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Blurb
 

One Rasidian Space Pirate. One stolen human female.
 
Being a space pirate doesn’t make a being rich, which was why Rhilax was dealing with the biggest crime lord in the ten quadrants against his better judgment. He doesn’t know much about the job on offer, but he knows it’ll pay for food and supplies for himself and his brothers. Maybe enough to find a nice, quiet planet somewhere, forget about a life of smuggling and finally settle down.
 
He’s certainly not prepared when a female slave, none the likes he’d seen before, is led naked, chained and helpless to be his fated mate. He definitely wasn’t prepared when he obliterates his dream, along with the crime lord’s head, kidnaps the female and makes a target of himself and his brothers - The crime lord has a brother and the brother wants them all dead.
 
When their ship is destroyed, Rhilax and his brothers are blown into the far reaches of the known universe. To make matters worse, the escape pod is wrecked and his fated mate has escaped. Rhilax must find her before the crime lord’s thugs, or the unknown creatures on this planet, and complete the bond before his mind is lost to the mating urge.
 
She can’t remember her name. Or her life before the cages. Maybe it’s better not knowing. Being trapped in a cage and grieving a beautiful life would be the worst kind of torture. She’s good at zoning out, but it gets harder and harder to disregard the massive blue-skinned alien who tells her he is her fated mate, whatever that is. All she knows is if she doesn’t get away from him, she might never be free again.
 
If you like impossible odds, wilderness planets, sexy alpha blue-skinned aliens and the tension of fated mates, you’ll love Protected by the Alien Space Pirate.
 




Protected by the Alien Space Pirate:
 
A Rasidian Alien Warrior SciFi Romance
 
Rasidian Space Warriors Book 1
 





Chapter One
 

“The Drumas turd has got a two, so bet on a three.”
Veri’s voice sounded through his internal ear comm, making it feel as though he was right here next to Rhilax, whispering in his ear. Contraband tech that Rhilax’s brothers as well as himself had outfitted with the payment they’d received hauling a cargo hold full of ‘supplies’ to the Vongi spaceport on Di-Yu. Not that he’d minded transporting toilet paper and dry foodstuffs. It was the New Zion alcohol that had been hidden beneath fragrant spices which had been outlawed in nine of the ten Quadrants that they’d been able to name their price.
Rhilax was glad they’d earned those credits. The tech had been expensive. More so to pay for the silence of the surgeon, Gratu, who had installed it into their bodies. Even damn good smugglers needed all the help they could get—especially ex-Council military who needed to remain untraceable.
Rhilax called it insurance.
He flicked his left canine twice with the tip of his forked tongue, to let Veri know he heard, and then dropped the losing bet on the table. Shilsogar could hardly contain his delight. His gray chins jiggled, and an extra rope of drool dripped from the corner of his wide, downturned, black mouth.
The mobster had absolutely no game face. Rhilax was half-disgusted he had to play so badly, when he was really very hard to beat. It went against his nature to lose to scum like Shilsogar, when his basest urge was to give the being a fourth eye where he only had three. Free of charge.
“Easy, brother. Lose this game and we’ll win in the end. I bet my left nut he’s cheating anyway,” Veri said.
They’d inconspicuously installed tech in the club during the previous evening, where all three of them had entertained a bar full of three-breasted, horny Vargians until the synth sun had come up. The Vargians were a tall species. Tall enough that even when Rhilax stood up, he came to their breast height, and he was a tall species. What an eyeful they were. Beautiful breasts they never covered. Gods, he loved that species.
It had passed the time satisfactorily well enough, although the thumping hangover he’d woken up with wasn’t optimal. He never used to get hangovers. Maybe he was getting old. He certainly felt years beyond his age sometimes. Sitting opposite Shilsogar and playing his inane game was making his head hurt even more.
Rhilax gritted his teeth. He didn’t like dealing with scum like Shilsogar. The being was dirty and had his hands in numerous ‘business’ arrangements, but he paid well, and they were down to their last funds. There was only one being worse than Shilsogar, and that was his twin brother and business partner, Xataxi. That being was a special brand of evil and even Rase, Veri and himself had not been desperate enough to secure any business dealings with that being. The Tourogan brothers were the criminal mastermind heads of the ten Quadrants, but despite this being a well-known fact, they were as slippery as a Vargian’s delicious freshly suckled nipple. They were untouchable, and they knew it.
They needed money for fuel and food. If he didn’t secure this deal, chances were they didn’t have enough fuel to make it to the next space port to look for more work, which was why he was here sitting in a too-small chair, losing to scum on the Solaris Station which was not much more than a wasted bucket of rusted bolts.
The place for their meeting had struck Rhilax as strange. Shilsogar normally didn’t go this far from the main trade thoroughfare, and he certainly was never seen in anything less than five-star accommodation. It was another thing that didn’t add up. Another thing that set his nerves on edge. Rhilax shoved the thought to the side.
He, as well as his brothers, needed this deal. The money would last them for the next annum at least. Maybe they’d make enough to be able to purchase property on a nice, scum-free planet, find females and raise children.
A real good dream. It gave him something to cling to. Everyone needed something. Their existence had been pointless enough since the day that had irrevocably changed their lives forever.
Shilsogar grinned and more drool dripped to his soaking stomach. His species was made up from roll upon roll of glutinous fat, so much so, Rhilax wondered if he had a skeletal structure at all.
“So, my friend. I hear you’re in the market for some work.” Shilsogar swept the credits from the center of the board which hit his fat stomach. Someone came from the shadows behind him and cleared the credits away, leaving a few yet to play. Rhilax inwardly groaned. He was down to his last. When he lost these, they really had nothing.
He grunted, pretending he was only half interested. “Might be. What you got?”
Shilsogar indicated the board. His mouth quivered into what Rhilax assumed was a smile. Rhilax hid his disgust. “Another game?”
“Sure. I’ve got nothing else to do.” Like hells he didn’t. The most urgent thing he wanted to do was to get the drek away from Shilsogar. The species brought out his scales and he had to exert undue concentration to keep them below the surface of his skin.
Shilsogar set out the cards and pushed a placeholder across the board. He lifted his cigar and drew in deeply from the corner of his mouth. The end glowed red and the acidic scent of smoke tainted the already-tainted air even more.
“Go for one. He’s got five. Resist the temptation to shove those credits down his throat, Rhi. We’ll never get this deal if you do that,” Veri whispered.
Rhilax grunted and shifted, unable to tell Veri that he wasn’t to shove the credits down the being’s throat, no matter how tempting the thought. Well, not yet. He wasn’t that stupid, although the thought had merit. Instead, he concentrated in the chair that was fast becoming unbearingly uncomfortable. It was too small for his large frame, no doubt given to him on purpose.
“I think you might be interested in this job I have,” Shilsogar said.
Rhilax pushed the last of his credits onto the board, “That so.”
“What the drek?” Rase’s voice growled in his internal ear. His tone was enough to raise Rhilax’s hackles. He sounded unusually... disturbed. His brother was never disturbed.
Rase watched the visual comms they’d trained outside the door to watch the approaching corridor, but unless his brother cared to expand, he’d be left to wonder what the drek he was seeing.
One thing for sure, Rhilax didn’t like the sudden tension that filled the air. His fingers twitched. His claws nearly plunged into the tabletop. Shilsogar’s eyes gleamed and something cold slid over Rhilax’s skin.
“Keep yourself in control, brother. You’re not gonna like this,” Rase said as the door opened, and one of Shilsogar’s grunts came in with a delicate species he’d never seen before on the end of a shining silver chain.
Rhilax couldn’t take his eyes off the female. Her skin was pink and soft, so different to his tough, blue hide. She had a mane of long, brunette waves, the color of rich earth, and her eyes were tri-colored. White, warm brown and black in the middle. At the moment, they were wide and petrified when they should look dazed and sated after being well-loved.
She was naked, and tried to cover her breasts and sex with her hands as she was dragged into the room by the collar around her neck. The handler tugged the chain and she stumbled on already-unsteady legs. She choked and fell to the floor at Shilsogar’s feet, where she remained quivering and shaking.
Every muscle in Rhilax’s body locked and went hot. His skin flushed and his scales threatened to explode over every inch of his body. His consciousness expanded into the seeming infinity of the universe, scattering and reforming the very molecules of his mind and body before they coalesced back, forever changed because the very essence of himself was never going to be the same again.
His heart raced and pressure built in his groin as knowledge he had no hope of understanding downloaded into his mind. Luckily, his leathers were tight enough to cause enough sharp agony when his cock engorged, for him to keep his mind clear. It took every bit of his self-control to sit, watch and look unimpressed when his very instinct urged him to take her away from this hells of a place and protect her with his life. Because she was more precious than his life.
He never thought there would be a match for him. Never thought it was possible. And yet, the evidence was right here in front of his horrified eyes.
This female was his mate.




Chapter Two
 

“What’s wrong, Rhi?” Veri’s voice had lost its bored edge and was now drilling into his head.
He couldn’t tell his brothers about the miracle that was happening without talking. He drew in a steady breath and held it to the point of unconsciousness. He slowly released it in time to hear Shilsogar speaking. “My brother, Xataxi, was fortunate enough to be able to purchase this species from a bunch of Reptiles on the run from the Interspecies Council. He was just here this morning, helping me set up plans we have for the bunch we bought. It’s a pity you missed him.”
Tears stained the female’s cheeks and she trembled from head to toe as her terrified eyes bounced over all of the males in the room. She was completely powerless in a room full of males easily twice her size. She didn’t stand a chance.
Rase growled from deep within his chest. Too low for Shilsogar or any of the thugs to hear, however his brothers would hear it through their internal comms.
“Rhi, keep your head. We can’t save her. Just concentrate on the buy, and then we’ll work something out later,” Veri said.
Rhilax removed his hand from the top of the table, leaving a long scratch on the surface. He hoped Shilsogar wouldn’t notice, so he spoke to divert his attention. “What’d they do to be on the run from the Council?”
He hoped he sounded as bored as he looked. Even though every muscle was strained, he remained slouched in the chair and took a swig of alcohol. The burn down his throat did nothing to ease his tension.
Shilsogar waved his hand. “I don’t know. Whatever those Reptile scum do best. Try to take over planets they have no chance of invading in the far reaches of the universe. Who knows what they were trying to do? It’s too far away to care. In any case, it’s given my brother and me a business opportunity we simply couldn’t pass up.”
Rhilax’s gut churned. How beings could think that slavery was a business opportunity was beyond him. Only the blackest of the black and the most immoral traded in flesh. The Council tried their best to stamp it out, but it had never fully gone away. “And where do I fit into this?”
Shilsogar leaned forward, his three eyes latched onto Rhilax. Smoke trailed lazily into the air from the end of the cigar, “What I’m about to tell you gets out, I’ll know where to come. I won’t stop with just you. I’ll also come for your blue-assed brothers, and after I kill you all, I’ll chop your bones and spread them to the six corners of the galaxy so that you’ll never be whole enough to find yourself in your afterlife. Do I make myself clear?”
“As Drisian crystal. Now have you finished threatening me, or am I going to hear this wonderful deal?”
Rhilax tensed as Shilsogar regarded him. The being drew in another drag. This could go either way. Shilsogar wasn’t known for his mental stability. Tension throbbed the very air particles. His muscles strained and a trickle of sweat ran down his spine beneath his jacket. The only sound was the female’s ragged, terrified breathing.
Then Shilsogar laughed and the tension was cut. The guards around the room relaxed as Shilsogar directed the mood. “I have a whole case-load of these.” He gestured to the female. “Xataxi, being the mastermind, he is, is setting up a never-to-be-seen-before auction. Species will be talking about this event for decades. Not only will he sell these exotic species, they’ll also be broken in so well they’ll be compliant to their buyer’s every desire. Even better that they’re an unregistered species. You won’t have the authorities breathing down your neck after your purchase. You’ll be able to do whatever you want with them and no one will be able to stop you.”
His gut churned. Rhilax narrowed his eyes at Shilsogar. “And where is this auction?”
A sly smile crept to Shilsogar’s wide mouth. “Think I’m stupid enough to tell you? I’m hiring many crews for this job. Each will have their tasks, and none will know of the others. Each crew is just one in a long line of disjointed links. I won’t tell them their instructions until they need to know. It won’t matter. They’ll only have one small part to play before their job is done. They won’t even be around the meet the next crew, so no one will know anything. Brilliant, isn’t it?”
“Sly drekker,” Veri murmured.
It was. Doing such an illegal activity demanded the utmost underhandedness. Shilsogar and Xataxi were two of the most underhanded degenerates Rhilax knew.
“Just tell me what you want me to do, Shilsogar, and I’ll be on my way. I don’t want or need to know your plans. I just wanna get paid for my role. Other than that, I don’t care what you do.” It was the opposite of what he really wanted to do, and he fought to keep it all contained in the slowly combusting cavity of his body.
“You are to take a case-load of this livestock to the Lumina Base. That is all. From there, I will have a contact meet with you to tell you where to drop them off when you approach. You will not know any more in advance. All you have to do is sneak them in under the radar and I will transfer the credits when they’re safely off your vessel,” Shilsogar said.
Rhilax grunted. “Sounds fair. How many are we talking about?”
“As I said. You only need to know what I tell you. I’ll have them packaged and ready to be shipped. Just get them there and follow instructions,” Shilsogar said.
He’d follow instructions, all right. His own. There was no way he’d be taking ‘livestock’ to any meeting to be sold by the likes of Xataxi.
Rhilax let his gaze hook onto the female. Every muscle in his body tensed as he forced himself to seem relaxed. “What species are they?”
Shilsogar’s eyes hardened. “Why do you want to know?”
Rhilax sighed, as though he found the question tedious. “Just want to know if they’re diseased. If I have to spray my cargo hold with disinfectant after they’re removed. Can’t have them passing diseases onto my next run.”
Shilsogar blinked, one eye in a row. He shrugged, or at least Rhilax thought that was what the gesture was. It was no more than a roll of fat on one side of his body. “Don’t know. The Reptiles didn’t stay long enough to chat.”
She was unknown. Exotic. He hated not knowing her species, however, there was no doubt she could tell him when he’d removed her from the danger. He wouldn’t be leaving here without her.
“Too easy. Am I taking her as well?” Rhilax asked.
The female made a small noise now that attention was back on her. He regretted doing that, but he had to know. There was no way he was leaving without her. She hunched over, making herself as small as possible. He counted every bone of her ribs beneath her skin. He was appalled at her state. It didn’t look as though she’d been getting enough nutrition.
It also didn’t look as though she had any defenses on her body at all. No claws. No tail. No teeth. He had all three, and more. She was completely at their mercy without any way to defend herself. Not only was she defenseless, she looked malnourished and starving as well as mistreated. His eyes narrowed as rage gathered in the center of his chest. Scales scattered across his skin before they faded again beneath the top layer.
“Rhi…” Rase warned. But every instinct in his body was locked on the quivering female at Shilsogar’s feet.
“No. I like this one. She’s already broken in and I can’t be bothered training another. Would you like to see how well I’ve trained her?”
Rhilax eyed him, unable to move.
“On your knees, slave.”
The female froze. Her eyes went wide, and the stench of fear infused the air. Her only movements were the little stuttering breaths that escaped a clenched jaw.
Shilsogar uttered an annoyed sound. Ash fell from the end of his cigar. “Want to know why this species is so special? They are remarkably easy to break, and they seem to be quick to learn. It all comes down to the collars, though. It’s our special design. Watch.”
Shilsogar brought out a hand-held unit that was nestled in his jacket pocket. The female took one look at it and dropped to her knees. She repeated one word over and over, the word too weak and rapid for him to understand, but Rhilax knew what she was saying. She was begging.
Shilsogar chuckled. “See, she knows what she’s in for before it begins. They’ll do anything to avoid it, the clever things. But for the sake of this demonstration, I’ll show you what the collar can do.”
He pressed the button and the female shook from head to toe as electricity surged through her body. Her mouth clenched as her body went into rictus as she collapsed on the floor.
“I’ve heard from our developers that this is quite painful. There are higher pain thresholds that this, although they tend to fry the brain. I lost one doing that. Best to leave it mid-way for best results. That way, they’ll do as you want, and they aren’t mortally wounded after you deal with the training.”
“Holy drekking goddess. That son of a masticating Aroon beast,” Rase yelled through the comms.
Rhilax’s jaw ached as he watched his mate writhe in agony until Shilsogar switched off the current. Her body sagged as the current was cut, limbs askew, dark hair tumbling around her head and obscuring her face. Her lungs heaved as she gulped in air. Other than that, she didn’t twitch a finger.
Rhilax counted the weapons hidden in his clothing, cataloguing the sequence he’d unleash on every male in this room. Where he’d hit them. With what weapon. To kill, not maim. They wouldn’t get off that easy, especially the ones that sniggered as though watching this female tortured was some sort of sick fun.
“Relax, she’s not dead. She cost me a lot of credits and I like to get value for my money. Now, slave. On your feet.”
The female stirred. Her movements were slow and sluggish, but she managed to weave to her knees, following instructions as best she could.
“Damned cigars, always burn too fast. Slave, arm.”
Rhilax frowned as he watched the female. Something was wrong with her. The black in her eyes had enlarged so much, leaving none of the brown, leaving only the white. She’d stopped trembling, her shoulders and posture loose, but she also wasn’t looking at anything in particular. Her eyes were glazed and empty as she swayed on her knees. First one way, then catching herself before she fell over to sway the other way to catch herself again. She blinked, the movement slow and mechanical.
She presented her arm. Her movements were wooden. Rhilax sucked in a breath at the scars on the soft skin of the inside of her arm. Shilsogar stubbed out the lit end of his cigar on her skin. She didn’t even flinch. He flicked the stub to the floor and shoved her arm away as though it offended him.
“Now, shall we finish this game? I want the last of your credits. Extra insurance you won’t go off with my livestock and do something stupid with them. Poor smugglers are good smugglers. Now suck, slave.” He undid the fastenings of his pants, grabbed the back of the female’s head and shoved her face into his lap.
Rhilax unsheathed the blaster he’d hidden on the inside of his jacket as he stood, fired one blast and disintegrated Shilsogar’s head clean off his body.




Chapter Three
 

The guards went ballistic, which showed their inexperience. Stand-over bullies were usually unschooled with the tactics they needed for life and death decisions. While Rhilax and his brothers had trained with the Interspecies Council Military, earning their skills with blood and bone, these species had only worked as bouncers, or maybe in a fight ring. Their skills usually consisted of a single punch thrown at unsuspecting civilians that were tied down and weren’t able to protect themselves.
Put into a real situation, they were nothing but fodder. Rhilax finished off three, with a poisoned tail barb to the center of their foreheads before a single shot had gone off. Finally, one tugged a blaster from his pocket. It stuck on the material and gave Rhilax a chance to hollow out his stomach with a precision blast. The being crumpled to the ground.
The heat of a blaster streaked past his tail. His scales surfaced to deflect another blast. It rebounded from his shoulder to sear a hole into the wall. That was too close, and he needed to get out of here fast with his mate before more of Shilsogar’s thugs pulled themselves together enough to stop him.
Rhilax threw his mate over his shoulder and bolted from the room. She flopped lifelessly, her limbs loose. Her head wobbled with every step he took. She was so light he barely felt her weight.
“Rhi? What the drek do you think you’re doing?” Veri shouted.
A being attacked. One flick, and his tail barb separated his neck from his body. The body tumbled to the floor, while the head bounced in the opposite direction. It was the being who had laughed while his mate was shocked. A surge of satisfaction washed through Rhilax as his blood coated the floor.
“Don’t know about you, but I’m getting the drek out of here. Get the Pathfinder started.”
“I know you’re not following the plan for a good reason, but it better be a drekking good one. Pathfinder warming up as we speak,” Rase said.
Rhilax blasted the being at the door and kicked it open. He peeked into the corridor. Clear. He bolted down it as fast as he could. He rounded a corner to be met with the heat singe of a blaster. Sparks jumped from open cables and he switched the female to his other shoulder. Her skin was too delicate to be protected from fire. He flattened against the wall, peeked and shot at the being stupid to try to stop him.
He swiped the barb on the end of his tail, severing the open power cord that ran the length of the corridor, cutting the lights as he ran. There were some benefits to being on a decrepit space station. The utilities were rarely optimal and so often repaired, they were patched together and left out in the open.
His eyes, entirely black, worked best in low light. In fact, there didn’t even need to be a light source to enable him to see, only made sharper with his enhanced cybernetics. His eyes could determine objects through sound frequency, his sensitive ears converting sound to vision.
Growls and voices boomed ahead. Again, he was struck at the inexperience of the species who worked for Shilsogar. Thugs who knew no better. Even basic training in the Interspecies Council’s Military taught first-time warriors to counterattack in silence.
Judging by the voices, there were three ahead. Not wanting to give away his position in the dark, he holstered his blaster and took out his star blades. He took the next corner, throwing them as he ran.
There were three succinct thuds and a grunt. He jumped over the three bodies with his mate safely in his arms, although still limp. He rounded the next corner and skidded into the open terminal where the Pathfinder glowed an electric blue beneath the wings. The silver metal of the airstrip reflected the glow beneath the craft. Good, it was warmed up.
He saw the two silhouettes of his brothers in the cockpit. They spotted him and lowered the ramp. A trio of Shilsogar’s thugs came at him from the right. Rhilax took a blast to his leg which bounced off his scales. He didn’t stop running as he nailed each with a quick laser shot from his blaster.
There was more shouting behind him. His first step landed on the ramp and as he bolted along the grated metal, it began to retract until he’d sprinted inside the cargo hold of the Pathfinder. There was a whoosh as the door slid closed behind him.
“Have you lost your mind, brother?” Rase strode into the large room, his massive arms folded over his impressive chest. Of the three of them, he was the biggest, and that was saying something. Compared to most species, they were already huge, although their height and muscle mass didn’t help the ultimate downfall of their species.
“Later, Rase. I need to get her to the medi-bay.” Rhilax brushed past his brother as he took his mate from his shoulder and cradled her.
The Pathfinder took off with Veri at the controls, the engines strumming smoothly beneath his feet. Rhilax bumped into the walls of the corridor as Veri no doubt dodged the blasts he knew would be sent their way. Rhilax had no doubt they’d make it. Veri was one of the best pilots in the galaxy. Even in the military he was good, but his skills had been honed since they’d begun their careers as smugglers.
Rase’s mouth hung open when he saw the state of the female in Rhilax’s arms. “Great drekking goddess. What in the hells have they done to her?”
“I don’t want to think about it, brother, but I think we’re going to find out.” Rhilax grunted as a particularly sharp turn smacked him into the metal wall.
Rase hurried after Rhilax as he turned into the medi-bay and placed the female on the medi-bed. The transparent screen covered her, extending from the end of the medi-bed at her feet and securing into the top above her head, and closed her inside. Her injuries immediately began to scroll on the screen on the wall embedded above the medi-bed. Rhilax watched silently as the list grew and grew, the last of which brought a frigid chill to his spine.
White healing mist filled the tube, obscuring her. It would give her body the nutrients she needed and would begin the healing process. The physical ones. At least the ones that didn’t require the regrowth of body parts that had been stolen from her.
Rase’s hand cupped his shoulder. “Why did you…?”
“She’s my mate, Rase.”
Rase’s fingers trembled. “Are you sure?”
Rhilax dropped his head. “More than anything in my life, I know this is true. She’s my mate… and look what they’ve done to her.” His voice cracked. Impotent rage scoured his veins along with helplessness he’d never known.
Rase watched the screen as her body began the healing process. “I don’t know how she still lives with all of those injuries.”
“They’re going to die, Rase. I’ll kill every one of them with my bare hands,” Rhilax said.
There was a lift in gravity that told Rhilax they’d broken free of the atmosphere. The floor vibrated as they hit top speed and a gentle hum thrummed through the hull as the engines eased into subspace.
“What in the drekking goddess’s name are you thinking!” Veri strode through the door.
“She’s Rhilax’s mate,” Rase said.
Veri stopped short. The look from outrage to astonishment would have made Rhilax crack a joke if it wasn’t for the seriousness of their situation. “You’re not joking.”
“No. I’m not joking,” Rhilax said.
“But… she’s not Rasidian,” Veri said, then. “What is she?”
Rhilax shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen her species before. Have you?”
Veri and Rase shook their heads. “I’ve met some pretty exotic species, but nothing like her,” Veri said.
“Do you think she’s… compatible?” Rase said, then held his hands waving off Rhilax as a low growl reverberated from deep within his chest, “Keep your scales on, brother. I don’t mean anything by it, other than concern for the both of you.”
Rhilax crossed his arms, fighting to draw back his scales. “The fates wouldn’t have sent her to me if our species weren’t compatible.”
“It’s not like there’s a plethora of Rasidian females running about, either,” Veri said.
The sad truth was, there weren’t a whole lot of Rasidian males running about either. Less than a hundred thousand or so in an entire universe. Compared to the sheer number of other beings in the ten Quadrants, Rasidians were an endangered species. “Can you run a diagnostic on her brain?” Rhilax asked.
Rase clicked through a sequence on the medi-bed screen. “Brain waves show as normal. Beta waves shows she’s in a deep, medically induced sleep. As far as I can tell for her species, that is. Secondary scans show her internals are remarkably similar to ours. Ratio carbon to water almost the same. Intestinal system and gastric tract the same. Her body works as ours does. At least we know how to feed her.”
Rhilax had never known such frustration. “Then how come she shut down before?” Even when Shilsogar burned her, she didn’t even flinch. That couldn’t be normal.
“It’s the trauma, brother. She shut down because it’s too much for her to cope with. We’ve seen this before,” Rase said gently.
Rhilax remembered warriors suffering from mental trauma. When things became so bad, they went into an alternate state. It hadn’t happened often. There’d only been a couple of warriors, and that had been bad enough. They’d been little more than waking bodies, much the same as this little female. “When will she wake up?”
He wanted to know how long until he would have his mate in his arms. How long would it be before he could talk to her? Hear her voice? Get to learn about her?
There was only so much a gentle mind could take, and he could only imagine what horrors she’d endured at the hands of Xataxi and his now-dead brother. If he could kill Shilsogar again and again, he would. This time he’d make it long, and slow, and painful.
“I don’t know, brother. All we can do is wait and care for her when she does wake,” Rase said.
“I’ve set course to Omini. We’ll be there in five days,” Veri said.
Omini was a good planet. In the early stages of colonization. More a wilderness than anything, but a good gentle place where they could nurture his mate back to health and be safe from the reach of Xataxi.
From there, they’d have to formulate a plan against Xataxi, because if there was one thing he was sure of, Xataxi wasn’t going to let them get away with killing his only brother.
Rhilax had not only endangered his mate, he’d also endangered his entire remaining family.




Chapter Four
 

“I’ve raised our shields, but need to make sure we’re not being followed. Not that I think we will be with the tech onboard, but it pays to be careful.” Veri left the medi-bay at Rhilax’s nod.
Just like their cybernetics, Veri had painstakingly upgraded all of the system and protective tech on the Pathfinder. They were basically undetectable to the systems on all planets and the space stations. It was why they had been successful smugglers. They weren’t only dark when they wanted to be, they were totally invisible.
“I’ll get us some food. What do you think she’ll like?” Rase said.
“I… have no idea.” He felt helpless. Not knowing anything about her. If she was Rasidian, he would know what to feed her. He didn’t even know the name of her species and he didn’t like feeling at a loss. That the fates had brought her to him as his mate was inconceivable. As far as he knew in the long Rasidian history, there had been no inter-species mate bonding. That would all change when she woke up. He would dedicate the rest of his life to knowing everything about her.
“Then, I’ll make a bit of everything. Your mate is now our sister,” Rase said.
Rase meant it. They were tight, even as brothers. Having lost a home world did that to a family unit. They were all that was left of their family, indeed members of the last of his entire race, but now... now it was growing. Finally, the gods were looking upon them with kindness. “Thank you, brother.”
Rase left the medi-bay and Rhilax went to the mist-filled medi-tube. He ran his hands over his face, wondering at the change in their circumstances. When he woke this morning, he’d steeled himself to having to beg a drekker like Shilsogar for a job. It was a run of the mill morning. One of many similar mornings begun in exactly the same manner, but now—now—he had everything to live for.
The mist began to clear and the long list of ailments on the screen reduced. One remained in red. The one that could never be fixed. His heart lurched as his mind reeled with the shock. His mate had been butchered, no doubt against her will and consent. Possibly while she had been in suspended animation, which was how Shilsogar was going to make him transport the other females. Rhilax hung his head, realizing that to save his mate, he’d lost a number of females to the fate Shilsogar and Xataxi had set up for them.
Thick rage bubbled from within, setting his blood on fire. He clenched his fists, so hard that his claws dug into his palms. His blood dripped to the floor and he wondered how he might ever tell her, if she wasn’t aware of what had happened to her.
He’d never given thought to siring children. A Rasidian male could never sire a child without his mate, and he’d long given up thinking he would be a father. The fates of his life were out of his hands, but he didn’t know how his mate would take this news. The fates had taken her decision away as well. Or rather, Shilsogar had.
The tube retracted and his mate woke. She opened her eyes and blinked. She had the most gorgeous brown eyes, the color unlike any he’d ever seen. Much better than his solid black.
“Mate?”
She turned her head a little to look at him. Her eyes roamed his face, his torso and then over his horns, as though she was categorizing everything about him, although her face registered not even a flicker of emotion. She seemed almost robotic in her movements.
“Are you feeling well?” He could kick himself. Of course, she wasn’t well. She’d been through terrible circumstances and was probably scared, but he had little idea how to handle small, fragile females such as herself, let alone be a mate to one of them. Maybe she was a female that needed physical touch to feel safe. He’d seen females like that on many planets, secure only when they had the tangible touch from their mates.
He reached out a tentative hand towards her, careful with his claws, and eager to touch her when the light faded from her eyes. She went completely still, the only movement was from the rise and fall of her chest.
“Mate?” He spoke gently, so as not to frighten her with his deep voice, but there was no reaction.
Her body was limp, and her mind had slipped away again, just like she had before. He clenched his fist as impotent anger made him shake. Females should be revered and treated with care. They were the life-givers of a species. Without them, there was no survival. His own sire had treated their mate with loving assurances all the time and she had smiled upon him with tenderness and love in return. They should not be so scared that they retreated into the recesses of their mind.
Now that the mist had cleared and he could take the time to see her body properly, he found she was covered in filth. Her skin was healed from the scratches and various bruises that had once covered it, but her smooth, pink skin was packed with dirt all over her body.
The first thing that had to go would be that drekking collar. Careful not to harm her, he slipped surgical scissors between her neck and the band, watching carefully to see any reaction of her becoming more scared, feeling the metal on her skin. There was none.
She was completely disassociated. If he had been a corrupt male, he could have done whatever he pleased with her body. Bile filled his mouth when he realized males might have taken the opportunity to exploit her while she was like this. His body flushed with heat, and scales broke out over his skin. He barely managed to keep the roar that wanted to explode from his mouth silent. That would only scare his mate more.
He took a steeling breath and compressed the scissors. Sweat prickled from his brow as he barely managed to cut through the tough metal as gently as he could. The cut parted, and inside, metal spikes stabbed into her skin, leaving a trail of red marks when he peeled it off her neck.
“Lore txikia, what have they done to you?”
He threw it into a corner of the room once it was off. He would completely destroy it later, after he had cared for her. He wiped drops of her crimson blood away with an antiseptic cloth. It had to sting, yet her body remained limp and unresponsive to even that pain.
She was healed, and there was so much more he wanted to do to care for her, away from the medi-bed. There wasn’t much choice on the Pathfinder, but his room was comfortable enough. He picked her up with a sturdy arm beneath her shoulders and another beneath her knees, cradled her to his chest, and strode down the corridor.
He turned into his room, and then went straight to the cleaner with her in his arms. Mist surrounded them, and he used the cleaner wipe to remove the dirt as best he could. It was caked beneath her blunt nails and in between her dainty toes. He was as gentle as possible, methodically cleaning every part of her body. All the while, he spoke about his brothers and the Pathfinder, and what his favorite meals were, keeping his voice calm and smooth and even. All the while containing his rage at the deplorable state of her body.
Only when he was certain that her long, luscious mane was properly cleansed, did he turn the mist off, and initiated the warm breeze to blow over them, drying her off completely. He laid her on his bed, surprised to see that her skin was pinker than he’d originally thought, and her mane was soft, like strands of the finest silk, freed from the filthy, matted state it had been in.
Her body was pure ambrosia, and the sexual need that was natural between mates pulsed just beneath the surface, not that he would act on it without her full and explicit permission. The blood pulsed at the thought of having her naked and needy beneath him, her mouth falling open with the word ‘yes’ screamed from her lungs.
“You are so small Lore txikia. What am I going to dress you in?” His clothes were much too large, and besides, the back would be all wrong for her. She didn’t have a tail. Her back tapered down to the most exquisitely shaped buttocks he’d even seen, unobstructed by a tail. He thought not having a tail was strange, but nothing could hide her perfection. He liked that very much.
“I have something. It won’t make the fashion vids, but it will keep you covered. You will feel more secure.”
He strode to the storage cabinet in the corridor and retrieved a one-piece jumpsuit he’d found when they’d bought the Pathfinder. It must have been owned by a small species at one stage, and the clothing was still there, forgotten by himself and his brothers—until now.
He slipped her feet into the garment and carefully dressed her. “You’ll need to wear this—at least until we land, and I can get you more suitable clothing—not just any clothing. I will get you anything you want. Beautiful things to put over your body. Things you wish for, and things you don’t even know you want.”
Even as he zipped up the front and covered her perfect body, she remained unresponsive, her limbs limp, staring at nothing. Maybe a comforting touch would help bring her mind back. He angled his large body behind hers on the small bed. He flattened his back against the wall and turned on his side to allow her enough room to be comfortable, and careful of his horns and clawed hands, wrapped his arms around her body and tucked her into his chest.
He breathed in her scent, kissed the tip of her rounded ear and did something he never thought he would do.
He talked. About himself. About his planet. About his parents, his brothers. The war. The Pathfinder. He left nothing out. Even if it washed through her mind like a dream, she would know it all. She would know her mate. He only hoped that she would somehow wake up.




Chapter Five
 

“And then Rase, the piece of drekking drumas turd turned around to my mate and told her I’d done it. I missed out on dessert for a week.”
There was a deep, husky chuckle in her ear and warm breath washed over the exposed skin at her neck. In fact, her whole body was warm—and comfortable. There was also a large body spooning her from behind, and large, powerful arms held her securely in a dip in the soft mattress. That she was dressed kept the panic at bay. Just...
The body shuffled as though to get into a comfortable position, and the muscles behind her bunched and pulled against her back. “We’d all run into the fruiterer’s gramadm cart at the weekly market and the thing had gone flying. Gramadm went flying everywhere. We spent the next hour picking them up and washing them off, and then the grumpy old Rasidian made us help him sell them for the rest of the afternoon. I can’t blame him. We were a handful at that age. Many would agree it hasn’t changed in all these years.”
He burrowed behind her and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. She wasn’t scared, though. That in itself was amazing. Although the body behind her was large, disappearing below her feet and above her head, the voice was gentle, the tone warm and filled with humor. The first voice she’d heard in a long time that wasn’t screaming at her to do something, or laughing at her pain, or taunting her as though she was nothing more than an animal. Or torturing her… the endless pain…
The warm darkness in her mind rose up, beseeching her to reach out and swim beneath its surface. It was so tempting, but if she went under again, she wouldn’t hear the rest of the story, and she wanted to know. She forced herself back to the voice. Back to the story.
“What’s gramadm?”
Her voice sounded rough. Unused. She must have vagued out for a long time. When it had first happened and she’d disappeared into the recess of her mind, she’d wake to find bruises all over her body, as though someone had hit her because they were displeased she wasn’t conscious.
He sucked in a breath. The hold on her tightened for a fraction before he relaxed, although tension still ran through him. Warm breath skimmed her ear. “It’s a fruit. Sweet and crunchy, although some are sour. We eat the flesh and then plant the core which has seeds inside. Sometimes new trees grow where one was planted.”
She drank in his voice. Anything to hear someone not yelling at her. Calling her stupid, or a whore, or a slave, or a piece of nothing. She needed something nice about now, even if it was just a voice.
“That sounds like an apple. It’s my favorite fruit.” Especially the extra crunchy, sweet ones. She drifted for a moment, thinking of the last time she’d eaten an apple. She couldn’t quite conjure up a memory, no matter how hard she tried. “At least, I think it is.”
“Then I shall get you some gramadm and we’ll see if they are close to your apples.” The arms loosened their hold and he came to his elbows behind her. She half turned to her back, so she could see his face. He tensed, the expression on his face was apprehensive, his black eyes tightened at the edges.
She was half worried that there would be some sort of beast above her, but he wasn’t like that at all. He had magnificent black horns that twisted from his forehead to the back of his head. The dark hair of his mohawk fell in patterns of long braids down his shoulder. He had blue skin that looked like burnished sapphires in the light. He was scary, with his half-shaved head and tattoos scrolling from his scalp and down his neck to below his clothing, and his muscular form that he’d somehow scrunched up into the crevice between the wall and the bed, but he was no beast.
She should know. She’d seen aliens that looked like angels on the outside, but were pure evil on the inside. But not Shilsogar. He was ugly all over, inside and out. Bile rose in her throat and a deep shudder worked through her body.
He looked stricken. “Lore txikia, are you still in pain?”
Her forehead tightened as she frowned and assessed her body. Nothing hurt. In fact, it was the best she’d felt in… well, since she could remember waking from somewhere so cold, the ice still froze her memories into a hell that had never gone away. But now, there was not even a twinge in her little finger. She had to wonder if Shilsogar had tried a new healing wand on her. Shilsogar could hurt her more if she didn’t feel anything, although that would make the pain collar redundant, but… what was she doing in the arms of this being. He was being gentle, and Shilsogar and his thugs were never gentle.
“No,” she sounded surprised to her own ears. She was also confused.
She looked around. They were in a small room that contained the bed they lay on, an open cabinet of clothing, and a doorway that led to a bathroom. It looked quite lived in and welcoming, if not a bit sparse. This wasn’t the cage she’d begun to call home. “Did Shilsogar move me?”
His eyes blazed. “Shilsogar can no longer hurt you.”
“Did he… sell me… to you?” The darkness beckoned and her vision went hazy around the edge as she imaged all of the things this being could do to her. He was so much bigger than she was, she wouldn’t stand a chance. Even worse, he could hurt her so badly, and then heal her. Again, and again and again.
“He’s dead. I killed him.”
The look he levelled at her was piercing. The air seemed to be too thin as she sorted this information out in her head.
“I don’t believe it,” she whispered.
“If you wish to see it, I will show you a vision from my very own ocular vision. It is recorded from the event, but I wish to warn you it is quite bloody and violent,” he said.
The look he sent her was level. She didn’t get the feeling her was lying. If Shilsogar was alive, she wouldn’t be in a comfortable bed with a warm body behind her treating her like this. Would she?
“Did he… suffer?”
He shook his head. “It was too fast for drekking scum like him.”
She’d dreamed of fitting Shilsogar with the collar and turning up the pain level enough to fry the blood in his veins. Imagined it so vibrantly, she might have thought it could be true until he waddled back towards her cage to begin another round of torture.
How she’d wanted to strangle him with it, use the healing unit on him and do it again to let him know how it felt. Once would never be enough. Twenty times would never be enough. She’d keep on doing it until he was too weak to be properly healed. Then she’d turn the setting up to the highest level and watch his blood fry him alive. At least, she thought that’s what it would do. He’d told her often enough of what the collar was capable of doing.
The collar! She brushed her fingers over her neck. Her bare neck.
Her breath came in brittle little steps as she splayed her fingers over her bare throat. There was no collar. Just little pockmarks where the spikes went into her skin. The evidence was there. She had had the collar on, and it had been recently removed.
“I took it off,” the being said.
Her mind spun. There was no way Shilsogar would remove the collar. It controlled her. Maybe Shilsogar was dead, but maybe that was just what they wanted her to think. They’d tricked her in the past. Tested her. Maybe this was a test and if she failed, she knew what they would do to her. If she ran, there’d be consequences. If she believed him, there’d be consequences. Her pain was their fun.
She stayed quiet, not wanting to anger him in case she said something wrong. So, she just lay there and prepared herself for what he might do. She’d long ago given up on fighting back. It was better to lie there and let them do what Shilsogar’s thugs wanted to do. Especially Hemmi, Shilsogar’s number one thug—who looked more demon than alien with his bright red skin, bulging solid, white eyes and sharp, black claws—was especially sadistic. He took his job seriously, taking delight in her suffering long after Shilsogar left her. Eventually, Shilsogar’s thugs would tire of her faster because she didn’t react. It would only make Hemmi angrier.
That’s when she’d discovered the darkness. It was her power. She let it take her away. She cheated Shilsogar in the end because she wasn’t even there. If he decided to do things to her, she’d simply sink back into the darkness and cheat him too. There was power in the darkness.
“You should never have had to wear something like that.” He brushed his knuckle down her cheek. She tracked his claws with her eyes. Deadly sharp black claws tipped his fingers, and yet his touch was featherlight. There was something about the way he watched her. Something she couldn’t quite define.
He was treating her as though she was the most precious thing in the universe, but she knew that wasn’t right. There were far more precious things, and they weren’t mere flesh and blood. They were things like money that traded hands when Shilsogar used her. And pain when she resisted. And deprivation when she lashed out at Shilsogar and his thugs, angry at her for having the impudence to fight back.
“Lore txikia.” He cupped her chin and stared at her until she fell into those liquid dark pools. “Are you hungry?”
Her hand clenched over her stomach. She was starving. She’d become so used to the feeling that she hadn’t recognized it until he mentioned it. She didn’t know if she should tell him. It was another way they’d control her. If they knew she was hungry, they’d bring their meals to her holding area and take delight in eating in front of her. Often, she hadn’t eaten for days and her stomach had twisted in pain. She hadn’t been able to tell how long time passed in that miserable cage. So, she didn’t say anything. Instead, her stomach growled. She tensed for his reaction.
He grinned and his face transformed from handsome into something devastating. “You are! Then I shall feed you. Come. I’ll take you into the eating area to meet my brothers.”
He jumped over her, causing the bed to jostle a little despite his large frame. Before she could react, he picked her up and held her to his chest as though she weighed nothing.
The door opened and they strode into a compact corridor to enter the first room on the left. There was a bench, table, chairs and food prep machines. Not that she knew how to use them. Did she know how to use them?
“Where are we?”
“We’re in the eating area.” He put her into a chair and began clanging items on the bench. As though something occurred to him, a quizzical expression washed over his face.  An endearing expression on a being that had to be near seven feet tall from the tips of his horns to the ends of his leather-boot-clad feet. “What do you like to eat?”
As long as it wasn’t slop, she’d be happy. Something unsettling rolled in her gut. She didn’t how she should answer. If she should at all. She licked her lips, studying him and carefully said, “I… mean, where are we?”
“We’re safe. On the Pathfinder. Our ship,” he said, and began opening and closing cupboards. His tail whipped from side to side... He had a tail! It was as thick as her arm and began above his buttocks to brush the floor. What mostly caught her attention was the lethal triangular barb on the end. She tracked it with her eyes as it swayed from side to side.
“Maybe I should get you some Xavandish while we work out what you can eat. It’s what babies eat when they have an unsettled stomach.”
“A ship?” Her mind snagged on his previous statement and her eyes flew to his.
“We had to, uh… leave rather quickly when I rescued you.” He glanced over his shoulder at her.
“You rescued me?” A headache began to pulse behind her lids. She rubbed her eyes, feeling lightheaded. So, that was how she got here, but being ‘rescued’ was too hard to believe. Just because he told her something, didn’t make it true. He could just tell her that he had rescued her, build her up, give her hope before the truth would be revealed. If she allowed herself hope, even a sliver of hope, she might not come back if it all turned out to be a lie.
There was a shift in the air, and when she opened her eyes, he was hunched in front of her, bracketing her with his massive thighs. She went rigid when he curled his fingers around her hands. He’d been more than gentle with her, but who knew what might be behind all this… this… façade. Beings were never nice. Everyone expected something in return. She’d learned that the hard way.
“Yes. I rescued you. What do you remember?”
She remembered being taken from her cage. Being told she’d better do anything, and everything asked of her, otherwise the others would be hurt because of her. Being walked naked into a room filled with aliens who stared at her like she was fresh meat. She was too scared to look at any of them and kept her gaze trained on the floor. Sometimes it was better not knowing what was to come. Then… that’s it. The darkness had come with Shilsogar’s first order and she’d let it claim her.
“I…” She didn’t remember anything. The emptiness in her memory was as thick as the darkness that spared her the horrors. Words stuck in her throat.
A soft thumb pad was beneath the lethal claw, and he worked little circles with it over the top of her hand. “I rescued you and now you are free. I will take you home. You can see your parents. Your siblings if you have them. Anywhere you go, I will follow. You just have to tell me where you want to go.”
Her life before the cage and her worst nightmares was gone. Vanished as though they’d never existed. She’d become used to the idea.
She wasn’t going to tell him she remembered nothing. No life. No family. No freedom. She didn’t even know her name. It had worried her at first, but in the end, she’d accepted it as the blessing it was. They could torture her in the present, but they couldn’t use her past against her.
There had been other species who had called out for their mothers, their fathers, their loved ones, in the dark, and the anguish they’d suffered had killed them in the end. So, she didn’t want to remember who she’d been.
She wasn’t that person anymore.
Not telling him she remembered nothing was to her benefit. She had a secret. And the darkness. She had two things that were her own. “You will follow?”
If a hulking big killing machine could look nervous, then that was what she faced. “Yes, lore txikia. I will go anywhere with you because I am your mate.”




Chapter Six
 

“Your mate?”
An instant headache pounded. She winced and placed her fingertips to her temple in an attempt to block it out. Her mind seemed to twist in on itself in a meaningless, slippery jumble. There was no equilibrium for her to hold onto. Just when she thought she understood what and who he was, the game changed. This information though, this she had no idea how to cope with. A mate? What did that even mean? It sounded like he owned her. Had she swapped one master for another? How much pain would she need to suffer?
“Did you at least feed her before you told her that?”
Another large blue alien with horns and a flicking tail filled the doorframe. Like the being in front of her, he was dressed in black leathers and wore solid-soled thick, black boots with wicked-looking spiked silver buckles up the sides. His chest was covered by a black leather vest that was loosely buckled at the front over rippling muscles, and showcasing sculpted biceps where it cut off at the shoulder. He was big and as muscular as the being before her, but not sexy. Not in the way dark-eyes was.
Her breath hung in lungs that had stopped working as she stared up at the massive being. Now she had two of them to contend with. More questions poured on top of the others. Questions she couldn’t control, the answers possibly terrifying.
“Have you even told her your name?” The alien in the doorway rolled his eyes and marched to the counter. “Xavandish, was it?”
“I am Rhilax, and this is my disagreeable brother Rase,” Rhilax said.
“He also failed to mention that our third brother, Veri is flying this craft to a safe planet where Xataxi can’t reach us.” There were three of them? If the third was as big as these two she would only pray that the darkness came quickly at the first sign if their attitude changed. If she entertained any thought of escape, now she was finally free of Shilsogar, then they were well and truly torn apart and thrown away. These beings could do anything they wanted to her and she wouldn’t stand a chance. Three against one, especially three of their size weren’t good odds for the one of her.
They had claws and horns and tails. Predators. There was one thing she’d learned over and over again through the lessons of Shilsogar’s thugs, that she was the prey.
These beings were built for combat. Their weapons inbuilt, while she had nothing. It hadn’t gone unnoticed by Shilsogar’s thugs. If she could curl into a ball of nothingness in that cage, she would. She’d tried. Had hoped that her imagination alone would save her. She’d cried, begged, pleaded and prayed for any deity to hear her. To send her to oblivion. That was when she’d learned no one was listening. No one cared if she lived or died.
“Does he look like you?”
“He is also Rasidian,” Rase said as he placed a bowl of steaming something that was a cream color and consisted of soft lumps in front of her. “It doesn’t look much, but it is good for a delicate stomach.”
“I was going to feed her. That was my job,” Rhilax said.
“Then quit acting like a love-struck fool and feed your mate,” Rase said.
She was lost in the banter until the word ‘mate’ again. She would have asked for more information, but whatever Rase had served to her smelt like sweet oatmeal, and then she couldn’t think of anything more than her twisting, empty stomach. She knew to eat when she had the chance. She didn’t know when the next meal would come.
The next thing she knew the bowl was empty and her stomach pleasantly full. They were right. The food was good for a delicate stomach.
“Do you feel better, lore txikia?” Rhilax said. His dark eyes glittered, and his voice was a fraction deeper.
Her body might be healed. Her stomach full, but she was confused about everything. Her brain just wasn’t keeping up with what was happening. “Why do you call me this ‘lore tika’ name?”
“He calls you that because my idiot brother had not asked for your name,” Rase said.
“My name?”
“Yes, lore txikia. What is your name?” Rhilax asked.
His gaze roamed her face when she didn’t answer. They’d never given her a name. Just called her slave.
He frowned, his eyes narrowing when a thunderous boom careened through the room. The floor tilted. Rhilax caught her in his arms as she was flung out of the chair. He twisted in mid-air as they both crashed to the floor, his body cushioning hers. Rase was thrown to the wall, cursing under his breath.
“Are you all right?” Rhilax tightened his grip on her upper arms.
She nodded. He’d caught her and saved her from hurting herself. There was another boom and the ship rocked and shuddered. The acrid smell of burnt wires tainted the air, and the lights flickered.
A rapid series of booms, each gaining in intensity, blasted around her. Rhilax firmed his arms around her, curling around her body. His tail wrapped about her calf, locking her against his larger frame.
“What the drek, Rase?” Rhilax yelled.
“Don’t ask me,” Rase yelled back.
Footfalls sounded in the corridor and another massive, blue-skinned alien bolted in. “We’re being attacked. Xataxi.”
“How did they find us, Veri? We’re untraceable,” Rhilax roared.
“I don’t know. They shouldn’t have. I checked everything.” Veri yelled.
Rhilax stiffened, “What’s the damage?”
“The ship has been lethally compromised. Escape pods. No time for delay,” Veri said.
Rhilax jumped to his feet, his mate in his arms and sprinted after his brother. The smoke in the corridor was worse than in the little room. It stung her nostrils and clogged her throat. It swirled in her lungs, so that they constricted in the grip of an iron vise. The lights flickered once and then went out, plunging them into absolute darkness.
A sound came from her she’d never heard before. Something between a wounded noise and a moan. She wrapped her arms about Rhilax’s neck, clutching him tightly. “It is all right, lore txikia. I can see in the dark. We have planned for this eventuality. You will be safe. I promise.”
But she was never safe. There was always something that was going to happen to her. They were never good things. Always bad things. The oblivion in her mind reached out, but she fought it off. Things weren’t being done to her body she didn’t want to happen. She was in danger. This wasn’t a crime that was being done to her, this was fleeing for her life. This was different.
She steeled her breath, clenched her eyes shut, even though the obscurity behind them was as absolute as the blackout in the corridor. Rhilax’s large legs ate up the narrow corridor behind the hulking forms of his brothers, his feet thumping into the metal floor as he ran. He shouted commands as he moved. Another explosion resounded and a panel somewhere thumped to the floor in a shower of sparks. The floor rocked and Rhilax grunted when his shoulder smashed against the wall. A tiny white light cut through the darkness and highlighted its surroundings with a weak glow. They were at the end of a corridor with three circular doors in front of them.
“Set a course for the nearest inhabited planet,” Rhilax roared as he slammed his palm against a panel next to the middle door. It slid open to reveal a tiny round room with a single chair inside. The panel on the far side of the chair lit up with a blue glow.
“Got your comms?” Veri said.
Rhilax slapped his wrist. “Always on.”
“Weapons?” Rase asked.
“Checked yesterday. We’re stocked,” Veri said.
The floor rocked and thunder crashed through the corridor, a rolling crashing sound that drowned everything out except her terror.
“Hull’s torn. Get the seven hells out, brothers,” Veri yelled, and dove through a separate door next to theirs. It slid shut with a hiss. Light glowed around the edges. There was a thump and a hiss, and the lights went out.
Rase held Rhilax’s forearm for a moment, and then his gaze slid to her. “Take care of your mate, Rhi.”
Rhilax nodded. “With my life.”
Rase disappeared through a door opposite them. The door slid shut, the light glowed around the edge before going dark and then Rhilax stepped into the little round room with her. He placed her in the seat and began to harness her into it. The door slid shut with a hiss and the light inside grew brighter.
She licked her dry lips, “Wh… where are we?”
“Escape pod, lore txikia.”
A knock preceded a bump and their little pod rocked. Rhilax braced his large body over hers, so that she was caged between his legs and arms, her nose pressed to his chest. The harness pressed her into the chair, so that she could barely move. She wrapped her fingers around the straps at her shoulders. “You need to strap in.”
A smile twisted his full lips. “Only one seat per escape pod. There’s no need to worry about me, little mate. I can hang on.”
Her ears rang in panic as they shot forward, and she was kicked into the chair with sudden force. Rhilax braced himself around her, his biceps bunching as he resisted the pressure of speed. The only sound in the pod was the occasional beeping and her ragged breathing.
“Hold on tight. It won’t take long,” Rhilax said.
Long for what? She dreaded to ask, but the question still formed in her mind. Their little craft rocked and began to shake violently, rattling her brain in her head. Her stomach twisted in on itself and her brain fought not to ooze from her ears. A solid boom echoed through the pod and thrust them to the side. Her head jerked on her neck and Rhilax tightened his grip around her. They were flipped over and over, the pod jolting and shuddering around them.
Rhilax cursed. He wound his arms around her and the back of the chair, and held onto the both of them. A distant roar became a thunderous growl. The pod shook so hard her teeth rattled. Heat turned the walls a faint red and the air turned stifling hot in an instant. It shouldn’t be like this, should it? But she didn’t know, did she? She didn’t know anything. It was all out of her control, and now, after weeks of abuse, she was going to die.
This couldn’t be happening. No. No. No. The darkness edged her vision, tempting her away. She considered it. She was going to die anyway. Maybe it would be better to shut out her death.
They plummeted, rolling over and over. Sirens blared in their tight confines. The darkness didn’t need to take her anywhere. Her eyelids were clenched tight enough not even the flashing lights in the pod got through.
“Hold on, my female.”
Rhilax buried his face next to hers, his scent washed over her, and his strength leeched into her. Where there had been panic, now there was strangely only calm. A fatalistic tranquility washed through her, knowing she was going to die and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it. She hadn’t been master of her fate since the moment she’d woken in hell.
A massive crack struck the pod. The straps cut into her as the pod struck something hard. They bounced up, spinning round and round and then smacked back down again. Thuds boomed around them as they rolled over and over.
Rhilax’s claws tore the material of the chair as he was wrenched away from her. There was a rent in the hull, brilliant light poured in and Rhilax disappeared. A jolt snapped her head forward and the darkness pounced.




Chapter Seven
 

Metal pinged as it cooled. A fresh, warm breeze teased her hair across her face and tickled her cheek. Her body was slumped sideways in the chair, gravity pulling her arms and legs to the side of the pod. Her hands and feet tingled with pins and needles.
She cracked open heavy eyelids to see the world on an angle. She moved her leaden head and her hair shifted to stream past her eyes. Slowly, consciousness returned, and her mind ticked over enough to discover that the world wasn’t on its side, she was.
Light streamed in through a crack above the console. Not just a crack. An entire segment had been torn off to reveal the tropical greens and lush plant life of a rainforest. Something scurried along a branch, rustling leaves. Melodic chirping echoed through the trees. Dappled sunlight shone through the canopy above, making large leaves shine and stippling the ground in golden spotlights outside.
A large leaf half covered a pair of boots and leather-clad calves. Rhilax! She stirred, finding that she was still strapped into the chair and the harness was fast cutting off the blood supply to her limbs. That was why her hands and feet tingled and why Rhilax had been flung away from her. She had been strapped in. He hadn’t.
A voice crackled near her ear. She drew in a sharp breath and tensed, but it came from a speaker on the wall beside her head. The language was gibberish, but voices meant aliens and aliens weren’t good. Well, apart from the brothers, but their intentions were still unknown.
She had to get out of the harness. Her hands moved clumsily as she fingered the lock on the harness. She pressed a button. There was a beep and all of the straps retracted into the seat. She flopped onto the console, the wind knocked out of her. She managed to get her feet under her before she fell against the side wall.
She clambered out of the tear in the side of the pod. Her limbs were weak and shaky. Her knees gave way and she collapsed on the grass, which was fresh and cool beneath her cheek, and after a while, her racing heart came back to something resembling normal.
Rhilax’s boots were in the same position she’d observed from inside the pod. She crawled over to him, dread tearing a path through her stomach. She parted the leaves of the shrub he was sprawled under with shaking hands. Indigo blood oozed from a deep gash in his forehead. His eyes were closed, his face otherwise relaxed. The only movement was the rise and fall of his chest.
Relief surged through her. He wasn’t dead, but he was unconscious, and that gash looked deep. First things first, was that she needed to stem the flow of blood. She didn’t know why or how she knew that, only that it should be the first thing that she should do.
She needed a bandage. The pod would be the logical choice to search. If it was an escape pod, then it stood to reason there was first aid there. Her legs seemed to have weights tied to them, but she managed to climb back inside. The voice was still talking in the speaker. The same sounds seemed to be repeating. A recorded message perhaps, but she had more urgent things to think of.
There were panels along the walls. No door handles, but a simple push had the panel opening and sliding to the side to reveal packages. She took out a bar and sniffed it. There was no smell, but the inside reminded her of a breakfast bar.
She knew about breakfast bars. She’d eaten them before. Perhaps. Maybe. A memory teased her mind, but as soon as it came, it drifted away again. The more she pressed, the more elusive it became until there was nothing at all to reach for. It had been that way when she’d been caged, and she’d tried to remember her past. Before she knew not to remember was a blessing.
The package opened easily, and she tested the bar with a small nibble. It was bland, but it was food. She ate it while she opened all of the other panels she could find, which wasn’t many. It was a small pod, but the angle it was tipped on made it hard to move about. At least the items she found inside were neatly tied down.
Then she found the cabinet she had been looking for. She identified bandages, spray bottles and items she had no name for. She uncapped a spray bottle and depressed the trigger. A stream of liquid sprayed from the end and the stringent aroma of disinfectant filled the pod.
Leaving the unknown items and taking the spray and bandages, she scrambled back over the pod and to Rhilax. He hadn’t moved an inch. That couldn’t be good. She began to pray for help to arrive, but she shut down that thought before it had begun. She didn’t want anyone to come—not if they were the beings that had blown up Rhilax’s ship.
Besides, they would be hard to find. They seemed to have crashed into a very secluded location. There was nothing but trees all around, and it was silent apart from the intermittent rustling sounds and chirping.
She knelt next to Rhilax. The bleeding from his forehead seemed to have stopped at least, but the gash was deep. He’d need more than bandages. Hell, he needed better medical attention than what she could provide, but there was no choice.
His face was soft and relaxed, and she stopped a moment to study his features. He was similar to a human in that he had two eyes, a straight nose, and plump, soft lips, but the differences were striking. His eyes were a little too large. His nose prominent. His mouth wide. The skin blue. He also had horns. But his eyelashes fanned his cheeks, so his sharp cheekbones offered a dramatic landscape of his face. His lips were plush and masculine, and his forehead was broad enough to support those large horns that shone crisp and black. And the blue of his skin was her favorite color.
She paused, a frown forming on her brow as her gaze wandered over his face. Was blue her favorite color? Did she have a favorite color? She didn’t have a clue, but there was something about that tone that drew her.
She shouldn’t even be wondering about his skin tone. She wiped the blood away as best she could, and then administered the antiseptic, before plastering the bandage over the wound. It was the best she could do, even if her skills were just a patch.
She rested back onto her heels and wiped her brow. The air was warm and also slightly humid. She was quite hot in this jumpsuit, but it was better than being naked, which was how Shilsogar liked to keep her.
And she was alone. Quite alone. She hadn’t been that way since she’d woken up, caged. There had always been someone to make sure she didn’t run. Some being to lock her up. Where she could have gone was anyone’s guess, but she was on a planet. There wasn’t a soul that knew where she was—not apart from Rhilax, and he was unconscious. There wasn’t a soul who could use her and abuse her. She wasn’t even sure of his intentions.
He’d been nice. Thoughtful. He’d fed her. She did feel safe in his arms, which in itself didn’t make sense at all, but from what she’d learned intimately was, that no one could be trusted. No matter how nice they were. Ultimately it ended in pain and deception. Her blood itched and her skin crawled, and her mind spun.
She had a chance to get away. The collar had been removed. She wasn’t locked in a cage. There was nothing but forest surrounding her. She could get lost here. Find a hiding spot and never be found. It was a chance she never thought she’d ever have. A chance she couldn’t let slip past.
She placed a hand on Rhilax’s chest. He was so much bigger than her. Stronger. More powerful. If she was stupid enough not to run now, there was no doubt that he could make her stay when he woke. He could trap her and cage her and control her, and there’d be nothing she could do about it.
She was sick of being used. Abused. Sick of being told what to do and how to do it. Sick of the violation. Of the things Shilsogar would make her do, and then if she didn’t do them his way, he’d make her suffer. That kind of treatment burned away trust, so she would trust nobody. She would never be used again. She would never be someone else’s chattel ever again.
She climbed back into the pod and stuffed as many bars as she could find into a bag she’d found in one of the many storage areas in the surrounding walls. Water was a problem, but she didn’t see any bottles. Maybe she could find a stream. Or a lake. It didn’t matter. She’d find one later. She was sure. She didn’t have the time to try and work it out. Rhilax could wake at any moment and she’d lose her chance forever.
She dropped a few bars next to Rhilax, so that he would see them when he woke, and then she did something she didn’t understand. She pressed her lips to his. They were unresponsive, as she’d expected, but they were soft as suede. The tip of her tongue eased out to trace the seam of his lips.
Spice and a masculine flavor that reminded her of his scent burst over her tongue. Goosebumps prickled her skin as a flush worked its way through her body, but she made herself stand, take a step back and another and another, until the foliage swallowed her, and then she turned and she ran, and ran, and ran.




Chapter Eight
 

Rhilax’s head pounded. He groaned and flopped an arm over his eyes. It helped with the flickering lights, but only made the throbbing inside his skull worse. Usually he could drink Rase and Veri under the table, but it seemed he’d had a losing streak.
And what was with the chattering? Chattering! There was no chattering on the Pathfinder.
He drew back his arm to squint into dappled sunlight. There was no sunlight on the Pathfinder either. Then it all came back in a flash that hurt his brain. Shilsogar. Xataxi. The Pathfinder. His brothers. His mate!
He bolted upright, terror gripping his heart. His stomach flipped as a jagged pain ripped through his head. A wave of nausea cramped his insides and he fought off the need to empty his stomach. He fought open watering eyes to find himself on a patch of cool grass, half under a shrub with large, glossy leaves.
He shoved the leaves aside and several ration bars scattered over the ground from where they’d been placed by his side. He stared at them, dumbfounded at how they got there. There was no time to worry about them now. “Mate. Lore txikia. Where are you?”
The only reply was a warm breeze that stirred the leaves. Everything else was far too quiet. He stumbled to his feet when he saw the state of the pod. It had somehow landed on its side, an irreparable jagged tear rent the side, revealing the empty interior.
He lurched to the pod, claws ripping the sides further open. Something clung to his forehead. A bandage had been applied. His mate must have tended to him and then given him the ration bars. But... where was she? The massive trees and chittering animals couldn’t answer.
“Coordinates ten point six and closing.”
He spun back to the pod. Something was tracking on the radar. Several dots coming closer.
“Any more movement from the area?”
“None.”
“See if there are any survivors. You know what to do.”
Rhilax scanned the data. They’d made it to Azoim, a relatively distant and uncharted planet and as far as he knew, unpopulated. That wasn’t what the radar was telling him. Beings on an unpopulated and therefore uncivilized planet didn’t mean anything good. One thing he did know was that they didn’t want to be caught by anything that might be hiding away here. Especially if they were Xataxi’s thugs.
They could even be the crew from Xataxi’s ship that had attacked them, following them to the planet to finish the job. They wouldn’t stop until they had the evidence of their deaths to take back to Xataxi. If they didn’t see bodies, they’d just keep coming. There was one sure-fire way to give them the evidence they were looking for.
He jumped inside the pod, his head feeling marginally better. He thanked his body’s ability to rapid-heal and stripped off the bandage. Already the skin had knitted together. Another few hours, and it would be as though he’d never had his skull split open.
He opened the private channel he shared with Rase and Veri on the dashboard comm. It would send a stronger signal than his cybernetics comm system. “Rase? Veri? Come in.” There was nothing but static. The dots were closing in fast. He tapped out an encoded signal, praying his brothers would receive it.
Several of the cabinets had been raided, no doubt by his mate. She had the intelligence to know to take supplies with her, but she hadn’t found all of them. Beneath the chair was a survival pack which he filled with the rest of the ration bars, adding in some more medical supplies, bottles of liquid and a water sanitizer. He didn’t know what he’d need, and there was no way he could come back to the pod. It would have to be destroyed.
He took a wrist comm, strapped it to his wrist and copied their location so that he could communicate with Rase or Veri. It wasn’t as good as the pod’s communication system, but still better than his cybernetics, which were only short range. He would make sure to have his cybernetics upgraded when he had the first chance with another visit to Gratu.
He had to get word to his brothers, so they knew where to pick him up from. Hopefully, they hadn’t crashed and would pick them up in their pods, or make it to a station to secure a ship while he was stuck here. There was no getting off this planet in a crashed pod. He’d have to wait for his brothers to collect them—and pray they’d made it safely somewhere.
Satisfied he’d taken everything he’d need, he squeezed back through the tear in the wall. If he’d been propelled through it when they’d landed, there was no wonder his head hurt. He only hoped his mate wasn’t hurt. But she’d been strapped safely in the harness, and it looked as though it had retracted, without damage, into the chair. She’d also been well enough to tend to him and leave him food. Those weren’t the actions of an injured female. His mate was resourceful and thoughtful.
He had to assume she was either lost, or she’d run away on purpose. Judging by the thickness of the flora, it wouldn’t take much to get lost. But knowing what she’d been subjected to, it made sense that she’d attempt freedom.
He didn’t blame her. In fact, it was a survival instinct that showed she still had a spark in her. Her spark hadn’t quite been beaten from her, as he’d feared. He closed his eyes, offering his gratitude to the Heavens before scanning about for telltale signs of the direction she’d run.
If she was a soldier, she would know to cover her tracks, but she wasn’t. She might be resourceful and thoughtful, but she was afraid and alone, and running. When he spied a broken leaf and trampled grass, he set off at a quick pace, following the path she’d taken.
He only hoped she hadn’t gotten too far away—and that she hadn’t been met by the inhabitants heading their way. She wouldn’t know the danger she could be heading towards.




Chapter Nine
 

An explosion rocked the earth and the air vibrated with the blast. She dropped to the ground, flattening herself onto her stomach. The boom echoed through the trees, followed by the screech of animals. The sunlight dulled and she looked up to see smoke and debris obscuring the sky in the form of a black cloud.
An explosion meant aliens and aliens meant she had to run. Her heart fluttered like a caged bird as she stumbled to her feet. Her feet snagged on twigs, leaves reached to close around her legs, her breathing was nothing more than ragged pants. Beads of sweat stung her eyes. All around her were shades of green and never-ending seas of leaves and branches that snagged her clothing and scratched her skin.
She didn’t let it stop her though. She had to run. Couldn’t do anything but comply with the panic surging through her body and bypassing any hope of rational thought. She was functioning on pure instinct. Run, prey, run.
One swipe of a leaf and she came face to face with a black creature with blazing yellow eyes. It hissed, lifting its muzzle to show sharp, white fangs as long as her forearm. She skidded to a stop, lungs and heart pumping, skin hot and itchy, fear and the urge to run simultaneously warring to dominate.
Armor plates along its back lifted and rattled. Its tail arced over its back, the diamond-shaped dart at the end dripped with a yellow substance. The bare skin was a dull black and did nothing to hide its six powerful legs that were lowering into a crouch. At the end of the legs were paws as big as her head, tipped with razor-sharp claws that dug into the ground.
There was a movement, and six tiny eyes peered at her from beneath the foliage. The beast rattled its plates and hissed a sound that vibrated right through her. Why did she think she would escape death? It had been her constant companion for weeks now. She was just delusional to think she ever outrun it.
And yet, her shaking legs took a subconscious step back. She crouched and felt a stone slip beneath her fingers. She dug it out of the debris without taking her eyes off the creature. The stone was no bigger than her fist, and definitely no match for the animal that advanced on her, but it was the only thing she had.
Keeping her eyes on it, she took another trembling step back. Its hiss made her stop as still as a statue. Her muscles locked up and the stink of her fear invaded her nostrils. The alluring darkness edged her consciousness. If she let go, she knew it would drag her under. She wouldn’t even be aware of her limbs being torn off her body.
There was a blur and a large figure leapt in front of her. It roared, louder than the creature’s hissing. If she thought the rattle before was loud enough, she’d been kidding herself when the roar blasted around her. Leaves vibrated with the sound. The tremor worked up the trunks of the tall trees and debris floated down on them. Smaller hisses came from where the smaller creatures huddled.
She looked up at the figure. Its large horns obscured the light. Rhilax? Rhilax! His fists clenched and his tail whipped from side to side, the deadly triangular blade at the tip slicing through the air.
If only she had a tail. And horns. And claws. Good god, she was the most defenseless creature this side of the universe.
Rhilax stalked the creature, which to her amazement, retreated. Its gaze slipped from Rhilax to the smaller creatures before it aimed its eyes back on Rhilax. It stood its ground. The claws extended further, piercing the earth.
There was a white-hot laser blast, and a tuft of dirt erupted into the air next to the creature’s feet. It was then she saw a pistol of some description in his hand. The creature roared, but stood its ground. It had to know Rhilax was the apex predator here. Rhilax aimed the pistol straight at the creature.
“Rhilax. D… don’t.”
He didn’t give any other indication he’d heard her, except to stop his advance on the creature. “It’s an Okills. It will rip you to shreds with one of its claws before injecting you with its venom that can kill ten Rasidians with one venom sac.”
“B… but it’s a mother.” As though to confirm her assessment, the smaller creatures rattled, the sound not unlike a maraca. If she hadn’t been terrified down to the marrow of her bones, she might have liked the sound. “If… you kill her, then her babies will die.”
“That’s not a bad thing, lore txikia.”
“But she’s just protecting them. Everything deserves to live,” she whispered.
She saw when he made his mind up when his back stiffened and his shoulders firmed into an even straighter line than they were already in. “You step back with every one of my steps. If we make any sudden movements, she’ll attack. Is that clear?”
She nodded before she realized he couldn’t see her. “Yes.”
One enormous, booted leg slowly stepped back. She moved just as slowly with him, backing away at a slow, measured pace. She fought her instincts to turn around and run. Sweat pooled all over her body, dripping down her back and into her eyes. Her muscles shook with tension, and yet, she made her mind control her body, watching and matching Rhilax’s every move. Leaves closed off the creature when they’d moved far enough away from it.
He swung around, banded his arm about her waist and bolted into the jungle. She didn’t have time to draw breath at the stunning pace he set. The vegetation was a blur as he moved at a clip, so fast that her hair streamed back from her face. She clung to him as hard as she could, listening for the pounding of feet behind her, but all she heard was her hammering heartbeat in her ears. She buried her face into his chest, battling off the darkness and just trying to breathe.
He placed her on her feet, his hands running all over her body. It took her a moment to understand he was checking her for injuries. Then her lagging mind realized that he’d found her—after she’d run from him.
She knew what Shilsogar did to slaves that ran. She’d seen several poor souls beaten up to within an inch of their lives at the hands of his thugs, before they were healed and beaten up again and again. Until they’d beaten the will to live out of their minds and bodies. Until they were nothing but husks, to be used in any way beings could use another being. Until their eyes were blank and their souls had been stripped away from them with every lash of their flesh.
Her breath became choppy and she shook from head to foot. She threw herself at Rhilax’s feet, her forehead to the ground. The little rock she’d clung to fell from her numb fingers, and she laid her hands on top of his boots, shaking all over. “I’m sorry. I won’t run again. I’ll do whatever you want. Just tell me what you want me to do, I’ll… anything. I’ll do anything.”
The darkness reached out, encroaching on her vision and her consciousness and this time, she would let it sweep her away.




Chapter Ten
 

Rhilax’s mind reeled. She would think he should strike her for running away to protect herself. The things that scum Shilsogar must have done to her. If he could go back, he would kill Shilsogar again, and this time, it would be a slow and painful death.
She huddled at his feet, quivering, waiting for the strike to land. For her punishment to begin. He uttered a curse and her whole body stiffened in expectation. He knelt, pressing a gentle hand to her shoulder. “I will not hurt you. Lore txikia. Please. Sit up.”
She slowly moved to her haunches, her palms facing downwards on top of her thighs. He blanched at the look on her face. Her pupils were blown so large that they bled the beautiful brown from her glassy eyes. She peered at his chest, gaze unfocused. Chills ran through his blood. He had to bring her back. His touch had worked last time. Hopefully. it would work again.
He settled on the ground and leaned against the trunk of a large tree, cradling her in the V between his chest and thighs and folded her against his chest. He wound his tail about her calf, making sure the poison dart was pointed away. He hadn’t released any poison from the sac in the middle of the barb, but the tip was sharp, and he didn’t want to hurt her accidently.
He traced her arms, shoulders back, telling her he would never hurt her, that she was safe with him. His large hand was almost as wide her back, and he rubbed her gently in soothing little circles. The bones of her spine and ribs dented her skin through her clothing.
“We’ll get them, lore txikia. We’ll get every one of those scum who did this to you. They will pay with their blood. I’ll tear their claws off one by one, and then I’ll twist their feet and break their kneecaps, so they’ll never walk again. Then I’ll slice off their ears and their tongues, but I won’t take their eyes. I’ll leave them, because I’ll want them to see what I’m about to do to them.
“Then I’ll start chopping them up, piece by piece. I’ll make sure they live for as long as possible. I’ll draw out their deaths, so they’ll wish they’d never lived. In the end they’ll beg me for their deaths, and then because they begged, I’ll let them live. But only a little bit more. Only to give them some hope, and then after they have hope, that’s when I’ll drain their blood. They can watch themselves bleed slowly out, and all the while they’ll know it is because they dared to take you. That they hurt you. That they dared take something pure and beautiful and kill the life out of it, all because they thought they were stronger.”
Anger pulsed through his body. He realized he’d stopped rubbing her back. He gathered her against him, hoping his limbs would infuse some heat into her-cold skin. She shouldn’t be this cold. Not with this humidity, but she was chilled. Too cold.
“What they don’t know, is that you are strong. You will never be defeated. You will not succumb to their violence, because that will mean that they have won. But you, my mate, you are stronger than that. You will rise, and together we will seek vengeance against those who sought to hurt you. That is my promise to you.”
“I don’t think I’m strong.”
He closed his eyes briefly, thanking the Goddess a thousand times over. “You are strong on the inside.”
Long moments passed. “But… how?”
“Because you survived. Through everything that was done to do, you fought, and you chose to live.” He’d seen species barely last a week when they’d lost hope. When the will to live was gone, they just faded until it was only their dead bodies that were left.
She turned her head into his chest and his heart nearly burst. She might not know why she did it, but she turned to him for comfort. She was beginning to trust him, and he would do anything to strengthen whatever she gave him. “Sometimes I didn’t want to.”
“But deep down you did. You wanted to survive, and you survived. No matter what, you still made that choice. And because you made that choice, it means that you are strong,” he said.
“But… I ran from you.” He hated hearing the quaver in her voice. The one that said she was scared of him. He never wanted her to be scared of him.
“Yes, you did. That was one of the bravest things I’ve ever seen.”
She drew in a sharp intake of breath. Her little fingers clenched the material of his vest. “Wh… what?”
He could hear her hesitation. Her shock. Her confusion. This wasn’t what she’d become used to. He was sure if she tried to protect herself, she would have been beaten. As if protecting herself was an affront against those that abused her.
“That was you surviving. You did what you thought you had to do, and I’m proud of you. That is why I think you are brave.”
Her face tilted up and she stared at him. There was a slight frown on her normally smooth forehead, but he was pleased to see the color back in her eyes. Her black pupils were back to their normal size.
Her dusky pink lips were parted, and the tip of her tongue darted out to wet her bottom lip. His body pulled with need, but he would not succumb to that base need. Only when she was ready, and now definitely was not the time.
His mate needed space. She needed to be healed and be whole if she were to bless him and give herself to him. He would prove himself and would only take when she freely offered. She hadn’t been given a choice to give of herself, and he would work for that honor.
He tapped his forehead to show her the healed cut on his head. The skin was unblemished and smooth. “Rasidians heal quickly and are pretty hard to kill. As a species, we’re one of the hardest, actually. The Okills had no chance against me. And it knew it.”
“But, I left you.”
He smiled, despite her obvious confusion. “You were terrified, and you still thought of me. You gave me medical attention and left me food. You are thoughtful as well as beautiful. I am not angry with you. You can do anything to me, and I will never be angry with you.”
A little spark lit her eyes and he rejoiced. “What about if I do something really bad.”
He traced her bottom lip with the back of his claw, careful to be gentle and not to hurt her. “Then, lore txikia, we could be in for some very interesting times.” His smile forced its way through lips he tried to keep straight, but his imagination kicked in and another bolt of desire swept through him with ideas of ‘interesting times’ between mates. He would not tell her about them now. Only when she was well, and their bond was fully formed and one hundred percent consensual.
Her gaze flicked to his mouth and back to his eyes. Just a small movement, but one that had his shaft jerking in his leathers. It thickened and strained when it was confined right against her soft buttocks. He hoped like hells she wouldn’t notice it.
Then she wiggled.
He stifled a groan, and hoped he wasn’t going to send her off into the oblivion of her mind again.
“What if we run into another one of those...”
Very well. She mustn’t notice his straining shaft. He didn’t know whether he should be relieved or insulted. Instead he ignored it. “Okills.”
“I’m glad you didn’t kill it.”
He would have it if had advanced in her. “You asked me not to.”
“It had babies,” she said.
She couldn’t know, but the poison sac from a youngling Okills was three times more poisonous than the adult. She rubbed her arm and glanced around. Her movements were twitchy. Nervous. “What if there are others? What if they attack us here?”
“The Okills are very reclusive creatures. It’s quite unusual you saw one at all, let alone a mother with her children,” he said.
Her eyes were wide and alarmed. “Are you sure?”
“I’m quite sure. Some species track them for days and often come back empty-handed.” The practice was illegal, of course, but he’d still managed to drop off a few parties of bored, rich patrons—usually in a location where there was zero chance of them coming face to face with the creature.
He’d made sure they had an adventure that didn’t include killing such a magnificent creature, thrown in a few Talcadors and Mryiads. They’d all gone home happy, and he and his brothers a lot richer. Everybody won.
He frowned as she scratched her skin absently, leaving red welts. She licked her dry lips. He noticed they were becoming chapped. He’d see if there was some ointment for that in the medi-kit he’d packed from the pod. “What about if there are other things? Bad things? There are bad things in the universe. All over. Lots of things. What if they come here? What if they saw us crash and they’ve come here as well? What if they find us? What if they find me? I know what they’ll do. I know, because I’ve seen what they’ve done to others. They’ll do that to me. They’ll do it again and again and again and…”
He threaded his fingers through her hair and pressed his forehead to hers. His mouth was a whisper away from her quivering lips. How he wanted to close the space and take her mouth with his. Just gently. Just to reassure her he meant every word he said. If she only knew Rasidians were considered the predators of the galaxies. It was one of the reasons their planet had been blown up and their species hunted to extinction. “Shhh, lore txikia. Nothing here will hurt you.”
“But what if…”
“I will protect you. Nothing will happen to you. I will make sure of it.”
Her fingers wrapped around his wrists. His heart squeezed as tentative trust made her eyes shine. “But how. How do you know that? What if you’re not around and things come for me? What will I do then?”




Chapter Eleven
 

Rhilax closed his eyes, gently unwound his fingers from her hair and reached for his pack. He took out a blaster, made sure the safety catch was on and handed it to her. “Then I will teach you to use this.”
Rhilax handed her a gun. She turned it over in her hands, feeling the cool metal against her skin, learning the weight of it. Watching the sun gleam off its sleek dark lines. It was more than just a gun—it was a way to protect herself.
She wouldn’t be helpless if she came face to face with a horrific creature. She wouldn’t be helpless if more slavers came for her. Now, she could fight. She could defend herself.
He’d given her more than just a mere gun.
If this was another test, she didn’t understand to what end it would be. In all her time in the cages, the beings that harmed her did everything they could to make her feel ‘less than’. Every action they’d inflicted had been to hurt and control, and Rhilax had done something that had turned her upside down. In fact, he’d done nothing to hurt her at all. Despite everything that had happened, all of his actions had been to care for her without asking for anything in return. She’d looked for the ulterior motive, because that was what she’d come to expect. And yet she’d taken the gun from him without hesitation. Not even fearing that it was a test, or that he would seek retribution for her slip up.
Instead he looked pleased that she’d accepted it. There was a satisfied spark in his eyes as he watched her. His gaze became intense, so she dropped it to the gun in her hands, turning it over and testing its weight and feeling the cool, sleek metal beneath her touch.
She aimed it at a tree and his huge hand overlaid hers. “It’s a powerful weapon. I’ll teach you how to use it.”
She twisted to face him, unsure. Her tongue darted out and wet dry lips. His gaze tracked the movement sending a smattering of heat though her body. She frowned, ignoring her strange reaction. “Do you mean it?”
“Of course.”
She looked for duplicity. Scoured his face for it, but saw none. “That... I would like that.”
She stood, knowing full well what had been prodding her thigh while she’d been sitting there. Well, at first, she hadn’t noticed anything, dragging herself back from the comforting blankness of her mind, then she’d been aware of his gentle rubbing on her back, the warmth of his body, the security he offered. The comfort of his large body surrounding her.
The hard length of him at her thigh strangely hadn’t bothered her. She’d liked feeling it there. Liked knowing he had this reaction to her, yet didn’t force himself on her. He’d looked after her. Healed her. Rescued her—and listened to her when she’d asked him not to kill the Okills she’d stumbled on.
She didn’t fully understand why, but she hadn’t wanted to see the creature dead. It hadn’t been its fault she’d been stumbling mindlessly through the forest. Maybe she’d seen too much death. Too much abuse. Then she’d seen the cubs or whatever they were called, hiding beneath the leaves. The creature had only been protecting its children. Something in her had just short-wired.
Even though it looked like something from her worst nightmare, she didn’t want to see it dead. It was innocent. Now she could protect herself and other innocent creatures from aliens, and only sought to do them harm.
She aimed the gun at a leaf. Her finger wrapped around the trigger. Lights lit up the side of the handle, and all of a sudden, she didn’t want to fire it. She wrapped it in both hands and held it to her chest.
He chuckled. The sound was low and warm and slid through her like the comforting embrace of his arms. Her gaze slid from the gun to his face and she was lost in the warmth of his full black eyes, the look of tenderness, the spark of interest, the way his full lips curved with patience and humor. It was more familiar to her than the memories she’d lost. More real than her own face in a way.
“I like your horns.”
The arcs above his eyes rose. She guessed they would have been brows if he had them. Instead of hair, there was a pattern of raised bumps. Tiny scales that ranged from delicate at the edges to more square in the middle. His smile widened into something happy and a little surprised. She was surprised she’d thought it, let alone told him. “You do?”
“They make you look distinguished.” His forehead was broad to cope with the heavy appendages, but it was all in proportion. His defined chin, chiseled jawline and his broad, but straight nose balanced everything out. She also realized something else. “You’re handsome too.”
He grinned wide enough for her to see his fangs, surprised that they didn’t disturb her either. “Well, I didn’t want to mention it for the sake of being modest, but I have been told that on more than one occasion.”
“Oh? You have?”
His expression fell. “You look surprised.”
“Well, I… I’m not surprised. I can see why lots of people… I mean aliens… beings… would say that. I didn’t mean to imply other people wouldn’t find you…” He looked so put out at her question, but then his lips quirked, and then he cackled before he erupted in booming laughter. Her face heated. “You’re making fun of me.”
His laughter faded away. He placed his large hand on her shoulders and his expression turned serious. “I would never make fun of you, lore txikia. I was just having a little fun teasing you.”
Teasing. Yes, that was what he’d been doing. Sharing a joke. It was a normal thing for normal people to do, and it had taken her by surprise. She’d forgotten it could be like that. “Yes. Of course.”
“But I love the fact I find you handsome. I think you’re beautiful beyond belief,” he said.
Her lips trembled as she tried to work them into a smile. She saw the thinness of her arms, the way her ribs stuck out beneath her skin. She hadn’t look at herself in a mirror, but she knew her hair was a tumble of wild knots. She knew she wasn’t beautiful and inside she was scarred.
“Look at me, lore txikia. Look at me.” Her gaze was on the ground. How had it got there?
When she managed to lift her gaze, she saw he frowned at her. “Your body will heal, and you will grow even more beautiful, but I don’t want to talk about what is on the outside. I will tell you what I see on the inside, which is the most important kind of beauty. I see a brave female. Someone who didn’t stop fighting despite horrific circumstances. I see strength without brazenness. Fragility without frailty. Integrity and worth. Defiance. Stubbornness and a heart that is strong enough to endure and overcome. Not many would have survived what you went through. I am proud and honored to have met you.”
He blurred and then she realized it was because she’d started crying. There was a gash in her heart that felt it was never going to be healed, and it hurt. Hurt so much. “I don’t feel any of those things.” Inside she was small, timid, blackened and dirty. She’d been torn apart so many times, and each time she’d never come back in quite the same way. She was no longer the person she was—whoever that had been. She didn’t know, because she didn’t remember, but she suspected whoever she’d been was never going to return.
“I will help you see those things in yourself. One day you will know for sure exactly who you are,” he said.
“But… why?” Why would he treat her with kindness? Why would he say these things to her? From what she’d learned of beings, there would be payment of some sort to be made, that she knew for sure.
“Because you are my mate. You are everything to me.”
He’d said that to her before, but it still didn’t mean anything. It didn’t make any sense. The edge of panic settled on her bones. She’d been broken and healed so many times it had blurred, only now this was another type of torture. Not the physical kind you could see, but the emotional kind. He’d already made her feel safe and protected. Even lightened her heart for a moment, but maybe he was just setting her up for a fall. Build her up and heal her, and then rip it all away.
She’d come back from being broken physically and that had been hard. She knew she’d never come back from being torn apart emotionally. She’d get away from him before that would ever happen.
She’d never rely on anyone emotionally. Didn’t even know if she had it in her anymore. In fact, there was nothing but a black hole before she’d woken up to find herself at the rough hands of her ‘trainers’.
She curled her fingers around the gun. At least she could protect herself physically. And that’s what she intended to do. She realized he was waiting for her answer while she’d had a tsunami crashing around in her head.
“I can’t… I’m not…” Even if he didn’t intend to harm her, she didn’t plan to be anything to anyone.
His mouth curved. Her gaze dipped to his mouth. His very kissable mouth. As he smiled, a dimple formed in his left cheek, at odds with the tough stubble along his jaw. How could she notice something like that when she’d just sworn herself to keep her distance? She was more confused than ever. “Relax, lore txikia. I don’t expect anything from you until you are ready. If you are ready. I will not push you for anything. You are safe with me.”
He’d given her nothing to believe he was lying. She might be safe—for now—but she was also confused at the thought of him not pushing her for more. Because against all reason, more was what she was tempted to give, and she didn’t know where the urge came from, or why she felt it at all.




Chapter Twelve
 

A complex mix of emotions crossed her expressive face. He catalogued them all—and expected them. He knew her species didn’t feel a bond by now, otherwise they’d be doing very different things right now. She couldn’t know the significance and the absolute miracle, that she was his mate.
It went beyond a mere physical need of desire, more than the love that could develop between two life partners. He knew of all of these things. Had hoped he would meet a female he could live his life with, that would develop through the normal stages of arousal, lust and then find love.
Being a mate meant they were two halves of the same soul that had found each other. It was a visceral knowledge, but also an innate one. He would be not be capable of hurting her than he would of harming himself. To cause her any pain was an unbearable thought. Yet they still had to learn about each other, despite that fact they were mates. Their bond gave them a connection, one that love would eventually grow from, but it would be a deeper love than any species who didn’t bond would know or understand.
He remembered stories from his parents from when they’d first met. It had taken them two weeks to surface out of their mateship bedroom after they had recognized each other. In his culture, they knew what to expect when two halves met. It was a time of celebration. Something that happened on a regular occurrence.
That his species had nearly all been exterminated, apart from those who were off-planet in that catastrophic event was a heartache he’d never get over, but with this small, tortured little female, he had hope. He now had a life he could look forward to, one that wasn’t forged in the deepest grief, so he would take his time. He would be caring and gentle, because she was more precious than life itself.
She was warring with herself. That was understandable. She held that blaster so tight he wouldn’t be surprised to see little indentations where her fingers strangled it. If she shot him with it, he would be happy, because it had made her feel safe. It was as simple as that.
“Come. It’s getting dark and we need to find shelter for the night.”
She glanced about, fearful. There was nothing larger surrounding them other than insects and small flying creatures. He could sense it. “What about the pod?”
“I had to set it to self-destruct.”
Her eyes grew wide. She held the gun to her chest, the blaster end just below her chin. “Why?”
He gently pushed the end away, so it wasn’t pointed at her face. He didn’t want to tell her beings had tracked their crashed pod. It wouldn’t matter anyway. He’d made it look as though there were no survivors. He’d blown the pod and with it anything that could be traced to them. They could hide here quite well while he waited for his brothers. A sliver of unease tightened his gut, but he set it aside. He’d try and contact them later on. When he’d found a safe place for his mate, and she was fed and cared for. There was a chance, a slight chance, they could still be found out here. “Standard procedure. We don’t want Xataxi tracking us here for any reason.”
A dark look crossed her face and she shuddered. “So, that was the explosion. Are you sure that’s enough to stop him from looking?”
She knew enough to understand a species like Xataxi didn’t give up. Not after he’d killed his brother and escaped with a valuable slave. “The pod was incinerated. Nothing could have survived in it.”
“But what if they think we blew it up to put them off the scent?” she asked.
His mate was clever, thinking through all possibilities. He reached into his pack and brought out a blocker. One of the many handy things Veri had built for them before they’d received their implants. He put the blocker around her wrist. “This is a blocker. No species will be able to track you while you wear that.”
She spun the device around her delicate wrist, looking at it like she’d looked at the blaster. Like they were gifts from the goddess herself. “What about you? You’re not wearing anything.”
“I have one inbuilt. I’m untraceable.” He grinned, the shape of his mouth feeling unused.
A gleam came to her eyes. He recognized the look. It was of a person realizing for the first time, they stood a chance of survival. “They won’t be able to find us. Even if they come to this planet, we can protect ourselves. We can fight. I can shoot them. I can kill them.”
“Once my brothers come, I’ll get you many more weapons. There will be no way any being will be able to come close to you,” he said.
She sent him a sideways glance. “What do you mean your blocker is inbuilt?”
He had more than mere inbuilt weapons. He had the latest cybernetics infused into his body, and it had been painful. Both he and Rase and Veri had the same implants. If they were a weaker species, they wouldn’t have survived the surgeries.
But that didn’t mean she couldn’t have inbuilt weaponry. There were other, non-invasive ways to weaponize a body. “My brothers and I have tech implanted in our bodies. I’ll show you what it can do, and then, if you like the look of it, we can get you outfitted as well.”
Her eyes and mouth widened as her gaze roamed his body, no doubt trying to see what changes had been made. She wouldn’t see anything. The machinery was built to become organic once installed. Highly illegal, it was also the only way they could have weaponized themselves without detection. “Do you really mean it?”
He put his knuckle beneath her chin, careful not to hurt her with his claws. “Mate, I will give you anything you ask for. I’ve already told you that.” His voice ended on a growl.
Her cheeks went a delightful shade of pink, and a sweet aroma caressed his nostrils. It only took him a moment to work out what it was, and a soft growl of approval purred in his chest. The scent intensified for a moment after the sound.
He kept his grin to himself, knowing his mate was not immune to him, nor was she unaffected by his purr. Buoyed by this knowledge, he resisted kissing her. Her scent would have to be enough for now. He was still building her trust, which was understandably low. He wasn’t about to ruin it now.
“Okay.”
She was a mercenary little thing, too. It was no wonder they were mates. The goddess never got it wrong.
“Let’s find a cave for tonight and make ourselves comfortable. It might be a while before my brothers can find us.” He also wanted her protected against the night on this planet.
He knew enough to know Azoim was isolated and should have been unpopulated. Still, there were beings here he had no intention of meeting. He also had no idea what nighttime was like on this planet. Nocturnal creatures were usually the hunters. Although usually shy, if the Okills were the creature here that came out during the day, he didn’t want to meet what would come out in the night.
Besides, he was looking forward to some quiet, isolated time with his mate. Despite the worry about everything going on, it would be a chance for her to get to know him and build her trust. She had no choice.




Chapter Thirteen
 

Rhilax made no move to get the gun back off her. He merely brought out a device she couldn’t name and pressed a button. A three-dimensional hologram appeared above a little screen. He adjusted the setting and as she watched, lines undulated and formed a topographical map.
“What’s that?” She pointed at the device he held.
“It’s a Locorum. It will detect features about the landscape. The topography. It will catalog life, and will detect edible plant life.”
He was amused by the way her eyes opened wide as she studied the small, black square that was no bigger than his palm.
“And what does that mean?” She pointed at two small flashing red lights in the middle of the hologram.
“That’s us, and…” He turned in a full circle and when he came back to face her, the map had become solid. She could clearly see the tips of trees, hills and towards one edge of the hologram a body of water surrounded by cliffs. Rhilax pointed to a series of hollows in the cliff. “…that’s where, we’re going.”
“Why there?”
“Those hollows indicate caves. High enough to be out of the water should it rise, low enough not to have to climb up a full cliff and safe enough off the low plains. We’ll also be near fresh water, which is always a bonus.”
Fresh water! The sound of it made her salivate. She looked forward to seeing it. After she’d woken up, the only bathing she’d experienced were the harsh chemical sprays she’d been subjected to once every so often. For good behavior. She shuddered remembering what was considered ‘good behavior’ in the eyes of Shilsogar. “Can we swim in it?”
His brows rose. “You can swim?”
“I… think so. I don’t feel afraid of it.” She’d see if she was afraid once she was in the water.
“You don’t know if you’re afraid of water?”
She’d forgotten she hadn’t told him about her missing memory. Wasn’t sure if she should. Maybe he only treated her well because he thought her family would want her back and would find her. A twinge wove through her stomach, but the reality was, she didn’t know him. It was better to let people earn trust than just be given it for nothing. “Of… course I know. But what about you. Won’t you swim?”
A strange expression formed on his face. Somewhere between pain and embarrassment if she had to guess. It was almost comical seeing a being that might be interpreted as the personification of the devil if he had red skin and a pitchfork. If the devil was larger and more muscular. With black strands halfway down his back with shaved sides. And black, swirling tattoos. And if the devil was a complete badass who wore leather pants like a second skin.
Her gaze lowered and trailed over the parts of his body where he wore those tight leather pants. He filled them out quite nicely. In fact, they did nothing to hide his strong thighs, nicely rounded backside, and the rather large package of his groin. Something warm and excited swirled inside her abdomen, making her feel hot and a little lightheaded. A little looser. A little unsteady. She never expected to feel this way and it wasn’t exactly… unwelcome. Not when she was looking at Rhilax. Maybe because he was Rhilax.
She was looking at Rhilax. More accurately, at his cock. Staring at it. Practically eating it with her eyes! She gasped and her gaze flew up to meet his. Hopefully, he didn’t notice…
His eyes drilled into her as a knowing smirk played on his lush lips. Her cheeks heated as a hot flush that had nothing to do with the temperature worked up her body.
“Relax, lore txikia. You can look at any part of my body at any time. In fact, I welcome it.”
“I didn’t… I wasn’t…” Her mouth opened and then snapped shut. Nothing was going to allow her to come back from that.
He answered in a growly type of chuckle that set off a whole lot of internal goosebumps in all the right places. She didn’t know what she was more surprised over. That she actually was interested, or that a growl could illicit such a response from her. The sound was almost criminal.
She cleared her throat. “Which way is it to this cave you saw.”
He pointed towards some trees. Anywhere he pointed was going to be at some trees. He could be leading her anywhere, but he was Rhilax and he had no reason to misguide her.
“Are you ready? It’s a bit of a hike.”
She nodded. “I’m up for a bit of exercise. I didn’t get much chance being locked up in that cage.”
His face clouded over, and his eyes sparkled with a shadowed gleam. Maybe he did have more similarities with the devil than she’d first thought.
“You will be avenged.” Just the way he said it made her very well believe that he would do just that. She tried to be sad, but she couldn’t find it within herself to care what end Shilsogar’s brother came to. If you could kill a being over and over, she’d damn well try.
A smile came to her lips. “Do you promise?”
“Anything for you.”
She believed him, but she didn’t know if she should.
He brought out a bottle from his pack, and then a bar. “Drink first, then eat. Then we’ll walk.”
She accepted the bottle, thankful because she was parched, and grateful because he passed her a ration bar from the pod. She hadn’t found water and she’d lost her own little backpack with the supplies she’d managed to find. She’d been severely disillusioned if she thought she could survive after running away from him. The water was cool and flowed like silk down her throat.
She passed the bottle to Rhilax, “Here. You need to drink too.”
He smiled before draining the bottle and a warmth stole over his face that made her stomach flutter. “Don’t worry. I have more, and when we reach the water source, I have a device to purify it. We’ll have plenty.”
She eyed his pack. “Do you have a device for everything?”
His brows rose suggestively, and his smile turned into a suggestive smirk. “I certainly do. If you are tired throughout any part of our walk, I want you to tell me and I will carry you the rest of the way.”
“I can walk myself!” The thought of him carrying her sent another little thrill through her body. Argh. How long was every word he said going to affect me? Besides, she wanted to feel independent. As though she could do something for herself. She stroked the handle of the gun for reassurance.
She was sick of being told what to do and how to do it, and forced through abuse and pain. She had to reclaim something about herself. To make it even more maddening, Rhilax merely nodded as though he understood. “Then we shall go.”
Rhilax led an invisible path created by the device. She didn’t miss the many glances over his shoulder at her, but now that she wasn’t terrified running through the jungle, she was captivated by the many varieties of plants that surrounded her.
Like any tropical forest, the leaves were flat, large and alive with vibrant green. Some leaves shone as through they’d been dipped in varnish, while others were a dull green so dark, they were almost black. The ground beneath her feet was spongy, the result of leaves dropping without being cleared, and were a mottled display of recently fallen leaves to the dusky brown of decay.
Dotted amongst the greenery were dots of vibrant-colored flowers. From bushes where the flowers resembled small, glittering star-like flowers to brilliant magentas and bright yellows. She spied a bush slightly off their path where the flowers resembled hibiscus as large as her head. The entire bush was a flash of color that did nothing to blend into the surrounding greens.
She hadn’t realized she’d stopped to set aside branches from the tree in her way to study the flowers when Rhilax’s fingers gently curled around her wrist just before she touched one. “One touch of the Vlade Flower will send you to sleep for a month. It’s highly poisonous.”
She gasped, looking up into his grave face. “A whole month!”
“Yes. Species have touched these flowers and slept to death. Only those who receive medical attention and can be fed and cared for survive. There is no way to wake a being once they are poisoned. A being can only wake after the poison has filtered through their system,” Rhilax said.
The Vlades would make an awesome weapon. That was if she wasn’t poisoned first. She fisted her hand and held it against her chest, not wanting to go anywhere near the flower now.
He plucked a flower from the nearby bush that was more like a daisy, but each petal was a different color so that the entire flower resembled a rainbow, from powdery lilac to sunbeam yellow. She’d been so focused on the Vlades that she hadn’t noticed these flowers. “It’s beautiful!”
He brushed aside her hair and placed it over her ear. The petals were soft and cool against her skin. “Yes. It is.”
He wasn’t looking at the flower, but directly at her. She was held by the warmth and promise in his eyes before it became too much, and she dropped her gaze. She patted the flower in her hair, moved by his gesture. “Thank you.”
“It’s not far now. Do you need me to carry you yet?”
She eyed his large pack and the weapon he’d somehow put together that was the length of her leg and looked as though it weighed as much. He’d certainly put more thought into this trek through the jungle than she had. “I’m okay. You’ve got enough to carry.”
His brow crinkled. “What does ‘okay’ mean?”
“Peachy, alrighty, A-okay, chill, okey dokey, good to go,” she said.
His face remained blank. “That does not clarify the meaning at all.”
She pursed her lips. Perhaps aliens didn’t speak slang and it was only a human thing. She’d have to keep that in mind, “It means that I’m doing well and can continue walking.”
She wasn’t going to tell him that the crash, running for her life and the trek through a humid jungle was taking its toll. She wasn’t going to give in, damnit. She could do this. She’d make herself.
She didn’t know where she dragged up with willpower, but it was there, as dogged and persistent as ever.
“That is why you are a survivor,” Rhilax said, no hidden pride in his expression.
She didn’t want to be his focus. Especially since her stomach kept fluttering with every second of it. “Let’s keep going.”
His mouth tipped at the corner. “Okay. Did I use the term correctly?”
She couldn’t help her answering smile that flashed across her mouth. “You’re a quick learner.”
“One of my many skills,” he said.
“Also, humble, I see.” She didn’t necessarily want to, but she enjoyed the lighthearted banter.
“That is another of my numerous qualities as well.”
There was a rustling in the leaves above them. A little, monkey-like creature with feathers instead of fur chittered away as it looked down at them. It had large, glossy black eyes and a long thin tail, long enough to wrap several times around the branch it clung to.
“Oh. Look at him!”
“It’s very rare to see a clingkit. They’re usually very shy.”
The little creature darted along the branch and disappeared into the thick leaves. “But not very quiet.” The forest sang with their noisy chittering. “There’s a lot of the little creatures.”
“They’re the most common here.” Rhilax said. They began to walk again. She followed Rhilax’s broad back, stepping after the wake he made through the branches with his big body.
“This planet is such a mix of deadly and cute.” The cute could also be deadly, she wouldn’t know. The biggest threat was the one walking in front of her. He was the opposite of cute. In fact, his entire body was coiled power. From his long, muscular legs, to the width of his broad shoulders. His frame didn’t have an inch that hadn’t been honed to hardness. Even the horns on his head looked deadly enough to gore and gouge.
He spoke to her about this planet, Azoim, that they were on, filling her in with little facts she had no way of relating to. She liked the sound of his voice, though. It calmed her, although it had no right to. She should be running in the opposite direction, as she had done, albeit with disastrous repercussions.
Rhilax had found her and saved her, and hadn’t been angry at her. If it had been Shilsogar enslaving her and making her do those terrible things, she was sure she would have barely survived his reprisal. Yet Rhilax’s concern had only been for her welfare. She shouldn’t feel safe. It went against all logic, yet there was a part of her that was secure when she was at his side.
She didn’t have it in her to quite work out what might be the cause of it right now. It took what little she had in her to cope with her situation, which had gone from terrifying to horrifying since she’d woken without any clue to who she was and with the things that had been done to her, remembering hadn’t been something she’d had the capacity for.
Rhilax had called her his mate, but it didn’t feel completely right. Well, he felt right for whatever reason she couldn’t identify, but she just didn’t know if she should know about the concept of it or not. Did her species have mates? She didn’t feel she did. Did she already have a mate? She also didn’t feel there was one, but how would she tell if she did? Each question had her slamming against a solid wall of nothingness and only caused her head to throb.
She’d obviously been abducted and yet nobody had come for her. They either didn’t know how or where to find her, or she wasn’t important enough to anyone. Worse, she might have left behind a loving family who thought her dead. Knowing that would break her heart and it was tenuous enough as it was.
Either way, she probably wouldn’t cope with the answers which didn’t seem to be shaping up to be anything good. Better she didn’t think of any questions. It was enough to cope with the present, let alone remember a past that might be better off forgotten given her situation.
Instead, she set her troubles aside and concentrated on Rhilax’s voice. It was quiet and hypnotizing. As hypnotizing as his tail that swayed languidly from side to side with each step. As natural a movement as moving her arms while she walked. It moved with a fluid grace that reminded her of a lion when it stalked its prey. Sometimes it would flick, and the arrow-shaped, barbed end would dart too fast for her eyes to track. The edge looked knife-sharp, but he was also very careful with it. He’d kept it carefully tilted away from his legs. It also had never come anywhere near her, as though he tracked it subconsciously.
It wasn’t disproportionate to his body, and was the thickness of her wrist, she guessed. When it wasn’t curved to lift off the ground when he walked, she also guessed the end would taper to the ground. It looked to be pure muscle and as hard as the rest of him. It ended just above his tight buttocks that his leather pants lovingly hugged. Her palm itched with the urge to test the tightness of each globe, to see if those curves were as hard as they looked.
Holy crap! He was hot! Smoking, sexy, hot in fact. More amazing than that was that she’d thought it. That part of her had closed down when she’d woken. The part of her she’d never expected to awaken.
Rhilax was different. He hadn’t forced himself on her for one, but now even the color of his blue skin didn’t fill her with terror. Not his horns or his black eyes or his tail or his claws. By rights, every part of him should have had her running in the opposite direction, but now he was just... Rhilax.
He looked over his shoulder, caught her looking at his ass. She quickly looked away, but not before she caught the smirk on his face. He’d seen her looking at him again. Heat crashed over her face.
He brushed aside a leaf-laden branch and stepped aside, “We’re here.”
She stood at his side to see the dark entrance to a cave hidden by bright foliage. Their shelter for the foreseeable future. It looked small and she wasn’t quite sure how she was going to cope with living in such a small space with Rhilax. She had trouble keeping her eyes off him. What would happen if she had trouble keeping her hands off him as well?




Chapter Fourteen
 

Rhilax rummaged inside the pack and withdrew an inflatable pallet. The first thing he’d do was secure a comfortable place for his mate to rest. If she had let him carry her like he’d wanted to, he wouldn’t feel so destroyed over her exhausted state.
He could understand it though. After being caged and having every freedom taken away, driving herself to exhaustion even on an alien planet after crash landing, would help to make her feel as though she had some sense of control.
He tossed a few stones away, creating an even surface and set the cube onto the ground. She came up behind him, and as she watched, he pressed a button. The pallet sucked in air and expanded within a second.
“Wow, that was fast.”
He wished they were anywhere but here. Perhaps on the honeymoon planet of Vuldaria, enjoying each other’s intimate company, but he set that thought aside. They would get there when she was well, and they weren’t being hunted by the galaxy’s largest crime lord.
“Here, sit, and I’ll make a fire. When the sun sets, it will get cold.”
He eyed the ill-fitting jumpsuit he’d dressed her in. It was worse for wear because of their circumstances. Her run through the jungle had created tears and dirt stains in the cloth. He would also rectify that after his brothers had come for them. She would always have more than enough clothing. And food. And comfort. And everything else he would provide for her. Even a family.
Thinking of Rase and Veri, he tested his internal cybernetics comms and then the wrist comm unit he’d taken from the pod for messages. There was nothing. Not even a crackle. A sliver of unease worked through him. It wasn’t like his brothers not to communicate with him, especially under these circumstances. Rasidians were hard to kill, and yet the evidence that they could die was evidenced in the destruction of their planet.
Rase and Veri would be alive. They would have survived. There were numerous reasons the wrist comms would not be working. Electro-magnetic static. Outer atmosphere gases. Maybe it was their equipment that had suffered damage. In that instance, it would only be a matter of time before either of them would fix it.
Needing something to take his mind off his brothers, he assembled the fire grid from the emergency pack, a little way away from the pallet. He flicked the switch and a blaze crackled into existence, lighting up their surroundings in cheery flickers of dancing, orange light.
“Is that safe?”
He looked up into his mate’s questioning gaze. He settled back on his haunches and rested an arm on his upturned knee. “Close enough to keep us warm and far enough away so that it won’t burn the pallet. Learned that the hard way one time when we went camping as younglings. Rase set the fire grid too close to our pallet and burned all of our equipment. We had to spend the night on the rocky floor of the cave while everyone else had their comfortable pallets to keep them warm. The idiot.”
“You love your brothers,” she said.
He grunted. “They’re all I have left.” There was no cause not to tell his mate everything about himself. On a soul level, they already knew each other, but she had yet to learn his mind and his body.
The sleek lines of her brows scrunched together. “Have your parents passed?”
His whole damned planet had passed. The usual hot anger, bitter agony and immobilizing helplessness swept through him when he thought of Raisda. He waited long moments before it began to dissipate, and although it turned his mouth sour, the edges didn’t tear him apart like it usually did. Not now that he had his mate’s calming energy chasing the darkness away. “Raisda was destroyed by the Vraaqnaks. The Interspecies Council were at war with them for a long time. They unleashed a biological weapon into the atmosphere of my planet, and within seven turns of the planet, everyone and everything that lived was dead.”
He turned at her sharp intake of breath. He stood and put his arms around her trembling form, inexplicably happy when she let him, although he thought she might not have noticed because of her concern. “It took everyone by surprise. The pathogen was so fast acting that everyone was unprepared. It spared nothing. Only those of us off-planet were saved from that fate.”
She blinked up at him, her large brown eyes seemingly made larger with the brilliant sheen of tears. “That was why you survived? And your brothers?”
He nodded. “Rase, Veri and I were an elite military unit of the Interspecies Council. Just the three of us. There was word of this airborne pathogen and we were trying to uncover more information about it.” We were too late. The Vraaqnaks had developed the bacterium and acted so fast we hadn’t had a chance to advise anyone. We’d watched, helpless, as word had come to us of the destruction of our species once it was too late.
Her fingers clenched the material of his vest so tight her knuckles turned white. He curled his hands over hers, careful of his claws. “Tell me these Vraaqnaks were killed as well.”
The Interspecies Council had acted fast. They stood for the unification of all worlds and all species. It was why they fought for unknown species in faraway galaxies that were unknown to most. Besides, there was no telling how many planets they would kill off with this bacterium at their disposal. “Their entire planet is now a prison planet by order of the Interspecies Council. Any of those species that were off-world have been captured and taken back to the planet. No being goes on or off. There is no technology. No power. It is in complete shutdown and is monitored extremely well.” He knew some of the remaining Rasidians guarded the planet to make sure it was always in darkness.
The Vraaqnaks had refused to join the Council, and while planets had united to become stronger, they had tried to control planets in their own system. They were constantly at war and had no capacity for peace in their blood. Their species as a whole lacked forethought and empathy. It was but one of the many species the Interspecies Council fought against to protect the united planets. At the time, their resources had been located to a far-reaching part of the universe under another threat and had left Raisda largely unprotected.
“No one should make another person do what they want them to do. It’s wrong.” Her answer was fast, firm and unyielding. He wholly agreed.
“Here. Come and sit.”
The fire spilled out warmth and she was trembling through exhaustion. He led her to the pallet and sat her down, her legs almost giving way beneath her. The urge to gather her in his arms and sit next to her was overwhelming, but he didn’t want to do anything that might alarm her. He took two ration bars from the pack and handed them to her. “I’ll find us fresh food tomorrow. These taste like drumas turd but they’ll fill you up.”
“I don’t mind.” She took the bar with her delicate fingers and opened the wrapper. The ends of her fingers were blunt, with underdeveloped claws that did nothing to protect her. Hers was a species that were completely defenseless. Even more reason to protect her carefully. She took a careful bite between her flat teeth. Not a fang in sight. He would be sure to give her the tender parts of his kill when he fed her, so that she might chew her food without destroying her teeth. He didn’t know how many times she was able to regenerate them.
While his was a hardy species, with claws, teeth and scales that would grow perpetually if lost, he didn’t know enough of whatever she was to assume anything. In fact, he didn’t know anything about her at all. He’d told her all of his stories, albeit it she was unconscious for most of it. He would tell her again and again if she wanted him to, but not once had she offered anything about her history.
Although she was wary and hadn’t dropped her guard, she was more relaxed around him. That was good. She should understand that he would never do her any harm. It would be hard for her to understand that more than most.
He pushed the rage that burned inside him back down. Shilsogar had paid, and when he got his claws on Xataxi, that being would also know Rhilax’s retribution well into his afterlife.
“Lore txikia?”
She turned luminous eyes too large for her face to him. “Why do you call me that?”
“It means ‘Little Flower’ in my language, because that is what you remind me of. A little flower bud that will bloom when it’s ready to open its delicate petals into something that is more than stunning. If you prefer for me to call you by your name, you just have to tell me what it is.”
Her eyes glistened and she turned her head away. He wasn’t going to have any of that. He tucked his knuckle beneath her chin so that she looked at him. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”
Her eyes widened and her body went tense. Her eyes darted over his face and she began to tremble again. “I…”
This wasn’t a normal reaction. Not at all. “If you don’t want to see your family, you don’t have to. If you’re a criminal, I’ll get the charges dropped. If you owe a debt, I will pay it off. If you… do you already have a… a mate?” The words were like grated steel coming out of his mouth.
He’d only just found her. She had a past that had not included him. He’d hardly given thought to the fact she might already have mated to another male. It might have happened. Especially with species that didn’t understand or even have a mate-bond. There were more species that had no idea about mateship than those who were subject to it. “Lore txikia. Do you have a mate? Children? A family?”
If she did, he would have to accept that. There would never be anyone else for him, but if she did, he would make sure that he would reunite them. Even if it killed him to do so.




Chapter Fifteen
 

“You must miss them. Tell me where they are, and I’ll take you back home once this is over. That is my promise to you.”
Rhilax didn’t understand why she was hesitant. He also realized that she hadn’t shared anything about herself. Her body had told him how she suffered Shilsogar’s abuse, but other than that, he hadn’t the faintest clue of her background. He didn’t even know what species she was.
Guilt was an emotion he wasn’t comfortable with, but at the moment, it washed over him like molten rock. Hot, sticky, and burned to the bone. How he wished she hadn’t suffered as she had. That he’d met her under normal circumstances and that she’d never met a deviant such as Shilsogar.
Her fingers curled over his wrist that was tucked beneath her chin, her skin hot against scales that threatened to burst from his skin. He felt the fine tremors running through her body. Her eyes were wide, the pupils blown so large that there was only a slim ring of brown. She was on the cusp of shutting down and couldn’t be pushed any further.
“I will accept them, even if they are as annoying as Veri and Rase. Did I tell you the story about when we’d just joined the Interspecies Military? Veri wasn’t good at eating rations, and one night be broke into the mess hall at the request of his over-large stomach that called for the red-berry dessert we’d enjoyed for our last meal.”
She blinked slowly. A languid swipe of her lids, but when they lifted, there was more color. He’d never felt so relieved, and also so helpless.
His mate was delicate. He’d never seen her species before. Shilsogar had told him she’d come from the far reaches of the known universe. Her planet might never have known war. Maybe her planet had never known species other than her own.
There were hidden planets deemed to be in the early stages of development that were yet to comprehend that they were just one in a chain of millions, and they were usually the planets too far away for most beings to bother travelling to. There was no trade to be made, and they were really only visited by explorers, or from ambassadors from the Interspecies Council trained to make first contact. It wasn’t a job for the faint of heart.
While he’d been in the military and before he’d suffered the annihilation of his planet, he had heard talk that the Council had set about protecting a planet in that stage, often surveying their world for years while the species became technologically advanced enough to suspect they weren’t the only ones in the Universe. Less mass hysteria that way.
If she was from such a planet, it would be even more horrifying for her to have suffered as she had. It often took species a long while to come to grips with the fact there were complex, sentient beings that looked so different and yet were not only as intelligent, but much more advanced.
It would be like ripping a baby from the womb of her mother and throwing her to the scum of the Universe and expecting her to survive on her own. Which was, in fact, exactly what had happened to her.
Shilsogar had also told him there were more of her species. A ‘shipment’, he called them. Like they were stock to be bought and sold and not sentient beings with the power of sovereignty. The very thought made his gut twist in disgust. If there were other females such as his mate, he would do anything in his power to save them from the same fate. Yet, he was stuck on Azoim for now and he had a mate to coax to health.
If he could. He was known more for his fists and fighting technique than his gentleness. But for his mate, he would be anything.
“And then what happened?”
Her voice was music to his ears. It meant she was coming back from the brink of wherever she’d been. “He was caught, of course. The fact he’d brought me along and Rase to help him, wasn’t lost on the guards who found us looting the cool stores.”
“What did they do to you?”
She blinked. Her features were drawn and there were bruised shadows beneath her eyes. She was also on the brink of physical exhaustion. It was another way he wasn’t looking after her.
He rummaged in the pack, found the heat blanket and flicked it open. The little square snapped to its full size. It was thin, but made for the harshest of climates. It would keep her warm.
“Come, you need to rest.”
She offered no protest as he helped her lie down before he tucked the blanket around her. Her hair fell in a wild tangle about her face and over the mattress. Bits of mud and twigs were caught in the fine strands. There were smudges of dirt on her cheeks. Tomorrow he would take her swimming and clean her.
“Tell me what happened?” Her little hand gripped the top of the blanket just under her chin. Thankfully, her eyes, although tired, had brightened.
“Not only were we on dishes duty for a month, we were allowed no desserts for half an annual turn. I don’t care much for sweet things, but it nearly killed Veri. He was well known for his sweet tastes.”
Rhilax chuckled when he remembered the look of horror that had crossed Veri’s face. He didn’t blink about dishes duty, or the fact he’d made them all suffer for it, but it was the lack of dessert that had horrified him. They’d only been young. Barely old enough to be called a mature age. Well, their bodies had been mature given the size of them. It was their minds that had taken years to develop after the strength of their bodies had formed. How life had been so simple then.
She was asleep. The tiny curved hairs on the ends of her lids created flickering shadows in the dancing firelight. She was so slight, she barely made a lump beneath the blanket. And yet, her spirit was strong.
She’d stood up for herself against him. Had run to protect herself. Even shutting her mind down was a way so survive. When many would have given up and let their bodies wither and die, even subconsciously she’d chosen to survive. He suspected that her mind had done more than merely shut down in the face of abuse as well.
He leaned back against the cave wall and crossed his arms about his chest, feeling the bite of the rock beneath the leather of his vest. In the military, the younger species that joined to fight often lost pieces of their mind after particularly bloody battles. It ranged anywhere from blackouts, just as she suffered, to varying grades of amnesia. While most memories came back, there were some that never regained their memories. If it was a particularly bad battle, he thought that to be a mercy.
His mate, though, had lost everything about herself. He was totally out of his depth when it came to delicate matters of the mind. Give him something to gut, break, twist and blow up he’d do in a matter of moments, but this was something completely out of his range of experience.
Never before, even when he’d tended to his brother’s various wounds over the time, had he felt so completely and utterly helpless. He would help her any way he could, and if she never remembered her past, he would fill her future with precious memories she’d never want to forget. First, she would need to know she was safe.
If she had never been taken, she would never have forgotten who she was to begin with. She should never have known unhappiness. She never should have endured torture, let alone at Shilsogar’s hand. What started as vapid helplessness merged into simmering anger and then all-out rage. He struggled to remain curled against the wall and watch over his mate. Not to throw and break and roar and rent and give in to the burning rage because of the shell Shilsogar had made her become. The way she never should have been.
Shilsogar was dead, but Xataxi had bought her from the fleeing Reptiles and was transporting more slaves like her. He would not stop until Xataxi had faced his wrath and was dead. Only then would that be just payment for harming such an innocent. There was no telling how many innocents he had destroyed. If there were more such as his mate, then nothing short of the desecration of Xataxi’s soul would do. That scum would pay dearly for his actions and it would be Rhilax’s pleasure to make him pay. He would just have to get off-planet to make it happen.




Chapter Sixteen
 

Shilsogar came to her cage, his glutinous body jiggling with each step. Hemmi followed close on his heels, his clawed feet clacking against the hard floor. Drool dripped from the corners of Shilsogar’s downturned mouth. His nostrils were slits that looked as though they’d been cut with a rough blade and never healed properly, but it was his three eyes that had her cringing in the far corner of the cage.
There was no mercy in them. Not one ounce of humanity—if she could ever say that of an alien. There was no empathy. Only calculation that would end in her misery. He studied her behind the locked door and stroked his thumb over the button on the controller for the collar she’d woken up with on her neck.
At first she’d bruised her skin when she’d tried to pull it off, then she’d taken chunks out of her skin after they’d ‘showed’ her how it worked, demonstrating with enough power to leave her sweating and twitching on the cold floor for an hour after the electrical current had passed through her. She’d broken fingernails trying to split the metal, rubbed her skin raw when she’d tried to dent it using a metal bar of her cage and nearly broken her neck when she wrenched it hard enough.
Finally, after Shilsogar and his thugs had laughed themselves silly over her pathetic attempts to remove it as though it was the greatest joke they’d ever seen. Hemmi had laughed the hardest. Shilsogar had set a command in the collar that shocked her if she so much as curled her fingers over it. That was only after Shilsogar had reprimanded Hemmi for allowing his merchandise to hurt herself. Shilsogar wanted her flawless. Hemmi knew that and yet he hadn’t done what Shilsogar wanted and earned him Shilsogar’s fist in his stomach, earning her Hemmi’s wrath when Shilsogar wasn’t around.
The healing wand his thugs had to use after each visit was nothing short of miraculous. She’d come to hate the healing wand. It was only used when she had suffered enough and had to be healed. She only needed to be healed after Shilsogar’s ‘training’ sessions. If there had been no healing wand, she would have died. There would be no more Shilsogar and no more pain.
If she hated the healing wand, she loathed Shilsogar. At first, she’d lashed out at him, trying to protect herself, only to have him beat her within an inch of her life to heal her to do it all again. The more she fought back, the harder he worked her over.
At first, she’d fantasized about doing to him what he did to her. She’d sit in the corner of her cage and lose hours, thinking about hitting, punching, breaking bones and ripping off his limbs. The ways in which she would inflict pain. All the ways she would torture him without killing him.
Hemmi shuffled behind him, his hand on his shock stick as he peered at her with as much compassion as Shilsogar. As if she’d be able to hurt Shilsogar. He was twice taller than her and five times as wide. She’d no more hurt him than be able to take on an elephant single-handed.
She was completely powerless to him, of course. Someone like her had no chance against the brutality of these aliens. It was only her mind that saved her. It took away her memories of a past she’d only pine for, it gave her the fantasies that allowed her somewhere to travel to that wasn’t the cage and the thugs and Hemmi and Shilsogar, and then it gave her the darkness that gave her complete escape.
Shilsogar unlocked the cage. The click made the metal bars vibrate. The first beads of cold sweat broke out over her body. She flushed hot, then cold, her fingers aching to rip the collar off her neck, but instead she gripped the bars either side of her body. Her heart fluttered, making her lightheaded in her panic. Her mouth was hot and dry, her tongue too big for her mouth.
She dropped her gaze to his boots so that he didn’t have the pleasure at seeing the terror she knew would be in her eyes. She clenched and unclenched the bars, making herself as still as possible.
Shilsogar traced the end of his cane from her ankle, all the way along the outside of her leg. All of her attention locked onto the crystal knob at the end. The glowing magenta tip reflected off her skin, making the bruising that hadn’t quite healed properly look darker.
He traced a bruise with the crystal. “I thought you said she was healed, Hemmi.” She winced at the grate of his voice, tightening her throat through her rising nausea.
“We did, but the wand doesn’t get rid of everything,” Hemmi said.
Shilsogar tapped her thigh with the crystal. She tried not to cringe, but she couldn’t help the tightness of her throat, or the burning rage that swirled in the pit of her stomach. “Is she defective? You know I like it when she’s pink and smooth.”
She hoped the bruising that he’d given her last time put him off touching her now. If it did, she’d do her best to bruise herself on the cage.
“Her species is undefined. She responds to the wand, but she’s not one hundred percent perfect,” Hemmi said. He didn’t say he gave her more bruises when he was meant to be healing her or that he couldn’t be bothered treating her for as long as it took most times.
She couldn’t help herself. She glared at Hemmi, a subconscious act of defiance just for a second. Shilsogar wouldn’t see that. Her blood ran cold. She dropped her gaze, but it was too late. Her stomach sank. “She doesn’t agree with you, Hemmi.”
Shilsogar held the crystal under her chin and made her look at him. She tried to keep her expression as neutral as possible, but she knew she hadn’t when Shilsogar’s face hardened.
“I still see you haven’t learned your place, have you. Slaves are commodities. You are nothing more than that chair, or that table. I sit there and it does what I expect it do to without thought or complaint.”
She pressed her lips together, but they didn’t stay shut. The rage that burned in the pit of her stomach churned up her throat and blinded her with white-hot fury. “That’s because they are inanimate objects, you turdball of a being. They are not capable of a soul or feelings. You’re more like a chair and table than I’ll ever be, you arrogant, evil piece of…’
Her next words never came. Only the magenta crystal came. Pounding on her again and again. She cowered on the floor, tucking her legs beneath her and putting her hands over her head, using her limbs to protect her body anyway she could, yet there was no protecting her back which took the full force of his fury. Shilsogar struck her with the crystal, the cane, his boots and fists, yelling at her, shouting, shrieking and screaming.
His claws raked her skin, tearing her flimsy tunic from her back where he lashed her over and over. He was frenzied. Brutal. There was nothing and no one to stop him. She was completely at his mercy. Her skin split, blood splattering the ground. Tearing through muscle to the bone. Ribs. Shoulder. The cane slammed into her arm, breaking the bone.
She reached for the darkness, wanting it—needing it—desperate for it to take her away. The attack was agonizing. Cruel and vicious. If she blanked out, there would be no more pain, but the darkness wasn’t coming. It wasn’t there. Gone. It was gone.
A solid warmth spread along her back. Large, strong arms picked her up and held her against a warm body. A deep, soothing voice crooned in her ear. A wash of warm breath, a press of lips on her temple.
She knew that voice. She followed it, like she followed the darkness, only she wasn’t after oblivion. She knew the owner of that voice. He was here. He was safe. He would protect her. She surfaced through the hot, heavy layers to find herself cradled against his massive chest and lodged between his powerful thighs, as though he was trying to surround her with his body. He did a good job.
“You’re having a bad dream.” His voice slid over her, cleansing away the terror that seemed to seep into the cells of her body.
The firelight licked over his horns, making them gleam and glow. His face was in deep shadow as he tilted his face towards her, making his skin almost navy in tone, but she wasn’t scared. Her heart rate began to slow, and the adrenaline seeped from her system. She was warm, and she wasn’t hurt and Shilsogar wasn’t here. Couldn’t be here. It had all been in her head. Her stuffed-up, runaway head.
She didn’t want her problems to become his, but the way he held her so close, yet gentle, the way he’d cared for her. Hell, the way he looked at her as though she was the most precious being in the universe, made something inside her shift and melt away.
His skin was warm where it pressed against her, his arms firm. His heart beat a steady thump thump thump against her arm. When she looked up into his face, she didn’t see the differences between them. She saw the lowering of his brows, his lips usually full and plump now thinned, the tense line of his jaw and the concern in his gaze. His thumb made little swirling movements over her bare shoulder, the touch gentle and light and yet her focus remained on that small movement.
“It wasn’t just a bad dream.”
His expression darkened, eyes blazing, mouth firming. His fingers tightened on her. Something brushed her foot and wound around her ankle. She looked to see his tail wrapped several times about her calf.
“Whatever happened to you has passed. I will not let anything, or anyone harm you again.”
He spoke softly and yet the conviction in them was beyond reproof. What’s more, she believed him. She had no reason to, and yet with the protection of his body, the way every part of him seemed unable not to touch her, the way her body answered with a simmering awareness that went beyond logic, the way he regarded her, as though he knew her demons and he wasn’t scared by them.
As though he wanted more because they were a part of her.
Her hand moved as though it had a mind of its own. Her fingertips slid up his chest, skimmed the skin of his neck to lodge into the rough hair of his Mohawk at the base of his skull.
A fine tremor worked through his huge body and his eyes briefly closed, his face momentarily slack with rapture. When his eyes opened again, they were filled with a heat that singed her blood with something she thought never to feel for another being.
Her body reacted honestly in reply to that smoldering look. Another urge she surrendered to. She gave truth shown in her reactions for the sincerity he showed her. She rubbed some coarse strands of hair between her fingers. Coarse, but soft.
The hair was similar to that of something she knew in texture and color. An animal. Graceful. She would run like the wind perched on its back. A horse she rode as though she was an extension of it. Long limbs that ate up miles and miles, and hooves that thumped hard on packed dirt. She called him Dimples and he was hers and she loved him.
The memory faded to nothingness and yet it filled her with so much joy. She’d remembered something about herself and it was because of Rhilax.
“I can’t remember my name,” she whispered. Now she’d started, she couldn’t stop. “I can’t remember my life. Friends. Family. I don’t remember anything about myself. Nothing. There’s just darkness before I woke up in Shilsogar’s cage.”
He stroked her cheek with the back of his knuckle. His claw shone in the firelight, his eyes gleamed with compassion, despair and desire. He lowered his face towards her. Stilled just a hairsbreadth away as though he was unsure, his gaze traveling over her face. “Then I will help you find your life.”
He sounded so confident, so soothing. She hoped he could, she really did, but at the same time, she hoped she never remembered her past life because it just might destroy her more than Shilsogar ever could.




Chapter Seventeen
 

His warm breath washed over her. Earthy. Fresh. Masculine. She inhaled, and her lungs filled with the scent of his essence.
Her skin prickled with awareness. A flood of languid heat washed through her body. Her lips fell apart, surprising desire whispered through her. His hair slid through the juncture of her fingers as she curved her palm around the base of his neck.
He remained poised above her, hesitant. Waiting. For her. There was a moment of hesitation. This was no time to feel anything like this. She knew she was traumatized, knew they faced an uncertain future, knew this wasn’t the best decision to make, and yet her fingers flexed and urged him towards her.
The thought of not kissing him outweighed knowing this was all sorts of a bad idea. It went deeper. A compulsive impulse that guided her beyond logical argument. She would be happy with no one touching her for the rest of her life ever again, but this was Rhilax. He surpassed all of that. The knowledge was instinctive, guided by a hand larger than her own. It might be a bad idea, but she needed this. Needed him.
She recognized the same struggle written on his face, in the set of his arms around her, in the tension around his eyes, and yet he slowly, gently descended. Their lips touched with a light pressure. A sigh rippled through her mind and body, alongside a feeling of complete and utter rightness.
She shouldn’t feel like this, and yet her hands stayed curved around the back of his neck, holding him to her. His lips firmed and then caressed. A slow, gentle movement. Coaxing her, stroking her blossoming desire.
She matched each caress and stroke of his lips and her eyelids drifted shut. Behind the warm comfort of her closed eyes, she was surrounded by Rhilax and she reveled in it. He parted his lips and the tip of his tongue slid along the seam of her mouth. Surprising. Wet. Hot. His flavor swept onto the tip of her tongue and she parted her lips for more of his taste.
She drew her other arm around his neck, lifting herself closer to him. Rhilax’s arm behind her shoulders strengthened, while his other hand whispered up her arm to slide into the wild tangle of her hair. His claws scraped deliciously against her scalp and splayed over the back of her head.
She shivered between the juxtaposition of the hardness of his claws and the pillowed firmness of his mouth. He lapped at her mouth and she slid her tongue against his with the need for more of his taste. He paused for a moment, as though in shock. But only for a moment. With a low groan, he angled his head and took command of their kiss.
If she thought that they were kissing before, she was mistaken. That was a mere prelude, a tease to the way he kissed her now. His tongue sank into her mouth with a commanding thrust, while his lips drank her in. His mouth crushed over hers, taking while she received, stroking her arousal higher.
She was locked in the cradle of his arms, the Vee of his thighs and his hands splayed over her flesh. She melted into his, her softness against his hardness. Her nipples beaded as she brushed her breasts against his chest. The material of her clothing seemingly now abrasive to her increasingly sensitive flesh. Her body throbbed with heated awareness, zipping from her nipples to pool low in her abdomen.
She never felt safer. More desired. She’d thought never to feel desire for another being for the rest of her life. Not after the things Shilsogar had done to her.
Her breath caught and her eyes flew open. Her body jerked as though doused with iced water. The building desire dissipated in an instant and her muscles locked as her mind reeled with image after image of Shilsogar.
The darkness edged her vision as she began to shake. The arms around her morphed into the dark skin of Shilsogar. His drool coated her skin as he did whatever he wanted to do to her, and she was helpless. So helpless. No one came to help her. Hemmi and Shilsogar’s other thugs looked on and let it all happen. Merely watched, bored, and apathetic to her terror. To her pain.
She pushed against a hard chest. Shilsogar. He wouldn’t let her go. He was going to hurt her again. Heal her and use her and hurt her. She couldn’t take it anymore. Not now after she’d just begun to allow herself to feel safe again with Rhilax.
Rhilax! Where was Rhilax?
She focused on the shushing sound in her ear. The steely warmth surrounding her. A large, hard body holding her so gently, rocking her back and forth while she cried out. His arms around her holding her tight where her limbs flailed around. The beating of a steady heart next to her ear.
“Shhh. I’m here. That’s a girl. Come back to me. You’re safe here.”
She stopped struggling, her arms and legs falling limp, her cramping muscles easing as the panic drained from her body. Her thundering heartbeat evened out, slowing alongside the adrenaline drop in her blood.
She was drained. So, so weary. She could barely keep her eyes open. She turned her face into his chest, drawing in his smell, letting the earthy, spiciness fill her lungs. She clutched his vest, twisted it in her fingers as tears burned behind her eyes.
She shuddered, fighting back the wave of despair that threatened to crash over her. Fingers dragged through her hair, rubbed her arm, gentled over her body.
“Let it out. It’s okay. You can let it go. Give it to me. I can take it.”
It was the tenderness of his tone that did her in. She could have stopped against the harshness. In fact, she had not let herself cry at all while she’d been caged. It would only have been to the amusement of the guards. She refused to be that kind of amusement to them. That had only spurred them on when she’d seen other beings tormented because they’d cried.
But now, the last thread unraveled and fell apart. The wave she’d managed to hold back crashed over her. She barely managed to draw a breath as she sobbed. Helpless, uncontrollably and ugly.
She sobbed until her throat was raw, her nose blocked, and her eyes swollen and red. He didn’t try and stop her. Didn’t try to make her hold it in. Didn’t laugh or walk away. He simply held her, spoke to her in his deep, gravelly voice, pressed kisses to the top of her head, and rocked her. This time, darkness of a different kind came to take her away. One that she didn’t know if she should take, but was helpless not to.




Chapter Eighteen
 

As she drifted up through the gray layers of sleep, she realized how hot she was. She was also comfortable, her body cushioned by a mattress beneath her and a blanket over her head. She stayed where she was for long moments, easing her body awake, until her skin broke out with sticky sweat and she was forced to push the blanket away.
Cooler air washed over her, as well as flickering firelight and a heavenly smell that made her mouth water. She sat up, her attention falling to the meat roasting over the flames. Drips of moisture fell into the flames, making them crack and sizzle, while the flesh was nicely browned and shining with its juices. Her stomach growled and she put a hand over it as though she could stop it twisting in on itself in hunger.
“Awake, I see.”
She’d been so focused on the roast, she hadn’t noticed Rhilax on the other side of the fire. As she looked into those full dark eyes, memories of that mind-blowing kiss and then her descent into a slobbering mess filled her mind. Her cheeks heated, and mortified, she dropped her gaze to the ground.
God. She’d been that girl. The girl that kissed and then went emotionally insane. The girl mothers told their boys to steer clear of.
She was a complete and utter mess. Why couldn’t she just have enjoyed his kiss, and maybe even more? She’d certainly wanted to explore whatever he was willing to share. Why did she have to think and let Shilsogar back into her head? Why did the dead have to come back and haunt her?
She wasn’t that sort of girl, at least she didn’t think she was. The fact was she didn’t know and besides, she was probably a different person now than she might ever have been before her memory loss.
Now she was the girl who turned something good into something miserable—into something embarrassing. He’d kissed her and then she’d fallen apart in his arms and not in a good way.
Fallen apart was an understatement. She’d completely cracked and not in a dainty, wipe-a-tear-away, delicate type of way. No, she’d shattered. She put her fingertips to her face, still feeling the puffiness around her eyes to let her know how wonderful she looked. She wouldn’t blame him if he never wanted to touch her again. A dip in the mattress startled her and had her looking into his face, before cringing away. She let the straggled mop of her hair hide her face before she tried to scramble away.
A hand on her arm and a tail wrapped about her calf stopped her, “I thought you might be hungry.”
He held a piece of meat delicately between his claws in front of her face. The aroma of cooked meat made her remember her empty stomach. She wanted to ignore it. Ignore him, but she hadn’t had a chunk of meat like this since she’d woken to her nightmare.
Her body answered for her, the need for survival outweighing her embarrassment. It wasn’t until her mouth burst with flavor and she was licking the juice off her fingers and lips that she realized she’d eaten it.
She glanced over her shoulder. Great, he’d seen her devouring that piece of food like it had been her last. She mentally added that onto a growing list of things to be embarrassed about. She waited for his reaction, but he merely cut another chunk off the roast and handed it to her. “Careful, it’s still a little hot.”
He balanced it on his claws as he blew on it to cool before he handed it her. She took it and managed to eat slower this time. When she’d finished, she glanced up at him again. He only looked at her with patience.
“When did you…?” She indicated the roast crackling over the fire. She hadn’t even seen him leave the cave, she’d been so out of it. She hadn’t noticed him coming back for that matter. Or starting a fire, or spitting the creature he’d caught, or cooking it until it was thoroughly cooked through.
“When day broke.”
She glanced at the entrance to see daylight, the gentle sway of green trees and further afield, a shimmering lake. She’d noticed none of those things when they’d found the cave. The sun was high in the sky telling her it was well past morning.
“I overslept.”
“You needed to rest, lore txikia. Your body needs it.”
She wiped some dirt on her knee. It didn’t budge. She frowned as she only worked it deeper into the material. She was afraid to look at him again. Embarrassed over her behavior.
She sighed. “I’m sorry.”
He twisted on the mattress, leaning towards her. She kept her face hidden. “Look at me, lore txikia.”
She sighed again. There was no anger in his voice, just kindness. Why, she didn’t understand, and yet she turned to face him as he’d requested.
“Why are you sorry?”
She dropped her gaze, but he held her steady with a knuckle beneath her chin and she had no choice but to meet his gaze. “Because, I… Why are you being so nice to me?”
“First of all, you have nothing to be sorry about. You needed that release last night and it was my honor to be able to help you through that. Thankfully so. I saw too many warriors in our military holding onto the grief for it to eat them up in the end like cancer. Secondly, it you want to cry like that again, I will help you through that again. And again, and again and again. There is no limit. As for why I am being so nice to you. It is my purpose to be everything to you because you are everything to me.”
She searched his eyes, her gaze flickering between his. “I still don’t understand why.”
His fingers dropped from her chin and the cool air brushed where his warmth once was. She was still caught in the intensity of his gaze.
“Because I am your mate, lore txikia. We are connected on a level that is more than mind and body. Our souls call for each other. I am here for you and you are here for me. It is a special bond only shared between soul partners. A once in a lifetime event. The only person I will live my life with. Live my life for. There will be no other for me. I could no more harm you, than harm nature, or the sky, or my brothers. I am yours and you are mine.”
She didn’t understand it in the least. “Is that like marriage? Partners?”
“I don’t know what marriage is, but it is like a partnership. But more. Much more. One cannot be without the other, like night and day. It happens—happened—all the time with our species. Rasidian would meet their mates and then live very happily together. We waited to find each other. But some species do not have mates.” Rhilax’s shoulders slumped. “Maybe you are one of those. Does your species have mates?”
“Humans, you mean?”
His brows flicked up and his eyes widened in surprise. “Is that what you are? You call yourself a human?”
She felt her mouth stretch into a little smile. She searched her mind, memories flickered adding depth to the once flat, dark landscape of her mind. Her heart fluttered in her chest, making her a little dizzy. She remembered. She remembered! “Yes! I am a human. There’s a whole planet of us. Lots and lots of people.” She clutched his wrist. “Rhilax, I remembered something. I’m a human. From Earth! That’s where I’m from! Is it… is it far from here?”
A frown wrinkled his brow. “I’ve never heard of such a planet, but it makes sense that you were taken from such a place. I’ve never seen your species before, and I have travelled through many galaxies. Your planet must be from the far reaches of the universe. Can you remember a star chart, or a universal location of your world?”
Her hand fell from his wrist. “Those things mean nothing to me. I don’t even know what a star chart, or a universal location is.”
“But you’ve remembered something about where you’re from. Do you remember anything else?”
“I…” She remembered Earth, filled with people and cities and countries and cultures, but there was nothing specific about herself. The harder she tried, the more solid the abyss in her head became. She recounted the things she did know. “There’s seven billion people. We live in houses. Have jobs. Some people have more money than others. We work. Take vacations. I think… I think I’m from a country where there are mountains and great flat plains. And horses.”
He blinked, looking blankly at her. “Seven billion of you and there’s no record of your planet. You must be from an undeclared world.”
“What’s an undeclared world?”
“Do you have space travel?”
She came up to her knees, excitement thrumming through her. “Yes, people have been to the moon. They’re sending probes to Mars. There’s also Mercury, Venus, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune. There’s also Pluto. It was once a planet and then it wasn’t a planet. I don’t know why that changed. Earth is in the Milky Way, in the Orion Arm. Earth has one moon. Do you know where that is?”
Her excitement plummeted when his face remained downcast. He took her hand in his and linked his long fingers with hers. “Lore txikia, there is a creed that planets yet to develop the technology to travel to other worlds are not yet ready as a society to be revealed to the rest of the universe. It has been done centuries before with catastrophic results, and so the Interspecies Council banned first contact until those planets reached a level of technology that signified a unification of society. Those planets are normally only known to the Interspecies Council and heavily guarded as they have no defense to those who have the capacity to harm them. Their societies are also not yet unified and often fight amongst themselves.”
She studied their linked fingers. Hers pink with blunt fingernails and his blue with wicked sharp, black claws. If he wasn’t so nice, she didn’t stand a chance against him. She hadn’t stood a chance against Shilsogar, or any of the guards. They were bigger, stronger, their bodies built for fighting, while she, and another seven billion humans had nothing.
He’d just described Earth. Earth now and the Earth that had existed for centuries. “Then you don’t know where Earth is.”
“I’m sorry, my mate. A species of reptilian beings abducted you, that’s all I know. I would do anything to take you back, but I have no idea where it might be. It would also be guarded by the Interspecies Council military which would forbid entry to and from Earth with death.”
“Then we’ll find the reptilian beings. We’ll make them tell us where Earth is,” she said.
Rhilax shook his head. “They are on the run from the Interspecies Council. It will be almost impossible to find them.”
“Almost impossible. But not one hundred percent impossible.” She was clutching at straws and yet she couldn’t help herself.
“My mate, I should have said entirely impossible. Not merely almost.”
He looked so downcast on her behalf that she had no misconception he told the truth. He had no reason to lie, but she couldn’t help still feeling gutted. “I guess, even if you got me there, I don’t remember where I come from. I don’t know where I live on the whole planet. I don’t even remember my friends or my family.” She brushed aside a tear. She didn’t want to cry again, even though she knew Rhilax would hold her until she was done. She had no right to ask that of him, despite the fact he thought she was his mate.
In her current state, she wouldn’t push herself on anyone. She was a pure and utter mess. She’d already caused him to crash land on this planet and lose his brothers. She definitely wasn’t going to cry in front of him again and she definitely wasn’t going to let him kiss her again.
The truth was, she liked it too much. That kiss had been explosive. Even though she was not in a place to feel any sort of desire, she’d been defenseless against her urge. His species had mates, but humans didn’t. It wasn’t the same for her and he might still yet meet his true mate even though he thought she was it.
She was too mixed up at the moment. Too damaged to be anything for anyone. In fact, she was a burden who had to rely on his good nature for basic survival. Besides, she’d brought the wrath of Xataxi down on him and his brothers. The results had been disastrous and wasn’t going to stop. Xataxi would extract revenge, all because Rhilax had stood up for her.
The least she could do would be not to encourage him and start to help. Despite the draw towards him, she would just have to resist. He even said it when he told her that his species only found their mates with their own species. She definitely wasn’t Rasidian. She would give him back his life and his brothers and then leave him to find his real mate.
A sharp shard stabbed into her stomach at the thought of losing him to his true mate, but it seemed his species was predisposed to it. She wasn’t. Even if she entertained the thought of this, it could be taken away at any time. This mateship sounded permanent, and she wasn’t in a position, mentally or physically, for anything more permanent than her next meal. She just wasn’t ready for—anything.
“Have you received any word from Veri or Rase?” she asked.
He ran his tongue over his fangs and frowned. He was worried about them and she’d brought this on all of their heads. Even if he thought he was her mate, she’d also involved his brothers.
“They’ll call when they can,” he said.
Her heart fell. He was worried and he was keeping it to himself, probably not wanting to worry her even thought it was her fault they’d crash-landed. Hell, it was her fault Xataxi was after them in the first place. It was another reason she needed to pull herself together and look after herself. Starting now.
“That blaster you gave me. Where is it?”
Frowning, he retrieved it from the ground next to the mattress, right where it had fallen from her hands when she’d slept. He handed it to her, and she curled her fingers around the cool metal.
“Thank you. Now, if you could teach me how to shoot it, it’s my turn to catch our dinner.”
She would have to etch his smile into her memory, because if there was one thing she did know, now was the time to start fending for herself. It was time to reclaim herself and not live in a pathetic shadow of herself. She only hoped she had the strength.




Chapter Nineteen
 

“Keep the aim straight. Lift your shoulders and keep both eyes open.”
She did what he suggested, however the way his chest pressed against her back was distracting. As were his arms either side of hers, caging her between the confines of his body. His tail that constantly wrapped and rewrapped about her calf no longer was strange, and when it wasn’t there, she missed the security of it. He was tall enough so that his chin came to the top of her head, and when he spoke his voice rumbled in his chest and vibrated through her back.
She took a deep breath, working hard to ignore the pull towards him and the simmering arousal just waiting in the background of her mind to catch her unawares. It would flare at any time. When the light caught on the faint scales that lined his skin, the burnished deep blue of his dark hair, the way his lips turned upwards when he watched her with eyes that never hid what was on his mind. What was on his mind was most probably what was also on hers, by the looks of it.
Since she’d kissed him, she was becoming more and more aware of him, as though she’d unplugged something, she had no right to open. Her Pandora’s box of intimate awareness. How his scent flavored the air, the warmth of his skin, the way the light picked up glittering specks on his horns, the way his tail sought her out and kept the barb away from her. The size of the bulge in his pants. The way he’d been in a hard, semi-erect state all day and had to constantly adjust himself when he thought she wasn’t looking, and even when she was. He had no shame.
It didn’t send sheer terror coursing through her, as she thought it might. In fact, quite the opposite. She also suffered. She was aware of the way her clothing slid over her skin, the tightness across her breasts, her sensitive nipples that had been pebbled all day, the insistent throbbing of her clit that she felt with every step she took.
What the hell was happening to her?
She swallowed the ball of spit in her mouth and pressed the trigger. A small hole appeared in the giant leaf, next to all of the other holes she’d shot there. She had the impression that the gun should be longer, the butt of it jammed against her shoulder. One finger should be in the trigger while her other hand should cup the forestock. Then she wondered why she knew what a forestock was.
“That is very good. You have a good aim. I think you’ve shot a blaster before,” Rhilax said.
She eyed the gun. “Maybe not one that looks exactly like this, but it doesn’t feel totally foreign. But it should be longer. About this big.” She set her hands wider than her shoulders. “And it fits against your shoulder. Like this.” She set her hands and arms in a familiar position. One out front, the other arm tucked in close to her chest.
“It doesn’t look like a familiar position.” His lips quirked upwards, “But it looks as though you have remembered something more about yourself. And that is a good thing.”
He cupped her cheeks in his large palms. The smile on his lips was tender and sweet and she fought the urge to stand on her toes and kiss him. Instead, a trickle of sweat ran down her cheek to pool where he touched her.
“I almost remembered. It’s like a word on the tip of my tongue, there but elusive. Looking through a fogged-up window. I want to remember, but I can’t. Why can’t I remember?”
“Some males I knew that suffered from this type of memory loss. They tried so hard to regain their memories, but the harder they tried the more elusive their memories became. Sometimes the best thing to do, is not think of anything at all. That is why I’m going to suggest we take a break and go for a swim,” Rhilax said.
The sound of taking a swim was beyond tempting. She was covered in dirt and sweat, and she was hot. The forest was beautiful and while the nights were freezing, the days were filled with humidity. Rhilax didn’t seem to be suffering like she did, despite wearing leather pants and a vest. He looked as good as he normally did.
Heat of a different kind washed through her and she drew a deep breath. She should be ignoring him, not noticing the way the temperature didn’t seem to affect him while she was a wet mess. “Swimming sounds good, but… is it safe?”
She remembered him saying he would need to check the water for dangerous creatures. For things that might snap, bite or even pull her under. That was, if she even could swim. How would she know? She didn’t. She pushed, but her mind remained blank. Her stomach hitched. Doubts resurfaced and she was flooded with fear.
I hate this feeling. I hate it. I hate it. I hate it. She hated the seesaw of her emotions. Hated that everything was stolen from her and there didn’t seem to be any way to get it back. She hated she was taken. She hated she was so defenseless she was now a victim of her own mind. She hated that all of those things were done to her and she hadn’t fought back. She’d succumbed. She hated being weak and scared and pathetic and terrified and…
“Open your eyes, lore txikia. Look at me. Look at me.”
Rhilax’s smooth voice cut through her panic. That was what it was. She was having a panic attack. Just a panic attack. It just came out of the blue and took her by surprise. She unclenched her eyes and blinked back the daylight that seemed to be too bright, looking up into Rhilax’s stern gaze. Her lungs tightened. She couldn’t seem to take a deep enough breath. The air hit the back of her throat and didn’t seem to go any further. Her head spun and black dots danced across her vision.
“Take a deep breath in, hold it for a second, and then let it slowly trickle out. Do it with me.” He guided her. She clasped her hands over his while he cupped her cheeks, skin sweating, breath choppy, limbs trembling. He sucked in a breath and she followed him. She let it slip out of her lungs in time with him.
“Good. Now again.” She followed his breathing pattern until her heart resembled something normal. Until she noticed that he held her head steady between his careful hands, that he stood so much taller than her, that his attention hadn’t diverted from her at all. Until she was ashamed that it had happened at all.
“It is to be expected. There is no need for shame. I have seen great beings suffer like this also. It has meant that you have faced great adversity and have survived. That you had the strength to pull through and not give up is something to be celebrated. Feeling like this means that you’re fighting to heal. It means that you haven’t given up on life and choose to live,” he said.
A frown pulled her brow and her fingers curled around his, “How do you know…?” Her voice cracked. How did he know what she felt? How did he know what had crashed through her mind? How did he know she was powerless to stop it from happening? As powerless as she had been for all of those long weeks at Shilsogar’s mercy.
His gaze softened and he caressed her cheek with the pad of his thumb. “Because it is normal to be like this after a traumatic experience, such as yours.”
Feeling like this couldn’t be normal. She was safe here. Safer than being in that cage at the mercy of a brutal being. She’d escaped, and yet it was as though she was still caged. Still a victim.
“I don’t feel normal.” Her voice was small, and she didn’t rightly know why she’d admitted that to Rhilax. She had put him through enough already. She didn’t want to lean on him any more than she already had. He didn’t deserve that—a broken woman who might never heal. At the moment, she didn’t have the capacity for anything much more than existing as a shell of her former self.
But there was anger. So, so much anger. Anger at herself for being so weak. Anger at Shilsogar for taking anything he wanted from her like it was his right. Anger at the guards for letting it happen, watching, laughing, enjoying. Anger at being so powerless.
Powerless to stop it while it happened and still powerless against the fallout now that she had escaped. Her hands shook and she let them drop to her sides, clenching them into fists. She let the sharp pain from her nails puncturing her skin center her.
“It will get better. I promise you. I will help you. You can rely on me,” Rhilax said.
But she didn’t want to rely on anyone. To rely on someone would mean she would have to let them in. Be vulnerable. She wasn’t going to put herself in a vulnerable position ever again. She had her life back and she wasn’t going to hand it to someone else.
She didn’t agree with Rhilax. She would never get better. She would only get smarter. The anger would give her that. The anger would free her from being pathetic and weak. The anger would never put her in a position of subservience again.
She couldn’t tell Rhilax that, though. She would keep the anger to herself. It was hers and hers alone. She would quietly let it guide her. It would keep her as safe as Rhilax made her feel, only it would be hers and hers alone. It would help rebuild her. Shape her into something strong. It would help her never to be susceptible to another being again.
She would learn to shoot. She would learn to become a new version of herself. Never again would she allow herself to be at the whim of another. Not even Rhilax. Even though he was nice and tender and caring. She didn’t need that. She also didn’t need his pity. Pity implied she was a helpless victim and she was through being used at anyone’s whim. She’d rather die than let that happen again.
So, she focused on herself, letting it simmer just below the surface, letting it clear her head and drive her actions. She forced her face to relax, to hide the bitterness that was acidic enough to rot her from the inside, so she wouldn’t see any pity from anyone ever. Instead, she ghosted a smile on her lips. Her gaze fell to his chin, so she wouldn’t become pulled into his intense gaze. “I’m better, but I’m hot. I’d like to go swimming. I think that would help.”
“Lore txikia, I mean it. I will help you through this.”
He sounded so sincere and she ignored the way her heart stuttered and tripped. It would be easy to give in to the harbor he offered, surrender to the safety he willingly offered, but she would just be swapping one controlling situation for another.
She stepped away from him, the cooler air caressing her skin where his hands once had been. “You’ve helped me so much already, Rhilax. I will feel better when I’m cool and clean.”
She didn’t meet his gaze as he studied her for a moment. Didn’t care, because he saw much too much. Could read her like an intimate book. He didn’t understand that she would be vulnerable no more. She began to walk towards the lake, brushing aside the huge leaves.
A hand landed on her shoulder and she tensed. “Let me cut a path. It will be easier to walk.”
She nodded and kept her gaze carefully lowered as he stepped around her and began to cut a pathway through the forest. Resuming her place behind him, she forced her attention from his large shoulders, bulging muscles, tight ass and swaying tail, instead looking for the chittering-like money-like creatures that scampered from branch to branch. However, there were none. Like her soul, it seemed they’d deserted her as well.
She’d probably see the monkeys again. It was her damaged soul that was forever changed that she worried about.




Chapter Twenty
 

Rhilax could just about feel the anger that pulsed through her. It vibrated out, a living aura of whiplashed suffering. Anger, he could understand. It had driven him and his brothers in the years since the destruction of their world. He’d welcomed that anger. Had let it fuel his days and nights and thought nothing more of it.
What being could lose everything and leave no effect? But the hot licks of it that washed over her face and made her stiff, eyes hard and mouth turned down, he wondered if he should have embraced it so thoroughly. He thought it to be motivating, but seeing his mate like this let the seeds of doubt take root.
He wanted her to be angry. Of course. Anger meant she felt something, rather than being a shell of a being and letting the pain of adversity shape her soul into nothingness. However, she was enraged and that led to bad judgment. That led to more internal scars that might never be healed. That would turn a good person into someone who would be permanently damaged. That gave more power to the abuser and Shilsogar and Xataxi had done enough damage—to his mate and countless others.
All he wanted to do was embrace her, take away her pain and see her smiling and happy, but he also knew she wouldn’t be open to such affection, so he would help her in whatever capacity she needed, and the diversion of a swim would be a good one—for both of them.
Under normal circumstances, they would have joined already. They would have learned each other’s bodies. They would have claimed each other’s bodies and souls and now his cock was a stiff rod in his pants that rubbed on his clothing with each step, the almost painful friction only serving to remind him that it had yet to feel her hot, wet, silky glide of flesh surrounding it.
The sweat he wiped from his brow was from the heat, but also the unleashed tension that gripped his body. He would need a moment to himself to relieve the strain, and would make sure she knew nothing of it.
He could only imagine what Shilsogar had put her through and most of it would probably have been degrading. He sliced through a thick branch and welcomed the resounding thump as blade met branch. Pain thrummed up his arm and through his shoulders. He cocked his head from side to side, stretching tight muscles, and glanced behind him to make sure he hadn’t scared her when he’d taken his frustration out on a plant.
She wasn’t even looking at him. Instead, she crouched by the branch he’d just cut and brushed a large, gleaming leaf with her palm. He stopped thrashing the underbrush to watch her. When she noticed he’d stopped, she glanced at him before dropping her gaze back to the leaf. She ran her fingertips over the surface. “It’s a nice green color. It’s just occurred to me there must be a lot of green light on this planet.”
His body tensed on immediate alert. He was worried about the state of her emotions. Maybe he should have also been more aware of the state of her mind. “Lore txikia, are you feeling faint?”
“I bet they photosynthesize really well.”
Rhilax felt his brows draw together. “Photo…”
“Photosynthesize. It’s good for animals. You want lots of plants with nice big green leaves like these to convert light into water, oxygen and mineral-rich food for them.” She drew in a breath and blinked up at him. Her face lost the tension and cleared. “I remember something. Green leaves mean happy animals. It means they have lots of food. They can eat and they can breathe!”
He didn’t understand a word she said, but he whooped a sound of joy, picked her up and twirled her in his arms. She clutched his bicep, a huge smile transforming her face. He liked this look on her. This happiness. Her smile lit his heart. Now she’d unlocked some memories, hopefully the rest would follow. “Do you remember anything else, my mate?”
“I…” Her eyes grew distant and her smile slipped. “No. I… nothing.”
He placed her gently to the ground, but kept his hands splayed across her tiny waist. It reminded him that she was thin. Too thin for her frame, and yet he kept his hands there, needing to feel her in his grip. He didn’t want her slipping back to the place in her mind she’d just been in. “I would cut every branch from every tree if it would help you remember.”
Her smile that had almost fallen away, brightened. “That would be quite a job on this planet.”
He drew the pad of his thumb across her plump bottom lip. “That it would. But I would do it—for you.”
She swayed closer to him, her eyes dropping, and for a moment he thought she might ask him for a kiss. Hoped she would. He was on the verge of obliging when she sucked in a quick breath and stepped back. His hands fell empty to his sides, and he fought the urge to take her in his embrace again.
“Well, at least it’s a start.” She turned around, but not before he saw her place a trembling hand to her lip where he’d just touched her.
A firm grip of satisfaction slid through him. She wasn’t unaffected by him. Even if she had no idea about the mate-bond, it was clear, even on a subconscious level, that it did affect her.
She hadn’t let him kiss her. This time. But now he was sure his patience would be rewarded. She would recognize him as her mate and she would welcome him to her body, her pussy, her heart and her soul. It was inevitable.
He drew a steeling breath. He only needed to be patient and treat her with care. She would come around. “Shall we continue? If a leaf has jogged your memory, I’m hoping a lake will fare much better.”
She eyed him with a sideways look and hesitated. “Do you think so?”
She was as hopeful as he was. The more she remembered, the more it took her mind off her anger. The less angry she was, the more the mate-bond would work its magic. “Let us see. I’m hot and need a good bath. It will be refreshing for both of us.”
He would also see how she looked with water slicing off her body. Her skin would be slick and shine like the precious offering she was. His cock throbbed with neglect. Maybe he would ease some tension while in the water. Without her knowing, of course. He would not force her into anything. Until she was ready. It was a good thing he was a patient male.
“Lead the way, then. I know you’re strong, but I don’t think you need to cut those big branches off. We can walk under them.”
It was a good thing she didn’t know he hadn’t meant to cut quite such a large branch. She put it down to his strength. He flexed his biceps as he regripped his sword. Better to think him strong than sexually frustrated, which was quite obvious.
“Do you need me to carry you? Are you tired?” He would like nothing more than to embrace her and hold her against him, but he anticipated the shake of her head.
“It’s okay. You have enough to do getting us through this vegetation,” she said.
He didn’t tell her he could carry her on his back and continue slashing through the underbrush. She was so light, it would not be much more than carrying air, but he respected her decision to exercise to regain her muscular strength.
This time, he kept a slower pace and kept his mind off his aching dick and his unrequited anger against Shilsogar and Xataxi, instead focusing on his brothers. He still hadn’t received word from them.
He checked his internal comms again. Although it was short range and he hadn’t expected to receive anything, the disappointment was still acute.
They had ejected out into the vastness of space, but the pods were coded to detect the closest habitable land mass. By all rights they should have all landed within close vicinity on this planet.
His brothers could look after themselves. However, this was the longest he hadn’t heard from either of them. The longest he’d been separated from them was when Veri had gone on a bender and was stinking drunk for three days. That had been just after the terrible destruction of their planet and loss of their friends and families. He’d taken it as badly, but they were trained warriors. Their grief had turned into the same anger that now surged through his mate.
Together, they had healed. He couldn’t imagine life without them, and even now that he’d found his mate, that would be a loss he would never recover from. Whatever had happened to them, he only hoped they yet lived. Despite the fact they were too damned stubborn to die. Even though their enhanced bodies were armored and built as any apex predator should be, a Rasidian warrior was still mortal.
He brushed aside a leaf and stepped onto the sandy shores of the lake. His mate moved under his arm to stand at his side. She closed her eyes and tilted her head and let the cool breeze, heavy with droplets of water, cool her heated skin.
He did the same, forcing calm through his mind. His brothers were hardened warriors. They would survive. It was only be a matter of time before word came to him, and while he was stranded here, they were probably trying to obtain another jet to rescue his sorry ass off this planet.
When he opened his eyes again, his mate was at the lake’s edge, her toes wiggling in the water, but he hadn’t tested the water. There could be all kind of creatures in there and she was a fragile being and he hadn’t been concentrating.
Calling her name, he bolted towards her, his blade in hand.




Chapter Twenty-One
 

“Lore txikia. Get away from the edge!” he yelled.
She glanced over her shoulder and flinched when she saw him running towards her. Her mouth dropped open and she stumbled back from the water’s edge, her eyes wild and scanning the little peaked waves of the water the breeze brought in. “What? What is it?”
“There could be creatures that could harm you in the water.” Rhilax’s heart pounded.
She gazed across the surface, her eyes scanning from her left to right. Little waves broke along the shore with soothing, melodic crashing sounds. “It looks harmless enough.”
“That’s what predators rely on.” He withdrew the Locorum and adjusted the setting to detect the water and anything beneath the surface. A three-dimensional map appeared above the screen. The top wavy line undulated in rhythm with the surface of the water, while the land beneath clearly dropped away at a slow incline, before coming to an abrupt drop in the far distance. It was far enough away that it would be difficult to swim towards.
In between the top and bottom lines, life forms darted about at different heights. Some were lone, usually the larger species, while the smaller creatures found safety in large groups. It was a sound survival tactic. There was nothing larger than his calf beneath the water. He studied the readings that began to scroll beside the map, noting that the water creatures would make a nutritious meal for his mate. She needed a good meal and he would supply that to her.
He realized she watched him, her eyes darting from the readout to his face. She couldn’t read the display and wouldn’t understand it was safe. A smile curved his mouth, knowing how much she wanted to swim. “You can swim, my mate.”
A shadow washed over her face for a moment before a smile eased onto her mouth. “It’s safe?”
He smiled at her. Her gaze dropped to his fangs, lingering a moment, before sliding back up. He hoped she didn’t find him intimidating. She was so much smaller than he was, and there were a few differences in their species. He was also built to fight, cybernetics notwithstanding. He knew the smaller, more delicate species, especially females, usually gave him a wide berth.
She drew her blaster from the side pocket on the outside of her thigh, glancing between it and the water. The look of longing on her face was almost comical before he understood she couldn’t take it into the water with her and didn’t want to give up that small level of safety. Not that a small blaster would do much in the face of a determined Okills, but she didn’t know that.
It wasn’t the size of the blaster. He’d seen soldiers sleep with their blades years after coming back from bloodthirsty battle. Hells, he’d been one of them. Didn’t he know more than most what a weapon represented.
“Here, let me look after that for you.”
She blinked up at him with large eyes. Even though he’d given her the blaster, she still weighed him up. He stood still, merely standing there as she assessed him. Her eyes shuttered and for a breathless moment, he thought she was going to keep the weapon and forgo her swim before she passed it to him. Her fingers brushed his as she handed the weapon over, and he fought not to bring her into his arms and kiss her. The slightest touch from her tested his control.
“Thank you, Rhilax.”
His fingers closed over the blaster and she relinquished it. Victory washed through him. His mate trusted him when she had no trust to give. This was a great gift.
The next moment, she squealed and charged into the water. It sprayed around her legs as she bolted into the water and dove below the surface. He tensed, muscles straining while he waited for her to resurface, only letting out a sigh of relief when her head ducked up quite a large distance from where she’d disappeared.
Her wet hair slicked off her face and contoured her head. Her face lit when she spied him standing on the shore. She smiled and waved. “Come in. It’s a bit cold, but you get used to it.”
She slipped back beneath the water, happy to frolic. He pressed his lips together. He preferred his cleansing unit, but it had been a few days since he’d used it and it was hot on this godsdamn planet. It would be good to wash and feel cool in the heat of the day. Besides, he’d be in the water with her to protect her should anything happen.
He sighed, tugging off his vest and laying it on the dry sand, her weapon on top of the material, clearly visible should she want to check if it was there. He unloaded his weapon’s straps from his torso and his blade belt. His boots followed and his hands went to the clasp on his pants. His leathers couldn’t be fully submerged in water. He couldn’t wear them if he wanted to cool off in the water.
He hadn’t thought this fully through. He would have to swim naked. A naked male might make his mate nervous, but he didn’t want to stand on the bank if something happened to her. He wouldn’t make it into the water quick enough to come to her aid. Besides, the water would cover his nakedness once he was in.
He heard her splashing. He glanced over his shoulder to see her dive below the surface. While she was swimming and her attention was diverted from him, he would take his time to quickly enter the water.
He kicked his pants off and sighed with relief as the pressure on his cock loosened. He tipped his head back and closed his eyes, feeling the cooler air caress his bare skin. It was divine after the heat and humidity the fauna trapped between its trees and leaves.
He turned, began to walk into the water and stopped dead when her head broke the water’s surface and she looked right at him. She blinked, her lips parted and eyes wide open. Her luminous eyes were trained between his thighs. His cock jerked and more blood instantly flooded his appendage, swelling beneath her scrutiny.
He went to cover himself with his hands. He was a powerful male. Muscled and large. Shilsogar had used his larger body to force her into submission, and it was clear he could do the same to her. The last thing he wanted her to feel was intimidated. He could hide the power of his body with clothing, but now he was on show. He went to cover himself with both hands, but then held back. She would know his body. There was nothing he would hide from her, even his stubbornly, aching, erect cock.
“I…” she began, and then fell silent. Her chest rose and fell.
She blinked, once, slowly before her gaze travelled all over his body, leisurely roaming over his thighs, stomach, chest, shoulders, before returning to stare at his cock. She sucked in her full lower lip as her gaze rested there.
His skin prickled with awareness, firing with heat. He felt her gaze as a physical touch. She wasn’t afraid of him. The air became heavy. Tense. His cock throbbed in time with his heartbeat, heavy and aching. It was only sheer willpower that allowed him to plant his feet on the ground and not charge into the water and claim her like his instinct demanded.
He didn’t because he wanted her for life, not just a momentary conquest. He would make her feel safe. Anything that happened between them would be her choice. Her submission would be all the sweeter for it.
But that didn’t mean he would hide from her. He wasn’t powerless in this decision. She was his mate, after all.
And she showed no signs of being scared. In fact, there was a definite interested gleam in her eyes. He groaned as the tip of her pink tongue darted out to swipe the corner of her mouth.
That wasn’t the action of an unaffected female. He growled when he realized she liked what she saw. The tiny movement of her lips gave her away. The waves lapped at her chest, just low enough to see her budded nipples on her pert little breasts outlined beneath her wet clothing.
His female was definitely interested in him. Guided by their invisible pull, he stepped towards her, not feeling the coolness of the water, as it rose beyond his calf to his thighs. Not feeling anything other than the weight of her gaze over his naked flesh.
All of his attention was riveted on her. The droplets of water on her skin. Her slicked hair that was so much darker when wet. The way her chest rose and fell with each breath. The way her breasts rose from the surface of the water, her nipples peeking, half hidden by the lapping water.
The cold water burned over his heated cock as he moved closer to her. As the water covered him, her entranced gaze drifted up his chest to rest on his face. He’d walked slowly, so as not to frighten her, but he was determined that she would never be afraid of him, or the strength of his body. He would not hide anything from her.
He stopped half an arm’s length from her, her breath stuttering. Her pupils blown, her cheeks pinked up with a beautiful blush of blood flow. She was anything but scared, and he almost purred at the realization.
“I am here, my mate.” He resisted taking her into his arms as the mate-bond urged him to do, determined not to do anything to jeopardize her new-found trust. It went against his nature to be so passive, but he had more to gain by allowing her this time of introduction.
“Yes, you… certainly are.” Her voice was breathy, thin. She lifted a hand and went to touch him, but withdrew her hand. She was drawn to him. He resisted the magnetizing pull between them, his focus honed and trained on her.
His skin prickled and tightened with the absolute need for her touch. “Please… touch me.”
Her eyes flicked to his, unsure. An unspoken question. He understood all about boundaries and permission. Something she had not experienced recently. He would play by her rules, gladly going at her pace, delighted with first tentative steps of interest. When she was secure with him, it wouldn’t always be this way. “I… would like you to.”
Slowly, so achingly slowly, her palm flattened on the center of his chest. Her fingers splayed over his flesh, the heat of her palm searing through his skin and into the epicenter of his body.
His cock jerked, and he hoped she wouldn’t notice the movement beneath the water. It took an extreme amount of willpower to remain so still as not to frighten her, but for her he would do anything.
His focus was on her hand and their contact. She lightened her touch and began to trace over his pecs and in the indent of the center line of his chest. His balls tightened as her fingers traced lower and lower to the point where he knew there was no way she’d miss his jutting cockhead just below the surface of the water. So great was their height difference that the water came to his navel, while her breasts were half covered.
Still she traced lower, the tip of her finger just over the tip. He sucked in a quick breath, muscles straining, his entire attention riveted on her exploration. His groin was hot and heavy, sensitized so much, the current of the water might be a caress.
His eyes darted to his. Her lush lips fell apart as she gripped his length.
Her hot little hand curled around his cock like it was born to be there. He would gladly let her touch him there as long as she wanted to, but he was so on edge, consumed at her slightest touch that his balls squeezed, and the base of his tail tightened.
He tilted his head back, eyes shut, face scrunched, hands fisted, legs trembling, so hard he thought they might give out, fighting his reaction, knowing it would frighten her. Not now, not when she showed such beautiful trust, not when this was the first time she’d consciously laid her hands over his body.
Her fist tightened and she slid her little hand from his base right to the tip. Stars burst behind his eyes. His chest constricted, heart thundered as his body prickled with tense heat, on the verge of finding his pleasure. His mate barely had to touch him, and his body reacted so quickly.
He sucked in air as though there was no oxygen, head tipping back to look at her. She should take her hand off him, he should uncurl her fingers, get her away from him, hide this inevitable outcome for fear it would be too much for her, and undo the tentative trust she had in him. His skin pulled with the need to take her in his arms and sink into her wet heat, and yet he held still, powerless to his most base reaction.
“Mate…” His voice had dropped so low it was almost a growl.
“Do you like this, Rhilax?”
His name on her sweet mouth, the heated depths of her eyes, her perked nipples that were noticeably prominent through her wet clothing, that molded to her body making his stomach clench.
“Very much… but if you don’t stop, I’ll…”
Her hand loosened, the cool water rushed beneath it between their skin. Not completely away, her fingers still circled him, just enough to make him wish her hand was back, strangling his cock. “Do you want me to stop?” She sounded unsure, worried.
“Yes… no…” Gods, he wanted her hands on him like he needed his next breath. If he might have one more touch from her, he would die happy. He started to lean towards her, but she jerked back when his hands rose to touch her. It was time for her claim to him. Time to allow her to become used to him, to let their connection fuse between them even more.
“Is that why you undressed. So, I could touch you?”
He wanted her hands, legs, arms, breasts, mouth to touch him. Everything. “I didn’t undress for you to touch me. I would never force you into anything. My clothing cannot be fully submerged in the water and would shrink, and then I wouldn’t have anything to wear and be naked all the time. I wouldn’t care, but I don’t want you to be uncomfortable. Besides, I want you to know my body. I will not hide anything from you. Everything you see, everything I am exists for you. Tell me what to do and I will do it. For you.”
“But you are not my slave,” she said.
“No, I am not. What I offer you is my choice. My gift to you, because I am willing. I just don’t want you to be scared by me.”
She sucked in her bottom lip, considering him. A small frown pulled her forehead and he wanted to soothe the crinkles away. “I… I’m not scared of you.” She sounded surprised, as though she’d solved an enigma and was released from it.
He wanted to roar his relief. His satisfaction at those words. Instead, he smiled, the movement as foreign as it was instant. “I never want you to be scared of me.”
“I… would like to touch you, but… only if you want me to, Rhilax,” she said.
“I not only want you to, I need you to. Touch me as you will. Please.”
His breath hissed between clenched teeth as her fingers closed round him. She added her other hand, one over the other, claiming his length, the action completely possessive, and gods, if he didn’t love it. Her tiny hands couldn’t cover all of his length, but it didn’t matter. These were her hands and she’d laid them on him. Willingly.
She stroked him from base to tip, one long, tight, shattering move. His balls constricted, the base of his tail tingled, his cock hardened like a blade of Rasidian steel, and he fractured apart in her hands.
Dots burst behind closed eyes as his climax brought him to his toes and out of his mind. He soared, bursting up and up and up as delicious sensations whitewashed his senses. His cock jolted in her hands as he spent himself. Rope after rope of the release she’d gifted him spurted uncontrollably from the tip. She held him through every glorious spasm, cradling his shaft in the embrace of her hands.
Finally, he drifted back into his mind, muscles twitching, knees threatening to give out. He was truly exhausted. His only regret was that he hadn’t yet lavished this kind of attention on her body. That he’d taken what he should have offered to her.
But when he looked down on her and she gave him a tremulous smile, he knew it had been the right thing do to. That giving of himself and putting himself in this intimate position was exactly what she needed of him. That he would do anything, wherever, whenever, no matter how long it took to heal her. To see that smile on her face. Absolute magic.
“My perfect mate. Thank you for this pleasure. This gift.”
“I gave… you pleasure?”
He grinned. “Yes, you gave me immense pleasure.”
And gods if he didn’t want more. This release had taken the edge off his tension, but now he was greedy for more. He wanted her hands, her mouth, her pussy. He was a greedy male.
There was no need for his mate to be so unsure of herself. Any touch, any glance, anything she did to him, with him for him, was pleasure. Rasidian mates would already know what they did to each other. What they meant to each other.
But she wasn’t Rasidian. She was human. For all he knew, she would have a reaction to his seed that had exploded out of him. Not only had he allowed his pleasure in her hands, she might suffer for it.




Chapter Twenty-Two
 

Rhilax tensed, and this time it wasn’t in pleasure. She stepped towards him, crushing herself into the hard planes of his body, looking beneath the surface of the water. “What is it? Is something going to bite me?”
His powerful fingers curled around her upper arms holding her steady. His brows pulled together and made a deep lie between them. “You’re all right?”
“Yes, I… I’m fine?” Apart from her pulsing heartbeat, and the distracting way she was hyperaware of all of that blue skin pushed flush against her chest.
A flush of scales broke over it. Faint, barely discernible lines morphing into discernible triangular scales in an instant. Watching them form and race over the expanse of his chest was hypnotizing. She traced their lines over the smooth edges, feeling the ridge and straight lines. The scales shone with a pearlescent sheen, blue to purple to black at the edges. So, striking as they glinted in the sunlight. Mesmerized, she watched the colors morph and shift as he moved. 
“I didn’t know your skin did this.”
“They are my scales. They only come out when I’m fighting, or with strong emotion,” he said.
“Well, there is no fighting. That means you’re feeling strong emotion,” she said.
“My mate has put her hands on me and pleasured me. This is something I feel very strongly about,” he said.
Her cheeks heated beneath his inscrutable expression, so she turned her attention to his skin. His skin was still all warmth and suede, but it was also armored. She tapped a scale, testing the hardness. It felt unbreakable. A tremor thrummed through his muscles. His breath ruffled over the top of her head, rushed and shaky.
“They’re beautiful,” she whispered.
In fact, all of him was beautiful. Magnificent. Unbreakable. A body built for fighting. Much better than her own little breakable body. If she could have broken out in a rash of scales like this, she could have fought off Shilsogar. She would have been able to protect herself.
However, the way he stood so close to her, the way he practically draped himself around her was like a wall of protection. He was her personal, armored bodyguard, his sole purpose to keep her safe. Although he shared his strength with her. She did feel safe. Safer than she’d ever felt.
She curled into him, pressing her cheek against the hard plane of his chest. His scales were cool and smooth against her skin, but beneath that, he was as hot as a furnace. The regular beating of his heart pounded like a soothing drum, the beats steady and powerful, just like him.
All of that wide expanse of muscle. All that unleashed, male power poised to uncoil at a moment’s notice. She’d pleasured him and he’d let her. In fact, judging by the look on his face, and the fact his cock was still semi erect and pressing heavily into her belly, he had more than enjoyed it, and… she’d liked doing it to him.
She’d been shocked as she’d broken the surface of the water to see him fully naked and very erect as he’d been striding into the water. Her mind had gone completely blank at the sight of that massive, sculpted, powerful body joining her in the water. Her mind had never quite kicked back into gear. It had been her subconscious that had taken over once she’d gotten over the shock and saw him.
He’d stilled, watching her, gauging her reaction. He’d gone to cover himself up, but then kept his hands at his sides, revealing himself. Making himself vulnerable. To her. For her. That had driven away the panic that bubbled just below the surface of her conscious mind. The panic that threatened to let the darkness in and sweep her away from reality.
She hadn’t wanted it to, though. Instead, she’d become aware of the cool pressure of the water. The weight of her uncomfortable, wet clothing, sticking to her skin and weighing her down. The fact she couldn’t pull her eyes off Rhilax. The way she itched to touch him and explore. She’d been a victim to that breathless moment that had been more than a question. More like a monumental decision that hadn’t been hard to make when it was presented. The moment of capitulation and she’d tumbled as fast as a boulder down a mountain. She’d been powerless to decide anything else.
She wanted to look at him. Wanted to touch him. Wanted… just wanted in an indescribable way where there was no logic. No thought. Only need, desire and action.
Whatever he’d seen on her face propelled him into action and he’d strode towards her. Slow enough for her to change her mind, but she hadn’t. She’d been mesmerized at the sheer bulk of him. His sculpted muscles that were more work of art than organic flesh. The way they slid beneath silky suede skin. How they bunched and rippled with each slight movement.
The expression on his face that glowed in intensity. She’d shivered beneath the onslaught of that look, and in that moment, she’d been the prey of a predator that could do whatever he liked. He could toy. Play. Eat. Destroy.
But she didn’t feel helpless. Or like a victim. She’d felt strong. Empowered and she’d waited for him as his solid, muscular thighs had parted the water and stalked up to her.
And had allowed her touch on the most intimate part of his body. Had simply stood while she’d stroked him into climax—and it had been his choice to let her. She’d taken what he freely offered.
Her nipples pebbled and the place between her thighs was heavy. She… she was aroused! She’d received pleasure from the act. There was nothing sordid, or tainted, or painful. It had been…
“You think I’m beautiful?” His lips parted, ready to be kissed. Waiting for her. She had the impression of anything between them. He would always wait for her.
She peered up at him, into his deep, navy eyes that hid nothing from her. She saw lust, desire, heat and also openness, caring, dependability, and deeper than that there was something that would change her forever—it would be offered if she asked for it.
She didn’t quite know what it was. He didn’t hide it, but left it unsaid. More of a question and like another boulder posed at the tip of the mountain, it teetered, neither one way nor the other. Waiting.
She cupped his cheek and tested the softness of his mouth with the pad of her thumb. She’d kissed him already, knew how his lips felt, his taste, his mastery. Warmth flooded her body, pooled low in her abdomen. Touching him so intimately had not left her unaffected.
In fact, she was affected. Very much affected.
“Kiss me, Rhilax.” She barely breathed the words, and yet he heard them. It seemed impossible she would ask to be kissed, not after… not after everything that Shilsogar had done to her. But this was Rhilax. Rhilax was not Shilsogar. Not by a mile.
“Is this what you want, lore txikia? A kiss?” He brushed the wet strands of hair that had dried in the heat of her cheek, the movement so natural. So gentle. His gaze was weighted, and still he did nothing without her permission. Even though the evidence of his arousal was obvious, jutting up between them and throbbing with each pulse of his heart. Long and thick and enticing. She’d held it in her hands. Had made him orgasm with her touch. It hadn’t scared her. It had unleashed and fueled what she’d buried.
She nodded. She didn’t just want his kiss. She needed it.
His palm firmed over her cheek. She was breathless, knowing that she’d made a man so big and powerful tremble. His generous lips quirked. “Then a kiss you shall receive.”
He bent down and collected his lips against hers. Her body awakened, blossoming with itchy need. She wound her arm about his neck, and as she parted her lips, allowed his tongue to delve inside her mouth where she met him thrust for thrust.
She couldn’t get enough of his wet heat, his taste, him. Their teeth clashed. Her tongue brushed a sharp fang, the sliver of sharp pain momentary, before passion swept her away in its burning stream.
His arms strengthened, one arm banded about her waist, the other surrounded her shoulders. His hand ploughed into her hair, his claws scraping against her scalp. He tucked her against him, so tight she was sure it pushed all of the water away between them.
Her breasts were crushed against his chest, her hard nipples so sensitive, flattened beneath the wet material of clothing that was too restrictive, too heavy… just too much.
His hand drifted to cup her buttock, cupping and kneading her muscle. He moved his head to deepen their kiss. The groan that was wrenched from him vibrated from deep within his chest, and pulsated straight through her, shooting straight between her thighs. Her clit throbbed, an invisible rope inside her tightened like an elastic band.
She cried into his mouth with the need for release. With a tilt of his fingers below, it was easy to wrap her thighs about his waist. He supported her weight, pressing her most intimate place against his cock.
It was exactly what she needed. She broke from their kiss, throwing her head back and closing her eyes. Her fingers dug into his corded shoulder muscles when she leaned back, pressing herself harder against his length.
She sought the friction she needed. The rope inside her strung out thinner, tighter. He tilted his hips and his shaft slid easily through her cleft. The material creating the resistance she desperately sought.
“That’s it, lore txikia. Take what you need, my mate.” He growled and the sound sank into her like parched sand, adding to the desperate excitement that swirled and grew and compressed tighter and tighter and tighter.
He pressed her against him, the band inside stretching tighter. Her mouth fell open as she gasped her air in too-tight lungs, every muscle tensed, and she rubbed herself against his hardness, delighting in the friction that sent sparks of sensation erupting through her.
His other hand fell to beneath her buttock. He crushed her against his rigid length, helping her ride each thrust. She tilted her hips, frenzied, the rope inside her coiled, so tight it was on the verge of snapping.
His growl deepened into a purr that vibrated around her, through her, saturating her inside and out with its tone. It was sexy and intimate, and enough to push her over the golden edge of pure sensation.
Her mouth fell open, the air lodging in her lungs, her body going rigid as sweet pleasure erupted from her core, to shoot through her body in a climax so intense, dots blackened her vision and flooded her soul.
She hung for a glorious while, suspended in a timeless moment of pure bliss as her orgasm rocked through her. An orgasm she thought never to feel again. Never wanted to feel again. This was sex, and the thought had turned her stomach, twisting it inside out and festering, turning her nauseous as she waited for Shilsogar, cold and helpless, and caged and scared, and alone, and going out of her mid.
But this was Rhilax.
She panted as she floated back into her mind, to find herself draped over his upper body while he cradled her, and made that purring sound that eased into her like a shot of smooth whiskey. The vibrations were slower, quieter, rhythmic and made her relaxed, and eased all the tension from her body. She was sated. Tranquil. His hand soothed up and down her back, his touch gentle and caring, and she could hardly believe she’d done what she’d done.
This was Rhilax.
Rhilax had set her free.
He had the ability to overcome those tortuous months. Let her brush them aside with a look, a touch and that delicious purring sound that emptied her mind and made her seek the comfort of his body.
This was Rhilax. Rhilax had power over her mind and body. Just like Shilsogar had, but in a different way.
And that made him more dangerous than Shilsogar had ever been.




Chapter Twenty-Three
 

“Come. You’re getting cold in the water. I shall take you out,’ Rhilax murmured, once she’d floated back to her body.
After that mind-blowing orgasm and the stress of the past days, it was all she could do but drape herself over Rhilax. Her limbs were heavy, her eyes were weighted, and her heart was lead.
His strong arms wrapped around her and he strode to the shore, stroking her hair and whispering into her ear with such tenderness it made her eyes prickle. He set her on a large leaf on the sand in the sunshine. The heat sank into her wet clothes and cold limbs, warming her as much as Rhilax’s warm eyes did. She didn’t want that. Didn’t need that. Couldn’t cope with more emotional trauma. Shilsogar’s torture was easier to take, in some ways. It was easier. She knew where she stood—that of a victim, but now she was faced with things that were so much harder to deal with.
She brought her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms about them. His eyes travelled over her, missing nothing. Her cheeks heated as she thought of her brazen actions that had complicated matters for a few moments of stolen pleasure.
“You are perfect, my mate.” His deep voice rumbled around her. She broke out in goosebumps as the sound sank into her skin. She frowned at the offending bumps and smoothed them off her arm, wishing she wasn’t affected at all.
“You have honored me with your pleasure,” Rhilax said.
She gasped, her eyes darting to his. He saw her pleasure as an honor? She’d climbed him like a cat on a pole. Had used him disgracefully. Had allowed herself to be affected by him. “It shouldn’t have happened.”
She tensed, watching him. Wary. Instead, he smiled, and she noticed a dimple on his left cheek, hidden beneath his beard. A dimple of all things on an alien warrior who looked like he did. A cross between a dragon and a biker.
Dangerous on so many levels.
That purr he made began deep within his chest, and she instantly relaxed. The sound worked better than Xanax. “It is nothing to be embarrassed about. It is natural between mates. Just as I found pleasure in your touch, I will always allow you to use me in any way you need.”
She hadn’t just touched him. She’d jerked him off with two hands—and it had taken two hands. That was way more than a touch, but it wasn’t just that. It affected her in a way that was... profound. She couldn’t have that. She couldn’t have that at all.
“You don’t just exist for my needs, Rhilax,” she said. She couldn’t allow herself to do that again. Couldn’t allow herself to feel anything for him. Emotions led to being trapped. Emotions led her to losing her mind. She was never going to give away her power to another person ever again, no matter how sexy, caring, giving or gentle. Tenderness could entrap just as much as violence.
“It is honestly no hardship. You are my mate,” he said.
“It seems being a mate means being someone’s slave. I don’t expect anything from you. It was wrong of me to… to… touch you like that. You shouldn’t have allowed me to do that.”
His brows fell over dark eyes. “It is not like that.”
“This mateship doesn’t give you a choice, does it? You didn’t choose me. Your biology did.” She indicated between them with a gesture. “You didn’t know me before Shilsogar brought me in. It would be different if you felt these things between us if you knew me at all, but you didn’t. You saw me and something inside you activated. It’s chemistry. Pheromones. That’s all. You have a choice in this, just like I do.”
If it affected him like this, then that thin little string of unidentified connection that had urged her to touch him in the first place wasn’t truly her. If it wasn’t her choice, then it wasn’t his either.
His frown cleared. He traced the line of her cheek with such tenderness, she didn’t have it in her to pull away. In fact, her eyes fluttered closed and she tilted her face into his touch, drinking up the comfort he offered. She gasped, once she’d noticed what she did and moved from his touch. “You don’t have to do that to me. I haven’t earned it.”
“Do you think you have to earn my affection?”
He dropped his hand, and she mourned the loss of his touch. She screwed her eyes shut and held clenched fists over her face. “Yes. No. I don’t know!”
She was a mess. Her mind was a mess. She was confused and tired. So, so tired. It was all too much. She didn’t want to cope with it. Didn’t want to think about it. Didn’t want to deal with it. She urged the blackness to take her away, but there was nothing but her turmoil of emotions to torture her now.
“I don’t know how it is with humans, but with Rasidians we know that a mate connection goes beyond ‘knowing’ their mate. That is for friendship, and what we share is so much more than that. So much deeper. So much richer. That will come with time, of course. I look forward to learning everything about you, and I know that it will take years to learn about someone as strong and beautiful as you. My soul has recognized yours, and that is a rare gift. In time, you will see this connection. It was designed before we were born. It is a gift for us in this lifetime. There is nothing to be earned because there is no need. What I give to you, I receive tenfold in return without you needing to lift a finger to do anything. I offer it freely.”
Hot tears welled, and she screwed her eyes shut against them. She dropped her forehead against her arm, hiding her face. “I’m such a mess, Rhilax. How can you ever want this?”
“You are tired and hungry. I’ll catch some food, and then we will return to the cave and I will prepare it for you. Rest, lore txikia, and I will care for you.”
She didn’t look up. Didn’t reply. She felt the weight of his presence, but after a while he stood, and the tense air dispersed as he walked away. She watched him stride back into the water up to his knees and waved at the Locorum over the surface.
Claws flashed, and before her mind understood what had happened, he flung a creature onto the sand. It flipped, the silver scales flashing in the sunlight. The fins were oversized, the mouth larger, and there were four eyes instead of two, but it was clearly a fish. A good-sized one. Her mouth watered at the thought of fresh fish for dinner. Apart from the meal on board his craft, she’d only had dry ration bars to satiate her hunger.
He was taking care of her and she meant what she said. She’d done nothing to earn such kindness from him, certainly had done nothing to deserve it, that was true. In her position, it was easy to let someone do that. To ease into a certain level of comfort, but that would be wrong to let that happen. It was a weakness to be exploited.
A splash made her look up. Rhilax scooped his powerful arms through the water, another fish speared on the ends of his sharp claws. His muscles bunched in sleek synergy as he moved, from his thick thighs to his rounded buttocks, to his powerful shoulders. His tail wove from side to side as he moved, with such grace it was easy to forget just how large he was. He was pure masculine beauty, a deadly being of elegance and danger. Her body began to throb, her pussy pulsing and swelling.
She squeezed her thighs together, trying to ease her need with pressure. It did nothing but notch up her need. She reacted to him on sight, let alone lost her reserve when he was near. She was needy and out of control. If this was this mateship he spoke about, then she was in trouble—real trouble.
He flicked it next to the other fish on the shore. There was no way she’d be able to catch a fish anywhere as easily as that. Maybe not at all. The jungle was thick behind her back, filled with who knew how many predators. This was an uncivilized planet. It was dangerous, and they were stranded. Now was not the time to make any rash decision. She had little choice to stay with Rhilax if she wanted to survive.
However, when they were rescued and on a populated planet, the first chance she got, she would leave him. She would run and she wouldn’t turn back. It was the only way she could survive. The only way she would regain any sovereignty over her life.
This mateship was nothing but a twisted method of biological control, and she wasn’t going to let anything control her again. She would not trade one trap for another. No matter how much the thought twisted her gut and hurt her heart.




Chapter Twenty-Four
 

The nice pile of Histulls lay on the shore. The water was rich with them and he caught them quickly and easily with the help of the Locorum. They would make a good dinner tonight. He would make sure his mate would get the best parts of the water creatures.
She was far too skinny and malnourished. Those ration bars could keep someone alive, but they would only sustain, not put on weight as she desperately needed to do.
He frowned, looking at her on the shore, drying off in the sun. She was curled in on herself, her head leaning on her arms, eyes closed. She was resting, and hopefully she would drift off and allow her body to recover. She had suffered so much and needed time to heal.
He worried that she didn’t feel the bond between them. If she did, it was only a semblance to what he felt. While she’d gifted him with her touch, it was electrified, uncoiling and pulsing through him, igniting with their connection. An inner light had switched on inside him, and a feeling of absolute rightness had flooded his system. It had taken his vast amount of willpower, harnessed over years of battle to stand there and let her explore his body.
She should not be scared of him. He would bare every part of himself to be blessed with anything she would gift to him. Then, when she had sought her release with him, the bond had begun to truly unfold and blossom.
She’d reached her peak, shattered in his arms and it had been magnificent. Male pride and satisfaction had burst within him that he had been able to bring her body to pleasure. It meant she trusted him. That she was no longer scared, but then the bond had fluttered and dimmed down to a trickle.
He hoped he didn’t show his disappointment. She had much healing to do, and the bond would not completely form without the two halves of their soul willingly seeking out the other.
Bleak despair threatened, but he set it aside. The facts were undeniable. She hadn’t been scared when she’d seen him naked as he’d feared. Instead, he’d read her curiosity and heat correctly. It was the right thing to let her explore him at her leisure, the only pain suffered was his with each tentative touch that fueled his already burning desire for her.
There had been no lies when she’d opened her most intimate part of her body to be pleasured by him and shattered on his cock. The only way it could have been more perfect was if his cock had been encased in her wet sheath and she’d climaxed impaled on his shaft.
She’d shut down, but that only meant she needed time. The bond was there, and he trusted in it. He would not force it on her. Everything between them would be at her pace, and that was the way it had to be. If he helped her body to heal, her mind would heal also.
She needed the utmost care. She needed gentleness. Kindness and understanding. She needed to open herself so that the bond could flourish between them, even though it was the hardest thing he had to endure.
As hard as losing his planet, his parents, his life. This was a gift from the gods he would fight for, no matter how much of a struggle it was for her. The end result would be worth it. The end more glorious for the waiting. There was one thing he knew how to do, and that was endure.
He would endure a cock that would never relax, the urge to mate with her again and again, until they were both raw with the act, the fraying end of a bond that sought connection. If she thought for a moment that he would let her go without fighting for the both of them, she was mistaken. He knew how to fight, and this was a battle he was not going to retreat from.
He strode to the bank, grateful to be out of the water. There had been large bodies of water on Raisda, but none swam in its depths. It was filled with creatures bigger and more vicious than any full-grown male Rasidian, and the males of his species were ruthless, often sought after for their fighting passion. The water on Raisda had been for drinking only.
She’d swum with ease, her movements relaxed and carefree, slipping through the water much like the Histulls. It had been glorious to experience, and he wondered how she had come to be that way. How had she learned to swim like that? Where had she swum? When? Questions bombarded him. All unanswered and hinging on her ability to heal her mind. There was so much about her he wanted to know. His shoulders slumped. So much had been stolen from her.
While she had been comfortable swimming, he was on edge, even though he had tested the water with the Locorum. While this body of water had no large predator, drowning was still a possibility and he was distinctly uncomfortable surrounded by it. Give him his cleansing unit and he was happy.
His mate had her eyes closed. The breeze picked up strands of drying hair, so light they floated from the still-damp locks. Her clothing was beginning to dry, and hopefully, would be fully dry by the time they made it back to the cave. Looking at the level of the suns against the horizon, it was time they headed back.
She was curled into a little ball and slept upright like that. So small. As though making herself as small as possible would make her pain smaller as well. He knew it wouldn’t. She had to exorcize her demons like he had done after the destruction of his home planet. He would help her though it. She would come to understand she could rely on him, and that it was no hardship at all for him to help her. She still thought that everything had a payoff.
That was the way Shilsogar had no doubt trained her. Do something ‘bad’ and the result was pain. Do something good and the payoff was ‘less pain’. His tail whipped from side to side and venom flowed to the tip when he thought of what that being had done to her. It was why she believed that she owed him for his kindness, as though that had a price.
He sighed and cut off a fresh leaf and a vine using his claw, and carefully wrapped the Histulls, tying them off with the vine. He grimaced as he eyed his leathers crumpled on the sand nearby. He would be glad to go naked in the heat of this planet. He would also like his mate to go naked, but he didn’t think she was ready to feel so secure around him. Not yet. He looked forward to the day she did. That would be a reward worth waiting for.
He eased into his pants and carefully constrained his semi-rigid cock. He dressed quickly, loading his weapons onto his body and feeling better that he had the extra protection. He looped the vine he’d packaged Histulls with over his shoulder, and settled the bundle against the small of his back, just above the base of his tail.
He picked up her weapon last. Tomorrow he would give her more lessons. That made her happy and he wanted to see her smile again, knowing it was another way she could heal. He clipped the weapon into an empty sheath on his belt, and then knelt by her side.
The breeze cast strands of her hair over her face. She snuffled in her sleep, the little sound went straight to his heart, and he drew in a deep breath before it eased out in a long, slow breath.
Her eyelashes fanned over her cheeks, accentuating the shadows beneath and the too-pale color of her skin. He collected her in his arms and cradled her against his chest. Her eyelids fluttered and he held still, hoping he would not wake her.
She turned her face into the crease between his shoulder and neck, breathed in deeply and sighed, before she relaxed fully into his embrace. Sleep didn’t lie, and in sleep she’d found the peace of the bond. His heart lifted. This wasn’t just one-sided. Not at all.
He kissed her forehead and breathed in her scent, enriched by her damp hair. “I will look after you, my female.”
He strode away from the lake and through the rough path he’d cut, back to the cave, setting her on the pallet and drawing the blanket over her. While she slept, he made a fire, descaled and gutted the Histulls, and set them to roast over the open fire. It reminded him of the times he’d camped in the wilds of Raisda with Veri and Rase when they were boys. They’d disappear for days on end, trekking through the great forests and living off the land. They had been gone for too long, if he went by what his mother said when they returned, and then she’d cook them a feast, understanding that for boys that were to become warriors one day, they needed to know how to look after themselves. They were skilled, having learned from their father.
The scent of cooking filled the cave. While the Histulls cooked, he tried to comm his brothers again. He tried different frequencies, sending out his coordinates to track them. Static spat back at him.
He pressed his finger and thumb to his brow and squeezed. He hadn’t been out of communication with Veri or Rase for more than a few days, even when they were in the military. Their superiors often saw the benefit of their closeness and how effective they were when they worked together. There was no wonder they became their own covert operations.
Worry ate at the hollowness inside. He needed to try a broader frequency. If it was just down to him being stranded here, his worry would be only for his brothers, but now he had a mate to look after.
He could look after her, but this wasn’t an environment where she would flourish. If Xataxi did indeed find them, he only had the weapons on his back and his cybernetics. Not enough if Xataxi came with his force of thugs and high-end weapons, which Rhilax knew he possessed. The being would not stop without revenge being exacted.
There was also the fact of the voices he’d heard in the escape pod. There was a smattering of beings somewhere on this planet, and although he was hidden well, there was a chance—a slim chance—they would detect his communications. This might be a bad move, but he had minimal options. He would need to find his brothers to fight Xataxi and keep his mate safe.
He watched his mate sleeping, her slight form barely making a lump beneath the survival blanket. She needed better food, clothing, medical care and rest, all of which he could not fully give her in a cave on an isolated, uninhabited planet. He rubbed his eyes, feeling their grittiness.
He clicked on the comms button, selecting a less secure channel. His hope was that this would find one of his brothers, but he needed to keep it brief. “Veri. Rase. Respond.” He sent off an encrypted set of coordinates after the verbal comm only their cybernetics could decode.
He flicked off the button. That was all he would risk. He just had to give it time. He only hoped that it would reach his brothers and not Xataxi, or any of the other beings that inhabited this planet, but while the Histulls cooked, he laid his weapons out within reach, and made sure they were all capable of firing. He would protect his mate, and he would protect her well, or he would die trying.




Chapter Twenty-Five
 

A delicious smell teased her nostrils, and she slipped through the layers of sleep to find herself on the pallet in the cave beneath the warm blanket Rhilax had supplied. Although she’d slept, she still felt tired. Bone weary. Trekking through a tropical forest and swimming would be pushing her. However, if she closed her eyes, she might just drift back into sleep again.
That was if it wasn’t for her stomach protesting the lack of food. It growled as though in reproach that she could consider sleep over food.
“Are you hungry, my mate?”
She shivered as Rhilax’s deep, growly voice eased around her. It was the touch of humor that made goosebumps break over her skin. Thank goodness she was covered, otherwise he wouldn’t have missed it. He missed nothing when it came to her, it seemed.
His voice was soothing, despite being rough around the edges. Edges she liked very much against her better nature. She didn’t want to like his voice. She didn’t want to like him, damn it, yet her eyes found his with unerring accuracy across the fire.
The flames turned his blue skin golden as he lifted a fish from a skewer he’d had roasting over the flames, turning him from a blue god to a golden god and she knew from personal experience, he was as hard as he looked.
She forced her mind from his body, and just how good it had felt beneath her touch, and she pushed herself to sit on the soft pallet. She couldn’t stop her yawn and tried covering it with her hand. He’d obviously brought her back to the cave from where she’d fallen asleep on the sand. She hadn’t stirred.
“You brought me back here.”
“I did.” She didn’t miss the satisfied smile that graced his lips. She also didn’t miss his private smile to himself when he’d done something to look after her. It would be so easy to accept it. To let him do these wonderful things for her, but she couldn’t let him slip under her skin. Not more than he already had, in any case. The only problem was, the more she was forced to live in close proximity with him, the harder it got.
Her gaze skimmed over the roasting fish, the weapons laid out in a precise row, and the comms unit he’d carefully placed on top of a rock. “Any word from your brothers?”
His expression blanked as he removed the fish from the fire. “There is nothing.”
He was close to them. Very close. He’d shared enough stories about them to know their lives were symbiotic. They’d shared a childhood, a military career, and the death of their parents, friends, planet, and entire species. Although he tried to hide it, he must be worried. Her heart twisted for him. “I’m so sorry, Rhilax. I’m sure they’re okay.”
“They are males who know how to look after themselves, but thank you, mate. I appreciate your concern.”
“Like you said. They’ll be fine. You were in your military. Soldiers. You’re all pretty tough. I don’t think there’s anyone who could take you on and win,” she said.
“We’ll hear from them soon, I’m sure.” His gaze softened as he looked at her.
Concern meant she cared, and, dammit, she did. How could she not? She had a heart. It was still there despite its current state, and double dammit that she liked him looking at her like that. Her stomach fluttered and lightness filled her, chipping away at her resolve. She couldn’t let that happen.
“You also cooked.”
She fingered the metal band around her wrist. The blocker he had given her went a long way to help her feel a little more secure. He looked after her in so many ways.
If it wasn’t for him, she’d be starving by now. Or possibly even dead, which was a likely scenario. While she didn’t feel out of her depth in the wild, she was in no condition to be able to catch food and find shelter. Not to the degree he had managed it. No, food, shelter and water had been beyond her panicked mind, and she’d very nearly become fodder for a creature straight from her nightmares. That was when Shilsogar wasn’t taking center stage in them. Her stomach plunged, and that was the reason she had to keep that wall guarding her heart.
Rhilax frowned as he looked at her. He’d piled a leaf with flesh from the fish, and it was steaming in his hand as he held it out to her. “Are you feeling all right?”
She grimaced when her clothing rubbed her skin as she reached for the leaf piled with fragrant fish. Her clothing was still damp in uncomfortable places. Her body heat had failed to dry it out, especially in the seams between her thighs. “Yes. I’m fine.”
His frown deepened as though he didn’t believe her. He wasn’t going to let up from past actions. She sighed. “Tired still. And my clothes are uncomfortable.”
His brow lifted and smoothed, “Eat and then sleep again when you are ready. You are still recovering. Remove your clothing and I will dry it from the heat of the flames.”
She scrunched the blanket at her chest. Her response was whip fast. She would not be naked around him. “I’m fine.”
“You are not fine. You are shivering because your clothing needs to dry properly. If you don’t remove your clothing, I will come and warm you with my body.” His eyes gleamed in the firelight, immovable, heavy with heated determination.
She flushed from toe to head. A look like that would be the undoing of her, and she felt her resistance wavering in a handful of moments. Instead of answering, she ate some of the fish. She had to get her mind and her body on the same page.
“What are you afraid of, mate?”
“I’m not afraid of anything,” she said.
“It always pays to be afraid. That’s what keeps you alive, but there is no need to be afraid of me. I only wish for your comfort.”
Oh, he wanted so much more than that. She might have lost her memories, but not her intelligence. “Then you’ll understand I’m more comfortable with my clothing on.”
She had to keep herself clothed. She eyed his skintight leathers that hid nothing. Not his thick muscular thighs she knew for a fact were as thick and muscular as his clothing suggested, nor his generous manhood that was clearly defined between those thick, muscular thighs.
She concentrated on her stomach and the delicious fish he’d cooked, frustrated with herself for thinking of masculine muscles and thighs and cocks. Her core pulsed, and she pressed her thighs together to relieve the pressure. It did nothing but increase her need.
“Then I shall warm you naked, while you remain fully clothed. I will not do anything you don’t want me to do, but I will ensure your health,” he said.
She eyed the weapons laid out in a neat row. “Those weapons will also keep me safe, and I have my gun.” He’d thoughtfully placed it by the corner of the pallet, probably knowing she’d look for it when she woke. Carrying her back to the cave and cooking for her while she slept was also unimaginably thoughtful. Especially given the only past she could remember. She picked up her gun and scooted against the cave wall, cradling it against her chest.
Rhilax stood and began to unclasp his pants.
“What are you doing?” she gasped.
“I told you I would warm you, and you are unwilling to remove your clothing to be comfortable. You have seen my body and are not afraid of it. In fact, I think you liked giving me pleasure. I will not have you ill,” Rhilax said. He opened the clasp, tucked his thumbs into the waist and began to draw his pants down.
She gulped as she eyed the expanse of blue skin at his hips growing bigger. He meant what he had said. She also knew what he looked like naked, and she hadn’t been able to keep her hands to herself then. “I’ll do it! Just... keep your pants on.”
His brow quirked. His gaze flickered between her face and the blanket. His thumbs remained tucked into his waist. One thing she did know about him and that was he stuck to his word. That, and he had no inhibitions being naked around her.
She grumbled under her breath as she removed her clothing. It was a balancing act, given she had to keep herself covered with the blanket as well as take off a damp jumpsuit. The cool air washed over her exposed skin, but largely she was relieved to be able to fully dry out. Her skin was cold and damp where the clothing had failed to dry properly.
She wrapped the blanket around beneath her arms, leaned back against the wall, and thrust the jumpsuit at him. Rhilax arranged it over a rock near the flames to dry, before handing her another leaf of cooked fish. “Eat.”
She reached for the leaf and scooped the tender flesh into her mouth. She half thought about refusing him, but the fish was delicious, she was still hungry, and she wasn’t petty. She did, however, have to stand up for herself. “Are you always this bossy?”
He grunted. “When it matters.”
Rhilax sat back on the rock he’d been sitting on. It didn’t look comfortable. “Are you going to eat more?”
He needed to eat too. A body that size would need its nutrients more than she did, and she hadn’t seen him eat that much. He always seemed to be giving her food, and yet she hadn’t noticed him eating too much in return. Not the ration bars in any case.
“You care what I eat?”
His lopsided grin made her stomach flip-flop. The tips of his fangs flashed, but they didn’t frighten her. In fact, none of him frightened her. Not anymore. Not his tail, or his horns, or his fangs, or his thick, heavy shaft between his thighs.
In fact, it was the opposite.
He was just Rhilax, and the Rhilax she was coming to know and understand was not so much of an alien as she’d first thought. Then she realized she was becoming more and more comfortable around him and that would not do. That would not do at all.
“When it matters.”
She wanted to sound distant. Smart. But it came out the opposite way. Too much like he was starting to mean something to her.
He grinned, and it lit his rugged face into something boyish and playful. It would not do to let him think he meant anything to her. Not more than he already did. From now on, no more looking at his naked flesh. No more letting her stomach tumble when she couldn’t keep her eyes off him. No more kissing. And definitely no more touching. She needed to keep her hands off his cock. It seemed they both enjoyed that far too much.
She scowled at him. “I can look after myself. You won’t have to worry about me.”
“It is not a hardship to look after you, my mate. It is my distinct pleasure.”
“If it’s your pleasure, then you will eat more. For me.”
“I will do anything you request.” She knew she’d said the wrong thing when he pulled another fish from the flames and bit straight into the flesh. His fangs sank into the cooked flesh, and he smiled at her as he chewed and swallowed.
“And it is my request you give my clothing back,” she said. Although she was naked and feeling far too vulnerable, her skin was starting to dry and warm up. Lethargy washed through her. She was still tired, even though she’d just woken not long ago, and now she was full, the need to sleep was washing over her once more.
“I will. When it is fully dry,” he said.
“That means you’ll do what I request, but only if you want to do it as well. That’s not anything I request. All that means is that you’ll do what you want to do anytime you want to do it, no matter what I want. That’s not listening. That’s bombarding me to only do what you deem to be okay,” she said.
“That’s guarding you, my mate, and on a planet like this, I will do what it takes to protect you,” Rhilax said.
She glanced at the darkness outside the cave. The firelight lit the surrounding fauna, but farther than a meter outside the entrance, it was pitch dark. Her skin prickled, but not with arousal. This time it was in fear, and not in unwitting desire.
Fear meant the darkness of her mind would take over, and anything could happen to her when that happened. It already had. She needed to stay in her mind, because now she had hope. “But how, Rhilax? Anything could be out there. Xataxi could be out there. What happens if you not there to protect me? I can’t rely on you, don’t you understand? You’ve given me a chance now, Rhilax, and in a way that’s worse than if you’d left me to Shilsogar. So it’s all fine and good when you’re all sexy and making me want to wear you like a second skin, but what if you’re not there, and I’ve learned to rely on you, and Xataxi finds us before your brothers and he hurts you and takes me? I’ll never get away. Not again. I don’t think… I just don’t think I could survive.” Her mouth was dry and her chest tight. She scrunched the blanket over her constricted heart, feeling it thump and pound as though it was trying to fight a way out of her chest.
Rhilax settled on the pallet and pulled her into his arms. She shouldn’t feel the immediate comfort, or the loosening of her airways. She shouldn’t accept the comfort he offered, yet she still curled against him and blinked away the bleak panic that beat down on her, like she was at the deepest point at the bottom of the ocean.
She clawed his vest and pressed her cheek to his skin, soaking in his warmth and spiced, clean masculine scent. Her body sought his unconsciously, knowing she shouldn’t need him at all, and reaffirming her decision to stay away didn’t change a damn thing.
She was a mess. God help her, she was a goddamn mess. Why couldn’t she feel nothing again? Why did she have to have the strength to push the darkness away? Not now, when things were harder than ever before? Why now, damn it? Why now?
Rhilax had started to make her feel, and the little crack he’d opened in her heart couldn’t withstand the pressure of all the pent-up emotions behind it. Damn it, and damn him for making her feel. For making her need him.
He pressed a kiss to the top of her head, and whispered comforting things over and over, and she closed her eyes as she soaked up everything he offered, even though it was the last thing she should do because she needed not to rely on those things for him. It wasn’t good and it wasn’t right, and he needed to know, even though he did everything for her, and was thoughtful and wonderful, and had given her the gift of hope and a future. She had to put a stop to it, even though her heart was squeezed inside out in the process. Even if he hated her words and offered her nothing more. No more kindness, no more safety, no more comfort. She still needed to say the words that would push him away.
“If he finds us, I need to know how to fight. I need to know how to survive. Don’t you see, Rhilax? I need not to need you. I need to know how to stand up for myself. I need to know how to hurt him. I need to erase everything he did to me. I need to beat him. I need… I just need to… destroy him. I need to do it, Rhilax. Not you. Me. I don’t think… I just don’t think I can rest until I can do it for myself. So, I don’t want to need you. I need to need myself.”




Chapter Twenty-Six
 

His arms tightened around her for a moment. This was it. He was going to reject her as she was rejecting him. It was what she wanted. What she’d told him. There was a gentle pressure beneath her chin, and she tilted her head and looked up at him. His blue eyes bored into her, hard and unreadable, and she tensed.
“I have a warrior for a mate. I knew you had a heart of determination, a spirit of determination. The answer is simple, my mate. I will teach you to fight and destroy Xataxi. I understand I cheated you from Shilsogar’s death, and I will not make that mistake again. I will not let my fear stop you.”
His lips were so close. Just a beat away and his words sank into her as the warmth from his breath washed over her. She was immersed in him. She breathed him in deeply, her senses heightening and resolve—if she had any at all in reality—dissolved as though it had never existed.
“Why do you always say the right thing?”
She wanted Rhilax without compare. Something shattered inside, her being snapped into alignment, and she knew with perfect clarity that she desired him. If she denied that, then she was a fool. However, desire and acting on that desire, were two different things.
She should be stronger. She should be able to say no, otherwise what were all of those words she’d told herself moments before, if nothing more than misplaced conviction. Yet that was exactly what they were. Convictions that quickly disappeared before the force of something substantial. Something stronger.
The desire that coursed through her was stronger than anything she’d experienced. Stronger than fear, than the need for revenge or anger at her situation, or rage at Shilsogar and what he had done to her. This desire was overwhelming, and just once, just this once, couldn’t she have something good? Shouldn’t she take the moments that came to forget about the fear and revenge, and anger and rage? There was more to feel than those things. So much more. She’d had so much of those base emotions. Too much. Wasn’t it time to take some good things too?
Just once. Just now. Didn’t she deserve that?
“Because you are my other half and I am yours. We balance each other. I can give you what you need, and you give me what I need. I feel your need just as much as you feel mine. It is the bond,” Rhilax said.
“The bond. This desire. You feel that too?” Her words were whispers on her breath. She couldn’t ignore it anymore. Every time she tried, it only became more insistent, and she became needier which made ignoring it harder.
“Of course. It is natural,” he said.
She didn’t know if it was natural, or if it was forced biology, only that it was completely overwhelming. A bond wouldn’t ask someone like Rhilax to join with someone as messed up as her, but at the moment even that wasn’t enough reason not to submit to the desire. If this was the bond, she was going to let it in.
Just to forget. She deserved that, didn’t she?
She looped her arm over his shoulders and the corded muscles of his neck and into his silken hair. She urged him to her, and he easily complied.
His mouth found hers. She parted her lips and his tongue swept inside. His familiar scent surrounded her, and his taste exploded on her tongue as she welcomed him into her mouth. Her blood heated and her core throbbed. She ignited wanting only him. Welcoming him.
Needing him.
She fisted his hair in her hand, and pressed her aching breasts against his hardness. He drew her close, holding her tight, giving her what she sought. She moaned into his mouth as his kiss progressed from something tentative to demanding. Each commanding thrust of his tongue stroking flames that had already ignited.
She climbed onto his lap, opening her thighs either side of his, whimpering when she rubbed her core against his hard, rigid flesh. The blanket fell from her body. The cool air washed over her naked back, but his body heat burned where she was splayed over him. Her sensitive nipples tightened into needy little buds when she pressed against him. She clung to him, crushing her body against his, helpless to the urgent need escalating inside her.
“Easy, female. I will give you what you need,” he rasped.
He swept his large palms from around her to cup her breasts. He thumbed her nipples and sweet sensation danced through her. Her head fell back as liquid hunger coursed through her veins. Her fingers dug into his shoulders, anchoring herself against his large body. Her mouth fell open as he played with her breasts, swirling his thumbs over her nipples, squeezing her tender tissue with his calloused palms with an expert touch.
“Yes. Harder. Please.” How could temptation feel so utterly good.
“Be tempted any time you like, mate. You can have me whenever you please,” Rhilax rasped.
She’d spoken out loud! Her eyes snapped open, then fell closed again on a groan when wet heat surrounded her breast. He suckled her, laving over the nipple with the flat of his tongue, before circling it with the tip. She shivered with the drag as he devoured first one breast and then the next, greedily lapping at her, stoking her arousal higher.
She ground her clit against him, using his cock as her clit pulsed and throbbed. Rhilax kissed her breasts, bringing both hands around her hips to lock her against him. She almost made a sound of impatience before he tilted his hips and rocked her, hitting her right where she needed.
She gasped as her climax caught her by surprise. Her muscles locked and she squeezed her eyes tight as she soared as glorious waves swept her up and away. She was falling backwards onto the soft pallet, his hands smoothing over her skin, the blanket falling to the side—where, she didn’t care.
She floated back to his soothing purr that emanated from the center of his chest, his hands stroking all over her body as his eyes gleamed with an inner spark. “What is that sound?” Her voice was low and breathy. Sated. He’d made it before, and it was like a drug.
“Do you mean my purr?” He came up over her, kissing her collar bone, his splayed hands over her sides, caressing her.
His full lips pressed onto her skin, followed by a swirl of his tongue. Her breath stuttered, “Yes. Your purr.” She goddamned loved that sexy sound.
It did something to her, turning her insides into liquid and her core into needy heat. Her senses were heightened. Every touch, kiss, lick, flaring through her body with a voltaic charge.
“It is a sound a mate makes for the ears of his mate alone. No other will hear this sound from me. It only belongs to you.” And goddamned if that wasn’t the sexiest thing, he’d ever said to her either.
He laved one breast and then the other, and then kissed a trail of heat down the middle of his belly until her came to just above her mons. She was wet and ready for his touch, desperate for it, but a sickening wave washed through her. She tensed, suddenly uncomfortable.
“It’s only me, lore txikia. That male is gone. He cannot do anything to you ever again. I am the only male here, and I will only do what you want me to do. You are in control, do you understand?” His claw made little circles on her skin, the gentle touch helping to ease her distress.
She concentrated in the distracting little movement, her skin flushed and tingling where he’d kissed her. She wanted his touch. She wanted him to be who she remembered putting his hands on her.
His thumb grazed the top of her slit. She gasped as a frisson of a spark erupted through her. “Who do you want to touch you here, my mate?”
He brushed her again. Barely touching her, and yet she jolted, wanting more. She groaned, a battle warring in her mind. His purr washed through her. She needed more of his touch. A barely there brush was not enough. The muscles in her thighs loosened, her legs easing apart.
“Who do you want, lore txikia?”
His breath washed over her skin. He leaned over her, filling his lungs. Her cheeks heated. Was he… smelling her?
“Your scent is divine. I can smell your arousal. So sweet. Tell me, mate, or else I can’t do what we both want me to do.” His voice was uncut gravel, almost a growl. He trailed his claw tips over her skin, on the top of her thighs, the swell of her stomach, over the jut of her hips. Everywhere but where she needed him to.
God he was hot. She wanted him to touch her. Needed him. Yearned for him. She couldn’t wait. Not anymore. She squirmed, trying to move to get him to touch her where she burned with need. He slid his fingers everywhere else. She couldn’t think of anything else her need built so great.
“Please, Rhilax. Please touch me. I need you… want you.”
His claws scraped between her thighs, sliding down to the juncture just above her pussy. He stopped, teasing her. “You need to let me in, my mate.”
She realized she’d clasped her legs tight together and had trapped his hand between her thighs. She swallowed hard, fighting the war between her mind and body. “I…”
“Look at me, lore txikia. Look at my face and know you are gifting me with your body. Know that I will never hurt you. Know that my touch will only bring you pleasure. Know that this is your choice. This is all up to you.”
She looked into his face that had become so familiar to her. Knew that he had only been honest with her. Knew that he was honorable.
Knew that she burned for him.
His dark eyes were even darker. A lesson in intensity. Filled with control and blazing with hunger. There was something else there, too. A fiery warmth that was a mixture of tenderness and lust. It sank into her, weaving around her heart, somehow binding them. A shimmery white light seemed to link them, there one moment and gone in a flash, and the emotions she’d seen in his eyes brushed through her. A part of her and yet separate. It was an intimate knowing she had no words for.
Her arousal became a fervent need. Her skin spiked with heat as her thighs parted, allowing him to move between them. He kept his eyes on hers until slowly, they moved down her body to lock onto her most intimate place on her body.
The firelight danced on his skin, making one side of his face glow, the other encased with shadows, but she didn’t miss the raw hunger on his face. That look allowed her to fully part her legs so he could see all of her.
“So beautiful.” He reached out and traced her slit with the pad of his thumb. A thrill raced through her. She threw her head back, mouth open at that first touch, and groaned. He’d barely stroked her, and yet it might have been his whole body.
“I’m going to worship your sweet little slit, my mate. I’m going to enter you with my fingers, and then I’m going to bring you to release with my mouth. Can I do that to you, lore txikia? Can I touch you and eat you and make you climax?”
A strangled sound came out of her mouth. She was glad he took that as affirmative, because she was incapable of speaking when he ripped his claw off between his teeth, before dragging his finger through her cleft from her rosebud to her clit.
He swirled her moisture around her clit, sending electric sparks firing through her body, before dragging his finger through her folds. Again, and again, he stroked her, each time igniting her higher and higher. “My mate is so wet for me. Is it a beautiful sight to behold? You honor me, my mate.”
She honored him? Good god, Rhilax had fingers of magic, if the heat in her blood and unbridled need was anything to go by. Thinking was becoming too much for her as she was helpless to resist her unrestrained arousal. He pressed her clit with his thumb and slid his thick finger inside her. He thrust in and out, stroking her inner flesh, the delicious feeling almost too much to bear.
She thought she said something, or it might only have been a string of incoherent sounds, she didn’t know. He pushed in, curving his finger and stroking the sensitive bundle of nerves within. Her hand shot down, her fingers curling around his wrist. She wanted to push him away to gain some relief, but he was as immovable as the stone walls around them. A wash of pure sensation burst apart with pleasure, and she held onto his wrist to anchor herself against the building tension that grew and built and bunched under pressure, until she shattered. Her body writhed, muscles fluttering, lungs constricting.
A palm covered her hips and locked her in place as his tongue repeated what he’d done with his finger. He laved her from entrance to clit and devoured her sensitive bud with his hot mouth and suckled, while thrusting his finger in and out of her entrance. Then he consumed her, using lip, mouth, tongue. The scrape of a fang was the most erotic of all. Her body throbbed with release as well as simultaneously tightening on another glorious coil.
She couldn’t take any more. She tossed her head from side to side. She grasped the back of his head with both hands, fingernails digging into his scalp, locking onto his horns, thighs clamping about his head as she wailed with an increasing pitch.
He purred.
She shattered again, clawing to new heights she hadn’t yet descended from. She flew from her body on golden waves of pleasure. Her vision turned white as every muscle in her body locked tight with her release.
Her mouth was wide open, but she was silent. Her lungs had locked up with the rest of her body, helpless but to soar as high as her double orgasm would carry her for. Rhilax continued to lick, to suck, to stroke, and on and on her climax went, until she was whitewashed into pure bliss.
When she drifted back into her mind, Rhilax had collected her in his arms. He caressed her back, dragging his claws along her skin in a way that made her tingle, and he spoke soft whispered words in her ear. She closed her eyes against the sting of tears and turned her face into his chest.
He was so good to her. Too good. He placed too much importance on her. The trouble was, she was far too broken to be able to return any of it. She didn’t know if she would ever be any different.




Chapter Twenty-Seven
 

“Now bend your legs and get your feet flat on the ground. Lock your fingers together and ram them into my elbow, and at the same time push up on the ground and roll me…”
Before Rhilax had finished the instruction, his mate had him on his back, straddled his hips and mock punched his jaw. Her execution was perfect. They’d been at it for hours now. She panted and a drop of perspiration trickled down the side of her face.
“Again,” she said.
“I think it’s time for a rest,” he said.
She frowned down at him. “I’ll rest later. Three more times.”
“One more time.”
Her mouth slid into an easy smile, and he wondered if he’d just lost, although he never lost when he spent time with her.
She moved off him and rolled onto her back, waiting. He adjusted his cock as he came to his knees, which was in a state of semi-hardness every hour of the day. Having to straddle her for this maneuver, to have her thighs pressed either side of his hips, and her heated core open and grinding against his abdomen was torture.
But he would never tell her that. He’d been teaching her all type of self-defense moves for days now and he was finally seeing cracks in the shell she’d had to build around her for protection.
It was pure magic.
She smiled more easily. Was more confident. Asked questions. Was curious. He didn’t have the heart to deny her. She had perfected the move, but she was motivated by so much fear. He would help her practice every single move over and over, until she was satisfied she could look after herself, no matter the condition of his cock.
He settled over her and pinned her shoulders. Her eyes clouded for a moment, before she blinked the darkness away. How he’d love to see them without a shred of that fear all of the time. Before he issued the instruction, she’d disabled him and was straddling him back down on the sandy shore of the lake.
Her face hovered over his, the gleam of satisfaction radiating in her gaze. He’d held himself back from fully taking her. He would wait until she was fully ready, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t done everything but that. He wanted her to be comfortable with his body and with that in mind, he threaded his claws in the back of her hair, brought her towards him and thoroughly kissed her.
He tilted his hips, satisfied when a tremor worked through her body, and her breath hitched with the delicious drag.
“I don’t think this is a self-defense move,” she said, pressing her breasts against his chest. She splayed her legs further apart, and rubbed her core against his hardness.
He growled. “Self-defense is used to enable you to run away from your attacker. You shock, injure and run. As fast as you can. You don’t stay to fight.”
She traced his lip with the pad of her thumb. His eyelids fell halfway down. “What if I want to stay and fight?”
“I don’t think what we’re doing is fighting, female. Or self-defense.”
His mate had a flirty side and he loved it. He purred, giving her that sound she loved so much. She should. It was a sound he could only make for his mate. It was just another miracle of the mating bond. Her limbs softened as the sound seeped into her system, almost like a drug. Only his purr would only do this to his mate. “That isn’t fair.”
It wasn’t, but he loved the weight of her body lying on his, her legs astride his hips, soft breasts pushing against his chest, her arms over his shoulders, and her mouth glossy with his kiss.
He gave them what they both wanted, and kissed her long and slow and deeply. Her tongue danced with his and her flavor burst inside his mouth. His hand brushed down her back to cup her rounded backside. He kneaded her tender flesh and she groaned into his mouth. Her groan was as intoxicating to him as his purr to her, and his cock fully hardened at her desperate little sound.
“If we don’t stop now, you’re never going to get that swim,” he rasped.
She loved to swim as much as she loved learning self-defense moves, but if he kept kissing her, which was very much what he wanted to do, the sun would disappear below the horizon and it would be too dark and cold for her to get into the water.
Besides, he’d been training her for hours now, and she would be tired. She was still recovering and prone to exhaustion if she pushed herself too far, which she constantly did. She was driven, his mate, and he was well aware it wasn’t motivated by the right reasons.
Her memories were still not returning, and it looked as though she might be permanently damaged, and that was another worry. She showed skill with her aim when shooting the blaster and was physically coordinated. He looked for any recollection while he trained her, and yet she remained blank. It was heartbreaking, although given her trauma, if she had a close family, parents, siblings, friends who she’d lost, it just destroyed her because she was not the same female she was before Shilsogar. Sometimes forgetting was a kindness. She would never fit back into an old life again. A new future was a better choice than an old past she could never be a part of again.
She tried to hide the darkness that swirled inside her, but he knew it was there. In the shadows in her eyes, her blanching at loud noises if one of the tree climbers screeched too loudly, the way her shoulders slumped, and she would look at nothing for long moments where he couldn’t rouse her. He also knew, it would take a long time, if ever, before she would fully heal. That was okay. He would prepare for that also. His mate was not only defined by good times. It was the bad times that also made her who she was. She didn’t see that yet.
The fates wouldn’t have sent him a mate who wasn’t his match in every way. The fact she did have darkness inside her, even if she didn’t want to recognize that, still meant that she was perfect for him. As he was for her, for didn’t he understand the darkness that was left after immense tragedy? He’d seen how it defined and shaped a person. It had the power to make a being stronger than they’d ever been before.
It also had the power to destroy, and that was something he wouldn’t let happen to his mate. He’d almost slid down that slippery slope himself. It was only the fact his brothers had needed him and given him purpose that drew him back from that temptation. They had saved each other in turn. Three more days he’d tried to comm them, and he hadn’t heard a single beep in reply. He didn’t want to admit to the worry that was the only thing that soured being on an idyllic planet with his mate. He set aside his own dark thoughts to concentrate back on the much better moment.
“I want to swim as well,” she said.
“Then you have a decision to make, my mate,” he said.
Her eyes clouded. Just for a moment, but enough to tell him darker emotions swirled around in her mind. She didn’t cope well when faced with decisions, no matter how easy. She’d been well taught not to make them. He clenched his teeth against showing any anger. It wasn’t aimed at her, but at the treatment which had made her second guess every thought she made. Instead he concentrated on trailing his claws lightly up her back. She liked it when he teased her like that. She didn’t disappoint when she wiggled over his abdomen.
“Just tell me what you want, and I will help you do it,” he said. His heart panged, watching her work through such a simple decision.
Her gaze darted from his lips to the water. “I think I… want to swim?”
She’d said it as a question, but he wouldn’t push her. He smiled at her, loving it when her breath hitched when he flashed his fangs. She loved the differences in their bodies as much as he loved her clawless fingers, her lack of tail, her smooth pink skin and hornless skull. She was beautiful as she was. The strangeness of being different species was of no concern. In fact, it made her the more special. “Then, we shall swim.”
She smirked, her eyes dancing, “We will swim? You mean I shall swim, and you will just stand in the water.”
His fingers tensed on her back, stunned. She was determined, shadow-filled, but he had yet to see her light-hearted. This was momentous, and yet he wanted to seem unperturbed by it, so she would keep smiling. “Did you just joke with me, female?”
Her mouth turned up at the corners, “I think I did.” Her smile broadened and she looked to utterly happy with herself he had to chuckle himself.
“And you made me the brunt of your joke,” he said.
She giggled, the sound ambrosia. “I think I did.”
“You know what that means, don’t you?”
“No. What does it mean?” Her eyes opened wide.
He kneaded her sides into the reactive points in her body. She tensed and squealed. “Stop! Rhilax, stop… I’m ticklish. P… please…” She erupted in a peel of giggles. It was good to see the light breaking through the darkness. He eased her off him to half lie on her.
She peered up at him, panting, her entire face lit with joy. It made his heart twist. She should look so happy all of the time. He kissed her quickly, knowing if he lingered, she would not have the swim she desired.
“Come, let us wash off the heat of the day.”
She nodded and stood. She glanced at him and she undressed, her cheeks flushing delightfully. She was shy, but no longer embarrassed about being naked around him. She’d also learned what he’d do if she slept in wet clothing. While he found it tantalizing she remain naked while her clothing dried, she preferred to sleep clothed. Under these circumstances, he let it go, but when they were rescued by Rase and Veri, she would sleep naked next to him as he would sleep naked next to her. The thought made his shaft jerk in agreement.
He shucked off his leathers, happy when he caught her lingering gaze on his cock. She could look her fill of him whenever she cared. He would also let her touch him again if it took her fancy. He quite enjoyed empowering her.
She slipped the jumpsuit off her body and skipped down to the water. He strode after her, watching as she dove effortlessly into the water, coming up quite some distance away.
“Careful, mate,” he called. Although he knew there was nothing in the water, he was still distrustful of anything he couldn’t see into.
“And what should I be careful of?”
She laughed and splashed him. The water was cool on his skin, and welcome. He found simple pleasure in the moment as he waded further in to sufficiently wash himself, while she played like she was born in a lake. If he didn’t have the underlying worry about being here, the peace this planet offered was absolute. Being here undisturbed with his mate, blissful.
“There may be things that bite in there,” he growled.
“The only thing that bites in here, is you.” She pointed her finger at him.
He stared in horror at her naked wrist. “Mate. Where is your blocker?”
She gasped, one hand circling her wrist as she searched beneath the surface of the water. “It was just here a moment ago…”
Her eyes grew wide and her mouth fell open as she stared at something over his shoulder. She stumbled towards him, thrashing through the water in her haste to get to him. He collected her shaking body and gathered her close to his chest before looking over his shoulder.
Four, fully armed Dhasus beelined towards them from the foliage, their weapons trained directly on him. What the drekking hells were these beings doing here?
They were dressed in green fatigues, and between their clothing and gray skin, they blended perfectly in with the native flora that framed the sandy shore of the lake. If they had been watching them, he hadn’t noticed. They were good. Rhilax normally didn’t miss anything.
He looked for a weakness amongst them, but found nothing. They were a tight unit and he was unarmed and naked and his mate was vulnerable alone. His mate clawed his skin as she trembled in his arms, and he knew he’d kill all of them if they laid a hand on her.
And would probably die trying.
He growled, deep within his chest. A menacing, low-level sound that displayed his fighting instinct. His mate gasped. Every muscle locked. He stopped that sound as soon as he realized he’d frightened her with it.
The tall male poised his weapon over his eye. The light glinted off the gray ridges across his cheeks and up his forehead, focusing intelligent eyes on them. “Unit aim!”
The three other Dhasus came to a halt and positioned their weapons aiming at him. There was nothing he could do but protect his mate with his body. He wrapped his arms around her to protect her, mouth going dry when he saw her dilated pupils and empty stare, and he tensed, ready for the first blast to strike his back.




Chapter Twenty-Eight
 

“Halt!”
Rhilax peeked over his shoulder. Their weapons were still trained on him. Not a muscle moved between all of them, all bar their leader who lowered his weapon.
“Get your hand off that human female,” the leader said.
The Dhasu knew what species his mate was? Rhilax didn’t take the time to wonder.
“Stay away from her.” His voice still held all of the menace of his growl. His scales flashed in the dimming sunlight, armoring his skin for battle readiness. If only he could reach his blaster, he’d decimate them all, but all his weapons were on the shore. He mentally kicked himself. He knew better than to leave himself unarmed. But he had his barb. He released the poison sac in the middle of the barb, feeling the warmth of it settle along the outer blade.
“Rasidian, if you do not let the female go, I will be forced to shoot,” the Dhasu said. His eyes glinted with a steely glare. The way he held his weapons easily in his hands told of military experience.
Rhilax recognized the firing stance. It was how he was taught to fire a weapon of that size when he was in the military. These Dhasus knew what they were doing and wouldn’t hesitate to blast him to pieces. The only thing that kept him rooted to the spot was knowing his mate would be vulnerable if he took a hit and couldn’t protect her.
Rhilax pinned him with a stare over his shoulder. “I will not release my mate.”
The gasp he heard came from the female Dhasu. Although he faced his mate, his entire sensory focus on her, his cybernetics detected the female Dhasu’s weapon wobble. Frowning, he glanced at the female, noting her sideways peek at the leader.
The Dhasu were a ferocious species. His skin was tough, and he had scales he could call forth for further protection when fighting. Dhasu skin was more leather-like and could withstand most blades. It was also formed into little spikes that varied in size along their foreheads, the outside of their arms and the back of their legs and could be used to tear into the flesh of predators. They were blessed with claws as hard as his, and they were fast. Without his cybernetics, they were faster than his natural state.
They were also as fierce as the Rasidians when it came to their mates, their species also forming once-in-a-lifetime heart-bonds. As a species, they understood the importance of finding their fated mates.
The Dhasu hesitated and completely lowered his weapon so that the end pointed to the ground, his expression unreadable. “Let me speak with the female.”
Rhilax cupped her cheeks, his fingers curving around the shape of her jaw. She was freezing cold, shallow breathing stuttering in and out of her mouth, caught in the construct of her mind again.
“You will not,” he said.
“Rasidian. If you do not let me speak with the female, I will shoot you to protect her. Do I make myself clear?” the Dhasu said.
The three other soldiers didn’t twitch, their fingers hooked on their triggers, ready to fire. He could take out two of them with electrical bolts from his cybernetics and render them inactive, but there would still be two that could and would make good on their orders.
She was helpless in her condition. It was not in his DNA to negotiate, but when it came to his mate, he would do whatever it took to protect her. “You will not come anywhere near her. I will protect her.”
“We will not hurt her. Female, please indicate that this Rasidian is your mate. I will accept your word,” the leader said. Rhilax noted his voice was softer when he addressed his mate.
Rhilax kissed her chilled forehead. She clung to him, unresponsive, “Lore txikia, can you come back to me. These beings will not lay a claw on you. I will protect you. You are safe. They want to know that you are safe with me.”
A fresh round of tremors worked through her body. His heart lurched seeing her lost like this.
“Rasidian!”
Rhilax sighed. The male Dhasu was losing patience. Not that they were well known for possessing much of it.
“She will not speak with you,” Rhilax growled.
“And why is that? Have you mistreated her?” the male Dhasu said.
Rhilax growled, loud and menacing. His tail thrashed beneath the water. Rasidians were possessive when it came to their mates, but he would do what it took to save her. If they decided to blast him to the seven hells, they should understand how to treat her. “I do not mistreat my mate. She is… delicate and is unable to speak. When I first saw her… she was mistreated by another. I rescued her, but it has left… scars. She does not cope with your presence. You scare her.”
“Who mistreated her?” There was a quality to the male’s voice that Rhilax recognized. This male would understand his female, however if these Dhasu were Xataxi’s thugs, the kindest thing he could do for his mate was to end her life quickly and painlessly.
Dread powered his heart at the thought, but her life wouldn’t be worth living if Xataxi got his slimy hands on her. He wouldn’t sentence her to that fate.
He wrapped his claws on the side of her head. She was a small, delicate thing. It wouldn’t take much to twist her neck, and then he would soon follow her into the great afterlife when they shot him.
It was only the catch in the male’s voice that made Rhilax say the name. “Shilsogar.”
The long pause of silence was thick. “You should know Shilsogar is dead.”
Rhilax tightened his fingers on his mate’s head. One solid wrench and she would be freed. His cybernetics would keep him alive for a few precious moments where he could ensure that he had freed her before his own death.
He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “I know. I shot his head clean off his shoulders and killed him. I would want to do a thousand times over to save her, only it would be a slower and more painful death every time. I would make him suffer in this life and the next, and then it still wouldn’t be enough.”
If these Dhasu were Xataxi’s thugs, they would know what a coward the brother of their master was. They would also know he was sorry for none of his actions. His blood throbbed in his veins, his stomach heavy with regret. He gritted his teeth, waiting for the order to fire, fingers laid flat on her skull ready to act fast and end her life quickly.




Chapter Twenty-Nine
 

“Then it seems we owe you a debt of gratitude. Warriors, lower your weapons.”
Rhilax spun towards the male, speechless as the three soldiers obeyed their order. They held the ends lowered, yet didn’t take their attention off him, still cautious. They would be ready to fire at a moment’s notice. These were trained professionals.
“You’re the Rasidian who saved us doing our job. I thought I recognized you. Don’t look so surprised, there aren’t many of you left in this universe and three Rasidians working together tend to stand out. Especially three that create such a spectacular recent exit from a certain space station. You’re the cause of that explosion several days ago landside, I assume. I’m just amazed to see you on such an unpopulated and remote planet, although I did find traces of you both. You’d probably know about a comm blast that was sent a few days ago. Heat signatures that would come and go. I thought we were alone here. You hid well. We only just tracked your signal as we were passing by, and then we only detected one signal. A fluke really,” the male Dhasu said.
Rhilax rubbed his mate’s naked wrist where he’d placed the blocker. She was too cold, her skin becoming blotchy and blue in the cold water. Her body trembled with a fresh round of tremors. He didn’t trust the Dhasus, but at least they weren’t going to harm him or his mate. Not at the moment anyway. If he could get out of the water, he could escape. At least he hadn’t had to end her life. He squeezed his eyes shut and rested his forehead against his mate’s, relief making his knees weak.
“I need to get my mate out of the water. She is freezing,” he said.
“Of course. I have told my warriors to stand down. You can bring her onshore,” the male Dhasu said.
“Avert your eyes. She is naked. I don’t lie. You can see her clothing behind you,” Rhilax said.
“I can also see that you are quite naked also,” the Dhasu said.
Rhilax flicked an annoyed glance in the Dhasu’s direction as he cradled his mate in his arms. She turned her face towards his chest instinctively and he hugged her closer. “I’m not in the habit of swimming in my clothing.”
“I wasn’t aware Rasidians were in the habit of swimming at all,” the male said. He wore an amused expression Rhilax wanted to slap off his face. With his barb.
If it were not for his mate’s happiness, he would not be caught in the water at all, however he didn’t care to address the male. Rhilax curled his lip at the leader of the group as he strode towards the shore, happy that the other two male warriors, while still alert, had their eyes averted not to look directly at her. The female’s concerned gaze was focused on his mate, shock on her thorny features.
“What has happened to her,” she asked as she dragged her gaze from his mate to his face.
“She has been terribly scarred. She will regain consciousness, but only when she feels safe enough to do so,” Rhilax said.
The Dhasu female grabbed his mate’s clothing and approached them. Rhilax stiffened.
“Keep that tail barb away from my warrior, Rasidian,” the male Dhasu said. “As well as whatever enhancements you have had installed on your body. Chani only wishes to help.”
Rhilax eyed the leader, baring his fangs. His cybernetics were undetectable. He shouldn’t know about them, and yet the comment was made.
“Here, let’s get these back on her,” the female, Chani, said.
“Why do you help?’ Rhilax asked.
“I care for the human females, and… wish I would find my chosen from amongst them one day,” Chani said.
Understanding dawned on Rhilax. This female recognized the joy and wealth of emotion having a human female as a mate. She would only know that if she had met others of his mate’s species. “They are worthy beings.”
Chani nodded. “They are. Fragile, but also filled with such fire and determination. It’s hidden. That’s what makes them so strong.”
Rhilax relaxed a little when she slipped his mate’s clothing over her feet and tugged them up her legs. Rhilax placed his mate on her feet while the female covered the rest of her body. He whispered into her ear as he eased her arms into the sleeves and zipped the front closed. “My mate, come back to me.”
She swayed on her feet and blinked slowly. A breeze ruffled her hair and plucked a strand over her face. She did nothing to remove it. She wouldn’t be like this if not for their intrusion. He brought her to his chest and wrapped his arms about her.
Targeted anger surged through him. A drop of poison fell from his barb to the sand. He gritted his teeth, willing his fighting urge to subside, and stared at the male Dhasu. “Who are you and why did you disturb us?”
His gaze was fierce and Rhilax thought this reprieve might be over before it flicked to his mate and softened, “My name is Captain Treega Damora of the Interspecies Council Mercy Division.”
Rhilax frowned, tensing with alertness. “There is no such division.” He would have heard about it during his time in the military, and then afterwards as a smuggler. They relied on knowing secrets.
“That’s because it is covert, known only by a few for good reason,” Treega said. “Our missions rely on a great deal of secrecy.”
“And why would you tell me this, if you rely on the utmost secrecy?” Rhilax said.
Treega pursed his lips, considering for a long moment. “Because we have something in common which makes us allies.”
Rhilax scoffed. “I very much doubt that. I’m not interested in anything you have to say. Now, if I’m not a threat, I will take my mate and care for her. She has suffered enough.”
“You will not go anywhere, but with us,” Treega said.
Rhilax swiped his tail, leaving a trail in the sand. Chani stepped quickly back, and the two warriors snapped their guns in his direction. A low-level growl left his chest. They were right to be wary around him.
Treega sighed, “Rasidians. Always quick to react without taking the time to reason. It is safer for your mate with us. We have food. Medicine and a comfortable bed for her to recover. From what I see, she looks unwell and I question your care of her.” He eyed the ragged garment his mate was dressed in. “We have clothing as well. If there’s one thing I know about human females—any females—is that they like to wear fresh clothing that hasn’t been destroyed. Where we are located, we have spares of everything.”
“I care for her well. I have supplies,” Rhilax said. They were scarce and not optimal, but he didn’t trust a word the Dhasu said. Treesa had struck a chord, though. His mate was skin and bone, and had yet to fully recover from Shilsogar’s treatment of her. She was in a precarious position while he was unable to offer her the care she really needed.
“The pallet on the floor of your cave? The Histulls you catch? Did you know human females need a range of food? Not just water creatures and ration bars,” Treega said.
“You found the cave,” Rhilax said. His tail thrashed. Treega would only mention objects such as those if he knew what Rhilax had been able to pull from the pod.
Treega nodded. “We have your comm unit also. The one I assume you sent that emergency comm out on. There is nowhere else for you to go. Come, we will care for your female well. We will help her recover. We might even spare some food for you.”
“And why should I trust your word?” From experience, beings were not to be trusted at all.
Treega’s stiff posture changed to something resembling relaxed. His mouth curved into a smile. “Because my mate is also a human female, and I know how they affect the mating bond.”
Rhilax’s mouth gaped open. His heart pounded as his mind grappled with the information. “You lie.”
Treega lifted his wrist and pressed on the screen. A three-dimensional hologram appeared above the screen, showing the face of a human woman with pale hair and wide blue eyes. Her eyes widened and she smiled when she saw the Captain. “Treega! Missed me already?”
Rhilax stared at the image of the human female, his mind stuttering. Heat washed over his skin at the sight of another of his mate’s species. The female’s features were similar to his mate. The eyes, nose and mouth were in the same position. Although this female had lighter skin, and hair the color of a summer sun, a pale gold. Her lips were plump, and her eyes were a deeper blue. She was attractive, but not as beautiful as his mate, although he could tell Treega was totally smitten with her in the play of his smile and softening of his gaze when he spoke with his mate as was fitting and proper.
“Katie, my mate, brace yourself for some news. We have found another human female,” Treega said.
Katie’s mouth fell open, “Another one!”
Rhilax frowned. Another one?
“Unfortunately, she is not in good condition,” Treega said.
“If you ever get to the end of this slavery ring, I’m gonna cut the balls off Xataxi personally. Bring her back here, Treega. I’ll have everything prepared,” Katie said.
Treega lifted his gaze to Rhilax, “Thank you, my thoughtful mate. I will be back soon.”
“Don’t take too long. You’ve already been gone all day, and I want my mate back by my side,” Katie said.
Treega’s gaze heated as he spoke to his mate, “I will show you how much I have missed your tonight, my mate. By your side and in your bed.”
“Treega! Not so loud. Everyone will hear you.” Katie’s cheeks did the same color reaction that affected his mate’s face on occasion.
“Then they will know that I desire you every moment of the day. I will not keep that a secret. It is only natural. There is no shame,” Treega said.
Katie laughed, the sound so carefree and light that Rhilax wished his mate would also sound like that one day. “You’re incorrigible, Treega.”
“And I also need to go. I will be back soon and then we will find some time alone together after we have helped this female.” The heated look on his face left no doubt as to what they would be doing when he came back. Treega pressed a button and the image disappeared. “Does that allay your fears, Rasidian.”
“I think you need to fully explain what’s going on,” Rhilax growled.
Treega’s brows quirked. “Can you clothe yourself first? I prefer not to be distracted by your naked behind on the journey back to base.”
Rhilax had forgotten that he was naked, his priorities elsewhere. He’d been standing so long out of the water that he was quite dry. “Will you allow me to also wear my weapons?”
“Our trust extends only to the human female. You have to earn it. We will take the weapons while we allow you to keep your life. You should thank your mate, Rasidian. Her existence has saved your life. I would not exterminate the life of a mate. However, I have no qualms in keeping you subdued until we understand how and why you are here at the very least. You will be answering my questions. Do I make myself clear?”
Rhilax grunted. He didn’t like being cornered, and if it didn’t look as though these Dhasus were compassionate towards human females—Treega even having a female mate of his own—then he’d tear them apart with his bare claws, naked or not.
He had no choice but to go with them. Not with his mate in this condition. He would make sure she received the treatment they offered, but he would bide his time, and at the first chance he could, he would escape these beings, steal a craft, get the seven hells off this planet, and go find his brothers.




Chapter Thirty
 

The fog in her mind cleared enough to find herself encased in Rhilax’s arms, sitting in his lap. The semi darkness and rock walls surrounding her were comforting. They were back at the cave. She turned her face toward his chest, inhaling his comforting scent and gripping the side of his vest. Her grip was weak. She was lightheaded and tired. So tired.
She had no reason to be. Hadn’t she just been swimming and thinking of kissing Rhilax? Tempted for more? She’d been happy. It was a dazzling, rare moment, and then the darkness had swept her away in the blink of an eye. It hadn’t given her a chance to try to stop it. Something had happened to make the darkness come for her, but her brain stumbled when she tried to think.
“Lore txikia. You are awake.” Rhilax’s deep voice vibrated through his chest. She spread her palm over his heart, feeling the steady thump, letting it ground her.
She blinked up to see Rhilax’s concerned eyes on her. She was sitting in his lap, warm and safe in his arms. “What happened?”
His arms tightened around her, his lips tightening. “We’re not in our cave, my mate.”
She glanced at the rock wall, confused. The first trickle of unease slithered through her. “Yes, we are…” If she told him they were in their safe little cave, then they would be. They must.
“Lore txikia. Can you remember the beings at the water? You saw them,” Rhilax said.
The muscles in her stomach tightened. There had been four of them, stalking towards them with large weapons in their hands. She hadn’t seen their species before, but they were scary with their gray, armored skin with edges of thorns over their bodies.
Those beings had taken them. They were captured. She was a slave again. Her breath was hooked in her lungs, hot and sharp and the darkness crashed into the corners of her vision.
It had already washed her away, for god knew how long. She couldn’t let it do that again. She had to stay conscious. For Rhilax. She knew how to fight now. She could help him…
“I’ve found these. Do you think these will fit her?”
She flinched at the sound of a distinctly human voice, and turned her gaze to see a blonde step through a door in the rock wall. Her heart stuttered as her brain fought to catch up with what she saw.
The blonde stopped short, her mouth falling open. “I’m sorry, I thought you might still be asleep. I don’t mean to startle you. How are you feeling?”
Her mouth worked open and closed and only a whimper left her lips.
The blonde’s eyes softened. “I’m Katie, and a human like you. It must be a shock, but you’re safe here. I promise. We’re only here to help you.”
“We...?”
That was when she became aware of another being in the room standing by the wall, his skin dark enough to blend in with the rock. He leaned against the rock, massive arms crossed over his chest, but his glowing yellow eyes were trained right on her. There was a dual rose of thorns that began above his eyes and trailed over and behind his head. His features were human-enough looking, with two eyes, a straight nose and a normal-sized mouth with plump lips, but she recognized him straight away. He was one of the beings at the lake.
She twisted in Rhilax’s arms, heart hammering in her chest as she climbed up his chest, legs flailing, hand clawing, trying to meld herself into his body. His large hands gripped her sides, keeping her in his lap, “It’s okay, lore txikia. They are… friends.”
She gasped, glancing between Rhilax, the being, and to the woman, Katie, thankful that the two strangers didn’t try to come closer to her. Her breath sawed in and out of her lungs as she hung in this moment.
“I see you recognize my mate, Treega. He found you both at the lake and brought you here. You’re at our base on Azoim. You’re safe here.”
“You said that before, but I don’t feel safe. I want to go back to the cave.” She looked up at Rhilax, puzzled when his expression tightened.
“We can’t, my mate,” he said.
“Why! Why can’t we go back? It’s safe there too.” She turned to Katie, “Rhilax takes care of me. I want to go back. I don’t want to be here.” She was in the throes of a full-blown panic attack. Her heart hammered so hard she was lightheaded.
Rhilax brushed his large hands up her arms, over her back, pressed his lips to her forehead. She sank into his touch, letting it calm her as it always did. “There are other human females here. They wish to see you.”
A wounded sound left her mouth. “There are others? Are they… in cages? Like… I was? Oh god! Don’t let them put me back into one. I can’t. I won’t. I don’t think I could survive it again.”
Treega growled. His arms fell to his sides as every muscle in his body tensed. She whimpered and folded herself into Rhilax’s body.
There was a soft touch on her shoulder, foreign to Rhilax’s touch, “Honey, we are all free here. All of the women. Nobody is in any cage. Nobody will ever put you back in a cage. We’re working to stop this slavery. The women here have been rescued. They are safe. Happy. I can take you to them and you can see with your own eyes.”
But she didn’t believe that. Shilsogar had once told her she was free. Had waited until she had believed she was. Had walked to the door before the first blow had fallen, and then he’d laughed at her, telling her how stupid she was and that the only way she would be free was on her death. She would never be free because she was his, his, his.
“Please. You have to believe me,” Katie said, but she wasn’t going to listen. She only trusted Rhilax. Rhilax had never lied to her.
“Where is her blaster?” Rhilax’s voice boomed. Her whole body trembled, and she curled as tight as she could around Rhilax, grateful for his strong arms banded about her. She clenched her eyes, crushing her face into Rhilax’s shoulder. She hated being like this. Hated the panic. Hated that she couldn’t break it
“Rasidian, we will not give you a weapon. You are dangerous enough as you are,” Treega said, his voice tense and tight.
“It’s not for me. It’s for her. If she feels as though she can protect herself, she will calm,” Rhilax said.
“I will not arm you with any more weapons,” Treega said.
Katie clicked her tongue and made an annoyed sound. “Don’t be stupid, Treega. I understand how she feels more than anyone here.”
“Here, Honey. Hold onto this.” A cold, metal weight was thrust into her hands after a moment. It took a moment to work out what it was. Her gun! She tightened her grip around the metal, hugging it to her chest, letting the sharp, cold angles melt through the rampant fear, allowing her to think again. To reason.
She swallowed hard, evening out her breathing until she could focus again. Rhilax whispered in her ear, his warm breath skimming over the side of her head, his palm rubbing her arm, up and down and up and down. Her pounding heart began to slow. Her vision cleared.
The male, Treega, was still by the wall, intimidating but not moving. The woman, Katie, was hunched down on her heels in front of Rhilax’s knees and she was still in his lap. They’d given her a gun. Let her stay with Rhilax. They hadn’t hurt her.
“If you want to go back to your cave, you can.” Katie flicked an annoyed glance at Treega when he made a sound of protect. “Don’t worry about Treega. He can be overbearing, like male mates usually are. But first, I want you to hear us out, okay. Is that a deal?”
She assessed the woman. Katie wasn’t starved. Her eyes glowed with health. Her hair was washed, skin clean and she wore clean clothes. Nothing like the ragged jumpsuit she had on. Katie didn’t look as though she was mistreated. Instead she looked… empowered. Happy. Free.
She glanced at Treega. His gaze rested on Katie, softening before it returned to her. “My mate is correct.”
“That male mates are overbearing?” Katie said, a smirk on her lips.
“We are protective, my female. For good reason. My heart beats only for you. If you hear what we have to say, then you will have the choice to stay or return to your cave with your mate. I will give you the supplies you will need. Is that acceptable, female?”
She narrowed her eyes at Katie and Treega, then assessed Rhilax. He was wary, but relaxed. They gave her a choice. They’d given her the gun. Although tension thrummed through his body, Rhilax was accepting of these beings. Besides, if she was in true danger, Rhilax would fight for her. He would have already. That she knew for a fact.
She moistened her lips and took a deep breath, “Okay. I will hear you out.”
Katie beamed. “That’s a girl. And then, once Treega has said his piece, you will eat, bathe and then you can meet the rest of the girls. How does that sound?”
Katie was leaving everything up to her. She knew it was a ploy to make her feel safer, but it did work. There would be no options if the opposite was true. Something Katie said snagged in her mind, “You said the women here were freed?”
Katie’s expression dimmed and she sighed, “All of them. Including me.”
“How many?”
“Fifteen of us are here,” Katie said. “But we suspect there might be hundreds that haven’t been rescued. The Mercy Division was formed to stop the resurgence of the slave trade and to protect an entire species from a protected planet, which is what Earth is. Can you imagine if nefarious beings work out where Earth is? Well, more than the Reptiles have in any case. What would happen to the women?”
The breath left her lungs in a rush. The concept was staggering. She was only the tip of the whole horrible iceberg.
Her gaze found Katie’s. “What happened to you?”
Katie’s gaze slid to Treega, and then back to her. “I was captured by Reptilian beings. All the women here were. I think when you tell us what happened to you, your circumstances will be similar. I was caged. Put into an auction to be sold to the highest bidder, organized by Xataxi. He’s the being heading up this slavery resurgence since us humans made an appearance in this part of the universe. Treega and the Mercy Division was there to stop it. Long story short, they saved me. The mating instinct triggered in Treega, and here we are. This is the Mercy Division’s base. It’s a long way from anywhere, but until us humans are not seen as exotic slaves to be owned and abused, this is the safest place to be. We run the entire operation from here, hidden and untouched. You can imagine our surprise when a craft crash-landed on our planet!”
That was a lot of information, but she focused on one important thing. “You know Xataxi?”
Katie’s eyes narrowed, the blue color became shards of ice. “He is evil, that one. If I could have killed him, I would have, but he always kept us caged and fitted with those fucking control collars. He’s the being actively sourcing women for sale. I overheard him saying we were the most profitable beings.” She reached out and gently squeezed her hand. “Treega told me you were his brother’s, Shilsogar’s, slave. I’m so sorry, honey. I can only imagine what you went through.”
Rhilax growled, his claws pricked her clothing and she shivered. “Careful, Treega’s female.”
She took a steadying breath. “It’s okay, Rhilax. You killed him. He can’t hurt me anymore.” And she knew just then that he couldn’t. Rhilax had saved her. He would continue to save her, not because he wanted anything from her in return. Because he wanted to. And she was sick to death of Shilsogar still controlling her from beyond the grave.
She looked up into his dark eyes that held so much passion. So much emotion. Raw and unfiltered, they sank into her, conveying everything he felt without a word. She understood everything in those dark depths, because she felt the same way. His strength became hers. She tumbled into their depths and a warmth sparked into existence, and a shaky breath escaped her.
His eyes widened a fraction, and his grip firmed on her, if that was possible, he held her securely as it was. “Always,” he whispered.
She nodded, knowing everything he conveyed in that one word.
She faced Katie, pulling herself together as much as she could. She needed to do this. If hundreds of women were at stake, she had to. Rhilax had shown strength, and now she needed to as well. “I will try to help you, but I don’t know if I can. I don’t know if I have any valuable knowledge you can use. I was kept in a cage. Other beings were brought in and went, but I mainly only saw Shilsogar and his main guard Hemmi most of the time.” She shook her head helplessly. “I really don’t know anything. I don’t know if I can help you at all.”




Chapter Thirty-One
 

Frustration welled up and she clenched her hands around the gun. “I didn’t see anything, and as far as I know, I was kept in the same room. I don’t even know where that was.”
Most of the time she’d been semi-conscious. Beings had come and gone. Shilsogar’s thugs had done their jobs on a daily routine, and other unfortunate slaves had been stored and taken away, never to be seen again.
Treega stepped closer. She eyed him warily, but he remained at a careful distance. “Where were you when Rhilax found you, female?”
His tone was not unkind. Stricter than anything else. She guessed if he was trying to stop slavery, then he would be more terse than relaxed.
“In my cage.” She’d been in and out of consciousness, caught in a black web of sleep, her mind muddled and confused. She’d been like that after they’d fed her. She’d been surprised they’d brought them a meal in, because it hadn’t been that long since they’d last fed her. Of course, she’d eaten it, not even thinking at the time that it was unusual. But it was unusual, because it had been drugged.
Something snagged in her mind. Something had been different, and now that she thought of it, memories slammed back into her mind. She sat up straight on Rhilax’s lap, her spine stiffening. His palm splayed on her back, his claws prickling her clothing, “What is it, lore txikia?”
“I was still in the cage, but it wasn’t the same room, and there were…” The room she’d come to call home was dark and had no windows, but she was sure she was in a room lit with bright light. There had been a long horizontal window that looked out into a dark sky lit with brightly glowing stars.
She gasped, her stomach filling with acid. She put trembling fingers over her mouth as her mind reeled. She shook her head as it came together. “I thought it was a dream. Just wishful thinking, but now I know it wasn’t a dream at all.”
Her fingers clenched around Rhilax’s wrist as hot tears streaked down her cheeks. “I saw them. More women. They were all asleep. In cages like mine, lying so still. It was cold, but none of us wore clothing. Not even a scrap to keep us warm. That’s what I think woke me up. The cold. Anyway, Shilsogar was there with another being that looked like him. The same horrible species, at least. This being pointed to the other women. They were talking and laughing about selling them off. Rhilax! They were going to sell these women!”
Tears coursed down her cheeks now, scalding hot on her cold cheeks as her murky memories solidified. “It is all right, my mate. You will help them by telling us everything you remember.”
She’d hardly been able to keep her eyes open, but something did stand out to her. “Ahemait. He said he was going to sell them at Ahemait. I thought it was strange, because Ahemait isn’t a time.”
Rhilax growled low in his chest. “It’s a place not a time, my mate. A planet to be exact. And not a nice one at that. It already has a slavery market there, and would be a perfect place for Xataxi to have an auction of that magnitude.”
Treega stepped forward. “Are you sure, female?”
She nodded. “I… think so. I’m pretty sure.”
Treega’s eyes glowed a bright yellow. “You need to be certain.”
“I… they drugged me. I think so, but I could be wrong. My god, what if I am wrong and they’re taken somewhere else. Anything could happen to them.” Her tears flowed freely down her cheeks and there was no stopping them now.
“Treega, that’s enough to go on. We’re not going to push her any further,” Katie said. “Rhilax, you have to relax and not upset your mate any more than she already is.
Rhilax’s muscles shook, but his growl stopped sounding. “Tell your mate to stand down.”
“Treega, please. Remember how I was when you found me. She is no different,” Katie said.
“My female tells the truth. Shilsogar told me that Xataxi had brought several females that he was organizing for an auction. I don’t know when and where, only that he wanted me to transport them to the Lumina Base, where they would then be handed over to another for further transport. I didn’t know who I would be contacted by, or where they would be taken next.” He looked into his mate’s confused eyes. “I would have taken these females to safety once I had them onboard the Pathfinder. You have my word on that, my female.”
Treega sighed, and had the good grace to drop his gaze. He stepped back to the wall, as though knowing how intimidating his physical presence was, his expression contrite and sheepish. All of a sudden, she could breathe a little easier. “Please accept my apologies, female. This is information we haven’t heard before, and I thank you for sharing it despite your circumstances. May I ask, did they mention a time frame for this auction to take place, or exactly where it would occur?”
“I didn’t hear any more than that. I’m sorry,” she said. The drugs had swept her away and she’d lost consciousness. The next moment she knew, she’d been ripped from her cage and brought into the room where Shilsogar had waited for her.
“There is no need to be sorry, my mate. You have done well by remembering this at all. You are indeed a strong female and I am proud of you.”
The tears fell from her eyes for a different reason. Hearing those words from Rhilax was like a balm. She didn’t feel strong at all. In fact, inside was nothing more than the shakiest of grounds, but if Rhilax was proud of her, then all of a sudden it didn’t matter what she was on the inside. What he thought of her was so much more important than anything she could think of herself.
“I’m a disaster,” she whispered into his chest.
He brought his lips to whisper in her ear. “Don’t you also know? I am also a disaster. Although I have had more practice. I’ve just been a disaster for a much longer time than you. Together we may heal.”
She gulped on a sob that was halfway pain, halfway uncontrollable laughter. “We’re a good pair.”
He drew back so she could see the sparkle in his eyes. “Yes, we are.”
Sirens blared, the room went dark, and a red light strobed the room. Rhilax’s arms banded her, locking her against his chest. “Treega. What is happening?” Rhilax roared.
Treega lifted a wrist comm to his mouth. “Report.”
“Door breach in the third sector. Three beings entering. We have them under control. Wait. There are more coming. Warning! Warning! Breach in the second and fourth quarters!”
Treega cursed. “Secure the breaches. Send all warriors. Vega. Suri. Secure the human females.”
“What’s happening, Treega?” Katie flew into Treega’s arms.
Treega pinned his stare on her. She gulped, curling into Rhilax’s chest. “They are following the tracker in the female.”
She’d lost the blocker in the water while she was swimming. She remembered her naked wrist, and then the beings had found them right away. This was all her fault! The darkness invaded, but she fought it off. This was an emergency, and if she allowed it to take her away, Rhilax could be in real trouble. She blinked against the seductive black dots that were as evil as Shilsogar’s thugs.
“All warriors shoot to kill. Ready the Mercenary Star. Get the female on board. When everyone is safe, send the word. We leave this planet. It has been compromised,” Treega shouted before gathering Katie against him and kissing her deeply. “Take this female with you. Gather the other human females and make your way to the star. Do not stop for anything. Do I make myself clear?”
Katie nodded. “Be safe. I’ll send word when we’re on board.”
Treega’s eerie yellow gaze found Rhilax. “Rasidian, do you join our fight?”
“My priority is my mate,” Rhilax said. She clung to him harder, winding her fingers through his hair.
“And you will need a whole force behind you to help you protect your mate. Just as I have. Do you think you can take on Xataxi’s network on your own? He will keep coming for you until they have your mate. He will never forgive you for killing his brother until you and your mate are dead. They won’t stop. You see how relentless they are,” Treega said.
Rhilax’s breath gushed out of his lungs. He pressed his face into her hair, inhaling deeply. “What do you want me to do, my mate?”
She wanted to cling to him. Didn’t want to let him out of her sight, she also knew that Treega told the truth. Xataxi would not stop until Rhilax, his brothers and she were dead.
She was through with being a victim, and now they had help. There was nowhere else to go, unless it was to another cage. They still needed to find Rase and Veri, and Rhilax was concerned about their lack of communication. If they had help, perhaps they would find Rhilax’s brothers. That was one bright spot in all this mess. “There is no choice, Rhilax. We need to fight.”
He kissed her temple, her forehead, her lips. “Then we fight.”
“Let Katie take your mate, Rasidian. I will need you to fight with us,” Treega said. “Now. There is no time to waste.”
Katie ran to her and took her hand. She slid off Rhilax’s lap, immediately missing his warmth, but she had to be strong so he could go and fight to free them all.
“Do not worry, lore txikia. Keep safe. I will see you aboard their craft after I dispatch these thugs. Believe me, it will be a pleasure.” He pressed a quick kiss to her lips and dashed out of the door after Treega. He disappeared around the door after a long, searching, desperate look. She felt the loss of his presence immediately.
“Come. Quickly,” Katie urged.
She shoved the gun into her pocket so she wouldn’t lose it, and ran after Katie into a corridor of blinking flashing red lights and total confusion.
“This way.”
Warriors darted past them as they ran in the opposite way. She made herself as small as she could, pressing against the wall as the bigger males passed them, weapons drawn, faces tight and focused.
God, oh God, oh God. This was happening because of her. Because Xataxi’s thugs had tracked her here. The whole base and all of these beings were compromised because of her. A dark tremor worked down her spine.
It was true. What she’d said. She was a disaster. A disaster to anyone who crossed her path.
Katie darted down the corridor and she followed as best she could. The only way she kept up was the lock she had on her hand. They rounded a haphazard array of corridors and broke into a larger room.
It took her a moment to digest the fact there were several women crouching against the wall. One of them stepped forward. The woman’s gaze flickered over her before she focused on Katie. “Good. You’re here. We waited for you.”
“Thanks, Sally. Treega said to get to the Star. No time to waste. Follow me,” Katie said.
Katie turned to her. “Follow us. I’ll need to lead the group. Can you follow?” Her expression was desperate, the lines on her face tight.
She took a deep breath and tilted her head in a firm nod, trying to strum up courage she didn’t possess. She’d come to rely on Rhilax in such a short amount of time and it was strange to be alone again. “Yes. I’ll be fine.”
“Okay. It’s not far, but we need to go single file down a hidden corridor. It’s the safest way,” Katie said.
She looked over the group of women. They all waited for her. She would not hold them up because of her nerves. She’d be fine. She hoped.
“Okay.” Katie jogged to the front of the group and over to the wall. She wondered what Katie was doing before she slapped her palm on a hand-screen and hidden door slid open to reveal a darkened corridor beyond.
Katie wasted no time entering the corridor. One by the one the women fled after her, disappearing quickly. She hugged the back of the group, feeling alone, cold and unsure. Her breath rasped out of her mouth as she wrapped her arms about herself.
She hoped Rhilax was safe. She hoped he was unhurt. She hoped she would see him again soon.
The last woman vanished into the corridor and she realized she was the last one to follow. The room behind her yawned. Her skin prickled as a cold awareness washed over her.
She ducked inside when a rough hand grasped her shoulder, tugged her backwards and shoved her to the ground. The breath left her lungs with the impact. Stars dotted her vision, clearing only to see her worst nightmare.
Hemmi leered down at her as his claws dug through the skin of her upper arm. Blood oozed from the puncture holes and white-hot pain hurtled up her arm. Hemmi’s skin flared bright red with anger and his white eyes bored into her. “Well, well, well. Aren’t you the hard one to find? Our master is going to be so happy to see you returned to him, and it will be my pleasure to hand you over to him. I’m really looking forward to seeing the special welcome he’ll have for you, and then after he’s finished with you, I have my own brand of treatment saved for slaves that run. I’m just not sure how well the healing wand will work this time, if at all. Enjoy your last moments of freedom, slave. I’m here to ensure they’ll be your last.”




Chapter Thirty-Two
 

The pain from his claws in her arm was mind-bending. Breath sawed in and out of her lungs as her mind went into shutdown. Hemmi? Hemmi was here? How? Why? She curled her fingers around his wrist. It was solid. He was real. Her nightmares come true. Bile rose like a hot wave in her throat.
His white eyes narrowed on her hand. “How dare you touch me!”
He yanked hard, sending her tumbling to the other side of the room. She rolled over and over until she finally stopped face down, her arms and legs tangled and bruised. She panted hard, trying to catch air in too-tight lungs. She had to get away. Get away now.
She pushed herself onto her hands and knees, black dots dancing at the edge of her vision, fighting it away. She’d never escape if she didn’t get away now. She couldn’t go back to the cage. Couldn’t have another collar around her neck. Couldn’t suffer through Hemmi’s ‘treatments’, let alone come face to face with Xataxi. If he was anything like Shilsogar, death would be a kindness.
Limbs shaking, she made them move. One hand in front of the other. Shaking, trembling, flushing ice-cold inside. Had to get away. Move. Move. Move.
A whimpering moan came out of her mouth when the clicking of Hemmi’s claws sounded behind her. “Where are you trying to get to? Don’t you know running only gets you into trouble?”
His powerful claws punched through the skin and muscle on her shoulder. A scream was ripped from her as Hemmi picked her up and held her up to his face. His breath washed over her, burning hot. His white eyes blazed. He lifted his other hands and backhanded her.
Her head snapped to the side, her cheek blazing as agony ripped through her skull. White light blazed across her vision as the bones in the side of her face crumpled.
“Did you miss me, slave? I’ve missed you. I think we have some lost time to catch up on, haven’t we?”
His fist rammed into her stomach. She crumpled around it. The air broke from her lungs, escaping in a wheeze which she couldn’t draw back. Her stomach seemed to fold over itself and she gagged as her last meal surged up her throat. She couldn’t draw a breath, her middle, her chest, her throat locked up. She was choking, choking, choking.
He brought her forward. Hot breath washed over her cheek as he licked her from her jaw to her temple. She shuddered in revulsion and pain and despair.
Hemmi grinned at her, lips peeling back to reveal sharp, black teeth. “This is going to be so much fun.”
Her lungs unlocked and she gasped in a noisy lungful of air. Of course, she had to open her mouth to breathe and a wave of agony screeched through her skull. Hemmi laughed that ugly sound he always made when he beat her up.
She couldn’t let Hemmi take to Xataxi. That was if she’d even survive. Before, she would have welcomed death as a reprieve to stop the pain, but now she knew the difference. She knew what it was to be held gently. With care. She knew what it was to seek out touch instead of hiding from it. She knew what it was like not to cower in a cage all day in terror. She knew what it was to laugh for once. She knew what it was like to be loved.
She knew if Hemmi took her, she would never know those things again. She was changed. She’d lost her memories because of the trauma. If she went back, she’d remember everything and all of the things he’d taught her.
Taught her, taught her, taught her.
She ignored the pain from the puncture wounds in her arms and put her hands on Hemmi’s shoulders.
His eyes flinched open in surprise. There was one advantage of physical contact with Hemmi and being trapped in a cage at his mercy every day. She knew his weaknesses. She used all the energy she could muster and brought her knee into his groin.
His claws slid from her shoulder and she dropped to the ground in a tangle of limbs, her legs too weak to support her weight. Hemmi buckled over, his hands went to his groin, his face a rictus of agony.
She scurried backwards, her heels slipping in the gravel, heart hammering in her chest. Hemmi’s eyes flashed and he snarled, “You’ll pay for that.”
He stepped towards her, towering over her like a demonic angel of death, and it would be death that would find her if she didn’t kill him first. She dug the gun from her side pocket as she scrambled away from him, hot breath panting, sweat coating her body. The edges caught in the material. She yanked it out, ripping through the cloth, held it in front of her with shaking hands and pressed the trigger.
A stream of bright blue laser went straight through his stomach. Hemmi’s mouth opened and his eyes widened in surprise. He looked down at the black blood gushing from the hole in his stomach as though surprised before his legs buckled, and he collapsed to the ground.
A breath wheezed out of her lung. And another. And another. All she could do was stare at his twitching body, the gun clutched tight in her hands. Then she began to shake, so violently, that the gun fell from her nerveless hands to clatter into the loose stones and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t move to pick it up again.
Yelling echoed from an empty doorway, the sound of many boots pounding grew louder. Shots were fired. The rock from the edge of the doorway exploded in a shower of gravel that scattered over the floor before fully armed beings poured into the room.
Their solid white eyes were bright within their crimson, leathery faces. They wore black combat armor from foot to neck with silver metallic plates embedded in their clothing to protect the softer parts of their bodies. They held large, heavy weapons in their claw-tipped hands. Electric blue light streaked along the sleek upper edges, charged and ready to fire. The gaze of the being that entered first tracked over Hemmi’s still body, and then locked onto her. Seti. He was as bad as Hemmi.
His thin mouth slit open in a sneer, revealing sharp black teeth. The tip of his black tongue snaked over his bottom lip. She knew these beings. Intimately. She thought that they might have shown more reaction for their dead boss, but she also knew they weren’t capable of emotion other than cruelty.
“Hello, slave,” Seti sneered.
A scream broke free from her lips. Terror kept her locked to the ground, stiff and immobile. She might have killed Hemmi, but there was no way she could take on the four of Shilsogar’s thugs who stalked toward her, weapons drawn and aimed at her.
It had taken everything she had to kill Hemmi. She thought she might survive this by killing Hemmi, but in reality, she’d only prolonged her life by seconds. Her heart hammered like a hummingbird caught in a cage it could never leave. She scrambled backwards, but her futile movements slipped in the stones, and she flailed about like a bug on ice as they stalked towards her. She had to try, even though all was lost. Once they had their hands on her, she knew there would be no escape.
She couldn’t get away. There was nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide.
She was going to die.




Chapter Thirty-Three
 

A thunderous roar resounded throughout the rocky chamber and drummed through her body. Seti’s eyes went wide and his mouth fell open before his head tipped to the side, tumbled over his shoulders and bounced on the floor.
Black blood sprayed into the air from his open neck and splattered over his body before it then sagged to the floor. His lifeless limbs bounced and settled into a sprawled heap. She panted, grappling whether she actually saw the gaping bright red muscle and severed white bone from the stump on top of his shoulders.
There was another roar and a second being rose horizontally in the air. The top half twisted in the opposite direction to his legs. The thug screamed. The weapon clattered to the ground from nerveless hands. She flinched at the wet slurping sound. A brittle snap sounded like dry twigs. The two halves of his body separated in a spray of black blood and his scream cut short.
Her breath stuck fast in her throat as Rhilax stood there with the severed body speared within his clawed hand. His lips were pulled back to reveal his sharp white teeth. His eyes were wild and opened wide. His nostrils flared and all of the tendons stood out at the base of his neck. His horns gleamed in the low light and the bare muscles of his chest clenched and rippled when he moved. His blue skin was stained with bands of dripping obsidian blood. This was Rhilax, but not. Welcome. Terrifying. Unrecognizable.
The remaining two beings snapped out of their daze. One scrambled to aim his weapon at Rhilax. Rhilax tossed the body halves to the ground and turned on the thug. His arm shot out and his fingers wrapped around the being’s neck. His claws sank into the skin. Blood welled and drained in rivulets over Rhilax’s fingers.
The other thug yelled something. The weapon trembled in his hands so much she though he might drop it, but he managed to hold onto it and swiveled the end to point to Rhilax.
She tried to warn Rhilax, but only a dry wheeze came out of her throat. Rhilax didn’t appear to notice her horror. He swung the body of the thug he held headfirst smack into the head of the fourth thug. A wet crack clapped as the heads struck together. Blood sprayed in a black explosion. The thug that Rhilax held, face smashed inwards as it connected with the side of the other’s skull. The body Rhilax held, immediately sagged, and the fourth guard toppled sideways, sprawling on the ground. His legs twitched, but looking at the state of his half-caved-in skull, he wouldn’t be getting up.
Rhilax’s dark eyes found her. He dropped the body that was still clutched in his claws as though it was no more than a bag of rubbish and stumbled over to her. His eyes were wide, forehead creased as he sank to his knees and patted her down.
She opened her mouth, but nothing but a wheeze came out. She wet her lips with her tongue, and he hung over her, breathing heavily, still a little wild-eyed, but filled with less rage and more dread.
“Lore txikia, you’re hurt…” His deep voice cracked. His hands patted the air over Hemmi’s puncture wounds on her arm, as though not quite knowing how to touch her. Acknowledging them made them throb and she hid the wince that flickered over her face.
“It’s okay.” Was she okay? She didn’t think she’d ever be okay, but she was alive and Rhilax had saved her. That was enough for now.
Rhilax’s face scrunched. He scooped her up and embraced her, crushing her to his chest. His body trembled as he pressed kisses on her cheek, her forehead, her mouth. “I couldn’t bear it if… thank the gods that you’re… I would kill them all over again just to…”
She clung to him, her arms about his neck, legs about his waist, burying herself in his body, trembling as much as he was. She didn’t care he was covered in blood, or that his claws were stained. He was like that because he had saved her, and in the end, she didn’t care how he looked. She was in his arms and that was the only thing that mattered. She pressed her face into the side of his neck and breathed in his familiar scent. That scent meant safety. Comfort. Trust.
Love.
Her heart stuttered. This was the worst time to realize exactly what this was. What she felt. She had so little to go on, only remembering a couple of months of her life, but deep in her heart she knew it was true. She only just now recognized it. They were twin souls. Connected.
As she clung to him, chest to chest, his heartbeat vibrated through her. Thump, thump. Thump, thump. Thumpity thump, thump. Her chest pounded against his.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
Her breath hitched. Her fingers tangled in the hair at the back of his neck. She held onto her breath, searching, checking. Their hearts were…
She peeled back, staring at his beloved face. His brows were tipped together, tight lines bracketed his mouth. His gaze roamed her face as his hair stroked the back of her head. “It is the bond. Our hearts are linked. Connected through intense emotion. Our hearts beat as one. It is the gift of a true bond.”
She placed her palm over his heart. She could hardly believe it, and yet the evidence was beneath her hand. She gasped, her gaze locking with the brightness of his. “It’s true. I can feel it.”
His mouth drew into a flat line and his gaze faltered and dropped. “Lore txikia. I did not mean to force this on you. I am sorry that this happened in this way.”
She frowned, uneasy with the way he seemed so remorseful. “Sorry that you saved me? Or sorry that our hearts are beating at the same time?”
“Neither of those things. I am not sorry that our hearts beat as one. That brings me an unimaginable amount of joy. I am sorry that it didn’t happen on the usual way.” His deep voice ended in a growl that caused her to internally shiver despite still being traumatized from nearly dying at Hemmi’s clawed hand.
“What is the usual way?” she asked.
Rhilax traced the line of her cheek, his dark eyes igniting with heat, and weighted with so much emotion she wondered how eyes could actually say so much. “When our bodies join, so will our hearts, lore txikia. When two mates join as one physically, they also join as one on a much deeper level. Our souls and our hearts intertwine, and as a result, our hearts will beat as one. One heart. One body. One soul. If you listen to your heart closely enough, you will feel our connection. You will feel me.”
She closed her eyes, pressing one hand on his chest and the other on her chest. She dove into her mind going deeper and deeper, not expecting to find anything, and surprised when she was a golden thread waving to and fro. The warmest breeze caressed her mind as she went towards the cord.
Masculine energy washed over her, not quite human, but not quite foreign either. It was gruff, patient, familiar. The cord coiled about, wrapping her up with waves of tenderness and devotion. Emotions of a slightly different type, no less intense, settled alongside hers.
A light pink cord grew from her heart, bringing with it everything she felt towards Rhilax. Uncertainty, hesitation of course, but it also overflowed with desire, acceptance and love. The cord imbued the emotions she’d only just recognized.
The pink cord wrapped about the golden cord, the lights glowed and grew stronger. Her sigh washed though her mind and her body. “It’s so beautiful.”
“That is our bond, my beautiful mate,” Rhilax said.
She had nothing to build on, had no knowledge if this bonding was normal, or even if humans experienced it. But her steady, beating heart filled with happiness. She didn’t care if it was the normal way or not, being in Rhilax’s arm was exactly where she wanted to be.
“I don’t care however it happened. Rhilax, I’m just happy that it did.” Her lips lifted at the ends and her mouth stretched and curved. The muscles pulled in, and before she knew it, she beamed at him.
His expression lifted and his apprehension fell away like dust in the wind. He lifted one hand and cupped her cheek, while he held her against him with support beneath her backside and kissed her deeply. His mouth caressed hers before he stroked his tongue inside her mouth. She accepted him, delighted in his taste, kissing him back with as much passion as he kissed her.
Her core throbbed and she was aware of his taut muscles between her thighs. She tilted her hips, creating enough friction in her core to make her shiver. Heat pooled deep in her core and wetness slicked in the same place.
Footfalls pounded from one of the corridors leading into the room. Her heart lurched. She pulled away from Rhilax’s kiss, drew a gun from the holder along his back, pointed the end at the figures that piled into the room, and squeezed the trigger.




Chapter Thirty-Four
 

A blonde-haired woman skidded to a halt and held her hands up, palms wide out. “Whoa. It’s only me!”
There was a gray blur and Treega dashed in front Katie, chest heaving, using his body to protect his mate. “Stand down, female!”
Her limb plummeted against Rhilax’s back. He clutched her tight. She dropped her forehead against his shoulder and let out a shaky breath. That was far too close. She still held the gun so tightly, her finger seemed to be molded around the trigger, and try as she might, she couldn’t seem to pull it free. The gun shook in her hand and then travelled all the way through her body.
Rhilax spun, keeping his arms banded about her. Tension thrummed through his body, only abating slightly when he saw it was Treega and a handful of women.
Katie peeked around Treega, who scowled at them. “We noticed you weren’t behind us and came to see where you’d got to.”
She lifted her head that seemed far too heavy to look at Katie. “They found me. I fought them.” Not exactly fluent sentences, but it was all she could manage.
Treega’s gaze flittered over the bodies sprawled over the floor. “Did you do this all yourself, little female?”
“Rhilax helped me.” She blinked at the bodies, the severed limbs and the blood and felt—nothing. Not scared, not horrified, not even relieved. She just felt nothing, although that could just be shock.
Rhilax skimmed his palm over her back. “They are not worthy of your consideration, my mate. They are nothing but scum that deserved to die in a much worse way. And I will always help you, not that I want you engaging in any more battles,” he added.
She was happy not to engage in any more battles either, then. “How do you know?”
He rubbed her cheek with his. “The bond. I will always know what you feel now.”
She knew that. She felt him as well—the anger, the anxiousness for her, the rage that still seared his blood. It would take a bit of adjusting.
“Although I am glad you killed some of these thugs, we have to leave. The base has been compromised and there are more ships on their way. It looks like they’re quite determined to get here. If we don’t leave now, we’ll never leave. Their numbers are too large to fight.”
Rhilax growled as his fingers tightened their grip. She felt his tension throb inside her chest, “Lead the way.”
Rhilax clutched her as they ran down the corridor she was snatched from. It was so narrow they ran single file and the sides of the walls scraped his shoulders. Still, Rhilax didn’t let her down, which was good as she didn’t think she could run with the way her legs still shook.
They burst from the corridor into a large, natural amphitheater made from a rock wall that was filled to capacity with a massive spaceship. There wasn’t a lot of space around the ship, and it was dark, the only light source coming from the entrance to the cavern that was a little distance away from the ship.
The ship itself was a disc shape, rounded at the top and bottom with a flat circular side in which three levels of windows were situated.
Three circular thrusters spewed a hurricane of burning air that shimmered and distorted the rock wall with vapors. The high whine developed a deep growl so loud she felt her eardrums vibrating on the edge of pain.
Their small group charged up a metallic ramp that was lowered from the middle of the underside of the craft. Rhilax’s heavy boots clanged with each step. As they reached the top, they stepped into a circular room.
“Take them to medical. Khad is there treating our wounded. He will also heal your female,” Treega looked her over, nodded at Rhilax, and kissed his mate. “I’ll be in the bridge.”
Katie nodded, then gestured to the handful of women that had come with her. “Get settled in the common area and strap yourselves in. I think taking off might get a bit rough.”
They nodded and exited the rounded room through many of its leading corridors. Katie gestured to them and jogged into a different corridor to that of the women. “Let’s get you there quickly. As I said, take off is going to be a bitch.”
As she spoke, the ramp clattered and folded in on itself as it retracted to fill the space in the underside of the room. Her ears popped as air pressure shifted, and engines growled as they were engaged.
The ship shook as it lifted and the floor destabilized. Rhilax shifted his center of balance to compensate. He side-stepped as the floor rocked, but managed to keep them both upright as they followed Katie along a bending corridor that was so white and clean it almost blinded her after the relative dullness of the cave.
She turned left and disappeared into a room. Rhilax followed quickly and they stepped into a buzzing room of patients lined on beds with various wounds. They were being tended to by several of the thorned, gray beings the same species as Treega. They were dressed in white scrubs and quickly worked at stemming the bleeding of open wounds and cleaning the blood that was splattered over various parts of the wounded bodies.
The wounded lay in beds, of which the heads were butted up against the wall and the ends towards the center of the room, all lined in a row. Equipment of various sorts framed each bed as well as screens that were on the walls above the heads of the beds. The screens blinked with lights and graphs and were regularly consulted by the healing staff. There were two rows, one along each wall and they were mostly filled.
It was crowded and busy, electronic beeps and blips were interspersed with the grunts and growls of the staff and patients.
“Khad! Over here,” Katie called over a tall, gray being. Although he had the same pattern of thorns leading over the top of his skull and along his cheekbone, they were fewer and thicker than Treega’s.
He flinched as his gaze locked on her, before he schooled his expression and bustled over, giving orders to various beings as he made his way towards them.
The floor beneath them tilted and then everyone was tossed backwards under a heavy gravitational force. Katie clung to a large piece of equipment as they shot forward. “We’re just coming out of the cavern and…”
Her stomach dropped as the ship tilted abruptly to the other side and escalated upwards. She grimaced against the gravitational force. It looked as though everyone did as beings held on to what they could, and some of the patients groaned out loud.
She wrapped her fingers around Rhilax’s weapons belt and dug her knees into his sides. He, in turn, clung to her, locking her against his stomach as the gravity increased.
The ship throbbed and then the room began to shake. She thought everything was going to fall apart when the shaking stopped, the engines dulled to a hum and gravity settled.
“…out of Azoim’s atmosphere.” Kate sighed, and wiped a lock of sweaty hair from her face. “Glad that’s over. I always hate that bit and we did it a little faster than normal.”
“Does your craft have cloaking shields?’ Rhilax asked.
Katie nodded. “We do, but unless we get the tracker out of your mate, they’ll still find us.”
Katie leaned over and lifted the hem of her right pants leg to show them a small scar beneath her ankle bone. “She’ll have the same kind of tracker that was in me. Believe me, it’s a trademark of Xataxi’s slaves. Each tracker is biological and can be traced no matter how good the cloaking system is. We’ve never been able to work out a way to block it.”
Khad approached. She didn’t want anyone but Rhilax touching her, no matter if the being did have a kindly look about him. Rhilax stepped back at her unease.
“Who are you?” Rhilax growled.
“Khad is our healer. He is very gentle and experienced at removing trackers. Besides, she needs other medical attention, Rasidian. She is bleeding.”
She had forgotten about her wounds, and at the reminder they began to throb in earnest now. Hemmi had dug deep, his intention to cause her pain. She was sure most of the puncture wounds had gone into her bones. Her vision flickered as the pain from her various wounds palpitated with each heartbeat. A groan slipped out from her lips.
She needed help. She wouldn’t be any good to Rhilax if she fainted with pain or if the wounds didn’t heal. She looked up at him. “If we don’t get the tracker out, they’ll blow us up again. I can’t let that happen.” She tried sending her strength into their connection, not really knowing if he felt anything or not.
The muscles clenched at his temple and his nod was terse. “You may heal my mate. But be gentle.”
Khad inclined his head and indicated a bed at the end of the row, slightly away from the rest of the patients. “Settle her there and I will gather my instruments. I won’t be long.”
“We don’t have a long time,” Kate said.
“I am aware.” Khad hurried away while Rhilax settled her onto the bed. The sheets were cool against her skin. As she reclined, she was caught in a wash of pure exhaustion.
Rhilax stood over her on one side, while Katie stood next to him.
“You had a tracker too?” she asked. There were so many other questions she wanted to ask Katie. She barely knew where to begin. Having a tracker meant that Katie had been a slave just as she had. It meant that Shilsogar and Xataxi had enslaved more. Maybe countless others.
Rage bubbled up inside her. She tried to keep it contained, but she knew the moment Rhilax felt it also. She clutched his clawed hand. He had scratches and various wounds on his hands, up his arms and across his chest. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine, but you need to be healed as well.”
Khad drew up a table and tugged on some gloves. “May I raise your pant leg?”
She tugged up the hem of her pants to reveal her ankle. Khad scanned her ankle and a red light blinked on screen. “There it is. I will need to remove it now, but I will inject you with a painkiller. You won’t feel a thing,” Khad said.
“I want anything Shilsogar put in me taken out,” she said.
“That is completely understandable,” Khad said. He aimed a metallic device and placed the tip on her ankle. “This will be a little sting, and then you will feel nothing. This will also alleviate the pain from your other wounds as well.”
She nodded. Khad pressed a trigger. There was a sting no more than a nip. Her ankle turned warm and the insistent throbbing of her puncture wounds faded to nothing. When he prodded her, she felt nothing.
Khad selected a scalpel and Katie spoke. “The tracker was put in me when I was a slave of Xataxi before Treega rescued me. I know how you feel, you know. All the women that have been rescued know. You’re not alone.”
She blinked back sudden tears, ducking her head with the onslaught of raw emotion. That little bit of understanding meant so much. Rhilax squeezed her hand and she sent him a watery smile.
“There. All out now,” Khad said.
“What?” She looked at the small, fingernail-sized piece of blob that Khad placed in a tray. “That’s disgusting. What is that?”
“Cybernetic tracker. Once metal, now biological. No wonder the Pathfinder’s cloaking devices didn’t work,” Rhilax grunted.
Khad stabbed him with a keen look. “Know something about this type of technology, do you?”
Unease slipped through their connection, but he gave no indication he felt anything other than extremely confident. He merely crossed his arms in a way that made his biceps bulge and stared the healer down. “I do not.”
The lie was like a red-hot wire through their connection. She wondered why he would lie. He glanced at the wound on her ankle. “That will need to be closed.”
Khad selected a tube from the tray and then applied some of the clear gel onto the wound before bandaging it up.
“I’ll tell Treega the tracker is out. Good job, Khad.” Katie nodded at Rhilax and then to her. “I’ll be on the bridge with Treega. I suggest you let Khad tend to your wounds. I’ll be back when the skies are clear and we’re out of danger.”
“Thank you, Katie,” she said.
The blonde woman smiled at her. “This is what we do.” She left and disappeared out of the room.
“Now, shall we scan the rest of you and see what damage I will need to heal,” Khad said. Khad activated his scanner and held it above her ankles and began to move it up her body. A trail of lines, figures and a moving graph appeared on the underside of the screen.
She relaxed back into her bed as exhaustion caught up with her as her body was able to relax now, she wasn’t in pain. The truth be told, he could just about do anything to her, and she’d be too tired to do much about it. Only now, she was safe.
Rhilax was with her. They were off the planet. A tracker, the only means by which Xataxi could find her was out of her system and destroyed. There was a bond between her and a being, that could not be destroyed. A bond that was truly the other half of her soul.
She might not remember anything about her life before the cage, but she now had a life. A future.
Khad made a distressed sound. His mouth dropped open as he looked from the scanner back to her.
She frowned at him, suddenly tense, ‘What is it?”
“My dear, I don’t know if you’re aware if this. However, it seems Xataxi did more to you than place a tracker under your skin,” Khad said.
“Tell me. What have you found?” Her voice came out as a pained whisper and her skin broke out in hot, sticky sweat.
Khad licked his lips and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I’m afraid there is no easy way to say this. They’ve taken your womb. Little female, there is no way I can heal a wound of that magnitude. You’ll never be able to bear your own children.”




Chapter Thirty-Five
 

Every muscle in Rhilax’s body tensed. His arms dropped to his sides and his claws clenched uselessly at his thighs. He should have told her this terrible news, as was the duty of a mate. He knew all along that she’d suffered this tremendous tragedy, and yet he’d said nothing. He’d also had the time to tell her. They’d been stranded for days.
It was just that he’d become so caught up in watching her bloom and flourish. Had been spellbound as she’d begun to throw off the mental damage done to her and amazed that she’d responded to him in the way she had. He’d been amazed that a being like him could help someone as delicate as her. As he’d named her, she was a flower beginning to unfold, and he had the pleasure of watching it happen.
He’d still failed her because he hadn’t told her something that had been done to her that was out of her control—and he knew about it.
His mate froze as she stared at the healer. Her lips parted, as though she was about to speak, but no words came out. Then her luminous gaze slid to his, large and round and filled with questions.
“Lore txikia. My mate…” He grimaced as his words failed him as well.
She swallowed thickly. “Did you… did you know about this?”
He ducked his head, ashamed he hadn’t done his best for his mate. “I… did.” He couldn’t look at her as a hot wave of shame washed over him.
There was a gentle touch at his hand. He watched as she worked her fragile little hand into his much larger, thicker fingers. His gaze shot to hers to see a faint smile on her lips. “Rhilax, you didn’t do this to me. Shilsogar and Xataxi did. You’ve done everything in your power to help me. You’ve given me everything. I’ll be fine. We’ll be fine. You’re everything I need, and then when we find your brothers, we’ll all be a family.”
Her thumb stroked his. As broken as she was, lying on a healing bed, wounded and in pain, she was trying to comfort him. He lifted his arm and kissed her hand. “I thank the fates that they sent me someone as beautiful as you. I don’t know what I did to deserve such a gift. You are more than I ever hoped for, lore txikia.”
Something hot and wet tickled his cheek. He swiped it away, surprised to find his eyes leaking. He dashed it away, blinking fast. Khad turned away and pretended to find his tray of instruments suddenly interesting while his mate beamed.
She was beaten, bruised, bloody and yet her smile brought him to his knees. Literally. His legs crumpled beneath him, bringing him face level to her. He cupped her cheeks and kissed her deeply, without reserve or hesitation.
She kissed him back in exactly that same way.
Khad cleared his throat. “May I suggest I heal your mate, and then you may take her to your room for some private time.”
Rhilax stabbed a look at the healer, then immediately softened his look at the amused expression on the healer’s face. Then the most wondrous thing happened—his mate giggled.
The mirth in her eyes faded and she let her head fall back against the bed. Her eyelids half lowered as though too heavy to keep open. “That sounds nice. Let’s get out of here as quickly as we can.” Her yawn didn’t instill any hope that their alone time would be anytime soon.
“Only after you have healed, lore txikia,” Rhilax looked to the healer. The sooner she was healed, the better. He didn’t want his mate suffering any longer than she had to.
Khad made a thoughtful sound. He picked up the instrument that had taken away her pain and made an adjustment on the controls. “I think you should sleep so you can heal before you do anything too—strenuous, little female.”
He placed the end of the instrument to her neck and depressed the trigger. There was a flash of blue light at the tip and her eyes fully closed.
“Now, Rasidian. If you can stop hovering, I will heal your mate. She will be safe here. Go and find Katie. She will find a room for you and then you can come back and take your mate to fully rest. You will find her in the bridge with her mate, no doubt.”
Rhilax growled low in his chest, but the healer rolled his eyes. “Rasidians. I had forgotten your over-protective behavior when it comes to your mates, although Treega is not much better. It must be pronounced as you both have human female mates. Now go. Use the time while she sleeps effectively, so she can wake up healed and in comfort. If you think of nothing more than that, let that be your motivation to leave and let me do my job.”
Rhilax gave his mate one last look, weighing up the situation. She would be okay in the hands of the healer, and besides, the healer was right. He needed to secure a restful space for his mate when she woke up. Somewhere comfortable and private.
Somewhere they would complete the last stage of their bond.
Khad gave him instructions to locate the bridge, and Rhilax made his way there. Various species filled the corridors. Mainly Dhasu, but there were the smatterings of other beings. He even spotted a few of the human females that had been rescued. They were relaxed, if not in a hurry to get to where they needed to go. Everyone had a purpose in this crew, which only made Rhilax acknowledge that his own world had recently been blown apart.
His brothers were still missing. His ship blasted to nanoparticles, and now he had a mate to look after. Being a smuggling privateer was no place for a human female. He was adrift, just as he’d been after losing his planet and his people. It was only the strength of the bond of his brothers that had kept him sane.
He had his mate, but these past events had not only happened to him. They had happened to his brothers as well and they did not have mates to center them. He had to find out where they were headed and how he might persuade Treega to drop him someplace safe where he could find his brothers. Where, he did not know, and their main problem still existed. Xataxi’s reach was far and he had a long memory.
He, his mate and his brothers were targets and Xataxi would not stop until they were all dead. Rhilax was not big enough to take on Xataxi and have any hope of stopping him. The only reason Xataxi would stop would be through death—theirs or his.
He strode down the well-lit, sleek corridors of the craft, his boots clanking on the metal floor. On his right, the dark, starry universe was visible through the thick plating of the transparent windows. There were three levels that he saw from entering and he wondered what level he walked on now. He followed the curve of the corridor until he came to a large open doorway.
It was apparent it was the bridge. Quite a large one by the look of it. Larger than the Pathfinder. A twang coiled in his stomach, thinking of his craft that was the only house he had shared with his brothers, blown to bits by Xataxi. Knowing his mate still had a tracker embedded in her body, it was no wonder they’d been found her even through their state-of-the-art cloaking system. If Xataxi had access to that technology, he also had to wonder what else he was doing. A being like him didn’t just stick to slavery to earn his money. He would have many avenues.
Being sat in chairs that curved before a large screen beyond which was filled by the dark universe. It was relatively quiet, the communication limited to running the ship. A Dhasu dressed in gray, the mottled green camouflage from the planet. He strode to two figures standing central to the room. Treega with his human mate, Katie.
Treega wrapped a possessive arm about Katie’s shoulder. He could understand why the Dhasu was so possessive. Human females, especially when they were a mate, were addictive. There was something irresistible about them. They were tempting. Exotic. Sensual, and Rhilax knew Xataxi would not stop enslaving them. They were an addictive species and Xataxi was all about exploitation, taking advantage of the unfortunate slaves and the immoral persuasions of the perpetrators.
As Rhilax entered, both Treega and Katie looked at him. He also caught a few glances of the Dhasu at the controls. He ignored them and strode towards the Dhasu leader and his mate.
Katie smiled, “I take it your mate is resting?”
Rhilax nodded. “Finding the tracker in her body was… perturbing.” That was a nice way of putting it. If he could crush Shilsogar’s skull in again, he would have no hesitation.
“I’m glad we got it out. Treega said you both wore a blocker of some sort. I say it was lucky you were wearing it. Xataxi’s thugs would have found you a lot sooner than today if you hadn’t,” Katie said.
Rhilax let out a low growl. They also would not have been found by this Mercy Division if his mate had not lost hers either. The results of her losing it had been quite dramatic. “Your base was compromised because of it.”
“It was a good base too. Very private. I had the best comm scattered out of the entire Interspecies Council in use there,” Treega said.
Rhilax pressed his lips together. No wonder he hadn’t received word from his brothers. His comms definitely hadn’t got through. They had only alerted Treega and his Dhasu warriors. “It would have had to have been impressive if I couldn’t get a comm out.”
Treega pursed his lips, “It was very impressive, but nothing that can’t be created again, however it’s loss was worth it. I have gained valuable information in the process from your mate. She has given us a direction we didn’t have before. Xataxi keeps a very close hold on his… endeavors. We haven’t had an opportunity like this before. We owe your mate a very big thanks.”
“Is that where we’re headed, then. Ahemait?” Rhilax asked.
“We are. It’s a long distance and we don’t know when the auction is to take place. It might have already happened, but I am assembling a team to try to get there before we can arrive. We need to go there to get any leads we can,” Treega said, his gaze returning to the viewscreen. “With the luck of the gods, we’ll get there in time to stop it.”
Katie squeezed his hand. “We’ll stop him eventually, Treega.”
Treega sent Katie a sad smile. “If only you had not known his touch, my mate. It is a constant regret of mine.”
“You had nothing to do with it, remember? Xataxi abducted me and you rescued me. That is something I’m constantly thankful for,” Katie said.
Treega smiled indulgently before he turned to Rhilax, and his expression sharpened. The only softness he had in his body was reserved solely for his mate, as was right, earning begrudging respect from Rhilax.
“And what of you, Rasidian? You know what it is to have a mate that has been held captive to the worst being of the universe,” Treega said.
Rhilax crossed his arms staring at the Dhasu and growled. “And what of it?” He half knew where the Dhasu was going with his statement, and he didn’t know if he wanted to hear it or not.
He’d already fought for the military for a larger cause. He’d probably still be there if not for the decimation of his planet and his species. That had irrevocably changed his life and that of his brothers.
They'd turned to smuggling to feed themselves before it became a way of life. It was hard. Brutal. No life for a fragile human female.
There was a crackle in his ear. “Rhi? Can you hear me?”
Rhilax’s knees nearly gave out as Veri’s voice sounded through his cybernetics comms. His heart thudded in his chest and his mouth went dry as he replied. “Brother! Gods it’s good to hear your voice. Where in the seven hells have you been?”
“Illegal comms receiving.” A female Dhasu spoke from her station along the long bench of controls.
Treega’s gaze snapped to Rhilax as he spoke. “Then by all means, relay to overhead speakers. Let’s all hear what this illegal communication is all about, shall we?”




Chapter Thirty-Six
 

“Veri, there’s so much I want to tell you, brother, but our comm is not… secure,” Rhilax said.
Treega was looking at him like he was Xataxi’s right-hand being. He didn’t want to stop the comm. He was so happy to hear Veri’s voice, but he also didn’t want Treega to shut it down either. At the moment, it was more logical to play by Treega’s rules.
“Not secure? I’ll rip Gratus’ balls from between his fuzzy thighs and shove them down his second throat,” Veri cursed hard enough that Rhilax saw Katie smirk. Well, Treega did want everyone to hear this comm. Might teach him to mind his own drakking business in the future.
“Not Gratus’ fault. He did his job.” Gratus was the surgeon who had done their cybernetic enhancements. He’d been paid well, and his silence was solid. A dissident little thought fluttered in his mind. It took some serious tech to get cybernetics to grow into a biological function of the host body, and yet his mate had a biological tracker in her ankle. Tech similar to his cybernetics.
“Then how the hells is this comm not secure?” Veri said.
Rhila sighed and rubbed his forehead, suddenly feeing very tired. “I’m with the Interspecies Council Mercy Division. They found us on Azoim.”
“Azoim? That’s where you went? No wonder I couldn’t get a comm through to you. It’s way past the distance I should be able to get a message over,” Veri muttered.
“What do you mean distance? How are you speaking to me now?” Rhilax thought Treega had been blocking his messages, assuming the pods had escaped close by.
“When the Pathfinder exploded, it sent us into different directions, Rhi. I was thrown through a wormhole. I’m on the Aeon Station over that butthole of a planet Ahemait. Wouldn’t send my left nut down to that surface, by the way,” Veri said.
Rhilax reeled. “How am I receiving you?”
There was a long pause. “Got another enhancement.”
“You what!” Several Dhasu jumped as Rhilax yelled. He looked about apologetically before continuing. “What did you do, Veri?”
“Cool it, Rhi. I did nothing too illegal. Suffice to say around here, I’m positively an angel,” Veri said. “Anyway, what are you doing with the Council? Mercy Division, you said? Never heard of it.”
“Neither had I a day ago,” Rhilax muttered. “Are you injured, Veri?”
“No. I’m fine. I guided the pod into a terminal and have been stuck on this turdball of a hanging rust-bucket ever since… Rhi, what about your mate…? How is she…? Is she…?” Veri cleared his throat. Even in the short time he’d seen the little female, Rhilax knew Veri considered her family.
“She’s alive. Doing fine. I’ll tell you when we have a secure connection. We have ears.” He glared at Treega, not wanting to talk about his mate with everyone hearing. That information was purely private.
“I guess this is where I speak up. I am Captain Treega Damora of the Interspecies Council Mercy Division. We’re a section of the IC military, tasked with ending slavery in the known universe, and you and your brother are now interested parties in our little fight against Xataxi,” Treega said.
There was another long pause before Veri spoke, his voice tense, “Seems like you’ve had a bit of an adventure, brother.”
A flash of code scrolled across his ocular enhancement. Veri asking if Treega could be trusted and Rhilax’s current standing.
Rhilax crossed his arm and tapped out a code on the hidden comms inbuilt beneath the skin of his forearm as unperceivably as possible. He was cautious, but Treega could be trusted, although to what extent he had yet to discover. He was sure the male had an agenda that included them.
“Your tech is purely impressive, and you are correct Rhilax. You and your mate are truly safe with us, but I find that I am in need of your help. Specifically, your brother’s help,” Treega said.
Rhilax unfolded his arm, scowling. He would definitely need an upgrade. “How...?”
Treega held up his screen. Rhilax saw their coded message, but kept his growl to himself. It seemed their security system needed a drastic overhaul, something Veri would be right on after this comm, he was sure. “That was a private conversion.”
“Which will remain private… once I have secured your commitment,” Treega said.
“Commitment to what?” Veri said.
Rhilax knew. His confusion of before melting away. “He wants us to join the Mercy Division.”
“He what?” This time the Dhasu manning the controls jumped at Veri’s raised voice.
“Hmmm. Both as intelligent as each other, which is what I expect from a former warrior of the IC military. I’m glad you understand the situation, Rasidian. Time is of the essence. Xataxi is organizing a grand auction of human females on Ahemait, time and location as yet unknown. We are seven prime rotations away from the planet. Too far away to rescue those females who are at Xataxi’s and other nefarious beings’ mercy if this auction were to happen in the meantime…”
“You want eyes on the ground.” Veri cut Treega off.
“That is the general idea, yes,” Treega said.
Rhilax rubbed his chin. “We’ve fought all the wars to last a lifetime, Dhasu.”
Treega’s eyes gleamed in the lighting of the controls. “I’m not asking you to fight endless wars. Just one more. You and I both know Xataxi won’t give up. He’ll hound you until he finds you. You, he’ll kill outright. He will make sure it will take longer for your mate to die.”
Rhilax pressed his lips together, fighting the fury that ignited his blood. He knew Treega was right. There was no way out, but to fight for a way out. One thing he knew about Xataxi, was that he was relentless. Treega had only given voice to his own fears.
Veri cursed quietly. “He speaks the truth, Rhi.”
Rhilax ran his palms over his face. He was dirty, tired and all he wanted to do was to fall asleep with his mate in his arms somewhere that wasn’t a cave floor. He wanted so much for his mate—for his future—and he wasn’t going to compromise it based on scum like Xataxi.
Treega’s eyes were impassive as he levelled a gaze at Rhilax. The Dhasu knew Rhilax couldn’t refuse.
“Damn it all to the seven hells. He had to do it, Veri. For my mate. For all of the human females. We can’t let this go,” Rhilax said.
“So, I guess this means we can’t call ourselves smugglers anymore, hey?” Veri said.
Rhilax huffed, “Looks like we’re back in the military.”
“You’d better tell Rase then. I don’t want to be anywhere near him when he finds out what we’ve agreed to,” Veri said.
Rhilax’s blood ran cold. His claws clacked as his fingers twitched. “I haven’t been in contact with Rase. I thought you had.”
“Rhi, I haven’t heard from either of you in days. That’s why I got the work done.” Veri’s voice was strained. “Where in the seven hells is he, if he isn’t with you?”
Rhilax cursed. He could be anywhere in the known universe.
Treeha clapped a hand on Rhilax’s shoulder. “We will help you track him down. I promise we will help you.”
Rhilax’s throat tightened as he nodded his thanks. When he was alone, he’d comm Veri and see what could be done from his end. Together, they would find their missing brother. Life wouldn’t be the same if they weren’t all together.
“He’s alive, Rhi. I feel it in my bones,” Veri said.
He had to think Rase was alive. The alternative was untenable. “We’ll find him. The male is too stupid to die.”
Veri huffed a laugh. “He always likes to make us worry, the drumas turd. Just like the good old days,” Veri said.
“We have to look towards the future, Veri. We’ll do this to find Rase. We’ll do this for good new days. All of us. Together,” Rhilax said.
Treega clapped his hands once. “Now that’s settled we’d better get ourselves comfortable. We have a mission to plan out and apparently a Rasidian to find.”
It was a long time after the plans had been made that Katie led Rhilax to his room. Khad had already settled his mate in there, and when she saw him off and he opened the door, he drew a calming breath when she saw her fast asleep in the bed. She was safe, sleeping and comfortable, and there was a plate of sealed food next to the bed on a little table.
Rhilax headed to the bathing room, happy to treat himself to a warm wash with soap, and scrubbed the dirt of Azoim from his skin. He padded to the bed, drew back the covers, slipped into the bed as gently as he could, and gathered his tiny mate in his arms.
A sigh washed through his body when she turned in her sleep and tucked her body close to his. This was the way it should be, him coming to bed with his mate ready for him. He was about to close his eyes, when hers flickered open and he was caught in their endless warm depths.
She reached up and cupped his cheek and traced his skin with the pad of her harmless, rounded thumb. She was sleepy and warm and sexy, and all his. He forgot that he was tired as all hells, and lowered his head, then collected her mouth with his in a deep and commanding kiss that let her know just what was on his mind.
He was going to fully claim his mate.




Chapter Thirty-Seven
 

Rhilax’s kiss wasn’t hesitant at all. It was needy and demanding and communicated his intentions with clarity. Her blood heated in response, her desire blossoming and igniting as his tongue plundered her mouth. He held her chin between his clawed fingers and she lay half over his body.
His thigh drifted over hers and then pushed between her legs. Her thighs parted until he’d lodged his thick thigh against her core. Her need for him was almost too much. It sent all rational thought from her mind so that she was only aware of the mounting needs of her body.
She tilted her hips, rubbing her pussy against his skin, seeking the friction that would bring her the release she craved. It was then she realized she was naked. And also, not in the healing area.
“We’re alone in our own little cabin, my mate.” Rhilax’s deep voice vibrated from his chest and through her body. His blue skin contrasted with the pink of hers. Everything about him was a contradiction. An erotic contradiction. Even his voice was sinful.
Her nipples beaded and skimmed lightly against his chest. Then she realized he was naked as well. There was nothing between herself and the thick, heavy evidence of his arousal.
“Khad put you in here so you can recover.” He leaned back, running his hands over her body to check her wounds.
They’d fully healed. Not even a scar remained. She shivered at his touch as his light touch trailed over her body.
He glanced up to look her in the eyes, “Are you hurt, lore txikia? I will get Khad back.”
She shook her head. His was the only hand she wanted on her. His and his alone. “No. I am well. Khad did a good job. What’s happened while I’ve been out of it?”
Rhilax shifted and deposited her in his lap. The sheet fell from her body and she gasped, trying to cover herself. Rhilax ignored her, instead retrieving the plate of food that had been put on a table near the bed, and uncovered it.
She was caught between his thighs. His erection pressed against her rump, hard and irresistible. He wound an arm about her waist to steady her and then settled the plate on her lap.
“Do not cover yourself. I enjoy looking at you without clothing. If I had my way, you’d walk around naked all day just so I can see you. Now eat. You are far too skinny, and you need the nutrition,” he said.
The aroma of food reached her nostrils and she forgot all about being naked in favor of her empty stomach. She gripped something that looked like a bread roll and stuffed it in her face. It was soft and savory and fell apart in her mouth.
She groaned over her stuffed face before reaching for a thick, gravy-laden stew. She plunged a spoon in and stopped when she scraped the bottom of the bowl. Next were small red berries. She grabbed a handful and stuffed them in her mouth.
Rhilax handed her a glass of water. “Drink, or else it’ll all get stuck in your throat.”
Her cheeks flamed. She swallowed, aware of just how she’d been eating, and it hadn’t been pretty. She fingered the tray and lifted the plate with half-eaten berries towards him. “Ahem… would you… like some?’
Rhilax chuckled. Now she was full, her arousal that had been simmering, turned up full force. She pressed her thighs together to try and ignore her throbbing clit, but it had little effect but to make her more aware of her excitement.
“I am full. I ate during the meeting. Now drink and then I’ll tell you what has happened, as this includes you,” he said.
She drank the contents of the glass, glad Rhilax had made her drink. She didn’t realize how thirsty she was. “What happened?”
Rhilax gave her a run-down of events, including Veri’s communication and the decision to join the Mercy Division and help them take down Xataxi. When he finished, his brows lowered, and his eyes darkened. He looked unsure, but as far as she was concerned, it was the only way they could have a future.
She reached up and placed her palm on his cheek. “You’re an honorable male, Rhilax. This is the only decision you could have made.”
His brows flickered up. “You don’t mind that I didn’t consult you in my decision?”
She smiled at him, watched as his gaze drifted to her mouth. She was sure she’d have questions, but for now all she could think about was her overwhelming needs. “I’m sure you’ll consult me in all things from now on.”
He kissed her thumb, then pulled it into his mouth and sucked on it. His tongue swirled around the tip, earning another shiver from her. “And what shall I consult with you about now, my mate? What is the next decision we should make together?”
She shifted on his lap, her pussy throbbing, her breasts tingling with her arousal. “Something with the best interests of both of us, I think.”
He suckled her thumb while he set the plate back on the table. His now-empty hand whispered up her thigh. His large fingers curved over her upper leg, the edge of his fingers brushing against her core, his claws lightly scraping her skin. A delicate shiver worked through her at the disparity of the wet heat encasing her thumb and the gentle stroking between her legs.
She parted her thighs and his finger slid over her swollen clit and through her cleft. He thrust his finger up and down her slit, coating his digit with her excitement. She moaned softly, “I think I’ve got most of the benefit from this discussion.”
He let her finger slide from his mouth, “Oh, my mate. That’s where you’re very wrong. This pleasure is all mine.”
He captured her mouth with his at the same time as he entered her core with his finger. She was so wet that he slid inside without any resistance. She moaned again into his kiss. His tongue thrust into her mouth in sync with his solid finger.
She wound her arms about his neck, anchoring herself to him as he strummed her body into blossoming arousal. Her fingers curled into his solid muscle. He deepened their kiss, suckling on her tongue and then delving into her mouth. His touch was all consuming, all she ever wanted or needed.
Pressure built, pooling low in her abdomen. Her muscles tensed. He added another finger. She stretched around him, delighting in the fullness of his fingers. Her arousal reached a peak where she tilted. He pressed the heel of his hand against her clit and ground down at the same time as he sucked on her tongue.
She reached her peak and flew over the pinnacle, where she soared in long moments of bliss. When she came back into her mind, Rhilax had laid her down onto the bed and was laid between her legs.
His kissed her mouth, pressing little kisses along her bottom lip. “My mate, I like the way you negotiate.”
She huffed a laugh, “I think we both make a pretty good argument.”
‘Indeed.” He sounded amused and then her amusement turned to something more serious as he trailed his wet lips over her chin and down her throat. His large palm covered her breast and he massaged her tender flesh with care. Her nipple beaded and he rolled it between his thumb and forefinger. His claws scratched her skin, adding to the texture of his touch. Calloused, yet warm skin. Gentleness, yet with an element of roughness.
His mouth closed over her other breast. She arched her back and her mouth fell open as he sucked the entire breast into his mouth. His tongue swirled around her nipple before he laved the flat of his tongue over her sensitive skin.
Her thighs fell apart as his stomach settled against her core. Needing something to hold onto, her hands skimmed up his bulging biceps, over his shoulders and curled around the base of his horns.
His purr filled the small room. She ringed the base of his horns and massaged them as though she was handling his shaft. His entire body shuddered and he let her breast fall from his mouth. “If you keep that up, lore txikia, this will be a very short discussion.”
“Sometimes a short and sweet conversation is all you need,” she panted.
“Not when you want a conversation. No matter, I’m happy to play your game.” He drew down her body, trailing his hot tongue down her stomach and over her navel. He pushed his way down her body, and she lost her grip on his horns as he moved out of reach and positioned himself over her core.
His shoulders kept her thighs apart. His graze travelled over her body and rested on her most intimate part. His breath whooshed out, “You are beautiful, my mate.” He breathed in deeply through his nose, scenting her. “And your aroma is absolute ambrosia. I will not wait to taste you. I find all of this talking has built up quite a hunger.”
He wasted no time in devouring her. He slid his tongue through her slit, from her entrance to circle her clit. He laved it with the flat of his tongue before sucking it into his mouth. He kissed her there as he kissed her mouth, using his tongue and his lips to suckle, massage, caress and make spirals upwards again.
He slipped two fingers inside her and eased them in and out as he licked and sucked and kissed. She fisted the sheets, panting as her body tightened with exquisite pressure. She bucked her hips, trying to ease the pressure, trying to find her height, but Rhilax had none of his, happy to continue at his pace.
He flattened his palm over her hips, locking her in place while she writhed in helpless ecstasy. He hooked his fingers and suckled her clit. Pure sensation broke through her and she flew over her peak once more. Every muscle in her body locked, and she couldn’t even breathe, so intense was her climax. Her body trembled as Rhilax came to his knees between her legs.
His heated gaze locked with hers, his face set in a tense mask. He wrapped his huge hand around his shaft and stroked his heavy erection. “Are you ready for me, my mate. Are you ready to accept me into your body? Your mind? Your soul? If we do this, our bond will be unbreakable. We will be as one, our love combined.”
His gravelly voice brought tears to her eyes. They were the most beautiful words she’d heard spoken, made even more beautiful because he said them. She stilled. “Do you love me, Rhilax? Is that what you mean?”
His smile was lopsided, and his gaze softened, despite his arousal and the fact he was shaking with need, and his grip on his cock was like a stranglehold. “My mate, I fell in love with you when I brought you aboard the Pathfinder and saw your broken body. But it was only your body that was broken. You weren’t beaten. You hadn’t given up. You are strong. You never give up. You are resilient. You are every good thing I can think of and more. You are everything to me. Everything. My body is yours. My mind is yours. My soul is yours. My heart is yours. You had it from the very start.”
She sobbed, bringing her hand to her mouth. “I love you so much, Rhilax. I want you for the rest of my life as well. Please make love to me, my mate. I don’t think I can hold out for you much longer.”
He slumped, his head bowing as the breath rushed out of his lungs. When he looked back to her, his eyes burned with more passion than she’d ever seen. “You honor me, my beautiful lore txikia.”
He tipped his hips. One hand held her hip as the other guided his girth into her entrance. She sucked in a breath as he eased inside of her, thrusting in and out. Her inner walls stretched to allow him entrance until he was fully seated within her.
He stretched over her, resting on his elbows on the outside of her shoulders. His palms cupped her cheeks as he kissed her until she relaxed, and her muscles eased from any tightness.
She wrapped her legs around his hips, hooking her ankles on the backs of his thighs before she threaded her arms around his neck. He kissed her deeply and began to move. The first thrust was diving, sparking nerve endings into life.
The second thrust awakened all of the nerve endings in the rest of her body. The third thrust awoke more than her body. Rhilax came up onto his hands, grinding his cock into her, before he started building up his tempo.
She began to quiver as he pounded into her, conquered her for now and forever more. Her fingers dug into his biceps, heart pounding, panting, hot and sweating. He kept his gaze locked with hers, and she fell into those endless, black depths.
Perspiration beaded on his brow as he plunged into her again and again. She shuddered as she rocketed to her orgasm. Golden light danced around her vision, and her heart peeled open like the petals of a blooming flower.
Rhilax’s thrusts were uncontrolled and wild. With a final push, he ground into her core. His body bowed over her. He tipped his head back and roared his release. Her insides spasmed as he poured himself into her, and another orgasm lifted her again into a wash of brilliant light.
Pure heat, pure love surrounded her, along with an intimate masculine presence. Rhilax’s essence merged with hers. He surrounded her, encased her, became her. She merged with him in reply and she reeled in wonder as what he’d told her was happening.
They had bonded, however that had happened. She felt his emotions, his elation, his gratefulness that he had found his mate as her soul clicked and locked into place with his.
Rhilax gathered her in his arms, her legs still around his hips, his cock still lodged within her as he twisted them so that he lay on his back on the bed, and she lay sprawled atop his large body. Truth be told, there was no place she’d rather be.
His arms came to wrap around her body, and she curled around his, reeling with the new sensation of having another person in her heart. His tail wrapped about her calf. He pressed a kiss to the top of her head, before his head dropped to the pillow. His breath sawing in and out of his body.
He stroked his hands down her spine and over the curve of her buttocks as though, tired as he was, he still was unable to stop touching her. An answering affirmation in her heart told her it was true. He began that seductive purr that made her muscles feel no more substantial than vapor.
She lifted her heavy head and spread her palm over his heart, a smile curving her mouth. “I feel you, Rhilax. I feel you in my heart.”
The heady mix of emotions in his gaze was echoed in her heart. He curled his hand over hers, “And I feel you too, my mate. I feel everything you feel. We are as one. You are my life.”
Simple words to describe something so wondrous, and yet they were right. The bond between them was a gift. Where she’d only expected death—had wished for it—now she looked forward to life. A shared life that would be with Rhilax.
She might not remember her past, but now she had a future and she would make sure she’d forget nothing about the years ahead.




Chapter Thirty-Eight
 

Treega had pulled out all the stops when it came to getting the Mercy Star, which was the name of this vessel, to Ahemait and the Aeon Station that was above it, where Veri was last seen. They couldn’t get there fast enough, in Rhilax’s book. It had been five days since he’d last heard from his brother. More since he’d heard from Rase.
True to his word, Treega had amplified Rhilax’s communications through the Mercy Star, but Rase remained in blackout. His heart ached at not seeing his brothers. Although the best thing that could ever happen to a Rasidian had happened, that of bonding with his mate, he couldn’t conceive of a life without his brothers. They were the only family he had left, although he now had a new reason to live.
His mate snuggled at his side. Although she leaned against him as tightly as she possibly could, he still held her tight with an arm banded about her shoulders and waist. Sitting as they were on the stardeck, looking out of one of the windows that framed a vista of the universe.
The stars were bright, and the pink dust of a nebula dusted the inky black backdrop. Elegant spirals twirled from a red center that encased a number of distant planets. Stars decorated the ends, as though magical sparkles were especially placed there by an angelic artistic hand.
After the decimation of his planet and most of his species, he’d given up that there might be higher guiding beings, but now with the gift of his mate, his faith was being restored.
“I’m worried about Rase and Veri as well,” his mate said.
She was also so thoughtful, keying into his emotions he was sure he was broadcasting loudly. He mentally winced and tried to mute his emotions. There was a lot to get used to, and they’d done a good job learning each other whenever and as long and thoroughly as they could. Between strategy meetings with Treega, he was free to roam the Mercy Star.
He’d gotten to know the Dhasu that formed the Mercy Division and found them to be a serious yet principled force. Most of them joined to fight slavery, having known either friends or family that had been victims of slavery.
Knowing that every human female on this vessel added to the feeling that what he was doing was the right thing to do. Apart from seeking revenge for his mate, Xataxi had to be stopped. Being the biggest criminal in the known galaxies, and being notoriously hard to locate, he had built quite the network. Treega had spent hours detailing just what Xataxi had been doing, and it was horrifying.
Those were the things they knew about, where they’d been able to rescue those vulnerable or brought down an arm of his network. Rhilax was sure Xataxi was doing more that was simply unknown. The thought was horrifying, especially since he had the evidence of that horror in his arms.
“They are strong males. They will survive,” he said.
“If they’re anything like you, I think they’ll be too damned stubborn to die,” she said. The edge was taken off her words with a coy little smile that he loved seeing on her lips. The more days she felt relaxed and safe and loved, the more she came out of her shell.
He’d seen glimpses of it on the planet, but here she was fully relaxed. Spending time with the other human women and sharing her experiences with them, had also gone a long way to begin to heal her.
“So, you think I’m stubborn, do you?” He glanced down at her from the corner of his eye, trying hard to keep the smile off his face. That was another recent change. He’d thought he was incapable of smiling again, and yet here he was, fighting one off, caught up in their little sparring word game that he enjoyed immensely. She was smart, his little mate.
“Hmmm, I wouldn’t say stubborn. Maybe willful. Obstinate. Headstrong. Pigheaded…” she said.
He frowned. “What is this pig? I’m sure it is a wise and graceful thing, if you say I am like it.”
She giggled. “Uh huh. Very graceful. And wise. I had a whole pen of them. The babies are very cute. People always turn their noses up at them, but they’re pretty smart. Did you know they’re more trainable than cats and dogs? I trained a little fellow I named Pinky. He’d follow me around the yard and helped me round up the chickens to put them back in their coup at the end of the day. I used to let him come inside, until he grew too big to fit through the door. Didn’t stop him from trying, let me tell you. He destroyed the doorframe. I ended up making the door wider for him just so he could get inside. I didn’t care. He’s a sweetie.”
He turned to face her as she spoke. Every muscle in his body locked at the spike of emotion that shot through their connection. He gripped her waist, holding her steady as every emotion she felt rushed over her face.
Surprise. Shock. Elation.
The bond thrummed as a rush of her memories rushed in like an open damn gate. Her hands trembled as she gripped his biceps. She looked into his eyes, her warm brown gaze filling with unshed water. Her mouth fell open, closed, open.
“Rhilax, I…” She licked her lips, shook her head a little fighting for composure. Her grip tightened and she cleared her throat. “I work on my family’s ranch in the middle of Wyoming, which is a country in the USA on Earth. I ride horses. Drive cattle. Look after all sorts of animals. I have a mother, a father, three sisters and a brother.”
A tear tracked down her cheek as her voice cracked. “I was riding Demi, my stallion, looking for a lost calf. I wandered into the mountains, far away from the main track, but I had to find him. Every calf is precious. There was a bright light and this Reptile creature appeared out of nowhere. It grabbed me, tore a wound in my arm and tasted my blood and then… nothing.”
She shuddered. “The next thing I knew, I woke up to see Shilsogar grinning down at me. The rest you know.”
She peered up at him, blinking the tears from her eyes, the ghost of a smile playing across her mouth before it stretched into the brilliance of the sun. “Rhilax. I remember my name. I’m Sophie.”




Epilogue
 

The Aeon Space Terminal looked to be as bad as Veri had told them. Nothing of the original satellites sent into the atmosphere centuries ago was recognizable. It hung suspended above Ahemait, a cobbled structure of metal cubes, spindly arms, a hodgepodge of windows that were covered in grime and dust, and multicolored lights that made it look gaudy instead of beautiful.
The metal of the structure was tarnished and blackened in places where grime had collected and never been cleaned. Beneath the grime, the brown hues of rust were clearly evident. The state of the Terminal should be a warning to stay clear. The whole thing might break apart at any moment, but ships buzzed around the various space gates like insects, and there was a cloud of others waiting to land.
Beings were drawn to the Terminal, but it wasn’t because of the good food or trading of luxury goods. It was for the alcohol, the bars, and the whores available from the spectrum of the species across the universe. Not exactly wholesome family goodness.
As bad as the Aeon Terminal was, the red dust-bowl of a planet below it was worse. Centuries ago, the original inhabitants had left for planets able to grow crops, while the beings that remained rebuilt on trade that was the fastest to develop. The beings that remained were not the poverty-stricken beings stuck on a dead planet. They were rich and corrupt. Where one business was shut down though law enforcement, another three would start up. It was a losing battle.
The bars landside were bawdier, the beings rougher and the trade always illegal landside. The beings brave or stupid, or immoral enough to go planet-side didn’t go there for anything altruistic.
It was the perfect location for a slave auction of vulnerable human females. No one here would look sideways. In fact. It would draw a bigger, richer crowd who had no problem ‘owning’ another.
Rhilax stood next to Treega as they approached the Aeon Terminal. It had taken days to trek across the vast distances of the universe. Days in which he hadn’t heard from Veri. Veri’s communication ended soon after their plans were solidified, and with each passing hour Rhilax hadn’t heard from him, his nerves had ratcheted up until his muscles were so tight that’d begun to cramp. Once Veri knew he could communicate, that being was hard to shut up. He wouldn’t voluntarily not communicate.
His mate, Sophie, curled her arm about his waist, no doubt feeling the destructive course of emotions that coursed through him, although he’d done his best to mute them. He smiled into her unsure face and wrapped his tail about her calf to reassure her.
“Are you ready, Rasidian?” Treega asked from a set of controls on the dashboard of the ship. The female Dhasu, Chani, stood next to him. Her body thrummed with as much tension that thrummed through the rest of the crew in the bridge.
Veri’s lack of communication had set not only Rhilax’s nerves on edge. Which was why he’d consented to let Treega hook into his cybernetic comms to hopefully open the communication channel between himself and his brothers, boosting it with the power of the Mercy Star.
It could blow his cybernetics, but there was more at stake than a bit of wiring. Besides, if his system did blow, he’d blame Treega and the Mercy Division would be up for a refit. If they didn’t know it now, they certainly would after. He wouldn’t suffer in silence, that was for sure.
“Let’s get this done, Dhasu,” Rhilax growled. He unwrapped his tail from Sophie and stepped from her embrace, immediately missing her warmth. “I do not wish to hurt you.”
“I’m worried, Rhilax.” Her worry was confirmed through their bond.
“It won’t take long. Once we lock onto my idiot brother, it will be over,” Rhilax said.
Hopefully.
Her thoughts mirrored that thought through the unsure look on her face.
“We have no time to waste, little female. Rest assured we will take care of your mate,” Treega said.
Katie came over and squeezed Sophie’s hand, offering her a tight smile. Sophie held onto Katie, her hand trembling. Rhilax nodded at Treega to get what he had to do over as quickly as possible.
Treega pressed a button on the panel and Rhilax’s vision was whitewashed. The crackle of space sounded in his ears and his mind spun as his sense of hearing traveled through vast audible channels at once. Treega wasn’t messing about when he said he could amplify his cybernetic auditory function.
He kept down the contents of his stomach through willpower alone and opened the private channel to both Veri and to Rase.
Veri’s channel flicked on instantly. “Rhi!”
There was a grunt and a thud. The sounds of a bar brawl sounded in the background. Every muscle in Rhilax’s body tensed and his scales broke out over his skin. His tail flicked and left a groove on the floor behind him. “Ver! What in the seven hells is going on!”
“Can I explain after I get a little help? Can’t take on a bar full of Vemloks on my own.” The smack of a fist hitting flesh sounded before the crack of bone.
“Drek! That drekking hurt! Rhi, I hope you’re near. I’ve found the human females, but we can’t get them out on our own. I need your help and I need it now.” Veri grunted. More sounds of fists hitting flesh echoed on the bridge followed by Veri’s pain-filled groan.
The comms cracked and cut off, leaving the bridge in ringing silence. Rhilax tapped his ear in an attempt to bring the comms back online. “Veri! Answer me. What do you mean—we?”
Treega was already on his way out of the doors of the bridge. “We’ll find out. Got a lock on his position, Chani?” At her nod he barked. “Then we leave now. Teams assemble! You coming, Rasidian?”
Rhilax growled. “You’re not big or ugly enough to keep me away.” He took Sophie’s mouth in a quick kiss. “I will be back, my mate.”
“Be careful, Rhilax,” she said.
“For you. Always.” He strode out of the bridge towards the docking station.
He was going planet side and he was going to rescue his brother. The background of the other comm he sent to Rase crackled in the back of his head. Emptiness answered and he made a vow to himself.
He was going to save Veri—and then he was going to find Rase.
If it was the last thing he did.
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Chapter One
 
 

“Wake up, slaves!” Fabri’s grating voice sounded through the long, dark, dank tunnel of her mind. Crysta flinched and her stomach twisted even though she was crushed beneath the weight of unconsciousness. Not Fabri, please, don’t let it be Fabri. It’s far too soon. But no amount of wishful thinking was going to change reality.
She’d known bad people. They were the staples of her life, the people who taught her to distrust before they earned even a crumb of her trust, the people she’d learned to read and manipulate for her own ends, because that was life and life was hard. But Fabri was a whole other level of evil.
He didn’t want her trust. He didn’t even want to manipulate her. He wanted complete and utter control. He wanted to dominate.
He wanted to break
her.
Fabri sounded like the Devil, and he looked like him too, with his voice like rust-stuck metal and crimson skin as dark as old blood. It was his eyes, though, that truly struck fear through her heart. Those luminous, endless white bulbs that contained the essence of depravity, haunted her day and night. In her dreams and her nightmares.
He didn’t just do his job. He defined it, and his job was to train slaves.
Train her.
She’d been on the end of fists before, had seen violence. Hell, it was a part of daily life, but not like this. Never like this.
The way it started was indelibly etched in her brain. The dash across the bite of Australia. She’d driven for fifteen hours straight. Tired, eyes gritty, escaping a city that held nothing she wanted anymore, nothing that was good for her in any case, she was surprised to see bright lights descending from the inky night sky in the middle of the desert.
She’d slammed on the brakes, skidding to a stop when something landed on the road in front of her. A reptilian creature, with a long snout, deep-green pocked skin and rows of jagged teeth walked from the craft to her car. It ripped the door off its hinges, dug sharp claws into her shoulders, and pulled her out of the car like she was a rag doll even though her fingers were wrapped around the steering wheel in a white-knuckled grip and she’d been screaming her throat raw.
Whatever the reptile creature had done to her, it had done it fast. She’d fought it. Lashed out. Kicked. Even tried to bite it. Of course she had. It was her first reaction—fighting always was—but darkness had descended, and she’d woken up in a cage with a collar around her neck, freezing cold and naked.
The Devil had greeted her with a smile on his face that made her blood freeze in her veins, and then proceeded tell her she was now a slave of Xataxi, that he, Fabri, was her lead trainer and that she was to do everything he said to the letter, otherwise she would suffer unbelievable pain. Then he demonstrated how effective the pain collar was by pressing a button on a little white controller he clutched in his clawed fingers.
Volts of electricity charged through her body and made every nerve ending scream in white hot agony. Her muscles locked and cramped. She lost control of her bladder. Her bones felt as though they crumbled bit by little bit. Her chest was constricted so hard she couldn’t breathe and her vision whited out rendering her blind.
The pain had cut and the only thing she’d been capable of doing was lying in a pool of her own sweat while Fabri had told her everything that was required of her. Do what she was told when she was told to do it or suffer the same pain.
She hated Fabri. She loathed the collar. She detested the healing wand.
The healing wand erased the damage that was inflicted on her when the pain failed to motivate her. The more she refused to do what Fabri wanted her to, the more he’d use the pain collar.
The thing was, pain didn’t motivate her. It never had, because she knew pain came and went. Pain didn’t last. She wasn’t afraid of pain. Pain could be pushed into the far corners of her mind and forgotten. In the end, pain didn’t mean shit.
When Fabri worked out that the pain from the collar failed to bring her inline, he used his claws, a metal rod, a whip. He left her bloody and broken too many times to remember before he healed her and did it over again. In the end, if wasn’t the pain that cowed her, it was being weak from her injuries that was the motivation Fabri needed to control her.
She wanted to smack the sadistic, self-satisfaction that shaped his mouth after her training session. He thought he’d won, but she was only biding her time.
Something metal and hard struck the bars of her cage and the clang reverberated through Crysta’s skull. She winced as it bounced around the inside of her brain with the gentleness of shards of rusted metal.
Crysta groaned, struggling to sit. She was so weak that all she managed to do was to flop onto her side when her limbs refused to move. Her body seemed to be made from concrete, and her mouth felt like a bottom of an ashtray. Bile rose up her throat and she gagged on the rancid taste in her mouth.
She was hardly given food, most probably to keep her weak, and a toothbrush was a long-forgotten luxury. So was a bath. And clothing. And much of anything else. Her life was contained to the cage, the collar, that hated, gray glutinous being Xataxi that sometimes made an appearance, and of course, Fabri who did what the Xataxi told him to do—and more.
“Did you give them too much, Fabri? You know the healing wand doesn’t work when they’ve been sedated.”
Crysta cracked open her eyes and tried to clear her blurred vision. Great. Not only was Fabri leering down at her from above her cage, Xataxi stood next to him, although stood was a subjective term. He seemed to be made from rolls and rolls of wobbling flab piled up on top of itself, that didn’t appear to have any sort of skeletal frame. The gray and red kimono-styled clothing Xataxi wore did nothing to hide his glutinous shape.
His lipless mouth was a wide slit across his face, blackened on the edges. He had no nose, just two slits and three beady eyes that blinked one after the other. They were urine-yellow with black slits for pupils and contained as much compassion as Fabri.
Behind them she made out more guards. Maybe ten, as much as her blurred vision allowed her to count in the dim light. They were the same beings as Fabri, with their red skin, bald heads and unnerving white eyes.
“I only gave them enough for transportation,” Fabri said.
Crysta’s sludgy mind trawled along with their conversation. She thought the last meal tasted wrong somehow, but she’d been too hungry to care. Now she knew the meal must been laced with some sort of sedative.
Xataxi grunted. His three eyes blinked as he looked over Crysta to something beside her. “I don’t want to lose more cargo than I already have.”
Crysta rolled her head to the side to see a long row of cages, each contained a naked woman. She gasped. It was the first time she’d seen other humans. There had been other slaves. Other unfortunate creatures that had come and gone, but none like her. It might be why Fabri seemed to be so fascinated with her. She was a novelty.
The women didn’t look well. Limbs sprawled. Too still. She blinked, focusing on the woman closest to her, her muscles relaxing when she saw the woman’s chest rise and fall. She was breathing. She was alive.
But for how long.
It might be better if the alternative was true. It was quite clear that death was the only way Crysta was ever going to get away from Xataxi and Fabri. She couldn’t vouch for the rest of the poor souls, but she could safely say it was the only way any of them would be free.
Xataxi pointed to the woman next to Crysta and then to someone else in another cage. “I’ll take her, and that one too. They have nice round hips and ample teats. They’ll be good for breeding. Take those to Yohran. Finish reviving the rest of them and get them ready for auction. I want them collared and fully understanding what is required of them. There’s no use selling an untrained slave. I want to get as much as possible for each piece of livestock. I have a reputation to uphold and it’s not by selling inferior goods.”
“Of course, boss,” Fabri sneered.
Fabri didn’t like it when Xataxi intimated he wasn’t doing his job. Fabri’s gaze fell to Crysta and she shivered. She knew that look. He was going to take his frustrations out on her. Again. How it was her fault, she didn’t know, but in Fabri’s twisted head, he would justify it.
Rage, pure and white hot rose up her throat like the bile that still burnt the skin at the back of her throat. They were women. Humans. Not livestock. If Xataxi thought she would ever do what he wanted her to do, he was wrong. She wasn’t going to lie here like a thing so he could profit from her being a well-trained slave. Nothing about this was her fault.
She gripped the cage with a white-knuckled grip, ignored the way her limbs shook and the invading weakness that dragged her body, and stared at Xataxi through the bars, sending him a little sneer of her own. “You’ll never earn money from me you sick bastard. I’ll never do what you want me to. I’ll never be a good little slave.” It was too much effort to hold her head up, so she let her forehead rest against the bars. “You think you’re so smart, but you can’t own people. One day, someone is going to teach you a lesson you’ll never forget and I’ll be laughing while I watch you suffer, you gutless piece of shit.”
Fabri wacked the bars, which rang out loud with the impact. She winced at the lacing pain that shot through her head. “Slaves do not talk!”
She laughed, sounding tired to her own ears. That’s because she was tired. Sick and tired. “Go fuck yourself, Fabri.”
Xataxi grunted. “You’re right.”
Fabri grunted. “Boss, I’ve done everything I can to train this one properly.”
“I know you have. She’s defective. One glance at her from my customers and I’ll lose money.” Xataxi turned his cold gaze to Fabri. “I have no more need for her. She’s yours. Do what you want with her.”
The breath stuck in Crysta’s lungs as heat flushed her body. Xataxi turned and lumbered out of the room, but all she could see was Fabri’s white eyes and the satisfied smirk on his mouth.
“Did you hear him, slave? The boss gave you to me. That means you are my property to do with what I want, and I have such plans for you,” Fabri grated.
Deep chills worked down her spine as he opened the door to the cage and dug his claws into her calf. A scream tore from her throat and she groped the bars as Fabri hauled her out. She kicked her legs, but it was like kicking a wall. She didn’t even feel the pain of her torn skin and muscle. That was obliterated in the wake of knowing she no longer had the dubious protection of Xataxi. That no matter what Fabri did, it could never be too bad because Xataxi ultimately owned her and there was a line Fabri couldn’t cross.
A line that was no longer there.
Fabri drove his claws into her hair and yanked her into a kneeling position in front of him. “You’ve made me look bad for the last time and now I’m going to make you pay.”
Tears stung her eyes and dripped down her cheeks. Her breath sawed in and out of her lungs as she tried to unlatch his fingers from the tangle of her hair. She wasn’t going to let Fabri know just how scared she was. There wasn’t much she could do, but she still had her words.
“You’ll never amount to anything, because in the end you’re nothing but a weak asshole, Fabri. No matter what you do to me, you’re not strong enough to control me. Ever.”
His eyes turned harder than granite. “We’ll see about that. Suck me, slave. Suck me or I’ll turn the pain collar on until your brains leak out of your ears.”
He unlatched his pants. His dick sprang free. The base was a deep red that turned into black at the tip of his throbbing shaft. The appendage looked like a cadaver. Fabri’s hand at the back of her head twisted and she cried out. He took the opportunity of her open mouth to thrust his dick inside.
She gagged around the invasion, but if there was one thing her lagging brain recognized, it was that putting a dick inside someone’s mouth you didn’t trust was the height of stupidity.
She bit down. Hard. Her teeth sliced into skin and the hot burst of sour blood coated her mouth. Fabri’s scream echoed into the room, shrill and pitched high.
He tried to yank away, but she dug in deeper, locking her teeth into the turgid flesh. She gripped his balls and twisted them for good measure. Blood poured between her teeth, but she didn’t let up. She was going to bite it off if it was the last thing she did.
It probably would be the last thing she did.
“Get her off! Now!” Fabri wailed.
Something thumped into her side. Her ribs cracked as agony crashed through her. One of the thugs held the metal bar Fabri had hit the cage bars with. She bit down harder on Fabri’s dick, the flesh tearing beneath the pressure of her jaw.
The thug struck again, hitting the same spot. She collapsed to the ground, a scream lodging in her throat through the agony. Fabri toppled over, both hands clutching his mangled dick as he rolled about, his hands becoming stained as his blood poured from the wound. She bared her teeth and offered him a blood-soaked smile, feeling it dripping off her chin. A mad cackle escaped her mouth.
“Kill her. Kill her now!” Fabri screamed.
The guards surrounded her and the blows fell. She didn’t feel the worst of the pain, shoving it into a separate part of her mind even through her weakened body curled in on itself, trying to protect herself from the abuse. Or she might not have felt the pain because she was as numb on the outside as she was on the inside. She should fear death, but she only felt crushing relief. She hoped the next life would be better than the first, because she was sure hell couldn’t be worse than this.
If unending torment and emotional anguish was what life was about, she’d had enough. She was happy she was checking out. There wasn’t enough to live for. There never had been.
A blow cracked her skull. Darkness descended and death swept her away.




Chapter Two
 
 

If there was one thing Veri knew how to do, it was to cheat, although he preferred to call it winning with an edge. There was a certain skill ascertaining the odds and then manipulating them to your favor while remaining undetected. The best way to have that happen, was to let your opponent underestimate you.
He pointed to the Inoi, ignoring the waving antennas on top of its head and off-putting translucent skin, mainly because it was eating and Veri saw its digestive tract at work. He made sure his finger wobbled while he pointed at the being, shutting one eye to make it look as though he found it hard to point just to make himself look more authentic.
It was hard to make appearing to be drunk seem natural. His cybernetics kept getting in the way, correcting his aim and clearing his vision. He wanted to eyes to lose focus and glaze over, and the damn mechanics kept on sharpening his vision. Hence the fact he now only had one eye open and squinted with the other.
His stomach was full of liquor, of course. The best way to cheat well was to embellish the truth. Although he’d drunk, he was nowhere as drunk as he made it look. “And then I said to him, I said…” he hiccupped, making sure his whole frame jerked with the effort. “I’ll give you my left nut if you can climb that wall.”
Veri frowned at the placeholders in his hand before shrugging and throwing two of them into the growing pile. He had a good hand, but he also knew the Inoi also had a better one. He was also hard to cheat against. Those large, blue bulbous eyes didn’t miss much. Luckily, the Inoi’s vision couldn’t see below the table.
Veri leaned back in his chair and cupped his groin. “As you can see, he would have won a massive prize.” He thundered with laughter, as though his joke was absolutely hilarious. The Inoi flinched, as well as several beings scattered about the seedy bar, and then blinked. It was the chance Veri needed. He slipped the placeholders he needed from a hidden pocket in his pants and pushed them into his sleeve.
“I see you won the bet, considering you still have your… equipment,” the Inoi said.
Veri waited for the being to consider his hand and offer up his placeholders, while stretching and slipping the placeholder from his sleeve and into the selection in his hand. “I’m a lucky type of being.”
Although his luck had not been in his favor of late. The deal with Shilsogar hadn’t sat right with him from the start, but he and his brothers had been desperate, and the money the crime lord had offered was too tempting.
It had been going smoothly enough until Rhilax had lost their entire funds before the being brought out a female the likes of which he hadn’t seen before. She was terrified. Every muscle in his body had locked with the need to protect her, and that was exactly what Rhilax had done when he disintegrated Shilsogar’s head right off his shoulders, making them all the target of Shilsogar’s brother, Xataxi. The biggest, richest and most feared known criminal in the ten Quadrants.
Rhilax had snatched his mate, and Veri and Rase all bolted to the Pathfinder as fast as they could before Xataxi had blasted them out of the sky. Veri still had no idea how Xataxi had managed to find them. He’d fitted the Pathfinder with the latest in cloaking technology. They should have been untraceable.
Rhilax and his mate, Rase and himself had all escaped into the pods in the nick of time. The explosion had been too fast and they had been too close to keep them on course. A simple escape to the nearest civilized planet had scattered them all throughout the universe.
It was only after Veri had upgraded his audio cybernetics here in the Terminal that he’d managed to communicate with Rhilax. That had been a revealing conversation. For one thing, Rhilax had crashed landed on Azoim, an uncivilized planet at the edge of the Quadrants, however not as uncivilized as he’d thought.
The Interspecies Council Mercy Division had found them and now they were both the newest members of the MD. He couldn’t be more surprised. Wait, yes. Yes, he could be more surprised, because his pod had taken him to the Aeon Terminal and it was now his mission to trace an auction organized by Xataxi in which he was selling a number of illegal human females. It was a worthy cause indeed, but it put him in the direct path of the very being he was doing his best to avoid.
Rhilax was motivated to stop Xataxi. After all, Xataxi wouldn’t stop until he’d strung Veri and his brothers up by their nuts—most probably after having lopped them from their bodies and leaving them to bleed out as a warning to others. It would be a very clear and effective message, Veri had to agree. Don’t drek with Xataxi, but like Rhilax, Veri couldn’t stand idly by while his mate’s species was at such risk. Being on the Aeon Terminal had coincidentally put him directly in the path of Xataxi and this auction of human females he was planning to sell. The first of its kind and if it was successful—which Veri thought it would be—there would be more human females exploited on the market in no time.
They were rare and exotic, and also highly illegal because of their planet’s protected status. If this Mercy Division could catch Xataxi enslaving and selling such a species, they could put him behind bars for the rest of his life. A Dhasu named Treega had persuaded Rhilax to join the Division, and by default, now Veri had joined the cause. If there was one thing for sure, his brothers stuck together. They were all they had to each other.
It also felt good to be a part of something larger. Something worthy again. Since the destruction of their planet and most of their species, life had taken on a meaningless series of jobs they’d only just managed to etch out for their survival. Now, after Rhilax had found his mate, they all had to make some series changes to their lifestyle, and this was a good one. It hadn’t taken much persuading for Veri to agree to join the cause.
At least Veri had been able to contact Rhilax and verify he was safe, albeit after a bit of an adventure. However Veri was worried about his other brother, Rase. No matter how long or hard Veri had tried to comm him, Rase had not replied. The silence was distressing. At least he had this mission to take his mind off his worry.
If he could secure some information about this upcoming auction, he could head planet side and do something about it. Treega and the Mercy Division knew it was going to take place thanks on the planet Ahemait to Rhilax’s mate, but not exactly where on the planet, or when it was going to take place.
Just as well he was familiar with Ahemait. His brothers came every so often for deals or to pick up a load of items to smuggle across the Quadrants. Maybe he’d visit Haylea and make this a pleasure trip as well as a business trip. Surely she would have forgotten about his last trip – if not forgiven at least. She did have a soft spot for him. Still, there was business to do before he even thought about doing something like that.
This was why he found himself cheating at placeholders on the seedier side of the Aeon Terminal, which was saying something, considering the entire station was seedy to begin with. It wasn’t a place he normally liked to go, and he’d initiated every failsafe of his cybernetics to keep him as safe as he could possibly be. His enhanced vision was perfect, and he’d engaged both his normal and ultra-sensors so he could see most light spectrums to sense light beings.  He’d connected with his pod so that he could prime the engines if he needed to leave the station as quickly as possible, and of course his audio could pick up the fart of an insectoid on the other side of the terminal.
“Not as lucky as you think you are,” the Inoi said, and leisurely laid down his placeholders into the table, over the pile of credits Veri and the Inoi had bet. The being had moved slowly all game and Veri had to stop his leg from jumping up and down on the spot. If he played faster, Veri could be out of here quicker. He didn’t like the look of the beings in the bar, not to mention the Agroil that had been hanging behind his back all game.
Just as Veri thought, the being had been cheating. Veri was good enough at this game, having played it for cycles with his brothers, to know that the Inoi’s range of placeholders had a gnat’s chance of appearing in that order.
He allowed the semblance of a smile to pass over his lips, and twisted his top lip just enough to show off his fangs, satisfied when he saw the Inoi blanch. Veri laid down his placeholders over the Inoi’s placeholders. “Looks like my luck has held out today. Just a bit better than yours.”
The Inoi reeled. Its large eyes bounced over Veri’s placeholders. The being realized he’d been scammed, but couldn’t prove it. “That’s not… it can’t be… you cheated!” The Inoi pointed a spindly finger from one of its six, double-jointed arms at Veri. “Get the boss! We have a cheater. There’s one thing Xataxi hates more than losing, it’s losing to a cheater.”
Veri’s muscles locked as a huge hand clamped onto his shoulder. He looked behind him to see a stone-like Agroil staring down at him from a face resembling a gray, moldy boulder. They were ugly bastards, and strong as all hells too.
Veri squared a look at the Inoi. “I wasn’t cheating.”
The Inoi’s antennas rubbed together. “We both know you were. There’s no way you would have won against me otherwise.” The Inoi began to gather the loose credits and all of Veri’s winnings from the center of the table.
Veri lunged forward to stop him, but came up short by the vice-like grip of the Agroil on his shoulder. The Agroil’s grip tightened, making Veri wince with the pressure. He was sure if it wasn’t for the strength of his underlying scales, his bones would be crushed. The Agroil was serious. “We both know you were cheating too.”
“The difference is, I’m on Xataxi’s payroll and I hear he’s in the market for a Rasidian. So I’ve won overall. Not only do I get to keep your credits, Xataxi will pay me very well indeed. Won’t be too pleasant for you though. He’s been in a right old mood since some drumas turd killed his brother. I’m guessing you might know something about that. Am I right? Hmm, not so drunk anymore, Rasidian?”
Veri’s claws punctured the table top and his blood ran cold. He’d been played. He thought the Inoi had taken a long time on each move. It hadn’t been because he was naturally slow. He’d done it on purpose, keeping Veri here far longer than was necessary for a reason greater than winning credits.
The doors to the bar opened and the lighting from the outside corridor haloed a lumbering shape that was the last being Veri wanted to see. Xataxi’s gaze found Veri right away and his black lips pulled back in a sneer. His normally dull gaze gleamed with rage and Veri’s head filled with the torture he knew Xataxi would put him through.
If he didn’t get away now, there would be no escape, apart from when his bleeding and broken body would be expelled from an airlock.
In Xataxi’s dark gaze, Veri saw his own very long, very painful and imminent death.
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