do if she
caught him staring at her body. Another click and she moved again,
away from him. Her arm grazed his neck, sending a shiver down his
spine. He breathed deep through his nose to steady himself. The
warm flowery scent of her filled his mind, wrapping him up as
though her arms were around him, holding him. He tilted his head
towards her, wanting more contact. Another click and she
stilled.




“I don’t know
your name,” she whispered, incredibly close to his ear. Her breath
was soft against his cheek.




He swallowed again, harder
this time, and tried to regain control of his senses and his
body.




“Sebastian,” he
whispered back at her and opened his eyes. They met hers. They were
as dark as his own, as black as deep space. They sparkled at him
and he realised she was smiling.




His eyes lowered to her
mouth, to the sensual curve of her satin pink lips.




“Terea,” she
said and moved away, leaving him feeling bereft and
confused.




She strapped herself in
while he fought to clear his head and gather himself. Questions
crowded his mind, confusing him further. How had she made him feel
so much by doing so little? Her proximity was enough to addle his
senses. Her touch drove him out of his mind.




Did she have some kind of
power over men? Or was it just him?




He stared down at the
straps holding him in, restraining his shoulders and waist. What
were these feelings?




There was a lurching
sensation, a jolt that made his stomach turn, and then a shudder
that shook every bone in his body. He could almost feel the
struggle as the engines and thrusters tried to lift the ship out of
the dock. The force of them vibrated through him, sending his
vision wobbling so much that he had to close his eyes. Everything
in the room shook, rattling as loudly as his teeth as they hit
against each other. He gritted them.




Surely all take offs
couldn’t be this rough. If they were, his brothers must have
sterner stomachs than his own. If the shuddering continued much
longer he was liable to lose what little dinner he’d eaten. He
didn’t want that. It would perfectly complete the picture of
naivety he’d so far painted himself as to the woman.
Terea.




He was surprised when she
grabbed his hand, her fingers closing tight enough around it that
it hurt. Her fingernails dug into his palm. He gritted his teeth
against the pain too.




The ship heaved and then a
deafening roar filled his ears. He was thrown to the side, into
Terea, as the engines kicked in and blasted them towards the
atmosphere. Terea’s grip on his hand tightened and her other hand
joined in. She made a small noise that sounded a lot like fear and
he placed his other hand over them, completing the tangle. He held
hers tightly, mostly to reassure her but partly to reassure himself
too. In all the times he’d watched the ships taking off from the
port, it had never looked so difficult. They had always eased up
into the air with a chugging noise and drifted effortlessly into
space. Perhaps it was just him romanticising what he saw. Maybe all
large ships took this much effort to get into the air. From a
distance it would be hard to tell.




He opened his eyes when
the juddering stopped and the rattling ceased. His stomach
continued to turn, flipping over and over. He took deep breaths to
settle it and looked at the shutter across the window. Were they
through the atmosphere yet? He wished he could see. He wanted to
see the stars as his brothers did. He wanted to see the moment they
left daylight behind and broke through into eternal
night.




Terea’s grip on him
loosened. He took one of his hands away but kept the other there,
allowing her to hold it. He’d never had a woman hold his hand
before. It was nice.




Everything felt
calm.




He imagined that they were
drifting out into space now, effortless and weightless.




A shudder rocked the ship
and the sound of the engines increased. Another lurch and he
noticed the rise in speed. The whole ship seemed to jolt up and
down, lunging all over the place.




“I said it
could be rough,” Terea said, her face buried against his
arm.




They must be reaching full
speed as Terea had mentioned. He hoped it didn’t stay like this for
the whole journey. He’d definitely be sick if it did.




Her hand left his,
stealing all the warmth away. She looked at him.




“It won’t be
long now. It will settle soon and then we can move around again.”
There was a look in her eyes that he didn’t like. Not quite
mischief but something close. It gave him the impression that if he
let her leave the room, he’d never see her again.




He couldn’t let that
happen. He needed her to get him passage from Dliaer to wherever
his next destination would be. He hadn’t paid attention to what
she’d said to the woman at the port on Lyra Prime and he didn’t
want to look like an idiot or wind up in the cargo class area of
the ship.




Besides, he was beginning
to grow used to her company. He would even go as far as saying he
liked having her around.




The ship levelled out and
he heard the click of her safety harness. She stood and stretched,
reaching her arms out above her head. She looked paler than she had
been before takeoff. He probably looked the same. He unclipped the
straps holding him in and stood on wobbly legs. He could still feel
the ship vibrating if he concentrated hard enough. Either that or
he was imagining it.




Terea went to the door. He
was about to tell her not to leave when she pressed a button on the
panel next to it and the shutters across the window opened,
revealing the darkness of space.




He stared out of the
window, watching Lyra Prime disappearing into the distance. The sun
peeked over the disc of it. It was breathtaking. He sensed Terea
come to stand next to him but didn’t look at her. He couldn’t take
his eyes off the scene outside. He could see cloud formations
hundreds of miles wide and the crystal blue oceans that lapped
golden and green continents. It looked nothing like it had done in
the books. It was so much more beautiful.




When it drifted into the
distance, becoming too small to be interesting, he looked around to
see what else space had to offer. Another planet blurred past and
then another. Lyra Five. Its oceans were darker than Lyra Prime’s
and the land was swathed with deep green. It was
stunning.




The next planet passed,
this one surrounded by space stations and crowded with ships coming
in and out of them. It was Lyra Six. A pleasure planet. His parents
had arranged for some of the planet’s foremost women to attend to
him once for his twenty-first birthday. It had been a night he’d
never forget.




His attention drifted
across to Terea. Something told him that he’d never forget a night
spent with her. It wasn’t something he’d been looking for on this
trip, but then he’d never expected to find himself with such a
beautiful woman. She was watching him and not the world outside. He
wondered what she was thinking.




Terea reached out with her
mind, touching his lightly enough that he wouldn’t notice the
intrusion. His mind felt red and warm, full of wicked thoughts that
she knew were about her. His eyes told her that. Whatever he was
thinking, it was dirty.




Other than his desire, his
feelings ran along lines of fascination and contentment, even
excitement. She’d already figured out that this was his first time
off-planet. For someone who had looked so worldly at first, he was
fast beginning to appear sheltered.




She glanced at the door
and then back at him. The lust in his eyes had been replaced by
intrigue. When she’d gone to the door to open the shutters across
the panoramic window, she’d sensed his tension and anxiety. He’d
been relieved when she’d returned to him.




He knew she wanted to
leave.




Something told her that
he’d stop her if she tried to.




She was going to have to
find a way to get away from him. He’d served his purpose and, now
that she had passage to another system, she had to cut ties with
him. She’d had it with men. Her father’s bringing her to Lyra Prime
when he’d said they were en route to Varka had been the last straw.
Now she’d felt the wind of freedom in her hair she didn’t want to
go back. She never wanted to go back.




“You look as
though you need to relax,” she said and smiled sweetly to disarm
him. His feelings calmed again. “How about I order a few drinks and
then the galaxy will seem even more beautiful?”




He looked out of the
window. “It’s already beautiful.”




He was at that. Her eyes
traced the line of his profile—his smooth forehead, straight nose
and subtle curve of his lips, down to his defined jaw. The dirt
still covered him, but she no longer saw it. She cursed herself for
her female weakness and went to the panel on the wall.




Her fingers danced across
it, taking her deeper into the menu of food and drink available on
the ship. She smiled when she found what she was looking for and
didn’t hesitate before pressing the image to request it. A few
glasses of this and he’d be on his back and she could
escape.




She heard him walk across
the room and turned her head to see him disappear into the
bathroom. The door closed. She thought nothing of it and went to
the window. It had been a bumpy takeoff after all. There’d been
several moments when she’d been convinced she’d lose what little
food she had in her stomach. She frowned and then went back to the
panel, selecting some items from the food menu. If she was going to
get him to drink then she’d have to drink too. With an empty
stomach, she’d be drunk before he was.




Satisfied with her
selections, she returned to the window and looked out of
it.




He’d said it was
beautiful.




She traced patterns in the
bright stars, joining them together with her eyes. She couldn’t
recognise any of the constellations from this angle. They all
looked strange and it made her feel cold and alone, as though she
had gone to a completely different universe rather than system. She
never would’ve been happy on Lyra Prime. It was too different. The
people, the cities, even the air. Even the stars. What had her
father been thinking?




The man, Sebastian,
stepped out of the bathroom just as she sat down on the long padded
seat. His cloak was gone, revealing a crisp white shirt and tight
black trousers. Her eyes ran up the length of him, over a body that
she could tell was toned beneath his clothes. Whoever he was, he
took good care of himself. She’d noticed his hands weren’t rough
when she’d been holding them. If he worked, it wasn’t manual
labour. Her gaze reached his face. He’d washed the dirt off and
preened his black hair. The short tendrils of it were tangled and
pushed back, curling around each other. His eyes bore into hers,
dark and alluring. She hadn’t thought it possible for him to be
more handsome without the dirt, but he was.




The door panel buzzed and
a female voice came over it. They were speaking Lyran. She thanked
Arkus for the reminder that she was with a Lyran and went to the
door. For a moment, she’d been about to speak her native
tongue.




She opened the door and
smiled, bowing her head in greeting to the stewardess on the other
side. The stewardess pushed a large silver floating tray into the
room. She pressed a button on the wall and the floor opened to
allow a table to rise up. It hovered a foot above the ground,
perfectly still, as though it had legs. The stewardess placed the
bottle, glasses and food onto the table and then left with the
tray.




Terea closed the door and
looked at the man. He was staring at the table. He lowered himself
onto the long seat in front of the window and stretched his arms
out across the back of it, his legs crossing.




His eyes flicked to
her.




“I thought we
could have a drink... it’s a wonderful spirit. It will settle both
our stomachs and help the time pass more quickly.” She gave him a
coy smile, fluttering her lashes a little to lure him in. She felt
like adding that she’d been trained well by her family. She knew
the best wines and spirits, and how to check the quality of most
foods in the galaxy.




He looked over his
shoulder, out of the window.




What had happened to the
man from earlier? He was different now. There was such confidence
about him, such power. His quiet reserve and air made her feel as
though she was nothing more than a servant girl, vying for his
attention. Why had he changed? The man in front of her now showed
no trace of the excitement and fear she’d sensed earlier. She
didn’t know which she preferred—the confident dashing man, or the
naive handsome one.




This one felt more
dangerous.




She felt as though she
couldn’t deceive him, no matter how much alcohol was
involved.




She felt attracted to
him.




She gathered her scattered
feelings and opened the dark blue bottle. She kneeled on the floor
while she poured the ruby red liquid into the two small glasses and
then rose to her feet with little effort and all the grace of her
training. He was watching her. She could sense his interest. He
wasn’t curious. He wasn’t intrigued by the drink. All that interest
was directed at her. She sat softly next to him at an angle with
her knees close to his. She placed her drink down on the table and
offered his to him, holding it by the rim with two fingers and
touching the bottom of it with two fingers of her other hand as she
presented it.




He stared at it and then
at her. She held her smile, extending the drink towards
him.




His fingers brushed hers
as he took it, sending a shiver through her that she couldn’t
ignore. She turned away to conceal her blush and picked up her own
glass.




Facing him again, she
raised her glass and knocked it against his.




“To running
away,” she said and a flicker of surprise crossed his face and then
disappeared again.




It hadn’t been hard to
figure out. She was running away after all. It was easy to spot
someone doing the same.




He eyed the drink, sniffed
it as though checking to see whether it was poisoned, and then
knocked it back in one go. She watched him closely. He didn’t even
flinch. She drank hers, letting it ease down her throat and
enjoying the hot burning trail that followed it. Her head felt a
little lighter.




She picked up the plate of
food—small titbits of various meats and pastries. She offered it to
him. He declined so she helped herself. It was hard to eat
delicately when she was hungry and was trying to get enough food in
her stomach to stop the spirit from knocking her out.




Her eyes widened in
surprise when he leaned forwards, uncrossed his legs and shifted to
the edge of the seat. He refilled their glasses.




“Minervan, I
presume. It tastes much like Koji.” He held the glass out to her.
She went to take it but he moved it out of her reach. His gaze
burned her as he raked it over her, from her eyes down to her knees
and back again. She swallowed and blinked slowly. He was more
universe-wise than she’d given him credit for. He knew it was Koji.
“They call it Koji for a reason. Do you know what that reason
is?”




She shook her head. She
did know, but she wasn’t about to make him suspicious by admitting
it.




“Koji means
death in Minervan. They say it’s so strong that it has been the
death of men... and women.” He offered it to her again, and again
moved it out of her reach when she tried to take it. “Come, let me
serve it to you in a very Minervan way.”




There was a hint of
darkness and anger in his voice. She hoped he didn’t suspect what
she was up to. He shouldn’t be so disturbed to find a popular
Minervan drink on a Minervan ship, heading to a Minervan space
station. She was overreacting.




Before she had time to
refuse his offer, his hand was against her back. He ran it up to
the back of her neck, tickling it when his fingers cradled her and
sending another wave of tingles racing down her spine. She fought
the temptation to close her eyes over the warmth and sensuality of
his caress, and stared at him. She’d forgotten just how seductive a
Minervan way of serving it could be. He held the glass between his
index finger and thumb and brought it to her lips. His little
finger brushed her jaw line. She closed her eyes now, unable to
stop herself. The cold glass touched her lips and she drank the
liquid down. It went straight to her head. Her eyes opened when he
lowered the glass, tracing it down her neck to her chest, teasing
the curve of her breasts. She swallowed hard and stared into his
eyes.




He smiled.




Her heart
pounded.




Damn him.




She pushed him off her and
straightened herself out. “You’re a little presumptuous to think
you can do that to a woman you don’t know.”




He knocked back his drink
and refilled the glasses. She looked at him. There wasn’t even the
slightest hint of it affecting him. His feelings were stable—calm
and collected. She couldn’t detect any change in them. Two glasses
of Koji should be enough to start getting him tipsy. Was his
stomach made of Varkan steel?




She ate a little more food
to bolster her defences against the drink. There was no way she was
going to get drunk before him. She had to make it go to his head
somehow.




He picked up his glass.
She took it from him, making sure that her fingers touched his in
the process. He looked at her. She smiled and wet her lips. His
gaze fell to them, darkening with desire.




“I know another
Minervan way of serving,” she said in a calm whisper, gunning for
seductive and succeeding. “Would you let me show you?”




He nodded. She knocked her
own drink back to give herself a little courage and ignored the hot
fire that swept through her veins. She just had to hold it together
a little longer and then she could get out of here.




She stood and he raised a
brow at her when she handed him the drink. “Hold this a
moment.”




His eyes shot to her legs
when she hitched the long front panel of her dress up, gradually
exposing herself. His gaze followed the hem of her dress as it
rose, revealing her shins at first and then her knees and finally
her thighs. The visible hunger painted on his face was enough to
make her give him a brief flash of her underwear before she
regained control and lowered the dress to cover them. She wasn’t
supposed to be actually seducing him. This was just about getting
away. None of this was real.




His eyes fixed on one spot
and his brow rose. He was looking at her thigh. She traced her
fingers along the band around it to the small knife it held. His
gaze darkened. Did the thought of her carrying a weapon affect him
in a sexual way? He looked positively hungry for her now. She undid
the buckle and removed the knife and holster from her leg. With a
smile, she tossed it onto the table. His attention flicked there
for a moment and then focused on her exposed thighs
again.




She walked over to stand
in front of him, her dress still hitched up. He leaned back when
she pressed one knee into the couch beside his thigh. His eyes were
wide now, dark but fascinated. Her heart raced, sending her head
spinning with the alcohol. Nerves made her tremble. She just wanted
to get away. If she fed him the shot this way, the alcohol would go
to his head. It had nothing to do with wanting to feel his hands on
her, or his lips against hers.




She brought her other knee
up, pressed it into the couch beside his other thigh, and held his
gaze as she lowered herself to sit on his lap.




He swallowed. She smiled
and took the glass from his hand. His hand fell to the couch. She
pooled the front part of her dress between her thighs and cocked
her head to one side, waiting. He didn’t react as she thought he
would. She’d expected his hands to go to her thighs, to touch her.
Presented with so much flesh, most men would have reacted that way.
Not him though. His eyes didn’t leave hers.




She bit her lip and
brought the glass up, taking a sip with half closed eyes. His gaze
was intent, powerful. Her head felt light and spun a little. The
Koji was getting to her, enough that she didn’t care that she was
sitting on his lap in an intimate position about to do the most
sensual and seductive thing she’d ever done.




Her tongue poked out,
capturing a stray drop of Koji on the rim of the glass. His lips
parted.




Leaning towards him, she
pressed one hand against his chest and was surprised at the
hardness of it. She’d been right. Hidden beneath the shirt was a
toned body. A voice at the back of her mind said she’d give
anything to see it. She shooed it away and focused on him. He was
feeling aroused. Good.




Time to turn up the
heat.




She ran her hand up and
around his neck, burying her fingers into his dark hair. His eyes
narrowed, fire burning brightly in them. She brought the glass to
his lips, skimming it across them, lacing them with the Koji. He
closed his eyes. Perfect.




Her heart thundered with
adrenaline and her eyes zeroed in on his mouth. She denied her own
rising desire and ran the glass along his lips again. This time he
licked them after she’d made a pass. Her own tongue ran over her
lips, mimicking his. She took another sip of the drink and told
herself to get on with it and stop teasing him. She wanted to tease
him though. She wanted to torture him until he snapped and some
primal instinct inside him took over.




She shifted on his lap and
his jaw muscles tensed. He liked that. She glanced at his hands.
She moved again and his fingers flexed and inched closer to her
thighs.




She brought the glass to
his lips. He parted them and she tilted the glass, slowly tipping
the liquid into his mouth. He frowned. His hands went to her
thighs, sending a jolt through her that electrified every nerve
ending in her body and made her groin throb. He slid them higher.
She pressed her cheek against his, trying to steel herself against
the effect he was having on her. Her fingers tipped the glass up
and then it fell from them, tumbling to the floor as his hands
reached her backside and pulled her closer.




She breathed hard into his
ear, struggling for control, and dragged her cheek against his as
she drew back. Her eyes met his for a moment, long enough to see
all the desire and sense it in him, and then she closed hers. Her
hands captured his cheeks. She kissed him.




It wasn’t gentle or sweet.
It was rough, demanding and passionate, and she couldn’t stop
herself. Her mind screamed that she was supposed to be escaping
now, that the Koji had done its work and he was beyond tipsy. Her
heart screamed that she had to stay right here, where it felt so
good and warm, and where she felt so safe. Her body cried out for
his touch.




She leaned forwards,
pressing him into the back of the long seat and pinning him there
with her hands. They pushed against his shoulders, restraining him.
His hands caressed her thighs, stirring the fire inside her until
she felt a slave to her desire. Her teeth clashed with his as she
kissed him, their tongues tangling and breath hard against each
other’s lips. She didn’t care. She needed more. He tasted sweet
like Koji but he felt strong. His fingers flexed against her
backside, drawing her closer still. He raised his hips and ground
against her, eliciting a moan from her that she didn’t even try to
contain.




Her hips moved against
him, her heart pounding when she felt the evidence of his arousal
rubbing her crotch. She kissed him harder, lost in the hunger and
the feel of him.




This wasn’t supposed to
have happened.




She pushed off him but his
hands went to her back, stopping her from escaping.




She stared into his eyes.
This wasn’t right. She’d had it with men. They were nothing but
trouble. She had to get away.




His hands locked against
her, holding her tight. She frowned at him, pushed against his
chest and then pleaded him with her eyes to let her go.




“Stay,” he
whispered and she stilled in his arms. There was such an earnest
look in his eyes and no trace of lust in his feelings. He wanted
her but it wasn’t empty desire feeding his hunger. She touched his
cheek, trying to decipher his feelings and needing the contact to
make them clearer. “I can protect you... whatever it is that you’re
running from, we can run together.”




They were tempting words,
an alluring promise that spoke to her heart and provoked a
response. It told her to stay. He was strong. Perhaps he could
protect her.




But he was
Lyran.




She turned her head away
from him, needing to see something other than his face in order to
make her decision. He was too tempting, too handsome and powerful.
She closed her eyes. Could he really protect her? Could
anyone?




She grabbed the bottle and
swigged it, needing the numbing affect to kill off the part of her
brain telling her that she was insane. He took the bottle from her
and she opened her eyes. He drank some and then leaned towards her.
She breathed in sharply when his tongue brushed her neck and he
kissed it. It sent tingles racing across her skin. Her eyes closed
again and she tilted her head back. His free hand tightened against
her upper back, supporting her as he kissed across her
chest.




Her hand found his and she
took the bottle again. She drank another mouthful and then reached
out behind her and placed it down on the table.




Even if he couldn’t
protect her, she still wanted this time with him.




His mouth reached her
breasts and he made fast work of the laces holding her dress
closed. She stared at the ceiling with a wide open mouth as he
exposed her to the cool air of the room. His fingers grazed her
nipple as he pulled the material away and then she moaned when his
lips fastened around it. She arched into him, her hand settling
against the back of his head while her other one went to his shirt.
She wanted it off him. She wanted to see him and feel
him.




She unbuttoned his shirt
and pushed the two sides apart, exposing his body. It was a
struggle to get him off her, but she shoved him until he gave up
and leaned back into the seat. Her eyes raked over his body. It was
stunning. Golden smooth skin stretched tight over pronounced
muscles that made her mouth water and her pussy throb.




She didn’t care if he was
Lyran or a criminal or that she didn’t know him. This attraction
was too strong to ignore. She had to have him. It would ruin her,
but it didn’t matter. Perhaps if she was tainted by another man,
her father wouldn’t be able to give her to the highest bidder.
Perhaps no one but this man would want her then.




She’d be happy if that
were the case.




Her fingers traced down
his chest to his stomach and from there to his trousers. She
unbuckled them, ignoring his weak protests, and slid her hand
inside to find his hard cock. It was bigger than she’d imagined it
would be. The skin was silken and hot. She kept one hand against
his chest as she wriggled out of her underwear, having to shift
onto one foot at a time to get them off. It was a farce and she was
thankful he didn’t laugh at how ridiculous she must have looked.
His eyes never left her face.




When she was free of her
underwear, she tugged his trousers down enough to release his cock.
It rested flat against his belly. She met his gaze and ran her
fingers down the length of it. His eyes darkened and narrowed. She
smiled, swallowed her nerves, and stroked it again. This time his
eyes rolled closed and he sighed.




She’d been taught well
about how to pleasure a man but all that knowledge was rapidly
leaving her as she sat astride his legs, treading the fine line
between going forwards and running away. If she did this, she would
spoil herself. No man would want her. Her father would kill
her.




If she did this, she would
be a woman and she would be happy that her first time hadn’t been
with a man she had been given to.




He was a man of her own
choosing.




He opened his eyes as she
took hold of his length, wrapping her fingers around it. His lips
parted as though he was going to say something and fear lanced
through her when she sensed he was going to tell her to stop. She
kissed him, silencing his words and distracting him. He couldn’t
stop her. She didn’t want to stop.




His hands wrapped around
her back, tight and strong, as she raised herself up and moved
forwards. Nerves fluttered in her stomach when lowered herself and
the tip of his cock pressed against her slick arousal. She kept
going, driven by desire and a need to escape her old life
completely.




Their sighs combined when
she bore down on him, his cock sliding into her. It stung but she
didn’t let it show. She didn’t want him to know that this was her
first time. She’d been told everything, shown everything. She knew
what to do.




He stopped kissing her and
pushed her backwards, his eyes searching hers. She kept the answer
to their question hidden inside. He didn’t need to know. Closing
her eyes to hide from him, she grasped hold of his shoulders and
raised herself up the length of his cock. She moaned at the
delicious friction and then eased back down. It felt so good. Her
teacher had never told her how good it was.




She moved again, slowly
building a rhythm that had him breathing hard and her heart
thundering. He grabbed her hips, assisting her, and slid further
down the chair. Her pussy hit his pelvis on the way down and she
groaned at the sweep of pleasure that spread from her
clit.




Her eyes opened and she
stared into his, losing herself in him and the feeling of their
joined bodies. It was divine. His breath was hot against her skin,
washing over her, his fingers grasping her waist. He tensed beneath
her and she moaned hoarsely when he bucked up inside her, hard and
rough. She moved faster, sliding up and down his cock, riding it
into oblivion. He dragged her back to him and kissed her so deep
that she lost all sense of who she was and who he was. They became
one inside her, one mind and one heart, one soul and set of
feelings. She clung to him, moaning into his mouth with each thrust
of his cock into her. Her whole body tightened.




So did his.




He groaned against her
lips, deep and strained, as he came, shooting his seed deep into
her. She pressed her cheek against his and kept going, reaching for
her own orgasm.




It came swift and fast,
rushing through her like molten lava and leaving her breathless.
Bright white sparks burst against the darkness of her closed eyes.
She buried her face into his neck and stilled, keeping him inside
her and breathing hard against him as she trembled.




That definitely wasn’t
like her teacher had told her it would be.




His arms wrapped around
her, holding her close. She nuzzled his neck and leaned hard
against him, sagging in his embrace and memorising how comfortable
she felt.




Sebastian stroked her
hair, his fingers loosening it from the bun at the back of her head
and combing through the long dark length of it. Her breath was hot
against his throat but was becoming steady. He knew she’d never
admit that she was a virgin, and she hadn’t acted like one. She’d
been incredibly skilled and confident for one without any real
knowledge of what she’d been doing. He held her closer, a need to
protect her rising up inside him, and kissed her exposed shoulder.
Her breasts pressed against his chest, warm and soft.




He hadn’t
expected this to happen with her, and he got the impression neither
had she. She’d ordered the strongest drink on the menu in the hope
of getting him drunk, that much was obvious. What she didn’t know
was that he’d had plenty of experience of drinking with soldiers,
with his brothers all being in the imperial army, and he had drunk
them under the table every time. A third of a bottle of Koji was
never going to be enough to make him pass out. He could probably
manage a whole one before that happened.




She shifted but he held
her, forcing her to remain. His soft cock slipped from her warm
folds and he wished he were back inside her. When he’d been in her,
an incredible sensation of completion had filled him. He’d felt so
connected to her. It was probably an illusion brought about by the
alcohol.




He frowned when a strange
feeling rose up inside him.




“We’re slowing
down,” she said and pulled back, looking out of the window behind
him.




He stared at her a moment,
taking in her beautiful flushed cheeks and bright eyes, and then
looked out the window too.




They were in deep space.
They must have left the Lyra system behind while they’d been making
love.




An alarm sounded, low and
booming, loud enough that Terea covered her ears.




“What is it?”
she shouted over the noise.




He could see fear in her
eyes when she looked at him for an answer. He lifted her off him,
tucked himself back into his trousers and did his shirt
up.




“Wait here.” He
touched her cheek to reassure her and went to leave.




She caught his hand.
“Where are you going?”




“I’m going to
see what’s happening. I won’t be long. Just stay here and don’t let
anyone in.” He smiled at her, hoping it would help calm her nerves.
She shook her head.




“I’m coming
with you,” she said and went to stand. He placed a hand on her
shoulder, forcing her to sit back down.




“I’ll be right
back. You’ll be safe here.”




He left before she had a
chance to protest again. The door closed behind him. His head spun
and he pressed a hand to it. Perhaps trying to take command of a
situation with a sex and Koji addled brain wasn’t the brightest of
ideas. He cleared his throat and walked down the corridor. It had
to be done. He needed to know what was happening.




The ship rocked and he
grabbed the wall as he was thrown to one side. He waited for the
vessel to steady and then continued walking down the corridor. At
the end of it, he turned right and went to the window. His heart
accelerated when he saw the Minervan fighter docked with the
ship.




What did the military want
with a transport ship?




He left the window and
headed for the lift. The moment he neared it, the doors slid open
and he ground to a halt.




“Cruskin!” he
said under his breath and stared at the five men.




They shouldered their
weapons.




He raised his
hands.




This really wasn’t
good.




One of the men stepped
forwards, his sharp teeth glinting in the low light as he grinned.
The other four flanked him with their large black laser rifles
trained on him.




He frowned and gritted his
teeth as the man grabbed his hands and twisted his arms behind his
back. Who had sent them? Lyran military had no right to board a
Minervan vessel. Was that the reason the Minervans had boarded the
ship, or were they acting for their own system?




He closed his eyes and
winced when they locked thick metal cuffs around his forearms,
pinning them behind his back.




“What’s
happening here!” A female voice echoed down the
corridor.




He looked up.




Terea.




Stupid woman. She’d get
herself killed.




She stormed towards them
and he noticed that she’d dressed but hadn’t put her cloak on. A
glance at the man holding him revealed that she had the Minervan’s
attention.




“This man is—”
The man started.




“This man
belongs to me,” she said, cutting him off. Sebastian raised a brow.
He belonged to her? She gave him a little look that made him even
more confused. It looked as though she was asking him to keep quiet
and play along. She was the one who was better off keeping out of
this. He’d told her to stay in the room for a reason. He didn’t
want her getting hurt.




“We have orders
to detain him in the name of Minerva.”




“Who’s orders?”
she said and stepped up to the man. She was fearless.




Sebastian tried to look at
her but the man turned him away so all he could see was a wall and
the two guns of the men nearest him. They were very close to his
face.




“Chief General
Misea’s,” the man said and then added, “and King
Atelier’s.”




Silence.




He tried to move so he
could see what was happening but the soldier nearest him pushed the
rifle in his face in an obvious warning to keep still.




“I’ll repeat
myself just this once,” Terea said and he heard her move. “This man
belongs to me. No harm will befall him. I will tell your Chief
General in person. Take me to him.”




She was asking a lot. He
frowned at the wall and then the gun, waiting for their reaction to
what she’d said.




“Certainly, my
lady,” the man said and the soldiers nearest him lowered their
guns.




My lady?




Why was a woman of rank
running away? If she had the power to make these men release him
and go against their orders, then she had to be important. He
risked it and turned to face her and the man. The man bowed his
head to her and then reached around and pressed the button on the
tight metal cuffs that had been restraining Sebastian’s arms. They
clattered to the floor.




“If you would
accompany us,” the man said to Terea and indicated the
lift.




“May I have one
moment?” she said and the man nodded. She turned to face
him.




Her fingers brushed his
cheek and he stared at her.




“I don’t know
what you’ve done wrong,” she whispered with tears in her eyes, “and
I don’t need to know. I think this is goodbye.”




He frowned.
“Goodbye?”




“If I go with
them, I won’t be coming back. I’ll see to it that they don’t follow
you. Get away from here. I hadn’t realised Minervans wanted you. If
you’d explained that to me...” She placed her palm against his
cheek and the tears in her eyes trembled on the brink of falling.
“All this could have been so different. We could’ve been
free.”




Her hand slipped from his
cheek to rest on his chest for a moment before it fell to her side.
He stared at the space where she’d been when she turned away and
started walking towards the lift and the man.




“Wait!” he said
and took a step in her direction.




She stopped and turned her
head to the side, but didn’t move to face him
completely.




“Don’t follow
me,” she said in a pained voice. A tear streaked her soft cheek.
“They’ll kill you if you do... and I don’t want that. I’d rather
live a life knowing you were out there somewhere and we could meet
again, than spend it mourning you.”




He reached a hand out to
her but she walked away. She stepped into the lift and turned to
face him, her head bent and eyes fixed on the floor. As the doors
slid shut, she looked up at him and smiled.




This wasn’t
right.




In Iskara’s name, what was
she thinking, handing herself over to the Minervans and bargaining
for his life. Without him there to protect her, they might harm
her, or worse. Her words rang in his head, a veiled declaration of
feelings that made him warm inside but caused his heart to ache. A
few hours with her had been more wonderful and adventurous than his
entire life. He wanted her back. He couldn’t leave her to
disappear. What if he never saw her again?




He stood in the hall
staring at the wall and not knowing what to do. If he went after
her, he’d be going against her wishes and placing himself in
danger. He knew the Minervans wouldn’t kill him, but they would
ransom him, and they might hurt her in order to make him speak and
tell them the secrets of Lyra. It was impossible for him to choose
between her and his people. He wanted to protect them
both.




But he had to protect her
foremost.




He ran back to the room,
grabbed the knife she’d tossed onto the table, and then back out
again.




He sprinted to the lift
and pressed the button. The doors opened and he scanned the deck
listing on the panel until he found the docking bay. He hit the
button for it and paced the small cylindrical room while it went
down. The doors slid open to reveal the cargo hold of the ship. A
light caught his attention and he frowned when he realised it was
doors closing.




“Terea,” he
whispered and ran towards it.




Before he could reach it,
the doors had shut completely and then the ship rocked as the
Minervan fighter disengaged. He braced himself against the shaking
and stared at the closed airlock. His heart sank. She was
gone.




He walked slowly to the
door and stared through the small glass window and the window on
the other door in the hull. The Minervan fighter drifted backwards,
turned and then disappeared from view. He leaned forwards and
pressed his forehead against the glass.




His eyes lost focus as he
placed his hands against the cold metal door.




Emptiness filled
him.




He’d never see her
again.




The ship shook again but
this time he didn’t care. It was probably another Minervan ship
come to take him in anyway. How had they found him so quickly? Had
one of the crew recognised him?




“Your
Highness.”




He frowned and looked to
the side without moving. There were several men stood there, all
wearing the Lyran Imperial Army flight suits. He heaved a sigh and
pushed away from the door when they stepped aside and his brother,
Acer, walked towards him.




“You gave us
quite the scare, what with that Minervan fighter. Good thing for
you we showed up when we did and they high-tailed it.” Acer smirked
and slapped him on the shoulder. “Sorry, old man, I’ve got orders
to bring you home.”




“I need to go
after them,” he said, pushing his brother’s hand off him and
frowning. “I never ask you for much, but I need you to do this for
me. You will do this for me as my brother.”




Acer looked shocked for a
moment.




“I can’t go
against orders issued by my superiors, you know that. What you’re
asking me to do is impossible and would most likely result in
destruction of either of the ships or war.” Acer’s look turned dark
and serious.




Sebastian realised that he
was right. All was lost whatever he did. If they went after the
Minervans, they would open fire and Terea could be injured or
killed in the battle. That battle could lead to war between the
Lyra and Minerva. The relationship between the two systems were
strained at best, and it would only take a single push to break the
tie between them completely and push them into war. He couldn’t put
the lives of his people at risk for the sake of her, and he
couldn’t risk her. He had to do as she’d asked and go on without
her, hoping one day that they’d meet again.




He lowered his head and
sighed in resignation.




“Besides, I
don’t have time to be running after Minervans. I have strict orders
to get you back in time for your wedding. I hope you enjoyed your
jaunt, brother, because when you get back, you’re going to be under
lock and key.”




Acer’s words chilled him
to the bone. He’d forgotten that returning to Lyra Prime meant
returning to be married. He knew his parents and they weren’t going
to let him out of their sight until he was wed. There was no way
he’d be able to escape again and find Terea.




“Come,” Acer
said and placed his arm around his shoulders, grinning. “The whole
of the galaxy is waiting to see you get hitched.”




Sebastian couldn’t manage
a smile or anything remotely near one. He stared out of the airlock
windows at the dark space beyond. He’d seen the stars as he’d
wanted but at the same time, he’d found so much more. He’d found
the woman he wanted.




Now he’d never see her
again.




***




Sebastian stared through
the tall glass panelled doors that led onto his balcony, feeling
nothing and seeing nothing. It was a matter of minutes now. This
week had been the longest and most painful of his life. His parents
wouldn’t hear a word of his protests and had banned the mention of
Terea’s name. They’d assured him that he’d forget her.




What did they
know?




It had been a week and he
hadn’t stopped thinking about her, replaying every moment in their
short time together. He’d never forget her. He’d never stop
thinking about her.




Acer had been little
comfort, and neither had Balt. Not even his youngest brother Remi
had been able to lift his spirits. He’d banned them all from his
room two days ago. He couldn’t bear to speak to anyone anymore. He
only wanted to see her and speak to her.




The only one who had
managed to get a smile out of him had been Kayla, and that was
because she’d reassured him that he would see Terea again one day
and that he could divorce his future bride once his parents were
dead and he was king. It had even made him laugh for a moment. She
knew his family’s stubbornness so well and she’d only been with
them a short while.




“Your Highness,
it’s time,” someone said as they opened the door to his room and
then left again.




He stood and sighed as he
walked to the door and followed them down the hall. Kayla was
right. In a few years, his parents might be dead and he could
divorce his current wife and find Terea again. He hated to wish
that fate upon them, but he couldn’t help himself. He longed to see
her.




The sun was bright today,
warm on his face as he stepped out of the palace and onto the white
wide open square in front of it. The walk to the end of the rich
blue line of carpet that marked the aisle was long and made him
even wearier. His heart was heavy, empty. He wondered if it would
always feel this way, as though it was missing and a black hole had
opened up in its space, sucking every feeling into it and leaving
him numb.




The priest said something
to him that he didn’t bother listening to. He stood with his back
to everyone, the gathered hundreds that sat either side of the
aisle, and stared off into the distance.




The fanfare began. He
didn’t turn around. He didn’t care if it was tradition to watch the
bride approach. It would give him no joy to see her. He wanted
Terea. His eyes went skyward and he wished he were out there
amongst the stars with her, free of this life. She’d wanted to be
free with him. She’d said as much. Had their short time together
affected her as deeply as it had affected him?




The woman came to a halt
beside him, dressed in black and silver. He glared at her where she
stood facing the priest, her side to him and her face hidden
beneath the black veil.




A Minervan?




His lip curled in
disgust.




His parents were marrying
him off to a Minervan?




The fanfare ended and the
priest called for everyone to stand. Sebastian turned to face her.
She lowered her head, her hand disappearing under her veil. He
frowned as she pressed the back of her index finger to below her
eyes as though she was catching tears. Was she happy or sad? The
priest told her to turn to face him. She turned her head away
instead and took a long deep breath as though trying to control her
emotions. The priest again told her to face him.




She did this
time.




She turned with head bowed
and stood in silence as her attendants lifted her veil and placed
it over her hair.




He frowned and stepped
back.




Impossible.




She raised her head
slowly, her expression sad until her eyes reached his face. Her
frown matched his.




“You’re the
Lyran I was running away from?” Terea said, too shocked to take any
notice of the priest or the audience they had.




It was
impossible.




Was she
dreaming?




He hesitated a moment, his
mouth hanging open and his feelings in disarray, telling her that
he was having difficulty understanding this too.




She smiled and he followed
suit.




“Heir Prince
Sebastian Lyra I,” he said and held his hand out to her as though
introducing himself.




She placed hers into it
and realised he was shaking as badly as she was. “Princess Terea
Atelier.”




She laughed when his
fingers closed around hers and he raised her hand to his mouth and
kissed the back of it.




“I can’t
believe I ran away from you,” she said and then frowned at him.
“Were you running away from me too?”




He nodded and gave a low
laugh. “What a pair we are.”




She stepped up to him and
ran her free hand up his dark blue jacket, curling it around his
neck. “We certainly are.”




Her eyes rolled closed
when he dipped his head and kissed her, his other hand wrapping
around her back and tugging her close until her body was pressed
against his.




“Your Highness,
it isn’t supposed to start with a kiss,” the priest
whispered.




She smiled when Sebastian
looked at him and then at her. “It always starts with a
kiss.”




“Your Highness,
I implore you.”




She pressed her hand
against Sebastian’s chest to stop him when he leaned towards her.
The priest thanked her with a smile. It was painful stopping
Sebastian when all she wanted to do was kiss him. She held his gaze
while the priest continued with the ceremony. Sebastian looked so
handsome, his black hair tousled by her fingers and his tight blue
jacket emphasising the broadness of his chest and shoulders. She
shook her head.




“To think, I
thought you a common thief,” she whispered, hoping not to disturb
the priest. She couldn’t stand here mute when she had so many
things to say to Sebastian. She’d thought she’d never see him
again. This past week without him had been hell. She’d thought of
only him, had cried her heart out every day until she had run out
of tears.




He smiled, his dark eyes
shining with it. Tears rose into hers, but this time they were
tears of happiness. She couldn’t believe she’d run away from her
arranged marriage only to end up in the arms of her future husband
anyway. At least this way she felt as though he was someone of her
own choosing. She would have to thank her father now. He’d been
furious when she’d been brought back and had refused to marry the
Lyran prince.




She was so thankful that
her father was stubborn. She might have talked her way out of
marrying Sebastian.




The backs of his fingers
brushed her cheek. “And I know you’re a thief.”




She dropped her gaze to
her feet, unable to look him in the eye. “I admit, I did steal five
hundred silver Lynans from you.”




His hand opened and cupped
her cheek. He raised it, forcing her to lift her head and look at
him again.




“You stole more
than that,” he whispered.




She frowned. “I
did?”




“You stole my
heart,” he said with so much affection in his eyes that she
blushed.




Before she could open her
mouth to respond, he was kissing her again. She closed her eyes and
leaned into him, her arms going around his neck. The kiss was sweet
and gentle, filled with love and tenderness that made her melt
inside. She tightened her hands against him, not wanting to let him
go.




The priest cleared his
throat. This time they both ignored him.




He sighed and then said,
with a slam of his book, “I pronounce you husband and
wife.”




She smiled against
Sebastian’s lips when he grabbed her around the waist and kissed
her hard.




Her eyes widened when his
hands slid lower and he scooped her up into his arms, cradling her
with one arm against her back and one hooked under her knees. He
didn’t stop kissing her as he carried her down the aisle. A murmur
rose amongst the gathered guests. She could sense their curiosity
and their intrigued stares.




“Where do you
think you’re going?” A strong female voice cut through the
rest.




Sebastian stopped and his
lips left hers. She craned her neck to see one woman standing and
recognised who it was. His mother. Sebastian’s grip on her
tightened.




“This is
Terea,” he said with a wide smile. “I suppose I can mention her
name in our house again now that she’s my wife?”




His mother looked
shocked.




“For once, I am
glad that you are as stubborn as a Gavaelian farnsk.” His smile
became a grin and he started walking again.




Terea looked up at him, at
her husband, and wondered just what gods of the universe were
smiling on them to bring them together like this. Perhaps Iskara
and Arkus were working together for once.




“Answer me,
young man!” His mother’s voice rang in the distance.




He didn’t.




She looked at the people
they were passing as he walked down the aisle with her and then
towards the palace they were heading towards.




“Where arewe
going?” she said with a curious frown.




He lowered his head and
kissed her cheek before drawing back and looking deep into her
eyes.




“To catch up...
I have a bottle of Koji in my room.” He grinned. It was infectious.
She couldn’t help smiling at him as she remembered their night
together.




“We have a lot
of catching up to do,” she said and pulled herself up so she could
kiss him.




He didn’t stop walking.
She peppered his cheek and neck with kisses.




“You don’t care
that I’m Minervan?” She reached out to his mind a little, wanting
to see if he told her the truth.




“Not at all,”
he said and started up the steps to the palace with her. It was
cooler inside the building. She leaned back and looked at him. He
wasn’t lying. He really didn’t care. “But if you keep invading my
mind...”




Her eyes
widened.




“You can feel
me?” she said.




He nodded. “It only
happened after we’d—well, you know what happened. I was so addled
with our feelings and the Koji that I didn’t realise until after...
and I didn’t know that it was a Minervan gift.”




“It isn’t,” she
said and played with the hair at the back of his head. “My mother
was Varkan. It’s a trait I picked up from her. No one knows I have
it.”




“No one but
me,” he corrected.




“I still can’t
believe I was running away from you, and ran right into your
arms.”




He pressed his cheek
against hers and squeezed her.




“And here
you’ll stay, my love,” he whispered into her ear.




She sighed and buried her
face against his neck, relieved that she had found him again and
that his feelings for her were the same as her own.




“My love,” she
echoed and closed her eyes.




He pressed a kiss to her
hair.




“I like feeling
you happy,” he said and turned down a corridor.




She smiled.




“I’ll never be
sad when we’re together,” she whispered.




He held her tighter and
she felt warm inside when she sensed all his love for her and his
need to protect her. She’d never felt so happy.




He was happy
too.




“If that’s the
case,” he whispered back at her. “I’ll never let you out of my arms
again.”




She’d like
that.




She would stay in his
arms.




Forever.




The
End




###
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