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      Be advised. Spoilers in progress…

      

      If you do not have triggers, please skip this page.

      

      The Carnal Games contains the following mature themes: adult language, war, terrorism, torture, death, kidnapping, slavery, sex trafficking, sex slavery, pain during sex (coerced and consensual), sexual assault (discussion and on page), fetishes, birth control, miscarriage.

      Also divorce, blended family, child custody, parental child neglect, endangerment (discussion and on page).

      Content within this book does not necessarily represent the view of this author.
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      Nisroc Words

      Eloh’ami: wife, beloved, soul mate; keeper of my flame

      Eloh’mai: husband, soul mate; kindler of my soul’s fire

      Kul Prime: General

      Nalkima: daughter

      Nisroc: name of Durek’s people; also, the name of their homeworld

      

      Time and Measurement (approx. equivalents to Terran Time/Measurement)

      

      deltac: degrees

      ni-unneq: minute

      unneq: hour

      kri-unneq: day

      mi-unneq: week

      ri-unneq: month

      vi-unneq: year

      qarneq: meter

      karneq: kilometer

      

      Terran Words

      Cylink: Neural/brain implant

      Terran: standard science fiction trope for earthers, humans, people originating from Earth.

      Palmslates/Palmlet: mobile device projecting a holographic display
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      GC Military Xenolinguistics Institute

       

      A greasy pall drifted across the alien sky. Rows upon orderly rows had burned down, the farthest pyre scattering ashes into the winds as an atonement to his fire deities. Kul Prime Zeris Durek, the Emperor’s own Shadow Claw, Impaler of Skulls, had gone nose blind to the charring corpses, and yet his nostril slits still itched with scent memory.

      It would take ri-unneqs to rid himself of the stench.

      Durek stood by the last pyre, smoke coiling around him like a serpent. He stared down at the blackened head, his final offering. Flames guttered in the hollows where augmented oculars were seated. The flickering glow in the hole above them was most satisfying. A precise strike. His tongue spear never failed him. How could it, when Terrans possessed such feeble cranial shells?

      He had yet to dissolve the annoying skull fragments embedded in his tongue.

      Disgusting.

      The enemy commander had watched his troops impaled and set ablaze before Durek allowed his end. After promising retribution, cursing Nisroc and its demonic hordes, the man fell silent, making water from his eyes. Then he burned like all the rest.

      An auspicious incursion. Many more will follow with the Supreme Emperor’s declaration of war. 

      “Kul Prime.” His First loped up to him.

      Slapping splayed claws over his heart, the warrior dipped his head in mock reverence, scarlet horns angling slightly higher than due Durek’s superior rank.

      Here stood another for the pyres. Too bad Nisroc scutes do not char as readily as Terran flesh. Durek’s bondmate, Lady Chal of Clan Terik, had bedded his First just to spite him. Of course, which of my Elites has she not taken to our bed? 

      A more apt question: which one had she paid to assassinate him this kri-unneq?

      It would not be the first time, nor the last. Perhaps he should slaughter his entire unit, just to ensure he rooted out the traitor.

      Durek grunted his acknowledgement, deciding his warriors should live. It took time to properly train replacements, and the war had just begun.

      “There is something you should see.” The First indicated the trail leading back to the smoldering ruin of a base. 

      Armor splattered with dried crimson, Durek left the field where his enemy had been cremated. A jaunt between the Terran’s fabricated structures—temporary constructions, no permanence like their fleeting hold on the sector—to a courtyard revealed a curious sight. Five of his Elites surrounded a figure crumpled on the ground. Durek clenched his jaw. They had cleared the entire compound.

      How had they missed one?

      Hearing the scrape of his fangs and the subsequent hiss of his First Prime, the warriors parted. He beheld a female clothed in the Terran Hegemony gray uniform. No visible rank. Blue eyes—a shade darker than his own—met his, rounded in awe at confronting a Nisroc of his stature. A typical reaction. 

      She, like most of her ignorant people, expected rust and brown dermal armor. Obsidian was a genetic anomaly, and so he did not fault her astonishment. No, he faulted her gods-forsaken, fragile-fleshed species. Xenophobic of him? Maybe. But Durek wasn’t sent to contemplate maybes. That was the job of philosophers and healers. Durek was the Emperor’s Impaler of Skulls, an eradicator of inferior life.

      The female’s prey-widened gaze narrowed under his scrutiny and dared grow surly. Also typical of Terrans. When conquered, they lifted their heads, inanely proud. Up until their last moments. Then came the screams, followed by pissing themselves.

      “My orders were clear,” he said, displeased.

      The Second dipped his head in deference. “She speaks our language, Kul Prime.”

      Durek assessed her bleeding fleshy mouth parts. Impossible. How could that soft palate manage the High Nisroc language?

      “Is this true, Terran?”

      Fast as a Correlian viper, the female lurched forward and spat in his face. “Go fuck your mother sideways, you belly-scraping serpent!” 

      Heat drained from beneath his skull plates. The words were imaginative, barracks-inspired even, but the guttural hisses, the inflection, had been near perfect.

      His First swiped for her throat, but Durek blocked the death blow. With a toss of scarlet horns, the warrior stepped back.

      The Terran glared up at them. No urine, no terror scent permeated the air.

      Interesting.

      Durek dragged his obsidian claws over his chest, raking the tips through her spittle. He studied the fluid a heart span and then grinned. “No one touches her.”

      “Yes, Kul Prime,” his Elites concerted.

      He inclined his head toward the female. “Your tongue is unworthy of our language. Yet that is the reason I have spared your life.”

      “Who are you?”

      Again, perfect pronunciation. Again, no fear. In its place, unwavering malice, hot as brimstone embers. 

      “Inform your Terran rulers, Shadow Claw, Impaler of Skulls, Seventh Son of Clan K’ras from the Nisroc Empire, is coming for them.”

      And with a claw still wet with her saliva, he carved out her left eye.
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      Karnin

       

      Do body bags come in his size?

      Agent Karnin Chayse pondered the question as she nursed her mint tea in the Ramrod Tavern, one of the seedier bars on the Confed space station. At least the place had a view. Floor-to-ceiling windows comprised an entire wall, framing part of a docking platform and the dark expanse beyond. 

      She had arrived early, as was her habit for every mission, and found the target did not share her obsession for punctuality. Reason No. 98 to kill the Impaler. 

      Under the anonymity of her avatar’s disguise, Karnin had settled onto a stool and ordered a drink. Then, without breaking the tradition of clandestine operations throughout time, she waited. 

      As taverns went, the Ramrod was low-key, too cheap for holographic displays or VR jacks. She split her attention between her neural feeds and the news vids on the screens above the bar. 

      Karnin had top-grade military wetware. She could run a 360-degree battle theater in her mind while simultaneously collecting environmental data from her ocular implant. Thanks to her upgrade, the eye looked indistinguishable from the original he’d destroyed.

      Her left eye ranked as Reason No. 3 for killing the bastard. 

      She had memorized all his aliases. Shadow Claw. Impaler. The Devil of Pilgrim Rim. Kul Prime Zeris Durek—if addressing him by military rank and clan surname. Karnin had her own names for him, a few she’d planned to carve into his organic armor tonight. 

      Whenever he decided to turn up. Until then, more waiting.

      What dominated the news these days soured her stomach, hence the mint tea. The Galactic Peace Summit between the Nisroc Empire and Terran Hegemony signified the official end of the thirteen-solar war. 

      “Any moment now,” a perky Val’turian announced on all the displays, “the treaty is expected to be signed, and will mark a truly historic moment for the galaxy.”

      Karnin wanted to puke on the floor, except her avatar, a ninth-generation mimetic suit projecting a Belter tourist, had a limited range. Eleventh-generation suits were rumored to render projections two meters off the suit’s surface. Had she stayed with Specter 7, the BlackOps Unit she’d served with during the first half of the war, Karnin would be wearing one now.

      Galactic Intelligence had been a regressive career change. Less autonomy. Fewer opportunities to pursue her vendetta. If the gods favored her, revenge was still on the table.

      She’d received a credible tip that the Kull Prime was in-system. He was supposed to meet an informant at the tavern. If he showed, she’d tail him until the right opportunity presented itself. Then she’d gut him, and maybe the nightmares would finally stop.

      Karnin set her drink down, scanning the tavern once again. For the last hour, it had been an even mix of alien and Terran. 

      A man in an expensive suit sat in the corner, eyes only for his tablet. Must be enthralling. On a whim, Karnin tapped the local network and parsed the data streams. A decryption daemon hacked the man’s feed in seconds. Her overlay played the gods-awful details in the air above his head. 

      Together they watched a Harkusan slug violate a nubile Mannain girl from every orifice. The girl convulsed and fell limp, ruptured capillaries staining her sightless eyes. 

      You sick, demented soul. Karnin blinked away the images, wishing she could rinse out her cylink with bleach.

      Fetish sims came in every virtual flavor. They were vile, disgusting, but not illegal. Still, it had looked too real. Karnin copied the feed, snapped a picture of the perv, and opened a message to Agent Emerson. Wouldn’t hurt to have Sentient Rights Violations or Division 14 take a look.

      She attached the file with the note: Hate to do your job for you. 

      Seconds after she sent the message, an incoming call pinged her neural link. Karnin knew her friend. If she ignored it, Emerson would loop the summons until she answered. Best to delay with a promise to comm her later. Karnin fired off a quick response but was yanked inside a VPresence meeting in Agent Emerson’s office. 

      “Dammit, Zar.”

      Half-Zveltene, half-Chinese, Zariah Emerson blended the exceptional parts of her Zveltene-Terran genetics. Waist-length hair that shifted colors with her emotions, the fine bone structure and flawless gray skin after her mother, and amber eyes tucked in the epicanthic folds of her father. The tech savant was sleek, sophisticated, and always trendsetting. 

      Years in BlackOps during the war had left Karnin glacially hard, foul-mouthed, and far too cynical for fashion fads. Sturdy boots and comfy duds dominated her wardrobe, and that wasn’t likely to change. Ever. 

      Karnin folded her arms. “Reason?” 

      “Too many to count.” Emerson waved her slim fingers for emphasis. “Panchard’s threatening to burn you if you go through with this.”

      “Does Deputy Director Dipshit know I’m here?” That would royally screw her evening.

      “Please. He thinks you’re on the opposite side of the system.” Emerson shoved back from her desk, crossing sleek graphene legs. “You’re welcome.”

      Karnin was more than a little envious. “Still on metallics, I see.” 

      “Only ‘till payday. Then it’s mood-tinting skin to match my hair.”

      “You’ll be stunning, as always.” Karnin meant it. She’d accepted long ago that her friend’s beauty could eclipse the stars themselves. Just as she knew Zariah had accepted that Karnin could always kick her ass in the dojo. Some things were a constant, a universal law.

      A pang of grief stole through Karnin. She would miss their impromptu chats. “Can you buy me more time?”

      “An hour tops.” Emerson leaned forward, her expression softening. “Look, I understand your motivation. The Impaler caused you . . . unforgivable loss. But call me selfish, I don’t want to lose my best friend.” 

      “This’s it, Zar. The peace treaty may pardon the bastard, but I won’t.”

      There’d be no backing out now.

      Karnin needed to get back to real time. “You sample Mr. Perv’s entertainment?”

      Zariah’s perfect brow pinched in concentration. “If the Kul Prime doesn’t show, you have another target.”

      For Division 14’s top analyst to suggest the switch mid-operation, there had to be something to it. 

      “Go.”

      “The feed’s bouncing through quantum-encrypted nodes with no traceable source.” Emerson’s retinas lit with data-intake. “Blessed Mother Sefri,” she breathed.

      “What is it?”

      “Your pervy friend is watching none other than The Carnal Games.”

      Karnin hiked a quizzical brow. 

      “Subscriber snuff porn,” Emerson supplied. “Worst out there because it’s not simulated. At least not for the victims.”

      “That was real, as in—”

      “Permanent death. Avatar-generated patrons fuck real sex slaves until they flatline. The longer their victims suffer, the higher their ratings.” Sapphire tinted Emerson’s dark roots, her anger peeking through. “Age, species, it doesn’t matter. Nothing is off-limits.”

      “Fucking bastards. I’ll get them both, the Impaler and the perv.” 

      “You have the Sun Forge?”

      “Better. Brought my new blade.” Karnin sent the schematics to Emerson’s display. 

      Zariah nodded. “Don’t miss.”

      “Never do. Tracks erased, okay?”

      “Do you even know me?” Her friend disconnected. 

      The bar resolved into view. Karnin checked her chronometer in her overlay. All of three seconds real-time had passed outside of virtual. 

      Minutes replicated themselves into exponential boredom. Had her target been tipped off? It had happened before.

      Relax. He’ll come. 

      The news coverage replayed the Nisroc Supreme Emperor greeting President Grace on Terra Central. Even with the dubbed masculine voice, Karnin interpreted the guttural growls of hard consonants interspersed with hissing, the harsh language of the Nisroc Elite. Her neural translator would do the job, but her gift for their language had never failed her. Same couldn’t be said about the tech. 

      Like their Emperor, Nisroc reminded Karnin of demons. Interlocking scutes, antler-esque crown sweeping back from nightmarish skull plates, and curved fangs. If that didn’t cream the britches, they also had razor-edged claws and tongues that could harden to pierce Terran skulls.

      But evolution, that cold mocking bitch, just had to go one more: Nisroc excreted flammable liquid under their nails, which came in handy for setting their enemies ablaze.

      The fucking devil’s own children. 

      Karnin sipped her drink. Business picked up. 

      Three Altarions ambled into the tavern. Mustard-colored feathers shaded into orange along their necks marking the females of the avian-like species. Mini camera drones whizzed over their heads. The trio took a table near the giant window, pausing to puff out their feathers, then huddled together for a quick picture. 

      Outside the space station, the jump gates activated, casting a starburst flare against the dark expanse. A perfectly timed snapshot. Damn tourists. Having seen it a hundred times in as many systems, the thrill had long faded for Karnin. Jump gates held as much interest as Old Earth’s traffic lights. 

      A Terran woman shepherded her child up to the bar. The woman set her bag on the floor and lifted the fair-haired boy onto the stool. Gods, of all the places in galaxy, she brings the kid here. 

      Karnin stared out of the corner of her eye, pausing her scans. She watched the boy play games on a palmlet. He was about the age her child might have been. Don’t start. Not now. With a deep breath, she tamped down the memories. They’d only distract her, and she couldn’t afford to be distracted.

      A Tademan sidled onto the last stool, on the other side of the boy. 

      Stay frosty. 

      Karnin took another deep breath, centering her mind. She blinked her ocular implant from norm vision to backscatter x-ray. Instinct and paranoia insisted she conducted the process of elimination.

      Images of diverse skin surfaces revealed mundane metallic objects. Personal palmslates. A few sensory augments, civilian grade. The three Altarion females had geo-tags on their cheap jewelry. One had a pleasure rod inserted up—

      Oh, gods.

      Karnin rolled her eyes, creating a visual distortion—white pinwheeling into black. She focused her attention on the opposite end of the bar. The woman had several devices in her handbag and a mastoid bone implant. Her son had an AMBER, a subdermal tracker in case of abduction, in the base of his neck. 

      Nothing out of the ordinary.

      The Tademan proved more suspect. His body continuously fluctuated, blocking her scans. Or they tried to. You’re not that good, asshole. 

      New scans pegged a carbyne lattice over the left arm’s bone structure—an arm too large for a Tademan. The chem traces and material analysis banished all doubt: synthetic xylitn and the telltale silicates of Nisroc dermal armor. 

      Karnin’s pulse quickened. She’d lopped that particular arm off him under a year ago. 

      The Kul Prime is here.

      She blinked the bar into focus and drew in a deep breath, calming her nerves. This moment had been a long time coming.

      Thirteen years ago, Karnin joined Specter 7 after Durek had led his kill squad into a military camp one night. They’d slaughtered everyone except her. 

      Fresh out of the Defense Xenolinguistics Institute, where she had spent two years immersed in the enemy’s communications, Karnin had cursed him in the razor tongue of his people and spat in his face. Impressed by her audacity and grasp of his language, he had left her alive to deliver several messages to her Galactic Confederation superiors.

      Her favorite: “Nisroc nal quoth-xyek tarrun scux.” Nisroc will eradicate all Terran scum.

      Karnin had never forgotten the bloodlust in his eyes, or his strange blue irises. While most Nisroc had crimson gazes to match their natural armor, there were deviations. Yellow eyes. Gray and brown scutes—the diamond hard plates that covered their musculature. 

      An evolutionary aberration had endowed Durek with obsidian dermal armor. It made him that much harder to kill on the battlefield.

      She shook off the memory. Self-preservation gnawed on her psyche. 

      Run. Get out now. 

      Karnin signaled for another drink. Fuck him. And his people. 

      If her new blade failed, she had her trusty Z-90 as backup. Having put enough holes in Durek, she’d bet he was in no hurry to get reacquainted with it.  

      Steadying her nerves, Karnin tensed as the android bartender placed a drink in front of her. “A Witch’s Navel for the lady,” it said.

      The concoction certainly bubbled like a witch’s brew. “I didn’t order this.”

      The android tipped its head toward the end of the bar. “It’s from the Tademan gentleman occupying the last seat on your left,” it said in exemplary robot literalism and whirled away. 

      Karnin didn’t dare taste the drink. Death by poison tended to be messy. 

      The brunette and her child blocked her view of the man who’d bought her a drink, precluding a toast of thanks. She’d rather sink a knife in his throat.

      Time to take this meeting elsewhere. Just as Karnin rose from her seat, the woman turned to the entrance.

      “Daddy’s here.” Gathering their belongings, mother and son hurried to greet a man in green coveralls. They found a table next to the Altarion trio. 

      Karnin slanted a glance to the Tademan. He stared right at her then nodded once and went back to sipping his drink. Just two strangers making casual eye contact. Nothing to pull weapons over.

      Something sharp pressed against her spine. 

      “Turn slowly and walk out of the tavern.” A low rasp scraped the air above her ear. “Do not draw attention to our exit.”

      Karnin cut a side glimpse down the bar. The Tademan was still sitting there. Dammit. 

      “Hello, Impaler.”

      “Silence. Leave the bag.”

      She frowned. “What bag?”

      “Move.” A prod for emphasis. 

      Fuck me. 

      Karnin slipped the short blade from its sheath on her forearm. Regardless of the treaty enacted by their respective governments, some crimes could never be forgiven. Shadow Claw would soon taste sun-forged steel. Preferably right through his skull. Or he’d slash her throat at the first opportunity. 

      Either way, only one of them would leave the station alive.
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      Durek

      

      Durek permitted himself a ni-unneq of vindication, though discipline and training kept any such responses from manifesting on his skull plates. His avatar’s decoy function—the projected Tademan sitting at the end of the bar—exceeded his expectations. Agent Chayse had been surprised, and that, like a flood in the scorching deserts of Nisroc, seldom ever happened.

      Which of the tavern’s patrons were flying those annoying camera drones? Had one of them caught the look on his enemy’s face when he pressed the dagger to her back? Durek would track them down later so he could procure the footage. For research purposes, naturally.

      “I thought Nisroc found the idea of stealth tech dishonorable,” she said in fluent Elite. 

      After all this time, it still irked him that her soft palate taunted the correct aspirated stops and emphatic hisses in the right order and in the right places. He would cut her tongue from her throat. 

      Then her words sank home. She was baiting him with a slight against his people’s honor—typical Terran tactics. He pressed the tip of his blade deeper into her back, eliciting a small rasp of pain. 

      “Move.” 

      “Just a moment—” 

      Durek leaned on the blade, piercing her suit’s protective outer layers along with the illusion. The avatar flickered then resumed its façade of a dark-skinned Terran with short red hair. He knew her true appearance, a pale female with a bronze braid worn coiled low and tight against her skull. Real or fake, Terrans were ugly creatures. Their females especially.

      “The bag stays,” he ordered.

      The sorcerer’s suit—what she called stealth tech—he had procured was indeed magic. It allowed him to scan inside her apparel. She wore zero armor to their meeting. Was she suicidal? 

      His dorsal ridges iced at spotting the blaster on her thigh. How many regeneration vats had he’d submerged himself into because of that weapon? That and her cursed combat knife. Durek had lost count. 

      The healers had only recently cleared him for duty. Of all the wounds she’d paid him, regrowing an entire limb hurt the worst. 

      Chayse had to die this night. 

      “It’s a shame to waste aged whiskey.” She teetered forward, away from his blade, snatching up her drink. 

      “That’s none of your Terran sewage,” he said, only to realize she had baited him again. 

      If Chayse drank it right then, the concoction would scorch her from the inside out.

      She laughed. “I’m counting on it.”

      The acid splattered over the front of his avatar, sizzling down his front as it ate through the memetic material. It would not harm his natural armor, but the acid disrupted his incarnation of a middle-aged Tademan. As his stealth suit died, the avatar’s secondary clone vanished at the end of the bar. 

      Skaka.

      Having tossed the glass over her shoulder, Agent Chayse had aimed short of his true height. Nisroc males dwarfed the average Terran by three head spans. A miscalculation? Was she losing her edge?

      “Pitiful,” he hissed.

      The knife that followed the acid was more precise. Durek pivoted as she stabbed for the vulnerable hide under his arm. This time she’d estimated correctly. 

      Durek slashed for her neck just as her blade nicked him. Crackling filled the space between them. He’d torn her suit along the collar, killing her camouflage. 

      Although he’d drawn blood, Chayse whipped the knife back, dragging it across his chest. Searing pain traced through his pectoral muscle. A regular knife would glance off his scutes, but this was no common blade. 

      Not again.

      He leaped back, coming down on the table two meters away. It smashed under his weight, sending gawkers scurrying for the exit. 

      “Patrons are expected to follow the codes of conduct for this establishment,” the synth bartender spouted over the fleeing drinkers. “Security has been notified. Remain where you are. You will be expected to cover damages accrued by your disruption.”

      Durek gained his feet, growling at the cauterized gash across his chest. The edges still sizzled, smelling of charred bone. He rolled his predator’s stare onto his enemy. Her blade glowed a wicked orange.

      “Sun-forged metal. Refined to a monomolecular edge.” Chayse angled the weapon for him to admire. “Cuts through everything. Though instead of your arm, this time let’s try for your thick skull.”

      “You’ll pay for that in blood, Terran.” His claws unsheathed to their full length.

      “Forget my name again? Should I carve my initials into your skin armor?” The corner of her mouth lifted; an expression he learned was a smirk. “Old age has done your memory no favors.”

      First, he’d peel her fleshy mouth parts off her jaw. Then—

      “Please desist from further hostilities,” the bartender droned, stepping between them. “Security units are on the way.”

      Durek grabbed the android and hurled it like a missile across the room. The machine crashed into the window, spidering cracks out in all directions before it crumpled onto the deck. He and Chayse froze, expecting explosive decompression at any moment. It would be an unbefitting end to be sucked out into the vacuum. 

      Several more cracks splintered the view of the jump gates, but the environmental field protecting the station held. For now.

      Chayse blew out a breath of relief.

      Durek slid left, his body low and balanced as he half-circled her, forcing his enemy to turn with him. That infernal smirk rode her face. 

      “The synth gave you poor service?” 

      Ill humor. Another flippant Terran response. 

      “No more interruptions.” Durek dipped a claw into the gash on his chest. It came away wet. He flicked his stare back to her, eyes narrowing. “You may have drawn my blood, but I will soon bathe in yours. Our war ends here.”

      Karnin raised her sun blade. “Come get it.”

      Durek lunged but never collided with her. An explosion hurled them across the tavern and into oblivion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 THE GAMES BEGIN

        

      

    

    
      Durek

      

      Snorting and a persistent chill tugged Durek back to awareness. Behind him and to the right, a creature rustled nearby bushes. It was roughly three qarneqs away, so of no immediate concern.

      Most irksome was the chill, or rather where it was directed. The icy wind blew over his sawz. His cold and naked sawz.

      Against tactical reasoning, which dictated he remain still and let his senses assess his surroundings, Durek bolted upright, slashing at the source of the wind. A silver sphere darted high into the air, turbines whining with the burst of acceleration. 

      The electronic eye of the camera drone rotated down, pointing directly at him, and taking zoom shots of his reproductive anatomy. He growled.

      Who was watching him? 

      And what was the strange weight around his neck? He patted his collar, claws tick-ticking on a metal circuit. It had been molded to his armored flesh. He couldn’t fit a claw in edgewise. Why was he—Shadow Claw, Impaler of Skulls, Nisroc’s most feared warrior, once the right hand of the Supreme Emperor—collared like a common beast? 

      Durek lumbered to his feet, steadying himself as the world swayed. How had he survived the explosion on the space station? Had Lor’Kesh spared him? His surroundings did not resemble the shoals of the god’s eternal pyres.

      Crystal waters surged onto a narrow crescent of sandy shore. To one side, dark cliffs tumbled into jagged rocks and curved back toward him like a protective arm, forming an inlet. Over his shoulder, thick foliage banked around trees so tall that he doubted their canopies ever ended. 

      Durek blinked, uncertain his eyes could be trusted. Short of meeting his death, he expected to rot in a dank, dark cell for attacking Agent Chayse during the peace talks. Or fed to a zelnus, one limb at a time. He had not anticipated a sunny lagoon with enormous shade trees. 

      Still, the collar implied a control mechanism, a means for his keepers to track or disable him. Whoever they might be. His first priority: break the slave collar then—

      The jungle erupted with squealing. Durek spun, claws extended. 

      A squat beast with long tusks burst from the bushes, its cries pitiful as it raced towards him. The trees rustled behind it as a giant quadruped leaped onto the shore pursuing its prey. With a snap of its multi-jawed maw, the hunter snatched the creature up and chomped it in half. The hindquarters fell, trailing entrails as it landed in a bloody heap. 

      Saliva flooded Durek’s mouth. He licked his fangs, suppressing the instinct to secrete xiltin from the ducts along his tongue. The hardening agent took time to render his striking appendage impervious. Besides, he felt the savage need to rend with his claws.

      Though dwarfed and out massed, Durek charged the larger alien predator.

      The hunter swooped its enormous head, most of it composed of serrated teeth, to finish off its kill. It sensed something at the last second, but Durek was already in the air. He slammed into the giant flank, knocking the thing sideways, but not completely down. Like him, the hunter had rocky scutes and thick claws. Unlike him, it was slower to react, and Durek had already found a chink in its rib-plates. 

      He drove his toe-claws into the hide between its plates and slashed vertically, using his body weight to rip open the monster’s side. 

      The creature bellowed, staggering to balance itself on all fours. As organs bulged from the gash, its spiny tail snaked around, peppering Durek’s back with spines. All but one bounced off his armor. It embedded between the scutes just below his left shoulder. He hissed, still sensitive to the regrown limb. 

      Irritated now, Durek drove his fist into the animal’s stomach, grabbing a soft tubular mass and yanking it out. The creature bucked, dislodging Durek’s other hand. Skaka!

      The creature dangled him against the flanks. The head curved around, multiple jaws splaying open for an easy target. 

      He grunted, recognizing where its twin sets of teeth aimed. His sawz bounced and smacked against his thighs. A fleshy lure to an enraged beast looking to take a bite out of its enemy. Had he reacted a heart-span slower, Durek would have become a eunuch. Not that his reproductive organ had much use of late, but still, he would rather keep his gods-given superior endowment.

      Tugging on the thick cords of intestines, Durek stretched them taut before the creature’s bite. Both jaws snapped together over the thick tubes of its own innards. He leaped away from the animal, landing clear of its rampage.

      Having discovered a source of meat, the creature continued gnawing on its guts. Durek clamped his razor teeth in disgust. After some time, the animal wavered on its legs, its weight too burdensome to bear. It crashed to the sands, mouths still chewing. 

      The monster would deliver itself unto death. Durek thought about eating its heart, but any animal that could devour its own flesh was mad, unworthy of consumption. 

      A voice thundered into the inlet. “Welcome, Zeris Durek of Nisroc, to The Carnal Games.” 

      Durek turned toward the source, dropping in a slash-ready stance. Seeing the head and torso of a glowing being projected over the water, he straightened.

      “I am The Hosts. Plural. All are one.”

      “What is this?”

      “This”—a bright hand gestured toward the lagoon— “is a small section of the arena, an environment specifically designed for the games.”

      “I am to do battle then?” Durek swiped his tongue over his teeth. That didn’t sound bad. Certainly better than death by bomb or the Emperor’s executioners.

      “Yes, battle and much more. Your survival depends on it.”

      He scraped a claw over his collar. “You do not need this for my participation. I will meet whatever challenge you set before me. And I will be victorious.”

      “With seventy-three percent viewership, you are already the favorite going into the game.”

      “Who competes against me?”

      “First the rules: You must fight, conquer, win. It’s that simple. From time to time, The Hosts will contact you as we are doing now. You will be given tasks. Perform them to completion.” The head inclined towards him as if to impart a secret. “Remember, you are being recorded. Entertain our patrons, and you will be rewarded.”

      “You have not stated who challenges me.”

      “Single-minded, just as we’d hoped. This will play well with our subscribers.” The figure turned its head toward the space on its left. “Your only competitor.”

      Another projection appeared, the scene jumping away from a feminine figure. A rock whizzed by the camera’s eye. Then another. The figure hurled projectiles at the recording drone. The scene went dark the moment a rock struck the camera. 

      Durek hissed. She hit it? Even with long claws and a superior reach, his swipe had still missed the recording drone earlier, but the Terran struck it! 

      There was a brief time lapse before the video continued, albeit from a different angle. A quick zoom brought the side view of angry and naked Agent Karnin Chayse stomping across the clearing. 

      Durek had never seen his enemy nude before, but he’d memorized Terran physiology: soft flesh, weak cartilage, and brittle bone—all easily broken under his claws. Provided that it wasn’t protected by their infernal witch suits. Even Nisroc had trouble shredding through those. 

      Something was off about the figure storming through the projection. It was grossly disproportionate from what he remembered. Her mammary glands were so . . . engorged. 

      “Hideous,” he grumbled. 

      Durek did not require sound to know she was yelling at the fallen machine in the grass. She crouched and picked up the drone, pink face twisted in fury, and hurled it against a tree. The metal sphere splintered and sparked as it fell. 

      “Where do I find her?”

      “You will both fight your way to the center of the arena. Once you meet there, you are to battle to the death by any means necessary. We ask only that you keep our patrons entertained.”

      “And when I win?”

      “The winner will be freed from the games with a portion of the earnings.”

      Durek hissed. “This won’t take long.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          4 RATINGS

        

      

    

    
      Karnin

      

      She awoke sprawled on her belly in tall grass. A breeze rustled the lilac shoots, sending prickling chill bumps along her bare skin. Even to her groggy mind, her surroundings were . . . bizarre.

      No, not lilac. More a purplish-red—magenta grass?

      Where the hell do you find magenta grass?

      Having revived in medical pods after disastrous field ops, Karnin was used to waking in her birthday suit. Rousing buck naked in a—she lifted her head. It’s some sort of alien meadow.

      She had deployed on planets with exotic flora and fauna, most considered hostile and bent on dining upon her squad, but nothing like this.

      Maybe she had died in the explosion on the station? Was this the afterlife?

      Karnin tried her cylink, hoping for a location. A blank void answered her inquiry. Several more attempts resulted in tears blurring the glade into runny smears of paint. Her neural link was not responding. 

      She pushed herself onto her palms but then dropped back on her stomach. “Oh, gods!” 

      Twin sensations of agony radiated outward from her chest. It felt like slamming down on a pair of swollen, aching pillows. 

      No.

      Her first thought was ridiculous. It wasn’t possible. She hadn’t had a period in over three years. Not since she and Nathan had quit trying for kids. Longer even. Since the divorce. 

      Karnin groaned. “And I just had my injection.”

      Every six months, she stopped by medical and faithfully took her shot. It balanced hormones, prevented menstruation, and boosted contraception—not that she had cause to worry. 

      After her failed marriage, relationships were the last thing on her mind. Besides, hunting Nisroc’s deadliest general took commitment, as well as her free time.

      Karnin had all but forgotten the symptoms. The cramps, the bloating, and yes, the odd heaviness of her chest as though her breasts had doubled in size. Another realization hit her. Rather than lying flat on her stomach, her spine arched painfully, unnaturally so. As though she’d slept performing a backbend.

      Pushing onto her palms, she gaped down at her chest. A cry escaped her lips. “These aren’t mine!”

      They hung like over-ripe melons. Perfect globes tipped with pink upturned nipples. They had to be double Fs, possibly Gs.

      Oh my gods, no!

      Karnin rolled onto her bare ass, flattening a patch of grass. Horrified, she stared at the enormous quake of flesh below her shoulders. No bruises, but they hurt as if they’d been squeezed in a vice. She reached up and poked one. It didn’t pop, a near thing. She prodded the other, harder, just to make sure it was real. 

      “Ow.” 

      Pain streaked through her ribs, where her balloon breasts sat against her torso. Gently, she lifted the right, then the left, wincing as she traced under both, feeling a sharp ache but no scar or raised flesh along the natural creases. Thank the gods! 

      Scars suggested back-alley surgeries and artificial augments, or worse, synthetic pouches. Fringe worlds and red districts often employed medieval methods for their smuggling trades. Dirty biomass bombs killed hundreds every galactic year.

      A tear-inducing self-examination revealed zero abnormal lumps or hard masses. Her chest was explosive-free. She sighed, shuddering with relief.

      But she was bigger than before her breast reduction. Shit.

      Karnin had the surgery prior to joining special forces. Large breasts were a detriment in combat. They kept getting in the way, screwed with balance, and acted as punching bags in close quarters combat. And while the Terran species had matured enough to grasp the stars, too many men still found her tits more impressive than her medals.

      How long had she been asleep? Hours? Days? How long for some cosmo-geneticist to instruct her body to triple the size of her fucking breasts! 

      “Why not give me something useful like—oh, you’ve got to be kidding me!” 

      Karnin gazed down at her crotch. Smooth and pink, save a discrete swath of fine hair. 

      She had shaved for Nathan years ago and kept it up after the divorce for personal hygiene, but she’d never removed that much hair. A quick check of her pits and legs confirmed a similar denuding.

      On second gape, all her scars—every single one—had been erased. The knife wounds, the shrapnel, the plasma searing—gone. Like they’d never happened. Instead, firm and silky skin sheathed her toned body. Her younger, practically hairless, and flawless body.

      “What in the six unholy hells is going on?” A more apt question: Why?

      Ice tumbled into her gut. Why else deforest her and saddle her with planet-sized boobs in the middle of—Where in the blue fuck am I? 

      Trees large as megascrapers arced over her head. Their russet-gold canopies interlaced, set on fire by sunlight spearing through the gaps. Fuchsia vines coiled around the enormous trunks. Still more vines, reminiscent of Spanish moss, hung down from the massive boughs. Boughs wide enough to land a suborbital shuttle on. Vibrant turquoise comprised the ferns and foliage at the base of the trees. Beneath her exposed rump, magenta grass and a mesh of those fuchsia creepers covered the forest floor.

      No clothes, no weapons, no technology. But I’ve got enormous knockers. “Terrific.” 

      There was a good reason soldiers were sent to the backwater planets in battle suits; why they never marched through extraterrestrial jungles, forged alien rivers naked. A man’s external plumbing wasn’t a perfect shield against fungal infections or parasitic invaders, but a woman’s sensitive apertures made her much more vulnerable. 

      Something metallic breezed over her shoulder. A second later, a fist-sized sphere with twin rotors hovered directly in front of her face. A small camera stared at her, the iris widening for the shot. It’s recording me.

      The machine drifted lower. 

      Realizing someone was getting one heck of a peep show, she covered her chest—as best she could—with one arm and swatted at the recording drone with her free hand.

      “Perverted sonuvabitch! Get away from me!”

      It gusted back out of range. 

      Karnin pushed to her feet, slapping the air where the machine had just vacated. Her chest bounced painfully. The drone operators were probably laughing their asses off. 

      She searched the forest floor for a weapon. Pummel-shaped rocks dotted patches of burgundy loam. Bending over—Karnin heard the tiny turbines accelerate, closing in on the shot. She cursed and squatted. Not much better with a camera’s zoom angles. 

      “This show will cost you.” 

      Karnin grabbed the nearest stone, fingers clutching it tightly, then cried out. Dropping it, she snatched her bleeding fingers back. The rock scuttled away into the foliage on prehensile legs. 

      It was a decent cut. Deep enough for blood to trickle down the back of her hand. She shook off the droplets, glaring up at the spy in the sky. It hovered overhead, catching the action, recording the perfect naked view. 

      A shiver rustled through the clearing. Karnin froze. Beneath her, the mesh of creepers twitched then snaked out from under her. She hot footed it as the long, slithering tendrils reeled back toward the trees. 

      Then, as if on command, the vines bowed up into the air, forming serpentine waves. Banana-shaped pods inflated along their lengths. The pods blossomed around her, undulating in time with the vines over the forest floor, rising to the height of her hip. 

      The vines swayed like snakes mesmerized by an unheard flutist. “Oh, shit.” 

      A nip at her throbbing finger drew her gaze down. Tiny pink tendrils quested, wrapping gently around the bloody slice. As if tasting something decadent, the creepers shaded to crimson and shuddered with pleasure. 

      Karnin ripped her hand away, stumbling back. The tendrils withdrew to the main shaft, the end swishing back and forth in the air, like a cat’s tail. 

      The pods stiffened on the vines, vibrating, anticipating. Just like . . .

      “No. Fucking. Way!”

      Karnin ran for the edge of the meadow. A tendril looped around her ankle, yanking her off her feet. She hit hard, air bursting from her lungs. It felt as if someone sucker punched her in the chest.

      The vine dragged her back into the clearing. 

      Ow—fuck, fuck! Karnin raked the ground, digging channels in the moist soil, yet found no purchase. Her nails scraped over rock-bugs. She managed to dislodge one, but it caught on a tuft of grass and was ripped from her grasp. 

      Several creepers joined the one around her ankle, coiling up her calves. Her palm slid over two more rocks, slipping off their smooth shells. Frantically, she pried another free, taking it with her. 

      The meadow whirled as the vines flipped Karnin onto her back and wrenched her legs apart. She kicked, only to feel the loops tighten, immobilizing her lower half. The ferns and foliage shivered in time with the strange seed pods, which now rose on gooseneck arches above her. Several danced above her gaping knees. 

      The spy drone swooped down from the branches. 

      “Bastards!” She snatched her hand free from the encircling creepers.

      A pod tickled the inside of her thighs, questing higher. The drone dipped, camera lens zooming. Her blood iced. They were recording every second, every jounce of her oversized breasts, angling for the quivering advance of the seed pod—now labeled sharp and phallic in her mind’s eye—poised for the moment of violation.

      The slug and the girl flashed in her mind. Oh, fuck no! Karnin Chayse was not about to be raped by a horny plant.

      She curled forward, ignoring the searing bite of the bug’s shell in her palm, and drove it straight down between her thighs. She severed the pod in half then stabbed three others. The reaction was immediate and all-encompassing. 

      The entire clearing thrashed.

      Karnin snatched a larger specimen and pinned it with her knee. Using the rock’s shell, she hacked away. “Die! Die! Die!” 

      Purple liquid arced into the air as she finally cut through the length. Tendrils reeled, whipping themselves against each other, coiling and uncoiling, like headless snakes in the throes of death.

      Kicking away the mangled pods, Karnin put space between her and the dying vegetation. The camera drone flew toward her, stopping a meter’s distance from her face. 

      “My name is Karnin Chayse. I am an officer of the Galactic Confederation.” She hurled the rock bug at it. The little drone dodged with ease. Karnin scanned the ground for more projectiles. “You have no right to hold me here against my will.” 

      There, a cluster of rock bugs gathered near a toppled branch. 

      “I served multiple tours during the Terran-Nisroc War.” She didn’t clarify from which military branch. None of their business. “My medals outweigh these ridiculous fat sacs you’ve given me!” 

      Karnin threw one rock then two at a time. The drone avoided them, though narrowly. She fastballed a fourth rock. “Do you hear me?” 

      To her surprise, the rock struck a rotor. The drone wobbled before crashing into the grass. Karnin charged after it. The machine sputtered between thick shoots of magenta. She snatched it up and pitched it at the nearest tree. The drone smashed satisfactorily against the trunk and dropped in pieces to the ground. 

      “You are illegally detaining me according to GC Law, Article 39B, subsection three—”

      “You have been dishonorably discharged from the Galactic Confederation Military,” a voice boomed, “disavowed from Galactic Intelligence, and your citizenship to the confederation has been revoked.”

      Oh, shit. They know who I am.

      Karnin plucked up another rock, eyes narrowing at the projection beneath the leafy canopy. The glowing head and shoulders of a featureless figure was poised in the air. 

      “Listen asshole, I have rights under the Treaty of Sentience!”

      “Two Confederation standard weeks ago, the armed transport escorting the terrorist suspect, Karnin Chayse, to an undisclosed GC detention facility experienced catastrophic engine failure.” The figure sounded as convincing as any newscaster. “Tragically, all hands were reported lost.”

      Two weeks. 

      “Outside the games,” the figure continued, “you are dead, former Agent Karnin Chayse. Inside this arena, you belong to us.”

      Games. Arena. Karnin felt her world detach from reality’s anchor. “Who are you?” 

      “You can call us The Hosts.” The glowing head bowed. “Welcome to The Carnal Games, Karnin Dawn Chayse. You are the second and final contestant in the arena.”

      Oh, gods. “You removed my cylink. Downgraded my eye!”

      “The rules are simple,” it said, ignoring her. “Outwit, fight, win. From time to time, The Hosts will contact you as we are doing now. Complete all tasks assigned to you. Generous incentives will be provided.”

      “I’ll bet.” Karnin folded her arms, inwardly cursing the weight of her enhanced chest. She ignored the rock’s squirming legs as they tickled her bicep. “In short, perform like a starved sex monkey or else.”

      The Hosts neither confirmed nor denied her statement. “Remember, you are here for our entertainment. Please our patrons, and you will be rewarded.” 

      “Please them?” Karnin lifted her chin. “Interesting choice of words. I’m sure females do well in your arena.” 

      “Our patrons have unique tastes. We pride ourselves on satiating the majority, which ensures the highest ratings. Satisfy them, and you will find apt compensation.” 

      “Fuck them. And fuck you!” Karnin spat. “You can’t force me to participate.”

      “Trust us, you will need every advantage if you hope to survive, especially when you see your opponent.” The figure turned its glowing head, and a rectangular plane appeared in the clearing. “I believe you remember Shadow Claw, Impaler of Skulls.”

      Footage of the Kul Prime—stark naked—fighting an enormous monster flashed through the projection. Even without his stealth wear or his deadly warrior’s weapons, Durek would scare hell’s most fearsome legions. 

      “He’s my competition!” Karnin felt the blood drain from her face. “He’s got claws, fangs, and a tongue that can pierce my grandmother’s cast iron skillet. What am I supposed to do?” She hoisted her bosom. “Smother him to death with these cow’s udders!”

      “Outwit. Obey. Earn your rewards.”

      “And I said, fuck you!” Karnin gritted her teeth. “I’ll die before I let you turn me into rape bait.”

      The projection of the Kull Prime vanished. 

      Karnin tightened her grip and lifted the rock bug. “We’re both warriors. We fight as equals.” She pressed the shell’s sharp edge against her neck. “You force me into another twisted fuck-fest with dick pods or any other nasties in the arena, and I will take myself out of the competition. The Kul Prime wins by default.”  

      “Our patrons have certain expectations for the games.”

      “Your fetishes don’t concern me. Durek and I fight as equals! Or I die.” Karnin did not blink as she drew the shell a centimeter’s width across her skin. A precise slice, at just the right pressure. Warmth trickled onto her thumb. “I’m dead anyway.”

      “Allow us to confer.” The Hosts blurred until there was a vague glowing shape in the projection.

      Karnin breathed. Death no longer scared her. She’d made peace long ago, on many battlefields, during impossible ops, in dark hospital rooms. If anything, it baffled her that she was still alive. As regrets went, she counted only two. Should The Hosts force her hand, Karnin prayed she would meet her unborn babies in the afterlife.

      A moment later, the figure brightened. “It appears our patrons like a rogue. Your ratings have improved. Very well, Agent Chayse. You will fight your opponent as his equal.”

      Karnin lowered her hand but did not let the squirming bug go. It could be of use. 

      “Damn straight, I will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          5 ADVANTAGES

        

      

    

    
      Durek

      

      He tore into his kill, savoring the coppery salts of its life juices. Durek had tracked the squealer deep into the woodlands, using it as a guide for finding edible vegetation and a freshwater stream. The pathetic creature had trapped itself in a thicket of brambles, and with a swipe of his claws, it had become his evening meal.

      A snap outside his cave made him pause, mid-chew, and cock his head. He listened, parsing the sounds of the forest: the rustle of leaves and subsequent snuffling, the chitter of avian creatures in the upper canopies, the far-off cry of a predator. Another stick snapped. The snuffling neared the entrance.

      After a long pause, he decided it was a snack. The small quadrupeds had blunted snouts that made snorting noises, cleft toes, and thick furry hides. They were not the stealthiest of quarry and were quite stupid, disregarding the scent of their dead kin inside the cave. 

      Durek wiped his jaws with the back of his hand. During the sun’s long cycle, he hunted and explored, but then retired as the temperatures dropped. True dark fell for only six unneqs a night cycle, and for most of them, it rained. A miserable, icy rain that permeated scute and marrow, making Durek’s toes throb. After two unbearable nights nestled in the trees, Durek moved his camp to a cave on the edge of the jungle.

      This was a weak excuse for a competition. It was a retreat, a hunter’s paradise. On his homeworld, Nisroc, a volcanic planet carved by the Flame Deities’ fury, young Elites endured harsh training. From early development on, they challenged themselves with trials. 

      The best purifying grounds were deep in the Ke Karubi, Nisroc’s deadliest desert. Completing his clan’s rites of transition into adulthood, Durek had been dropped—a shield welded across his eyes to blind him—into the heart of the rocky furnace with nothing. No weapons, no water, no food, and no erectable shelter. There’d been monsters in every crevice, every crag between his drop zone and the temple. 

      The worst part was not the beasts that almost killed him. It was the soreness in his feet, the ache in his claw-tipped toes. After surviving the Ke Karubi, Durek had trained by carrying heavy packs over rough terrain. While nights in the arena were indeed cold, he could strategize accordingly. This game would find him well-suited for its challenges.

      The Hosts said he’d need to find the center of the arena. From scouting, he gathered that the games were comprised of multiple biomes: forest, coastal, and given the steady flow of the stream, mountain—though he could not spy a single peak through the thick canopies. He had yet to see anything that resembled his sweltering desert planet—a disadvantage. 

      They had placed him in an adverse environment to hamper his superior predator abilities. Back on Nisroc, the average temperatures ranged from forty-to fifty-four deltacs, a delightful crematorium most cycles. On this strange planet, he suspected it dropped to near freezing at night. If The Hosts wanted to hinder him, the cold weather would indeed tax his body. 

      No doubt that was part of the plan. 

      The cold had to be affecting Agent Chayse as well. Terrans tolerated a higher range of temperatures than his species. Without clothing or shelter, she would succumb to the elements—but slower than him. And without weapons against predators like himself, she would be an easy kill. It was a hindrance to be so evolutionarily frail. 

      He chuckled, remembering Chayse charging after the recording drone, heedless of her nudity.

      Why hadn’t they given her a bow or even an ax? Something. If they’d allowed her stealth tech, he’d have had reason for concern. The Terran battle suits with their powered armor made them as formidable as the average Nisroc. Their newer, improved hardware had leveled the battlefield and prompted the emperor to seek peace between their people. 

      Stripping Chayse of the only advantage against him was akin to leading a lilkling to the slaughter. Where was the honor in that? Why not just tie her to one of these grotesquely large trees and invite him to execute her? More baffling, they had enlarged her mammary glands. How would that help her stay alive or defeat him? 

      She couldn’t club him to death with ugly balls of fat.

      They would throw her off balance, make her clumsier. Should she die by falling off a rock or being eaten by a predator, rather than by his claws, these games would be a fraud. Hardly worth the trouble of pitting me against such helpless prey. 

      Nevertheless, she was his opponent. His kill, not theirs. He and Agent Chayse had been selected for this contest, this final confrontation. He had only to scent her, and the game would begin in earnest. Until then, Durek bided his time, kept hydrated, and fed for when the inevitable happened. 

      On the fourth light cycle, Durek found his first trace of her by accident. He’d chased a scaled hexapod through a vine-draped thicket, slashing its hindquarters. As the creature dragged itself across the meadow, the vines shivered. 

      He watched as the tendrils encircled the animal, drawing it up and suspending it three karneqs in the air. Flaccid pods inflated along the length of the vines, poising before they stabbed into the creature’s wound. As it thrashed and shrieked, more pods struck, impaling the body from both ends. 

      “Obscene.” 

      And unacceptable. These strange organisms were stealing his kill.

      Durek hurled himself forward, claws shredding creepers that had already begun wrapping the hexapod’s body. The tendrils emitted a keening as he tore through them. He snagged his prey from the cocoon and slashed his way through the clearing. The vines shrank back from him, their questing tendrils dripping sticky fluid from their severed ends. 

      His prey was perforated, beyond salvaging. Too bad. He’d enjoyed the diversion while it lasted. 

      The breeze shifted and he smelled it. Blood. Dried, ni-unneqs old. He flicked his tongue out to confirm his hunch. 

      Filthy Terran. 

      Agent Chayse had passed this way.

      Durek might have lost his kill, but his ultimate prey had left a trail for him to follow. Aside from the chilly nights, The Carnal Games were a pitiful contest. He would win without so much as breaking a claw.
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      Karnin

      

      Karnin made a poncho out of a giant leaf for camouflage. A dead vine tied at the waist provided a belt. She slathered her exposed skin with mud for extra protection from biting insects. Durek could be tracking her, but she had no way of knowing for certain. It was best to blend with the terrain, limit her scent trail, and evade. 

      She sheltered under a branch that had toppled over two boulders. A branch—as freakishly large as the ancient Sequoia trees back on Old Earth. Dead vines, leaves, and sticks finished off her camp for the first night in the games. Even then, rain trickled through gaps in her construction. At least there was plenty of water sluiced from the leaves to fill her rumbling stomach.

      On the second day, Karnin awoke to find she’d started her period. The first she’d had in over six years. “I’m going to kill The Hosts. And the crooked-cock patrons!”

      Whoever they are. 

      Karnin pieced together a thong and dried-mulch padding between strips of leaves; all scavenged materials found around her camp. She prayed her luck at avoiding rashes held true. 

      Gnawing hunger prompted a universal edibility test. Having conducted the test on several worlds didn’t mean she would enjoy it on this one. On other worlds, she wore her combat suit, which could sample the damned plants for their toxicity. Here, she resorted to old methods.

      Besides, The Hosts intended her to survive, at least in the beginning. Her enhancements presented an illusion, a fantasy. Watching her vomit and shit herself to death wouldn’t play well to the patrons. Then again, it was too early to predict a trend towards fetishes. 

      It was a gamble, but she would take the risk. Her growing weaker day by day would hand Durek an easy win. And that is not going to happen.

      The most bountiful plant, purple clovers—or what Karnin dubbed clovers because of their heart-shaped leaves—with yellow speckles offered itself as top candidate. They were as prevalent as the vines and would be readily available. That and they showed no signs of trying to molest her, a bonus. 

      Aching from menstrual cramps, almost a foreign experience after years of taking her contraception shots, Karnin crushed the leaves and rubbed their sap on the inside of her wrist then waited hours for a reaction. Another bonus, their peppery fragrance minimized her scent. 

      After a day of shoring up her shelter, Karnin found no bumps or spots on her skin. She pressed several leaves to her lips, waiting three counts of sixty for either a tingling or burning sensation. When neither happened, she placed a leaf on her tongue and dug a pit toilet.

      Following the taste test, and zero adverse reactions, she ate the plant. It had an almost minty flavor once she got past the initial bitterness. 

      It would be tolerable until she could trap whatever passed for small game. She conducted more tests the next day.

      The orange fronds tasted like celery and ginger. The pink stems of a pincer-shaped flower mimicked the flavor of beets. It was a slow and painstaking process that never quite filled her belly. 

      For three mornings, Karnin had awakened to discover her leaf-poncho had been eaten to shreds, but no bite marks marred her body. Her shelter had been left untouched. No dead insects littered her bedding. 

      “The Hosts don’t want me to hide the goods.” Just be glad you didn’t wake up with some alien centipede squirming out of your vagina. Her stomach churned at the thought. 

      Another night passed in the arena with Karnin curled into a ball, listening to the rain. Seven years ago, she’d left special forces for galactic intelligence. Back then, she was in better condition, having to deploy across the galaxy at a moment’s notice. SpecOps had continuously tested her survival skills with rigorous training in extreme environments. And now? 

      “Now I’m too old for rolling in the shit!” 

      The Hosts had left her alone for the most part, yet Karnin knew the honeymoon period wouldn’t last. She was here for entertainment. 

      Having relied on her neural link for most of her life, she found herself hobbled. The feeling of reaching but never grasping, of perpetual lag, dogged her mind. She’d either learned how to play with what she had, or she died. Not necessarily by Durek’s claws. 

      The next morning, Karnin emerged from the shelter, spine aching from the oppressive weight on her sternum and the hard ground. She tore a new leaf from the nearest tree, folded in half and cut a slit for her head. It would never set a fashion trend, but she robbed The Hosts and their pervy patrons of ogling her body. 

      She picked a dozen magenta stalks from her “approved” flora-list near her camp. They tasted like vinegar with subtle hints of rosemary and tinged her pee pink. Hell, Karnin would gladly piss a rainbow if the vegetation kept her stomach from eating itself or spoiling her concealment. 

      At least her period had stopped. “Fan-bloody-tastic and good riddance.”

      Her first order of business for the day was making a weapon. Given the lechery of the plant life in the arena, Karnin needed more than her adopted rock bug—christened Rocky—for protection. A spear would work. 

      While not ideal, she might avoid close quarters combat by throwing it at her target, assuming she’d mastered how before the Kul Prime found her. “A spear. Against Durek’s armor?” 

      It would need to be able to pierce solid durasteel. Karnin winced, recalling his lack of clothing. 

      “Or I’ll just have to stab where it counts.”
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      Durek

      

      The night chills had dulled his reflexes, but now Durek moved with vigor as the morning sun heated his blood, re-igniting his predator’s inner flame. This was life as it was meant to be lived. The fire gods themselves breathed into his lungs. He almost wished he hadn’t caught Chayse’s scent. If only The Hosts would let him hunt unencumbered by the game’s objectives. Then it truly would be paradise. 

      “Your scutes are going soft,” he mused.

      He cocked his head toward screeching in the distance. Winged creatures glided beneath the ample-bottomed clouds. Several vanished atop the red cliffs beyond the meadows. Durek hissed in pleasure as scouting for Chayse had left him famished. 

      He reached the cliffs unneqs later, climbed their craggy walls, up the crumbled plateaus, picturing the flying creatures’ nests. Fresh yokes made for an easy source of protein.

      Worth scaling these rocks. 

      Angry squawking alerted him to prey. A new scent, this one strong and oily, informed him of yet another presence. Durek edged around a jutting rock as an enormous serpent swallowed the last of the eggs in a nest. The mother hopped about on an upper ledge, but the snake ignored the impotent screeching. 

      Even better. Durek leaped into the nest, slicing along the serpent’s spine, intent on carving to the head. One of his claws caught between the segmented scales, jerking him to an abrupt stop. He swung back as the snake coiled around, fangs bared. 

      Ripping his trapped claw free, Durek dropped to his knees as it struck. The strike was much too slow, too easily evaded. As it breezed by his shoulder, he jabbed his claws into the neck. The head snapped back, and a jet of searing liquid splashed his eyes.

      He roared and drove the creature to the ground, pinning it. Waves of pain cascaded down his optic nerve, yet he rode out the creature’s death throes.

      Once the body slackened into sporadic twitches, Durek withdrew his claws. He shoved backward and pawed at his face. No amount of blinking cleared the cloudy haze marring his vision. 

      It took several ni-unneqs before the agony receded enough for him to think straight. He needed shelter, food, and sleep, which would prompt healing. That meant dragging his meal down the cliff.

      He drew in the scents with his tongue, sampling the odiferous particles. Blood from his kill, fear urine from prey animals. No predators nearby.

      Safe to proceed.

      Descending the cliffs was slow and taxing with damaged eyes. The added weight of the serpent wrapped around his body made it even more perilous. By the time he reached the ground, his eyesight had slightly improved. Instead of gray mists, he could now make out fuzzy, colorful blobs. Progress.

      Durek listened to his surroundings. He ignored the rustle of bushes to his right—a scrabble of small claws retreating to higher ground. The flutter of wings preceded a whistle from the trees before him. Deeper in the forest, water rushed and tumbled over rocks. Focusing on that last sound, he picked his way to a stream. 

      Flushing his eyes with water helped. The blobs were less fuzzy. He could now see double, but only as far as the hand in front of his face. Beyond that, the world smeared into trembling golds and copper highlights. 

      The Hosts and their pitiful arena would have to try harder if they expected to hobble him.
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      Karnin

      

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Karnin propped against a megascraper tree and drew up her stinging right foot. A thorn stuck out of a puffy red ring. This one in her heel. She had another under her big toe. Her left foot had three. 

      “For the new grand total of five.”

      She plucked the wooden needle out, wincing at the itchy pain that spread under her tender skin. Her recon mission was not going well. 

      “Thank you so much!” she called to the sky. “A big fat fuck you as well.”

      If the spy drones were about, she couldn’t spot them. 

      Karnin eased her foot down onto the grass, wary of prickly attackers. New curses erupted as she put her weight on the foot. Her temperature-controlled micro-massaging boots would have come in handy for the games. Of course, so would her enviro-suit with combat armor. Not to mention a megajoule laser capable of slicing her opponent into a few dozen demon chops. 

      She limped into a clearing, spying strips of bark on the ground. On closer inspection, she realized it had shed from the trunk. A breeze stirred the trees and foliage.

      “That’ll do.” She smiled, her impromptu footwear taking shape in her head. 

      A short while later, Karnin sat on a patch of thorn-free grass, folding a giant leaf in half. Two slips of pliant bark stretched out before her. They would form the soles of her new sandals. 

      A low whine met her ears. She glanced up to see if she could spot a drone but instead glimpsed the flicker of amethyst flittering through the air. The tiny bugs looked like a cross between a dragon and bumblebee. Karnin dubbed it a dragonbee for reference. 

      “Uninspired, but there you have it.”

      Flying creatures hooted from tangled branches nearby, sounding more like flute instruments than caws or squawks. Their elongated winged bodies came in subtle tones of amber, sage, and okra. Other animals approached the area where she worked but kept hidden in the vegetation. They watched her hacking at the bark but eventually ambled away. How comforting. The game must be saving me for Durek’s claws.

      As her hands found occupation in her task, her thoughts drifted. Nobody would miss her. Both her parents had died in her twenties. Her father perished during an uprising on the Rim, and her mother’s transport crashed on an exploratory mission to Nidon six years later. 

      And Nathan . . .

      She gritted her teeth. Nathan had stopped talking to her after the divorce. He blamed her job for them growing apart, for her miscarriages, for his affair. She accepted some of the blame. Not all. He and his girlfriend were expecting their second child. Their first had been conceived—as Nathan’s come-clean confession informed her—while Karnin recovered in the hospital from the loss of her left eye. 

      “It’s a mercy you and I weren’t able to have kids, Karn,” he’d said at the final meeting with the attorney. “You’d have made me a single parent sooner or later.” 

      Karnin blinked, surfacing from the memory. “Yes, a mercy.”

      She folded the leaf again, pressing the creases flat. The leaves resembled the elephant ear plant on Terra, except they were an apricot-gold rather than green, and three times the size. If her cylink were still active, Karnin could compare them against those on her homeworld. Find similarities. Log possible threats.

      “The tech’s gone. Get over it.” 

      Pressing a knee into a thrice-folded leaf, Karnin stabbed the edge of Rocky’s shell into the layers and cut out multiple triangles. The supple leaf parted with ease. 

      Again, her mind wandered. Her death would come as no surprise to Nathan. He’d likely feel vindicated, along with the rest of the galaxy. Her attack on Durek would have stalled the peace talks. If anything, Nathan would publicly denounce her, looking for means to distance himself from his terrorist ex-wife.

      “Keep thinking like this and you might as well give up now,” Karnin scolded herself. 

      She repeated the folding and cutting process on a second leaf. Afterward, Karnin set them aside before selecting a sheet of bark. Stepping into the center, she scored around the shape of each foot then broke the soles out. 

      Karnin arranged the triangle cut-outs atop one another. She wrapped each foot—apex over the toes, the side corners over her instep—in golden leaves and secured them with vines. 

      After a test march around the clearing, she approved of the design. Her tender soles now guarded, Karnin searched the giant woods for an ideal branch. 

      She had a spear to carve.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The afternoon had vanished as she hacked down a wrist-sized sapling. Rocky had long expired, but his shell’s edge remained sharp. Carving the spear tip took several hours. Hardening the point with fire would have been ideal, but she couldn’t risk Durek tracking the smoke.

      “Risks should never cancel the rewards, Lt. Chayse.” Commander Milton’s words brought a weary smile to her lips. The old salt insisted on prudence when her mission objectives leaned too much on chance. 

      He’d died on Rhea, defending the fallen GC military outpost from a Nisroc incursion. Shadow Claw had also been there. Karnin read the reports, had studied the images of the Kul Prime’s mark seared into Milton’s body and those of the rest of the commanding officers. 

      Karnin shivered, feeling exposed as she followed a river toward the sound of a waterfall. She knelt in the mud and rubbed another layer on her skin.

      Durek had taken everything from her. Mentors, friends, her marriage. My family.

      The game was her last chance to make him pay, to see him die. Him before me, that’s all that matters. She’d vowed this while lying in a hospital bed, alone with no squad mates left to visit her, and a cheating husband on vacation with another woman. 

      She sighed and continued along the riverbank, eager to find the falls. 

      The trees thinned out, and the water grew choppy, forming rapids. Mists dampened her skin as she approached the waterfall. An ancient tree stretched over the drop; its u-shaped trunk arched skyward, supporting two golden canopies. Hanging below the upper crown, y-split limbs cradled mesh baskets. Each basket might fit two men in them.

      I know where I’m racking out tonight. 

      Hours later, Karnin tucked into a hanging basket between canopy layers, watching the sun dip below snow-jacketed peaks in the distance. Two waterfalls—the one below her tree and the one at the end of the plateau—sent golden mists into the air.

      Lining her basket with the elephant-ear leaves kept her insulated and dry for the most part. Misery was her bedfellow no matter where she bunked in the arena. 

      While Nisroc tolerated water, they did not go out of their way to swim in it. The Kul Prime would have to track her through the stream and then paddle across an inlet to the tree. If he caught the current, as she almost had, then it would carry him over the falls. 

      “Like I’d get that lucky.”

      She groaned at the flash of silver zipping toward the tree. Moments later, a drone swept over her bed. It projected the familiar blurry image of the glowing humanoid against the shadowy leaves. 

      “Good evening, Agent Chayse.” The Hosts lifted its chin. “Congratulations. Your survival skills are keeping viewers enthralled nearly as much as your augmentations.”

      Karnin glared, sinking beneath her leaf blanket. She refrained from throwing Rocky at the projection. Wouldn’t want to enthrall the perverts.

      “Although your enhancements are exquisite, recent trends in the polls and forums indicate the patrons are bored.”

      “Imagine my dismay.” 

      “We are not asking for much. Just a little showmanship.”

      “I’m still alive.” She shrugged. “That’s show enough.”

      The Hosts continued, “You’ve covered your lovely body with leaves and dried mud to ward off the insects.” 

      “Your patrons must be dim if you feel the need to spell that out for them.”

      “Fortunately for your ratings, this conversation is off-screen. While we applaud your survival efforts, we’ve made quite an investment in your beauty modifications. And don’t worry about the animals and insects. They won’t bother you unless we want them to.”

      She huffed. “What do you want?

      “How would you like to earn an advantage over the Kul Prime?”

      It had been nearly a week in the arena, an exhausting one at that. Asking couldn’t hurt. “Like what?” 

      “We prefer to surprise you along with the patrons.” 

      Karnin sneered. “Genital boils for them. I hate surprises.”

      “You’ll love ours. Now, your first task . . .” The dramatic pause made her skin prickle with the sensation of slithering snakes. “There is a magnificent plunge pool beneath your location. Tomorrow, we would like you to bathe in the waterfall.”

      “Is that it?” She knew it wasn’t.

      “Take your time. Get all the mud off.” 

      “And fondle myself in the process.” Karnin rolled her eyes. 

      The head leaned closer. “You’d be amazed at how many species requested a Terran female with abnormally large breasts.”

      “Bet me.” She’d worked next door to Division Fourteen, which specialized in taking down sex traffickers. The stories they told. Voluptuous, young flesh went for a premium on the skin markets, lactating females particularly. It gave Karnin nightmares.

      “They were specific,” The Hosts said, oblivious to her revulsion. “Hips, waist, thighs, breasts, especially the double F-cup size. At thirty-eight, you required extensive work. A complete de-aging overhaul.”

      Icy terror wormed through her. Karnin patted her face, fingers exploring smooth, supple skin. No scar over her left eye. The mole above her lip was gone. Her lips felt plumper.

      “Do I even look like me?”

      “A younger version of yourself.”

      She peeped at her chest under the leaf. “I was a C-cup. You modded me into a sex doll?” 

      “Nothing unnatural. No cat eyes, no blue selknid skin.” The Hosts shook its head. “We’ve done exotic to death! And with an all-female, multi-species cast to boot. The patrons want a new experience, fresh stimulation. Exploit what you’ve been given, Agent Chayse. Your survival depends upon it.”

      “This”—she hefted her double Fs— “is not survival. In this environment, against a Nisroc elite warrior, this is slaughter!” Worse, they’d unbalance her, slow her down, and Durek would kill her that much faster.

      “Take the shower. Show us you appreciate your gifts.”

      “How about I cut them off? Would the patrons appreciate that?” Karnin brushed Rocky’s shell, now worn as a medallion around her neck. 

      “As always, your cooperation will be rewarded.” The projection winked off, and the drone flew away. 

      Karnin curled on her side, her fingers drifting back to her younger face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          9 REWARD

        

      

    

    
      Durek

      

      Durek followed his scent trail back to the cave, his prize looped around his torso. He heard the familiar whine of tiny rotors before a breeze blew over him. Through the clouds obscuring his vision, he registered a bright glow high in the air, left of his position. 

      “Kul Prime, you have done exceedingly well at this early stage of the games,” The Hosts said.

      Durek snarled, wondering if they were too stupid to recognize his impairment. If that were the case, he would not correct their ignorance. 

      “You’ve made these games so simple a blind youngling could survive them.” He smiled inwardly at his cleverness. 

      “Our apologies. You are our first elite in the arena. The patrons merely wish to gauge your superior warrior skills.”

      “Bah! There is no skill required. This is a sabbatical.” He tossed his horns back. “Challenge me already.”

      “A recent poll suggests our viewers would rather reward you.”

      “I prefer sport. I revel in conquest.”

      “Your words couldn’t be more felicitous.” The glow brightened. “Our patrons anticipate you’ll give us both. Proceed to your cave.”

      Durek narrowed his gaze, sensing a hidden riddle in The Host’s double speak. The drone’s whir faded in the distance. He expected the game designers had other means of spying on him, but there was nothing he could do about that. 

      He brushed aside the leaf at the entrance to his den and stopped. The musk of a Nisroc female filled his awareness. The enticing embers, the flavor of char, drew him forward into the dark.

      A low rumble erupted out of his chest. He let the serpent slide off his back. It thumped to the ground behind him.

      “I am Zeris Durek of Clan K’ras.” He left off his former military title as it no longer mattered. “Why have you entered my camp?” 

      Young, fertile. She perfumed the cloistered air with her wanting. 

      A common Nisroc male would have already attacked her, but Durek was bred from elite stock and therefore mastered himself. Once proprieties were observed, he’d fuck her senseless like the next demon.

      Silence. 

      A tang of dread flooded his tongue. Enemies and the Empire alike once feared Shadow Claw, Impaler of Skulls. After Chal had shamed him by bedding half the males of Elite Society, his prowess in the mating den was publicly questioned—once.

      Beheading Senator Ikar at the Emperor’s Feast earned Durek little sympathy. His status among the high clans never recovered. 

      “You may tempt my sawz but not my patience. Speak.”

      Hissing answered him. His groin stirred in response.

      He squinted through the dark gray soup. His eyes were useless. Semi-blind to the world under sunlight, he was completely blind in the hollow of his cave. 

      “Come to me, Zeris Durek of Clan K’ras. Twine your tongue with mine.”

      Durek sucked in a breath, pulse detonating in his ears. 

      The female writhed against the wall, her sibilant hisses drawing him closer. His nearness excited her. The fragrance of her arousal drew another rumble of need from deep inside his chest. 

      Elder Flames take him, it had been far too long since he’d claimed a female. He would have to be cautious, observe the mating rituals, otherwise he could kill her.

      Or she, him. 

      Blood would spill regardless. As was custom, he must first subdue her, then force her to accept his mounting. She would then scratch, hiss, and fight, likely unseating him, and they’d begin anew. It was a brutal dance, one with high mortality rates, especially if the female was in season. 

      Why the Elder Flame Gods saw fit to make his species’ procreation a battle, Durek did not know. It was exhausting and too often produced more pain than pleasure. Lady Chal’s ferocity in their mating den had been exquisite, but he had never truly bonded with her in soul and flame. 

      Not when she’s bonded with so many—

      “Do you find me displeasing?” The hidden female warbled, luring him to the present and to his overdue conquest.

      Chains clanked. Durek halted. 

      “Why are you shackled?”

      She hissed. “I wish you to dominate me.” 

      He followed the sound of her voice. “But you will be unable to fight me.” Where was the sport in that?

      “I prefer this way.” Her voice struck then him as too high.

      “We will see.” 

      He ached to breach her, to hear her shrieks of outrage, to feel her claws slash his scutes, yet the mating ritual demanded she draw first blood. 

      A challenge with her manacled to the wall. 

      He shoved her against the stone, rough hands rubbing her small, rounded sternum. The chest plates were pliant, yielding, wrong. Not yet hardened with the first menses. 

      Durek had known before tracing the curved horn arching back from her temple. Much too short. It barely reached the height of the shackles over her head. So too would be the rest of her developing crown.

      Skaka.

      He stepped back. “You are a youngling.” An age scribing or two away from a fully developed female. 

      “Taste me. I am mature enough.”

      He took another step back, the flame of his arousal snuffed by the depravity before him. “I am not given to the molestation of spawn.” 

      The fire deities knew many elites who did. Immature females rarely survived the savagery. When Durek promoted to Shadow Claw, he had access to the empire’s compromising secrets. He’d tracked deviant nobles into the dark hovels they frequented and slain them. It was an outlet for his rage at Chal’s disloyalty. 

      “I am given to you, Kul Prime Zeris Durk.” She yanked on the chains. “Scorch away my veil. Sing your seed to my innermost chasm. My—” 

      “You dare quote the mating sonnets to me!”

      He roared barely a scute’s breadth from striking her, as was his right as an elder correcting a juvenile’s disrespect. She whimpered, chains scraping stone in her pitiable attempt to get away from him. 

      You... you should not be here.” Collecting himself, Durek sheathed his claws and measured his breaths. The girl was a victim, not his enemy. He would not harm her, not in anger, nor in passion. To abuse a youngling would dishonor his clan and taint his soul. 

      “Please!” she hissed, frantic. “I’d rather it be you than them. At least you are my kind.”

      The evening rain began, a pattering on the rocks near the cave’s entrance. The wretched chill would soon follow. 

      Durek snapped his teeth together. He scissored them apart then clamped his jaw again. She was a virgin slave. This was what The Hosts had inferred as his desire for conquest. 

      “I’ll not participate in this perversion.” Durek rolled his shoulders, drawing out a calming breath. 

      “You must claim me!” she pleaded. “They said if I did not please you, they’d take turns before sending me to the flesh pits.” 

      He could imagine how a youngling might fare in such lawless, licentious places. “Any who come for you will taste my claws.” He straightened to his full height. “Come game designers. Come the fire demon horde themselves, my oath to you.”

      She sobbed. “The Fire Deities bless you, Kul Prime.” 

      “On my soul’s flame, you are under my protection.” He stepped forward to test the strength of the chains against his claws.  

      Outside the den, something disturbed the rain’s path. Durek froze and cocked his head, hearing a crackle of sodden, dead leaves. 

      The youngling jumped in her restraints, the chains clacking with the sudden movement. “What is it?”

      “Our second supper.” He licked his fangs.

      The creature shot inside his den. A heavy coil circled his middle before ripping Durek off his feet and into the cold, wet night. The youngling screeched as two slithering forms hurled passed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          10 SHOWER

        

      

    

    
      Karnin

      

      Lavender willow trees arched over the animal trail to the falls, curtaining off the view. Vole-like critters with prickly green spines leaped to and from the wispy tendrils, chittering at her. One dropped a red nut on her head. She scooped it off the ground and examined its bumpy shell. 

      “Thanks,” she said, tucking it into her carryall. 

      That morning, Karnin had braided a strap out of dead vines and used the mesh-weave cut from a smaller tree basket as the pouch. She’d lined the inside with the leftovers from her new leaf poncho. 

      “I’ll keep making these getups!” she had yelled at the sky. The cameras were always watching. “Might as well give me clothes.” 

      Not a peep from her voyeurs.

      The trail veered away from the falls, forcing Karnin to scale down a tumble of rocks. The climb offered an unencumbered view. The forest bracketed the river that carved through the meadowlands then dropped over the edge of shimmering mists. Beyond the second falls, snow-glazed mountains vaulted under the turquoise sky.

      Reaching her destination with a few new scrapes, Karnin forgot about the game. Prismatic waters rumbled into a deep, diamond-clear pool. Mists sparkled like gems scattered in the sunshine. A series of stones broke the rippling surface, forming a path to a slab jutting from beneath the cascade. 

      The complimentary bath kit, complete with a folded square of shimmery material, awaited her on that slab. Karnin almost marched past the falls for the woods, but the scavenger in her knew better. She might find something useful. 

      Your cooperation will be rewarded. 

      “Yeah, I’ll bet.” 

      Curiosity, however, did not equal commitment.

      The shampoo and hair rinse in the travel-sized bottles smelled like honey and vanilla. She found eucalyptus and mint scrub, her favorite combinations. There were moisturizers in smaller jars. A hairbrush was tucked into a corner next to the dental tabs. They’d even given her a loofah on a stick for those hard-to-reach places. 

      “This isn’t fair.” Karnin eyed the square of shimmering material. Unlike the kit and bath supplies, no beads of water covered the cloth or the stone beneath it. She dipped a corner into the pool. It came out dry.

      “Okay, that’s weird.”

      She unfolded a long-sleeved robe. It felt like air-silk in her hands and, of course, was utterly translucent. Karnin balled her fists and took three deep breaths. The dried mud on her skin suddenly felt as heavy as unpowered armor. 

      Who cared if the patrons fancied the show? She’d be clean! After days of wallowing in sweat and filth, Karnin could feel human again. But at what cost? Giving in to the demands of degenerates? Not to mention she’d just have to cake on the mud again to blend with the environment. 

      “Gods, I hate this damn place.”

      The Hosts said they would give her something she could use against Durek. Better than a spear, she hoped. They wanted to surprise her, along with the viewers. Then again, why trust The Hosts? They’d probably give her a pair of stilettos and a whip. 

      Compromise now and they will own you. She may have lost her career, her freedom, but Karnin Chayse still had her self-respect. 

      Her back itched below her shoulder blades. The damn loofah on the stick would definitely reach the troublesome spot.

      “Well, shit.”

      Sometime later, Karnin slipped into the robe. The moisture instantly wicked away from her tingling skin. 

      Her shoes, her spear, and her carryall waited for her on the sunbaked rocks. She pulled the strap across her chest and collected her spear, pausing long enough to tuck the bath supplies into the bag. Next to the shampoo bottles, she added in her salvaged bark sandals. 

      Rounding an outcrop edging the pool, Karnin stopped in her tracks. Between two large willows stood a circular table draped in crisp white cloth. White slips covered the chairs. Fresh flowers sprouted from a vase in the center. Three wooden boxes surrounded the vase. Three place settings of white plates and cutlery were spaced equal distance apart. 

      Beginning to see a theme here. 

      Beyond the main table, another stood resplendent with a feast that coaxed tears to her eyes. Heaped atop silver platters—oh, gods above! — roasted beef and chicken, steamed vegetables, fresh dew-kissed fruit, loaves of buttered bread, and pies. So much food! Two chilled carafes occupied a corner, their contents likely perfect to help her wash down the meal.

      “Is that a chocolate silk?” Karnin’s mouth watered. Her stomach clenched at the thought of protein and all those delicious carbs. But damn, she’d happily deal with the consequences. Her legs were already propelling her toward the banquet when something whizzed past her. 

      “Queue the spies.” 

      Five drones whisked to the tables, darting like nervous sparrows in the sky above them. Dread anchored her to the spot. What would this feast cost her?

      A sixth drone projected The Hosts between her and the tables. “Did you enjoy the waterfall, Agent Chayse?”

      Karnin glared at the glowing figure. “Was that my reward?”

      “No, the bathing supplies were your first incentive.”

      “Thanks. Fragrant shampoo is really helpful against my opponent. He’ll smell me clear across the arena.” Then she replayed The Host’s words. “What do you mean, ‘first incentive?’” 

      “Complete your second task, and you will earn three new rewards. Before you ask, each box on the round table contains an item that will aid your survival here in the games. Given your resourcefulness, you may also employ them to defeat Shadow Claw, Impaler of Skulls.”

      She arched a brow. “Go on.”

      “One box contains a fire starter. Another contains a poison reader. The final box: a tracker keyed to the Kul Prime’s geo-tag.”

      The fire starter and poison reader would be of some help, but a means to track Durek in the arena could change everything, including her fate.

      “What do you want me to do?” 

      “Two of our patrons outbid the rest to enter the game for this exquisite banquet. You will entertain them—” 

      “Fuck you.”

      “Tut-tut. Agent Chayse, you need those rewards.”

      “I’m not screwing your patrons.”

      “That is entirely up to you. Our esteemed guests have won a feast with you as their hostess.”

      “There are three settings.”

      “And there’s that renown Galactic Confederation Intelligence on display. How titillating.” The glowing head leaned forward, lifting a bright hand in a flamboyant gesture. “To earn your prizes, you must serve them, dine with them, while away the afternoon regaling them with your war stories. Flaunt and tease. Let them touch if you please.”

      “Waitressing’s fine,” Karnin said. “I paid my way through college waiting tables. If your pervs touch me, they die.”

      “Come now, Agent. We have measures in place to keep you from harming the patrons.”

      Karnin folded her arms, cursing how the shimmering material outlined her stupid porn-breasts. “Enlighten me.”

      “You do amuse. Our guests have arrived. Enjoy the feast, but more importantly, make sure they do even more so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          11 REVELATION

        

      

    

    
      Durek

      

      The serpent slammed him into every tree, and a few rocks for good measure.

      He groaned. I’m beginning to feel a kinship with a broken egg. 

      They sped on, zigzagging toward destinations unknown.

      A sampling of the air revealed much: the same scent particles clung to this monster as those that had wreathed the other serpent at the cliffs. A mated pair? The memory of two forms slithering past him iced his blood.

      Their young.

      What would he find back in the cave?

      You are under my protection now. Those words condemned him, along with the memory of shrill screams erupting from his den as he’d been dragged into the woods. Durek could do nothing to help her, the youngling whose name he would never know. 

      Icy rain fell in torrents, each drop a missile chilling his blood. Another sharp swerve sent Durek corkscrewing into an enormous trunk. Sparks burst across his dim vision like pain-filled meteors. What precious oxygen he’d managed to horde exploded from his lungs, spiraling him into semi-consciousness. With a whip-crack, the snake slithered on through the boggy grass. 

      At last, it stopped, and he lay dazed, looking up at the blurry shape looming over him. He held his breath, his body going perfectly stillness and waited.

      A rasp of tongue darted past his ear canal, sifting the air for particles of scent. One demon sizing up another. 

      Yes, monster, I’m still breathing. 

      Durek sensed the head reel back for the strike, but his arms were pinned in its coils. Rather than fangs sinking into him, a jet of hot liquid splashed his eyes. Agony seared through his brain. What little eyesight he had purged into absolute black. 

      His agonized roar died as the beast heaved him into the air and bashed him into the ground. For Lor’Kesh’s sake! Lightning ricocheted through his ribs. Durek’s consciousness fled into the merciful dark.

      A tickling sensation coaxed him back into awareness. Flaring his sensitive nose slits, he drove the pesky invader away in a buzz of wings. Raindrops stung his useless eyes, but Durek dared not twitch. The serpent moved nearby, likely positioning for the kill. 

      For the first time since they’d awakened him inside the arena, he acknowledged the danger; a threat to his existence. 

      At last, a worthy opponent. 

      Durek relaxed his jaw. He would have to work fast. Glans in the roof of his mouth secreted rapidly hardening xiltin over the tip of his tongue. He had to strike while the snake decided which end of him to swallow first. 

      A hiss followed by a series of wet snaps—the unhinging of a monstrous jaw—behind Durek’s crown informed him the serpent had made up its mind. 

      Durek read the vibrations of the snake’s movements. It would be a difficult strike: the soft palate below the brain. The aim and timing had to be just right. If either calculation was off, the serpent might change tactics, and it had much larger fangs. 

      He added another coat of secretion over his tongue and poked the tip into the air for curing. 

      The creature scooped his head—obsidian horns first—into its contorted mouth. The stench of rotting meat rolled over him. Disgusting. A clutching, cradling sensation soon gripped Durek’s head. In slow increments, the serpent engulfed him to the shoulders. 

      Hold.

      The wet slide of fangs elongating met his ears. Hold. He poised for the great hinges of its mouth to fully open. 

      Now! 

      With a crack, his tongue’s hardened tip punched through the vulnerable roof of the serpent’s mouth, driving deep into the brain cavity. 

      The coils squeezed one last time around his body and fell slack.

      Jerking his tongue free, Durek clamped his hands on either side of the spasming jaws. He pried the serpent’s maw open and wormed out of its grasp.

      Durek rolled and pushed to his knees. Fresh fire scorched through his torso with every move. 

      First blind, now broken ribs. Skaka. 

      Rage numbed his injuries. Durek roared and drove both sets of claws into the snake. He slashed until scales and chunks of muscle and cords of sinew tore free. Nail-blades gouged vertebrae, clamped around bones, and ripped them out. Bloodlust consumed him until the great head fell away. 

      As his fury dissipated, the cold crept in and the rain pulled him back from the void. Inhaling the damp air confirmed his fear. The downpour had obliterated his scent trails leading back to the cave. 

      Clutching his side, Durek staggered to his feet and steadied himself against the nearest tree. He was losing heat fast and needed immediate shelter. Fat icy drops splashed his upturned face, cooling his burning eyes. Wounded prey never lasts long on the ground. 

      Durek climbed. 

      If this tree were like the others he’d scaled, the upper layers spawned thick limbs with supple leaves. There might be a dry place to rest. 

      Reaching the fourth canopy, Durek found the trunk split vertically around a huge hollow. A predator’s den. He rattled the vines next to the opening. Nothing moved within the wooden cave. His strength waning, he crawled inside and collapsed.

      Screeches jarred him from sleep. Unsheathing his claws, Durek winced as molten blades slipped through his ribs. Skaka. He’d be no good in a fight with his injuries.

      The creature shrieked again, deeper in the forest, and he relaxed. 

      Sticky film gummed his eyes. He peeled it away, no longer seeing roiling gray mists. In their place, an impenetrable black veiled his vision.

      I’m truly blind!

      “Lor’kesh, I beg of you to burn this infirmity from my body,” he prayed. 

      His god ignored him. 

      A warm breeze rustled the leaves and vines, drifting inside the den. On palms and knees, Durek explored finding a generous space for a new camp should he desire it. Dragging his kills up a giant tree would tax his injuries. It’s not worth it.

      “Best to return to the cave.” It contained what few items he’d provisioned, and there was no climbing involved. 

      He descended below the canopies, then paused for sensory reconnaissance. The sodden forest offered a myriad of scents and sounds, but no animals were in the immediate area—including the serpent’s body. Another predator had taken it. 

      The sun had evaporated dawn’s moisture by the time Durek found his den. He groaned at what greeted him there. Piss and blood wafted from the interior.

      I failed her.

      Still he entered, determined to know her fate and offer prayers for her soul. At the back of the cave, now a tomb, he discovered a severed hand dangling from a shackle.

      “Great Fire Deities, welcome this youngling to your eternal flames, and guide my claws now as I punish those who sent her to this game.”

      She had been a helpless ploy, an amusement for the patrons.

      Durek finished his prayers. “Wrath and fire are coming for you, for my enemies new and old. This I vow.”

      Outside, Durek once again took up the hunt. The sooner he ended Chayse’s life, the sooner he could reclaim his.

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          12 PATRON’S BANQUET

        

      

    

    
      Karnin

      

      The patrons chatted one another up, their voices loud and punctuated with carefree laughter as she approached. Each step jostled her chest, a motion enhanced by the shimmer of her garment. She no longer cared. These bastards had outbid the rest of the pervs for a chance to eye-fuck her body. Let them, as long as it was eyes-only, and she walked away with decent food plus her rewards. 

      How quickly you sink with the dregs, Karn. Her inner conscience could shove it. That tracker would be hers. 

      She deposited her carryall and spear in the grass near the first table. They would be close, should she have to run. 

      “Agent Chayse.” The man closest to her stood, extending a pale blue hand. “You look ravishing after the shower.”

      Karnin read the two like she would a pair of enemy spies. Mr. Hand was a mix of Terran and Siranus. The Siranus features—blue skin, crescent ridges sweeping up from the eyebrows, twin nose slits beneath the prominent cheekbones—dominated his Terran genetics. 

      The other was a squat Ritarsi. An old joke was: “What do you get when you dress up a Ritarsi in an expensive suit and loafers? A toad with pretensions!” The toad in question had slime-glossed, green skin. As she stared, his tongue lashed out and licked his eye.

      Nasty.

      Both pervs appeared to be in their prime, respective of their species. They wore tailored jackets with—

      And that was as far as she got before the Ritarsi laughed. 

      “In advance, Agent,” he remained seated, “we are wearing avatars. Our identities will be concealed for the feast.”

      Heat tinged her cheeks. Of course, these rich leeches wanted their anonymity protected. Association with illegal sex trades and snuff games might tarnish whatever sterling empires they ruled. 

      “Come join us. You can call me Equis.” Sharp teeth filled the froggy smile. “For the evening, I assure you we are fully serviceable.”

      Oh, gag. 

      “I’m Talvin. Is that vanilla I smell?” Out came the blue hand again.

      “Let’s eat.” Karnin skirted the man’s fingers and walked to the buffet table.

      It took every ounce of her control not to cram food by the handfuls into her mouth. She would have to take it slow or risk getting sick. Steadying herself, Karnin selected her first entrée, a pot roast trimmed with tender celery, carrots, and red potatoes. She suspected the fare was for her benefit rather than the guests. Taunting her with the world she might never see again. On her other arm, she carried rolls and fresh fruit.

      The plates slapped the round tabletop before she turned for the rest. Two more trips for food, plus one for iced tea and frosted lemonade; complete with sprigs of mint. She’d set down the sides and entrées in no particular order, with no consideration toward her guests’ preferences.

      “Please, sit, sit. You must be famished.” Talvin gestured to the open seat.

      “I’m to dish up your plates.” Her face mirrored stone. “What would you like?”

      Equis licked his left eye, amused. “Since you’ve so graciously inquired—”

      Talvin cut in. “To feed the starving woman. Until then, nothing will satisfy. Please, uh, dig in, as they say.” Another gesture toward the food. 

      Karnin smiled, stepped to her seat, but then leaned over the table, colossal breasts swinging forward. Both men gaped. That large tits even registered on these alien males informed her plenty. One, they belonged to a species capable of finding enlarged mammary glands and Terran females attractive. Second, she could play it to her advantage.

      With their full attention on her chest, Karnin opened the first wooden box then reached around the vase for the second and the third. Firestarter, tracker, poison reader—one of the newer models preferred by GC counter-intel agents. She guessed the tracker was the bracelet. 

      As she reached into the box for the poison reader, her sleeve instantly tightened. The garment locked her movement from wrist to shoulder. Lifting her other arm resulted in the entire robe shrinking against her frame, immobilizing her.

      “You’re fucking kidding me!”

      “It’s a precaution.” Talvin coughed politely behind his hand. “In case you try to stab us.”

      “You’re avatars. What does it matter?”

      “We’ll feel everything without the permanent damage,” Equis said. “Part of the experience.”

      “Allow me.” Talvin selected the poison reader, thumbed it on, and swiped it over the table. “This is what you were wanting? To see if The Hosts drugged the food. Made you compliant?”

      “Yes.” Karnin felt the material relax. She sat in her chair. 

      “And I’d avoid trying to remove the robe. Same restrictions apply.” Equis ran his tongue across his other eye. “You want it off? You’ll have to give us a compelling reason.”

      The device beeped. 

      “Was there a particular drug you were looking for?” Talvin asked. 

      “Too many to list. Show me.”

      Karnin stared at the proffered screen. The ingredients from the dishes broke down to their chemical compositions. With a bitter sigh, she leaned back in her chair. Her neural link would have known what to look for. To her unaided brain, it was like a toddler reading theoretical equations. 

      “These delectable dishes are poison and aphrodisiac free. Everything that happens here is voluntary.” Talvin looked at Equis. “Isn’t that right?”

      Equis croaked. “Voluntary, yes. It’s a new game, therefore new rules. Although, I’ll always be partial to tradition. You’d have been fucked raw and bloody by now, Agent.”

      “Usually in the first twenty minutes,” Talvin agreed.

      “Oh, much sooner than that,” Equis corrected. “And by at least four different species.”

      “At least.”

      “I’m already missing the usual games. There’s always a pregnant female . . .”

      Talvin sighed. “Who dies much too quickly, yes.”

      They shared a laugh. Karnin poured herself a drink from a chilled carafe. Remembering her role as hostess, she filled the guests’ glasses as well. 

      “Thank you, Agent.” Talvin sat forward, picking up his glass. “Remember the arachnoid and the Jelenian virgin?”

      Equis slapped the table. “Great Sand Rings, do I ever! That was the womb burster if I’m not mistaken?”

      Sprigs of mint and ice cubes floated in their beverages. Karnin sipped her drink. Warmth tickled the corners of her eyes, but she suppressed the tears. Frosted mint Julep. It had been her father’s favorite. 

      If only Dad could see me now.

      “That’s right. What a mess!” Talvin said. “All those baby spiders crawling out of her stomach.”

      Karnin had enough of their vulgar chatter. She cleared her throat. “Food’s getting cold. May I fix your plates?” 

      The patrons blinked, both realizing they’d been lost in reminiscence. 

      Talvin smiled. “I’ve forgotten my manners. Please, eat. We’ll have whatever you do.”

      Karnin flicked a glance at Equis. He spread his hands. “As he says.”

      She selected Talvin’s plate first and stacked it buffet style, a little of everything. For her, emphasis on the meats. Protein and carbohydrates over vegetables. She’d had enough plants for a lifetime.

      Equis accepted his full plate, tongue spearing a red potato and drawing it back into his wide mouth. He made croaking sounds of delight.

      Preempting her first bite, Equis shook out his napkin, saying, “If I may trouble you, Ms. Chayse, I wonder if you might help me with tying this around my neck. I tend to be a sloppy eater.”

      Karnin shoved a fork full of beef roast into her mouth, barely tasting it. She imagined stabbing him in his throat pouch. 

      “Tell me, Agent Chayse, have you devised any strategies for winning the game?” He jerked his gaze from her tits to rove across the boxes. His meaning was crystal. Play along, and these prizes are yours. 

      Karnin pushed down her revulsion. Her semi-translucent straitjacket could activate at any second. The damn robe had to come off. But how would she go about it? The first sign of her disrobing would trigger the insta-shrink wrap. Toadie said they could remove it. She just had to give them a reason to do so. 

      Show us you appreciate your gifts. The Hosts’ words suggested themselves to her along with a plan. Plastering on her must alluring smile, Karnin brushed back her hair. “Let me help you with that.” 

      She rose from her chair, feeling the palpable heat of their stares on her chest. Even the tiniest movement set the ladies quaking. 

      “Strategies?” Voice deepening a half octave, she aimed for soft, sultry. “I have a few in mind.”

      Equis held the napkin in his lap. Gross. 

      Talvin watched with quiet hunger as Karnin stepped beside his friend’s chair then bent forward. Her breast spilled over Equis’ shoulder as she leaned in. Equis’s throat bubbled. The cloth on his lap slowly lifted, extended by his arousal. 

      Don’t vomit. Don’t do it!

      Karnin picked the corner of the napkin up, smiling. She winked at Talvin then withdrew the rest of the cloth with care, avoiding any misinterpretation of aggression. Her sleeves flexed with no hindrance.

      She positioned herself behind Equis’s back, arms on either side of his neck, holding the ends of the napkin in both hands. The fabric strained as Karnin squeezed her breasts against the back of his head. They rounded painfully with the pressure, pillowing both sides of his jaw. 

      Real subtle, Karn. Gods, she was never good at the seduction thing. Younger, prettier agents got those missions. And yet toadie-boy was trembling with lust. His throat pouch rivaled the size of one of her boobs.

      “Do they taste as good as they feee-el?” He tried for smooth but croaked at the end.

      The hairs on her arms peaked. Karnin knew what came next. She tied the knot with nimble fingers, breathing through her panic. 

      Hurry, hurry . . . Too late.

      His tongue rocketed out, slapped against her breast, and dragged slowly over the circumference. Bile surged up her throat. She cringed inwardly, expecting his sticky secretions to glaze her skin. 

      No dampness penetrated the veil of moisture-wicking material between them. The fucking robe worked both ways. Protection as well as restriction. Ha!

      The tongue-fondle ended with his rapid recoil. “That’s a rather inconvenient barrier.”

      “Mmm-hmm . . .” Karnin murmured, angling away. She spun the cloth until it rested like a bib on his chest. “We might have to do something about that.”

      Equis croaked a laugh and reached for his drink. He downed it in one gulp. 

      Bastard. 

      “I’m also a messy eater,” Talvin said. “Maybe you could dispense with the napkin and feed me.”

      Karnin licked her lips. She risked coming on too strong, thwarting believability. “I’m hungry.”

      Talvin’s nose slits flared. He dropped his stare to the table. “Of course. Please sit. The food’s probably cold by now.”

      Aw, blue boy would risk blue balls to satisfy her need for sustenance. I’ll gut him anyway.

      Karnin did not sit as instructed. Rather, she grabbed her glass and walked around the table to Talvin’s chair. The robe fluttered open in the breeze of her approach. That it fell to her mid-thigh did not escape her notice. It gave the men easy access should she decide to let herself become dessert. 

      “How about we feed each other? May I?” She indicated his lap. 

      “Yes, yes.” Talvin jerked his chair back. A brief struggle ensued as it snagged on a tuft of grass. 

      “I’ll happily feed you, my dear.”

      Happily was right. The man’s pants bulged with his delight. Karnin draped an arm around his shoulder, brushing a breast against his cheek, before easing onto his knee. She pulled away long enough to set her glass down and grasp a fork, or she tried to. The damn robe cinched down. 

      “That is cumbersome. Here.” Talvin tipped her forward slightly to take the fork. He stabbed a hunk of roast and brought it to her lips. Karnin opened her mouth and let him feed her. Savory and salty, the meat fell apart on her tongue. 

      Her eyes rolled back in pleasure. “It’s delicious and still hot.”

      Talvin forked in a hunk of roast for himself. “Oh, gods that is good! Another?”

      “Yes, please.” Karnin accepted the piece, moaning as she chewed. The moan was authentic. This had to be the best pot roast she’d ever had. 

      “I’m jealous. You have that pussy purring in your lap, and mine’s getting cold.” Equis folded his arms in a pout.

      Karnin plucked a strawberry off the fruit platter and threw it at him. To her surprise, his tongue shot out and caught it. He waggled his green brow at her. Despite herself, she laughed. She threw another berry. He snared that one too. 

      “I can do this all day. This avatar is a hoot.” He tongued his eye again. “It comes with so many amenities.”

      Karnin shook her head, fighting nausea to stay in character. “Perhaps I’ll get to see all of them.”

      “Your flirtation is admirable for a combat vet,” Equis said. “Pretending to enjoy our attention. Teasing, toying with us . . .”

      Dammit. 

      “But you have no intention of fucking us. If you did, you’d already have your legs in the air with me spearing strawberries from your cunt.”

      “Equis.” Talvin’s voice held a warning. “New game, new rules.” 

      The Ritarsi’s throat bubbled, straining the skin to translucence until Karnin thought it might pop. Voluntary was taking too long for him. 

      Something passed between the men she couldn’t decipher before Equis deflated his throat. “Very well then, the slow seduction it is. May the ratings indulge us.”

      “I want my rewards,” Karnin stated, luring their focus. “I need them for the game. I can’t beat the Kul Prime without them.” Honesty. She had to get them on her side. “I’m likely going to die for your amusement. It’s sick. I hate it, but I’m not stupid.” She glanced back at Talvin. He swallowed.

      Equis’ gaze was calculating, ever the slimy predator.

      “My time here is limited,” she admitted. “So, I find myself thinking, when will I ever get a chance to do this again? Why not dine, drink, and see where this leads?”

      “I’d like that,” Talvin said.

      Equis refilled his glass and lifted it high. “Here’s to a woman who embraces her fate!”

      Talvin drew his glass off the table and handed it to Karnin. He took hers and toasted the air. 

      “Tell us, oh fated one.” Equis sipped. “Tell us all about you.”

      A fair question. Karnin obliged. “What do you want to know?”

      “What’s not in the game’s dossier? What led to the attack on that space station? Where did your hatred for Shadow Claw, Impaler of Skulls, begin?”

      She straightened, an icy knot in her stomach. “The tavern. How many people were injured? Or were . . .”

      “Injuries, no casualties.” Talvin patted her arm with tenderness. “Please continue, my dear.”

      “It’s a long story.” Karnin allowed the tension to ease from her frame, a little. 

      “We can take all the time you need.” 

      He pulled her against his body. Nothing prodded her, so she stayed. 

      “Gods, where to begin!” Her thoughts and emotions jangled, both vying for some semblance of order. 

      “Where else? Begin at the beginning,” Equis said.

      “Okay, since you insist. The first time I met Kul Prime Durek . . .” Karnin drew in a breath, downed her drink, and took them through the history of her encounters with Nisroc’s deadliest Elite. Talvin kept up the feeding charade, which pissed Equis off—as illustrated by the toad’s ever-darkening shade of green.

      It unnerved her that both genuinely listened to each story, stopping her only to elicit details—usually regarding death counts, strategy, and injuries. “My eye was the worst. I thought he’d carve so deep his claw would puncture my brain.”

      Karnin was distinctly aware of Talvin’s breath on her neck. The robe had slipped off her shoulder, and neither of them had corrected it. 

      “Remarkable. I’d never have known you were wearing a prosthetic,” Talvin said. Gentle fingers turned her face toward his. “It has to be vat-grown. Engin Industries?”

      “No, Genix Corp. And you’re right, it’s vat-grown.”

      “Incredible.” His eyes wandered her face before settling on her mouth. He licked his lips. Was he going to kiss her? Stay calm. He leaned in, but at the last second dipped his mouth to her throat. 

      Karnin blushed as he nuzzled her ear, his hot breath raising gooseflesh. 

      “You repaid the Kul Prime for your eye,” Talvin murmured. “His arm, I believe.”

      “Um, yes. His . . .” He kissed a path around to the nape of her neck. She swallowed. “I cut off his arm.”

      “That must have hurt him.” Talvin’s other hand slipped under the robe. 

      She let him explore the contour of her waist then inch up to her ribs. When his questing fingers brushed the heavy base of her breast, Karnin gasped. Her tits were too damn sensitive. 

      Talvin took her reaction for enticement, his thumb tracing along the full curve.

      “It took him half a galactic year to recover.” She willed herself to relax, resisting her fight response. “I . . .” 

      He purred into her spine, lips tickling each vertebra. Under his guidance, the robe tugged incrementally down her back, freeing her whole breast in the process. 

      Equis leered across the table. A wicked smile carved his ugly face. They were creeping up on the main event.

      Karnin leaned forward, giggling. It was a pathetic ploy to slink out of the robe. Unfortunately, Talvin’s frisky hand was ready. She resisted the urge to elbow him in the gut. 

      “Durek got what he deserved.” She grunted at the ungentle squeeze. “The bastard slaughtered hundreds of our best soldiers. He murdered friends. Destroyed families. I’ll kill him the first chance I get.”

      “Why don’t you just fuck him?”

      Karnin snapped her head up, body stiffening. It had the bonus effect of the robe falling off her other shoulder. Talvin’s hand froze, mid-grope. His fingers, try as they might, never managed to span an entire globe. 

      “We’re getting there. Be patient, Equis.” 

      Talvin’s fingers slid the front of her robe open. Now both the ladies stared at Equis. 

      “Not you, Talvin, you petrified cum clot. The Kul Prime.” His eyes narrowed on Karnin. “Why haven’t you fucked him?”

      Every cell in her body flash-burned with rage. The man had to die.

      “Now, Equis. Look what you’ve done!” Talvin let his fingers slide from her chest. He skimmed her hip then rested his hand on her thigh. 

      Karnin dashed his hands away and shot to her feet. The robe tugged completely off, clenched in Talvin’s grip. “I’d say we’re definitely done here.”

      She grabbed the first utensil in reach—a butter knife. It wasn’t her Sun Forge blade but it would do.

      Karnin tossed the table, sending the glasses and plates crashing to the ground. She spied the wooden boxes and her prizes on the grass. Blue fingers clamped around her arm. Talvin pulled her against him, ass to nuts. Equis rounded the table, ready to get his rape on. 

      Fuck this! She stomped her heel into Talvin’s instep. He laughed at her. 

      Karnin had saved the butter knife for Equis, but Talvin insisted on taking it in the gut. Equis snatched her arm as Talvin folded in half. Karnin throat-punched the frogman, collapsing the bloated pouch on his neck. He fell back, gagging. They were right about their avatars being fully serviceable. There was nothing fake about their moans of pain.

      She snatched up her carryall and spear. A frantic scan of the contents in the grass revealed her rewards in heaps of food. The tracker snapped around her wrist. She stuffed the firestarter in the bag, aware of the two figures in her periphery gaining their feet. Both men’s bodies jittered and grew. They boiled out of their skin, morphing, contorting into giant multi-armed scaly hulks.

      Karnin backed away in horror.

      “We tried to be polite. Different rules and all that.” That sounded like Talvin, only his voice was deeper and forced through clenched teeth.

      “Now, we’re going to fuck you from both ends until we bump uglies in the middle.” Equis snarled, lunging at her.

      Karnin spun and bolted for the stream. Behind her, the impacts of pounding feet closed the distance. Would they follow her in, risking a trip over the waterfall? 

      “I’m going to carve those titties off you for trophies!”

      Gods, they were right on her heels! Karnin twirled, dropped to her knees, and yanked up the spear, planting the blunt end into the ground. Equis—she guessed by the dangling tongue—had no time to evade. He twisted at the last second, but the tip sliced across his ribs. She dove sideways.

      Talvin reached for her, but Equis caught Talvin’s ankle. “You always fuck them first.”

      Both slammed into the ground, churning up grass and flowers in their tumble. Equis was down for the count, but Talvin clambered onto all fours.

      Karnin ran, clutching her chest. Every terrible bounce crushed the wind out of her lungs. Her foot hit the rocks edging the stream, and she jumped. Water closed over her head, tugging her along the current.

      She sputtered as she broke the surface.

      Where were they? Did they follow her in? 

      Glancing back at the meadow, she saw the hulking form standing on the rocks. Talvin raised a taloned hand and waved just before Karnin plunged over the second waterfall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          13 THE HUNT

        

      

    

    
      Durek

      

      Blind and injured, Durek trekked to the boundary of the trees and onto the grasslands. Navigating by scent and sound was tedious. He banged his shins on logs and rocks and tripped over unseen obstacles. 

      Still no trace of Agent Chayse. 

      Prodding the air with his tongue, he created a scent map to determine his bearings. The wind picked up with the heat of the light cycle, carrying with it distant regions: the brine of the bay, the forests, the meadowlands with wild flora and fauna, untainted by a filthy Terran.

      Durek tasted the crisp, clean gusts from farther distances—those he’d marked as mountains from his initial explorations. He parsed the fragrance of brittle plants, baked sands, and wind-scarred rocks. Instinct tugged him toward the drier, hotter climes of desert lands, akin to his homeworld, yet he knew Chayse would seek cooler areas with water. 

      Anything to put me off her trail. Predictable.

      He headed for the nearest source of water, a stream or a lake. The Hosts could not expect him to wander aimlessly, missing Chayse for however long the game would last. And yet the area was enormous, the geography diverse. Where were the boundaries? The circlet on his neck had yet to discourage his scouting.

      Other than him combating the native predators and his so-called reward, he’d made no progress. If the objective was to kill his enemy, why were The Hosts interfering or, rather, distracting him? Perhaps that was the purpose? To physically wear him down, to psychologically deplete his will? It would give Chayse a fighting chance when he found her.

      And what about her? What tasks had they given the defenseless Terran? Had she been rewarded as well? Durek had no answers, and yet he hunted. What else am I supposed to do? 

      The night rain began as he walked the rim of a ravine, delaying his search. He sheltered under a rocky outcrop, listening to the creek swell into a deluge. The pitiful, damp kindling he’d gathered for fire refused to ignite, no matter how many times he scraped his claws across one another for sparks. The wind constantly shifted directions, hurling frigid drops beneath his refuge. 

      Sleep was an illusion. 

      The sun’s rays were a long time coming, but when dawn finally brought its feeble warmth, Durek was out scouting again. He stopped to feed and relieve himself before continuing along the ravine. The terrain flattened, and he plodded near the stream, often pausing to taste the air, rebuilding his scent map. Animal chatter accompanied him, tree dwellers and the occasional bark from bush vermin. The trees grew sparse, the leaves supple and oversized. Trailing his fingers over the span of one, he estimated it was twice his arm length. 

      As his feet sank deeper into the thick mud, Durek trudged inland. Amid the fallen branches, he discovered the remnants of a camp. A flat rock had been used for grinding plants, still pungent with dried sap smeared into the crevices. Giant leaves had been used for covering, walling in one side of a toppled log. 

      Inside the cramped, dry space, he recoiled at the stench of unwashed Terran and taint of old blood. Had she been injured? 

      Bolstered by his find, the Kul Prime walked the boundary of Chayse’s camp. Rain obliterated much of her scent, but he crossed a narrow animal trail leading back to the stream. 

      Durek followed the path, the sound of a waterfall rumbling in the near distance. He found waxy aromatic resins on rocks around the plunge pool. Had she entered the pool? Perhaps bathed? That would be foolish, given her skills at blending into the environment. No, she’d stopped there, perhaps to rub plant oils on her skin, and then kept moving, but which way?

      “It would be prudent to check the other bank before moving downstream,” he grumbled.

      Durek paused to pry the pebble wedged under his toe-claw free before edging water. Wildflowers and meadow grasses wafted on the breeze. Squawks of protest drew his attention. He caught a whiff of spoiling food, along with odd spices.

      Avian screeches briefly countered the waterfall and then faded as he closed on the source of their fixation. He bumped into a flat, round construction and crouched to inspect his discovery. An upturned table, one leg broken. A soft cloth crumpled next to it. Pivoting, he smacked his knee against a toppled chair. Two more were nearby. Fruit and vegetables, just beginning to rot, and sour meat too long in the sun, clung to the grass.

      Another table, covered in a delicate cloth, stood five paces away. Angry scavengers pecked at his searching hands until he speared one with his tongue. Indignant squawks and flaps of wings told him the rest had fled for their lives.

      He pried the twitching creature off his tongue spear with a growl. “She gets a feast, and I get an under-aged youngling. How magnanimous.” 

      He patted trampled grass for more clues. An oily lubricant clung to his claws. Synth blood. He’d cut down enough Terran synthetics intent on protecting their biological charges to identify the smell. Much of the fluid stained the grass. 

      “She attacked the servitors? Or they attacked her?” 

      His claws brushed over a soft material, lighter than the tablecloth and more fragrant. Bringing it to his nose slits, Durek sniffed and flinched. It reeked of her. 

      He cast the garment on the ground and stood, certain he had learned the relevant information from the area. Agent Chayse had been prepared a meal, been given perfume and clothing. She had company, a synthetic servitor or companion. A scuffle interrupted their feast. And then what?

      Durek circled the tables until he found deep depressions in the grass. They were made by claw-tipped feet like his own. A predator. Not so companionable, it appears. With evidence of a trail, he picked up the pace. The grass revealed three sets of tracks: one ending in a section of plowed soil, possibly from an impact, and two continuing toward the stream. Chayse’s scent lingered in the shallower prints. 

      On palms and knees, he searched the disturbed earth. A puddle of lubricant collected at the bottom of a deep groove. They’d chased her, and she’d stopped one . . . How?

      He traced his fingers down the narrow furrow cut into the soil to a deep hole. Chayse had to have had a weapon, a staff, as suggested by the blunt, cylindrical hole at the end of the carved channel. 

      “She impaled it.” Durek tossed his horns with disbelief and rose. Her fallen attacker and the weapon had been removed, but there were still the other, heavier tracks.

      They ended at the stream then doubled back to the tables. Durek returned to the edge, flaring his nose slits, and listening to the water tumble over a new drop. 

      “She jumped.” 

      Durek hissed, contemplating the task of searching both banks below for a body. “Skaka.”
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      Karnin

      

      Her merciless SpecOps instructors had reveled in immersive simulations. Burying her alive under a mudslide, spacewalks in faulty spacesuits, submersion in arctic waters topped Karnin’s worst sim-death experiences. During Hell Week, instructors treated spirals—the unofficial name for soldiers expected to spiral out of the program—to a round of waterboarding. The eight-month training in GC Special Warfare had been brutal, but efficient, in preparing her for the insane conditions in which she and her squad would operate.

      And yet, Karnin found herself underprepared for the waterfall.

      Plunging over the drop, she tucked into a ball and wrapped her arms around her head. A moment of freefall, followed by an impact left her more disoriented than dazed. She tumbled through the pummeling water. 

      I’m going to die.

      She had seconds to reach the surface. Seconds before she involuntarily gasped for air and swallowed ice water. Her chances of survival plummeted once she did. There’d be no instructor stopping the clock, no one to rescue her this time.

      White hot pain burst into her right shoulder, shooting up her arm. Had she struck a rock? 

      She flailed amid the gray turbulence until her knees hit the sandy bottom.

      Karnin pushed hard off the sodden bed only to be caught by the powerful current. Rather than fighting it, she swam downstream, angling for the watery light. Her lungs burned, begging to release the stale air trapped in her chest. 

      At last, she thrashed above the surface, sputtering, gasping for air.

      A branch had fallen partway into the water—just before the rapids and what looked like another drop. Karnin snagged the bough with desperate strength. Despite the tingling and bone-searing ache on her right side, she manacled both arms around the wood.

      An icy crack reverberated from her injured shoulder, causing her to loosen her grip.

      “Aw, shit sticks!”

      Had it popped back into place? Hundreds of tiny needles tattooed her right arm, yet Karnin clutched for safety. 

      Slung across her chest, the damn carryall caught the current like a sail. White hot pain shot up her arm as she fought to keep from being swept away. She had to get to shore.

      Move your ass now.

      Arm over throbbing arm, Karnin pulled herself to the stream’s edge until she collapsed on the bank. Chill numbed her body. She couldn’t stay here. Hypothermia and exposure were death sentences in the wilds. She hadn’t escaped the patron’s feast and survived the falls just to lay down and die. 

      “Get up!” she ordered. “You’ll rest when you’re dead.”

      She stumbled to the tree line, shivering, dizzy, but kept moving. Fear drove her steps.

      Deeper into the forest, Karnin woke to her senses. She checked for injuries and found a patchwork of bloody scrapes and ugly bruising. Gingerly, she reached her right hand across her chest and touched the opposite shoulder. 

      “Oh, gods,” she groaned. “I’ll take severely strained over dislocation any day.” 

      She emptied the tattered bag. The firestarter and Rocky’s shell had made it, but she’d lost the shower amenities. Clean hair and smelling like vanilla were the least of her concerns.

      The bracelet had glinted around her wrist. The metal wasn’t even scratched. A small holographic rectangle projected over the back of her hand. The topography of the area and multiple water falls, the mountains, and the forest assembled in grayscale. A tiny triangle—her—blinked at the far corner of a section of the trees near the stream. 

      “Where is he?” As if in answer, a dotted line darted away from her and through the topography until it spanned the water. It connected to a yellow blip, which moved ghostlike, there one second, gone the next, and back again. 

      Karnin’s heart dropped. “Fuck nuggets!”

      Not only had the Kul Prime crossed to her side of the stream, but he was also headed in her direction.
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      Durek

      At most, Chayse had half a light cycle’s head start on him, providing that she survived the waterfall. With the coming night rain, chances of finding her dwindled. He needed to keep on her trail while he had it.

      He clawed down the side of the cliff, testing each rock and root before lowering his weight onto them. His confidence in reaching the plunge pool swelled until the rock face crumbled under his claws, sending him tumbling into the deluge. 

      Durek woke sometime later, disoriented. He lay on his back in mud, his legs submerged in the frigid water. The right side of his head throbbed, although he couldn’t remember hitting it. He couldn’t recall much of anything after his plummet. 

      “I am alive. The Fire Deities have not abandoned me.”

      Durek took stock of his body. Other than his head, the rest of him felt stiff and bruised, but nothing was broken. It took several attempts for him to gain his feet. He sprawled, dizzy, waiting until nausea passed. 

      How long have I been out? Lacking sight, he could not tell if the sun had set or if he was in the shade under the trees. It would be difficult to assess the time without the sun’s heat as a gauge. 

      Remembering his hunt, Durek rolled to his knees and swayed for several heartbeats before vomiting water from his lungs. Once he’d emptied his stomach, he sank to the ground. His head pounded. This weakness is unacceptable.

      “Rest a few ni-unneqs.” The thought made him chuckle, which made his head hurt worse. “I’ve already slept.” 

      Durek forced himself to drink slow sips. After a few more ni-unneqs, he clambered to his feet and remained upright. The water stayed down. 

      Focus on the scents. Let them ground you. 

      He lowered his tongue to his chest, using it to map his surroundings and the area beyond. 

      Trees, plants, animals—same as what he’d previously cataloged. He filed away the known quantities and sifted for the new elements. There was a lake nearby and freshwater creatures in it. Beyond that, he noted a hint of sulfur and suspected thermal activity in the region. The thought of hot springs tempted him. 

      My reward. Once I’m done with the game. He reeled his tongue into his mouth.

      The stream was his only lead to finding Agent Chayse. If she were dead, wouldn’t The Hosts inform him? How would he know when the game was over? The Hosts had not been forthcoming with their information. In fact, aside from his reward, they had been remarkably quiet.

      Durek followed the river. Insect chatter erupted from the pungent vegetation along the bank. As quickly as it started, the bushes fell silent. The next time it happened, he cocked his head, hoping to pinpoint the source. 

      Chig-chig. 

      Having put more distance between himself and the falls, he could better discern if the sounds came fore and aft of his position. From farther back in the tree line. Was there a nest nearby? He kept to the bank, preferring not to disturb anything that could give away his presence.

      Something popped under his foot. A floral fragrance wafted up from the mud. He bent and patted the ground. His claws ticked on a hard container leaking fluid. It carried the same sickly-sweet stench he’d smelled on the clothing Agent Chayse had worn. Had worn and removed. That confused him. What manner of Terran idiocy would have her discard a garment, her only protection from the environment? 

      Maybe he would ask her, just before he killed her. 

      He splashed into the water, searching what proved to be an inlet and soon found another bottle. This one still had the cap on it. He unscrewed it, dipped a claw into the spout, and sniffed the fluid. “Eh—that burns! Such awful, vile sewage! How can they stand this stuff?” 

      Durek rinsed his finger and tossed the offending bottle toward the trees. Chig-chig. He paused, alert. It was closer, likely disturbed by his foolish discarding of the container. He’d have to be more thoughtful. 

      A while later, he stopped, palms skimming along the length of a toppled tree. There . . . His heart rate ticked up. He had to be sure. 

      Though smaller than its towering relatives, the trunk cut partway into the watercourse, causing the torrent to spill over one end, washing scents away. Durek climbed the trunk and sampled the air again, seeking another sign. 

      Scents mingled; the pungent smothered the weak, baffling him. He cleared his airways, focused, and began again.

      The trees smelled like the same species the snake had bashed him against. He dismissed the coincidence, doubting the stream had circled back to his domain. The arena was forested with a variety of trees, primarily the gargantuans. He’d found them everywhere. 

      Still, he’d caught a trace, faint but definitely there. 

      I’m right on top of it!

      Durek slid off the tree and sank into the muddy bank. Turning toward the woods, he ignored the burst of insect chatter. Predatory instincts howling, he charged after the blood trail. 

      “Got you.”
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      Karnin

      

      I’d rather be exhausted than dead. Karnin refused to slacken her pace, especially with the Kul Prime on her side of the stream.

      She had to stay ahead of him, which meant obsessively checking his location. Lifting her arm, the bracelet projected a map over the back of her hand. 

      Her cylink would have created a mini battle theater inside her head, parsing intel-satellite feeds to plot real-time topographic maps complete with friend and foe activity. Her combat suit’s onboard medical suite would have already configured support for her injured shoulder.

      Too bad. Suck it up and move. 

      The distance between the Kul Prime’s blip and her tiny triangle had expanded. He’d turned away from her direction, appearing to have stopped just short of the open plains below the mountains. What was he doing? Did it matter? As long as he wasn’t headed straight for her, she’d take the reprieve.

      Karnin collapsed against a boulder, catching her breath. Sweat trickled down her scraped skin. Hot needles jabbed her shoulder. The pain had leveled to a steady five now. Manageable, though she’d have to be careful not to strain it. Having lost her stylish plant shoes, her feet smarted from stepping on the rocks and sticks. 

      The trees grew scarce. She climbed to the ridge for a better view. Mountains drizzled with snow vaulted in the background. Beneath them, purple foothills folded into a valley of meadows and lush plains dotted with oxbow lakes. Tributaries fed an enormous lake rimmed in rocky bluffs, sandy shores, and trees. 

      “It’ll be harder to track me in the creek.” She plotted her path down a ridge toward the nearest stream. A gust blasted her with an eye-watering smell of decay. 

      Inspired, she followed the stench behind a fallen log. Insects feasted on the large carcass of a quadruped. Gray eyes stared at the sky from the end of its long snout. Slashes along its neck and shoulder suggested it had fallen prey to another predator. 

      Karnin glanced around, wary. No sign of company in the tree line or bushes. She turned her gaze back to the dead beast, eyeing the dark puddles of blood. 

      “That should do it,” she grumbled, wrinkling her nose.

      Checking her surroundings once more, she approached the dead beast. From the bushes nearby came a chorus of chig-chig, yet nothing moved in the vegetation. 

      Better make this quick.

      Fighting her gag reflex, Karnin knelt. Don’t think about it. Hurry up. With a mental boost from her inner drill instructor, she pressed her hand in the blood. It was cold, growing tacky. Biting her lip, Karnin wiped the fluid on her shoulder. 

      Chig. Chig-chig. 

      It sounded closer. Perhaps on the other side of the animal.

      Karnin rubbed more blood on her other shoulder and then on her hair. Once she wore a fair amount of coverage, she stood. The grass next to the animal twitched. 

      Chig-chig. 

      A copper bug about the size of her thumb scuttled into the snout. The first was followed by four more. Then dozens scampered into the beast’s ear. Chig. Wet, drilling noises issued from inside the head. Moments later, the bulbous skull collapsed in on itself. 

      “That’ll give me nightmares.”

      Backing away, Karnin turned and scraped her knee against the tree. Blood oozed from the tiny slices.

      Gods dammit! 

      She had no time for scolding herself as a chittering serenade erupted from the bushes. Hundreds of the insects received the dinner invitation. Copper bodies swarmed over the fallen tree and onto the carcass, covering it before tunneling into the meat. 

      “Gross!”

      Karnin spun and ran for the closest stream.
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      Durek

      Durek veered off Chayse’s trail to feed once and then resumed his pursuit. She had left abundant signs for him to follow, practically sketching a map for him on the landscape. 

      A foolish Terran is a dead Terran. 

      He climbed a ridge and took in a new scent map. In the far distance were mountains, now familiar anchoring points. There were fresh bodies of water in expansive plains. The wind swept up from a wide expanse, a valley, carrying with it the taint of death. Something had died nearby.

      It did not reek like dead Terran, a fragrance he knew well, having killed so many of them. Rather, he recognized the heady musk and feces of an animal, one that consumed vegetation. Somewhere near it, he smelled her.

      Wounded yet alive. Not for long.

      Agent Chayse’s scent led to a downed tree. Durek investigated, scraping a claw over the bark, then the sticky grass and sniffed. Residual traces of slaughter made his eyes water, but no carcass had been left behind. 

      “The body could have been dragged away.” Or a winged scavenger may have swooped down and carried off the kill. Lords of Fire, the same might have happened to Chayse. 

      Chig-chig. There it was again, that obnoxious noise he could not identify.

      Trusting his instincts, he followed the hints of animal blood down the other side of the ridge. He whiffed something else mixed with the stench of death and flashed his fangs. “Clever little Terran, but you’ll have to do better than that to fool me.”   

      Durek doubted Agent Chayse’s sanity—all but advertising her trail with the dead creature’s blood. It failed to mask her sweat, right up until he reached the first stream. He sniffed the rocks and grass where she’d washed off. Why expose herself? To do so would make her pale skin stand out in his line of sight. Providing he had sight, but she didn’t know that.     

      He edged the sandy bank, noting scents. Nothing. The opposite side offered no clues either, affirming his suspicion. “She’ll walk the center of the stream to eliminate tracks, but that will still put her out in the open.” 

      Which way, upstream or down?     

      The watercourse was shallow, no deeper than his knees in parts. It was a risky gamble to move where she could easily be spotted, unless he’d missed something. Though he’d never admit it, Chayse was clever, strategic. Otherwise, I would have killed her long ago. The further he trudged downstream, the more his gut confirmed he’d made an error.

      Though it soured his stomach, Durek tried to think like the Terran operative. Chayse would not choose to wade in the middle of the stream unless she had cover. His toe-claws squished through the mud, upstream. Blood for mud. Chayse had traded one camouflage for another. By cloaking herself in layers of wet muck, she could throw him off the scent.

      “For a time,” he grumbled. 

      Movement, like scent, would draw his attention. The risks would be too high. Then where would she leave the creek? 

      “You are wily, but I am persistent. Keep running, Terran. While you can.”

      The stream rounded a bend, and he corrected his drift back to the center. There were no rapids, just the persistent babble of the slow current eddying rocks and roots. He dipped his tongue to the air for a better reading. Trees, the musty carpet of dead leaves, and woodland creatures. His horns brushed the feathery limbs stretching overhead, shading him from the sun. He did not appreciate the loss of heat. 

      The scent picture of wind-scraped boulders and dry brush flared across his mind. She would not seek the rocks. Chayse wouldn’t give him that advantage. If she remained in the watercourse, which chilled his legs, it would chill hers as well. She could not travel in the icy flow for long. 

      Perhaps thinking her camouflage adequate and that she had lost him, Chayse might seek the shelter of the forest. There is no shelter that will conceal you from me, Terran. I am your death. Durek tripped on a root, but then caught himself on a low-hanging vine, cursing his eyes for their weakness.

      I should gouge them from my skull.

      Taking several deep breaths, he righted himself and let his tongue gauge the terrain. Nothing. Again.

      A gust unveiled the panorama for him, sketching in a new scent map. Animal scat. Quite a bit of it nearby, suggesting a grazing herd. Spray on trees, the bull males marking territory, attracting females. Tree creatures—he could smell them in their burrows. This was a fertile hunting ground indeed. 

      Chig. Chig-chig, chig-chig.

      “The infernal creatures are everywhere.” He resisted the urge to throw sparks into the foliage. 

      A short while later, his tenacity was rewarded. Beneath a symphony of fragrances, he lifted faint signs of Terran. Agent Chayse had entered the forest nearby. 

      Emboldened, Durek moved as fast as he dared, accompanied by the random bursts of those irritating insects. Chig-chig. The sound rankled his scutes. He flicked his index claw over his thumb claw, eliciting the occasional spark. Birthed from brimstone and flame, his people had no trouble starting fires. 

      Chig.

      Sucking in a breath, he parsed Agent Chayse’s perspiration. Was that a drop of blood? He hissed his satisfaction. She was near and had over-exerted herself. Possibly within a single karneq of his reach. 

      Did she realize how close he was?

      All at once, hundreds of chig, chigs erupted near his feet. Tiny bodies peppered his legs, every one of them scrabbling up his armored calves, his thighs. Then he felt the vibrations of teeth drilling into his scutes. 

      “Skaka.” 

      Durek scraped the middle claws over his thumbs. Sparks flew.
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      Karnin

      “Shit!” She wrinkled her nose at the smell of smoke. Which direction was it coming from? 

      Karnin jumped as bird-things screeched and took flight over the glen. Their winged forms clogged the sky, arrowing away from her position.

      “The birds will fly away from fire. Follow them.”

      The air had already thickened. The flames were moving fast, fanned by intermittent gusts, picking up the pace. 

      With a sprained shoulder, lack of food, and dehydration chipping away at her stamina, Karnin knew she wasn’t making enough distance. The trees closed in on her, the vegetation and vines growing dense. Swaths of teal sky above the canopies shrank to mere glimpses between the branches. 

      She had to find water, a stream, a lake. Something to cut the fire off. The bird’s fading caws had her picking up the pace. She was losing them.

      The first hexapod burst from behind the tree on her right. Its frills lay flat against its coral-colored body as it shot across her path. It bolted ahead and disappeared into the trees. Two animals that resembled lavender foxes charged past her on either side. 

      “This isn’t good.”

      Five creatures with emerald feathery tails darted by. Karnin labeled them squirrels for their resemblance to the Terran creature.

      Vibrations shook the ground. Subtle at first, then a rumbling grew until leaves shimmied as if shaken by an angry giant. Pounding drums came next. Rolling between the trees, through the clearings. Still more panicked creatures blew past her. 

      The drums built into thunder. Oh, fuck me. Karnin ran.

      An avalanche of critters, large and small, of hide and scale, furred and feathered in hues too numerous to count blurred over and past her. Karnin ducked under muddy hooves, claws, and grippers as they sprang away. Scrambling for the nearest tree, she pressed her back against it. Burned or trampled? Death offers me no savory options today.

      She waited the stampede out. Finally, as the animals trickled away, Karnin pushed to her feet, coughing on smoke and dust.

      Cold drops of evening rain began to filter through the canopies. 

      “Thank the gods! Not a moment too soon.” 

      Heart hammering, she followed the trampled path out of the forest and onto rocky plains. The plains ringed an ancient impact crater roughly forty meters in diameter. A strange buzzing countered by the braying of terrified animals rose from the pit. “Poor things. How many fell in?”

      She slowed her pace.

      Rimming the crater were clusters of helical trees; their sapphire tendrils twitched in agitation. An unfortunate deer-beast shuddered its last breath beneath the tree closest to her.

      The dead deer-thing was not alone. Dozens of bones, now shattered into shards from hundreds of impacts, scattered around the base. Patches of dried flesh, tattered fur, and decayed skins formed layers of mulch, shot through with thin roots. 

      Karnin wiped the raindrops from her face, puzzling over the scene. The deer-thing made sense. It had been trampled to death in the stampede, but what about the older bones? Only killing fields displayed such a trove.

      Two straggler foxes bounded past her. She jumped at the sound of multiple whip-cracks. A feathery tendril had snapped out from the mass of coiled branches and snatched one creature mid-leap. The tree popped the other animal—another lavender fox—sending it airborne. 

      Buzzing from the pit was amplified with the new offering. What the hell was down there? Before she could investigate, the captured fox was deposited, neck broken, onto the mulch beside the deer. 

      Both a defense and feeding mechanism in one adaptation. 

      She gave the tree a wide berth and plodded to the edge of the crater. Most animals had raced around the giant depression. Those that fell into the pit would never climb out again. 

      Karnin blew out a breath of appreciation.

      Like giant ant hills, three cones of hardened indigo clay protruded from the crater’s bottom. Instead of ants crawling from their apexes, tall stalks whipped over the mounds. The stocks had a spiky, semi-translucent polyp atop them that bobbed in the air.

      And in each gelatinous pod, an animal thrashed inside as its body bubbled, slowly being eaten by the liquid inside the polyps. 

      Gods, this world is a damn horror show. 

      The pods swung back over the peaks and burped their dissolving prey into an open maw, complete with snapping teeth. The last hexapod disappeared in a bloody burble. Depositing their prey, the stalks withdrew inside the cones, sucking their polyps in after them. 

      As the rain fell, Karnin turned for the shelter of the forest, a plan already forming in her mind.
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      Durek

      

      His daughter came to him in a dream, tugging off her medkit as she knelt beside him. Elkartira was older, grown into a tall, young female whose beauty eclipsed her mother’s, and that was no small feat. Lady Chal of Clan Terik had never suffered a shortage of admirers. Before, during, and after their marital bonds, he thought wryly.

      Elkartira checked him for injury and then held out two small tablets in her slender hand. They were treats she used to feed the family pet. “You need to keep your strength up, Father. Otherwise, Mother wins.”

      “What does Chal win?”

      Her giggling hiss pitied him. “Me, of course.”

      He startled awake, blinking to find his vision offered endless vistas of gray clouds. Still blind. It had been a vain hope that his gods would heal his eyes.

      With a grumble from his empty stomach, Durek gained his feet, patting his body. Even without Elkartira’s medkit accessing his injury, he felt the dermal abrasions and remembered tiny gnawing teeth between the scutes. He’d sparked a fire, but the damned beetle-like creatures had persisted. 

      In desperation, he had bolted for the nearest water source, a deep creek below the ridge. Durek had submerged himself, claws scraping off the burrowers. He’d waited them out, his lung capacity proving greater than theirs. 

      Bless the Flame Deities that they were not amphibians. 

      Once he’d plucked the last creature from his body, Durek had hauled himself onto the opposite bank and collapsed into a healing slumber. Awareness had returned in the throbbing of tender ribs, the lingering effects of the giant serpent. With a thrust of his tongue, he’d mapped the path of fire. Much of the forest remained untouched, as the night rain had snuffed it out. 

      Fatigue clung to him like unshed scutes, another reminder of his age. Healing took much longer; sleep was never sound. In his present state, sightless, injured, Chayse could best him. 

      That thought died in a hiss of laughter. Impossible. It took more than cracked ribs and abrading his armor to stop him. Now dismembering his arm, on the other claw—that had been something. He shuddered at the memory. 

      At least in the game, she does not have her cursed sun blade. 

      The boggy scent of a lake filtered into his senses. Fresh water, vast in size. The wind swept the surface, fluting over tall reeds. He tasted fish and fowl, but no trace of Terran in the air.

      Turning away, Durek climbed a series of rocky hills to the tree line. Deep in the forest, he discovered his tree with the wooden den high up in the canopies. Had he somehow become turned around? 

      Skaka. Rather than backtracking, he pushed forward.

      A short while later, Durek discovered numerous sets of tracks. Fear scent lingered in their depressions. The animals had fled together.

      The wind kicked up, perking his nostril slits. Dried blood. Terran sweat in the grass. Agent Chayse has been here. Adrenaline surging, Durek continued at a brisk pace. Her trail backtracked then crossed itself several times. He pursued these misdirections to their ends. Had she become confused or was she merely avoiding the animals? 

      Persistence paid off. He found a patch of dried urine covered with leaves. Then, strands of hair on a branch. I’m coming for you, Terran.

      Durek broke from the forest and stumbled down a shallow incline. Mere unneqs ago, she’d hiked past these very rocks. Tongue dangling to the center of his chest, he parsed her trail. Trampled grass, a half-chewed stalk. Most potent of all was the fresh drops of blood. 

      Chayse was still wounded. 

      The scent of fields, trees, clay, and the taint of death breezed over him. The reek of bleeding Terran mingled with the tracks of animals. He was close, so close.

      It’s getting stronger.

      Twigs cracked beneath his feet, ripe with decay and Chayse’s scent. He knelt, fingers tracing hard knobs and patches of rotting meat. Bones. This is a predator’s feeding ground.

      He scratched the base of his left temple horn. As he shifted to rise, Durek brushed a crumpled leaf. It was damp, infused with her sweat. Recently discarded. 

      “Where are you hiding, Terran?”

      Durek stood, sliding the tip of his tongue out as a gauge. To his left, leaves and branches rustled, his only warning. 

      A whip-crack against his lower back sent him sprawling forward. 

      He spilled down a steep slope in a dizzying roll. His tumble ended with him careening into a hard mound. 

      A ni-unneq later, vibrations shook the clay beneath him.
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      Karnin

      

      “Time to die, you bastard.” Karnin emerged from her cover. 

      She perched herself between two boulders rimming the impact crater for a better view. Already the buzz from the conical hives began. One after another, gray gelatinous polyps heaved themselves out of the pinnacle opening until all six bobbed on the ends of their stalks. 

      The plan had been simple: Lure Durek into the pit and let the pod creatures eat him. 

      Unfortunately, Durek hadn’t died in the forest fire—the Nisroc species had proven remarkably flame resistant. Damn them!

      If he had died, the game would be over. Unless The Hosts never meant for either of them to win. It wouldn’t surprise her. 

      All that matters is he dies before I do. 

      Tracking his every move on her holomap, Karnin had snuck within fifty meters upwind of his location, ensuring he would easily catch her scent. She left a trail even the nose-blind could follow. Cutting her arm with Rocky’s shell, she’d bumped into trees, dripped blood over prickly bushes, and brushed a boulder. On a whim, she’d relieved herself and covered it over with leaves, knowing he’d smell it. 

      She had left multiple tracks, all leading him toward the crater. 

      As Durek closed their distance, Karnin had picked up the pace. A branch snagged her hair, and she yanked out a few strands.

      Once Durek arrived at the pit, he had to fall into it like the stampeding animals. For that, she recruited the coil tree. Karnin had balled her sweaty leaf poncho, having acquired another in reserve, and hurled it beneath the agitated tendrils. Right where the Kul Prime would stand. 

      As a contingency, she’d thrown her battered carryall in the pit as close to the hive cones as possible. Sensing prey, the crater creatures had investigated but found nothing of interest and so burrowed back inside their clay palaces. Durek would follow her path to the crater’s edge, scenting her sweaty poncho, and spot her bag at the bottom. Either way, the tree would strike, and he would end up in the pit.

      And he had, just as she’d hoped. 

      Her pulse pounded as Durek shook his head, tossing his horns, angry and confused. A culmination of years, of lost and ruined lives, had been reduced to this trap. Those hard-fought battles, the physical and emotional pain. The Impaler would finally pay. 

      The Kul Prime stumbled to his feet narrowly avoiding the deadly polyps. Tethered to the creatures within the cones, they swung about the crater, each passing a little closer to the prey inside their domain. Won’t be long now.

      Durek cocked his head, listening. Odd given the threat whisked mere meters before his eyes. A moment later, he slashed the air, missing the nearest bulb by an arm length. 

      Still dazed, asshole? It would only take one of those acid-filled blisters to capture him, then whatever remained would be vomited into the cone monster’s maw. 

      “My fairy-tale ending,” she breathed.

      Although . . . 

      His death would be over much too quickly. She wanted to watch him suffer. Deliberately. Over weeks. Another part of her just wanted him gone. She could finally live free of his shadow. 

      What that might look like, Karnin didn’t know. Thirteen years—too many damn years—led up to this moment. Maybe this time she’d get it right. She could move on, start over. Possibilities might have meaning again. 

      Durek erupted into hissing. His next swing sliced a gelatinous pod along the bottom, causing it to jump away, hemorrhaging jets of gray fluid. The buzzing grew frenetic inside the cones. Polyps burst out the other two pods, covered in barbs. They jabbed their sharp stingers at him but were rebuffed by near-impervious dermal armor. 

      He’s getting sloppy, though. 

      The Kul Prime swiped recklessly, off balance. Bulbous bodies darted right past him. He tripped on a stone but caught himself against the cone. 

      Okay, there’s sloppy and then there’s drunk-off-your-ass clumsy. That wasn’t like him. 

      Karnin leaned forward, teeth clenched. Durek twisted around and severed a pod from its root. It hit the ground and burst open, liquid gushing around Durek’s clawed toes. He nimbly hopped away from the sizzling fluid, unharmed. 

      “Kill him already!” 

      Three polyps dove for him. Karnin held her breath as they smashed into the hive seconds behind him. Durek rolled clear, coming up slashing. More pods burst. Luckily, more were ready to take their place. 

      Two drones zipped over her head, veering apart to round the opposite rims of the crater before hurtling up into the sky. They positioned themselves directly over the battle. 

      “Make sure you get the best angles, boys.” 

      The bottom section of the drones swiveled their protruding cameras around to face her. No, those aren’t cameras. Karnin reeled back between the rocks, but it was too late. Pulses of red shot straight at her. 

      “Oh, hell—” was all she managed before the outcrop beneath her feet exploded, plunging her along with half the slope into the crater.
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      Durek

      

      Flattening himself against the ground, Durek jammed his palms over his ear canals. He couldn’t afford to lose another sense. The thick dermal armor on his back shielded him from the worst of the shrapnel, though tiny shards embedded into the grooves between his scutes.

      What had caused the explosion?

      Once the debris settled, Durek climbed to his feet, swaying as vertigo toyed with his balance. His ears rang for several heartbeats. The world slowly trickled back along with its telltale scents. Dust choked the air, but through the thick of it, he parsed a coppery whiff of Terran blood.

      A moan confirmed his suspicion. Chayse was close, a few paces behind him. 

      Inside the pit. 

      “Agent Chayse.” Durek hissed, a low staccato he’d perfected for terrorizing his prey. “Did you manage to blow yourself up?” 

      It would be unwise to answer him. She also might not be conscious. He prodded the air with his tongue, pulse kicking at the savory trace of her fear. Not dead then.

      Injured.

      She was weak prey, easily dispatched. At long last, he would sate his vengeance. He listened for the creatures. Nothing. The detonation may have frightened them back into their burrows or possibly killed them. 

      Either worked. Chayse was within his grasp. 

      Durek pivoted towards her groan of pain. My victory is at hand. The scrabbling along the ground informed him she had recovered and was trying to get away. Rasps betrayed her pathetic attempt at escape. 

      “You are wounded,” he said. “And slow.”

      She dragged herself faster—several paces to his left. So close now. Curse his broken sight. It would have warmed his soul to watch her terror, her struggle at the end. Watch the life drain from her cunning eyes. 

      “Without your witch suit, you are nothing.” He taunted, elongating his claws. “I will enjoy making you suffer.”

      A rock glanced off the side of his right temple. He shook his head, hissing approval. Agent Chayse was a fighter. She scooted faster, evading, but it was too late. “No crass words to say in your last ni-unneqs?”

      “Blow it”—she puffed— “out your scaly ass.” 

      Durek flashed his fangs. “That’s better.” He was steps away from snatching her off the dirt and crushing her skull between his hands. “Your blood will run like wine through my—”

      Something plowed into his knees. He toppled over, landing hard. Molten fury stabbed through his ribs right where the snake had cracked his armor, reigniting the old injuries and pain.

      Chayse was on him before he finished sucking in an agony-laced breath, slamming the side of his head into the dirt. A sharp stick stabbed into the base of his throat. 

      “Die, you sonuvabitch!” she screamed. 

      If not for the pebbled hide guarding his windpipe, her weapon would have penetrated. Perhaps realizing her failure, she withdrew only to drop on him again. But this time, Durek brought his arm up and flung her off. 

      “Not nearly as wounded as you pretended.” He rubbed his throat, swallowing hard. “Deceptive cow.”

      “You’re winded. And slow.” She panted. “Stupid too. It was a trap, dumbass.” 

      Clutching his side, Durek staggered to his feet. “You lured me here. Knocked me into the pit with these creatures.” He lumbered for the sound of her wheezing. “So cunning, and yet you’re in this trap as well.”

      “Not my doing.” 

      The ground shook. Durek lowered his center of gravity, alert as he pursued his hated enemy. She’d stopped moving, her loud respirations silenced. It wouldn’t help. He had already scented her filthy blood. 

      Two slashes of wind flew on either side of his head. Instinctively, he crouched in anticipation of more strikes. 

      “Gods dammit!” Chayse cried. 

      Agent Chayse’s shrieks rose through the air, swinging away from him. 

      “What is it?” Fool. He cursed himself inwardly for the question. Something had her—what else but the very monsters she wanted to destroy him. She was done. He should be elated.

      Except…

      Whatever these creatures were, they were going to steal his kill. If they could know such a thing. No, they were defending their territory, capturing food. These monsters hadn’t fought vi-unneqs against her, hadn’t bled from her wounds. They hadn’t stood in the Emperor’s Court, humiliated for being unable to kill her, thus bringing dishonor to his people. These creatures hadn’t lost an entire limb—his sword-wielding arm no less—to Chayse! 

      And they certainly hadn’t earned her death. Durek launched skyward, sailing airborne for the span of a heartbeat, claws unsheathed. She is mine to bleed. Mine to kill.

      Mine. 

      He’d placed her by scent and struggle—coppery fear beneath angry screeches. Then he was upon it—a gelatinous mass covered in thick, spiny tubes. It billowed with his collision and collapsed against its burrow under his weight. Nearby, the thud of a body hitting the ground and a curse told him it had released Chayse. 

      Durek tore into its fluidic bulk, slashing through squirming appendages. Acid bubbled over his armor, searing the pebbled groves between his scutes. Hissing, Durek hacked and sliced his way to the conical structures in the pit, ready to carve his attackers from their den.

      A low, subterranean groan vibrated from deep within the clay. On its heels, a steady rumbling followed. Were there multiple creatures? Or one giant organism linked beneath the surface? The sound amplified, reverberating his senses. He could no longer hear Chayse’s panting or weak attempts at scrabbling away.

      Not that it mattered as the ground erupted beneath him.
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      Karnin

      Gods, that was close!

      The Kul Prime had slammed hard onto the incline, a hand’s breadth from crushing her. He shoved himself onto his palms, arms quivering with strain, but then crashed onto his chest. 

      She had balled reflexively when the cones exploded, hurling Durek at her like a giant lava plug ejected from a volcano. Karnin uncurled and tried to push distance between them, but her calves felt like bloody pin cushions. 

      “Again, I ask what is it?” the Kul Prime demanded.

      Peeking over her shoulder, Karnin glimpsed the monstrosity that had burst from the bottom of the pit. Three spiny mouths snapped above a jumble of what looked like a slimy nerve cluster, a brain.

      “Angry. Other than that, you don’t want to know.” She edged away from the monster next to her.

      “We will die here.” 

      If that were a threat, he did not raise a claw to her. Instead, he pressed his forehead against the incline, blasting the dirt with ragged breaths.

      “You’ll die here. I’m crawling out,” she said, shoving herself a couple of centimeters higher, then collapsed. Several spines pierced her calves.

      She rolled and plucked them out. Shit-shit-shit! Heaping injury on top of injury, her shoulder throbbed. 

      The Impaler forced himself to knuckles and knees. “I smell fresh blood.”

      “Try not to cackle with glee.” Karnin rolled out of slashing reach, biting back a shriek of pain. 

      “More insipid Terran jokes,” he grumbled. “Have we been spotted?”

      Karnin glanced over her shoulder. The tips of fresh barbs pushed through the creature’s gelatinous pods. 

      “No.” She grunted. “They’re reloading.”

      The slope erupted above their heads, kicking rocks and clumps of dirt down at them. She and Durek ducked. When Karnin opened her eyes, dozens of thin spikes had barely missed them.

      “They’ll fix their aim on the next round,” Karnin warned. 

      As if by some alien-guidance system, the closest creature swung back and forth, searching for its prey. The other two spat a line of spikes at across the pit. Covering their bases. 

      “Given their velocity and target accuracy,” Karnin mused, “I bet those spines will pierce even your armor.”

      “Doubtful.”

      A pulse shimmied through the crater. What the hell now? Karnin hugged the slope, having guesstimated the trajectory of the next onslaught. If she were lucky, the Kul Prime would have no warning. 

      Durek cocked his head away from her, listening. 

      Dammit. 

      Another pulse jittered outward from the monster, traveling up the slope beneath them. 

      “Vibrational communication,” he mused. 

      As though proving his point, the polyps shivered on the ends of their stalks. They swiveled around, teeth-like stakes poised as they corrected their aim—up a hair, down a smidgen. Shifting, again, nearly level with Karnin and the Kul Prime. 

      “They’re going to fire,” she breathed. 

      “Rock. Twice as large as my hand.”

      “What?”

      “Locate it now.” 

      “Why can’t you?”

      “Now!” he snapped.

      Karnin jumped, irritated but already scanning the slope. He hadn’t used the lull to kill her, and his tone suggested he had a plan. Since she didn’t, she’d chanced cooperation. 

      “A meter right, then up a quarter qarneq. It’s practically a boulder.” She smiled. “Like your head.”

      As Durek moved, the creatures made minute corrections that followed him. Over, over, up, their target never stilled for them to lock on his position. The Kul Prime seized the stone, twisted, and tossed it into the middle of the pit. A forest of needles sprang up around the rock. 

      Durek was a clever demon, she’d give him that. The stone disrupted the plant’s tracking system. Karnin’s blood frosted as new tips protruded from their bodies. “Damn, they’re reloading again.”

      “Then I shall speak quickly.” Durek turned milky gray orbs her direction. “Be my eyes.”

      He was blind? That explained his slow reactions, his stumbling around. His asking for a rock. Even still, Karnin knew her ears must have heard him wrong. 

      “You are proposing a truce?”

      He hissed. “Decide now, or we die.”

      Some chance was better than no chance. “Kill each other later it is.” 

      She breathed in relief as the creatures sprayed spines away from them, distracted by the rocks tumbling down. 

      Durek sidled closer, large claws searching for her. “Give me your hand, Terran. Now.”

      Ignoring her survival instinct, Karnin reached for his hand. “Here.”

      The Kul Prime snatched her wrist and rammed a shoulder under hers. “Climb onto me.” 

      Karnin grimaced but obeyed. She could barely wrap her legs around his tapered waist. Should have done stretches. Powerful forearms clutched her thighs with crushing force. Agony flared up her legs. “Gods,” she ground out, “buy me a drink first.” 

      “I did. You threw it at me.”

      Another tremor rippled the earth, sending debris skittering down onto them. 

      “Angle right,” Karnin said, gulping at the spiral trees slashing out at perceived threats. “It’s the only clear path between the trees.”

      A grunt, his thoughtful acknowledgment. The Impaler scrambled up the slope, slipping twice, and lunged out of the pit just as the creatures unleashed their barrage. Peering behind them, Karnin watched the trees coil tight before snapping their whips out towards the crater. It took most of the projectiles; the rest fell short. 

      Durek stumbled. Karnin braced, bruising her sternum against his granite-like back as he balanced them in a single lope. 

      “Giant tree root ahead,” she cried, giving his sides a squeeze. “Right!”

      Durek clipped the jutting root with his shoulder. “Ample warning next time.”

      “React faster.” She groaned, trying to scale higher on his back for a better view. Chafing was becoming an issue. “Right! As in now. Now, ow—!”

      Durek veered right, skinning her thigh on the side of a rock.

      “Bastard.” 

      Grasslands stretched ahead of them, barred only by a giant sentinel that had fallen across the meadow. Beyond that, the violet woods and the mauve mountains with their leftover patches of snow arced into the sky. 

      The Kul Prime’s misstep snapped her focus back to her task as Seeing-Eye Dog. He righted them and plodded onward, his powerful body a hot engine eating up the distance.

      “Slow down. There’s a toppled tree eight meters directly in our path. The forest is beyond that.”

      Durek complied. “Can we go around it?”

      “Yes. Veer left, eleven paces.”

      He did, nearly knocking her off his back with his abrupt shift. “Careful!”

      “Are we being pursued?”

      Karnin glanced over her shoulder. Nothing crawled from the pit after them. “No. Another ten strides left.” 

      Once they rounded the tree, she relaxed a little. “You can slow down now.” Now that he’d nearly wrenched her thighs and arms from their sockets. 

      He squeezed her legs. “No.”

      “Ow. Why? I said we aren’t—”

      “I am done chasing you around the arena.” 

      “Then where are we going?” Karnin demanded. 

      He growled. “Where you won’t get away.”
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      Durek

      

      Rain trickled down through the canopies as Durek stood before his tree shelter. A groan rumbled low in his chest. The Terran leech would likely fall off his back during the climb. Already, her weight sagged lower on his hips, exhaustion and injuries taking their toll. He had not carried Agent Chayse from the pit and through the forest just to drop her. 

      No, that would be too gentle a death. 

      Durek envisioned his enemy’s slow, torturous end. He would kill Chayse at his leisure, savoring her agony like rare ale, carving the life from her one chunk at a time. Right after he cut her tongue out, of course. Why suffer through her screams and begging? 

      “Going up?” Chayse breathed.

      She leaned backward, presumably taking in the height of the trunk. From what he remembered; it was endless. 

      Earlier, when Chayse had navigated him into every random obstacle in the woods, her piercing caws had reverberated like spiked clubs through his sensitive ears.

      Now, however, the feeble utterance denoted her state. Anemic. Frail. 

      Good. 

      Durek pressed his horns against the trunk, steadying himself for the arduous task of scaling the tree. She wasn’t the only one weary and wounded. Thanks to her, he had new injuries compounding the old ones. He needed rest, a night to heal. Once he recuperated, had a full stomach, and could thus appreciate his work, then he would kill her. 

      “Up?” she prompted. “Yes?”

      “We will be out of the rain. Away from predators.” 

      “Aside from you,” she said.

      Durek anticipated kicking and squealing, some tugging on his horns, an attempt to claw his eyes out—worthless things though they were. Instead, Agent Chayse dropped her head against his spine, clinging to him. Had she accepted her fate? She would be trapped with him far above the forest floor. Perhaps she was too weak to fight. In either case, it made his task that much easier. 

      Durek climbed. 

      “Stay alert, or I will drop you.” 

      “Comforting,” she mumbled. 

      There it was. That spark of defiance he would soon snuff out with his claws. 

      His ascent through the four canopy layers was slow, encumbered by the rain-slick bark. He searched for claw marks and toe-picks, his former trail. Chayse held on, grunting whenever he slipped or hoisted them onto a branch before scaling again.

      Reaching the great bough that formed a wide platform outside the hollow, Durek sniffed at the entrance for unwelcome interlopers. No new scents presented themselves. The tree cave had remained uninhabited since his last visit. 

      Sliding his palm along the grainy folds, Durek plodded into the den before pulling Chayse off his back. He dropped her unceremoniously onto the floor and lumbered to the opposite side of the dry space. 

      “Dammit!” she protested, but Durek had no sympathy for the soon-to-be-dead.

      He sank against the wall, chest heaving from the exertion of battle and the climb. “I am a light sleeper. Keep that in mind.”

      “I can barely walk.” A true statement, given the tang of her wounds on the air. 

      Fragile as Terrans were without their powered armor, Chayse might very well succumb to her injuries. At the moment, he was too weary to care. 

      “You are safe for the night,” he said. “Tomorrow, I make no promises.”

      “Likewise.”   

      Delusional Terran. 

      They fell silent, listening to the rain—the endless drumming on the canopies above, the patterning at the entrance to the wooden cave. 

      Durek drifted in the darkness, proud of himself. He not only survived his enemy’s ambush in the pit—miraculous considering his useless eyes—but he’d also taken Chayse captive afterward. What did the patrons think of this turn of events? Those who bet on him must be congratulating themselves on the sure win. 

      At some point in the night, whimpering coaxed him from slumber. Despite his earlier claim to the contrary, Durek had slept solidly for several unneqs. He even recalled snippets of his dreams. Chal straddling his first officer, laughing. You’ll never be enough for me, Zeris. 

      His daughter pleading for help, reaching for him only to be snatched away by shadowy hands. Had Elkartira been the reason he’d surfaced from slumber? Was she hurt?

      Sobbing in the darkness.

      “Don’t leave . . . Please, Nathan.” 

      Durek expected to be woken by a wooden spike pressed against his neck, but not the sound of mewling. From other Terrans yes, but not from her.

      “I’ll quit . . .” Her voice was so fragile, almost pitiable. 

      Durek didn’t know what to make of it. Karnin Chayse, the indomitable Terran operative who, despite being surrounded by his warriors, had spat in his face. Who had sheared his arm from his body.

      His enemy of thirteen vi-unneqs . . . broken. 

      He wasn’t sure he liked that sound. It belied what he most hated: helplessness. As he had been when he dreamt of Elkartira crying. 

      Durek listened, skin crawling beneath his scutes in anticipation of another sob. Several heartbeats passed before Chayse sucked in a sharp breath and turned over. He pondered the implications of what he’d heard. There was no mistaking her weeping, the resonance deeper than mere sound. 

      Chayse was soul-wounded. 

      While Durek was no priest, he was Nisroc and, therefore, believed suffering was a universal constant. He had always dismissed arguments about heathen Terrans possessing vessels for the afterlife—souls, as they claimed. Their scribings on such matters were gibberish, their gods false. Only his people alone knew the one true path to eternal fire. 

      It was through suffering and sacrifice, the shedding of oneself like sloughing off scales, that purity was attained, and redemption merited. What did Agent Chayse, destined to become char and ash, know of anguish?

      He had no answer. Not that he meditated all that hard for one. 

      Outside the wooden den, the rain continued to fall. Chayse slumbered again, as evident by the raspy snorts coming from the other side of the space. 

      If only he’d slept through her whining, he would have been fresh for the new cycle. Ready to hunt. She’d die, and he would win the game. When The Hosts declared him the victor and released him from the arena, then what? 

      One di-unneq at a time. Durek counted his breaths, letting the tension slip from his limbs. Chayse’s loud sawing noises countered his rhythm. Unbidden, another thought tripped through his head: 

      Who is Nathan?
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      Karnin

      

      She jarred awake, her heart pounding. Sweat slicked her skin. Karnin hadn’t meant to fall asleep with the Impaler of Skulls in the room. Wounded, exhausted from yesterday’s fight, she had closed her eyes for a second and drifted off.

      He could’ve ripped her throat out during the night. Idiot. What were you thinking?

      Had the Kul Prime slept through her snoring? Nathan’s recordings dispelled her illusions of being a silent sleeper long ago. Perhaps, like her, the Impaler had been too tired and injured to care. 

      She sat up, knowing there’d be no hiding her state of consciousness from him. The scaly bastard stood in the opening to the tree hollow, sniffing the crisp air. 

      Gods, he was huge. On the battlefield, it had always surprised her just how big the Nisroc males were, Durek exceeding the exceptional specimens of his race. Near impervious armor, horns like twisted and tortured swords, claws capable of rending most metals, and that damn tongue spear. No question about it, he been evolution’s recipe for murder.

      Specifically, hers. 

      Karnin ignored the fact that he was naked—blessedly silhouetted against the morning light. As it was, her leaf poncho hung in tatters over her frame. Not one shred of dignity to be had in the game. 

      She scanned the hollow for a weapon. Wooden stalactites and stalagmites in the niches. The nearest one roughly three meters away. It might as well have been a kilometer. The tiny punctures in her legs had scabbed over, but they throbbed like hell. Infection would be the least of her concerns with the Kul Prime. Any second now, he could stomp over, and end the game. 

      Don’t make it easy for him. A wooden stake was better than nothing. Karnin scooted toward the far wall, biting her lip as sharp pains stabbed through her legs. Her leaf poncho scraped against the uneven floor. She froze, gaze darting to the giant darkening the entrance. Durek appeared not to notice. Stealth, girl. Stealth. 

      Scientists claimed Nisroc, like snakes, could detect thermal signatures of their prey. They also possessed better than machine-augmented hearing and could parse subsonic sounds eight kilometers away. Karnin didn’t care if they could pinpoint a single drop in a waterfall; she needed a distraction. 

      “Smell something on the wind?”

      Seconds crawled by as he continued sniffing the air. Oh, and they also read scents like gods-damned tea leaves. The fuckers. 

      Karnin waited, a drop of sweat dropping from her the end of her nose. 

      “The animals have returned to the area,” he said.

      “Forests and wildlife tend to bounce back after a fire.” She scooted centimeters.

      It felt foolish to engage him. Mindless small talk was not the Kul Prime’s specialty. And yet . . .

      “The night rains marshal new growth,” he said. “They promote recovery.” 

      Karnin slid a few hand spans further. Deciding to go for the gusto, she covered her progress with more rambling. “That’s nature for you. Aside from outright glassing a planet, you can’t stop it.” Scoot. Almost a fourth of the distance toward her goal. “It’s reassuring.” 

      He grunted.

      She moved steadily, lifting her ass off the floor and over. Quiet, quick. Up and over. Halfway to her mark, Durek pivoted and met her in two swift strides. Fire shot up her calves as she scrambled backward, only to be snatched up by the neck and pinned against the wall by his massive hand.

      Gods, this is it.

      Ignoring her kicks, Durek leaned his obsidian face close, milky eyes narrowing as they seemed to peer right into hers. “I will hunt now. You will not kill yourself while I am away.”

      “W-what?” she choked out. 

      “Knowing what I intend for you, you may decide it is better to claim your own life.” He gave her throat an ungentle squeeze. “I advise against it.” 

      Karnin collapsed at his receding heels. Daylight swallowed him as he walked out of the hollow. 

      Despair crushed her like an ice floe. It was ugly, the trail of moments that led up to this one. Endless hours in the field, tracking the monster that had just left her, trapped in a skyscraper tree. 

      So pathetic. Tears stung her eyes. She’d been through the litany of How-Karnin-Chayse-Ruined-Her-Life too many times to count. It never ended in her favor, and it solved nothing. 

      “No, damn you!” Karnin forced herself to her feet, grunting through the pain. “I’m not dying here, so kiss my ass!”

      She limped to the first niche and snapped a stalactite off, giving herself a splinter, before heading for the entrance. Yes, Durek had her exactly where he wanted her and would likely kill her, but he would damn well work for it. 

      Outside the tree cavity, Karnin surveyed her surroundings. A huge limb formed an uneven platform about six meters across. A talented carpenter might build a deck, add rails, a table, and chairs for entertaining. It afforded that much space. Beyond that, the bough split into splayed branches, each ranging from one to three meters wide. Vine-hammocks wove between smaller forks. Below, golden leaves spread like wind-caught parachutes, creating the illusion of sun-gilded clouds.

      Vines larger than her thigh wrapped the trunk, forming a trellis of sorts. Others were no larger than her wrist, but she had no means of cutting through them. “Scratch strangling him off the list.”

      Karnin caught glimpses of blue sky peeking through the upper canopies. How far up was she? Stepping to the edge, she peered over the side. The canopy below was at least two stories down, and the leaves and boughs blocked her view of what lay beneath. No telling how long it would take to reach the ground.

      “A little recon might offer better options.” 

      Around the side of the massive trunk, another branch created yet another platform. It was barely a hop between the two boughs. The golden canopy above sprouted a story over her head. Twisting vines circled back over the entrance to the hollow and provided a means to reach the branch above. If the gods favored her, there could be branches leading to another tree. From there, she might find a way down.

      “Best and only option.” Karnin shoved the wooden dagger in her vine-belt and took a firm hold of a creeper.

      Midway up, she heard the sound of picks slamming into the trunk. Gods, he’s already on his way back. Her tracker, she realized belatedly, was missing. Shit! The bastard must have taken it. Not that the device did her any good now. 

      She bit her lip and climbed. Her calves were on fire, but she refused to stop. 

      Karnin reached for the next vine, heart thudding.

      She glanced down just as Durek vaulted up through the leaves and landed outside the entrance. Freezing, she dared not to breathe as he stalked into the wooden den, dangling something from his claws. Hissing erupted inside. It preceded him back into the dappled sunlight. He sniffed the air and cocked his head. 

      A bead of sweat fell from her nose. It landed on the bough, an inch away from his toe claws.

      Damn, damn, dammit!

      The Kul Prime might be blind, but his other senses were deadly acute. He stepped forward, head cocked, tracing her earlier steps before whiffing the air again. 

      The vine Karnin held cracked at maintaining her weight. 

      Durek tipped his horns back. “I can climb faster than you. Come down before I come up.”

      He was right, of course.

      “Do so quickly, and I may share my kill with you. A last meal is better than no meal before you die.”

      “How generous of you.” She was back to her original plan. The stalactite in her belt was her only chance. 

      Not bothering to wait for her, the bastard ducked back inside the tree. Reaching the deck, Karnin pulled her weapon free and followed him. Providing she could get close enough, she knew exactly where to stab him. 

      Eye for an eye.
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      Durek

      Durek flayed a strip of meat off the animal he’d extracted from its burrow inside the trunk. He’d descended two levels before hearing the scritch-scratch of the creature. The hairy quadruped had saved him the trouble of reaching the forest floor.

      He hadn’t thought of sharing his food with Agent Chayse, the Fire Deities knew he could devour half his body weight in these pitiful creatures alone, but it served to lure the Terran down from the tree, saving the effort of dragging her off her perch.    

      Chayse settled on the floor just inside the entrance. The Terran was entertaining illusions of escape. She wouldn’t be his enemy if he expected anything less. She would fight until the very end. 

      He stretched out his hand, proffering the strip of meat. She made no move to accept it.

      “Trichinellosis, E. coli—all with the fur still on. No thanks.”    

      He’d forgotten about Terran’s delicate digestive system. They had weak stomachs, lacking the superior digestive enzymes and acids his people naturally produced.

      “On second thought, I’ll build a fire,” she said, her leaf garment rustling as she started to rise. Another pathetic attempt to escape.

      “No need.” Durek pinched his fingers together, secreting the flammable substances from under his nails. He wiped it on the objectionable fur. Scraping his middle claw over the index, Durek ignited the fluid and let the meat drop.

      Agent Chayse shuffled backward. “Are you crazy? You’ll burn the tree down!”    

      “Not this one.” Heat blazed under his palm. The smell of singed fur stung his nose slits.

      “The forest fire was you, wasn’t it?”    

      Durek did not answer.

      “Pyromaniac,” she said in Galactic Standard. This was one of the many epitaphs reserved for his people. “Trying to smoke out your quarry?” 

      “It worked. You’re here.” His scutes still bore the pits from where the alien chiggers had attacked him.

      The unappetizing aroma of cooked meat turned his stomach. After a few ni-unneqs, he patted out the flames and tossed the seared strip to her. “This is now safe for your Terran consumption.”   

      It landed within reach of where his auditory senses placed her. After a moment’s hesitation, a scrape of leaf informed him she’d reached for it.    

      She blew air from her mouth three times then smacked her lips. “No surprise, it’s well done.”   

      Terrans were rude, inconsiderate animals. “It is the only courtesy I will pay you for this, your final cycle.”   

      “Gods, I get it already! You’re going to kill me.” She swallowed. “Until then, can we talk about something else?”  

      Not an unreasonable request, if she continued in his language. “What would you like to discuss?”   

      Her small jaws masticated remarkably loud. “I don’t know. We’ve been on each other’s murder list for thirteen vi-unneqs—”   

      “Fourteen,” he corrected.

      “Fourteen vi-unneqs. You’re counting the first time we met?” She paused. 

      He didn’t answer. 

      “Anyway, we have history together, a bloody awful one.” She chewed as if she were eating rocks and then swallowed. Rikni bovines had better etiquette. “Pick something, anything. Now’s your chance. Have you ever wanted to ask me something?”   

      “No.” He tore into the animal’s lower half, bones snapping in his fangs.

      “Of course.” Was that offense in her tone? “My last day on this miserable planet, and I’m stuck with Mr. Chatty.”

      “I know everything I want to know about you.”    

      “Fine. I’ll ask you something. Why impale your enemies if you’re just going to char the bodies? Seems like overkill, like jacking your ego. Dead’s dead.”   

      A topic worth expounding on. “It has nothing to do with vanity. First, I kill them. Then I render them unrecognizable to the living and the gatekeepers of the afterlife, whatever they might be. My enemies will wander for eternity, unwelcomed, unclaimed, knowing I was the one who sentenced them to their anguish.”   

      She sighed. “How morbid. You are truly irredeemable.”    

      “My redemption is between me and my deities.”   

      Durek finished off the creature, knowing he’d hunt again after Chayse was dead. An odd pang of regret wormed through him at the thought. This was it, the ni-unneq that would restore his warrior’s honor. And yet, now that they were finally here, why did it feel so anticlimactic? 

      His enemy would be gone. It should be a prominent etching of achievement on his life’s stone. Only, there’d be no more etchings. The Supreme Emperor decreed his scribings expunged from the Hall of Remembrance. His noble deeds, his greatest triumphs, would be forgotten.

      The game had spared the Nisroc Empire the ceremony and cost of public execution.

      “I do have one question,” Durek said.

      “Go on.”   

      He tipped his horns in the direction of her voice. “Will your people remember you?”   

      “For the love of sanity, you agreed to talk about something else!” 

      “Answer me, or I shall tear that diminutive wagging organ from your maw.”   

      “Stars!” She took a breath. “Yes, I’ll be remembered—as a terrorist. Terra thinks I blew up Sentinel Nine to assassinate you.”   

      “You were there to kill me.”  

      “I’m not the one who brought the bomb.”   

      “You know I need no explosives to kill a simple Terran,” he said. “I brought my personal weapons only—and the poison. The bomb must have been already in the tavern.”   

      “In the bag by your bar stool, I remember.”   

      “I was sitting at the corner table, observing you the whole time.”   

      The leaf clothing rumpled at her changing position. “Wait? You were the man watching that sex slave shit on his tablet?”   

      “No, the other corner. From an onlooker’s perspective, I appeared as an empty table.” Durek withheld comment on the efficiency of the Terran stealth technology. It itched like rabid scute mites burrowing under his skin, but the suit had served him well that evening on the space station. 

      “Then who dropped the bag?” 

      “You did,” he said. “The bag appeared after you arrived.”  

      “Wasn’t mine. I wore my weapons to the bar. Remember your old favorite—the Sun Forge?”    

      He growled. The phantom ache in his left arm returned at the mention of her cursed blade.  

      Another crackle from her leaf garment. “Okay, say I believe you. Neither of us brought the bomb then. According to The Hosts, we stopped the peace talks.”   

      “Talks my people have no business participating in.” Durek flexed his claws. 

      Chayse groaned. “Believe me, I agree with you on that. And so does whoever put the explosives in the bar.” 

      “Which resulted in many Terran deaths.” Satisfaction slipped between his words.

      “That’s right. I must have forgotten who I’m talking to. Rejoice all you want, Impaler, but we’re both terrorists now! Had we killed each other quietly like we were supposed to, the negotiations and galaxy would have continued whirling on unaware.” She huffed a prolonged breath. Noisy Terran. “But it all went spiral. And now, the war may continue. Regardless of what you or I want, our people would rather stop killing each other. So, tell me, what legacy will you leave behind? How will Nisroc embrace the warrior who perpetrated the war? After you win the games, of course?”  

      Durek sat, unable to answer. Chayse was right. They had been set up. The fragile cord that had woven together the Terran-Nisroc Peace Summit would unravel, and the war would recommence. People would die. His people.

      But why did that concern him? He would not be allowed to participate in the resumed hostilities. Yes, he’d win The Carnal Games, as she said, but what then? He, too, was a terrorist. He’d never be permitted to return to Nisroc. He’d never again walk through the scorching deserts on his homeworld. Never bathe in the firefalls. He’d never again challenge his people’s greatest warriors in the Emperor’s Tournament.

      He would never see his father or daughter again. Elkartira, forgive me.

      Durek absorbed the silence, scenting the breeze that flowed into the hollow. It carried the salt of Chayse’s sweat, the dried blood on her skin, and the reek of the pit. He couldn’t deny that she’d fought well and almost killed him.     

      It mattered little. Karnin Chayse had to die. Perhaps, once he won the games, he might escape the arena and begin a new hunt. Somebody had placed the bomb in the bar. He would find them and kill every living generation of their family.

      For now . . .    

      Chayse must have sensed something changed in the air between them. She began scrabbling for the opening.

      With a grunt, he gained his feet, claws unsheathing. He would extend her yet one more courtesy: Her death would be quick. Their conversation had robbed him of the zeal for her prolonged torture.

      Chayse stopped abruptly, breath gusting from her lung sacs. She’s come to her senses. There is no escape.

      Durek took one step towards her and then dropped to the deck, convulsing like raindrops on a grill stone. His slave collar shot lightning bolt after bolt through his body. He barely registered Chayse stumbling backward and the whir of a drone as it entered the hollow.

      “Greetings, players! You have been assigned a new challenge.”
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      Karnin

      

      If not for the barrel of the mini gun aimed at her head, Karnin would have fled from the tree. And gone where? That consideration never crystalized as the armed drone blocked her only escape.

      She dropped the stake, hands high in a show of surrender.

      Behind her, the Kul Prime writhed on the floor. She hadn’t needed her weapon after all. Given that the drone hadn’t fired a single shot, she thanked the collar around his neck for saving her life.

      The drone backed her inside the hollow and projected the incandescent figure of The Hosts. “Greetings, players. You have been assigned a new challenge.”

      Karnin lowered her hands, easing around the Kul Prime’s twitching body to the opposite side of the space. “What do you want?”

      “This is the moment viewers have been anticipating. You two are finally together.”

      Durek pushed onto his hands and knees, still shuddering from the aftershocks. “I would have won the game!” 

      “True, you would have slain her, but until the final confrontation at the colosseum, we cannot allow either of you to kill the other.”

      The Nisroc shifted upright onto his heels, rolling his heavy shoulders. “Then what are we here for?”

      “Their perverted amusement,” Karnin said. “That’s been obvious from the start.”

      “Correct, Agent Chayse. Since your feast with the patrons, we’ve enjoyed an entertaining game of cat and mouse between the two of you.” 

      “I could have died in the waterfall,” she said. “Would you have saved me?” 

      The indistinct head tilted in her direction. “Still probing the rules? I assure you that the game will never fit your perception of fairness.”

      “Or sanity,” Durek said. 

      A smile tugged the corners of her mouth, but Karnin suppressed it. 

      “In any case, we will ensure the patrons are entertained. Agent Chayse, your performance at the feast pleased the viewers. Indeed, our two lucky patrons enjoyed themselves very much. One is quite smitten with you.”

      Heat surged through her cheeks. She remembered Talvin lifting his hand just before she went over the falls.

      Durek grunted in disgust. “You gave her a feast.”

      Karnin cut a glance at him. “Yeah, asshole, where entitled perverts expected sexual favors in return.” 

      The Hosts turned toward Durek. “Kul Prime, you’ve also done well in the polls. Despite the cold and injuries from your numerous battles, you continue to thrive here. However, there have been several close calls, haven’t there? The mated pair of Akadar Vipers and their young.”

      Cat and mouse. Close calls. Interesting choice of words. She knew Durek spoke Galactic Standard, but his Terran colloquialisms would likely be shoddy. Could be for her benefit, not his. But why? 

      “—the Burrow Beetles and Agent Chayse’s trap in the crater almost had you.”

      Durek grunted. “My fire was my shield.”

      “At any rate, your scales are perforated and cracked—not to mention your burned eyes.”

      “My armor will heal.”

      “Play along, and we can help with that. Expedite the healing process. Perhaps even restore your vision.”

      “I’ve played your game. And for what gain?” Durek tossed his horns. “The chance to defile a youngling? Or to slash my enemy down where she stands, only for you to impede me. With this slave collar, no less.” He scraped the circlet with a claw. “I want none of your help. No more of your tricks.” 

      “That is a problem. Your ratings have slowly declined since you refused the slave girl. There’s only so much slash and slice we can watch.”

      “You diseased dicks expected him to molest a child!” Karnin stepped forward, ignoring the weapon’s nasty glint as the drone swiveled back in her direction. 

      The games had already broken every sentient rights law on the books. What was underage prostitution to them? 

      The Kul Prime rumbled a murderous hiss, and for once, it wasn’t intended for her. He had slaughtered hundreds of Confed soldiers, but Karnin had never heard of him raping enemy women or abusing children. 

      “The Carnal Games has a reputation to uphold.” The Hosts dismissed her outrage. “Therefore, we have a new task for you . . .”

      Karnin noted The Hosts’ dramatic pause, waiting for her to ask. All part of the show. “Just kill us and get it over with. Quit fucking around.”

      “Oh, my dear Agent Chayse, the fucking is just getting started.”

      She swallowed. The heat under her skin cooled to icy dread.

      “State your intentions,” Durek demanded, claws flexing.

      “We need to put the carnal back into the games. Both of you have denied our patrons the amusement of watching you couple with arranged partners. Since you’ve spoiled the warm-up sessions, we’ll now move from foreplay to the main event.” 

      Karnin shook her head. Her stomach churned. The small bites of charred meat threatened to come up. “No.”

      It was a classic set up. Manipulation. Coercion. Threats. Failing that, family or friends would be used against them. She glanced at the opening, estimating her chances. The drone might simply stun her, wait for her to wake up, and then on with the show!

      Durek flexed his hands, claws unsheathing, resheathing. Does he realize yet?

      “Therefore,” The Hosts announced with resolution, “you will mate right here, right now, or you will die.”

      “I will never defile myself,” he vowed. At least they were of one mind in this regard. 

      “Likewise.”

      “We understand. When it comes to coitus, your two species have proven anatomically challenged. Internal injuries—all that blood.” The Hosts winced. “After you’ve completed your task, we will provide Agent Chayse with medical aid.”

      Oh, gods. “Never happening!” Karnin spat. “I don’t care if you flay me alive, I am not letting him touch me.” 

      “Likewise. You may peel my scutes from my flesh, but I will not engage in this disgrace.”

      “We anticipated resistance. We also realize that you would die rather than mate. Therefore, incentives.” The Hosts dimmed, and the darkness crept into the den. “This video is live.”

      Another projection floated between them. In it, a split screen. One panel was greyed out, while the other showed a Terran man sitting at a table in a dimly lit room. Not Nathan, thank the gods! 

      The man’s hands were bound behind his back. 

      A robot waiter set a tray in front of him. On it were three bite-sized pink cakes. The man’s bloodshot eyes pleaded with the camera as the robot lifted a confection to his mouth. Sweat beaded on his forehead.

      “What’s happening?” Durek demanded.

      The Hosts nodded for Karnin to narrate. She caught Durek up and continued from the present. 

      “He’s eating cake.”   

      Her heart sank as tears tracked down the man’s face. He ate another cake, chin trembling. A moment later, his face twitched, and he tried to swallow but then convulsed as if invisible hands throttled his neck. The tree filled with gagging noises and then gurgled spasms. Bloody foam bubbled from his mouth.

      “You’re poisoning him,” Durek interrupted. “How is this relevant?”  

      The Hosts said nothing, letting the scene play out. The man slumped over in his chair, dead.

      A cold fist gripped Karnin’s spine. “The other panel is blank.” Nathan . . . They’re going to use him next. She hated her ex-husband for cheating, but watching him die horribly like that? Gods, no!   

      The blank panel flickered. The interior of a restaurant lit the scene. Floor to ceiling windows revealed the backdrop of space and a purple-blue planet occupying the lower screen. The camera panned the room, showing diners sipping drinks and chatting over candle-lit tables. The reel around the room slowed, and the camera focused on a Nisroc child in a pleated yellow dress. 

      A crown of short black horns swept elegantly back from her temples. She clutched a leather satchel on her lap, the tip of a tongue peeking from her scaled mouth.

      It’s not Nathan! But then—  

      “There’s a restaurant. A Nisroc child is sitting at a table . . .” Karnin’s throat tightened.

      Slitted pupils widened in a sea of amber; the girl read her surroundings with cold calculation. Can she sense the danger?

      The drone turned the volume up, piping in the sound from the restaurant. An android waiter set a plate with delicate pink cakes on the table.

      “Don’t do this!” Karnin pleaded.

      He narrowed his cloudy eyes. “Explain.”   

      “They’ve placed cakes in front of her,” Karnin forced through clenched teeth. “They’re the same as . . . as what they gave the man in the other video.”   

      “Yes, Agent Chayse. That is correct,” The Hosts confirmed. 

      On screen, the girl’s large eyes looked beyond the camera, brightening with anticipation. “When will my father arrive?”    

      The Kul Prime caught his breath. “Elkartira?”   

      Karnin covered her mouth with a trembling hand. No. They can’t do this.   

      An off-screen male voice said, “You’ll see your father soon. In the meantime, we have treats for you to enjoy while we wait for him.”  

      “Leave my daughter alone!” Durek bellowed, leaping to his feet. Another crackle emitted from his collar, staggering him. He braced against the wall, enduring the agony until it ended. “I will slaughter your patrons and hunt their families. Even the gods will be unable to identify their corpses!”  

      Though blind, the Kul Prime angled for the drone, ready to throw himself at the source of the projections.

      Karnin retreated for safety. Durek’s claws and fangs were out, and he may not be discriminating about who he sank them into—maybe the only other person present in the tree.    

      The collar crackled. Durek dropped to the floor again, quaking as lightning rampaged through his body.

      Tears blurred Karnin’s vision. “Gods damn you! She’s just a child.” Durek’s daughter. There were rumors that the Kul Prime had a mate and children, but no credible intel ever confirmed them. Not even Durek should have to witness the death of his kid.

      “You can stop this.” The Hosts tipped its glowing head towards the Kul Prime.

      They were making it his choice. That was why they chose his family. Her compliance was never required.

      Durek fought through the pain, trying to rip the collar off his neck.

      “Won’t you try a cake, my dear?” the voice implored on the video.

      The Nisroc child—Elkartira—glanced around the restaurant again. “Where’s my mother?”  

      “On her way,” the man answered, pushing the plate closer to the girl. Elkartira glanced at the plate this time. Her black tongue slid from her pebbled mouth.

      Gods, she’s scenting the cakes. Karnin’s knees wobbled as gravity seemingly tripled. A tear tracked down her cheek. “No.”   

      Durek shuddered, forcing himself onto his knees, neck bleeding where his claws attempted to pry off the collar. 

      “Elkartira.” It was a strangled sound, full of anguish and desperation.

      “Your daughter is lovely. It would be a shame to lose her,” The Hosts prompted. “It’s not too late.” 

      Head lolling forward, Durek growled. “Please.”    

      The girl leaned forward in her chair, hand reaching.

      Karnin stepped toward the drone on numb legs. “I’ll do it,” she whispered, tears falling. Louder, “Stop this! I’ll do it, dammit! Just don’t hurt her.”    

      “Kul Prime?” The Hosts prompted.

      Durek tipped his head back, muscles in his massive chest and arms still twitching. He bared his fangs. “I’ll comply. Save my daughter.”    

      The Hosts nodded. On screen, another server rushed into the scene and snatched the plate with inhuman speed ahead of the little girl’s hand. Another dish appeared before her startled eyes. It had bright blue cakes on it.

      “My dear, you are in luck. These are fresh out of the oven. Please try them instead,” a man said off-screen.

      Elkartira sampled one then flashed frosting smeared fangs. “They’re delicious. Are they all for me?”  

      “Every single one.”  

      The projection of the restaurant and the girl winked off.

      “They are poison-free, I assure you,” The Hosts interrupted the sudden silence. “Kul Prime, your daughter will remain with us, safe and well cared for—if you participate. I shall dispense with the threats of what will happen if you do not.”   

      “Understood.”  

      “Very well,” The Hosts said.

      A moment later, three small drones zoomed into the room. Karnin bit her lip as they spread to various positions above them, their cameras aiming down. She swallowed the bile surging up her throat.

      “We will begin transmission in a few moments. But first, let me remind you this is streamed live. Make it memorable, and the patrons are more likely to vote for rewards. Rewards that will help you survive and, dare I say, flourish in the game. Any mention of your daughter will result in unpleasantness for her. As always, we are here to provide a unique experience for our subscribers.

      “Therefore, in the vein of showmanship, we shall provide a script. Kul Prime, you have cornered Agent Chayse in this bole. Rather than kill her, you mate her just as you would a Nisroc female. The more visceral, the better the ratings. In your case, Agent Chayse,” The Hosts swiveled its head to her, “your pain will be genuine. There’ll be no need for embellishment. Try to remain conscious for as long as you can.”   

      Cold sweat prickled over her body. Karnin balled her hands, nails biting into her palms—the only resistance against the coming terror.  

      “All right, we’re ready. Begin.” The Hosts vanished, and the armed drone withdrew from the tree, fading into the rain.

      Karnin glared at the remaining drones. Their unfeeling lenses eyed her back. She let her gaze fall to the Kul Prime. 

      Head hung down; his imperious horns tipped toward the floor akin to surrendered swords. Chest rising and falling with ragged breath, he clenched shaking fists over his taut thighs. His huge arms and shoulders tensed, hunching as if expecting a blow.  

      The hulking demon of her night terrors. Death’s own shadow — conquered. That alone made her weep.

      But only for a moment. Weakness had no place in the game. 

      Steeling herself, Karnin recalled her counter-torture training. Violation and humiliation broke the enemy’s will and destroyed their mental defenses faster than beatings.

      Find the door.

      Karnin centered herself, searching for the mental vault nobody but she could open. Buried deep in her mind, the vault had served her well during instructor-led beatings, protected her from mind games meant to wear her down until she gave up information. It had saved her when Impaler of Skulls carved out her left eye with his claw. 

      Iron locks came into mental focus. Karnin touched the first one as Durek spoke, disrupting her concentration.

      “Do you know what results from Terran-Nisroc joinings?” he rumbled low, loathing in his voice.

      Agony. Hemorrhaging. The fatality rate over ninety percent. Post-liberation reports from a Nisroc torture camp had been seared into every Confed female soldier’s mind. 

      “Yes.” Karnin’s gaze dropped to his lap then darted up to the wooden stalactites over their heads. They would be preferable to the slumbering hell she’d glimpsed between his thighs. “It never ends well for the Terran.”   

      I can’t do this. I—   

      “An understatement,” he rasped. “I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy.”
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      He staggered five steps before crashing to his knees in the pre-dawn rain. Casting his horns back, Durek roared his anguish, startling the avians in the upper canopies. Lungs emptied, he sagged onto his heels. Icy rivulets coursed over his body, unable to chill the furnace heat beneath his scutes. Her scent clung to him. Should the sky crack open directly over his head, not even a deluge could wash it away.

      A moan from the den. He’d left Agent Chayse—his daughter’s savior—on the floor, unconscious.

      Three words. Only three. “I’ll do it,” Chayse had said and saved Elkartira’s life. While he, Kul Prime Zeris Durek, once the Emperor’s Shadow Claw, faltered in impotent silence. A coward, a fool, unworthy of calling himself a father. 

      To abide the patron’s perversions and lay with a female outside his race was a sin. The ancient stone scribings, Lor’Kesh’s holy etchings, forbid it. Granted, the old religious teachings, to which he and his father’s father ascribed, no longer prevailed. Still, Durek slaughtered Elites under his command for such violations. For that alone, the Emperor tasked Durek and his Shadow Corps with eradicating the internment camps, where female enemies endured brutal experiments. Not for their sake, of course, but for the unsullied honor of the Nisroc Empire. 

      Now, Durek also bore the shame of those he’d impaled. 

      I’ll do it. Chayse had spoken first, and once she did, Durek could not let her sacrifice outweigh his own. Damn hypocrisy and the gods that thrived on it! What kind of Nisroc—what kind of father—would allow his young to perish for religion or pride? 

      “This was not how I was supposed to defeat my enemy.” My claws were supposed to draw her blood, not . . . Even as his mind refused to complete the thought, a twitch from his slumbering sawz finished it for him—as if to accept the charge. 

      Fire deities, devour my soul! 

      From the ni-unneq Karnin Chayse spat in his face, Durek knew he had created a formidable adversary. They were destined to destroy each other on the battlefield. She would keep coming for him until one or both died.

      Chayse had not fought him, which only further stifled arousal. Instead, she had removed her leaf garment and pressed her malleable flesh against him—the Terran female’s version of submission. 

      “I don’t want this,” he’d confessed.

      “I know.”

      It had taken some awkward exploration to find her sex and then as much mental as physical coaxing to stab her there. 

      Another weak cry slipped from the den, sinking like a frosty hook in his mind. Where were the damned healers The Hosts had promised? His scutes suddenly felt too tight on his body. He had to leave, had to run away. 

      With his enemy’s mewling in his ears, Durek scaled to the forest floor and bolted. Thunder rumbled in the sky above the forest. He raced on—recklessly stumbling into the wooden sentinels, these impossible trees. They seemed to grasp for him, their vines snatching at his horns.

      The thunder raged ahead of him and then fell from the sky to the earth. An engine? He burst from the tree line into an open space just as it roared over his head, thrashing the raindrops into a frenzy. 

      Once the rumbling faded, he trudged forward, numb to the slap of wet, knee-high grass. Why had the flyer set down in the clearing? What had it left behind? In the distance, tiny plops marked the lake. Durek avoided the marsh, recalling how unpleasant the mud squishing between his toes had been. 

      “Father?” 

      Durek missed his step and crashed to his knees. It couldn’t be. 

      “Father!”

      “Elkartira?” 

      Footfalls. Then arms, small but strong, circled his neck. His daughter’s sweet scent filled his head. She scraped her demure crown against his full rack. He clutched her to him, scolding himself the next instant for his incautious strength, but she didn’t complain. His daughter, his Elkartira, was here! 

      She pulled away, the gap like the breadth of a canyon between them. “I missed you so much.”

      Durek eased her back. “How—where is your mother?” 

      Elkartira flinched at the hiss in his voice. “I-I don’t know. We were traveling to Zyton’s Moon to visit Senator No’vek.”

      If Durek recalled correctly, Senator No’vek was an old Terik family friend. He had two wealthy, unmated sons. 

      “Continue,” Durek said, careful to keep the annoyance out of his voice. Chal’s conquests no longer vexed him, save when she dragged Elkartira along.

      “When we arrived at our rooms, Mother stepped out for an errand. I waited unneqs, but she never came back. An attendant directed me to a restaurant. He offered me sweet cakes while I waited for her. They were incredible! I wish you could have tried them.”

      Durek softened his tone. “Did you see your mother again?” 

      “No, but the man said you were coming to join us, and Lady Chal would arrive soon. I must have fallen asleep in the restaurant. When I woke up, I was on a flyer.”

      They had drugged her. 

      “Father! Since when do you have cataracts? You’ve suffered a terrible ocular trauma!” Before he could answer, her weight settled to the ground, and he heard several clicks. A device thrummed on. “Be still. I’m taking a reading.”

      His little Elkartira disappeared, and the apprentice healer took over. “Both your exterior and interior lids are seared. There’s extensive damage to your corneas. Father, you’re blind!” Her arms were back, squeezing warmth into him.

      “I’m fine.” Aware of his undress, he turned away as he pushed to his feet. He prayed his daughter would not ask questions. 

      “But—” 

      “We should go. You are shivering,” Durek said, taking her arm and guiding her. “What gear do you have with you?”

      “The medkit Grandpa gave me. A couple packs with clothes, blankets, and food. I have medicine—shots. I’m to administer them to your friend.”

      Durek opened his mouth, closed it. He’d left Chayse alone, broken. Part of him wanted to take his daughter and walk the other way, to forget about the tree and the horror it contained. Elkartira did not need to see his enemy, what he’d done to her.

      “Friend?” The word tasted wrong in his mouth. 

      “Yes, the man on the plane told me she needs my help.”

      “Guide me to the packs.” Durek clasped his daughter’s shoulder. “And tell me more about the man on the transport.”
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      She blazed with fever, drifting in and out of consciousness. A damp cloth patted her forehead. Karnin moaned under the light pressure. It vanished only to return, cold and soothing on her burning skin. 

      “Try to sip this.” The voice, young, too raspy to be so nurturing. The rim of a wooden cup, rough and unfinished, pressed to her lips. Most of the liquid spilled down the side of her mouth. 

      “Easy. Take it slow.”

      Karnin swallowed, this time a whole gulp. The fluid eased her throat, raw and shredded from . . . from . . . 

      Screaming, her mind supplied. 

      Karnin knew not to probe, not yet. Now, all that mattered was the drink, its bitter spice lingering on her tongue.

      “Who?” 

      “Rest now. I’ll make more tea soon.” The owner of the voice spread the cloth over Karnin’s forehead. 

      Karnin slipped beneath the undertow of dreamless sleep.

      When she awoke again, the rain fell outside. Light flickered on the back of her eyelids. A fire? Karnin lay wrapped in a scratchy blanket. It smelled of smoke and sweat. She opened her eyes and focused on the wooded stalactites high over her head. I’m still in the tree. In Durek’s den, far too many stories off the forest floor. 

      “You’re awake!”   

      Karnin turned her head, let her gaze sink to the proffered cup. She followed the scaled arm to the small, rust-red demon grinning a row of dagger teeth at her. A demon in a green romper.

      “I’m Elkartira. Granddaughter of the Chief Healer to the Emperor. First and only daughter of Lady Chal of Clan Terik.” A grunt came from the other room. Her tiny scutes pinched together over her amber eyes. “Sorry, Father.” She straightened and cleared her throat. “Daughter of Zeris Durek of Clan K’ras. My mother makes me say all my titles, except for my father’s name and house.”

      A frisson of panic skittered through Karnin’s belly at the mention of the Kul Prime. I don’t want this. He’d uttered those words before . . .

      She stiffened at the echo of his invasion—oh, gods! 

      “Are you in pain?” Elkartira asked, her large eyes inquisitive if not concerned. 

      Durek’s daughter is here in the game! Karnin latched onto that, pulling in ragged breaths until she relaxed. “I’m okay.” Far from it, but that’s hardly the worst problem here. 

      The Hosts had put a child in The Carnal Games!

      “The medicine should be working now. You will feel better soon,” said with absolute confidence. 

      “Already do.” Karnin swallowed, her throat no longer felt lined with splintered glass. “Thank you.”

      “Father, I think she can eat. The nanocytes need to metabolize protein to repair her injuries.”

      “I’m cooking it,” Durek grumbled. 

      Sure enough, the scent of seared meat wafted into the sleeping room. 

      “Bleh, cooked meat.” Elkartira pulled a face, or as much of one as her stony features would allow. “That cannot taste good.” 

      Karnin couldn’t reconcile the bizarreness of the moment. 

      The Kul Prime wanted her dead, repeatedly had tried to kill her. Now his young daughter tended to her like an in-home nurse. This after last night. After Durek . . . No, not just him. They had been coerced to provide sexual amusement for the patrons to save his daughter. 

      “Why haven’t you fucked him yet?” Equis’ words taunted. The bastard could now check that off his scorecard. 

      Karnin’s hand trembled over her stomach. The rough pads of Durek’s fingers had rubbed circles there, kneading her flesh, his claws dangerously close to slicing her open. He had thrummed, almost like chanting prayers as he thrust—

      Stop! She shook of the memory.

      In the other room, Durek cooked her meal for the second time. What was happening? This was so far south from okay that Karnin couldn’t even begin to scratch the bottom of normal.

      She focused on breathing.

      “It’s done. Well done,” the Kul Primed called but stayed by the fire. 

      Elkartira scissored her small fangs and marched out of the sleeping room. She returned with a seared haunch of some animal. It smelled delicious. She handed it to Karnin then sat on her heels and watched. 

      Karnin bit into the salty meat and yanked a piece from the leg. “Tastes like bovine.” At the curious fascination in the girl’s stare, Karnin smiled. “It’s good.”

      “I’ve yet to study Terran biology. You have no exoskeleton. No natural armor.” Her eyes lit with wonder. “That is why you bruise so deeply. Far below the dermis.”

      “We also blanch with fright.” Karnin felt her cheeks tingling toward the red spectrum. “Or blush when embarrassed. Like when we’re scrutinized.”

      “Dermal emotional indicators. That’s amazing!”

      “Depends on your job.” Karnin laughed. The girl’s enthusiasm seemed innocent enough. Too early to call infectious. 

      “Oh, fire deities! Why is it only after you’ve awakened, my sleep cycle comes?” Elkartira yawned, revealing a bumpy tongue. “May I share the room with you tonight? Father says I hiss in my sleep. He says I scare all the predators away so he can’t hunt them.” 

      “Between my snoring and your hissing, the predators don’t stand a chance,” Karnin said, only slightly nervous about bunking next to a young Nisroc. The girl had a disarming personality, unlike her father. Maybe she takes after her mother. 

      Elkartira tucked herself into a nearby bedroll. Evidently, they were already roomies, but the girl had been polite to ask. Considerate and well-mannered. Hmm . . . further proof. Karnin wasn’t tired, but she refused to join the Kul Prime in the other room. 

      Slurry hissing escaped the bundled bedroll. Wow, she’s already out.

      Karnin finished as much protein as she could handle then lay back, eyes tracing every nook and niche in the vaulted ceiling. She counted the stalactites. Twenty-three—if she included the nub that had broken off at some point. Sharp as stakes. Aimed straight down at her and Elkartira. 

      Perhaps the tree hollow wasn’t the safest place to make camp. 

      Her mind meandered. Karnin corralled any stray thoughts that wandered too close to the reason for her bedrest. And yet, sleep evaded her. 

      Why had The Hosts put Durek’s daughter in the game? It sparked Karnin’s maternal instinct. Terran, Nisroc, it no longer mattered. The Hosts chose to endanger a child’s life.

      Karnin glanced over at Durek’s daughter. She slept like a stone, oblivious to the game. Did she know about their war? The peace talks? The girl had cared for Karnin, nursed her to health, and had shown no repugnance toward soft skin. Quite the opposite, Elkartira was fascinated by it. 

      How could she be his child? And what of her mother? The game makers stole her daughter. What must she be going through right now?

      Lady Chal of Clan Terik. Because of Durek’s elite status, he’d have taken a mate of equal social rank. Elkartira said her mother insisted she spout proper titles for introductions. Yet Karnin sensed no entitlement from the young Nisroc. 

      Her grandfather was the Chief Healer to the Emperor. Maybe, as someone who nurtured the well-being of others, his influence had rubbed off? Now there’s a thought. The Nisroc species cared for their ill, for their children. Not all of them were calculating, murdering monsters—like Durek. 

      Still not asleep. Karnin sighed then regretted the volume. A glance showed Elkartira’s side rising and falling, undisturbed. Karnin envied the girl. Years in the service taught Karnin to rack out whenever, wherever possible, but that skill failed her now. She’d already slept too much. 

      How long had she been out?

      The fire crackled from the main room. She rolled gingerly toward flickering light, expecting nerve-splitting pain, but other than chronic soreness from her nether region, it was manageable. The Hosts said she’d be given medical attention after sex with Durek. She hadn’t rated actual medics, apparently. Her speed of recovery suggested nanocytes. They were fast, potent healers. The best first responders for combat wounds. Depending on the grade and severity of the injury, they might be all a soldier required to get fighting again. 

      And the game designers had sent a child to deliver them? 

      “That’s fucked up.” 

      She tugged the blanket around her naked form and stood. It was time to face her demon. 

      Dressed in simple black breeches, Durek tended the fire pit—a rock-lined depression carved into the wood floor. Smoke vented through a hooded leaf-funnel along the ceiling to the opening of the tree cave. The Kul Prime had been busy.

      The sight of him prickled the tiny hairs on her body. Sweat chilled on her skin. She edged to the opposite side of the fire and eased onto the floor. He did not acknowledge her. His cloudy eyes glared at the flames. 

      Her flight instinct screamed for her to run, but she forced it down. She could only hobble at most. Besides, they had to talk, had to reassess the situation. What happened last night, the night before—whenever—needed to be tabled. Or never spoken of again for sanity’s sake. They had a new concern now. 

      He does. You’re still prey.  

      Prey and predator ignored each other over the fire. Karnin shifted, uncomfortable. “She’s remarkable. Well educated too. You’re blessed.”

      Durek jabbed the embers with a stick. 

      Karnin realized she was staring at the Nisroc version of despondency. Well, it wasn’t grand for me either, so get over yourself. She sucked in a slow, temper-taming breath and tried again. “How much does she know?”

      “My daughter thinks this is a game. She has no idea what kind.”

      “I’m sorry she’s here.” Karnin wrapped her arms around her knees.

      He broke the stick and tossed it into the pit. The bloody remnants of dinner sat on a leaf beside him.

      “This changes everything.” Durek tilted his horns back, contemplating.

      “Does it?” Karnin prodded when the silence stretched. 

      “You saved my daughter’s life. I will not forget that.”

      Karnin dropped her gaze, taken aback by his acknowledgment. “When it comes to children, sacrifice is non-negotiable. It’s a universal constant.”

      “Agreed.”

      Her blanket drooped, exposing cleavage and a bare shoulder. Fumbling the material into place, Karnin snapped her gaze to Durek. Still blind. Still Nisroc. Even if he could see, large Terran breasts would repulse rather than excite him. Soft flesh hadn’t been one of his turn-ons. 

      When the Kul Prime only managed half-mast, it had been a mercy—for both. It had also been more than enough. 

      His daughter mentioned bruising. 

      In the flickering light, Karnin peeked at the damage. Faded, yellow-purplish blotches marked her arms, belly, hips, and thighs. Pain is weakness leaving the body. So, suck it up, soldier. 

      Karnin gritted her teeth. “What does she think caused my injuries? Did she see—”

      “You fell out a tree.”

      “You told your daughter I fell out of a tree?” She gaped.

      “Terrans tend to be clumsy animals.” He rolled his head, cracking his neck.

      “Great first impression.” The kid will think I’m an absolute klutz.

      “I also cleaned and covered you before I allowed her into the sleeping den.”

      Relief and terror swept through her with equal potency. 

      He cleaned me? 

      “The Hosts delivered Elkartira with medical supplies and provisions. Our rewards.” Durek plucked his black breeches. “When you are ready to dress, there are clothes in a pack for you.”

      “Good.” Karnin would put them on later. With Durek talking, she’d take the opportunity to gain information. “Did she say anything about the people who brought her here?”

      “Nothing useful. She woke up on the transport with two escorts. Their suits kept changing. Same with their faces.” 

      “Everyone involved in the game is paranoid about identity,” Karnin said, remembering the feast. “It must have been frightening for her.”

      “They told her it was necessary. Part of the adventure she would be playing with her father.” He hissed in disgust. “My daughter may have an exceptional aptitude when it comes to the healing arts, but she is still just a youngling.”

      “They drugged the cakes,” Karnin said.

      Durek rolled his mountainous shoulders, claws flexing. The tension radiating off his frame said he wanted to kill something. 

      Karnin switched topics. “So, what now?”

      The line of his shoulders smoothed. “I’ve considered this. Keeping Elkartira safe is my first and only concern.”

      “What about us?” The pebbled skin around his eyes tightened, and she amended, “I’m alive. I assume the truce still holds?”

      “It does,” he said. “Until it doesn’t.”

      “Fine by me.”

      They sat in silence. He stared into flames he couldn’t see, and she with dozens of questions, but unwilling to voice them. It would have been much easier if they’d killed each other. Instead, they were stuck together and miserable. 

      “All right.” Karnin sighed, jittery with nervous energy. “It’s time for a new plan.” 

      Durek lifted his head. “And that is?”

      “Let’s beat the game.”
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      Karnin

      

      Karnin slid off Durek’s back, her feet settling on solid ground. There was no better feeling. Especially after being stuck five stories off the forest floor for a week while Durek’s daughter (and sometimes the Kul Prime himself, though with considerable hissing) tended to her wounds. 

      “Remember, Terran, I can track your scent. Be here when I bring my daughter down,” he said, rolling his shoulders as if to get the feel of her off him.

      They were already back to being enemies.

      “Cross my heart, no escape attempts,” Karnin said, not bothering with the gesture since he’d never see it. “Besides, I’d miss your cooking too much.”

      Claws elongating, Durek grunted and pivoted back to the trunk. He scaled to the first canopy and disappeared within the thick leaves. Rooming with the Kul Prime had been hard enough. Add cabin fever and nightmares about their night together, and base jumping without a parachute became a reoccurring daydream. 

      If not for Elkartira’s company, Karnin might have swan-dived off the tree. Once the little healer declared an end to Karnin’s bed rest, their hands had rarely been idle. They built rain catchers—mesh baskets lined with giant leaves. They also strung leaves across the tree cave entrance to keep the heat in and the rain out. 

      Elkartira asked questions incessantly, enthralled by anything and everything Terran: Do you molt? How far can you see? What does Terra look like? How many species live on your planet? Why isn’t your fur evenly distributed over your body? On and on. Karnin answered Elkartira as best she could, thrilled at the girl’s unquenchable enthusiasm for her people. The little Nisroc diligently tapped the answers into her tablet. It was the only electronic device permitted among them. 

      Upon inspection, Karnin discovered a medical database, a scanner-reader combo, a note-taking program, and a classroom library, but no uplink for communications. They wouldn’t be sending any SOSs with it. 

      A soft whir drew her attention. The drone circled the trunk before projecting the bright, indistinct head and shoulders of The Hosts. “Agent Chayse, it is good to see you hale and hearty again,” it said, “and wearing the clothes and sandals we provided.”

      “Only took being gutted up the middle to earn them.” Karnin inwardly cringed at the memory. “Why is Durek’s daughter in the game?”

      “Why do you think?”

      Karnin stepped toward the projection, fists clenched. “She doesn’t belong here. She’s just a child!”

      “On the contrary, placing the Kul Prime’s daughter in the arena raises the stakes. Improves motivation.”

      “We’ll play your damn game. Do whatever you ask but leave her out of this. Please.” 

      The Hosts sighed. “While warring enemies screwing under duress certainly adds conflict, it is an ephemeral thing. Once you stopped screaming, the ratings dropped.”

      “Nobody watches porn for the story.”

      “True. However, The Carnal Games are about survival as much as fornicating. Like chocolate and caramel, sex and death are best paired together. The more attached the patrons become to their favorites, the higher the monetary return.”

      “Spare me the bullshit sales pitch.” Karnin crossed her arms. “What do you want?”

      “You mating the Kul Prime to save his daughter had better than anticipated gains. You especially, my dear, have resonated with a significant demographic of our viewers. They empathize with you.”  

      She laughed. “The people you cater to have no empathy. If they did, this game would never exist.” 

      “Make no mistake, we are thrilled by this boon,” The Hosts said, ignoring her, “but it cannot go untested. Hence, before the ratings’ momentum dies, you and the Kul Prime must mate again.”

      “Again!” Karnin’s face flared hot as her heart iced. “I barely survived the first time.”

      “In consideration for your injuries, we have allowed you adequate time to heal. Thanks to our generous supply of nanocytes, your body will be more resilient for the next coupling. If you are expedient in completing the task, we will forgo other means of coercion.”

      Watching Elkartira being poisoned to death on video would be cruel, but it allowed for physical and mental separation, a buffer. The mind could insulate itself with denial. However, holding his daughter as she took her last breath offered no protection. The game designers had ensured Durek’s continued cooperation. 

      Karnin breathed slowly, forcing her fury in check. Play the game. Find the advantage. She lifted her chin. “How about player’s choice for the reward?”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “I’ll need some time to think about it.” A delay tactic, one Karnin knew they would see through, but worth the chance—should the right incentive present itself. 

      The Hosts dimmed for several beats. A moment later, the figure was back. “We expect your request within two days. Enjoy your hike.”

      Only two? Karnin blanched.

      She watched the drone fly off, tempted to chase after it, but Durek might mistake that as an escape attempt. Besides, Karnin didn’t want Elkartira thinking she had run out on them. 

      Despite her father and the thirteen-year war between their species, Elkartira had gravitated toward Karnin. And Karnin grew fonder of Durek’s daughter by the day. The thought of Elkartira being used as a ploy, or coming to harm because of her, made Karnin sick. The game makers were toying with her maternal instincts, and yet, Karnin had no choice but to play along. Even if it meant sleeping with Durek again. 

      The wood-splitting cracks of Durek’s descent met her ears. Two days. What would make prostituting herself to him worth it? Gods, give me inspiration. And mercy too. 

      Durek leaped clear of the roots and lowered Elkartira with care. During the week, he had been attentive yet assertive with his daughter. Except when it came to her healer’s knowledge, Durek deferred to Elkartira’s authority. It had been a rare glimpse into Nisroc family dynamics. 

      Elkartira pulled her tablet from her pack. “The flora on this planet is remarkably vibrant. I wonder what medicinal applications might be derived from the plant species here,” she muttered to herself, initiating the device. “I’m ready.”

      Karnin kept silent about conversing with The Hosts. Instead, she said, “A drone passed through the area. Maybe we can track it.”

      Durek cocked his head, listening. “It is likely too far away by now.”

      “I realized this, but let’s try anyway.”

      “Lead.”

      Karnin suspected his motives had little to do with her leadership. As a predator, his instincts demanded he stalk his prey. Thankfully, Elkartira fell into step beside her, sharp teeth displayed in her version of a smile.

      Their hike had been concocted as a ruse for tracking a drone to its base of operation. If they found a base, then their objective became infiltration and, ultimately, finding a means of escaping the game. Durek would conduct his usual hunt, while Karnin and Elkartira collected samples. 

      Elkartira waved her scanner at every bush and shrub they passed. “None of these species grow on Nisroc, but they share genetic similarities. These pink fronds indicate the fern genome. And the lilac creepers circling the trees contain fluid in them, like water vines in jungles.” She lifted a vine in her claws and jabbed it with a needle on the end of her device. 

      Karnin eyed a thicket ahead, where the drone had vanished. Fist-sized orange creatures scampered up the trunks, darting between branches, chattering like monkeys. 

      “Interesting,” Elkartira said. “The vines produce proteolytic enzymes. That can help with inflammation.” She sliced a sample and stuffed it into her carryall. A moment later, she ran ahead to investigate a cluster of sickle-budded flowers. “Father, look at these!”

      Durek brushed past Karnin. The heat of his body suffused the air, causing her skin to prickle. 

      Karnin marveled as he indulged his daughter. Memories of bodies he’d impaled across scorched battlefields, of his slashing claws, jarred with the patient father she saw now. Durek lifted Elkartira to pluck a chain of blue flowers hanging from the branch over his horns. Who knew? The bastard actually has a heart. 

      Soon they were back on the trail. Elkartira darted between clumps of colorful vegetation, and Durek resumed his stalking position behind Karnin. The forest thinned, revealing glimpses of a lake at the bottom of an amethyst valley. A series of plateaus rose like giant stepping-stones from the basin. In the far distance, mauve mountains vaulted into the sky.

      Durek pulled ahead, leading them to the rocky slope. He and Elkartira set a rigorous pace, jumping from boulders to outcroppings with ease, while Karnin slid down on her rump in places. 

      She puffed to a stop at the bottom and settled on a rock. “Give me a moment to catch my breath.”

      The Kul Prime flashed his fangs, impatient, but Elkartira turned back. “Of course. We should have been more considerate of your recovery.” 

      She handed Karnin an extra water pouch then took readings with her scanner. Whatever the results, Elkartira tapped notes into her tablet as Durek stood guard nearby. After ensuring Karnin was hydrated, the girl scampered toward a spiny bush growing between the rocks. 

      Durek dangled his long tongue to the middle of his chest, its barbs glistening as he flexed the obsidian length, then sucked it back in, snake-like. Karnin winced. That never stops being creepy as fuck. According to Confederation xenobiologists, a Nisroc’s tongue not only served as a striking weapon but also as their primary scent organ. It gave them a natural advantage for tracking and navigation. Too bad they couldn’t use them to track the drones. 

      With a deep breath, Karnin pushed to her feet. “Okay troopers, let’s go.”

      Elkartira glided back to her father’s side, and Durek turned towards the nearest plateau. An eternity later, Karnin finally crested the top, huffing and bracing her knees. Her Nisroc companions ranged about, stalling for her to catch up.

      “Your heart rate continues to elevate.” Elkartira waved her scanner at Karnin. “However, your blood pressure is within normal Terran range.” Terran as defined by Karnin Chayse. After many, many readings. Letting the device fall on its strap, Elkartira pulled several leaves from the bag. “Chew on these. They have natural sugars that should give you a boost.”

      “Thanks.” Karnin placed two bubbled leaves in her mouth. She wrinkled her nose at the burst of bitterness. Once she got past the sour fluid, the stem flooded her mouth with sweetness. “Not bad. Do you have any more of them?”

      “Yes but consume them in moderation. At least until we observe the effects on your digestive system.”

      We. That was cute. Karnin nodded, putting three leaves into her pocket. Nearby, Durek squatted on the slope, pressing his fingers into a depression, his tongue darting out and back into his mouth. 

      “There is a large predator in the area,” he announced. “It crossed this plateau sometime after the rains stopped. We may yet track it if we limit our respites.”

      Karnin spit the pulp into a bush and jumped a deep crevice. “Still recovering here. If you want to scout ahead, by all means . . .”

      Durek scissored his teeth. “Should a predator be nearby, it would be unwise to leave a slow-healing Terran and my daughter unprotected.”

      “How gallant.” 

      The Kul Prime sneered, and Karnin knew he had a nasty remark ready, but his daughter spoke up. “Father, she is improving every light cycle.” 

      “Not fast enough.”

      Fearing a family squabble, Karnin intervened. “Yeah, well, I’m moving. Get your britches out of a bunch.” 

      Durek grumbled, and they continued their hike.

      The plateau stretched for half a kilometer. Karnin set a mental marker of distance. “I’m going as far as the edge, and then I’m turning back.” 

      It wasn’t like drones were shooting across the sky signaling the location of their secret base. They had no guarantee there was even a base in the area.

      Durek slowed, pivoting to look at her. “Less rambling of mouth and more on the feet. We will make it there sooner.”

      “You could always carry me.” Karnin nipped her tongue. What the hell is wrong with me?

      “You ventured out with us too soon. I warned you, but you—” Durek vanished, crown and all when the ground collapsed beneath him.
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      “Father!” Elkartira raced to the spot her father disappeared. Karnin sighed and hurried after her. They found Durek scrabbling on his hands and knees at the bottom of the fissure.

      “Are you all right, Father?” Elkartira leaned over the edge.

      Durek tossed his horns. “Yes, fine.”

      “If you weren’t in such a hurry, you might have sensed the danger. Just an observation.” Karnin knelt beside Elkartira. “Do you need a hand?”

      The Kul Prime felt along the wall for a means to climb out. He latched onto a vine but lost his grip and slid down.

      “No rush,” Karnin called. “You’re giving me more time to rest.” 

      Breath rattled deep in Elkartira’s throat—her equivalent of a giggle.

      Durek hissed. “I do not find this humorous.”

      Karnin and Elkartira glanced at each other. They both bit back a laugh, but the simple act of doing so caused Elkartira to giggle even louder.

      “I’m sorry, Father. You should see yourself. Covered in dust from crown to claws, you finally look like the rest of us.” 

      His daughter was right. Durek’s obsidian armor had been dusted a dirty brown. If Karnin unfocused her eyes, he might pass as any other male Nisroc. 

      It took several attempts, with the walls collapsing under his hands, but eventually, Durek scaled out of the ditch. “Your rest is over.” 

      Just then, a shadow blocked the sun. That was their only warning as an enormous creature vaulted over the ledge and landed before them. Big as a trooper transport, covered in spikes, the monster hunched on six squat legs, readying for the pounce.

      “Get her out of here!” Durek ordered, charging to meet the thing head-on.

      Karnin clamped down on Elkartira’s shoulder to keep her from dashing after Durek. 

      “Come on. Your father can handle it.” 

      She prayed that it was true. Karnin urged Elkartira the opposite direction toward the edge of the plateau. They had to jump over deep, vine-laced crevices, slowing their escape. Glancing back, Karnin cursed.

      The monster had ignored Durek in favor of fleeing prey!

      As the thing launched for them, Durek jumped onto its back, slashing towards its clustered eyes.

      She had zero chance to assess the efficiency of Durek’s strike. With a deafening crack, Karnin experienced a momentary weightlessness, and then she, Elkartira, and the ledge plunged down the side of the cliff.

      Flailing, scrabbling, Karnin snagged an exposed root. She nearly wrenched her arm from the socket when it snapped taut, arresting her plummet.

      Elkartira slashed out, clasping onto Karnin. White-hot agony flared as claws raked down her arm. Karnin screamed but managed to swing Elkartira onto a narrow shelf before edging in beside her.

      “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry,” Elkartira cried.

      Thin crimson furrows ran the length of Karnin’s forearm, searing hot and dribbling blood. She flexed her fingers experimentally. All five responded. Thank the gods!

      Elkartira reached into her bag and pulled a ragged bundle of cloth out of it. She shook it, and the leaves she’d collected earlier sailed down past their precarious ledge. Karnin stared after the leaves, her blood frosting over. The drop to the ravine below was over forty meters. The fall would kill them.

      Nimble fingers pressed the cloth to Karnin’s bleeding forearm. “Here, we have to apply pressure.” 

      “No time,” Karnin said, fighting the haze of shock. “The ledge won’t hold for long. We need to climb now.” 

      But her arm already tingled with numbing pain, weakening her grip on the root. 

      “We must stop the bleeding,” Elkartira insisted. “If you grow faint and disoriented, you could slip.” 

      The girl’s persistence touched Karnin. She’ll make a hell of a medic someday. If she survives this one.

      “I’m good! Just climb!” Karnin put steel in her voice, the way she had so many times on the battlefield. 

      Beneath their toes, the ledge began to crumble. 

      “Elkartira!” Durek’s bellow echoed through the canyon. “Elkartira, answer if you can hear me!”

      “We’re here!” the girl called back.

      A moment later, rocks and dirt tumbled over them. Using a vine, Durek repelled down alongside them. He reached for his daughter. Karnin pushed Elkartira into his outstretched arm, and he tugged her onto his back. Elkartira clung to him as he scrambled back up the side of the cliff.

      Karnin focused on slowing her breathing. Her good arm was getting tired. Durek had better hurry. 

      Above, Elkartira’s voice raised in alarm. Searing dread slithered around Karnin’s heart. Durek was going to abandon her. That’s why he hadn’t started his descent yet. Why bother when gravity guaranteed him a win? Karnin closed her eyes, trapping warm tears. The bastard has nothing to lose.

      Pebbles skittered down the cliff, peppering her head. She opened her eyes as the Kul Prime dropped beside her.

      “You came back for me.” Karnin couldn’t believe it.

      He shifted, moving closer. “Thank my daughter.”

      The ledge gave way beneath her. Karnin slipped, but Durek reacted faster. Toe claws slamming into the cliff, he gripped the vine he’d used to repel down with one hand. With his other, he towed her between himself and the rock face. Gooseflesh prickled as his huge body covered hers, keeping her from falling. 

      Durek wrapped the vine around his wrist, ready for the climb. Then he stilled and sniffed the air. Karnin tensed, fearing he’d scented a new threat.

      Time bled in the span of heartbeats, but Durek remained, pressed against her. His breath thickened, tickling her crown, sifting the fine strands around her ears. 

      What is he doing? She remembered his heat that night, how it scorched her—inside and out.

      “Durek?” 

      He growled softly in answer but stayed put. His free hand slid to her waist; fingers splayed around her tightening belly. Karnin bit her lip as his claws dimpled her skin. His heat permeated, suffusing, and soothing her to calm, lulling away the pain.

      It felt . . . good. 

      Karnin surprised herself by leaning back into his bulk. Gods, what am I doing? Clinging to a cliff, hovering over what would likely be their deaths, was hardly the time for this—whatever this was. 

      “I am going to pull you onto my back,” he rumbled, breaking the spell. “I’ll slide to your left, and then grab onto me.”

      Karnin gulped. “Okay.”

      Durek sniffed her hair, then eased away. He gripped the vine tighter, waiting as she reached her good arm around his massive shoulders. “Quickly.”

      Karnin slid onto his back, wounds throbbing as she circled his broad neck with both arms. “Go.”

      The Kul Prime climbed the side of the cliff. Reaching the top, Elkartira helped her onto solid ground. Karnin collapsed, fresh fire erupting in her forearm. The little healer already had bandages waiting and kneeled to apply them. 

      Durek straightened, cocking his head as he listened for danger. “We need to move.” 

      “Just a ni-unneq more, Father.”

      Karnin grunted at the added pressure of the bandage. Durek strode away, and then returned moments later with a metal object in his hand. He examined it as Elkartira finished wrapping Karnin’s arm.

      “I pried this from the creature’s head,” he said. “This is the first I’ve encountered with a device embedded in its skull.”

      “Someone was controlling it.” Karnin scanned the plateau until she spied the dead monster.

      Elkartira tucked her medical supplies into her bag. “Let’s discuss this at the den. Father, carry Karnin.”

      Karnin glanced at the Kul Prime’s face. He blinked his milky eyes, mouth forming a protest. 

      “I can walk,” Karnin volunteered, but then realized her mistake. Her voice allowed Durek to zero in on her position. 

      The world hazed as the Kul Prime scooped her off the ground. The furnace heat of his body radiated into her, dulling the sharper edges of her pain. As Elkartira led them back to the forest, Karnin allowed herself to relax in her enemy’s arms.
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      Durek

      

      The breeze carried Chayse’s scent ahead of her steps. She joined him outside the tree hollow, wisely sitting out of arm’s reach. They had spent no time alone since that night he defiled himself with her body. His daughter had been their constant companion, their buffer. 

      Thank the fire deities for small favors. 

      “She falls asleep remarkably fast. And soundly too,” Chayse said. “If I hadn’t seen her wake up every morning, I’d think she was in a coma.”

      A reasonable topic. One Durek would not object to offering insight about. “It is part of the growth cycles of Nisroc young. They experience rapid development spurts following infancy.”

      Karnin shifted. He heard a terse breath, one he associated with amusement. “Terran children don’t always sleep as solidly. Does Elkartira ever have a bad dream that wakes her up?”

      “Young will not wake until the cycle completes.”

      “How long does this phase last?”

      “Until they are juveniles, around nine of their age scribings,” he said. 

      “Then Elkartira’s deep sleep cycle is almost over, providing I have her scribings calculated correctly.” 

      Durek tipped his horns toward her. “Correct.”

      “Your daughter is nearly the Terran equivalent of a young adult.”

      “My daughter will never be equivalent to Terran young.”

      Chayse groaned. “Not what I meant. Just trying to understand. I never expected you to have a child.”

      That surprised him. “Why is that? The elite warrior caste is expected to produce many superior offspring.”

      “How many children do you have?”

      Durek couldn’t help the quiet hiss. “Elkartira is my first and only.” 

      Not by his choosing. His ex-mate had refused more offspring. Without consulting him, Lady Chal had received an implant to prevent conception. Durek supposed he should have been thankful. With as many males as Chal snuck into their den in his absence, it was a wonder she hadn’t produced a clutch after every heat cycle. 

      Agent Chayse must have noticed his irritation. She was good at reading people—reading him. She changed the subject. 

      “The creature that attacked us on the ridge,” she said, “tells me we’re close to finding something the game designers want to protect.”

      “Agreed.” He had been thinking the same thing. “Although we should confirm this.”

      “Give me another night.” Fabric rustled. The sound of blunt nails scratching bandages met his ears. “Those nanomed shots are miracle workers, though my arm itches like a bitch.” 

      Her dominant knife-throwing arm. Durek appreciated the irony.

      “I will go alone after the rains stops.” He heard Chayse’s intake of breath and hurried on before she argued. “Now that I know the scent path, I can cover more ground without an injured Terran slowing me down.” He thought himself charitable for not calling her weak or insipid.

      “You need my eyes.”

      “My hearing and smell are just as accurate.”

      “If we’re right,” she countered, “and there is something The Hosts don’t want us finding, they will try even harder to protect it.”

      “I anticipate a greater show of force,” he said. “It will serve as confirmation.”

      “What if you’re hurt? You have your daughter to think about now.”

      He growled. “Everything I do is for my daughter.”

      “Oh, that’s what you tell yourself. Does she know you butchered my people for her?” Chayse’s voice grew cold. “What do you do at night? Tuck her in with bedtime stories about high body counts?”

      “Those who rise against the Nisroc Empire have accepted their fate by my claw,” he said. She made that irritating noise in her throat. He believed they called it a scoff. “Besides, I do not live with my daughter.”

      “Oh, and why is that? Too busy impaling Terran skulls to find time for her?” 

      Durek flexed his claws, itching to use them. It would be a simple means to slice her throat, or whatever was within reach, and Elkartira would sleep right through it. However, he would have to lie about Agent Chayse’s death. He couldn’t do that to his daughter. 

      Curse Chayse, she had been right. Durek had spent too much time away fighting the war. Not all his fault, but most of it. 

      He sighed. “My ex-mate has sole care-giving authority.”

      “You’re divorced?”

      That was not a Terran word he was familiar with, but from her inflection, he could guess the meaning. “We are un-joined by law. Chal has had greater favor with the courts. Specifically, with the males who preside over them.”

      “She’s a cheater.” 

      He noted the distaste in her tone. Durek needed no sympathy, especially from his enemy, but once he admitted his plight, he felt oddly lighter. “Ours was an arranged joining. Lady Chal is from the fifth wealthiest family in Elite Society. I am from the third. While my conquests were reserved for the battlefield, Chal conquered the sons of the second and first families. And any sawz in between, including those of my commanding officers.”

      “That’s—impressive.” Chayse let the silence sit between them. After several beats, she asked, “What about Elkartira?”

      “Elkartira was born immature. She is small for her age development, which her mother finds detestable given her Elite warrior bloodline. Because of this, Chal has vowed never to birth young again.”

      “And you? What do you think?”

      “Elkartira will be a great healer instead of an imperial soldier. That is her path.” His chest grew tight at the admission, having said too much. He realized his indiscretion. “My daughter must never know that her mother regrets having her. If you tell her—”

      “I won’t say anything, Durek. You have my word.” Chayse’s last oath to him promised retribution, mainly dismemberment. His regrown arm attested to her commitment.

      Having already betrayed himself, Durek saw no reason to stop. “I have my suspicions regarding Chal’s antipathy. Should a mate die, wealth is automatically divided between the surviving mate and offspring—unless no young have been produced from the union. Or if they should die before adulthood.”

      “I’m sorry. And I mean that,” she said. “You may be a cold, scaly bastard, but there is a special kind of hell for gold-digging cheaters.”

      Leaves fluttered. He heard a sharp wooden crack—Chayse pulling off a small branch. The scent of rain tainted the air. The sky would soon empty itself on them, but Durek had no desire to move. 

      “Do you have young of your own?” he asked.

      Chayse fell silent. When it seemed she would not answer, he readied to return to the tree cave, but her whisper stopped him. 

      “No, no children.”

      Durek leaned back against the folds in the tree. “Is Nathan your mate? You said his name in your sleep.”

      A twig snapped. “He’s my ex-husband.”

      “You did not desire offspring with him?”

      “We tried. Twice, but with the war and the stress . . . I lost them.” Chayse hesitated. “Of course, Nathan had children anyway.”

      “I do not follow.”

      “With another woman. His secretary, if you can believe that. It’s a cliché for a reason.”

      “He was a”—Durek recalled the Terran word she had used— “a cheehtar?”

      “Yes. I found out shortly after I lost our second baby. By then, Nathan and Cindy were also on their second.”

      “Did you kill him?” It surprised Durek that he wanted her to say yes.

      “Many times—in my head.” She laughed. “I used to wish him every excruciating death imaginable, even had a few friends in the agency willing to call in some favors for me. At the end of the divorce, I kept thinking he’s a piece of shit, sure, but he’s a piece of shit who is the father of two small children. I couldn’t do that to them.”

      Durek scratched the back of his neck. “That is the reason Lady Chal of Clan Terik lives. I cannot deprive my daughter of her mother.” 

      “Cheating spouses, failed marriages, and now the games. Can’t say I’m thrilled about what we have in common.”

      Since they were trading secrets anyway. “My Emperor threatened to have me executed before the peace accord.” 

      “My government faked my death on a secured transport to avoid a public tribunal.”

      “I am not sure how my disappearance was explained,” Durek confessed. “My father will grieve, whatever the story.”

      “I have no family left,” Chayse said. “Nathan certainly won’t miss me.”

      “Chal likely held a celebratory feast when I disappeared.”

      Karnin chuckled, the sound so unexpected and inappropriate, that he did as well. The rain fell, first in fat drops and then in icy trickles, dampening the mood. 

      Shifting followed by a thumping sound told him she had stood. “I shouldn’t get these bandages wet.”

      “I hate this rain,” Durek said, hefting himself up. 

      She laughed again. “Another thing we have in common.”

      “I will follow your steps back to the tree cave.” 

      Her feet were light on the wood, making it a challenge to pick out her tread over the patter of drops. She had also been light in his arms when he carried her back to the tree. The thought startled him. Why had his mind chosen to remind him of that fact?

      “Do you want to sleep in the back room tonight? Near your daughter?” Chayse asked as he ducked in behind her. 

      He paused by the fire for warmth, thinking the three of them might be cramped in the smaller space. 

      As if sensing his thoughts, Chayse amended, “I could sleep out here.”

      “No. I will bed down by the fire and leave after the rain stops.”

      Her steps plodded toward the sleeping room but then stilled. “Durek, come back tomorrow. For Elkartira’s sake.”

      “Karnin Chayse,” her name drifted between them before his brain could censor his tongue, “twice now you have saved my daughter’s life in this game. If something were to happen to me, I trust that you would protect her in my stead.”

      “I . . . uh . . .” she faltered. Then, with renewed conviction, “Yes, that I promise you.”

      Durek listened as she retreated, unsure why he suddenly wished there had been enough space for all three of them in the sleeping room.
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      Karnin

      

      Karnin found the main room empty in the morning. Durek had already left for the ridge. A niggling sensation of worry accompanied her to the fire pit. For him—the Impaler of Skulls. 

      Ridiculous.

      Jabbing the embers with a stick, Karnin glanced at the large niche the Kul Prime had claimed as his bed. Though he trusted her with protecting Elkartira, Karnin knew Durek had no intentions of letting a Terran corrupt his child. 

      Too late. Elkartira held no prejudice towards her. Maybe that was the true victory of the game.

      She smiled and regarded the tree cave. How long would they be staying? Should she bother making their camp more habitable? Wasn’t that admitting defeat, giving The Hosts what they wanted? News flash, you and Durek already did. Besides that, her two days were up, and she still didn’t know what to ask for.

      Karnin shuddered and forced her thoughts elsewhere. Once Elkartira awakened, they would inventory their provisions and get the cave ready for a long-term habitation. In the meantime, Karnin could no longer stand the slick, oily feeling of filth on her body. 

      A vision of a shower taking shape in her mind, Karnin crept outside onto the massive limb or, as she named it, “the deck.” Creepers hung everywhere—some intertwined their larger cousins coiling around the trunk, others draped from the upper canopy, and still more dipped from smaller branches jutting like spokes from the main bough. Cordage aplenty and giant leaves to boot. 

      The sun had begun warming the forest when Karnin heard claws on the deck behind her. Elkartira yawned. “What are you doing?” 

      Karnin sat weaving a large mesh basket out of supple creepers. “I’m building an outdoor shower.” 

      Elkartira crouched beside her. “Can you explain your design?”

      “It’s the same construction we used for the water accumulators,” Karnin lifted the knotted end she was working on, “only this time, they’ll hang from the overhead branches on the left side of the tree.” They designated the latrine around the right side, a few hops to the forked bough of a neighboring giant. It was breezy but offered a modicum of privacy. “When we’re ready, we’ll poke small holes in the bottom. That will slow the water flow for a quick shower.”

      “You’ll have to replace the poked leaves after every use.” 

      “It’s worth the trouble, especially when I can’t climb down the tree to get to the lake.”

      Elkartira warmed to the idea. “How can I help?”

      Karnin smiled, appreciating the girl’s willingness. “First, we’ll weave the support mesh to hold the leaves. Once we get the basic rig done, we’ll string it up.”

      “Maybe Father will bring back another juicy squealer,” Elkartira said, glancing back at their den.

      Karnin had to admit, the last one had been pretty tasty—once Durek roasted it.

      “We should have a few projects completed by then. This place will be a little more hospitable and secure.” 

      “If only my nocturnal cycle was over.” Elkartira took up a creeper in her claws. “We could have started earlier.”

      “Sometimes, I wish I could sleep as soundly, but I understand.” Karnin was thankful for Elkartira’s cycle, especially knowing she and Durek had to perform again.

      By the time they strung the water accumulators on the upper branches, the forest buzzed with the life of mid-day. Karnin’s arm throbbed under the bandages, but she kept working. Come the next morning, the new collectors would have collected rain enough for three quick showers. 

      While Elkartira made tea, Karnin rinsed off using a water collector sacrificed as a test. One of the newer constructions would take its place. She longed for her lost soap and loofahs, anything to scrape off the dirt, the grime. You could ask The Hosts for more bath supplies. It wasn’t a terrible idea, just a narrow-minded one. And while you’re at it, ask for a hot bath and fluffy towels. 

      Karnin dressed wet and stepped inside the den. She accepted a proffered cup, sniffing the brew. The scent of herbs wafted with the rising steam. Like chamomile and licorice.

      “How was the shower?” Elkartira asked. 

      “Not the coldest I’ve ever taken, but a close second.” Karnin blew on her tea, noting the bits of purple floating in the water. “Are these the flowers from the ridge?”

      “Yes. They contain Andrographis, which help with immunity and digestion.”

      It had a pucker-worthy bitterness, but the heat made it bearable. “How are we doing on the field rations?” Karnin took another sip of tea.

      Elkartira sat across the fire, chomping on a strip of meat. “We have twenty of the packets left and fifteen small nutrition bars.”

      “I’d like to become self-sufficient rather than rely on the game makers’ rations.” Karnin turned her backside to the fire. 

      “Why? Do you think the game designers will stop supplying them?”

      “We wouldn’t be very good survivors if we waited for the game to feed us.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” 

      To Elkartira, they were on an adventure. She had been given a chance to study alien botany and other species, including a Terran. Karnin would keep up the illusion for as long as possible, but it wouldn’t hurt to teach the girl survival skills. 

      The Hosts had sent the healer with a medical kit and some decent provisions. While Elkartira and Durek preferred raw meat over packaged food, leaving Karnin with the lion’s share of the rations, complacency had no place in the game. Once her arm healed, she would practice knife-throwing and join the hunt.

      “What other projects do you have in mind?” Elkartira set her empty cup down, ready.

      Karnin looked at the flap covering the opening. “I say we fortify the entrance.” Currently, their home security consisted of giant leaves that offered zero protection. “Let’s make a screen mesh out of vines that can be fastened during the night.”

      Elkartira spiked her tongue into the air, then darted it back into her mouth. “To keep the predators out.”

      “More of an early warning system. It won’t stop a determined invader, but it will slow it down,” Karnin said. “We’ll need a lot more vines.”

      “On it.” Elkartira jumped up and raced out of the den.

      Sweet kid. Durek’s lucky to have her.

      As they worked through the afternoon, they talked. Karnin learned more about Shadow Claw in one sitting than she ever had in any intelligence briefing. Elkartira had a live-in babysitter, an elderly female Nisroc named Minea. They often visited her grandfather—Durek’s father, Chief Healer Velnik Nezeil Durek, who had given her the med-scanner for her fifth age-scribing. Her grandfather would take her on as an apprentice healer to the Emperor. 

      “Your mother must be very proud of you,” Karnin said, uncertain that were true. “You’re so young and already know that you’re going to be a doctor.”

      Elkartira sliced through a vine with her predator’s nails. “My mother wishes I were better at the combat arts. Lady Chal is a respected warrior in the Elite Warrior Clans.” The girl dropped her gaze, whispering, “I am nothing like her.” 

      Hoping her prying wasn’t too blatant, Karnin pressed, “I’m sure she appreciates your skills as a healer. You’re certainly more advanced than any Terran child I know your age.”

      Elkartira’s shoulders hunched, as if making herself small. “I embarrass my mother. Lady Chal refuses to take me to parties and does not let me visit when she brings home a guest.”

      “How about your caregiver, Minea? Do you enjoy spending time with her?”

      “She is old and often takes naps.” Elkartira froze then, her wide amber eyes darting up to Karnin. “Forgive me! I am being disrespectful.” She tensed, expecting a slap. “My mother does not tolerate disrespect. Nor should she.”

      “You don’t have to apologize for your feelings, Elkartira.” Karnin offered a reassuring smile. “This conversation stays between us girls. Promise.” And the pervs watching the show, but why spoil the moment?

      Elkartira stared for several beats then nodded—mimicking a Terran bobbing of the head. “Minea is kind to me. She makes the best L’vesh and always attends my ceremonial age scribings. More than my mother has.” Seeing no anger or outward judgment on Karnin’s face, Elkartira continued, “I do not believe Minea would enjoy this game.”

      Karnin couldn’t help but feel grateful the older woman was not forced to join them. “Where was Minea when you were brought to the arena?”

      “Lady Chal arranged a trip for us to visit Senator No’vek. She asked Minea to stay home.”

      “How did you get to the game?” 

      Elkartira reached for another vine. “They said I would join a game with my father, and that I needed to administer nanocytes to his Terran friend as you were injured. After the shuttle flew away, my father found me in the forest.”

      “Your mother must be worried sick.”

      “Lady Chal knows I am here.” Elkartira met Karnin’s gaze. “They told me in the shuttle on the way to the arena.”

      Dear gods! Her mother knew she was in the game. Karnin’s stomach knotted at the implications. Given Durek’s suspicions about his ex-mate gaining Elkartira’s inheritance upon the girl’s death, had Lady Chal planned this? 

      Karnin hacked at creeper with a sharp rock, knuckles whitening. “Your father and I will keep you safe. I promise you that.” She prayed she hadn’t just lied to the girl.

      “My father hates Terrans.” Elkartira frowned. “But my grandfather says we’ve been at war too long. Our Supreme Emperor wants to make peace with your people. He says Nisroc must join the Galactic Tribe.” Softly, she added, “Father was punished for disagreeing with the Emperor in the High Court.”

      Oh. “And you’re probably wondering how we are friends?” Karnin swallowed. “I’ll be honest with you, Elkartira, the Kul Prime and I are both respected warriors among our warring militaries. In this game, we’ve been compelled to work together.”

      “Do you loathe my father as my mother does?”

      Karnin gaped. That was as loaded a question. How candid did she want to be with Durek’s daughter? The poor thing had issues, and Karnin hated adding weight to her baggage. 

      Instead, she deflected the bullet. “Why do you think your mother loathes your father?” 

      “Lady Chal says awful things about him. She thinks I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m almost to my pre-adult stage. I know my parents are enemies.” Slice. Elkartira had her claws out. “I know Mother wants to join a more prominent family. That’s why my father never comes around. It’s just that . . . I wish I could spend more time with him. And now that I’m here, I can.” She flashed her fangs. “Even if you and my father are not friends, I don’t care. You are the first Terran I’ve met, and I’m glad for it.”

      Karnin’s heart puddled in her chest. It took several seconds for her to find her voice. “I’m glad I met you as well, Elkartira.” 

      How could Lady Chal take her child for granted? Or, gods forbid, give her to the games? Sounds like Durek was right about his ex. 

      “Do you think these are enough?” Elkartira asked, holding up the last two vines she’d cut.

      Karnin nodded. “I think we have a good start.”

      They fell silent as they braided. Occasionally, Karnin glanced up at the little Nisroc. Would her children have been as keen as Elkartira? How would Nathan have handled a truly gifted child? From what she had heard of Nathan and Cindy’s two boys, neither of them showed an aptitude for more than playing VR games and getting into trouble at school. Despite Durek’s train wreck of a marriage, Elkartira was exceptionally well-adjusted.

      “I can’t wait to show my father our shower and the screen,” she said.

      Karnin forced a smile and continued weaving. The niggling fear she had earlier returned like a jab to the gut. Durek’s hunt typically lasted several hours. Sometimes he would be gone until late afternoon. Today, however, Durek could likely fight enslaved predators four times his size. 

      Get a grip. He’ll be fine.

      Their meshwork would never be mistaken for skill, but they managed a patchy, hanging screen even Durek’s claws would be challenged to slash through. When they finished, Elkartira tested their design. 

      “It works!” She hung like a cat on a screen door before climbing down.

      Karnin unwound the bottom fasteners and let Elkartira inside. “Consider our early warning system complete.”

      “Good because I’m hungry.” Elkartira added a small log to the fire. “My father should have returned by now.”

      The ice in Karnin’s gut bloomed into bergs. “I’m sure he’ll be back soon. How about a snack and more tea?”

      “First, I need to check your arm and change your bandages.”

      “It itched most of the day, so it’s healing.” 

      Elkartira’s voice dropped to a humble whisper. “I’m sorry.”

      “Accidents happen.” No matter how many times Karnin reassured the girl, Elkartira wouldn’t let it go. “Thank the gods above, I have an excellent healer to mend my wounds. Now, are you going to change my bandages before your father returns and grumbles about slow-healing Terrans?”

      That did the trick. Elkartira rushed to the spare room, retrieved new wrappings from her kit, and hurried back. She knelt beside Karnin, who held her arm out, ever the obedient patient. The healer worked quickly. Thanks to the nanocytes, the gashes had scabbed over and had left little seepage on the bandages. 

      “With another dose of the nanomeds tonight, I probably won’t have any scars.”

      The pebbled skin above Elkartira’s brow creased. “I’ve never seen healing machines like this before.”

      “We used them on the battlefield, but they never worked this fast.” Karnin ran her fingers over the new bandages and felt no pain. 

      Elkartira skimmed her scanner above Karnin’s wounds. “They are prompting cellular regeneration. Your damaged tissues read as healthier and stronger.”

      “Guess we’re lucky the game designers use only the finest grade.”

      Outside, the faint sound of picks stabbing the wood met their ears. Karnin and Elkartira looked at each other. Had Durek returned to camp? Or were they about to employ their new defenses?
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      Karnin

      

      “Stay behind me.” Karnin clutched the rock she used on the vines.

      Elkartira nodded, reading her tone and heeding her instruction.

      Karnin peeked from their security flap as a low, ragged hiss greeted them. She swallowed, feeling her pulse tick up.

      A moment later, Durek crawled over the side of the main bough and collapsed. Karnin opened the flap and hurried to the Kul Prime.

      “Father!” Elkartira rushed to his other side.

      Durek pushed himself onto palms and knees then up again onto unsteady feet. Elkartira helped him brace against the trunk. Blood oozed from several deep gashes across his abdomen and chest. 

      “Elkartira, get your medkit. I’ll help him inside.” Karnin shoved her shoulder under Durek’s arm as Elkartira raced into the cave. 

      They hobbled to the back wall where he sank to the floor, leaving a bloody smear on the wood. Karnin backed away as Elkartira knelt beside him, her med scanner in one hand and her bag in the other.

      “Six slashes have cut through your dermal armor, Father.” Elkartira’s voice raised an octave as she rummaged through the med bag for nanoshots. She set three injections, side-by-side, in front of her. After administering the first, she reached for another, but Durek caught her arm.

      “Just one. I will heal tonight. Save the rest for . . .” His gaze brushed over Karnin.

      Karnin bit her lip. He was sparing the nanocytes for her. Had The Hosts spoken to him?

      Elkartira hissed. “But Father, we have so many left.”

      “Do as I say.” Durek put fire in his voice. “One shot only. No more.”

      Admonished, Elkartira administered one shot and placed the other two shots inside the bag. She pulled out several clean cloths and a bundle of bandages. She glanced at Karnin. “Please fetch me the water jug.”

      Karnin grabbed the container from the back room and returned, sliding it close to Elkartira.  The little healer handed Karnin several bandages.

      “Durek, what happened?” Karnin asked. 

      Elkartira blotted his slashes. “Press hard.”

      Karnin did as instructed, feeling warmth seep through the cloth. The Kul Prime closed his eyes, stomach tightening under the pressure.

      Reaching into her bag, Elkartira pulled out a dispenser and nodded at Karnin, who peeled the soiled cloth away. The little healer pressed foam into each gash, allowing it to form a protective seal and stop the bleeding.

      “Three beasts attacked me on the ridge this time.” Durek tilted his head back as far as his horns would allow. 

      Karnin tossed the blood-drenched material into the fire. “Were they modified like the one yesterday?”

      “I found the same devices embedded in the backs of their skulls.”

      Elkartira bandaged his abdomen before stuffing her leftover supplies back into her bag. “If your wounds are not improved by the morning, I’m giving you another shot.” With that, she collected her bag. “It would be best if you found new hunting grounds, Father.”

      Karnin and Durek watched her disappear into the other room, and then their eyes met. 

      “You smell like rain and minerals.” The tip of his tongue prodded the air between them. “These are preferable scents on your skin.”

      She blinked, stunned. That came out of nowhere. “Um, thanks?”

      A disturbing heat rose from her belly and scrawled across her cheeks as his blue stare lingered. Did he have head injuries they didn’t know about, or had he just attempted to compliment her? And why the hell did it cause her body to react that way?

      “You should listen to your healer.” She averted her gaze to his bandages. “Avoid that particular hunting ground until we come up with a new plan.”

      “Indeed.” He pressed a hand to his ribs. “Our suspicion proves valid. The creatures were guarding something. I wish I could have confirmed this through visual surveillance.” Durek clenched his teeth as he shifted against the wall. “They were different from the first.”

      “How so?”

      “Their scents were masked, nearly indistinguishable from the terrain. Perhaps they were cloaked,” he said. “I didn’t realize they were stalking me until they crawled onto the ridge.”

      “If they have cloaking technology, how would your sight have helped?”

      He considered. “My eyes are—were—excellent at spotting movement. As large as those predators were, there would have been traces. From great distances, I’d see footprints, bending branches, flattening grass.” 

      “Nisroc predatory adaptations.” She smirked. If not for well-coordinated, precision strikes and cloaking combat suits, Terrans would have suffered higher losses than they already had against the Nisroc forces. 

      “Superior predatory adaptations,” he corrected.

      Karnin rolled her eyes. “What matters here is that they are willing to kill to protect whatever’s out there.”

      “For the first time since we’ve entered the arena, I think the game makers are wary of us.”

      She studied him. Durek was not concerned about his wounds or even that he’d almost been killed. No, the Nisroc was gratified at confirming a lead. She couldn’t fault him, but the game designers had to be aware now that they were onto them. That opened a whole new mess of worries.

      Elkartira returned with meal rations and a leaf-wrapped bundle. She handed the leftovers to her father. Karnin retrieved three cups and poured water into them. Durek ate and listened as his daughter told him what they had accomplished during the day. 

      “We also made a shower,” she said proudly.

      At this, Durek raised a brow. “This, I will have to test myself.” He stuffed another piece of meat into his mouth.

      “Only after you have a full rest cycle. And only after your wounds completely close. You can’t shower until then. Do you understand, Father?”

      “I hear and obey, young healer.” Durek tilted his head forward. Elkartira brushed her horns with his. 

      “Tonight,” he said, “I will join you in the back room for slumber.”

      Right then, Karnin knew what to ask from The Hosts. Once Durek and Elkartira fell asleep, she would present her request to the game makers.
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      Durek

      

      Rubbing knuckles over his bandages, Durek limped into the main room, nose slits guiding him to the fire pit. Agent Chayse snored nearby, her leaf bed ruffling with every snort. Sounds like a pair of squealers going at it. 

      Feeling along the wall to the woodpile, he collected two logs before dropping them into the pit. One loud thunk followed another, each branch kicking up ashes. As anticipated, Chayse stirred awake and yawned into a sneeze. Not quite a predictable routine yet, but an indication of a pattern forming. Providing the game insists on this absurd cohabitation. 

      Now that her nasal operas had subsided, he listened for the rain. Only sparse, irritating drops lingered. Soon the heat would come. He flexed his claws, yearning for the hunt. The prey animals were already foraging for food. 

      His damned ribs itched, just as they had done all night. 

      “Are you feeling better?” Chayse said, voice mushy with sleep.

      He grunted.

      “You’re a grump in the morning.” The Terran yawned again. Shuffling sounds informed him that she had stood. The cracks in her spine marked her prolonged stretch. “We need to move camp.”

      Durek settled himself on the floor next to the pit. He scraped one nail over the other, listening for sparks. Agent Chayse added kindling, branches crackling and snapping in her grip. He replayed her words then dismissed them.

      “Are you listening to me?”

      Elkartira roused in the sleeping den, saving him from an argument. She scuffed into the main room and sat next to him.

      “How are you feeling, Father?”

      “Improved.” He steadied himself as she pulled up the edge of the bandages. 

      “Your wounds are better. Are you sure you do not want another shot?” She made to rise, but his hand stayed her. “The machines will speed up the healing.”

      “No. I will rest the light cycle and hunt tonight.”

      Elkartira sighed. “You can be difficult.”

      “Exactly,” Karnin agreed. “I’m serious, Durek. I think we should move camp. If something happened to you—sorry, Elkartira—but if something did, I’d never make it down the tree. And since you insist on carrying Elkartira as well, it’s dangerous for her too.”

      “I can climb, Father. But I can’t carry Karnin.”

      “Nor should you ever attempt to,” Durek agreed. To Chayse, he said, “The tree is fortified. Your security screen, with the addition of weapons, may keep predators out.” Fire-hardened spikes to start. Knapped stones for axes. Although the Terran might be tempted to use them on him. “No ground shelter can protect you from the creatures I fought on the ridge.”

      “How do you know they can’t climb?” she countered. “You can’t see them.” 

      Durek ground out a hiss. “I will not endanger my daughter by dwelling on the ground.”

      “What if we fashion ropes between the larger boughs?” Elkartira suggested.

      “A reasonable solution.” He raked lightly over the bandages. His wounds itched as the devil mites worked their infernal sorcery.

      “Stop scratching, Father.” 

      Durek dropped his hand. “Yes, little healer. Your grandfather has taught you well.”

      “Even in top shape,” Chayse said, “it would be a challenge to scale multiple stories up a rope—without my exo-suit. I don’t heal as fast as you Nisroc.” 

      “Inferior Terran biology.” 

      “Father!”

      He tossed his horns. “I speak the truth.” 

      “No one asked,” Chayse snapped. “How about we make a rope ladder instead, with rungs for Elkartira and me to climb?”

      “Sounds like female’s work,” he grumbled. 

      “It sounds like you want to take a swan dive off this tree. Sorry again, Elkartira.”

      His daughter hissed with laughter. “I’ll help you push.”

      “Treacherous seed!” he bellowed in mock outrage. “You’ve turned my daughter against me, Agent Chayse.”

      “I’m better company.”

      His enemy’s tongue was quick, he’d give her that. I should have taken it instead of her eye. Nevertheless, Chayse had a point. If he perished, Elkartira could not carry the Terran up the tree and might be tempted should circumstances demand it. 

      Should he defy Agent Chayse’s expectations and remain alive, a ladder would spare his spine her burden. And given her consideration for Elkartira, along with his protection and provisions from hunting, Chayse had no intention of escaping. Pity.

      “There are three canopies below this one. If we make a series of vine ladders that extend down the trunk between the boughs, it should suffice.”

      “We? I’d hate for you to break a claw doing women’s work.”

      “As would I, yet the labor will proceed faster with my expertise.”

      “Grumpy and arrogant in the morning.” Chayse clucked her tongue. “How do you stand yourself?”

      Maybe she wasn’t that quick after all. “Like most bipeds, on two legs.” On three, if he were on his knees and so inclined. 

      Chayse sputtered. 

      Elkartira scraped her claws together. “It sounds like we have our task chosen for the day.”

       

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      After the bland ration bars and morning tea, as provided by Elkartira’s herbs and the surplus from the water catchers, Durek joined the females for endless vine-weaving. Heeding his daughter’s admonishments about resting, he sat on a large wooden fold while Chayse and Elkartira gathered vines.

      He couldn’t deny his daughter and his enemy made a resourceful team. And it appeared Elkartira genuinely enjoyed Chayse’s company. Lady Chal would be displeased. For that alone, Durek would not discourage the bond between Elkartira and Agent Chayse. 

      How had his ex-mate allowed their daughter to be taken by the game makers? If he survived the show, he’d ask Chal before he slashed the life from her. Ever since he had discovered her with his first prime, he’d regretted sparing her, and then he'd cursed himself thereafter for her endless dalliances. 

      Durek thumped the wood on either side of him. Dense, solid, though not nearly as hard as the bedrock of Nisroc. He envisioned a deck with several benches. Along with his claws, proper tools would be adequate for the rest.

      As a youngling, he’d helped his father carve and craft furnishings for the family den. When Chal became his mate, Durek had done the same for their dwelling, and for a time, his stonecraft, like his sawz, satisfied her. 

      Not that I’m bitter. 

      “Time to get your nails dirty, princess.” Chayse dropped her burden at his feet. Vines unraveled, snaking over his ankles, and catching on his toe-claws. “We’ll bring more. Get to braiding.”

      Durek hissed at her retreating steps but snatched a handful of creepers, each as large around as two of his fingers put together. He would plait them into the parallel lengths. Thicker vines would be twined and then wrapped for rungs. Though he preferred carving, braiding occupied his hands just as well. 

      Time passed in earnest, mind-idle toil. Elkartira and Agent Chayse harvested vines further down the main bough as nearby resources dwindled. With their multiple deliveries, Chayse’s criticism decreased while her heady salts bloomed. Unbidden, Durek recalled her scent while mating. How it had enveloped him that night.

      Best to think on other things.

      He measured out the woven lengths from hand to elbow, recalling the length of Chayse’s legs. If he spaced each rung too far apart, Elkartira would also struggle to reach them. Completing the first section, Durek tied the parallel ends to a sturdy overhead branch and tested his weight. The vines groaned but held. Then he had both Chayse and Elkartira climb the partial ladder. When neither fell into his waiting arms, he dismissed them and continued.

      As the air heated, he wove faster, completing the final parallel lengths. Attaching the rungs came next, but Elkartira insisted they break for a meal. After another unpalatable ration bar and a jug of water, they resumed their tasks. 

      “Once I finish these last two knots, this ladder will need to be tested between the canopies,” Durek said, recalling the burs on the trunk for tying the ends. 

      “I’ll do it,” Chayse said.

      Despite his injuries, Durek planned to try it himself, but his conscience eased when Chayse volunteered before his daughter. 

      “Very well.” Would the Terran survive a fall to the bough below? Perhaps if I gave her a little nudge . . .

      Durek found two knobs by rote, secured each end of the ladder, and gave them a savage tug. If Chayse slipped, she could not fault his rope skills. With his daughter’s guidance, he moved to the edge, and they fed the ladder over the side. 

      “Be careful, Karnin,” Elkartira said.

      “The measurements are correct.” Durek insisted. “You should have little difficulty stepping between the rungs.”

      “All right.” Vines creaked taking Chayse’s weight. “My instructors made us climb rope ladders sideways, like trapeze artists. It was safer.” She grunted. “But these rungs are bigger and thicker than what we had at the academy.” 

      Another grunt, lower this time. “Wow! You considered my height! The length of my legs.”

      Heat surged under his dermal armor. Yes, how he remembered her legs. Bent and trembling, collapsing with his thrusts. Despite his shame, Durek felt his sawz twinge at the memory.

      If you were not such a lowly scute, you’d step off this branch and accept the Fire Fates’ judgment. 

      A scream yanked Durek from his thoughts. He rushed for the trunk then realized he would be rescuing his enemy. Again. What was wrong with him?

      “Karnin! Are you okay?” Elkartira cried.

      “Yes,” Chayse called back. “One of the friendly insects decided to visit me. I was a little eager in waving it away.”

      Durek stilled, listening as she continued down. The rope vines shifted, supporting her.

      “We need five more rungs to reach the branch below. I’m coming back up.” 

      When Chayse reached them, Durek extended his hand. 

      Two heart spans passed before she clasped onto him. “This, uh, is quality work.”

      An odd sensation of pride sparked at her compliment. He sniffed the air between them, parsing the scents on her skin. Rain, woods, salt, fear. Something else as well, disguised as an undertone. Arousal . . .

      To scent her secret fragrance now perplexed him. What had caused it? 

      “Although,” she said, stepping away, “to be honest, the knot work could be better.” 

      Durek shuddered, mostly from indignation. “Debatable. Nisroc knots are superior to that of any other species.” 

      “Is that so?” Chayse scoffed. “Okay, Mr. Superior, we have several hours left before dark. I’ll complete a ladder. You complete one. May the best knot-maker win.”

      The Terran must have bumped her head when climbing up. She thought she could challenge him? 

      “Acceptable. Elkartira will determine the victor.”

      “I will?”

      “Unless you believe my daughter’s judgment will skew towards her father?”

      “Skew?” Elkartira repeated, confused.

      “Not a chance,” Chayse said. “I believe Elkartira is intelligent and will fairly judge the ladders independent of her father’s obvious pandering.”

      “I have never pandered obviously, Terran.” He growled for emphasis. 

      “Well, Nisroc, you don’t pander subtly either.”

      “I will test both ladders, and if I don’t die, you both win!” Elkartira stomped toward their surplus of vines.

      “No,” he and Chayse said in accord. 

      “Your father and I will test our ladders first,” Chayse amended. “Once they prove safe, then you can judge our craftsmanship.”

      “Acceptable.” Durek had no doubt he would win.

      In any case, he wanted to complete their two ladders before the night rain fell. He turned and whiffed his path back to the future bench. Elkartira dragged another bundle of creepers to him. Agent Chayse sat nearby, rustling vines to her.

      They continued in silence, for which he was grateful. The cycle waned with the plaiting, twining, wrapping, knotting. Vaguely, he noted Chayse’s progress; the sound of wood gliding over fleshy palms counterpointed the scrape and scratch of the snaking vines in his hands. 

      The heat had leaked from the air by the time he finished. “Done.”

      “Took you long enough.” Agent Chayse snickered.

      “You are already finished?” Doubtful.

      “For some time now.”

      Durek flashed his fangs. “Speed does not account for quality.”

      “Guess we’ll just have to test your theory, won’t we?”

      “Indeed.”

      He was grateful when Chayse discouraged Elkartira’s second attempt at volunteering. “I’m sorry, Elkartira. The quality of my work has been challenged. Therefore, I must prove your father wrong.”

      “Fine. But I’m climbing down as soon as you reach the bottom,” Elkartira said. “I’m tired of being stuck in the tree cave.” 

      They moved to the edge of the bough. 

      “Mine first.” Chayse descended. 

      Before he could stop her, Elkartira followed. Durek grumbled. Chayse was a bad influence. Nevertheless, he slung his ladder and scaled down the side of the trunk to the branch, arriving ahead of the Terran. They found a branch sturdy enough for Chayse’s ladder. 

      “Remain here,” Durek instructed Elkartira before leaping onto the trunk. 

      He met Chayse at the bough below, and they repeated the process, tying it to the tree and tossing his ladder over. They reached the next bough together. 

      Elkartira landed on the level above them, yelling, “I made it!”

      “Stay there. We’re coming up!” Durek bellowed. To Agent Chayse, he said, “She’s becoming unmanageable. Learning from you, I believe.”

      “You’re welcome.” Chayse laughed, smacking his arm. “You needn’t worry. Your knots are sound, and your daughter is strong.”

      The friendly contact surprised him. Her words elicited another odd surge of pride. A sudden urge to shove her against the tree and ram inside her almost staggered him. It was irrational and reprobate. He was not a Common male who forced himself on females. 

      Would she fight him? Or bend for him? Perhaps one would lead to the other? Master yourself, Zeris. He stepped away. “The rain is coming.”

      “So soon . . .” Chayse’s breathing quickened. 

      “We will finish the rest of this project on the next cycle.” He inhaled, reading her scents. Panic. Fear. No trace of the arousal from earlier.

      Above, Elkartira ascended the ladder. “Race you to the top!”

      Durek found familiar grooves in the trunk and climbed. Something had spooked Chayse. He replayed their conversation but found no suspect. 

      The evening meal passed with Durek in contemplation. Eventually, Elkartira yawned and dragged Agent Chayse off to the sleeping den, asking for a story. While they settled in, Durek ventured outside to his bench, determined to enjoy the night before the rain hit. 

      As the air thickened with dreaded moisture, it carried his enemy’s voice. She recounted a prince rescuing the princess in a far-away land from an evil dragon. Durek tried to distance himself from the narrative, but he sympathized with the beast. Its only crime had been its stomach. The princess, knowing dangerous winged creatures had been spotted in the land, flounced about the castle’s upper balconies. What did she think would happen? 

      After securing an easy meal, the dragon flew to his cave. The princess railed and screamed, drawing a meddlesome interloper into the beast’s domain. Conveniently, the intruder was the prince of a nearby kingdom. The story ended with the dragon slayed—improbable—by the puny Terran’s blade and the princess pledging her virtue and kingdom to the prince. All without her father’s permission. 

      Preposterous. 

      “And they lived happily ever after,” Chayse finished to Elkartira’s snores. “Yes, it is a crock of shit, but blame my grandmother for the story selection.”

      Durek chuckled at Chayse’s unsolicited commentary. She extricated herself from the inner sanctum of their—his—tree camp. Though he hoped she was fetching a drink, Chayse stepped outside. 

      Sighing inwardly, he resigned himself to her company. “The dragon was vilified in your tale, and yet it received the greatest injustice.”

      She laughed tersely. Her earlier tension had returned. “If you ask me, the dragon got off easy.”

      “How so?”

      She sat near him, an arm-span away. “Both the princess and the prince are delusional if they think there will be a happy ever after. Real life doesn’t work that way.”

      “If you disapprove of the story, why did you tell it?”

      “It’s strangely comforting. Not the story itself, but the memory of my grandmother sitting beside my bed and telling it to me.” She drew in breath then exhaled into a sigh. “I miss Grandma Bee.” 

      “Elkartira has grown fond of you,” he admitted.

      “Pity, given the game.”

      “A pity, about that, yes.” Her gloom threatened to infect him should they linger on the subject. “We should resume our reconnaissance of the ridge. Now that we have confirmation that game designers will defend that area, we need to double our efforts to find what they are hiding.”

      “I agree. Do you have a plan?”

      “A loose one. We hike to the ridge, and while I draw the sentries away, you search for their base. Once I mislead the sentries, I will follow. If you get into any trouble, I will be there to . . .” He trailed off, realizing his foolishness.

      “You’ll rescue me? Like the dipshit prince?”      

      “I would have used different terms,” Durek conceded. “Why? What do you propose?”      

      “Your plan gets me killed, so I say we take the long way around. We come at them from the ravine. Better tree cover. Less exposure.”

      “And once we do?”

      “We make a map—or I do since I can see what I’m drawing.” She scooted closer. “I’ll mark security accesses, ground and aerial drone routes, and every place where we’ve been detected. They’ve got to have weak spots in their defense. We won’t know until we test them.”

      “Elkartira will remain here,” he said.

      “Agreed.”

      Durek thought over her suggestions. He was doing a lot of conceding lately, but he approved of her plan. “This would be considerably easier if I had my eyes. I could go alone, and you could protect my daughter.”

      Chayse fell silent. The air had grown humid, and the forest had stilled around them. The calm before the rain started. They should return to the cave, and yet he sensed her reluctance. 

      He waited. She remained mute. 

      At last, she spoke. “You said you trusted me to protect your daughter.”

      This caught him off guard. “As you’ve proven trustworthy in that regard, yes. Why do you ask?”

      “Durek, we need to play the game now,” she whispered, closing the gap between them until her thigh pressed against his, all too quickly stirring his desires from earlier. “The Hosts will leave your daughter out of this as long as we do.”

      “They’ve spoken to you.” He growled, anger sparking fire in his veins. “What did they want?”

      “Elkartira will be safe.”

      “They told you that?”

      Her voice grew even softer, barely audible. “Yes.” 

      Icy nails scraped up his spine. “In exchange for what?” 

      Hesitation, palpable as his enemy’s trembling breaths. A shaky hand settled on his thigh. “We must play the game now.” 

      As though summoned, the whir of drones met his ears. 

      Chayse glided her hand to his waistband, slipped it under. Her pliant fingers navigated the rough scales to his groin. She gasped as his girth expanded to meet her touch. Fear dominated her scent, but an undertone of her arousal claimed his senses. 

      This wasn’t right. He did not mate for someone else’s amusement. And he certainly didn’t mate Terrans. 

      Yet Durek did not push away her small hand. A hand incapable of grasping his semi-hard member, let alone him at his fullness, and so she focused on his tip instead. Compressing, kneading it, just shy of pain. His breath rasped through his fangs, matching her delectable squeezes. He tipped his horns back, allowing himself to simply feel her skilled ministrations.

      Then, all too sudden, the pressure vanished. Durek snapped his chin down and growled. “What are you—” 

      He jolted into silence as her nails raked along his sawz.

      Flaming deities! Pre-cum scalded into his crown, burning for release. Now. He had to breach her, had to make her scream.

      “Remove your pants and sit,” she ordered. 

      Curse the patrons and the game designers. He would take Chayse this night. He would slake himself deep inside her. In the rain, no less.

      The first drops began to filter through the canopies. 

      Let them watch!
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      Karnin

      

      The Hosts had made a few requests on the patron’s behalf. Nothing she hadn’t done with her husband early in their marriage, but the Kul Prime wasn’t a Terran man. No, he was a Nisroc male in his prime, so alien, and so dangerous. 

      Typical Nisroc males were ridiculously huge, but Durek’s behemoth size made him a god among his species. Had the Kul Prime chosen a profession in the sex industry rather than his Emperor’s military, Impaler would have had an entirely new meaning. 

      “Remove your pants and sit.” Karnin wasn’t asking. Like it or not, they were doing this. 

      With alarming speed, Durek removed his pants, forcing the material over his semi-erect length. Ice dropped into her belly at the sight of it. Even pliant, he had torn her body.

      The Kul Prime followed instructions and sank onto the edge of the bench, a glistening bead of fluid quivered on his swollen tip. 

      Somebody’s eager. 

      The Hosts had asked the impossible of her. Long as her forearm, thick as both her wrists bound together, his godsdamned cock was freakin’ monolithic. And it was still rising! He was going to break her jaw. 

      “Quickly,” he urged, rasping his warning. “It will be easier for our joining while I am not yet fully primed.”

      Not fully primed. Oh, gods. 

      Karnin gulped. She had enjoyed pleasuring her husband in the privacy of their bedroom. Never on camera, never recorded. No matter how much Nathan begged her. Later, he confessed her lack of exhibitionism had contributed to their failed marriage. 

      Apparently, she couldn’t get Nathan off, or so he informed their marriage counselor. Cindy, on the other hand—or perhaps using both hands—not only had a better body, but her lip and breast enhancements had just the right effect on him. Along with perfect kids, Cindy gave him perfect blowjobs every time. Happy endings all around. 

      The Hosts expected Karnin to go down on Durek? 

      She knelt before her hated enemy, trying to wrap her mind around his size, never mind her mouth. Confronted by the high-relief sculpture of his manhood, Karnin couldn’t ignore the artistic detail. Like the rest of him, it was cast from obsidian. Raised burs—ridges—swirled in dizzying patterns from base to the broad, two-tiered tip. Even his sac, big as her fists, were covered in shadowy scutes.

      When she’d had her hand down his pants, they’d felt hard, but not sharp. Rounded rather than spiked. But they still hurt when we had sex. Or did he just fuck me like he would a Nisroc woman?

      Gulping, she rose to her knees, placing her hands on his thighs. And if I do manage to make him cum, he’ll drown me. 

      “What are you doing?” he rumbled, having endured her scrutiny. 

      She wanted to rail at him, but the drones buzzed about them, anxious for the show to start. Suck it up. Karnin winced. Urm, get it over with. 

      She had survived deadly BlackOps missions. Nearly bled out on three different battlefields in three different star systems. Lost her eye to the Kul Prime’s razor claws. And still, she’d never cowered, never backed down from a challenge. 

      This would be no different, if she figured out where to start. As her friend in Division 14 had once informed her, Nisroc males had to have impervious cocks just to bore through the defensive, spiky layers of their female’s vagina.

      Soft, malleable lips would barely register on Durek’s rock-like battering ram. Evolution was a cruel bitch.

      “Hold still,” she commanded. A low hiss answered her. 

      Using both hands, Karnin barely laced her fingers to the first joint around his girth, making it difficult to get a solid grip. She switched tactics and palmed his massive tip. With her other hand, she ran her nails along his underlength. His thighs clenched on either side of her, vibrating with tension. 

      Guess he approves. 

      Snubbing fate, Karnin eased forward and opened her mouth. Durek’s grunt ended in a growl as her teeth grazed the tip of his monstrous cock.

      His flavor surprised her. Sweet, seared ginger mixed with fiery peppers. She lathed drop after generous drop, her tongue tingling with his heat. A groan of hunger climbed her throat. Gods, this isn’t right. How can he taste so good? 

      He was hot to the touch now and so stiff that tiny cracks issued from his tightening scutes. Emboldened, Karnin widened her jaw and went for his tip again. Pebbled scales rasped between her teeth until she sealed her lips over his upper mass. That was it, all that would fit. She hadn’t even reached the first-tiered rim. 

      How was she supposed to make him blow his load?

      Durek’s claws gouged the wooden bench. He’s closer than I thought.

      Smiling, Karnin latched on and sucked harder, caving the inside of her cheeks. Stars suicided against the back of her eyelids. Durek’s legs shook. Don’t you dare flex, you sonuvabitch! Blessedly, he did not. Instead, a spurt of pre-cum flooded her mouth, spicy enough to burn. 

      Karnin forgot who he was, who she was. She forgot about the circling drones. With a madness yet to be diagnosed, she sucked him deeper, just shy of the first impassable rim, scorching her throat with each swallow. 

      Durek continued peeling bark, claws slicing deep furrows in the tree. 

      That he did not thrust or impale her, but rather allowed Karnin to control his pleasure, stirred her heart as much as her groin. Slowly, she pulled back, teeth dragging over his huge, bumpy tip. The tic-tic-tic transmitted through her skull. It was a bizarre effect yet oddly thrilling. 

      Durek’s slitted pupils rounded into frenzied moons for a split second, but then blue encroached again as they narrowed. Easy, big boy, I’m just coming up for air. 

      Her chafed lips spreading into a smile, Karnin dove back in, licking the candied ginger pooled on his tip, then sucking rim and scale, swallowing, devouring.

      Dammit. Try as she might, she couldn’t take the whole crown.   

      “Enough of this!” Durek seized her by the shoulders, claws pricking her skin as he tugged her unwilling mouth off his cock. 

      The world spun, and Karnin teetered in a spell of vertigo. Reality careened back as her pants jerked down to the deck. 

      In one fluid movement, Durek lifted Karnin out of them before planting her onto his lap, straddling his massive thighs. His rough hands tugged the hem of her shirt up. “Remove this now.”

      Karnin obeyed, pulling the clenched garment from his hands before he ripped it. Her overlarge breasts jounced free before the zooming camera lenses. Get your credit’s worth, assholes. Voyeurs were hardly her first concern, not with Durek’s searing brand pinned between them. The tip scratched disturbingly north of her lumbar curve.

      “You had better be ready for me.” His hot breath climbed her neck.

      “I—” 

      He tested her readiness with a claw-tipped finger. “Even as your heat makes you slick and willing, you were never meant to fit me.” 

      She flinched as another thick digit joined the first. Her body clenched, trying to expel his invasion. 

      “And yet, Agent Chayse, I must play the game.”

      A drone swooped in, hovering before her gaping knees as the Kul Prime plied and stretched her. Karnin jumped as a claw scraped her delicate tissue. At her cry, his fingers froze. Just as she realized he wouldn’t disembowel her; a third finger joined the others. 

      Then he splayed them. 

      Karnin gasped more from pleasure than pain. Durek had retracted his claws. She squealed as he worked her burning well, kneading the muscular lining mercilessly. 

      “Oh my gods!”

      He chuckled and draped his heavy arm between her breasts, pinning her against him. His unoccupied hand settled over her stomach. Karnin couldn’t escape even if she wanted to—which, oddly enough, no such desire entered her mind. 

      Her breath came in quick, coarse bursts as he began rubbing languid circles between the span of her hips. As his rough pads scratched her stomach, his three long digits stirred her deep within, sending sparks of pleasure straight to her womb. 

      Karnin did not expect to take up their rhythm, rocking her hips into his penetration. Durek tautened his thighs, relaxed, then did it again, bouncing her over his delicious fingers. 

      Something deep and hot unlocked inside her. 

      In the next instant, Karnin keened as the hottest orgasm she’d ever had shattered her body. Durek’s wicked ministrations met the fevered pitch of her cries. Karnin clutched his arm, prying at it, but the demon only pumped her deeper. He kept her on the peak, whipping her core into a second orgasm.

      Waves of ecstasy crashed through her, and Karnin rode each one, helplessly swept away with their tides, until she collapsed against him, whimpering. Her inner walls spasmed around his slowing fingers. 

      Once her heart rate matched Durek’s gentler strokes, Karnin caught her breath. Some part of her noted his giant cock had slackened between them. He’d spared her, choosing instead to fondle her into oblivion. 

      “I’ve never satisfied a female with just my hand before,” he murmured in awe. 

      Raindrops stippled her fevered skin, barely cooling it. “I can promise you it’s a first—and a second—for me too.”

      Nathan had always rushed through foreplay to the main event.

      Durek’s cock pulsed between them, not nearly as asleep as she’d hoped. Karnin leaned away, but the hand on her belly tensed.

      “You can let me go now.” She hated the pleading in her voice.

      His breath singed the top of her ear. “My repulsion to mounting you is the key to breaching you.” His hard chest bumped into her back, folding her forward. “You can’t take me fully primed, but less so . . .”

      Gods, is that supposed to make me hot for him?

      Fucking Durek the first time was brutal. Some species weren’t immediately or sexually compatible. No doubt to the orgasmic delight of audience members gawking in whatever nook and cranny of the galaxy. The thought of round two spiked her pulse with fear. 

      As Durek slid her to the edge of his knees, the drawbridge slap of his cock fell into the gap. Karnin mentally braced for impact, but he merely fit himself to her slick entrance. Not nearly wet enough. 

      “Tell me, Agent Chayse, what did they promise you?” His hands slid over her hips, gripping her in place.

      “Promise me?” 

      “What reward did The Hosts offer you for this night? Our second joining?” 

      His tip prodded a fraction deeper. White-hot threads of pain stitched through her. Karnin bit back a scream, begging her body to stretch for him. 

      The Kul Prime growled. “Don’t test my patience.” 

      “Your eyes!” she cried. “I asked for them to restore your vision.”

      He stiffened as if jolted by live current. “You asked them for . . . my sight?”

      Hands grasping her knees, wrecking-ball breasts quaking before the camera, she held her breath, poised before he halved her into pieces. “. . . Yes.”

      “Then for what it’s worth, I am sorry.” He tugged her hips back as his entire tip, followed by his still semi-firm shaft, rammed inside her.
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      Durek

      

      He surfaced from the black with a start. Rain pattered his upturned face, but it was the heat in his groin that pulled at his attention. Durek still had his spent sawz lodged deep inside his enemy.

      Agent Chayse sagged against him, her back engulfed by his chest, straddling his thighs. They panted, soaked by the chilled night rain and sated. Her flat belly burned hot under his splayed hand. The fire of his release kindled inside her. 

      He had done it again. Lost himself completely in the frenzied fires of their mating. Awareness of time, the spy drones, the world around them had burned away. With Nisroc females, he was mindful of every ni-unneq. Especially with Chal. Relax one instant, and she’d unmount him, claw him bloody for his inattention, and they’d have to begin the conquest ritual again. It was a disproportionate amount of struggle for too brief—often unreciprocated—pleasure. 

      As a highborn Elite, Durek knew his first and primary obligation was to satisfy his female. Only then, she might choose to submit for his gratification and impregnation, which was the purpose of their mating. 

      Or she could fight him off.

      Chal’s pleasure and needs had always came before his. If she felt like indulging him, then Durek worked even harder for his release.   

      Chayse had seduced him. First with her nimble hand and then—Great Flame Deities above and below—with her mouth. Her blunt teeth scraped and teased the ridges of his sawz. Her tongue licked his tip, lapping the beads of pre-cum like it was fine nectar. Once she’d tasted him, Karnin Chayse sucked him predatorily, demanding his full arousal.    

      Lady Chal of Clan Terik had never done that for him. 

      He should have stopped her, should have pushed his hated adversary away, but once his body responded, Durek was helpless against Chayse’s ministrations. She’d craved his pleasure, demanded it. Against all reason, he let himself feel every pull and tug of her generous mouth. He’d scored the tree, his claws carving deep sap-bubbling grooves into the wood. 

      When she scraped her nails along the underlength of his shaft, sparks shot through his dead vision. Instinct took over. He had to bury himself deep inside her womb or else madness would take his soul. 

      Durek had pulled her onto his lap. Prior experience revealed the secret for breaching her impossibly tight sulcliz: He had to be semi-soft, and she had to be wet with her arousal. No, not just wet—drenched.

      Unsurprisingly, Chayse had not appreciated his claws, or their taunting slice, inside her delicate sex sheathe. At hearing her sharp cries, her body’s fear spasms, he’d stopped. He would have withdrawn his fingers completely except that she’d gasped when he’d flexed them. Testing a theory, he had splayed them wide, stretching her. 

      Chayse had squealed but her sex sheath clenched him, a greedy, needy thing unto itself. Her mistake, wailing as if in heat, for the sound had intrigued him. He would hear it again, over and over. 

      Durek then swirled his fingers inside her alluring heat, drawing tides of her juices. Nisroc females only climax once per mating, but Chayse—great deities! She’d bucked and impaled herself on his digits, screeching with need. Certain he had unlocked another secret; he’d worked her furiously to a second climax. 

      Durek scissored his teeth at the memory. Her clenching sheath had left his fingers bloodless.

      And as his hand tingled with renewed circulation, Durek marveled at how easily he’d commanded her pleasure. His astonishment melted as her liquid heat had anointed the tip of his sawz. 

      There was no prolonged battle, none of his blood drawn. Although Chayse had screamed and bled at the shock of his breeching. He’d smelled the tang of copper mixing with her heady scent. Her pitiable attempts at unseating herself from his engorged sawz had subdued then altogether surrendered. 

      She’d cursed between ragged, explosive breaths. Whatever words she’d uttered were cut short by his thrusts. He’d gripped her then, imprisoning her hips, keeping her from bucking off his lap.    

      Durek couldn’t pinpoint when his mind went black, but after some immeasurable eternity, a solar flare burst across the dark void, and he was back. Back just in time as he’d emptied himself inside the furnace clutch of her body. 

      With the fury of their mating dissipating, her sheath squeezed him, greedily pumping every last drop of his seed into her overheated womb.

      Neither of them spoke. Not for a long while. 

      Cold sheets of rain penetrated his dermal armor. Her breathing normalized. 

      “Please, I need another shot,” she whispered.

      Durek sat up, eliciting a cry of pain from her. “Forgive me.” He grappled her to him, earning another mewl of agony. Skaka! “I must uncouple us first.”   

      “Slow, please, go slow. It hurts.”   

      Of course he’d hurt her. Again. Hadn’t he promised as much? Everything between them was pain. They had charted each other’s bodies in battle scars—hers especially—before the game. Now look how she trembles, vanquished. He was no better than a Common male after forcing conquest.

      Durek hissed then realized she might take his anger as aggression. “Slowly, as you said.”  

      Chayse tensed, breath forced between clenched teeth. Her sheath gripped him, uncooperative. With careful, tentative tugs, and an equal number of her sharp gasps, Durek eased Chayse off his dwindling erection.

      Legs buckling, Chayse collapsed in his arms. Is she going into shock? Durek gently lowered Chayse onto the bough outside the tree den. The taint of her blood overpowered the rain. He staggered to the cave, his legs weak from the realization, and retrieved Elkartira’s medical bag. His daughter slept on, oblivious to his shame. 

      Unsure of how many injections Chayse required, he took all twelve of them. Outside, he primed the first nanoshot and felt along Chayse’s curled body to her quivering thigh. He hadn’t observed where Elkartira had stabbed Chayse when she’d administered the demon machines. 

      Chayse’s breath came in jagged pants, spaced with gulps of air. Durek tossed the spent injector and snatched the next. 

      A shaky hand stopped him. “No more,” she said. “In case we need them again.”

      Need them again? If The Hosts expected them to mate often, she was wise to reserve their supply.

      Durek collected the rest of the injections, and before he realized his foolishness, he rushed them back to the sleeping room.

      Idiot. What was he doing?

      Guilt flooded him like a cold tide. He’d left her wounded, trembling in the rain.    

      He smacked his shins on the bench upon returning to her. His questing hand found her sitting upright. “Has your condition improved?” Deities, how inane. The meds didn’t work that fast, but he wasn’t sure what to say.

      “The nanocytes have built up my pain threshold. I’m battered as hell, but better.”   

      Durek felt the air go out of him. Battered, hurt—skaka. Yet knowing what their mating cost her, Chayse had still invited him. She sacrificed herself once again for his eyesight. And like an untried, sexually crazed male, he’d taken her. May my bones be picked clean by snow buzzards on the eternal ice flats.

      “Dawn is near.” He smelled the air. Soon the rain would stop, and Elkartira would awaken. My daughter can’t know. Feeling lower than fecal beetles, Durek scissored his teeth. “We must wash.”   

      “I’ll need help.” That was Chayse’s only hesitation, and she sounded pride-stung for having to say so.

      Durek deflated inwardly. He bent to collect her and found her reaching for him. His damned groin twitched. There is no salvation left for me.

      He placed the altitude and positions of the drones in the air. The annoying spies followed them as he carried her toward the cave. Expecting another performance, no doubt. “Where is the bathing apparatus?”   

      “To your right,” she tapped his shoulder, “about two meters around the side of the entrance to the tree.”   

      She felt small in his arms. His deadly enemy, enveloped in his strength, protected from every danger in the game save his sawz. 

      “Here it is. Set me down.” 

      He lowered her, holding her steady should her legs give out. It might be a sin—yet another added to his tally—but he resented the sudden chill that crept between them. 

      Uncertain of how to operate the shower, or what more to say, he settled for: “Proceed.”  

      “Wish I still had the soap and shampoo they gave me. Scoot over,” she said, nudging him. 

      He did, extending an arm for her to grasp. Chayse brushed against him, leaned into his side, and jabbed something above their heads. A torrent splashed down over them. “This lasts only a few minutes. So hurry.”   

      The drones buzzed closer. Did The Hosts expect another mating? Cold humiliation squirmed down his spine as he rinsed his sawz. Blood, salts, and musk stung his nostril slits. Was she watching? She bumped into him, washing off. No, not watching him. Why did he feel so awkward, so unbalanced around her? Say something.

      “I found a bottle. When I tracked you.” How relevant. “It contained perfumed liquid. Was that soap?”  

      “Possibly.”    

      He heard the rasp of her hand rubbing over flesh and turned away. His palms itched with the sudden need to touch her, to replace hers in their occupation of cleansing.   

      “They gave me shampoo, conditioner, and lotions.” She nudged him again. “Too bad you didn’t bring them with you. It’d make showering more productive.”   

      “They gave you those things?”

      “The assholes.” Her voice hardened. “The patrons wanted me showered and fuck-ready for their little feast.”   

      Did she mate them? An ember of jealousy ignited in Durek’s belly. “I found overturned tables and tracks leading to the waterfall.”   

      “It didn’t go well for them. I stole their prizes and jumped over the falls.” She edged away from him. “I hope you have terminal blue balls, you sick bastards!”   

      The drones distanced themselves.

      Durek dipped his tongue in the air. The shower had washed away most of the evidence of their joining. What scent clung to them could be explained by the necessary touches—brushing past him, sharing a den.

      His mind circled back to her feast. Like his refusing the youngling, Chayse had also denied sex with others from the game. 

      Good. 

      Durek jerked his horns at the irrational thought.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      Agent Chayse interpreted his tells. By her tone, she was afraid he’d sensed danger. She was right, though about the wrong threat.

      “It’s nothing,” he lied. 

      It was something. Something he refused to acknowledge, even if the betrayer in his mind taunted him with the inconceivable. She was his enemy. An enemy whose womb smolders with my seed.

      “Are you sure?” Her hand touched his bicep. “You’re tense.”  

      The rain stopped. Elkartira would rouse soon. They had to finish. 

      “I . . .” Having been called out, Durek found himself cornered. He would never run from a fight, but he couldn’t trust his thoughts around her. “You asked for my eyes, and I repaid you by…”   

      Many tense kri-unneqs passed. She sighed. “We played the game.”

      He hissed. “This is not the game they said we would be playing.”    

      “No, Durek, they are not reputable folks.”   

      “You are not — disgusted?”    

      “Oh, I am way past that.”   

      “I . . . Forgive me.” The words were out before he measured their weight. 

      It was the second time that evening he’d uttered those words. Both instances, Durek realized with alarm, were genuine. He’d fought a war against the Terrans. He’d exterminated them without remorse. He would have done worse to her. Had done worse to her. Never in his life would he have . . . mated her.

      “I don’t blame you for what they made us do. You’re innocent in that regard.” She stood too close, causing heat to flare beneath his scutes. “But let’s make one thing crystal clear, you’re still the murdering demon scum who slaughtered my people. One day,” she thumped him between the eyes, “I won’t miss.” 

      She stepped back. “Today, however, if The Hosts keep their word, I bought your eyes. Hell, I can’t believe I’m admitting this, but if it makes you get over this—whatever this is—it wasn’t all bad.”   

      Durek growled, irritated at an irrational urge to shove her against the tree and make her scream his name.

      “Enlighten me about something, though. What was with the humming? And you rubbing my stomach?” She exhaled, turning away. “It was distracting, but I liked it.”   

      Lightheaded, Durek sagged against the tree. No, it can’t be. It was impossible. He remembered submerging into the empty dark while mating her. Could that have been when—     

      Skaka.

      What had he done? By thrumming and rubbing a female’s belly, the male stimulated her for conception. It was his honor to sing and ignite life into her womb. You fool. Chayse was Terran. He could not breed her. But you tried. Twice. Hadn’t he lost time during their initial joining as well?

      The first electrical lash from the slave collar buckled his knees. The subsequent shocks dropped him to the deck and kept him there, limbs jittering, muscles clenching, as if to rip themselves from his bones. 

      From a distance, he heard Chayse yelling. Then, as was becoming a disturbing habit when they were together, the world fell silent, and he shuddered again into the black.
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      Karnin

      

      “Are you sure there are no predators around?” Karnin hid a yawn behind her hand as she followed Elkartira to the lake. It was doubtful the patrons wanted them mauled to death anytime soon. Especially when she and Durek were supposed to kill each other in the arena.

      “Not in the immediate area.”

      “Fine, we’ll scout the shoreline but only for a little while.”

      Squat russet trees with sprawling roots broke up the narrow strip of shore girding the water. Beyond the lake, marshes and meadows, lilac woods, and rolling planes swept up to the mauve mountains. Powder-blue clouds scudded overhead in a sky. 

      An idyllic picture, if not for the stupid game.

      “How about over there?” Elkartira pointed as she picked her way toward an inlet hedged by rocky bluffs. 

      Karnin rubbed the moisture from her eyes. “Looks good.” 

      Elkartira had awakened that morning and assumed her father was hunting. Karnin let the girl keep her assumptions.

      After showering with Durek last night—an oddly sensual experience her mind still struggled with—the game makers took him. Black figures dropped from the canopies, knocked her down, fixed a harness around Durek’s unconscious form, and shot up through the trees. 

      Cold. Efficient. They were gone in seconds.

      The Hosts could be fixing the Kul Prime’s eyes, but she had no guarantees. For all she knew, they were torturing him. Possibly as punishment for snooping around the ridge. Whatever the case, Karnin couldn’t shake her worry.

      After Durek’s abduction, Karnin followed the routine. She’d grabbed a couple ration bars, and Elkartira made their morning tea. Or tried to. Instead of drying out, her newest plants had gone moldy.

      “I don’t understand. My scanner says they’re mi-unneqs old, but I just got them a few cycles ago.”

      That was weird, but Karnin figured the device had a glitch.

      “It’s okay. We’ll get more after we finish the ladders.”

      That was all the motivation the girl needed. They’d completed the final rope ladder by mid-afternoon, and then Elkartira had suggested they explore around the lake.

      “I’d like to look for new specimens to make up for the ones I lost, and if we’re lucky, maybe we will find fish.”

      Karnin would have preferred a long nap. However, ever since they first hiked to the ridge, Durek’s daughter had been cooped up inside the tree. To her credit, the child had been remarkably obedient. She listened to her father and was a delight to be around. Despite the lingering soreness and a perpetual fog from lack of sleep, Karnin couldn’t deny Elkartira a chance to stretch her legs.

      Selecting their spot, they climbed onto the flat rocks jutting over the water’s surface. The sunbaked rocks radiated warmth into Karnin’s stiff muscles. She yawned. If she wasn’t careful, she could easily drift away. 

      “Ready?” The little healer finished unpacking her medscanner and arranging small containers in rows. 

      But we just sat down . . . Karnin nodded and followed Durek’s daughter to the water. 

      They walked the edge of the lake, watching glittering swimmers dart through the marshy grass. Pink grit squished between their toes as they waded up to their knees. Elkartira scanned their surroundings. Occasionally, she bent and sliced a plant and tucked it into her carryall.

      “These stalks have tiny fluid pockets enriched with vitamins.” Elkartira trudged ahead, eagerly waving her device. “Look at this!”

      Karnin caught up and bent down beside her as the girl plucked a pale green bivalve from the mud. “It looks like a clam. Is there anything inside?”

      Elkartira cracked opened the shell on a rock and sniffed what resembled a squirming red tongue. She read the results on her scanner, then scraped the wriggling thing out with a claw and popped it into her mouth. 

      Karnin fought back her gag-reflex. “I presume that was safe to eat.”

      “It has a complex protein chain rich in iron and nutrients. However, for your sensitive digestive system, I’d suggest cooking it first.”

      “Always a preference.”

      “Ssssk.” Elkartira teased. “Look, there are more. We could collect them to go along with whatever my father kills on the hunt.”

      Karnin dipped her hand into the water for the bumpy shells. “I’m all for the cooking part. Boil them with herbs for flavor.” Something nipped her ankle. “Ouch!” 

      “Let me see.” Elkartira steadied Karnin as she jerked her foot from the water. A small red mark darkened the flesh below Karnin’s ankle. 

      “Damn that hurts.”

      “It didn’t break the skin.” The healer gave her a quick scan as confirmation. “No foreign organisms have entered your body.”

      “Well, at least there’s that.” Karnin swallowed. Parasites and flesh-eating bacteria were best avoided.

      “I felt a few tickles.” 

      The girl had scutes like her father. Karnin doubted that whatever had bit her could pierce the Nisroc’s protective armor.

      “Maybe we should move back onto dry land,” Karnin suggested. 

      “Hold please.” In a blink, Elkartira’s hand knifed into the water. She jerked out a writhing eel-like creature impaled on her claws. It had three heads, each with a mouth filled with needled teeth. Karnin was lucky it hadn’t taken a chomp out of her foot. 

      “Something else for us to try with tonight’s meal,” Elkartira said, flashing her fangs.

      “Protein is protein, I guess.” Karnin grimaced. “We’ll add it to the boiling pot.” 

      Even if the idea of the slimy, three-headed creature turned her stomach, she knew better than to refuse food in the wild.

      Elkartira gazed down at their submerged feet. “I don’t feel any more vibrations.”

      “I’d rather not meet its cousins.” Karnin walked to the shore, yawning. 

      “You didn’t sleep well last night?” Elkartira stuffed the creature into her bag.

      “Couldn’t get comfortable,” Karnin said. 

      Last night, it had been skin to scute, with only the residual nanocytes from days prior as a buffer. Even with the nanoshot, her body had continued to ache; however, it was her heart that had whirled in unease. Sex with Durek created unexpected emotions and she wasn’t prepared for their intensity.

      “If you want to rest, I can scout around here.” Elkartira yanked a handful of clams from the sand and added them to the collection.

      “Just for a few minutes.” Karnin wiped her brow. “Do me a favor, stay close. Here, switch bags with me. Mine’s empty anyway.”

      They traded, and Elkartira promised she wouldn’t go far. 

      Leaving the dying eel-thing twitching inside the bag at the bottom of the rocks, Karnin flattened herself on the warm slab overlooking the water. The heat flowed into battered muscles, penetrating her bones. Her eyelids grew heavy as she watched Elkartira methodically scan the rushes. The little healer had claws, albeit small, but they were deadly sharp just the same. 

      After shutting her eyes a second time, Karnin retrieved an energy bar from her pack. Stay awake. During missions, she operated on little to no sleep. Of course, her battle suit had pumped a continuous feed of stimulants, which kept her at peak functionality. Compared to field ops, babysitting should be a cakewalk.

      Elkartira worked her way down the shore, content in her exploration. Karnin listened to the wavelets crash against the rocks below her perch, her eyelids drooping. 

      “Just a few more minutes . . .” 

      She meant what she told Durek last night. It hadn’t all been bad. Shutting her eyes, Karnin blushed at the memory of Durek’s hand rubbing feverish circles on her stomach. 

      She blinked awake. Elkartira? Bleary eyes found the healer nearby collecting water in a container. She’s a good kid. You lucky sonuvabitch, Durek. Karnin smiled and drowsed again. And this time, she sank into sleep.

      A brisk gust rustled the trees near the lake. Karnin startled, eyes snapping open, muscles taut as she searched the area. Elkartira was nowhere in sight. Dammit.

      She scrambled down the rock, frantically searching for signs of her missing charge.

      Karnin called for Elkartira. There was no answer.

      “Great job.” She headed towards the forest. “You lost Durek’s daughter. If they bring him back, he’ll kill you.”

      Elkartira would know better than to wander off. Although, the girl’s curiosity might have tempted her away. “Or something else did.” 

      Oh, gods. What if they took her? What if a predator found her? Karnin’s heart stuttered in her chest. Her vision tunneled. She bent over, bracing her knees. Get a hold of yourself. She gulped down the late-afternoon breeze, squinting at the tree line. A trail of flattened grass led into the woods. 

      “Elkartira!” Karnin rushed into the forest, avoiding the tendril vines that hung from the branches. The girl did not respond to her calls. 

      She followed the trail to a small meadow. Midway across the clearing, a drone swooped into her path. Not now! A holographic figure appeared. It wasn’t the incandescent Hosts she’d seen throughout the game. No, this was a familiar face. Talvin stood in front of her, wearing the same expensive suit from the feast. 

      “Agent Chayse, I need you to listen carefully—”

      “Where is she?” Karnin marched through the glowing figure, eyes combing the clearing for another clue.

      “The girl is safe. I’m observing her as we speak.” He jumped ahead of her, placating hands in the air. “If you’ll follow me, I will lead you to the Kul Prime’s daughter. In the meantime, I need you to listen.” 

      The hologram blinked off as the drone sped ten meters ahead. It was back as Karnin charged towards it.

      “What do you want?” she demanded.

      “The games are in trouble. Galactic authorities are questioning one of our producers. It has the other financial backers scared.”

      “Best news I’ve heard all day.”

      “There’s more. The Hosts have been ordered to scale back, to be ready to pull out at a moment’s notice. I advise you to use their distraction wisely.”

      Karnin weaved between trees. “You have something in mind?”

      “You and Durek are correct. There is a command base near where you and the Kul Prime scouted. The game designers are withdrawing to another location. We have to move tonight, while they are setting up their new base.”

      “And then what?”

      Trampled grass indicated that someone had traveled in their current direction. She sped up.

      “Over the next few hours, the virus I planted into the communications systems will have unpacked. Afterward, we will have a very short window before a master reset. I need you to send a signal, a proof-of-life message regarding your captivity in the games. I will provide the planet’s coordinates along with your communication.”

      “Why would you help me?” 

      Beyond the trees ahead, raspy humming mingled with the buzz of insects and forest chatter. Elkartira. 

      “Suffice it to say, you have an ally in this game.”

      “I can’t leave her—again.” She ground out the last word.

      “The Kul Prime’s daughter will remain safe in the tree. Meet me at the ridge in three hours.” The hologram vanished before Karnin could question Talvin further.

      She raced into the next clearing. Elkartira, arms loaded down by an overfilled basket, hurried up to her. “He was right!”

      Karnin resisted the urge to clutch the girl to her chest. “When I woke up, you were gone! Why did you leave?” 

      “I . . .  I . . .”

      At the girl’s rounding eyes, Karnin took a calming breath. “I was worried about you.” 

      Then Elkartira’s words replayed in her head. “What do you mean ‘he was right’?”

      Elkartira shifted the basket, spilling several muddy bulbs and tubulars. “The blue man in the suit. He appeared while I was gathering flowers by the trees and said he was your friend.”

      Like hell he is. “Go on.”

      “He told me about a nearby clearing with edible roots.” She set her bundle down. “I thought I’d be back before you woke up. I’m sorry. He said he’d watch over you while I dug up the roots.”

      Karnin made a note to educate Elkartira about stranger danger. How had Durek missed that topic in child-rearing? Durek isn’t raising her. Lady Chal is. Karnin wanted to slap the Nisroc mother senseless. 

      Talvin had drawn Elkartira away long enough for him and Karnin’s chat. What is his game?

      “I’m sorry I caused you to worry.” Black diamonds engulfed Elkartira’s amber irises. 

      Karnin sighed, knelt beside the girl, and collected the fallen roots. “If anything happened to you, I would never forgive myself. I promised your father I would watch you, but I fell asleep. I’m so sorry.”

      She clasped Elkartira's shoulder gently. Whatever Nisroc customs were regarding children or expressing affection, at that moment, Karnin didn’t care.

      “Why are your eyes leaking?” Elkartira blinked. “Oh wait, those are saline tears! I’ve read several species shed them.”

      Karnin touched a finger to the corner of her eye and found dampness. She hadn’t realized how scared she was. “Yes, they’re tears. Terrans cry sometimes when expressing emotions.”

      “You are expressing emotion for me?” 

      Her question was so sincere, so innocent. “I’m just glad you’re okay.” She stood, hauling up the basket. Elkartira rose with her.

      “Nobody has ever leaked tears for me before.” The girl stared in awe. “And your cheeks are pink. Is that for me as well?”

      “Yes.” Heat had spread outward from Karnin’s heart into her face. “I’ve enjoyed getting to know you. It means a lot to me. More than you can know.” Fresh tears filled her eyes. Dammit. “I—I won’t let anything happen to you.” 

      The Hosts will have to kill me first.

      “Oh.” Elkartira opened her mouth and closed it. “I will be more careful.”

      “Thank you.” Karnin cleared her throat. “I think we’ve explored enough for today. Let’s head back to the tree.”
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      Karnin

      

      She hiked below the ridgeline overlooking the forest. Beyond the woods, slate-blue cliffs knifed the sky, their stark angles a contrast against deepening lavender-bellied clouds. She had several hours of light remaining before sunset. Plenty of time to complete the mission and get back to the tree. 

      Talvin claimed the bunker had been abandoned somewhere along the base of the cliffs. If his intel panned out, she would send an encrypted SOS to the Galactic Confederation. If not, they would remain the patron’s playthings.

      No sentries guarded the area. With drone surveillance, spycams, and detection equipment at The Hosts’ disposal, Karnin prayed Talvin’s program worked. Either that or anyone monitoring the feeds had settled for an extended nap.

      It had taken two hours to climb the ridge. That was after convincing Elkartira to wait for her father. Karnin’s life was one thing, but she would never endanger the girl. And yet, you abandoned her at the tree. With Durek around, zero predators had attacked their den.

      “But he’s not around, is he?” she breathed. “This better be worth it.” 

      If all went according to plan, she would be back long before Elkartira woke the next morning. Perhaps, if the gods truly favored her, Durek would be there too, his eyesight restored as promised. You trust The Hosts to honor their word while you go sneaking into restricted areas? 

      “And if my father returns, where shall I tell him you’ve gone?” Karnin’s heart sank at the memory of Elkartira’s question. 

      Please let the girl’s faith in me be rewarded. “Tell him I’m gathering kindling in the forest and will be back soon.” 

      Having threaded the rocky outcrops down to uneven terrain, Karnin approached the woods. Tall, feathery canopies of indigo dusted with fuchsia, the trees clustered together, one competing against its neighbor for the scant sunlight.

      “I’m leaving a trail of breadcrumbs,” she grumbled, glancing at the tracks her sandals made. They were one of the better rewards provided by the patrons.

      A whirring drifted over the treetops. Karnin ducked behind a tree as a small drone dove below the canopy. It sped past her and then hovered meters away from her position. A beam of light projected the blue figure of Talvin. His gaze found her at once, and the drone floated forward as he walked to meet her.

      “Hurry. We have little time and much to accomplish.” He turned toward the slope that led into the valley.

      “I assume the bunker’s security is temporarily out of service.” Karnin followed, eying the projected figure, then the decline.

      “You would be correct in that assumption,” he said, descending as if on a lift. “The access building is camouflaged. The primary facility is located below the surface. However, security drones continue to patrol the exterior and interior. Once we enter the facility, I will silence the alarm. Then tick-tock.”

      “Size of force?”

      “Four aerial assault drones, six combat units, and a compact tank. Plus, ambulatory slave drones on perimeter patrol.”

      She pushed a breath through clenched teeth. “Awful paranoid, aren’t they?” 

      “Just so. Should the games on this planet become compromised, all bunkers will be sealed and destroyed. The kill code will be sent via space from an undisclosed location. Speed and efficiency are our utmost considerations for this mission.”

      “On this planet? How many games are there?”

      The projection winked off as the drone glided serenely to the bottom of the slope. It waited for Karnin before Talvin reappeared.

      “All right, at least answer this. Why are you helping me?” 

      Through the trees, a stretch of forest had been cleared to the cliffs. No hum of energy fences or even chain-link discouraged her advance. 

      “Let’s just say I have a vested interest in seeing these games end—permanently.”

      “What agency do you work for?” He vibed espionage. A spy, undoubtedly. But from which of the stakeholders in the greater galactic community? 

      Talvin’s figure vanished. He jumped ten meters to a pile of boulders. Karnin jogged to catch up.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Karnin said.

      “Also correct. This way.” 

      Talvin turned away from her, and the next moment, the boulders and grass wavered along the base of the cliffs. A tunnel appeared, leading deep into the rock face. 

      “Oh dear, I neglected the evening rotation.” Talvin glanced toward the forest. “The final two sentries have left their stations and will join the other three for the night patrol.” 

      The small drone entered the passage, taking Talvin with it. She sighed and followed. Around a bend, her escort waited before a giant blast door. 

      “I am sending the interior drones to the far side of the complex. There we go.” The heavy door slid smoothly on tracks, revealing a dimly lit open space before them.

      “Follow the curve of the building to the lobby. Enter the doors with the red frame and make two more lefts. There you will find a lift. Take it to level three. The control room resides at the end of the corridor.” 

      “I need a weapon, Talvin.”

      “The armory has already been cleared out. However, there is a locker near the control room. There may be something still inside.”

      The drone sped over her and vanished through one of the open ducts in the ceiling. The aerial drones had their own passages. 

      Racing along the stone interior of the lobby, Karnin skipped the entries with yellow-and orange-colored frames. A security desk dominated the space. Dark displays hugged the surrounding walls throughout the room. What scenes had they played? 

      Karnin tried not to think about it as she reached the lift. She pressed the panel embedded in the wall, releasing the doors. Talvin had special clearance with this kind of access. He’s much more than a patron. She would ask him about it later — providing there was a later. 

      The lift opened on the third level. A dim corridor lined with glass entries on either side stretched before her. At the end of the hall, the faint glow of monitors filtered through the double entry. The control room. 

      Karnin glanced at the first two rooms as she sped by but then stopped in her tracks at the third. Inside were two beds with restraints, from metal bands to chains and cloth ties. Torture paraphernalia—spikes, whips, blades, chains—hung on the walls. She continued, trying and failing to avoid imagining what happened in that room. 

      The next set of entries revealed surgical bays. One had an auto-doc and floor-to-ceiling cylinders containing floating specimens in bubbling fluid. Movement caught her eye. 

      Oh, gods. They’re alive. 

      Though she knew better, Karnin stepped inside the last room. Lit by a soft blue glow at their bases, each cylinder contained a unique creature. In one, hundreds of metallic insects drifted in a slow spiral. Chiggers. They swarmed, often clumping into glittering groups, and then broke apart like choreographed dancers.

      Two containers held large breasted cat-like creatures in blond and tabby patterned fur. Their tails coiled around their curled forms. Bubbles crusted tufts of hair on their ears and whiskers. Another container held a tangled mass of green vines. Questing tendrils felt along the interior glass, slithering in a fluttery motion. 

      Yet another cylinder trapped a gray figure. A cloud of silvery-purple hair drifted around a face, young and delicate, and with taut features. She appeared sedated, but flickers of agony marred her expression. Her mouth opened in a scream, but no bubbles came out. Karnin swallowed bile as her gaze sank to the girl’s rounded stomach. 

      Three glowing pods pulsed beneath the stretched membrane of her belly. Each pod encased a crab-like species, their pincers twitching and prodding at their tiny prisons. A stringy, bumpy mass dangled between the female’s legs. It squirmed and writhed, prying into the floating body.

      Karnin stumbled back, gaze darting between the experiments in the room. Sex, torture, genetic experiments . . . “They’re running a breeding program for their games.” 

      She spun for the corridor; hand clasped over her mouth to keep from vomiting. Though she did not want to look, Karnin peered into the opposite room. Relief flooded through her. One side had a decontamination chamber and showers. The other, a set of tall cubbies and a bench. Three utility jumpers hung on pegs with three sets of boots beneath them. 

      Jackpot. 

      Karnin detoured into the room and checked the jumpers. She found a winner and boots, both a size too big. Rolled sleeves and cuffs fixed one problem. Two pairs of socks fixed the other. Finally dressed in decent outerwear, she raced to the control room.

      A split-level floor plan comprised the space. An upper ring supported six workstations, each housing holo-cell displays and multiple consoles. On the sunken level, a circular table stood surrounded by eight chairs. 

      Karnin imagined the obsidian surface projecting a topographical representation of the arena. Possibly their cozy tree den, or worse. She and Durek performing on the deck outside. 

      “Up here.” Talvin appeared at the workstation closest to her. “I’ve created an access to the main system through this terminal. Once I activate it, our countdown begins. I may be able to baffle the watchdog programs for a little while, but it is best not to overstay our welcome.”

      “Where are the weapons?”

      “Right off the entry. Biometric locks are now disabled.” Talvin lifted a hand in a gesture of direction.

      “You’re a handy little network spook.” 

      He withheld comment. 

      Karnin found compact combat blasters slotted into a locker. She grabbed the first one, checking the sights and charge. Auto-adjusting, full. “Better than a spear any day.”

      “All right, you will need to create a short message with no more than thirty characters. That will leave room for the coordinates I’ll attach to the transmission. Obviously, a cipher would be best. We do not want to risk flagging the message before it has a chance to escape the planetary net.”

      “You have this all worked out, don’t you?” Karnin glanced at him. “If that’s the case, what do you need me for?”

      “Suffice it to say that my credentials, as of late, have come into question with the administration I work for.” Talvin stood back, and she accessed the terminal.

      Karnin smirked. “Could it have something to do with your molesting players?”

      “Agent Chayse, I’ve taken necessary measures to ensure my status as a patron and participation in the games remains secure.”

      I’ll bet. “Who are you, really?”

      “Your only ally. Now, I suggest we get on with it, as the command center will soon reboot the master system. Do you have someone in mind to receive the message?” 

      The console projected holokeys in what looked like runes but then shifted to Standard. Karnin shouldered her weapon and leaned forward. She launched the browser then pulled up a mail provider. Like watching glaciers melt. She missed her cylink. 

      “I have someone in mind.” If Karnin knew one thing about her friend in Division 14, it was that Agent Emerson always checked her inbox.

      Karnin keyed her message, something only her best friend would know, and told her to send help to the following coordinates—which embedded into the missive as Talvin flickered beside her.

      As an extra precaution, she signed it as one of her aliases, the one she and Zariah made up over drinks following a long day. “Done.”

      “Excellent. I’m encoding it now.” He swiped the keyboard away. “When the latest segment from the games beams out to the patrons tonight, our transmission will piggyback and bounce through various backdoor nodes. There. All set.” 

      Talvin glanced at a point outside the field of projection. “And just in time too. We’re about to reboot. I suggest you withdraw quickly. Even if the core goes down, the security drones operate on a redundant system.” 

      “Copy that.” Karnin straightened, unslinging her new blaster. Damn, it felt good to hold a weapon again. 

      Exiting the lift, Karnin entered the main level when the facility’s interior lights switched to generators. The orange glow barely lit the corners. 

      “Hurry, Agent Chayse. All five sentries are returning from their patrol. Security units are moving to this location. I suggest—” He disappeared again.

      Karnin growled. “Tell me that was a momentary interruption of service.” A crack sounded beside her when the drone dropped and rolled against the baseboard. “Answers that.”

      As had been her experience in most missions, getting into a fortified location often proved simpler than getting out. She reached the lobby just as two large silhouettes stepped from the main entry. They did not ask for her clearance. 

      A bolt sizzled past her left ear. Two more pitted the floor in front of her. Karnin returned fire then dove for the security desk. A crash told her at least one unit was down. The second sent two bursts, opening holes in the display above her shoulder. 

      Rather than playing the galaxy’s worst version of Whack-A-Vole, she leaned out at the bottom corner and popped the knee joints out of the walking drone’s legs. It tumbled off-kilter into her line of fire. Intricate circuits blew out of its head.

      She gained her feet behind the desk just as the main doors triggered. Sucking in a breath, Karnin adjusted her aim for whatever came through. The crackling body of a machine soared into the room. It crashed to the floor, shuddering and spitting sparks. 

      Karnin did not relax her shooter’s stance as the Impaler of Skulls stepped into the lobby. His keen blue eyes scanned the room before settling on her. 

      Reading her cold gaze, he said, “Don’t miss.”
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      Durek

      

      He awoke in a cage. 

      Through the haze of anesthesia, Durek noted every scratch, every groove, the evidence of prior captivity. Beyond the bars, he saw the cramped interior of a cargo transport. Red lights cast the hold in an embryonic glow. 

      He was surprised to find himself bound. A cage wasn’t enough? 

      “Remain calm, Kul Prime. You will rejoin the game shortly,” said a female voice.

      Groggily, he turned his head and found three figures in black.

      “How about I impale your melon-soft skulls with my tongue?” He darted his spear-tip through the bars for emphasis.

      The figures stepped back from his cage. One tapped its ear canal. “We’re in position.” 

      Durek drew in his tongue as they exited the hold. His restraints opened seconds before the entire deck vibrated. He grumbled, lowering his center of gravity, anticipating what came next. Simultaneously, the bottom of the cage and bay fell open, and he plunged into a crystal blue lake. 

      He broke the surface as the transport flew away, its trajectory leading into the setting sun. 

      Trudging onto the shore, his surgery-sensitive gaze roamed the woods and hills rising beyond. 

      Had colors and textures always been this vibrant, this finely etched? 

      Durek stilled in appreciation of his restored sight. Copper fire shot through dark storm clouds. The forest billowed, its canopies a sea of golden waves under the hemorrhaging sky. Somewhere amid their ranks, his tree waited, along with Elkartira and his enemy. Whether on this edge of the lake or elsewhere, he did not know. 

      He closed his eyes, recalling his scent maps for orientation. Faint traces of his daughter and Chayse lingered in the area. He was near the den.

      Durek tracked his way back to his tree, updating his map with new visual information to accompany smell and sound. Elkartira’s scent mingled with ground herbs and the evening meal—seared meat and tubers. Agent Chayse was not with her but had been earlier or else the meat would have been raw. That fact stirred embers in his gut, but he snuffed them in the knowledge that his daughter appeared safe.

      Elkartira sniffed the air. “Father!” 

      She untied the security mesh and scraped horns with him. Then in a rush, she pulled back, her eyes searching his. Before he could ask after Agent Chayse, Elkartira flapped her scanner in his face. She wore the infernal thing like an extra appendage.

      “Both exterior and interior lenses have been fully regenerated,” she read her device. “Your cornea burns are healed . . . Father, you can see!” She embraced him.

      “Perfectly.” He eased his daughter back. “Where is Chayse?” The Terran’s absence should have pleased him or even offered a measure of relief. Instead, it left a cold rock of dread in his belly.

      “Gathering kindling.” 

      The rock of dread became a boulder. “How long has she been gone?”

      “For several unneqs. I would have gone after her, but she made me promise to wait for you.” Elkartira’s pupils had rounded into full moons of concern. “Father, please find her. It’s not safe in the forest after dark.”

      The worry in his daughter’s voice amplified his own. What was Chayse doing? She knew better than to venture out at night. Nor would she leave his daughter alone without cause. 

      “I will retrieve Agent Chayse.” Durek bent and scraped horns again with Elkartira.

      “Karnin. Father, she has a first name.”

      Durek straightened, tipping back his crown for full effect. Elkartira realized she’d misspoken, for her gaze darted to the floor. Not only had she presumed to correct him, but she also instructed him to informally address an unclaimed female. A Terran female, no less.

      “Please don’t let anything happen to her.” Head low, his daughter hurried to the sleeping room.

      Durek descended the tree, his mind a whirlwind. If Elkartira had not entered the game, Chayse would already be dead. Instead, the Terran was causing him and his daughter to fuss after her like anxious caregivers. 

      She’ll pay for this. His sawz twinged in agreement.

      Agent Chayse’s tracks led to the one place certain to get her killed. Most of the arena was a danger to a defenseless Terran, but the ridge where they suspected the overseer’s base was hidden was suicide.

      Against the setting sun, Durek followed his enemy’s trail to the bunker. Where were the monsters patrolling the area? How had she made it past them? 

      Agent Chayse had trekked to the cliffs where he found a tunnel leading deep into the bedrock. Storm clouds banked in the sky as Durek stepped inside the passageway. Shots erupted somewhere ahead of him.

      Durek sprinted toward the sounds of battle. 

      Sizzling plasma sprayed the walls at the end of the tunnel. A compact machine rolled into view on clacking treads, its turret swiveling. Durek dove just ahead of the next volley of plasma fire. He gained his feet and surged forward, ramming into the tank, and knocking the barrel into the wall. Molten shards of rock blew outward, just missing him. 

      Another machine—a bipedal with forearm mounted cannons—fired as it rounded the bend, catching the top of his shoulder. His dermal armor singed, heating the tissue beneath. Durek grimaced through the pain and charged, zagging as the machine adjusted to pace him. He collided with it, driving it back toward a pair of opening doors. Claws sinking into the skull, Durek crushed the head and tossed it into the entry. 

      Chayse’s scent gusted over him as he stalked into the room. Two broken drone sentries sparked on the floor. He spotted her and the combat weapon that she had aimed at his head. Was there any question that she would turn on him?

      Tipping his crown back, he growled. “Don’t miss.” 

      “Never do.” She smiled her infernal smile.

      Durek felt rather than tracked the bolt as it passed his horns. A pop and fizzle preceded the heavy crash at his heels. The drone’s weapon skidded across the floor, stopping between him and Chayse. 

      Karnin. Father, she has a first name.

      Two more bolts sizzled over his shoulder. Skaka! Move out of her way! Instead, Durek merely stared, heat pooling in his groin. Three new machines rambled into the room, their weapons leveling on Chayse—the only target that was armed. She took them out, consecutively and with flawless precision.

      Durek extended his claws, done with admiration and ogling. 

      “Come on!” Karnin broke from cover and ran towards him. “This place is about to lock down. Move it, Nisroc!”

      She dashed past him, weapon firing down the passageway. Durek spun and took down a bipedal monstrosity closing from the side. Having lost its weapon, and the lower half of its arm, it settled for tackling him. Only Durek slid out of its mid-air dive and slammed a fist down on its spine. It ate the floor.

      “Hurry up!” Her voice chastised him from the end of the tunnel. “Oh, crap . . .”

      Outside, Durek found Chayse on one knee, blasting away. Another weapon rested on the ground. Likely emptied. The patrol had returned. Horns skimming over the grass, the lead creature galloped straight for them. Durek counted an additional four beasts behind the first. They needed a new exit strategy. 

      Chayse cursed when her weapon fired dry. She redoubled her curses as he scooped her up and lunged aside the charging beast. It took multiple vertigo-inducing maneuvers to evade the other creatures. Amid trumpeting protests and Chayse’s screeches, Durek raced into the forest.

      “Put me down!” she demanded. “I can run.”

      “Indeed, just not faster than the sentinels pursuing us. Nor faster than me.”

      The wind absorbed her reply as he cut through the trees. Loud impacts sounded behind them. Durek took the slope in five powerful bounds, clearing boulders and bushes. He veered from the path toward the ridge, choosing to lead the beasts away from their den. 

      “Tree on the right!” Chayse barked as they launched between the tall sentinels with room to spare. Had she not realized he regained his sight? 

      “There’s a stream ahead. Follow it.”

      Durek had heard it ahead of her warning. Chuffs and loud snorts reverberated through the shallow ravine as he lunged for the water. 

      “They’re gaining on us. Faster.” 

      “I am aware.” Durek let the annoyance rattle deep in his chest. 

      “Less hissing, more speed.”

      Crazy Terran. He should have left her back at the complex. 

      Above the ridge, Durek glimpsed a creature catapult into the air. He ducked, though it proved an overreaction, one spurred on by female nagging. The animal misjudged its trajectory and slammed snout first into a tree beside them. A loud crack echoed through the forest. 

      “Good thing those bastards have shitty flight control.” Chayse shifted back around in his arms. 

      Durek glanced over his shoulder. Two had yet crested the rise.

      “There!” Chayse pointed. “That log in the stream. Hide under it.”

      Durek grunted his assent, conserving breath. Chayse weighed next to nothing in his arms, but the slope, the uneven terrain, and her jostling like an overexcited youngling to watch their pursuers had taxed him. He slowed to scrabble down then around the fallen tree. Fading sunlight reflected off the clouds and turned the waterfall into fire, glimmering golds blazing into copper. It had to be a sign from the gods. 

      His enemy squirmed in his arms. “Can we fit?”

      Clutching Chayse to his chest with one arm, he threw the other under the torrent, questing, redirecting the icy rush onto them. His claws caressed air beyond the flow. Chayse’s wails were lost as he ducked under the log. Water pummeled down, nearly drowning them until they emerged into a cave. 

      Durek swung around, eyeing the curtain of water. Shadowy pillars outlined by golden shimmers roved one direction and then back. Legs. A creature had followed them to the plunge pool and was splashing around trying to figure out where they’d gone.

      He eased backward. The creature couldn’t fit through the gap below the trunk. However, the beast might dislodge the wood and flood their reprieve. 

      His calves butted against stone. He turned and lowered a grumbling Chayse to the rock. Soggy clothing clinging to her body, she shuffled toward the back of the cavern. 

      Durek estimated they had mere qarneqs of space. He could walk partway without scraping his horns on the ceiling. It might have been a tunnel at one time, but a cave-in prevented further exploration. 

      They were trapped.

      Durek edged past her and planted himself on the rock pile, his garments dripping water down the stones beneath him. Chayse found a spot nearby and dutifully wrung out her sopping sleeves and pant legs, all the while casting wary glances at the glowing falls. Realizing the futility of her task, she sat back, and together they watched lumbering shadows pace outside. Beastly heads bent low, investigating before ambling out of view.

      Cold seeped through his scutes; the wet cloth did him no favors. Chayse shivered, evidently feeling similar discomfort. The Terran had soft, temperature-transferring skin. Add the heavy, damp suit and she would be quite chilled. Served her right for barking orders at him. 

      When the creatures had not appeared for several ni-unneqs, he pushed to his feet. “We need to return to Elkartira.”

      “No. Not yet.” He sifted Chayse’s voice well enough over the falls. 

      Durek glared down at her. She continued to stare at the water, now dimmer with the fading light. 

      “Hold for a bit. They could be waiting us out.”

      Durek grumbled but could admit her reasoning was sound. He sat. “Acceptable.”

      “The sun’s setting.” She tugged at the collar of her garment, peeling it open. “Too bad we can’t build a fire to dry our clothes.” Her teeth chattered. “I have to get out of this jumper.”

      It might have been the mere suggestion, but he grew precipitously aware of his own chill, how his sodden apparel hugged his body, dropping his temperature. Following her lead, Durek disrobed but hesitated with his breeches. The cold had his sawz pliant, asleep. He glimpsed Chayse’s bent and naked back. She fussed with her boots, opening them to dry. Unlikely in their damp environment.

      Again, mimicking her, he spread his clothing on the rocks. 

      They shifted back onto their perches at the same time, avoiding the other’s gaze. This was madness. Why were they suddenly awkward around each other? Before The Hosts had taken him, they’d rutted like wild scarbacks. 

      Along his periphery, he noted the pale skin of her thighs, the way her arms struggled and failed to contain her grotesquely swollen teats. The Hosts had altered her for the games, made her into an aberration of nature. Aren’t Terrans that anyway? His long-held observation hadn’t changed. And yet, Chayse’s teats seemed especially cruel. Bubbled flesh spilling over and under her arms, they jiggled as she trembled. 

      He sniffed. They were not full of milk. And if they were, how would it taste? Durek glanced at her face, disgusted by his wandering thoughts. 

      “Why did you go to their base camp?” he asked, focusing on a more pertinent topic.

      The skin on her forehead pinched. “To get a message past their planetary g-grid.” 

      “Were you successful?”

      “I don’t know—won’t know unless Talvin can verify it got through.”

      “Talvin?” He couldn’t explain the sudden irritation at hearing the strange name. Apart from Elkartira, and the unknown youngling he’d failed to protect, he had met no one else in the game. The Hosts were projected puppets and did not count.

      “Our only ally,” Chayse said, folding forward for warmth. 

      Faint light cast through the veil of water, illuminating the peaks of flesh raised over her back. Tiny filaments stood erect above each peak. Her skin was so pale that it appeared lucent in the moons’ light. 

      All details you now see because of her.

      Durek wasn’t sure how long she could fight the temperature or if he’d do any better, but her bluing skin told him the blood chill could claim her this night. 

      Please don’t let anything happen to her. Durek closed his eyes on the echo of Elkartira’s plea. 

      Skaka. 

      Edging closer, Durek braced himself. “Come. Share heat with me.”

      Chayse stiffened, slanting him a calculating glaze, measuring risks over rewards. She must think I want to mate her. He ignored the twinge from his slumbering sawz. 

      “There are no spy drones here,” he assured her, uncertain why he felt the compulsion to do so. “We do not have to perform for the patrons.”

      She faltered, shuddering and losing heat for her delay. “If you hadn’t come, I might not have escaped the bunker.”

      He had no answer for her. None that wouldn’t convict him of hiding behind his daughter.

      Reaching a decision, Chayse stood, her profile brushed by the watery glow. For an instant, he saw her, fierce and indomitable. The fall of her damp hair, the proud curve of her spine. Her skin, fair and taut over a well-honed musculature, save her engorged teats. And yet, a warrior’s body nonetheless—a Terran warrior. For once, he had no mocking laughter. 

      She turned. Their eyes met, and locked. No fear, no hatred glared back at him. Instead, the last thing he’d ever expected was reflected in her gaze. Need. Whether for protection from the elements or something else, Karnin Chayse stepped toward him. 

      Fire surged through his groin. In a mimicry of their second joining, Durek drew her back against his chest before she could change her mind. The tension faded from her body as his heat drove away their chill.

      Again, she yields to you. 

      There had been no mating battle between them. For either joining. He had not spent unneqs subduing and dominating her. She had submitted. Fires of the Six Hells! She’d even pleasured him! 

      She is willing. Durek closed his eyes. Breach her. He would not violate their truce, this fragile trust. The Hosts were not there in the cave, making their insipid demands.

      Chayse’s shivering subsided. She pressed back in the cage of his arms, shifting on his lap for comfort. Blistering heat pulsed from his sac to the tip of his sawz and prodded the inside of her thigh. She jumped but did not edge away. 

      Impale her. 

      Durek squeezed his legs together, lifting her as he tried to clamp down his growing length. He could do any number of horrible things to her, each resulting in her death, but the notion of harming her now repulsed him. Not after she had spared him in the bunker. Why had she done that?

      “You missed,” he rumbled, gritting his teeth against the blaze rising in his belly.

      “No, I hit my target.” Her voice was soft, alluring. “Besides, the game’s not over.”

      Did he think there would be any other reason? Fool. He burned with the pressure of restraint. She will take you—all of you. 

      Chayse wiggled in his arms, and he slackened his hold. If she leapt off his lap, it would be for the best. He’d better control himself. Instead, she lifted a pale thigh over his black one, then her other, spreading her legs. He prodded the air with his tongue. Her sweet arousal drifted up to him. 

      Taste her. 

      That thought sobered him, sending a chill to his core. Sexing his enemy bordered on blasphemy as it was, but spearing her with his tongue? How many of her people had he slain with it? He could harden it to pierce even their most impenetrable metals. One killing strike. That’s all it ever took. He impaled their skulls like ripened gourds.

      And his nattering mind wanted him to taste her? Then what? Was he supposed to fuck her with his striking organ? 

      What was happening to him?

      “Nobody’s watching us here.” Her hand found his and guided it to her firm stomach. 

      He offered one last escape. “There’s no reward for us to earn.” 

      She went rigid, thighs clenching over his.

      Skaka. He’d said the wrong thing. He really was a fool. 

      Durek waited, their hands poised on her belly. Silence stretched. She shifted dangerously over his lap. Pinned between them, his sawz ached for the tight caress of her sheath.

      Slowly he felt her give, her taut muscles relaxing. “You didn’t have to, but you followed me.” 

      “You gave me my eyes back,” Durek babbled the first thing that came to his mind. Of all the directions he imagined the night going, this had not been one of them. Gratitude over gratification—who had he become? Attempting to recover a semblance of his pride, he added, “I will never forget that.”

      He expected her to pull away and suggest they leave for the tree. But his inability to bank on expectations that evening, blessedly, held true. 

      Karnin Chayse slipped off his lap, spun to face him, and sank to her knees. With insistent hands, she wedged apart his legs—which needed little encouragement—and bit the tip of his extruding sawz. 

      A shudder of white-hot lust rippled through him. Her teeth, too blunted to crack, let alone score his scaled malehood, combined with the pressure of her jaw as she took him into her mouth (barely to his first ring), commanded a hot spurt of seed from him. Her delicate throat bobbed once, and her eyes glazed wild with hunger.

      Stop! You will scorch her. 

      Hands clamping her shoulders, he fought his release. Flame Gods, his body burned, teetering on explosion. Never had he been brought to climax this fast. 

      Even as lust demanded he ram into her throat, impaling and destroying her, he urged her backward with shaking hands. A wet pop sounded as her lips broke the seal around his tip. 

      “The nanomed injections are back at the tree,” he panted, damned for wanting her and damned for denying her. 

      She blinked, shock giving way to understanding. A sigh fell from her moist lips. He remembered wanting to slice them off her face once. Fiery Hells, how could he have known they’d feel so right on him?

      Chayse stood, giant mammaries bouncing. “Then you know where to take me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          40 THE LAKE

        

      

    

    
      Karnin

      

      Karnin had no idea what had come over her. Durek was right. They had nothing to gain, no reward to earn. Maybe she was crazy. Her ex had accused her of being so—too many times to count, but Nathan had never responded to her during sex the way Durek had. The Nisroc was volcanic fury embodied, pyroclastic and volatile. He could unleash one blistering orgasm after another. 

      And dammit all, she wanted more.

      I must be crazy.

      No, they weren’t comfortably compatible by any means, but she anticipated the pain, would tempt it even now. Gods, you’re not a battered victim here.

      He tried—actually tried—to be gentle when they mated. On the battlefield, brutality was Durek’s only language. He never held back. Never hesitated to maim or injure. In the bunker, she could have shot him without a second thought. Her aim would have been true.

      You missed.

      It wasn’t the thought of robbing Elkartira of her father or ridding the galaxy of one of its deadliest predators that had stayed her hand. It was the look of betrayal in his eyes. That he could even feel such things, regarding her no less, had fixed her aim.

      Fleeing the bunker, he’d carried her away from the hunters. When she’d shivered with the beginning stages of hypothermia, he’d offered to share his warmth, his body, with her. He’d taken her into his arms without a second thought, as if it were natural. 

      As if they were lovers and not enemies. 

      His heat had radiated into her, chasing away the chill, saving her yet again. The cold, the cramped cave, the game itself melted away. There had been nothing but the thunder of his heart beating its protection, its strength, through her. There had been nothing but the longing in his embrace.

      Then there was his manhood. Impossibly huge, furnace hot beneath her thighs, hard as iron and irrepressible. No matter how he tried. And oh, how he tried! Karnin wanted to laugh. Laugh, not out of cruelty or taunting, but because of the insanity of it all. 

      Kul Prime Zeris Durek, the Impaler of Skulls, once the Emperor’s assassin and protector, credited with hundreds of kills in the war, the single, most feared Nisroc elite warrior on the battlefield, had the galaxy’s largest hard-on—for her. His despised enemy. 

      Karnin did not laugh. Not one giggle. Had she but tittered, certainly as accurate as a high-velocity, armor-piercing projectile, it might have destroyed his ego right there. Or else enraged him enough to throttle the life out of her. Truce be damned. Instead, her pathetic, objectified self, wiggled her gravity-defying ass off his lap and gave him a blowjob.

      Showed him.

      What was wrong with her? This was not the Karnin Chayse she once knew. The career-minded, war-ravaged soldier who had been bent on a thirteen-year vendetta to kill the one serpent she’d hated more than anything in the galaxy. Nope, this Karnin whored herself to him. Even when the cameras were off. 

      Did it matter that he gave her devastatingly-hot orgasms? With just his fingers? Or that despite the rough sex, she craved him anyway? Or how about, for the first time since before her marriage ended, she felt wanted, desired even? 

      Yes, it matters. It mattered because whatever insanity this was, their farce of a truce would eventually end. Either she would kill him, or he would kill her.

      “The nanomed injections are at the tree,” he’d said with the conviction of a man facing space without a zero-atmosphere rated suit.

      And with one simple suggestion, they dressed and Durek gathered her into his arms. Karnin would again tempt his fire, and she was more than ready to burn.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The hunters had finally disappeared when they emerged from under the falls, likely recalled to the base. The Kul Prime insisted on carrying Karnin back to the tree. Ever the gentleman. He’d interpreted the promise in her words and wasn’t about to let the night rain or slow Terran legs delay him from collecting on that promise. 

      They wove through the trees, slid with a mini avalanche of scree down a rocky slope, jumped over logs as big as a ground car. He full-on sprinted in wet, clinging clothing. Despite the wind chill, his body continued to radiate warmth into her. At the base of their tree, he paused as fat drops pattered their upturned faces.

      “You and this rain may be my undoing, but I have an idea,” he said. 

      “You charmer you. I’m listening.”

      “Use the rope ladder to climb to the first level. You’ll be safe there. I’ll be quick.” He boosted her up several rungs. Then with claws extended, he sprang past her up the trunk and vanished within the lowest canopy.

      She smiled. “Someone’s in a hurry.” 

      Karnin barely reached the first level by the time Durek scaled back down. He landed beside her with a leaf-wrapped bundle tied to his back. She glanced at the parcel then flicked her gaze up to meet his. He offered his fangs. 

      “Is Elkartira okay?” If anything were wrong, Durek wouldn’t be standing there. 

      He rolled his shoulders. “She is asleep.”

      “Shouldn’t we stay?” That he had planned to leave was certain, but leaving his child yet again, defenseless, didn’t sit right. At least Talvin had offered some sort of reassurance that Elkartira would be safe while Karnin was on the mission. But she remembered the drone falling to the floor. Talvin had disappeared inside the base. How safe were they now?

      “The Hosts could take any of us at any time.” As proven the night they took him. Neither of them could do anything to stop it. 

      “What about retaliation?”

      He considered this. “Harming my daughter would remove the motivation for our cooperation.”

      “That’s a huge gamble, Durek. Even you must see that.”

      She had been all for fucking him in their tree, but after being away so long from Elkartira, Karnin couldn’t reconcile them pushing their luck.

      “If I were standing right next to her, The Hosts could eliminate one or the other with no difficulty. None of us are safe here.”

      Old wounds, echoes of loss and bitterness, stirred her temper. “She’s your daughter, you sonuvabitch!”

      He stood, unmoved. And that pissed her off.

      “You don’t give a shit, do you?” Karnin advanced on him, fists clenched.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Of course not, why would it?” Stop this, a voice warned, but Karnin was livid. Too many years of grieving, of hating him spilled out. “Kill mine. Kill yours. Gods, why would it matter to you?”

      “Kill mine?” He blinked, then a glimmer of horror registered in his eyes.

      She jabbed him in the gut, only to pull back a smarting finger. “Damn you! If you lose Elkartira, it doesn’t fucking matter! I can’t, but you—you soulless demon—can always have more chil—”

      Karnin never saw him move. One second, he stood like shadow incarnate, the next, he had her pinned against the trunk, feet dangling. 

      “I will forgive your venom, now knowing that I share blame for it but hear me. Elkartira is not replaceable.” He squeezed her throat, and stars careened across her vision. “Everything I’ve done since she’s entered the game has been to keep her safe. Including fucking a Terran.” 

      He let her go. Karnin slid to a heap at his feet, choking. 

      “If rending you in half with my sawz amuses the patrons and keeps my daughter alive, then I will continue to defile myself until this infernal game is done.”

      “You’re such a fucking martyr. And a hypocrite.” Karnin rubbed her bruised neck. His charnel gazed narrowed, but she continued. “There are no camera drones tonight. And you were ready to” —she swallowed what felt like ground up glass— “to defile yourself with me anyway.”

      His jaw unlocked. The deadly spear-tip of his tongue poked over bladed teeth. Karnin tensed, recognizing the precursor of a strike. 

      Rain fell in steady drops, trickling through the canopies. The chill swept between them. She shivered under his cold, predatory gaze. Durek drew in his tongue and closed his mouth. He tipped his horns back, eyes scanning the leaves over their heads. 

      “If they come for retaliation, then let them find us elsewhere. Let them believe we are distracted by our victory.” His voice had no anger, only resignation. “They may punish us how they wish, but not here.”

      Karnin knew better. Whatever trust, whatever delusions she’d entertained about him wanting her, were just that. They were still playing the game. They were always playing the game, with or without the camera drones. Depending on what happened with Talvin and her message, The Hosts might ultimately decide to end their contest tonight. They might spare Elkartira if she and Durek cooperated, making themselves a more tempting target. 

      “Fine. We’ll go elsewhere.” Karnin pushed to her feet, meeting his stare. “Let’s go.”

      The Kul Prime’s eyes widened for an instant, then he tipped his head back, regarding her. “I do not understand you, Terran. Even now, you could refuse, yet you come willingly. You have risked yourself for my daughter.” The tiny scutes on his brow folded into a genuine frown. “Why?”

      “Durek . . .” Dammit. Her emotions lingered too near the surface. “I may have only been a mother for a short, precious while, but I can sympathize as a parent. I care for Elkartira. You don’t know how lucky you are to have her.” Fresh tears blurred her vision. “I’ll do anything to see that she makes it through the game. Even if that means letting you fuck me.”

      Durek stepped closer, grim though no longer menacing. “I cannot undo the evil that has passed between us. But know this, Karnin Chayse, you have my gratitude and now my respect.”

      He meant it. Karnin despised the irrational thrill his acknowledgment gave her.

      “Don’t go soft scale on me.” She eyed the leaf bundle. “We have things to do. Become their targets, remember?”

      The Kul Prime blinked slowly, dragging the protective inner lids over his eyes. “Should they come, The Hosts will find us distracted.”

      She raised a brow. “Defiled, you mean?”

      “Exceedingly.”

      With the precision afforded by his renewed sight and tireless bounds, Durek sped them to the lake before Karnin’s pulse had any hope of slowing. 

      “We’re doing this in the freezing rain?”

      He stalked the shore, arrowing for a rocky outcrop. “You will not have the opportunity to freeze.” 

      Durek navigated the rocks with the agility of a rockhorn sheep. A bubble of fear grew in her belly at his eagerness, if not at the ferocity, of his determination. 

      “Shouldn’t we wait for the drones?”

      “No.”

      Durek edged a pile of boulders, mindful of her dangling legs. On the other side, a slab of rock jutted over the inlet. An overhang kept the ledge dry and would shelter them from the downpour. He climbed to the alcove and knelt. Karnin stepped away, grateful for the refuge and the stone beneath her feet.

      While not a solid sheet of water, the rain dribbled over the upper ledge in broken streams, giving them a slatted view of the lake. Ripples yawned across the pitted black surface. She stared, mesmerized, as millions of tiny splashes lulled her calm. The sonnet of rainfall on the water whispered courage into her heart. 

      “I’ll make a fire,” he said.

      Durek unwrapped the leafy package behind her. He had retrieved thick bundles of dry sticks and kindling from their tree den. As he gathered rocks for a ring, Karnin spotted two metal cylinders peeking out of the leaves. 

      Nano shots. She bit her lip. He’d thought ahead. 

      With several scrapes of his claws, Durek coaxed a flame and then a fire under the ledge of their alcove. Karnin stepped close, warming herself as he carefully folded the leaves. 

      In the flicker of flames, she marveled at his form. Obsidian scutes hugged his chiseled legs, a heavily muscled torso, capped mountainous shoulders, and overdeveloped traps. A collection of hard, predatory angles comprised his head, sweeping up into tortured arcs. His profile revealed only a slight protrusion of nose, twin slits below a subtle ridge that sheared to a seam of a mouth and continued to the carved jaw, more of a stone mask than a face. 

      Her heart rate tripled. 

      He was alien. Nisroc. A demon of brimstone and fire. Terror of the galaxy—ready to mate her.

      “Remove your clothes.”

      “So that I can dry them by the fire?” And so you don’t shred them.

      Not so much as a flash of fangs. Humoring her wasn’t on his to-do list. 

      Karnin undressed, nerves buzzing when he’d bent to remove his pants. She spread her jumpsuit on the rocks by the flame, and then he was on her. A perfectly executed snatch-and-grab if she’d ever seen one. 

      He eased them both onto their knees, hers onto the pad of folded leaves. He had considered her comfort. Maybe he wasn’t a complete monster after all. They faced the fire and lake beyond. Even kneeling, his height dwarfed her. The thick column of his cock pressed hot and disturbingly tall against the lumbar curve of her spine. Oh gods! 

      “Nisroc males must conquer their females before mating them. It is a long and arduous battle, ending in bloodshed.” His breath tickled hotly in her ear. 

      Karnin squirmed. “I’ve seen . . . footage. It’s brutal.”

      Obsidian claws pulled her damp hair over her shoulders. “I was unaware my species mating rituals interested you.”

      “They don’t!” Karnin blushed, pulse rocketing. “My friend was investigating a case. She showed me a classified video.”

      “Did you learn anything useful?”

      “Only that the males have to possess incredible stamina.” And nearly impervious dicks, otherwise they’d never pierce their females. Hence the reason she had used her teeth on him. 

      “Yes, conquest requires endurance. Mounting, exceptional perseverance.” 

      He sank back, allowing his erection to scrape down her spine until it settled like a promise, a threat between them. Was it too late to suggest skipping stones? His palms rounded on her hips, his claws resting on her belly. 

      Karnin trembled.

      “Only after the male has worn down the female’s defenses does he earn the privilege of mating her.”

      She closed her eyes, teetering on panic. “Sounds like a lot of work.”

      “Worth every ni-unneq.” 

      One hand strayed from her hip. Durek trailed the back of his claws down the outside of her thigh to the inside of her knee, drawing a shiver from her. “Once the female submits, the male must remain vigilant, ensuring she accepts his offering. It is a fight to the end.”

      No wonder Nisroc males were so aggressive. Sex was just another war for them.

      “Your only resistance is to my size,” Durek rumbled, gliding his claws up to poise below her sensitive entrance. “Even then, you are willing.”

      Karnin jumped as he slid two thick fingers inside her. She expected a white-hot tearing sensation of his claws, but it never came. He pumped her, swirling her slick heat in slow and widening circles. 

      Oh. My . . . A pathetic moan passed her lips.

      “Twice you’ve seduced me. Put your mouth on me.” His fingers plied her, stretching her inner walls. “Pleasured me in ways I never knew possible.” 

      Her knees wavered. The hand on her hip steadied her while the other whipped the beginnings of an orgasm low in her core. And like the hellspawn he was, he withdrew his fingers.

      Karnin almost sobbed in frustration. She panted her futility, glaring at the fire, at the rain stippling the lake. 

      “I too have seen footage of your mating activities,” he confessed. “Terran males not only use their sawz to please females, but also their tongues. Pitiably short though they are.”

      He wouldn’t.

      “Bend for me.”

      The solid thump between her shoulder blades insisted. Karnin caught herself on her palms, cheek pressed to stone, as his hands clamped her hips and lifted her. 

      “Durek, no—”

      Without so much as a cursory examination, the Kul Prime’s struck. Oh, sweet blazing novae, his aim was true!

      Karnin bucked, body clenching as he tunneled into her channel. With an indelicate flick, the entire length rippled all the way to the tip, threatened to ignite her simmering orgasm. 

      “Please, not with your tongue!” I’ll come apart! “I want”—another wicked flick— “I—”

      His tongue scraped exquisitely out, leaving her gaping, throbbing for him. “You want me to mount you?”

      She nodded.

      “Say it.”

      “I . . .”

      “Say it.”

      “Fucking mount me already.”

      Hesitation. Was he reconsidering? 

      “Now, dammit!”

      He chuckled, a raspy explosion of sound deep in his chest. “So commanding.” 

      Mercifully, Durek fit himself to her opening. She almost came right then as his engorged tip, with its endless spiral ridges, parted her. His other hand found her stomach, holding her in place. 

      Still, he paused. Karnin bit her lip, silently praying for his thrust.

      He prodded deliciously but then stopped again. “The injections—” 

      “No time!” Karnin pushed back against him.

      A guttural hiss answered her, but he eased incrementally inside, tentative, allowing for accommodation. Even then, the pain threatened to break her open. Gods, he’s too damn big! She felt herself tighten, trying to force back his penetration. 

      Durek read her distress and paused, waiting for permission. 

      “Please . . .” Karnin said through gritted teeth. She wasn’t sure if she was begging him or her body. 

      He tugged smoothly on her hips, sheathing himself part way inside her. White streaks shot through her vision. She screamed, nails scraping stone, splintering. 

      “This is madness!” Durek withdrew. “Skaka! You’re bleeding again.”

      Karnin collapsed and curled on her side, pressing her fists between her legs. She swore her insides were spilling out. 

      “I knew better,” he said and jabbed the first injection into her rump. 

      She barely noticed it. 

      “Insane Terran. Your body cannot take me at my fullest. Not at first,” he growled. After shredding a folded leaf and feeding it to the fire, he released a resigned hiss.

      “Try… again.”

      Durek chuffed as he gathered her to him, settling behind her. As his heat soaked into her body, lightning burrowed down into the clouds. Wind toyed with the flames and the rain picked up. His claws dimpled her flesh, the index finger tapping. The tempo quickened, almost pricking before going still. 

      “Tell me,” he said. “How did I kill your young?”
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      Karnin

      

      Damn it. Karnin wished she’d kept her mouth shut. “I’m past it.”

      The Kul Prime’s arm slipped around her middle, as if he thought she’d run. “Tell me.”

      “It was war, Durek. We hurt each other,” she said, keeping her voice even. “The end.”

      The lake rolled out of focus. He shoved her onto her back, catching her wrists as her fists came up and pinned them over her head. “When?” 

      “Get off me!”

      “How did it happen? Wait . . .” He stiffened, his eyes widening with sudden remembrance. “You boarded the imperial ship. We fought inside the Supreme Emperor’s chambers.”

      Karnin relented. She remembered his blade sliding through her flesh. “You were waiting for us.”

      Durek released a wrist to slide his hand between her breasts, brow scutes wrinkling in confusion. “My Na’teklathe sank here.” 

      Karnin pressed her hand over his, guiding it down below her sternum. At his look of confusion, she added, “Here. The Hosts got rid of my scars for the game.”

      “The jungle planet.” His eyes watched hers as he skimmed their hands to just above her navel. “Here?”   

      Karnin nodded. “The first time, I didn’t know about the baby until after I woke in a medical pod. The second, I should have stayed—” She closed her eyes on tears, swallowing hard. “Intel said you were planetside . . . I went.”

      The pressure on her trapped wrist and stomach lifted. He sat back. “And you survived. Why didn’t your healers save your offspring?”

      “They tried, but . . . I’d lost too much blood.” She curled against the memories.

      Durek was quiet for a long while. “It was war, as you say. But I . . . kill soldiers. Those who raise weapons against me and my kind. Had I known—”

      “You’d have given me another message for my Terran rulers and sent me on my merry way?”

      “I am not a child murderer.”

      “No, you are not,” she said. “You and I have done terrible things, Durek. Neither of us are victors. Nor are we victims.”

      He said nothing. 

      “I’ve hated you since we first met. Blamed you for my failed career, my divorce, the loss of my babies”—her breath hitched— “but I’ve since realized my part in it, all of it. My need for vengeance, my obsession. That was me. It was my fault. Gods, I-I’m responsible! For losing . . . them.”

      Karnin sobbed, drowning out the thunder, silencing the rain. Lightning woke the clouds once, striking far from their stony alcove. The torrent became a drizzle, and the wind bullied the fire. Long after she crumpled into hiccupping contemplation, Durek stayed beside her, quietly enduring her anguish.

      He shifted, a statue come to life. “When you are ready, I will carry you to the tree.”

      Minutes ebbed. The stickiness between her legs had become unbearable. Karnin shoved herself up, urgent to erase their failure. “I’m going to wash.” 

      The lake wasn’t exactly ice, but it was cold. The rain patted her head and shoulders as if to soothe her hurts. Sucking in a breath, she ducked below the surface and scrubbed. Something crashed beside her, and she shot up. Durek splashed her as he tossed water onto his torso. 

      “Hey!” She splashed him back.

      Durek gave his horns a savage shake, sluicing water across the inlet. He presented her with his broad and scaled back as his hands worked under the wavelets. Either he was modest about cleaning or was finishing what she started. She doubted the latter as he turned towards shore mere seconds later. His happy eruptions took much, much longer. 

      Gods, no. After wringing herself dry of tears, Karnin couldn’t understand her sudden desire for him again.  

      His gaze fell to the bobbing floats of her breasts. “They are ungainly.”

      “Trust me, I know.” She waded for the rocks, feeling the sand squish between her toes. “I threatened The Hosts with cutting them off.”

      “An idle threat,” he grumped as he trudged behind her. 

      She eyed the ledge leading to their flickering alcove. The nanomeds had kicked in, knitting and numbing whatever damage he’d done. Gulping, she spun in time to place a hand on his hard-plated abdomen. 

      He glanced at her hand. His fangs showed. 

      Karnin shivered, though not nearly as much from the cold. “We are not going back to the tree just yet.” She slid her hand down the scaled slabs to his groin, settling on the generous column of his semi-malleable cock.

      “Do not tempt me, Terran. I am in a foul mood.” Emphasized with a death gaze. 

      “Then let me put you in a better one.” Karnin sank to her knees and bit him, taking as big a bite as her mouth could fit.

      Durek’s body went ramrod still. Once he recovered from the shock, his hands clutched her shoulders, but he did not push her away. 

      Karnin sucked, calling stars and omens down from the heavens. He tasted like rain and smoke and ginger. 

      His hand cupped the back of her head, urging her on. “Your injection had better be working.” His breath gusted through his teeth. “Bend yourself over the rock behind you. Quickly, before you prime me senseless.”

      With a final, grudging tug, Karnin stood and followed his instruction to the letter. She hugged the top of the rock as Durek plunged his fingers deep, splaying them inside her. He groaned his approval, then he removed them and wedged his cock between her legs. 

      She cried out, the sensation of hot-oiled scales promising portents of delicious things to come. His hand swept to her stomach, his claws and rough palm abrading her flesh in a mimicry of the rock. 

      “Please, Durek.”

      Karnin shrieked as just his tip bore into her, stretching her mercilessly. The firelight above, the rock, even the rain fell away. Then Durek scoured out of her, leaving her stinging and panting. In his wake, a fiery burst made her ready for signs and wonders. 

      “You are always tight, always so very tight.” He rested the engorged, prickly tip of his cock at the cusp of her needy sex. “And astonishingly wet for me, Terran.”

      She groaned in frustration. “I can take you, Nisroc.”

      “All of me?”

      “Yes . . .” She shoved back, forcing that massive head into her. “Dammit! All of you!”

      “We will see.”

      With one swift and searing stroke, he rammed back inside, hollowing her to the core. Her vision whitened before a night gone incendiary.

      The nanomeds worked overtime, smoothing the sharper edges off. She felt his spiraled ridges, his throbbing pulses as he buried himself flush with her body, stretching her beyond madness, and imprisoning her there. The rough pads of his fingers massaged her belly, kneading clenched muscles, keeping her in place. 

      The thrumming began. 

      It had its own rhythm, a counter to her mewling cries—the only reprieve before he tensed again inside her. His other hand joined the first, fingers drawing circles over her stomach. He withdrew partway, creating a backdraft that robbed her of breath. Then, with an incandescent stroke, he drove fire deep into her. 

      Karnin arched her spine, breasts bouncing, as she met his savage thrusts. For a time, she knew only delirium; agony and pleasure indistinguishable, and she suffered willingly, body punished hard for her daring him until at last, he broke their frenzy, easing his pace, allowing her voice.

      “Don’t stop. Give me more.”

      “More?” One syllable, utter shock.

      Reaching for his hand, she tugged it to her breast. He froze, at once repulsed, but she urged his fingers, showing them how to squeeze just shy of pain.

      “Like this?” He took over. “You wish me—"

      “Yes! Fuck yes!” She screamed. 

      A low rumble of satisfaction, and then he palmed her breast, calloused pads scratching her nipple with just the right friction. Slowly, he flexed his heavy cock, so deep inside her, allowing Karnin to feel every knurl—those wicked, alien burs—bristling, sinking into her battered channel. She cried out, tasting sparks of pain, only lasting a second, and then vanishing. 

      Gods, this is why I need so many fucking shots! Karnin clawed the rock for leverage. Don’t let him stop! 

      As though hearing her plea, Durek flexed again, and again, and finally, he began to grind, building back up to his scalding strokes.

      Her orgasm returned, loud and shrieking. “Oh, gods!”

      A moment later, Durek thundered into her, challenging the gods with his roar. They locked, timeless with his blistering release. 

      Time broke and Karnin collapsed bonelessly over the rock, uncertain she’d ever rise again. He braced his palms on either side of her shoulders, flexing his cock, continuing to spurt scalding jets of semen at her womb.

      “Forgive me.” Durek heaved, knocking what little air she’d gained from her lungs. “May your lost young rest in the clutch of eternal peace.” 

      He said it like a prayer. 

      Before she could speak, rotors whined over the lake and snuffed their afterglow. Karnin stiffened, anticipating his ripping out of her, but he remained anchored in place. 

      Spotlights darted over the water, racing toward them. Two drones? 

      Durek hissed, the vibrations caressing her womb. She squirmed, but he pushed at her, and she stopped. The spotlights slid across them, exposing their vulnerability. Durek lowered himself over her, shielding her from their prying eyes. The lights vanished, and the darkness filled the void. 

      The Hosts projected in the air over the inlet.

      “How far you two have come. Or did we interrupt that critical moment?” they taunted. “We’ll wait, if you need to finish.”

      Durek’s searing withdrawal lasted an eternity. She whimpered once, only once. Covering her breasts, she eased off the rock. That she could move right after sex with Durek was a godsend. 

      He trudged up to his knees in the lake, claws unsheathed, ready to rip the drones from the sky. Unless he had a hidden ability to fly, she doubted The Hosts were worried. 

      Karnin squinted into the rain, noting that the other drone, much larger than the one projecting The Hosts, carried a metal box under it. Clammy fingers slithered up her spine. 

      “We apologize for our absence of late. There were matters we needed to lay to rest, but be assured, the game is now back on schedule.”

      She shuddered at the implications. Talvin.

      “Your final challenge is soon approaching. We suggest you use the time to entertain our patrons until that day arrives.” The Hosts leaned forward as if inspecting the inlet. “Many more demonstrations of what you did here tonight, only with close ups of the action, would be advised.”

      Karnin’s gaze remained on the metal box.

      “Well, that is all for this evening.” The Hosts tilted its head, and the larger drone flew lower, closer to the shore. “Before we go, I thought you would appreciate knowing your attempt to send a message off-world failed. Your communication did not make it. Much like your admirer here.” 

      The metal box opened, and a blue sphere dropped into the water. Durek hissed, stepping toward the floating object. 

      Karnin gritted her teeth. No. Please, no. 

      “There will be no further interruptions to the game. Good night.” The Hosts vanished, and the drones flew away. 

      A tear tracked down her cheek. Talvin’s dead eyes stared back at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          42 HOT SPRINGS

        

      

    

    
      Durek

      

      My enemy has bespelled me. Or rather my sawz. 

      Durek knew the danger of this, just as he knew he should end the truce with Karnin Chayse. At the very least, he ought to avoid her whenever possible. He should have left Chayse back at the tree while he took Elkartira to the hot springs, an oasis discovered while hunting in the plains.

      Instead, his daughter insisted his enemy join them. He could have argued, using the convenience of Chayse’s sickness caught that night they’d gone to the lake. However, he could not deny that Elkartira’s herbal tea and three cycles’ rest had finally settled her stomach. A condition that improved later during each light cycle and had not impeded their nightly performances.

      Early that afternoon, Chayse was back on her feet, symptom-free. Still, he could have insisted she continued to rest, and she might have agreed as their nights provided little time for sleep. He suspected heartsickness over the death of their ally, the Siranus half-blood she’d called Talvin, had contributed to her illness. Durek had returned from burying the head to find her weeping while washing in the lake. Her tears vanished by the time he’d finished rinsing away the evidence of their second mating.

      They reappeared that night in their tree cave as they “spooned” by the fire. He typically disapproved of Terran babble, but her word fit their configuration, and so he adopted it. Durek thought he’d injured her again when sinking his fingers inside her tight sheath—his ingenious method for preventing her locking against him between joinings (plans for sleeping with his sawz inside her were soon to be executed), but it wasn’t that. 

      She’d sobbed for failing to get her message out. Had she succeeded, they might have been rescued. Talvin, whom she explained had initiated mating her at the patron’s feast, was dead. Even if it was just “part of his cover,” Durek silently cursed The Hosts for stealing his kill. He would have slaughtered this Talvin for daring to touch Chayse.

      When her tears had subsided, Durek proved himself worthy of sacrosanct adoration for allowing her to sleep. He could have easily coaxed her to another climax, but the night waned, and they would have to uncouple before Elkartira awakened.

      So, yes, Durek could have negotiated for Chayse to remain behind to catch up on sleep. But he hadn’t, and so she had hiked with them to the thermal pools.

      Presently, Durek watched the Terran instruct his daughter on something called the “backstroke.” It was an odd combination of kicking legs and over-arm propulsion through the water. A strange technique as gliding under the surface undetected was preferable. One didn’t alert predators with excessive splashing or expose one’s belly to them. To her credit, Elkartira required only one example to master the swimming technique.

      “Come, Father. Join us,” Elkartira called as she kicked her way backward across the steaming pool beside Chayse.

      Perched atop the rocks overlooking the springs, Durek completed another scan of the terrain, convincing himself that he was keeping watch. He could scent any invaders in their territory just as easily as his eyes could spot them, but guard duty also allowed him ample time for brooding. Just as it allowed him to observe Elkartira’s frivolity while discreetly marveling at Chayse’s pink, un-armored figure skimming through the water. At how her ridiculous mammary glands acted like flotation devices, keeping her buoyant when bobbing along the surface.

      “Soon. Once I am certain we are alone in the area.” 

      He remembered how Chayse guided his hands that first time, urging him to fondle her oversized teats during mating. Repulsed by their pliant, squishy mass, he’d almost let go, but her moan had stopped him. He thought he’d caused her yet more pain, except her sheath clamped down hard on his sawz. Testing her, he had squeezed the hard peak at the apex of her breast, and she had rapidly climaxed beneath him.

      It seemed her body held secrets. Like how she cried out when he speared her with his tongue— 

      “You said that an epoch ago.” Another example of Elkartira’s infatuation with Terran vocabulary. His daughter pushed off the rocks, swimming towards him.

      “An epoch ago, I had to make certain. Just as I am making certain now,” he replied, pivoting so Elkartira and the Terran trailing behind her could not observe his . . . distraction. 

      “Give me five more minutes, and then I’ll switch places with you,” Chayse offered.

      Now, Durek did look at her. She smiled, flashing blunt white teeth, her face glistening, challenging him with those keen eyes. Eyes that taunted and tempted him as they slid slowly up his body.

      “Acceptable.” He averted his gaze lest his sawz fully rouse to meet her challenge. 

      Durek had accepted that they had to meet certain expectations of the game to ensure his daughter’s safety. They were always in danger, their lives resting on the infernal ratings and the patrons’ insatiable appetites for lewd content.

      What he would not, could not, accept was why he continued to lose himself during mating. Why couldn’t he meet the demands of The Hosts without him thrumming and rubbing her belly, trying to usher young into her womb? His body betrayed him night after night as he committed indecent acts before the gods and spy drones alike, singing seed into her with abandon. Indeed, he had surfaced from every joining from the black abyss, having filled Chayse to bursting.

      Durek had only one explanation for his behavior. He, Shadow Claw the Impaler, was bonding—likely had already bonded—with Karnin Chayse, the enemy. His enemy. 

      Perhaps that was why he had never been able to kill her. If he were pious or even a zealot, who watched for omens and signs, Durek might have been tempted to believe the Flame Gods had already scribed his fate. But Zeris Durek of Clan K’ras, son of Velnik Nezeil Durek, was a realist. He saw no signs in star death or visions in tongues of flame. Still, here he was, banished from his homeworld, playing out a survival game of masturbatory fetishes, trying to impregnate and claim a mate.

      Skaka. 

      Thank the fire deities Nisroc could not breed Terrans. At least, he prayed so. While Nisroc soldiers abusing Terran female prisoners was reprobate, it happened. Durek hadn’t tolerated such depravities among his troops. Warriors under his command whom he caught defiling the enemy rotted alongside their corpses on contested colony worlds. Now, because of the cursed game, he deserved a spot among their putrid ranks.

      “Time’s up!” A splash accompanied the announcement.

      Durek shook himself out of his musings and glared down at the insipid Terran. She trod water, not bothering to seek the shore with the intention of extricating herself from the pool.

      “I believe you said we would switch places.” He was proud of himself for not hissing at her.

      Another splash drenched him from the side. His daughter had joined in the game of roosting him. 

      “Got you, Father!” 

      Durek pushed to his full height, taking one last look at the area surrounding the hot springs, before leveling his gaze on Elkartira, who sadly shrank back, and then on Karnin Chayse. She did not flinch under his glare. No, of course not. She stared right back at him, that infernal smirk playing on her mouth. A mouth that will serve me later.

      Flashing his fangs, he had only one course of action to rid the brash female of that smirk. Durek leaped straight up into the air and came down like a meteor between Chayse and his daughter. He shoved off the bottom of the pool, surfacing to sputtering and laughter.

      “Father!” Elkartira choked out a giggle. “You almost drowned us.”

      Chayse received the worst of his assault. Durek chuckled as she wiped her eyes, coughing up a mouthful of water.

      “That was the intent, Daughter. It seems I’ve failed.” He glided toward her, claws unsheathed, and was pleased when Elkartira swiped her elongating claws at him. 

      Elkartira cawed, a laugh of sheer joy when a claw caught his arm. “Defend yourself, Father. I’ll offer you no mercy.”

      He feigned shock. “Where has my daughter, the healer, gone? A warrior has taken her place.”

      Elkartira’s eyes glinted with pride at his praise. In his periphery, he noted Chayse watching them. She had wisely put some space between herself and the mock battle.

      His daughter dove under the water, darting for his legs. From her angle, he guessed her two options of attack. Elkartira would either strike behind his knee or his ankle, where his dermal armor did not protect him. It would be a disabling slice if she struck true.

      At the last second, Durek side-stepped, followed up with an even faster dunk and snatch, thwarting Elkartira’s attack. He plucked her out of the depths and tossed her over his shoulder. She splashed into the water an arm-span behind him.

      A glimpse of Chayse’s receding back kept Durek from spinning and ending the match. He splashed Chayse, drenching her drying hair. She arched her spine and jerked around; eyes narrowed at him.

      “I was just going to keep watch, thank you very much.” She pressed her hands to lean hips, jostling those giant teats beneath her thin, clinging shirt.

      His palms itched, urgent with a desire to squeeze them like over-ripened c’hetnas. Her body’s secrets are mine to torment.

      Elkartira’s battle cry tore him from his fantasies. His daughter jumped onto his back, grasped his most prominent horns, and jerked his head backward, laying a killing claw at the vulnerable groove between scutes along his throat.

      “Taste death, Father. I am victorious.”

      Durek hissed his approval. “Yield.” 

      Elkartira dropped off his spine and swam around to claim his defeat. A defeat easily avoided had he been paying attention to potential threats rather than a Terran female. 

      “I cast my crown to you, little champion.” He shared his daughter’s pride. Contrary to Chal’s complaints, Elkartira had paid attention in her defense classes. “After we sun ourselves, we will see if your hunting skills can match your combat merit.”

      “You will not be disappointed, Father.” Elkartira flashed her fangs, backstroking toward the rocks. 

      Chayse had climbed onto a slab of stone, flattening herself over the surface. Lascivious images sprang to his mind: him covering her with his body, taking her hard under the sun’s scalding eye. 

      You are the one being tormented.

      Durek dunked into the pool, basking in the heat. His scutes would collect it, holding it in for some time. He missed the Nisroc deserts, their sanctuaries of sunbaked rocks and volcanically fed pools. He yearned for the flame caves near his father’s property. 

      Unbidden, a pang of loss rippled through him like an electric shock. He surfaced, chest tightening with grief. Nisroc is no longer my home. 

      “Hey over there,” Chayse called. “I’m not going back in to rescue you.”

      “As if you could,” he rumbled and joined them.

      Durek sprawled on his stomach between his daughter and Chayse, wrestling his mind from dismal realities. He would not sulk. It would change nothing. The game had given him another chance with Elkartira, something he would never have at home. He would not brood away their dwindling time together. 

      “Too bad the hot springs aren’t closer to the tree,” Chayse murmured.

      Whether on purpose or by accident, she pressed her thigh against his. He kept his gaze forward, watching the steam rise off the pool and the wind sift the meadow grasses. Odd, how just her simple touch elevated his mood.
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      Durek

      

      He watched the herd from the bluffs with primal focus. Squat and stout, the prey animals gathered on the plains, their verdant hide blending with the grasses. Durek read the tension in their movements. Tails flicked, heads darted up, orange eyes scanned the terrain for the predator somewhere in their domain.

      Below his overwatch, stalking in the tree line of their feeding grounds, Elkartira paced them, biding her time until one of the young separated from the group. She was downwind from the beasts and well-concealed. His daughter had the advantage. 

      Two young creatures left the fold. While she would not be able to take down both, Elkartira could claim the smallest with effort.

      He crouched forward, fangs elongating. This was it. The foolish prey had wandered within striking distance. 

      Behind him, a muffled cough split the silence. Durek stiffened as the coughing ended in a dry heave. Karnin Chayse spit for the third time since they’d claimed this vantage point. Earlier, he had to separate Chayse and his daughter as their whispered laughter warned the herd of their presence.

      Neither female demonstrated proper hunting discipline. After the hot springs, the two had continued chattering as if they were on a leisurely stroll and not procuring the evening’s meal.

      Durek slanted a warning glance back at her. 

      Chayse lifted her shoulders at him. “Don’t give me that look. You’re not the one that swallowed a lungful of sulfur water.” She wiped her spit-flecked mouth on her sleeve. “That’s what you get for splashing me.”

      He stopped himself before he rolled his eyes. That was one of her Terran gestures. Yet another he refused to adopt. “I should have left you at the tree.”

      “She’s moving.” Chayse slid forward next to him. 

      Durek whirled around in time to see Elkartira sprinting, her claws swiping at her prey’s hindquarters. With a spurt of panic-laced energy, the beast tucked tail, avoiding Elkartira’s strike. Undeterred, she gave chase, only to stumble and roll. The two younger animals bolted away to join the spooked herd.

      “Skaka!” Durek bounded along the edge of the ridge then jumped to the rocky hills below, leaving Chayse behind.

      By the time he reached her, Elkartira had picked herself up and was pulling sprigs of grass from between her horns. The herd had disappeared beyond the trees in the lower plains.

      “What was your first mistake?” Durek folded his arms over his chest, glaring down at his daughter.

      She straightened, adopting the proper attitude of a student before a teacher. At least she remembers that.

      “I attacked too late.”

      “And your second error?”

      Chayse came huffing up to them. For once, she wisely kept her mouth closed.

      “My second error was that I . . . I,” Elkartira stammered.

      “You went after the larger of the two beasts. If you had heeded my instructions, you would have waited until the smaller animal drifted closer to your cover. You will—”

      “Yes, Father. I’m sorry. I will do better next—” 

      Elkartira cringed back as Durek snapped at her. Actually snapped, his teeth clasping together to make the sound of breaking shells. He had not done that in years. Not since she’d tried to pet a razorback in a preservation enclosure.

      “Remain silent when your father speaks!” he hissed.

      “Durek, take it easy on her,” Chayse butted in. “She’s just a kid.”

      “She’s my daughter, Terran,” he whirled on her, “and this is none of your concern. Your influence and interference are as unsolicited as they are unwelcome.”

      Chayse’s cheeks shaded a darker pink. Durek dismissed it and pivoted back to his daughter.

      “Elkartira, you have one more opportunity to finish this hunt.” His fire receded, but he kept his voice curt. “As in any survival situation, if you fail to take an animal, we will not eat.”

      “Yes, Father.” Elkartira met his gaze then turned and dashed for herd. In several bounds, she disappeared back into the tree line.

      The buzz of insects carried on the breeze. In the distance, the prey animals brayed at one another. They had not scattered too far.

      “I understand you want to teach her how to hunt.” Chayse stepped to his side. “But skipping dinner? In this situation? Our rations are gone. We don’t know what The Hosts will demand next.”

      “Precisely why Elkartira needs to learn to take care of herself.”

      “In a controlled environment, yes. One that isn’t designed to kill her for the amusement of lecherous rich bastards.”

      Durek sucked in a deep breath. “As The Hosts have said, if we provide the primary entertainment, they will not harm my daughter.”

      Chayse made an irritated sound deep in her throat. “Gambling again? How long before the patrons tire of us?”

      Durek had thought of this. It kept him awake many nights as Chayse dozed against him. Should The Hosts even hint about using Elkartira for their perversions, he had a contingency plan. 

      “Understand this, I will never allow them to touch my daughter.”

      Chayse blinked, then comprehension rounded her eyes. “You can’t mean . . . Of course you do.” She gave a small shake of the head, averting her gaze. “I . . . I understand.” 

      He strode toward the hunting grounds. After a moment, Chayse caught up. He slowed to accommodate her stride.

      “We must ensure our nightly diversions exceed expectations.” Even as he said it, Durek knew his attempt to divert the subject fell flat.

      “My pain spikes the ratings,” she said with disgust. “The nanomeds are doing too good a job. I could skip a dose or two.”

      Durek scissored his teeth. That was the last thing he wanted. Their joining had its pleasures, but it was still difficult for her. “No. Fuck them.”

      Karnin laughed. “I’d rather stick to fucking you, thank you.”

      Skaka. He had not meant for the conversation to turn that direction. I cannot win. He kept walking, putting on a burst of speed. 

      “About our earlier topic.” She jogged to match his pace. “You should be more loving toward Elkartira. Soak up every moment you have with her.”

      “I will prepare my daughter to survive.”

      “Yeah, but you don’t have to be an asshole about it.” The spark was back in her voice.

      “Naïve Terran judgments—again. Assuming Nisroc young need soft pats on the head every time they blink. No wonder your people were losing the war.” 

      “You deluded sonuvabitch! Your people proposed the peace talks.”

      That was more like it. Familiar territory.

      “Only because my Emperor has lost his mind. We have taken most of your colony worlds. We have destroyed half your space fleet, have all but decimated your ground assault forces, and made widows of your general’s mates.” His doing. At least during the early half of the war. “We would have glassed your homeworld if it had not been for the Supreme Emperor’s weakness.”

      “A disease that Terran neural scientists are willing to reverse. Be glad my unit hadn’t been ordered to gas your high court with a sterility virus.” She folded her arms, boosting rather than containing her giant udders. 

      He had to concede that point. “As corrupt as the Elite inner circles have become, that may have done Nisroc more of a service than a hindrance.” 

      “Just so we’re crystal clear, the Galactic Confederation would never let you near the Sol System.”

      “Save for the peace talks.”

      She frowned. “Yeah, well, we took care of that, didn’t we?”

      “We can only hope.” He sighed, wondering at the foolishness of his obstinacy. 

      Too many of their people had died. Although he disparaged them, Terrans had held their own against his warriors. The war had gone on far longer than he ever dreamed it would. Partly from Nisroc’s tenacity and unwillingness to accept defeat. Despite his long-held beliefs, Durek acknowledged it was because of soldiers like the woman next to him. 

      This game had changed him. And, since he was already in a paradigm-shattering mood, more than the game itself, Karnin Chayse had changed him.

      They approached the ridge where the upper plains sloped into a valley. 

      “Think they went on without us?” she asked.

      He did not ponder the question. “My Emperor desires a cure. I have no doubt the talks have resumed.” 

      That admission spurred more unsettling thoughts. How would a Terran-Nisroc Alliance etch the future? What would it mean for his daughter? Ending the hostilities between their people would offer new, galactic-scale opportunities for Elkartira. Would that be so terrible? 

      “Good,” Chayse whispered. 

      He stopped her with a touch on the arm. She turned, eyes drifting up to meet his, a silent inquiry in their depths. 

      “No matter what happens in this game, my daughter must survive. Elkartira must get out.”

      Reading the resolution in his expression, she nodded. “She will.”

      Durek lifted his hand and brushed her cheek with the back of his claws. He reveled in how her eyes closed; how she leaned into his fingers. Willingly. She yields to you. Odd how the usual lust inspired by their touching was mercifully silent.

      “Father! I did it!” 

      Durek dropped his hand away. Elkartira bounded over the top of the slope, a prey animal cradled in her arms. “We eat tonight!” 

      She dropped the creature at his feet, stepping back for his assessment.

      Durek gauged the beast to be one of the younger in the herd. However, it was not the smallest nor the weakest. He flashed his fangs, approving. “This will make an adequate meal.”

      His daughter’s eyes lowered. Chayse coughed.

      “An excellent meal,” he amended.

      Elkartira cast back her horns, eyes glittering at his praise. “Thank you, Father.”

      It might have been a meaningful father-daughter ni-unneq, except Chayse folded in the grass, retching. Elkartira was at her side at once, patting her on the back. A gesture she learned from the Terran.

      “I’m okay. I finished coughing up that liter of sulfur water your father threw at me. I’m fine—” Chayse protested before bracing the ground again.

      “Clearly,” Durek said.

      After much hacking, and much patting from his daughter, Chayse sat back on her heels. Elkartira guided her to her feet, holding her around the middle.

      “I think you need more tea.”

      His daughter led Chayse past him. Over her shoulder, she called, “Father, please clean dinner.” His take-charge little healer was back to giving orders.

      “Acceptable.” Neither female waited for his grumbled reply.

      Durek eyed the small carcass on the ground. He continued to grumble about weak-stomached Terrans as he knelt and began his task, and how she had better be in improved health by the evening.

      The sun warmed the back of his scutes while he worked. It felt good, although he would prefer another dip in the hydrothermal pools and wondered if he’d have time before the clouds gathered. He set the innards near the head, deciding to leave them rather than lugging them back to the tree. He scanned the nearby woods, locating the lowest branches with the supple, large leaves. He would bundle the choice parts and haul the carcass back to their camp.

      A growl built low in his chest as he picked out the rotors of a drone. It swooped towards him. The Hosts appeared over the grass beyond Elkartira’s kill.

      “What do you want?”

      “Direct as always, and appreciated,” said the incandescent head. “Let us be equally direct. We have a rewarding proposition.”

      Durek pushed to his feet and began walking toward the trees. The drone paced him.

      “Your monogamous liaisons with Agent Chayse continue to please most patrons. However, ratings are showing a steady decline.”

      Durek kept walking.

      “As the finale approaches, it’s time to spice up the game. Keep the subscribers from jacking out of their systems.”

      He reached the tree line. He had wanted the larger leaves from the upper canopy, but the nattering Hosts encouraged haste. He hacked a smaller leaf from the lowest branch.

      “How would you like to earn an early exit for your daughter? We could have her safe and back with her grandfather in two light cycles.”

      Durek stopped.

      “We thought that might get your attention. You are no doubt wondering about the cost.” It paused, waiting for his answer. Durek did not give one.

      “Let us preface with an assurance that your daughter’s arrival at her home will be provided. Upon completion of the task, we will allow a short video exchange between you and Elkartira.”

      “Continue.”

      Once The Hosts explained the task, Durek wished he had kept walking. Acid burbled in his gut. Yes, Elkartira would be safe. Out of reach. He and Chayse had agreed that she would survive the game. No matter what. But what The Hosts proposed . . . 

      After the sacrifices Karnin Chayse had already made for him, it was betrayal. How could they ask this of him? He wanted to kill every last patron for suggesting it.

      Think of Elkartira. Free. Safe. 

      “Do we have a deal?”

      Durek tossed his horns. “We do.”
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      Karnin

      

      Breathe. Karnin sucked in a steadying breath and accepted Equis’s hand as they stepped from the shuttle. She would face her firing squad with her eyes wide open.

      He led her from the landing pad to a candlelit bridge, her stiletto heels clacking on the wooden slats. Beyond the bridge, an enormous pavilion bubbled out of the lake. They must have been working on it non-stop. It hadn’t been there two days ago. Lights and rhythmic music pulsed inside the iridescent, tri-fold domes, flashing pearlescent glimmers across the water and into the forest. 

      “You look edible this evening,” Equis croaked into her ear. 

      She stared straight ahead. It was the only way she could put one foot in front of the other.

      Every centimeter of her had been scrubbed and buffed to a stardust glow. Her hair, now dyed nova white, fell in ringlets down her back. The dress, a mere suggestion of a galactic spiral beginning at her left nipple, swirled outward in cosmic arcs of silvery cobalt, half sprayed, half applied to her skin. As intended, her outfit exposed rather than covered her feminine curves. She wore indigo nano-lace panties designed to dissolve at a breath from any one of her “suitors,” as The Hosts called them. 

      Johns is more like it. 

      Repeated cleansing had left her raw, and still, they had complained that Durek’s stain could not be flushed from her body. It served them right.

      They strode to the entrance of the pavilion in silence. Storm clouds gathered over the lake. Karnin inhaled deeply, trembling in the brisk night air. It had all been explained. She knew what was expected of her. Durek had been vague, somewhat intentionally. Where his knowledge had faltered, The Hosts filled her in while she was polished at the salon. 

      She was still sore after last night’s sex. The Kul Prime had been rough. Rubbing bruises into her belly, deafening her with his loud and jagged thrumming. There was no mercy when he came, harder and longer than the previous matings. His heat had coiled inside her before striking out, searing into every nerve, fusing with every cell of her being. Nisroc-Terran, they were no longer separate souls. 

      It might have been incredible if it hadn’t hurt so much. 

      Afterward, he had collapsed over her, pinning her with his suffocating weight. It was some time before he pulled them onto their sides, curling around her, his damned cock still spurting fire.

      “What the hell . . . was that?” She’d demanded.

      “I’ve marked you as my own. No male may claim you without scenting me.”

      “Why?”

      And he told her. Everything The Hosts had proposed that day after she and Elkartira left for the hunting grounds. In his supreme, alpha arrogance, Durek planted his superior Nisroc scent inside her, along with an extra potent batch of his genetic material, meant to ward off randy males. His desire for exclusivity shocked her. His agreement to The Hosts’ proposition without her consent, and his scent marking her—also without permission—had left her aching and confused. And seething to gut him.

      The flyer had come for her at dawn. She hadn’t been able to say goodbye to Elkartira. She’ll be out of the game. You will get through this. 

      Equis pinched the back of her arm, jarring her into the present. “Remember, I get first taste.”

      He ushered her inside the pavilion, guiding her to the top of a staircase. Three terraced rings, wide enough for crystalline tables and chairs, sprouted from the same iridescent structure. A myriad of alien beings sat at the tables, dressed in sheer fabrics. They sipped effervescent drinks, nibbled skewed and squirming meats, chatting and laughing amongst themselves. Many stopped, whispering to their companions once they set eyes on her. 

      Karnin did not meet their gazes as Equis urged her on. 

      The stairs descended through the tiers down to the circular stage. Karnin bit her glossed lip. On that stage, a lily pad hovered in the air, pulsing with muted white light. A bed. At least it looked soft. About the only thing that will be this evening.

      As Equis escorted her to the floating pad, she glimpsed the sky through the bubbled ceiling. The first drops of the evening rain had begun to fall. First beading on the surface, then trickling in runnels over it. 

      The lights dimmed as they reached the bottom—the stage. 

      Equis stepped to the bed, raising his hand again. Karnin took it in numb pantomime. Like a frog prince in a twisted fairytale, he lifted her into his arms and whirled. He lowered her gently onto the firm material until she lay back. His slimy tongue swiped the crease of her lips. She kept her mouth sealed against him. 

      Equis withdrew as the lily pad slowly spun to a smattering applause. Karnin surveyed the spectators. Avatars all around. Identities concealed. Inhibitions unchained. 

      Not all spectators were patrons. Naked males and females of various species knelt in front of polished shoes or sat on laps. Collared rings kept them tethered, obedient. At an orgy for the rich and powerful, every bidder had been provided sex slaves. 

      One table had grown too impatient for the show. A pair of shapely green legs vaulted into the air, their owner on her back, groans muffled as two patrons used her savagely from both ends. 

      Karnin swallowed and scanned for exits, for anything that could be employed as a weapon. Dinnerware. Skewers. Out of reach on the rings above. It might as well have been in another star system. Face it. You’re theirs for the evening.  

      Then her eyes found him. 

      There had been no balcony when she’d entered the pavilion. It had finished forming from the same iridescent material—battalions of soap bubbles dissolved into a crystalline platform perched above the top tier. Suspended in all his naked intimidation, Durek hung from shackles above the platform, head sagging against his broad chest. His obsidian horns and scutes glinted in the lights, lavishly oiled for the occasion. 

      Two feline women slinked onto the platforms on either side of him. Striped from head to tail, they pawed his powerful body. The darker of the pair bestowed attention on his cock. Even when he was unconscious, it had a stiff permanence. One Karnin could attest to as he’d kept it wedged inside her last night while they slept.  

      The cat bitch batted his cock like it was her personal plaything. Heat surged across Karnin’s cheeks. I’ll kill her.

      Vibrations beneath the bed pulled her attention away. The music rose as five bubbles grew out of the stage around her, delivering her suitors. 

      Oh, gods. 

      Loosely defined as humanoid, they came in various hues and textures, giant in stature, all grotesquely proportioned. Karnin trembled as her mind sought appropriate comparisons. Genetic experiments gone wild. Rejects from an alien zoo. Fully functional avatars tailored for her terror. And they’re going to fuck me. 

      Fuck her with their suitably horrific genitalia. From three-pronged cocks to shafts furred in waving cilia to squirming columns lined with spikes. The fifth creature was its own horror. Octopoidal, its huge body sac ballooned atop uncoiling tentacles. Rather than suction cups, the eight arms ended in triangular pads covered in tubular digits.

      Karnin closed her eyes, escaping the nightmarish forms. I said yes to this? She’d refused to screw Talvin or Equis at the feast, but now she was going to do these monsters! 

      None of her suitors were as big as the Kul Prime, but that hardly mattered. They were anatomically incompatible. You survived him. You’ll survive them. Of that, she had no doubt. The Carnal Games wanted her alive for the final battle. What was left of her after this night would be nano-stitched back together. 

      Pain exploded in her right nipple. Karnin jackknifed, crying out, her eyes blurring open with hot tears. Glitter offered no defense against Equis’s cruel fingers.

      “Now, now.” Equis’s clammy hands gripped her shoulders, forcing her flat. “We want you present for this affair.” His voice carried over the titters from the crowd. 

      He straightened, smiling as the music died. “Our brave female contestant has endeared herself to us, having made many noble sacrifices during the game. The biggest one is hanging in the crow’s nest and will be available for your amusement later. For now, he will watch, along with the rest of you, as Agent Chayse entertains us this evening, here at the banquet before the grand finale of The Carnal Games.”

      There was a wet crack above, like a melon breaking over a rock. Screams filled the pavilion. A grey feline body sailed down the tiers and crashed onto the lowest ring, barely missing the table and its occupants. They scrambled just the same, spilling drinks and yanking chains.

      Unseeing green eyes stared up at Karnin. Blood dribbled onto the stage from the girl’s pierced skull.

      Karnin flicked her gaze to the balcony. Durek reeled the bloody spearhead of his tongue into his mouth, blue eyes meeting hers. The other dancer cowered against the wall, away from him. A low, rumbling hiss reverberated in the ensuing silence. It cut off abruptly in a crackle of electricity. Durek jittered against his restraints, a puppet tortured on his strings, as the collar shocked him to submission. When the jolts stopped, he fell against his shackles, fangs dripping saliva. 

      “Remember, Kul Prime, you both agreed to participate. Think of your daughter. Her safe return to Nisroc depends on your compliance.” Equis didn’t bother with discretion for the sake of the attendees. Coercion fueled the games. 

      Stop fighting, you idiot! It was too late to change their minds. They were here now. And they had agreed: Elkartira must go free.

      Equis glanced at the dead dancer, throat pouch collapsing with disgust. “Someone remove this.”

      Two giant lizard men lumbered down the steps. One stood by while the other hefted the body over its spiny shoulder and licked the dead girl’s ass as it turned to leave. The pair took the stairs three at a time and disappeared somewhere beyond the top tier.

      In the interim, Equis strolled to the nearest table and procured a fruit platter. He set it on the edge of the bed. “Now, I believe we are ready to begin.” 

      He selected a large, ripe strawberry and edged the lily pad, stopping next to her. “Recall in the meadow, how you let our misguided friend, Talvin, feed you?”

      Angry growls from the spectators. 

      Equis brushed the berry against her lips, sliding it over her chin, then to her throat. “You will remember what I said I’d do if you mated us?” 

      Karnin glared past him, eyes on Durek’s still form. She gritted her teeth as the strawberry circled one nipple, the seeds scraping her delicate skin. It moved to her other breast, lingering for several heartbeats, before he traced a path to her navel and abandoned it.

      “Having learned from our past encounter, I do not expect you to play fair. Therefore”—cords morphed out of the surface of the pad, looping her wrists, ankles, hips— “neither will I.” 

      Winking, he walked to the foot of the bed. The lily pad split at her heels, spreading her restrained legs as he stepped between them. He bent over her thighs, eyes glittering with hunger. Please, just let me pass out. But of course, she didn’t. Even if she could faint on command, The Hosts wouldn’t have allowed it. 

      A slime-glossed tongue unfurled from his grinning mouth. “I told you, I get first taste.” With that, he licked her panties. The thin material puffed into a silvery vapor around his toady face. “It’s my job to get you ready for them. Hot and ready.”

      Her Johns stroked their varied and hideous anatomies, priming themselves as they watched. The octopus flexed its many-fingered pads, bulbous head puffing and shrinking in rhythmic pulses. 

      Karnin froze as Equis parted her with his prickly thumbs, exposing her most sensitive area to the chilled air. Then his tongue dragged slowly up, invading, plying, trailing an even colder secretion between her folds.

      “Mmm . . . so sweet, but I’d like you sweeter still.” Eyes never leaving hers, he retrieved the strawberry from her navel and prodded it against her clit. 

      “You’ve moved up the list,” Karnin gritted out. “I’m killing you first.”

      “Not before you come on my mouth.” He inserted a guiding finger into her body. 

      Karnin arched against her restraints as the strawberry followed. 

      “These berries were grown especially for the occasion. Succulent yet resilient. Meant to withstand the most exquisite pressure.” 

      She clenched her eyes shut as he shoved it deep inside her channel, igniting last night’s aches afresh. 

      “Shall we test how many will fit?” He fed her another strawberry.

      Karnin shifted centimeters—all that she could manage—away from his invasion.

      Rank: First Lieutenant, Retired. Neural ID: GC793—  

      A vicious squeeze to her breast ended her counter-torture recitation.

      “If you can take the Kul Prime, surely you can take more berries! Given how much he’s stretched you, five or six ought to fill you to capacity.”

      Equis jammed them in, one after the other. Licking her between each one. 

      “Stop—no more!” 

      “One . . . more. That’s it! Your limit is reached.” He lowered himself to his elbows, poised over her throbbing slit. “Six berries. Call me impressed.” 

      Gaze searching to the upper tiers, Karnin sought refuge, silently pleading for the mercy she knew she would not find there. Predatory leers feasted on her from the stands. Her Johns grinned, ravenous.

      “And as promised . . .” Equis held her open and licked his mouth as his eyes slitted shut. Karnin tensed as his tongue shot out, piercing the berry he planted inside her entrance.

      “Zeris!” she screamed.

      The pavilion shook with an answering roar. Crackles of electricity followed in its wake.

      Panic from the upper ring. “He’s fighting it!”

      “Seven Gates of Creation, keep shocking him!”

      Chains clacked. Patrons fled the tables closest to Durek’s alcove, but Equis stabbed her again, and she wailed, tears slipping down her face. 

      The Kul Prime bellowed. “Get off her!” 

      Cracks echoed through the space. The lights flickered. Equis’s weight lifted from the bed. “Subdue him now!”

      The ceiling collapsed over Durek’s alcove, but the Nisroc himself was nowhere to be seen. The crystal shattered, splintering over the top ring. Bodies flew amid the glittering projectiles over the tables. She glimpsed the tips of twisted horns cutting through the air. 

      Her would-be suitors charged the stairs. A moment later, a lizard bouncer with its innards trailing out of its stomach cavity smashed onto the table Equis had just dived beneath. The table crumbled under its burden, sending the toad-man scrambling for new cover. 

      The second lizard crashed onto the stage. Durek landed on its chest, cratering bone and organs into a pulp. He spun, launched to the platform, and sliced through her restraints. The lily pad dropped out beneath her, but Durek’s arms were faster. He lifted her, clutching her tight. 

      “I will kill them all.”

      “No.” She grabbed his arm. “We’ll kill them all.”

      He nodded and set her down, but still held her to him. “You called me Zeris. Only my Eloh’ami may use my first name.”

      Hot fluid seeped down her side. She eased back, finding the cause. “You’re bleeding.”

      “Inconsequential.” He dismissed the injury and bent his head to her ear. “We have much to learn about each other. Besides how to kill and mate.” Then, rumbling, “As one, we fight.”

      “Together.” Karnin steeled herself, icing her mind to let the soldier step up.

      She could weep later. Now, they had to slay their way out of the building. 

      Most of the patrons had stampeded for the exit. Bloody leg dangling behind him, Equis pulled himself onto the second tier between two tables. Her Johns were spread out along the second level, positioned for attack. 

      “Ladies first.” She snatched the knife that had fallen onto the stage, heading for the stairs. 

      Behind her, Durek launched off the platform and locked with the octopus. Dismembered tentacles flopped onto the stage, squirming off the edge. 

      “Equis, you recall what I do with unattended silverware?” She stalked between the upturned tables, reaching him before he could escape up the third tier. 

      Grimacing with pain, he met her cold gaze but said nothing. Karnin slammed the knife home in his temple. Smug little prick didn’t even raise his hands in defense.

      “I use it, especially on fully functional avatars.”

      She scanned the ring above her where Durek paused in his dismembering of the octopus to spear another John through the neck. He recoiled his length, and the man with the cilia-covered cock staggered back then fell onto the floor. Cilia won’t be getting up again.

      The purple John jumped to the second tier. “I paid a lot of script for this night. You’re going to make it up to me.”

      “Love to.” Karnin beckoned with her knife. “Come here, baby.”

      He sidled right; unimpressively short claws poised to slice. “Drop the knife first.”

      “The cutlery comes with. Packaged deal.” She strode forward. 

      The ravaged octopus, now many kilos and tentacles lighter, flew between them. “Durek, keep your garbage on your own ring!”

      “Zeris,” he corrected.

      “I won’t hurt you, little Terran,” Purple said. “Unlike that Nisroc barbarian, my touch will not cause you pain.”

      “Pain is weakness leaving the body. Either succumb or overcome.” Karnin glimpsed the blur of obsidian death slicing through their dwindling opponents. “Guess which one I’ve chosen.”

      “You are fiery. We will make a good match.”

      Karnin glanced at the tri-pronged head flopping between his legs. “You’ve got your own threesome. What do you need me for? Except”—she threw the knife— “to make you die.”

      Sinking to his knees, Purple clasped the handle protruding from his gut. Karnin sprinted, ripped the blade out of his stomach, and charged up the steps. She met Zeris Durek on the third tier. He gripped his ribs with one hand and dropped a dead alien from the other. 

      The pavilion was still as they scanned for any missed threats. No one remained. 

      With the danger passed, the sticky sensation between her thighs could no longer be ignored. Karnin tried not to think about the berries Equis had left behind, but nausea woke in her belly. She grabbed the deck and vomited on the steps. 

      The Kul Prime knelt beside her, large hand settling on her back. “Tell me when, and I will carry you to the lake to wash.”

      Several more heaves produced air. Her stomach had finished upending itself, and she sat back, wiping her mouth. “What have we done? Elkartira—”

      “I know.” He gathered her into his arms. 

      A sob burbled out of Karnin’s throat. “We have to get her out.”

      “Yes, we will.”
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      Durek

      

      He carried Chayse along the edge of the lake. She trembled in his arms, weak and silently adrift after the battle. The bubbled theater floated on the opposite side, a beacon in the darkness, a bright pulsing tomb. A radiated tumor. 

      The drones had not come. They had been permitted to leave the slaughter unchallenged. 

      Back in their den of depravity, Durek had made his decision, dooming his daughter to their fate. May I be judged and condemned accordingly. His only regret was that he hadn’t told The Hosts to fuck themselves when they’d first offered the deal. 

      Now, as the rain continued to fall, the ramifications of what he’d done slammed down onto his shoulders. 

      He had been a desperate fool, thinking he could save Elkartira by trading his enemy to the ravagers. And, as if he weren’t already the lowest spawn of the fiery hells, before the gods and fucking patrons alike, he claimed Chayse on the eve of the orgy. Marked her as his life mate, his Eloh’ami. Not out of ritualized obligation, or a means to join two Elite family houses, as he had done with Chal. No, he had taken Karnin Chayse because he wanted her. 

      Afterward, he’d convinced her to sacrifice herself like a common skra. And because she was Karnin Chayse, a mother to lost, unborn children, she had agreed for the sake of his daughter—yet again. 

      You belly-scraping serpent. You will never deserve her. 

      Durek found a secluded jetty where they would not easily be spotted by drones investigating the abandoned theater. He gently lowered Karnin onto a rock, easing back from her. She stared at the water for several heart beats, then her spine stiffened. She blinked in awareness, readying for the next degrading task. 

      The taint of berries stung his nose. He had scented them as he carried her from the building, but shame kept him mute. When he’d awakened in his restraints and saw that amphibian slime-licker jab her with its tongue, his soul had ignited. Rage had numbed him against the electricity. 

      Although, upon reflection, the chains had broken remarkably fast. And the jolts had not been as severe the second round. As if someone had wanted me free. 

      “I need to bathe.” 

      Her voice stirred him from thought. It gusted through his mind; hollow, worn thin by the terrors of the evening.

      Durek remained at the rocks, watching her wade to her waist. She sank to her shoulders, which bobbed and dipped as she scrubbed the inside of her thighs. Her white hair floated on the water. A cloud of glitter spread out over the surface, her skin paint dissolving on the wavelets. 

      Weeping drifted to him. Durek drove his claws into his palms. Her spine went rigid, and she cast her head back. Her cry tore into the night.

      It nearly dropped him to his knees. 

      The cry fell into jagged sobs then tapered to silence. She let the rain splash her upturned face, time slinking away from her like the ripples spreading across the inlet. 

      At last, her head bowed. A final hiccup escaped her throat. “I-I can’t get them all.”

      Durek surged to her, his hands throbbing from self-inflicted wounds. 

      She wouldn’t meet his gaze and meet the shame open to her condemnation and judgment. His vision was hers to take. She has but to command you, and you will slash your eyes out. 

      Instead, she breathed, “There are two left. Please, help me.” 

      He almost broke right there.

      “The rocks,” he managed. “It will be easier.”

      She nodded; eyes low. He lifted her, feeling her tense against him. Gone was the soldier, the warrior that had cut down her enemies in the patrons’ theater. In his arms, he held a woman—his woman—vulnerable, tamed by misuse. 

      He turned to the shore, ignoring the agony her shivers scribed into his chest. He set her on a submerged rock, easing her out of his arms. Glitter dusted his scutes, silver glimmering over obsidian. His disgrace glinted before the gods.

      She hunched forward; arms unable to contain her overly large teats. Durek knelt before her, the water climbing to his lower back. He placed a cautious hand on her knee, silently scissoring his teeth at her flinch. 

      “I will be gentle.”

      She lifted her gaze to his and nodded again. Her knees parted for him. 

      Even now, she yields to you. “Move forward.”

      She obeyed, one thigh edging toward him, then the other. Trusting him. Don’t you dare hurt her.

      Durek slipped a sheathed claw inside her slit, gently probing. She gasped and tilted to place both hands on his shoulders, clutching them hard, her face scrunched tight against his touch. He found the first invader, speared it with his elongating claw and slowly withdrew. Rinsing his hand, he reached again for her slit, now stained with the berry juice. 

      The sweet, sickly scent made his jaw ache. He wanted to return to the patrons’ theater, seek those sent to clean up the slaughter, and then dismember them. Limb by limb. 

      “You’re shaking,” she said.

      He froze, not realizing. “Forgive me.” 

      It would take a lifetime for her to forgive him. You will never bring her to heat again. Inhaling a steadying breath, Durek pressed deeper into her channel. There was nothing intimate about their touching. He hated the way she cringed at his invasion. See. Her body recoils from you. 

      He removed the last berry. She trembled as he glided back from her rock, rubbing his claws clean in the water. 

      She scooted off her perch and sank into the lake, folding on herself to finish the job. He averted his eyes, finding the theater easily by the pulsing lights. 

      “You were bleeding earlier,” she said, rising. “Let me see.”

      She still thinks of you when she shouldn’t. He kept his eyes distracted. Her glitter eddied around him. “We will return to the tree. Once I know my daughter is safe, I will tend to my wounds.”

      “Okay.” 

      It was cold. Karnin Chayse, his Eloh’ami by no choice of her own, rubbed her arms for warmth. Something he had no right to provide her. 

      He strode forward on wooden legs, knelt for her to mount his back. She tightened her chilled, naked form around him, making him ache even more for her, and they set off.

      Later that evening, Durek stood at the entrance to the sleeping room, watching Karnin sleep beside his daughter. They had found Elkartira in her usual spot, at the back of the room, under the blankets he and Karnin had earned for their nightly activities. She curled around his young, holding her like Chal never had.

      Affection was discouraged in Nisroc society. In the privacy of their dens, parents scraped horns with their offspring or gave brief touches. More often, young received correction in the form of thumps or slaps. Depending on the severity of misdeeds, parents dealt an occasional slice for a lasting impression. 

      While he regretted joining with Chal, he could never regret that their union had given him Elkartira. His daughter had been worth their mating battle.

      Once he learned that Karnin Chayse wouldn’t fight him, Durek indulged himself. Exploring her body, testing her limits. Selfishly taking his pleasure in her. When she responded, even pleading for his touches despite her discomfort, he lost himself. 

      Every single mating. 

      It had become an obsession. He craved her, had attempted to seed her with young. And when he’d discovered this, it was too late. He was too far gone to the madness. His only salvation was that Terran females could not conceive Nisroc offspring. Nisroc-Terran experimentation had produced no viable issue. Thank the fire deities.

      Watching Karnin Chayse with his daughter now, he reconsidered. Just as she had shown him intimacy and inconceivable pleasure, she had also shown his daughter tenderness and compassion. He once saw these as weakness, but Elkartira thrived in the game because of Chayse. Seeing his long rival in this manner, it grieved Durek that she’d lost young because of him. 

      He suspected the fault also lay with her former, adulterous mate. Nathan. Perhaps her soul refused to splinter itself for him, sensing disloyalty in his essence. Regardless of the reason, Durek regretted the injustices paid to his enemy turned lover. 

      If anyone deserves to be a mother, it is Karnin Chayse.

      With a soft hiss, his thoughts turned toward his nesting spot. Already the devil mites in his blood had finished closing his wound. It itched like a bad case of scute rot, but he knew better than to scratch. It would give the microscopic machines something else to work on. 

      He pivoted for the main room, blessing the Fire Lords that his two females were safe.

      A groggy voice stopped him mid-turn. “Still up?”

      “I did not mean to wake you.” 

      “Come here.” She gave a little wave of encouragement.

      Durek scissored his teeth in the darkness. His cursed sawz answered her beckoning. Now was not the time. Even if she bit him or forced him to tug on her sensitive teats, he would refuse. It would be a monumental mastery of mind over rock, but his inclinations towards selfishness regarding her were over.

      He crossed the space in a single stride.

      “Stay with us tonight,” she said, reaching her pale hand for him. 

      Durek took it, silently marveling at how small it was in his. Everything about him was disproportionate to her. He was too big, dominating her even when he wanted to be gentle. Yet she still reaches for you. She guided him down beside her, scooting forward to press her back against his chest.

      “Hold me,” she whispered.

      “My daughter,” he protested. “We should move to the other room. It would be inappropriate for us to—”

      Muffled laughter. “I meant while we sleep. Put your arm around me and go to sleep.”

      Embarrassed, Durek complied a little too hastily for finesse. She ignored his jostling and tucked against him; a favored position he’d spent most nights locked inside her. Cleanse your thoughts. After what he had done, Durek knew he should be thankful she invited his touch.

      “Elkartira already knows about us.”

      The tremor of shock coursed through him. “What do you say this?”

      “She told me. The afternoon we came back from the hot springs.” She yawned. “Your daughter is intelligent. She also shares your scenting ability.”

      Durek closed his eyes. Of course. Though he and Karnin washed after every mating, and she rubbed flowers on her skin, his scent would not be masked. Not with the frequency of their joinings, and especially not with him trying to breed young in her. 

      “Does she resent me?” he murmured.

      “That’s something you’re going to have to ask her yourself.” He could hear the smirk in her voice. “I’m staying out of it. Sweet dreams.”

      His dreams would be anything but that.
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      Karnin

      

      Karnin folded her jumpsuit, thankful she hadn’t worn it the morning The Hosts had taken her to the salon. All counted, she only had her purloined suit, plus a tattered shirt and drawstring pants provided when Elkartira joined the game. Better than my leaf ponchos any day. 

      She placed the jumper on the wooden shelf Durek had finished carving after the hot springs. Who knew the Impaler of Skulls had carpentry skills? With claws and knapped stones, he’d also shaped the deck’s natural folds into a proper screwing bench. They had three stools in the main room. By no means luxurious, but Karnin was grateful for any reminders of home.

      A twinge roved through her breasts. They felt a size larger and were sore. She could expect bloating and cramps any time now.

      “I’ll happily take my inhibitor back, thank you very much,” she called to The Hosts. At their silence: “Bastards.”

      Anyway, better late than the alternative.

      Her last period had been about a week into the game. She and Durek had first screwed five—no, six weeks ago? Still okay though, given I’ve always had irregular cycles. Hence the contraception shots at sixteen to help regulate them. And thank the gods that reproduction is not viable between our species.

      Sure, there had been RUMINT, or Rumored Intelligence, in GC Intelligence about crossbreeding horrors in enemy prison camps, but those rumors were as stillborn as the supposed monstrosities they’d reported. Never proven.

      Yet, knowing the depravity of the game makers, it was a relief she’d be starting her period soon.

      That worry alleviated, she had quite another.

      “Gods, I will be sharing a den with two predators while on my period. That will go well.”

      She needed to have the talk with Durek and her resident doctor. Maybe they’d let her shelter elsewhere for a week. Elkartira could bring her food. Naturally, the med-scanner would come with. 

      “Nothing like studying an over-thirty, hormonal Terran off her suppressors,” she muttered.

      Durek’s gruff voice and Elkartira’s laughter floated through the opening. They were back from the hunt. A pang of sympathy wormed through her. Durek had his talk with Elkartira about them. Karnin hoped it went well, for all their sakes. 

      Karnin sympathized, remembering her uncomfortable discussion with Elkartira following their afternoon at the hot springs. Elkartira had let slip her mother hadn’t worn her father’s scent since before their unjoining, around her fourth-age scribing. “Lady Chal thought I was too young to understand what was going on, but I knew.” 

      When Karnin had offered no reprimand, the girl vented, “My mother wore a different male’s scent almost every morning.” Though young by Terran standards, Elkartira was beyond intuitive. Smarter than most of the young adults I know.

      “In Nisroc Elite culture, younglings are to observe their parents closely,” the healer had schooled, while fixing her stomach taming tea. “Especially in public. I once embarrassed my mother at a party. She carried Senator Gravak’s scent, and I asked her if he would replace my father. That’s when my caregiver, Minea, came to live with us. I have not been to a party since.”

      As Durek’s daughter continued to unburden delicate Nisroc family matters, Karnin listened rather than commented. 

      “Whenever my father returned from his missions, he would take me to visit my grandfather at the Emperor’s healing chambers.” From what Karnin gathered in previous conversations, it was a private hospital. “My father and grandfather always encouraged my questions. Once, I even took the Supreme Emperor’s vitals on my medical scanner.” She tipped her horns back regally. “The Emperor complimented me on my healer’s knowledge.” 

      “Your family must’ve been proud.” Karnin broke her silence.

      “My father couldn’t stop talking about it. I’ve never seen him so happy.” She filled Karnin’s cup with tea, the wide slash of a predator’s teeth on display. “Until I came here. Until I saw my father with you.”

      Karnin nearly spit her tea out. “I doubt that. Your father doesn’t like me very much.” And that was putting it politely.

      “I thought he hated Terrans, but you wear his scent.” 

      Having been caught, Karnin did not argue. “You are exceptionally observant. I can’t deny that.” She sipped her tea, steadying her nerves. “All I can tell you is that there is a lot going on in the game. Your father tolerates me because he has to.”

      “He carries you when you’re injured. Before we constructed the ladder, he carried you up our tree. He hunts for you. Cooks the meat himself for you.”

      Who was this child? “One, I couldn’t carry myself on both accounts. Two, he hunts for all of us. Three, I’d probably die from parasites if he didn’t cook my food.”

      Never challenge a young prodigy. 

      “He laughs when you are amusing. Sometimes he sits beside you when we eat.”

      “Hey, I’m funny! And seating is limited.”

      “He cleaned you the night I arrived here. Your scent is on his sleeping pad. Most mornings.”

      Oh, boy. Karnin gaped. “Do you hate me?”

      An even larger predator’s grin. Elkartira had won. “No.”

      “Good.” Her heart kicked back into motion. 

      Blessedly, their conversation had ended when Karnin had thrown up. She blamed the sulfur water Durek had drenched her with at the heated pools.

      Outside, Elkartira and Durek cleaned whatever they’d managed to catch on their hunt. Karnin suspected the Kul Prime would be both relieved and surprised at his daughter’s knowledge. How honest had Durek been about their situation? 

      Yes, Daughter, I am having relations with my sworn enemy, and when the time comes, I will kill her without remorse or mercy.

      “And I don’t intend to die,” Karnin said.

      After breakfast, Durek had a “project to finish” and disappeared for the rest of the day. Karnin helped Elkartira collect more herbs and flowers in the forest. They laughed about the Kul Prime’s awkwardness when speaking to Elkartira about him and Karnin. 

      “Poor Father. When I informed him that I already knew, he looked at me as if I would sprout wings.”

      “You guys don’t do that, right?” Karnin had wondered, given their resemblance to demons.

      “No, no matter how many times I pray for them.” She hissed into a longing sigh. “I’ve always wanted to fly.” 

      Thank the gods for unanswered prayers! Nisroc already had too many evolutionary advantages. 

      By mid-afternoon, Karnin finished practicing with her new spear—missing her target, the tree next to theirs, twenty-one out of thirty attempts. Elkartira had asked to throw it—only missing twice and then nailing the damn tree the rest of the time. 

      Afterward, they’d collected kindling and wood for the evening fire. Though Karnin watched the patches of sky with a wary eye, The Hosts never came to visit retribution on their heads.

      They ate leftovers for dinner, Durek choosing to sit by his daughter at the evening fire, much to their amusement. When Elkartira sagged into her nightly coma, Durek carried her to the sleeping den. Karnin cleaned up the main room, unable to stifle a yawn.

      “Come with me,” he ordered, returning moments later and unfastening the screen mesh. Reading the exhaustion on her face, he added, “Quickly, before the rain starts.”

      Karnin rolled her eyes but followed him anyway. “I don’t think the drones are coming tonight. We could get some sleep.”

      Durek dismissed her hint. “I don’t care if they come or not.” He knelt on the deck then gestured for her to hop on his back.

      “We’re really doing this?” She groaned, climbing aboard before he became grumpy. Grumpier. 

      He scaled beneath the upper canopy and leaped to the next tree. He landed expertly on the nearest bough. 

      “Where are you taking me?” Karnin put a little steel into her voice. 

      Exhausted from the battle, sleep deprived, and with her aching boobs mashed against his rock-hard back, her patience was in limited supply. Plus, her period was about to start any day now. The last thing she wanted was to go traipsing into the rain on what was likely a sex quest.

      Durek pushed through the golden leaves to an opening. Beyond that, willowy vines had been tied back, revealing a gazebo of sorts. Overlapping branches created a roof hanging above a sunken bowl filled with steaming water. 

      “My gods! Is that . . . a hot bath?” She couldn’t trust her eyes. It was too good to be true. 

      “The water should be ready now,” he said, lowering her from his back.

      She knelt on the edge, holding her hand over the water. The steam caressed her skin. “You? You made this!”

      “I did.” He sat and dipped his legs into the bath.

      “How?”

      “There was already a basket here,” he began, pride suffusing his gruff voice. “Beneath it is another bough, roughly one qarneq. I wove a tighter mesh for the bottom of the basket. Then I lined the mesh with rocks as insulation. It was just a matter of layering larger leaves, fire-hardening the layers was sap before collecting water in the basin.”

      “You did all this today?” 

      He stirred ripples over the surface. “I started mi-unneqs ago.”

      “How did you heat it?”

      “I built a fire pit on the branch beneath us and have kept it fueled before returning for the evening meal.”

      Karnin gaped. He had made an honest-to-gods, hot bath. In a skyscraper tree. “This is amazing!”

      “The fire has burned to embers now. The water should be suitable to your temperature preferences for several unneqs.” He pointed to a small basket on the opposite edge. “I brought your soaps and shampoos from the tree. Take your time.” 

      Rewards left for them the day Elkartira caught their meal. Earned for their exuberant performances before the cameras. If ever there was a time to use them . . . 

      “This is incredible!” She shook her head, still in awe. “Thank you.”

      Early in their relationship, Nathan had brought her flowers and chocolates. He’d remembered her birthdays, and they’d celebrated anniversaries. As the years had passed and he had become engrossed in his congressional responsibilities, the romantic gestures gradually faded until they’d disappeared altogether. Although she enjoyed hot baths, Nathan had never drawn her one when they’d lived in relative luxury, let alone constructed a tub in a tree with an outdoor heating system.

      Durek withdrew his legs from the water and stood.

      “Where are you going?” she asked. “There’s plenty of room for the both of us.”

      “I thought that you would appreciate an evening alone.” His face was stone, solemn.

      “You thought wrong. Get your carved, scaly ass in here right now.” She used her command voice. “You don’t get to construct this oasis of tranquility and not enjoy it.”

      Not one twitch towards the tub.

      “Please. I’ll beg because I know how much you like pathetic, whimpering Terrans.”

      He closed his eyes. “I traded you to them.”

      “Durek—” 

      His eyes snapped open. “I marked you as my own and allowed another male to touch you.”

      “You also killed nearly every man in the pavilion. Look, we agreed—”

      “Yes, it was for my daughter,” he hissed. “As if they would ever let her go.”

      “It’s fine, all right.” Karnin tugged off her shirt, then her pants and slipped into the water, shuddering with glee. “If you need me to say it, I forgive you. It’s done now.”

      His claws elongated. Not good. “How can you forgive me? Forgive anything I’ve done to you?”

      Forgiveness—if such a thing were possible between them—might take lifetimes and a fleet of therapists to achieve. Neither were promised nor offered in The Carnal Games because Karnin couldn’t afford to let her guard down, especially with him. 

      Even if he did destroy the patrons’ orgy, killed to protect his dubious claim on her, built her a hot bath, and truly sought absolution . . . No! No, dammit, no. It’s not possible. It would not—could not—work between them. Any crack, any weakness would be exploited. 

      Besides, whatever temporary apoplexy had come over him, he was still The Impaler. Still the cunning, slaughtering monster he’d always been. He was surviving, putting on a performance. A convincing one at that, selling himself right along with her. But Karnin knew better. The Kul Prime was a serpent, a remorseless killer. Without the capacity to change, much less care for her. 

      He sacrificed his daughter’s freedom from the games for you.

      Karnin sighed. No matter his reasons, it was done. She had already said so. There was no fixing it now and, honestly, she didn’t want to. Their hot bath wouldn’t last all night, and the gods knew she was sick of cold showers. 

      Durek waited, impatience slithering into his gaze. It was time to break the tension or ruin the moment. 

      She splashed him. Got his clothes good and wet.

      He jerked back, blue eyes wide with shock and then narrowed on her. “Is it always a game with you?”

      She played at giving it a second thought. “Only when it matters.” 

      “You are the most—” Another splash.

      “Stop that.” He bared his fangs. Impressive.

      “Oh, it doesn’t work that way.” Varying the technique with her hand, she drenched him.

      “Infernal Terran! I will join you as that is the only way to keep you from emptying the bath.” He clambered into the water. “Are you satisfied?”

      She curled her finger at him. “That depends on what we do in the tub.”
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      He backed her to the edge. “You have nowhere to go, Terran. What will you do now?”

      The smile slipped from her face. She moved faster than he thought possible without her powered armor. Enormous teats—no, she called them breasts—crushed between them, she mashed her lips against the hard seam of his mouth. 

      Durek had observed Terrans perform this behavior on intelligence videos. It was called “kisss-hing.” It was also when they were most vulnerable. Besides every other time. Sleeping and mating ranked as the best moments to strike them. 

      With soft, easily bruised flesh masking their skulls, he couldn’t understand the attraction of smashing their faces together. Nor had he envisioned one of them performing such an act on him. Of course, before The Carnal Games, he’d never imagined mating his Terran enemy either. Or—Fire Lords take him—craving it.

      Karnin Chayse licked his jaw then found his mouth again, demanding entry. Did she wish to twine tongues with him? Following conquest, a Nisroc female signaled readiness for breeding with a long flick of her tongue. The male, in turn, twisted their lengths together just before breaching her. 

      Did she forget who I am? I am Impaler of Skulls. My spear is my weapon. Durek unsealed his jaw, allowing Karnin Chayse to taste him, and was rewarded with a moan deep in her chest. She is fearless. 

      Pleased, Durek experimented. He flicked her tongue with his tip. She pressed her mouth harder against his, seeking more. He rumbled into her, circling her short, pitiable length with his superior reach, as much as he could safely possess. 

      A shudder wracked her body. Now! Durek gripped her hips, ready to lift her onto him before his erection fully primed. Timing mattered. She could and had torn under him. The memory churned his stomach. His size and strength were as much weapons as his tongue and claws. 

      He wanted to give her pleasure, not pain. Her palm slipped to his chest, urging space. Skaka! He reeled his tongue from her mouth. I must have hurt her again. 

      She panted, full teats rounding between them. “Let’s slow down.”

      He hissed inwardly. “Did you enjoy the kiss-hing?”

      “You used my language?”

      He spoke many languages. Hers just didn’t feel right on his tongue. Not as right as she had. “Did I say it correctly?”

      “Close enough.” She laughed, delighted. “And you’re surprisingly good at kissing. Care to tell me how you learned?” 

      “My people twine tongues before mating.”

      Her eyes lit up. “That’s what that was? Your version of kissing?”

      “It’s an act of submission. The conquest is over.”

      “Oh.” The skin on her forehead pleated. “Guess I haven’t put up much of a fight.” Pink scrawled across her cheeks. She was embarrassed. 

      “Your sex sheath puts up a valiant struggle, at first. Then it compresses like a vice,” Durek shook his fist in demonstration, “wringing my fingers or my sawz bloodless until I am dry of seed.”

      Pink shaded to crimson. How am I making it worse? 

      “It’s what I enjoy about you,” he added quickly. “Your rapid submissions.” Was moisture collecting in her eyes? “And how you never slash at me or try to kill me when we mate.” 

      “You like that I’m an easy lay and a tight fit? Do I have that right?”

      “Superbly tight.” He flashed her his teeth. “Where are you going?”

      She whirled for the edge of the bath. His night threatened to spiral. 

      “You went to all this trouble.” She reached for the basket containing her soaps. “Least I can do is wash for you.”

      “You desire to tease me?” Durek did not like the sound of that. He had grown spoiled with her swift surrenders. 

      “A little.”

      Master yourself, Zeris. “I can be patient.”

      “We’ll see.” Karnin Chayse rose slowly from the water. Durek groaned as it sluiced off her heavy breasts, slithering down her stomach. She squeezed scented liquid onto a cloth then coaxed bubbles in the folds before rubbing them on her body. 

      Repeatedly. 

      Durek bit his tongue before it shot from his mouth. If she arched her spine one more time, he would spear her glistening slit. She tossed the cloth and dipped back into the water, holding a bottle out to him. He accepted, brow scutes tightening in confusion. 

      “Wash my hair,” she said. 

      “Is this arousing to you?” 

      “Superbly.”

      “Instruct me.”

      She squeezed a copious amount of liquid into his palms. “Rub your hands together until you make bubbles. Then lather my hair with it. Give me a sec—” 

      She sank under the water, shaking her head back and forth, the fine tresses twisting like clouds in a storm. Mesmerizing. Bubbles broke the surface, but she remained submerged.

      Durek jumped at her ungentle squeeze, his sawz priming instantly. I could grow to like this very much.

      She popped up, water sheeting down her naked curves. “Sorry. My hand slipped.” 

      “Acceptable.”

      Chayse looked at the puddle of goo in his hands then back at him expectantly. Durek scraped his palms together as she turned, slotting herself between his thighs and leaned back. “Ready.”

      “When did you become so trusting, Terran?” Sheathing his claws, he slid his hands over her hornless crown. “Offering such an easy kill strike.”

      “That’s not where you’re going to impale me.”

      Heat surged through his groin. He bit back a groan. “Oh? And where will that be?”

      “I have a few places in mind.” She pressed her head into his massaging fingers. 

      No female had ever ignited him like this. “You tempt me.”

      “Mmm . . .” 

      She slid from his grasp, ducked beneath the water, rinsing the foam from her hair. Suds floated in the gap between them. Durek closed his eyes and focused on breathing. You are rock. Impervious. Uncrushable rock.

      Chayse broke the surface and glided back, pressing her mouth to his. She was eager for mating. Eyes slitted, he tasted her back, rumbling low in his chest. She smiled, granting him greater access, and he flicked her tongue, circling it. 

      His sawz throbbed with the need to ram inside her. He wouldn’t last much longer. She gripped the slabs on the back of his neck, tugging him closer, demanding more. More of him. 

      That was it! Durek had to breach her now. Uncoupling their tongues, he lifted her by the waist and spun her. 

      “Wait!” she cried. “Not like this. Not yet!” 

      “Taunting me is never wise,” Durek growled but allowed for space between them. Relief spread through him at the sight of her face. She wasn’t making tears.

      “Sit against the edge.” No apologies. Just commands. 

      Good. 

      He followed her instructions. Flame Gods, he was shaking like a fledgling on his first claiming. She surged forward, rising. Planting a foot on either side of his thighs, she stood before him, her bare sex within striking distance.

      “Erase him, Durek.”

      He almost corrected her. His Eloh’ami should use his first name. You have claimed her, but she has not claimed you. 

      “Please . . . I don’t want to remember his touch. Ever again,” she whispered. “Only yours.”

      His heart plummeted. Her pain, her defilement in the floating theater, was his fault. He had permitted it.

      “With my tongue? Are you certain?” Last time he’d used it, she’d resisted.

      A nod. “Make me forget.”

      He gripped her smooth flanks, bracing her. “My vow to you.”

      Unlike that slime licker, Durek could simultaneously undulate and twist his tongue to the tip. He glided it between her delicate folds, tasting, flicking the sensitive nub at her apex. 

      “Oh!” She grabbed his most prominent temple horns with both hands, holding on. 

      Steam infused her mating scent. She was already close. His sawz primed, fire pulsing painfully into the head. Soon. For now, he had an oath to keep. 

      Durek twirled his tongue, parting her, rolling it lengthwise against her opening. Salt and liquid heat slicked his stiff, prickled buds. 

      “Gods, oh fuck—” Her voice cut to jagged panting. 

      Widening his jaw, he slid more length out, flexing, startling another gasp from her. Slowly untwisting, he reeled his tongue back, just enough to ply her dripping entrance. Her body tensed instinctively, sensing danger. Above him, her breasts jutted, nearly eclipsing her clenched face from him. 

      Was she afraid?

      Durek growled, his only warning before spiraling into her, filling her instantly. Too rough. She bucked in his hands, shrieking, fingers frantically clawing for purchase—horns, edge of the bath, at a low branch—anything to master herself, but control was his. 

      All too soon, her sheath clamped hard, clutching his every crimp and curl, riding each swell as she came. Durek feasted, the tides of her pleasure funneling down his throat. By the Six Abysses, I could drink her forever and never be satisfied. 

      As she shuddered into his hands, he withdrew his spear, dragging the final drops of nectar into his mouth. Karnin whimpered and collapsed into his arms. 

      Durek shifted her to face him, her knees straddling his lap as she sagged against his chest. Easing off the edge, he sank them in the hot water, stroking her back. Soft touches. Claws lightly gliding over her flushed skin. 

      Her ragged breaths became gasps and slowed to pants. She breathed into his neck, “Gods, I love your tongue.” Then, as realization crashed over her, Chayse jolted backward in his arms. “I—oh, my gods!” She shook her head. “I can’t believe I said that! What you’ve done with it . . . how you’ve used it on the battlefield. I’m losing my mind!”

      “Then we will lose our minds together.” He chuckled, sending new ripples chasing the old ones across the bath. “And you may have my tongue every night. Should you want it.”

      She blinked. Shock-glazed eyes narrowed until they glinted with mischievous intrigue. “Every night?”

      “As many times as you’d like.”

      “You had better mean that.”  

      And he’d better have the right answer. “Without reservation.”

      That must have been correct because she reached beneath the water. Even with both hands, her fingertips barely met around his girth. Still, he appreciated the gesture, and so did his sawz. A little too much. He flashed his fangs, biting back the urge to release. Karnin interpreted his agony and bless the deities, sided with compassion over torture.

      She rocked onto her knees, positioning herself over the head of his swollen sawz. Her face tightened, perhaps grasping the enormity of her reckless decisions. 

      And it was reckless. Durek would have never mated a Nisroc female this way, belly to belly. It left him susceptible to her claws. Mercifully, Karnin was Terran. She would not slice him open because he had made himself vulnerable. 

      Breath rasped through her gritted teeth. She was slick from orgasm, but not slick enough.

      “I’m fully primed.” He held her waist, keeping her astride him, hating himself for heeding wisdom. 

      “Don’t care. I want you.” Biting her lower lip, she shoved herself down, taking his tip into her body. A cry fled her mouth. 

      “Stop this!” Skaka. He had built the bath for her as an apology, a gift. Never with the expectation of repayment. If he had a soul worth saving, he would not let her do this. “The nanomeds are in the tree cave.”

      “Pain is weakness leaving the body. I. Want. You!” She forced him deeper, baring her teeth. “All of you!”

      Karnin was relentless, unable to quit when sanity demanded caution. It was madness, but also wildly exciting. A spurt of pre-cum presaged her channel. 

      “Felt that.” She licked her lips. “I always do. Like fire scorching me.”

      Insane Terran, goading him, especially when he was this close. Another hot burst seared into her. 

      “Durek, please . . . Make me yours!”

      At her insistence, a savage blaze ignited his body. “Eloh’ami, I’m—” 

      She plunged midway down as he came. 

      Durek threw his head back, roaring. His vision blackened around the edges. As if by their own accord, his hands dragged her down until his entire length impaled her body. His mate’s screams shattered across the forest as her inner walls milked his climax rapidly into another. He emptied himself, his fiery seed blistering her womb. 

      They fell into ragged breathing, locked together. She clung to him, pressing her forehead to his chest. He hadn’t destroyed her.

      After his pulse slowed to a sane and steady rhythm, he lifted her chin. Tearing eyes gazed into his. No accusation, no reprimand. Disbelief and something more stared back at him. Wonder. Wonder at having taken him at his fullest and—praise the Flame Deities—surviving.

      Durek did not wonder. He knew. He knew now how the game had to end. She will get out. With Elkartira. Before his deities, he made another vow: If only one of us can win, I forfeit my life for hers.

      Aloud he said, “I don’t want this to end.” 

      She pressed her lips to his neck. “I’ll settle for this night lasting forever.” 

      “The bath is still warm.”

      She laughed. “Give me a bit to recover, and I promise we won’t waste it.” Another kiss, this one starting at his chin and ending on his mouth. “Make love to me, Zeris. All night long.”

      Make love? Durek wasn’t sure about his translation, but he could interpret the meaning.
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      Karnin

      

      “Please, don’t make me do this.” Karnin was not above begging.

      “Just try it.”

      Karnin folded her fingers around the steaming cup. She sniffed the contents and wrinkled her nose.

      “It has more of the red leaves you like, rather than the purple ones.” Elkartira sat back on her knees, med kit in her lap as she watched Karnin, her favorite test subject. “Drink.”

      Karnin blew a breath across the top of the beverage and sipped. It was mild, even sweet to the taste. “Better. I think I’m good now.”

      “That’s what you said about the last one. And the one before that. Take it slow. Let’s see if you can keep this down.” Light from Elkartira’s device highlighted her demonic features. 

      Fitting for a future field doc. Karnin finished the rest of her tea slowly, listening to Elkartira’s claws dance over the device.

      The tea filled her empty stomach, seeming to mellow the unease in mild contentment. Perhaps she could finally start her day. Rather than huddling in the sleeping den, napping between bouts of sickness.

      “I took the green herbs out,” Elkartira said, glancing up from her work, “even though you have been drinking the same tea since our first hike.”

      “Were the herbs fresh? Because they smelled awful.” Karnin handed the cup to Elkartira. “Everything smells awful.”

      More tapping. 

      Karnin’s boobs ached, and her stomach felt hard, not that she would volunteer that information. Durek had given her the nanoshot when they’d returned at dawn. Before the injection, Karnin swore she would never walk again. The Kul Prime had carried her to their tree cave following their bath. He then held her as the rain stopped, humming as the sun broke through the canopies. She fell asleep in his arms once the pain meds smoothed away the sharp edges.

      She had awakened to hushed voices earlier that morning. Durek held her in his lap, and Elkartira had her med kit out, taking readings. Feigning sleep, Karnin listened to their conversation.

      “What does it mean?” Durek, even when trying to whisper, still sent rumbling vibrations through her body.

      “It means that my knowledge of Terran biology is limited. Her scent has changed. That’s what I can tell you.” Elkartira all but punctuated the end of her sentences, like one explaining a simple concept to the dim.

      Durek’s hissing sigh tickled the strands around Karnin’s ear. “I’ve noted that too. For some time now.”

      My scent has changed? And that was when her stomach had gurgled. 

      Karnin had bolted from Durek’s arms, scrabbling for the exit. She barely made it to the rails—another of Durek’s projects. After the spewing stopped, she straightened and turned to find an audience. Karnin had blamed her upset stomach on overzealousness.

      That thought had her up-ending her belly again.

      Karnin had held up a hand as Durek approached. “Can’t hold my drink, is all.” She hoped he would take the hint, but the Kul Prime was not one for the innuendo.

      After that, he’d scooped her into his arms and carried her back into the main room, settling her on his blankets. They were no longer hiding their relationship from his daughter. As soon as Elkartira spread another blanket over her, Karnin had fallen back asleep.

      Later, she’d awakened to find Durek gone and Elkartira pouring her cups of tea. Karnin consumed two of Elkartira’s stomach taming concoctions, and then repeated her mad dash for the railing. 

      At present, Elkartira gave her a wan flash of the fangs. “How are you feeling now?”

      “Like I’m ready to stretch my legs.”

      “Give it a few more ni-unneqs.” Elkartira rechecked her med kit. “I wish I knew more about your species. Had even baseline information for comparison. I’m afraid I’m not very helpful.”

      Karnin pushed the blankets off. “Nonsense. If it weren’t for you, I would have quit this game a while ago. You’ve been a lifesaver and a comfort, Elkartira. I mean that.”

      The girl scissored her teeth in embarrassment, the sound of bone scraping against bone. Nisroc used the same gestures for frustration, amusement, and anger. Karnin relied on context to know the difference.

      “Thank you. I will keep trying to improve.”

      Karnin folded the blanket on her lap. “Earlier, I heard you and your father talking. You said my scent had changed. I can tell you why.” 

      Elkartira straightened from a hunched position, lifting her device off the floor. She swiped the screen. “Yes, please do.” 

      Karnin swallowed. This would be an embarrassing conversation. “Since I’ve been in the game, I’ve had one menstrual cycle. It’s time for another.”

      Just as she thought, Elkartira’s eyes glittered with the excitement of learning something new. Karnin educated her, from ovulation to aching breasts to cramping. She emphasized that her wounded-prey stench could make her predator roommates crazy. Therefore, until her cycle finished, she would seek new accommodations.

      “I could really use my inhibitor.” She sighed. After starting the contraception injections, the only time she’d stopped was when she and Nathan decided to have a baby. “What are The Hosts thinking?”

      Elkartira tapped furiously, taking every detail down and rechecking the information with Karnin for accuracy. “Can you explain Terran conception and the maturation of your young?”

      “I . . .” Karnin rubbed her stomach instinctively, protectively. Durek’s lingering bruises met her fingers. She wanted to cry. What the hell was wrong with her?

      “Are you all right? Your heart rate jumped. You’ve gone pale—more than usual.” 

      “I’m fine. It’s an overreaction.” And it was. She was stronger than this. 

      “We don’t have to talk.” Elkartira tucked the tablet into her bag, gathering her legs under her. “I’ll let you rest.”

      The girl was earnest, seeking only to understand. They had talked about everything else under the sun regarding Terrans. This topic was inevitable. 

      “You’ll want to get your tablet back out.” Karnin waited. 

      Elkartira retrieved her device, hesitation replaced by eagerness. 

      Karnin took a deep breath and continued. “It’s not an exact science. Well, it can be. I mean if you don’t mind technology spoiling all the surprises.” Karnin had minded. When she and Nathan began trying to become pregnant, she tracked her cycles the old-fashioned way—a printed calendar and stylus. Technology hadn’t dictated her every move. 

      Nathan had called it her “silly infatuation with pre-space ascension romances.” Couples in those stories always seemed ecstatic after the hero peed on a stick and showed it to her partner. One tiny symbol had changed their lives forever.

      Following her first miscarriage, Nathan had insisted they use every modern procedure available. A year after that, Karnin learned she’d lost their second baby upon waking from surgery.

      Whenever the doctors informed her of yet another new therapy, but not guaranteed for pregnancy, Karnin had tried it. According to Nathan, the fault lay with her, as his affair had produced two healthy children. The same number that she had lost.

      Given Elkartira’s frenetic scribing, Karnin figured she had taught the entire reproduction cycle of the Terran animal. 

      Elkartira looked up from her notes. “And you say it’s up to six days before ovulation for pregnancy?”

      Karnin realized she might also have given the wrong impression.

      “Believe me, my cycle is coming. I’m not pregnant.” Can’t blame Durek for my, urm . . . new addiction. “Hope that’s not what you’re thinking.”

      “It is uncertain Terrans and Nisroc can produce offspring.”

      “Good.”

      Even if Karnin could get pregnant with Durek’s child, and the universe somehow allowed her to carry it to term, The Carnal Games would exploit it. She would never let that happen. No pain was greater than losing a child. She couldn’t do it again. 

      It was bad enough Karnin had promised herself she would not fall for Durek, and she did anyway. Against reason and sanity, she’d asked him, by his first name, to make love to her. Then, like a banshee, she screamed it over and over, cementing his claim on her as his mate. 

      “You’re mine, my Eloh’ami,” he had whispered earlier that morning before they fell asleep together. 

      And she’d sworn right then and there, they would all make it out of the game.
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      Since their evening at the floating amphitheater, Karnin had spotted zero drones in the sky. Even if she had, she knew they could do nothing to defend themselves against the game designers. Fighting back guaranteed electrical torture or injury. 

      Karnin bided her time. Once The Hosts made their move, she would make hers.

      After Elkartira fell into her sleep-coma, Karnin and Derek had hurried to the upper canopy to find a new spot. A spot perfect for a temporary bivouac. She informed Durek of her plans. In true Nisroc obstinacy, he rejected them. He countered with a convincing argument. Damn him. The scent of her blood would draw predators, and he would keep them away. 

      Besides, her going into heat—Karnin had rolled her eyes at his phrasing—intrigued him rather than repelled him. The idea of them fooling around while she was bloated and miserable brought her close to chucking dinner. Durek sagely kept his mouth shut after that. 

      “This is it,” she said.

      A bough had crossed over another and forked, forming a secluded area. It was a private room—the ceiling comprised of golden elephant ear leaves, wooden walls on either side, and a nearly level deck to stand on. Not too close to the tree cave, not too far away. The ideal mother-in-law home. 

      The leaves offered their usual umbrella service, shielding them against the rain, which began to fall as they ducked inside the dry space.

      “Acceptable” Durek assessed, finishing a second-long scan before spinning her to face him. “Let’s mate.”

      Karnin laughed. “I take back anything I’ve ever said about you being romantic.”

      “Your Terran insults will not dissuade me.” He gave her the Nisroc equivalent of a purr—the low-rattling hiss reverberated in their hideaway. “Come. Kneel and please your mate.”

      “If this is how it’s going to be now, I’m looking for a new man.” She waved toward the canopy. “Now where are those drones? Maybe The Hosts can find me another patron.”

      “And I will kill him.” He pulled her against him. “I will kill any male that dares to touch you.”

      “Don’t tell me you believe this possessive bullshit is actually working.”

      “You are in my arms, are you not?”

      “Dammit.” Karnin kissed him. 

      Durek lifted her while simultaneously sinking to his knees, settling them on the deck.

      Despite his pretense of arrogance, Durek yielded control, ensuring her pleasure before his. Karnin reveled in his passion, scarcely believing he was the same Nisroc she’d sworn to kill. She couldn’t get enough of him. Once their frenzied need had been satisfied, he made love to her, tenderly, slowly. Then he held her afterward, touching and stroking her in all the soothing places.

      “Do you need me to return to the cave for an injection?” He kissed the top of her head.

      “No.” She shifted in his lap, and then again, moving him around inside her for comfort.

      “Are you in pain?” His tone was reserved, already anticipating the answer.

      She clamped his hand tighter against her feverish belly, afraid he’d move it. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      “I do not want it to be like this for us. Our proportional challenges are disconcerting.”

      “Can’t be helped, but it is getting better, though. Easier each time.”

      He groaned at her appeasement. “It should not hurt. It should be perfect every time.”

      “We’re imperfect people. You’re Nisroc, I’m Terran. Sometimes the puzzle pieces don’t fit exactly perfectly.” Karnin snorted. Softer, “I accept that.”

      She rolled her hips for emphasis. Yes, oh yes, I do.

      “If only I could be inferior, smaller.” His silent chuckle shook them both. 

      Karnin smiled. That felt incredible. “Yeah, and I want smaller boobs. Schedule us both for surgery.”

      He froze. “You jest?”

      She belted her amusement, startling him. “No, seriously. Let’s both go in for reduction surgery. Maybe” —sputtering laughter— “we can get a deal. Share a room.”

      Durek flexed inside her, robbing her thunder. “I desire you as you are.” He feigned insult. “Giant moon teats, smooth skin, furry head. All of you.”

      She snickered. “You and your compliments, Zeris. Never change. I desire all of you too. Every astronomically huge part of you.” 

      “Your words stimulate me.”

      “Well aware of that. Oh!” Karnin jumped, not quite ready for round—oh my gods, I’ve lost count!

      “Only mentally,” Durek amended.

      “Stop . . .” She trailed into giggles. Who was this alien? Impaler, lover, now a comedian? I’m a fool, falling this hard. 

      His arms tightened. “I won’t play their game. When they demand we kill the other, I’m . . . done.”

      “Same here. It’s us against them.” She bit her lip.

      “To the end,” he promised.

      Karnin leaned her head against his chest, swallowing. “To the end.”

      By the time the rotors roared in and left, their spotlights winking off in the rain-splintered black, Durek reached their empty den. His bellow of fury echoed through the forest. Karnin hurried inside moments later, folding over her knees as she gasped for air.

      The Hosts appeared beside their banked fire. “Good evening, contestants.”

      “Return my daughter!” Durek demanded.

      “You will find her at the colosseum. While it has taken longer than we anticipated, we are ready to commence with the final battle.” The incandescent figure tipped his head back, blurry features impossible to read.

      It continued. “I suggest you rest, as in actual sleep, tonight. At dawn, we will send a transport to bring you to your last competition. Trust us. We have several exciting surprises in store for you. You’ll want to be at your best. We will see you soon.”

      The room fell dark as The Hosts vanished. Karnin’s eyes adjusted to the faint light of glowing embers. Claws curled, Durek glared at the empty space their tormentor had occupied.

      “I’m so sorry, Durek.” She resisted the urge to invade his murderous space. Instead, she walked to their blankets and sat down. “Tomorrow, we’ll get her back.”

      He stood a long time, silent. Then, with a barely audible hiss, he joined her. They huddled together, unable to sleep. His quaking arms held her tighter than was comfortable. She did not complain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          50 COLOSSEUM

        

      

    

    
      Durek

      

      The transport kicked up grit in its departure, leaving Durek and Karnin inside the fighting pit. He’d been given a gray ceremonial loincloth, while his mate wore a form-fitting skin—nearly translucent with her teats practically spilling out. No protection at all, in other words. 

      They stood before giant crystalline formations. Both formed a series of carved slabs, dividing the battleground with elevated platforms for fighting. Tiered seating ringed the stadium, occupied by babbling spectators—all virtually present via customized avatars. 

      Unassailable. The Hosts had made that clear, along with the threat of biometrically encoded boundaries restricting them to the combat floor. Durek’s teeth ached at the memory of the last jolts from his slave collar. 

      As for enforced participation, he fixed his murderous gaze on the shimmering cubes of shielded containment. Perched atop the crystalline platforms, the cages hummed with energy. He could not see inside their depths, but he knew Elkartira was in one of them. As to the other, The Hosts promised Karnin on their transport that she would be equally motivated. 

      The last thing The Hosts guaranteed before they landed had turned his guts to ice water. “The game does not end until one of you is dead.” 

      His daughter or his mate. A fated decision, strategically plotted even before the game designers abducted them and dropped them into their cursed arena. The Hosts had hobbled his predatory advantages with rain and chill, surrounded him with equal or greater predators, leading to injury and blindness. In rendering him vulnerable, they had ensured a truce with his enemy. Any doubt was erased as Karnin Chayse would have never voluntarily fallen into the crater with him. 

      But how could they have known what I would do afterward?

      How could they have known he’d take her to his tree camp? When he’d tried to slash her inside the den, they’d prevented it, shocking him immobile. The Hosts had adapted, but they’d never diverted from their primary plan. They’d intended for him to mate Karnin from the beginning. His daughter, their incentives, even the delayed reprieves—all factored into their plot. 

      A well-orchestrated game. 

      Now, here they were at the final trial. Where they waited. The Hosts must be prolonging for spectacle, likely commending themselves for their ingenuity. 

      He flicked a glance toward Chayse. She glared at the podium boxes; arms folded protectively around her chest. As much as he longed to go to her, they were imprisoned within security fields, the column of energy thrumming around them. 

      Had The Hosts foreseen he would claim Agent Chayse as his Eloh’ami, his lifemate? Had they anticipated his rage and destruction when they violated her? Did they think he wouldn’t protect her at the cost of his own life, even now? 

      Crackling. The cubes flickered transparent. Inside the one closest to him, Elkartira bared her fangs and flexed her elongated claws—the predator’s reaction to fear. Their eyes locked. Elkartira’s instincts dissolved as she stepped toward the boundary. Experience stayed her hand from touching the field. He would make The Hosts pay for taking her from him, for imprisoning her. 

      “Father?” No sound escaped the cell.

      The hard seam of Elkartira’s mouth sealed as she read his expression.

      A ripple in his containment prevented him from throwing himself against the energy barrier. The last thing his daughter needed was for him to be jolted unconscious. He tipped his chin up, a message. Defiance, strength. Though not a warrior, Elkartira would face this challenge as an Elite, as Nisroc.

      Be fearless, my daughter. So that I may be as well.

      Elkartira’s gaze slid to the side and found Karnin. His daughter dipped her head, but not her eyes. In that instant, Chayse and Elkartira shared purpose. They were united. He would never again regret his choice to make Karnin Chayse his Eloh’ami.

      His eyes drifted to the second cage. A Terran male stood in tailored garb, gaze fixed on Chayse, red faced, shouting, and gesticulating as if she could remedy his captivity. Her ex-mate, Durek had no question. The Hosts would exploit her vulnerabilities. 

      Durek took the measure of the man, this Nathan, producing judgment. What had she seen in him? He is puny.

      “Greetings, players and valued patrons, without whom The Carnal Games would not exist!” The incandescent figure projected over the center of the arena, causing all who looked upon it to shield their eyes. “Veiled in secrecy, entangled in quantum shadows, our exclusive club remains untraceable, ever secure. Try as the galactic governing authorities might, we will not be stopped. The games are here to stay!” 

      The virtual audience erupted into spitting and obscene gestures, throwing harmless fireballs and dark metallic streamers that turned to vapors in the air. 

      “In the established and ever-expanding tradition, we provide you with experiences found nowhere else. Uncensored, unbridled, unsanctioned lust. Nothing is forbidden. Gratification is always guaranteed. We thank you, as always, for the privilege of hosting these competitions. Have you enjoyed yourselves so far?”

      Thunderous applause, stomping. All manner of loud, demonstrative approval bashed like clubs against Durek’s ears. 

      “Though we’ve veered from our usual programming”—smattering of boos drowned by cheering— “an unexpected opportunity arose for new content. A chance for us to unite under a banner of galactic patriotism, where we may punish terrorism in our own, libidinous way.” 

      Spectators jumped to their feet, waved tentacles and a myriad of appendages. Others spewed colorful smoke.

      “And how about our contestants? Survivalists, tacticians, warriors. Predators in their own right.” The glowing figure swept a hand towards the killing floor. “Did you enjoy rending flesh and bone along with the Kul Prime? Eating his kills?”

      Durek wondered at The Hosts phrasing. How could they eat his kills?

      The Hosts continued. “Or how about Agent Chayse? Were the breasts too heavy? Did you like touching them?”

      Moans of pleasure filled the stands. Bile filled his throat. 

      “Did you scream when the Kul Prime’s enormous cock impaled you? How about that tongue?”

      Screaming. Some swooning. 

      Durek’s knees wavered under him. Immersive virtual simulations, like Terran stealth suits, was yet another technology his people had yet to embrace. The patrons were with us—inside us—from the beginning.

      Skaka. The realization sinking in, he dragged his wide gaze to Elkartira. His daughter tilted her head, eyeing at the crowds in question. Flame Lords, let her be deaf to these obscenities. 

      “Recently, two questions have dominated the polls,” The Hosts brayed on. “Let’s answer them unequivocally here. So—did you spit or swallow?”

      Swallow, swallow, swallow! The chant all but pounded molten spikes inside his head. 

      Chayse’s face shaded into violent crimson. Her fists shook at her sides.

      “And that leads us to our second inquiry, tragically pertinent to our final competition. I know you’ve been waiting for the results as much as we have, and I assure you that up until this moment, only our cadre of geneticists, gynecologists, and obstetricians know the answer.”

      Durek’s stomach dropped. 

      “Is Agent Chayse pregnant?” The Hosts paused, pandering. The stadium hushed. That ragon’s ass, Nathan, folded his arms across his diminutive chest. 

      Elkartira pressed the back of her hand to her mouth, evidently permitted to listen now.

      The Hosts’ glowing figure dimmed, head nodding as it received the information. Then, brightening, it announced, “Yes, we’ve confirmed, Agent Chayse is, in fact, eight weeks pregnant! Further along than her previous pregnancies.”

      A mixed reaction, gasps, cries of delight. No objections. Their audience held no compassion for them.

      Karnin collapsed to her knees, hands covering her face. Durek punched the containment field, ignoring the electric snakes crawling up his arms. He had to go to her; he needed to know her thoughts.

      “Now, Kul Prime, you can relax,” The Hosts chuckled. “Tempt her though we did, Agent Chayse has been with no one else. Rest assured, you are the father.”

      Durek roared and raked his claws along the mesh. It crackled, fighting back. Did they think he wouldn’t know if another male had planted scent over his? She is my Eloh’ami. Mine alone.

      “We also understand that this must be tragic news. Learning you’ve impregnated your former enemy—now your mate, as you claimed” —a pause for titters, grunting, tortured shrieks, ending on you claimed it hard, baby! — “only to have to battle her, as she carries your unborn child, to the death.”

      Durek sank to the dirt, palms up. “I forfeit.”

      “Invalid option, sorry. Nobility is too easy an escape.” The Hosts sighed. “We are assembled here for one reason—an entertaining experience. And one we delayed long enough, so let us remind you of the stakes.” The figure swiveled toward the cages. “Elkartira, your father would rather you die than fight for you.”

      Durek snapped his gaze to his daughter’s prison. Elkartira began clawing at her throat, gasping for breath. She fell to the floor, writhing, curling on her side. His daughter was suffocating! He launched himself against the mesh barrier. It rankled, spitting electrical protests as shocks tore through his body. At last, he jerked away from the field and crumpled in agony.

      “That’s more like it. Resume air in the girl’s cell. Now, we’re almost through setting the stage.”

      Durek watched as his daughter sucked oxygen into her deprived lungs.

      “No contest would be complete without rules. Mark the timer carefully,” The Hosts said and paused as a hologram of a digital timer appeared over them. “You have five ni-unneqs. For every ni-unneq that elapses, a certain percentage of air will be leaked from Elkartira’s and Senator Hains’s cells. Either you or Agent Chayse die within the allotted time, or they do.”

      His daughter gained her knees, adopting a meditative position, her breaths slow and measured. Her sad but calm eyes closed on him. You make me proud, Daughter. Across from her, Nathan shook his head and was barking something at The Hosts. Not once did he look at Karnin Chayse. 

      Durek glimpsed her, misery grinding his heartstone to powder at the sight. She had not moved. Her face was still hidden in her hands.

      A tremor shook the ground. In front of his mate, the sand collapsed into a circular opening. A small platform rose into the arena. On it, a wicked dagger glinted in the sun. Durek hissed, remembering the searing slices through his dermal armor.

      “As Nisroc are already equipped with natural weapons,” The Hosts said, “we thought it only fair that Agent Chayse be given one of her own. Agent, you may now take up your Sun Forge. You and the Kul Prime may resume where you left off at the Ramrod Tavern.”

      The field flickered once then died around her. Karnin did not move.

      You must pick it up, Eloh’ami! Please.

      “So be it. Begin the countdown,” The Hosts called and vanished.

      Durek climbed to his feet, shaking. Chayse remained frozen, either unable or unwilling to break from her shocked state. She is catatonic. I have to wake her.

      With a glance at Elkartira, he launched himself across the space. My daughter or my mate, who now carries my unborn young. They were always meant to destroy each other. As it had been scribed long ago on that Terran colony. When she fearlessly spat in my face.

      Landing short of her blade, he attempted to scoop it up, but jolts of lightning repulsed him. They had encoded it for her hands only. Durek kicked it to her knees.

      “Take it! Do not make me—” The words snagged in his throat. Strike her down? The female he’d vowed his protection, his loyalty and devotion. His heart felt like a dead rock in his chest. It refused to beat, unwilling to pump life through his body. Not if it meant snuffing hers.

      Chayse was stone, a mere statue of herself. 

      “Defend yourself!” he bellowed. 

      Nothing. 

      In his periphery, he noted frantic gesturing from the cage containing her ex-mate. It was too soon for the oxygen to have run out. The timer read just over a ni-unneq had passed. Sparing another glance at his daughter, he found her still, knelt in prayer.

      Durek rolled his gaze back to Karnin. Defenseless. Immobile. What if she did not want his spawn? Was that the reason for this stupor? Elkartira, my nalkima, what should I do? How could he allow either of them to die?

      Spectators jeered from the stands, unhappy with the delay. They wanted blood. 

      He had to give it to them.
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      Searing in her arm. Just under her right shoulder. Karnin registered her injury through shock, from the safety of distance, just as she’d learned to do on the battlefield. She was knocked flat onto her back, the world blackened in her vision. 

      Thank the gods, I’m going to pass out now. 

      Except—the blackness had a definitive edge to it. Light lined its shape. Karnin blinked. The shape was yelling at her. White-hot slices on her shoulders. Claws stabbing, hands savaging her.

      No, not savaging her. Shaking her.

      “Fight!” Durek snarled, having pinned her—and yet not crushing her with his weight. “You must fight me.” 

      The sun blinded her a moment as he shifted away, then he returned, spots shimmering over his obsidian, demonic face. A distressed, alien face. Pleading with her, imploring her to do . . . 

      Something. 

      A gravel-packed object pressed against her hand, the tiny rocks biting into her palm. “Now, strike me. If not for your Nathan, or for yourself, then fight for your unborn young.” He bent, fangs flashing centimeters from her forehead. His deadly spear-tipped tongue would come next. “Fight for our child!”

      Our child. Karnin’s blood iced. Her hand closed, and she found the handle of her Sun Forge.

      “Yes,” he rumbled. “Listen, Eloh’ami. Slash me, and when I jump away, throw your blade at Elkartira’s cell. I will meet it there, then go for the other.” He squeezed her. “Do you understand?”

      Karnin answered by raking the forge along his flank, careful not to slice too deep. He roared in exaggerated pain and flung himself off. She surged upright, eyes narrowing. 

      Shit! That’s far. And I’m rusty.

      Fangs bared, Durek backed away, gripping his side. Karnin pursued amid cheers from the stands, her target almost in range. Bumping into the crystalline rock formation, Durek hissed at her and clambered up the pile.

      Acting—another of his hidden talents.

      She let the blade fly. Without pausing to check the effectiveness of her shot, Karnin dashed after Durek. He reached Elkartira’s cage. Sparks sputtered and popped as the cage’s shield fizzled. Durek clutched her knife, fighting the feedback as he ripped through the emitters. 

      He bared his fangs as smoke rose from his hand. Come on, come on! Durek just needed to hold it long enough to free Elkartira and then Nathan. 

      The spectators wailed. She couldn’t tell if they were excited or pissed. Not that she cared. 

      There was one final pop, and the shield died. Durek underhanded the knife to the rocks directly above Karnin and jumped to the next cell. Her turn. Karnin grabbed the Sun Forge and threw. It landed at Durek’s feet next to Nathan’s prison. He flashed her a fanged grin and swooped to retrieve it. His hand sparked as it clutched the Sun Forge and repeated the cuts. Karnin met Elkartira mid-climb. Nisroc customs be damned, she folded the girl into her arms. 

      “I knew it! I knew you were pregnant.” The girl laughed, despite the danger. The Hosts would retaliate. Just a matter of when. 

      “It’s okay for you to be wrong.” Karnin squeezed her and was delighted when Elkartira hugged her back. 

      “Not this time. I’m so happy. I’m going to have a sibling!”

      Karnin eased her away. “We have to run. Not sure where, but—” 

      Durek flashed by them, a cursing Nathan slung over his huge shoulder. The Kul Prime landed and thumped her ex-husband onto his feet. She and Elkartira reached the ground as Nathan erupted into protests. 

      “Listen to me!” He cast his head back, way back, glaring at Durek. “I am Senator Hains, councilman of the Southern Provinces of Altair Three. I’m thirty-ninth seat on the Galactic Confederation Council!”

      The hardened tip of Durek’s tongue protruded from his mouth. 

      “You’re also a cheating, marriage-wrecking asshole.” Karnin stepped between them. “Hello, Nathan.”

      Her ex-husband blinked, turning to her. “Karnin, what’s going on? I went to bed last night, and when I woke up, I was here. In a cage!” Then his eyes did another take, dragging over her breasts and back up to her eyes. “Those are new. Karn, what happened? Why are you a terrorist?” 

      Durek growled.

      “Not now, Nathan.” Karnin flicked her gaze up to Durek. “There’s got to be a way out.” 

      “We’re not moving until someone explains this situation!” Nathan thrust his hands up in defense as Durek edged around her. “Karnin?”

      “Nathan, this is Kul Prime Zeris Durek, Seventh Son of Clan K’ras.” Karnin smiled. “Better known as Shadow Claw, Impaler of Skulls.”

      Nathan stumbled backward. “T-that’s him!”

      Durek tugged her against him. “I am also the father of her child,” he added proudly. “Eight weeks. Must be my superior Nisroc seed.”

      Down boy.

      All posturing ceased as Durek suddenly tensed. “Something’s moving beneath us.”

      The arena rumbled a second later. The ground shook, caving into a giant hole a handful of meters before them. Durek drew Elkartira and Karnin away from the crumbling edges. Nathan cursed, hopping backward.

      “The rock formation. Now!” Durek bellowed over the din, tugging them into step. 

      Edging the pile, they found a sizable niche and squeezed inside. Nathan puffed in behind them. Dust swirled in the arena, clouding their view.

      Karnin pressed into Durek’s side. His gaze found hers. “How? How is it possible for us to have a baby?”

      “I did not lie. My seed is superior.” He pressed his hard mouth to her forehead. 

      Karnin rolled her eyes. Inwardly, she was thrilled at Durek’s arrogance. We’re having a baby! She could hardly believe it. Sure, it was too soon to get her hopes up. She had miscarried early within the first trimesters of her previous pregnancies. But I’m eight weeks along! And Durek is happy about it.

      “I get to help deliver the baby!” Elkartira pushed into their huddle. “Don’t forget about me.”

      “Of course, you will.” Karnin pulled the girl close. Gods, let this be so. 

      “My nalkima ushering our young into this world, I can think of no greater honor,” Durek clasped Elkartira’s shoulder, “but first, we must win this battle.”

      “I need a drink.” Nathan swung back to the arena. “Uh . . . There’s something rising from the hole—a platform.”

      Durek extricated himself gently from them and shoved past Nathan. Karnin followed with Elkartira on her heels. Something had indeed risen into the arena from the lower levels. Three figures blurred by the containment field surrounding them. 

      “It was a near thing, wasn’t it patrons?” The Hosts announced over their heads. “As we suspected they would, Agent Chayse and the Kul Prime have defied the rules. Rather than slay each other, they’ve decided to work together and free their loved ones. If only this were the end of the game, they could live happily ever after.”

      The audience stomped and booed.

      “However, love has not conquered all. The game continues—until one contestant dies,” another pause for the audience’s mood flip, “only now we have a new contender entering the arena. An esteemed and long-time patron, she has a vested interest in your entertainment, as well as a personal claw to grind. She, and two of her fiercest warriors, will brave the game to settle the score.”

      “Skaka,” Durek muttered, stepping in front of Karnin and his daughter.

      “Please welcome the Kul Prime’s ex-mate and mother of Elkartira, Lady Chal of Clan Terik! And her guard.”
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      The containment field around the platform dissolved, revealing a sleek female Nisroc amid two hulking bookends: a pair of rust-colored males, decked out in full armor, battle shields, and Negal daggers. The crowd changed yet again, from skeptical to pissing themselves with demonic glee.

      Lady Chal flicked her tongue, eyes narrowed to slits on her ex-mate. Her gaze slid to Elkartira, and Karnin waited for Chal’s stone face to crack with concern, with any motherly emotion. It remained unchanged. 

      Durek’s words echoed back from memory: She had no interest in offspring. At the time, Karnin thought he might be exaggerating. Now, though, as the female Nisroc’s callous glare shifted back to Durek without so much as a twitch, Karnin believed him. 

      Anger broiled inside her. How could she be so unfeeling toward her own child?

      Elkartira hissed behind Karnin and her father. “Mother, what have you done?”

      Durek spun and clutched Elkartira by the shoulders. “Listen, as soon as your mother moves, run to the other side of the arena. Do not look back.”

      “But . . .” Elkartira shook her head, eyes wide with panic.

      “Give me your obedience, Daughter. Or it is already over.”

      Elkartira flashed her fangs, pinched scutes smoothing over her forehead. “Yes, Father.” She stepped out of Durek’s grasp, glancing back at her mother once more before turning away. 

      Karnin pivoted to Nathan, meeting his disbelieving gaze with resolve. “Go with her.”

      “I will.” He nodded, ready to flee, but paused long enough to squeeze her arm. “Karn, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

      She watched them retreat a moment then turned back to the platform. 

      Lady Chal sized Durek up. “Such weakness. Depriving our offspring the opportunity of watching you die?” 

      Karnin balled her fists. Some species don’t have nurturing instincts toward their young, but this bitch is pure ice. 

      “As I’ve suspected and as these games have proven. . .” Chal’s gaze flicked to Karnin, then back, having dismissed her in an instant. “You have always been obsessed with that Terran skra. No wonder you kept mounting it.”

      Karnin smirked. Skra—the Nisroc equivalent of whore. Look who’s talking.

      “You debased yourself, Zeris.” 

      Lady Chal stepped off the platform, shadowed by her brutes. One had three busted horns and the other—well, he had a drooling problem. At some point, he’d taken a blade to the right side of his mouth, and it healed poorly. Hence the seepage.

      Both rested hands on the hilts of their daggers. Karnin eyed the cages, wondering where Durek had dropped her Sun Forge but saw no sign of it. It might have fallen into the hole when the ground opened.

      “You’re unworthy, unfit to carry the deities’ flame in your veins.” Lady Chal strode toward them with chin held high, spiral crown arched back. “You have no honor. No pride.”

      Angry hisses from her guard.

      Karnin glanced at Durek. He flexed his claws, slowly sheathing and unsheathing them. He was seething and yet did not defend himself. Was there a hierarchy between their sexes? Did the male naturally defer to the female?

      Lady Chal stopped, cold eyes roving Durek horns to toe-claws. “I see no warrior before me, only a belly scraper.” She elongated her fangs. “Indeed, all you’ve done in this game is scrape bellies with your skra. Bleeding and breeding it. Night after night.” 

      Karnin put on her brightest smile. “No complaints here.” 

      Chal ignored her. “Making it screech like wounded prey.” 

      The bookends hissed in disgust, although not as vehemently as before. 

      Karnin stared pointedly at Durek now, wishing he’d open his mouth. 

      Chal tittered. “Admit it, Zeris. You enjoy this creature’s body. As much as you’ve seeded both ends, it was a race to see which one you’d impregnate first.” 

      That’s it! Durek might have gone comatose, but Karnin had no excuse. “Okay, scaly bitch, you obviously watched—”  

      “I should cut out your foul yolk from her womb!”

      Karnin slid a protective hand to her stomach.

      “Touch her,” Durek stepped forward, “and your Common guards will choke on the halves of your fetid heart.” 

      The brutes rolled their shoulders, tossing back their twisted wracks. Neither male was as large nor had crowns as prominent as Durek’s.

      “I said I should do it, you diseased sawz scute,” she said. “But why would I risk the infection? My guard, however . . .” Chal flicked her tongue, and the two monoliths stalked forward, eyes slitted as they leveled on Karnin. “They are Common, after all.”

      The Impaler stepped into their path. To their credit, the brutes slowed. “You will not walk away from this arena, Chal.”

      “Soaked in your blood, yes. Yes, I will.” Chal drew a knife from her belt. “As for your skra, weak females never last in The Carnal Games.”

      Karnin gritted her teeth. Bitch has my Sun Forge!

      Lady Chal flipped it expertly in her palm. Like she’d been practicing . . .

      “Durek, stop!” Karnin lunged.

      Too late. As her guard broke into a full sprint, Chal threw. Just before Durek locked with the two brutes, the Sun Forge embedded into his chest. 

      “No!” Karnin veered away at the last second. 

      The brutes tackled Durek, driving him a good six meters past her. 

      A glancing blow from the back of Chal’s hand sent her sprawling into the dirt. Inky spots darted across her vision. She’ll kill you. Get up! Karnin pushed to her knees, shaking the spots away. Warmth trickled down into her eye. 

      The brutes rolled off Durek, climbing to their feet with claws out. Awaiting orders. 

      “Carry my ex-mate to the rocks. That plateau up there should provide a nice view,” Chal said, stooping and ripping the forge out his chest. “The patrons expect a show.”

      Even with both Nisroc males lifting Durek, they staggered under his dead weight. 

      “Place him face up. I want to play first.”

      If she’s saying that, he’s alive. Thank the gods! Karnin wiped the blood away and spat. “My knife?”  

      “It’s been DNA coded to me as well, Skra,” Chal observed as her brutes tossed Durek onto a slab, his body thumping the rocks like hardened evercrete. They scaled up next to him and repeated the process to the next plateau. 

      Chal didn’t bother looking at Karnin. She was no threat. “I’ll put this knife to good use while you entertain my guards.”

      “Hand over the Sun Forge, and I’ll show you some real entertainment.”

      Chal chuckled at that. “Should you survive, you’re welcome to come and take it from me.”

      Droolie and Broken Horns jumped down from the stacks, fidgeting for their master’s next command. Hungry stares slithered over Karnin, lingering on her crotch and scraping up to her mouth.

      “I want her screams to fill the arena.” Chal announced to uproarious applause. She tipped her chin up for the crowd. With a triumphant flash of fangs, she then scaled the rocks and disappeared from view. 

      Her brutes rumbled their pleasure. Droolie reached down, scratching the bulge beneath his loin cloth as he prowled toward her. 

      Fucking Carnal Games. Karnin backpedaled, scanning the arena for an advantage. The high walls around the arena offered no exits. The platform had sealed the hole. Plus, with Durek down, and soon to be Chal’s plaything, he couldn’t help her. 

      There would be no rescue. Not that she ever counted on one. 

      If Karnin had her battle suit and neural link back, she would have a fighting chance. Well, you don’t. So, think!

      Her horny predators stalked into an easy lope. Karnin bolted, around the rock formation, opposite of where Durek had been hoisted and deposited somewhere on the plateaus above. 

      They have weapons. Not just claws, but their tongue spears and battle daggers. How are their daggers fastened? 

      A shadow dimmed the sun. Karnin flattened herself against the rocks just as a brute landed before her. Droolie blocked her escape. Behind her, his buddy jumped from the slabs. They straightened in tandem, rising like opposing walls of the parted Red Sea. 

      “You will pleasure us, as you did the Kul Prime,” Broken Horns said. “With your superbly tight slit and short tongue.”

      “And then you will die.” Droolie’s spear tip poked over his sharp teeth. Tiny yellow blisters crusted the scar along his mouth. His drool had a yellow tinge to it. 

      Oh, great. He’s got alien herpes. “Guess you guys are avid viewers of the show.” 

      Their loincloths draped over metal studded belts. A strap attached their blade sheaths to their hips. Karnin worked a plan over, envisioning each move. She would have to distract them.

      And gods, I’ll have to be fast. Easy when wearing power armor, much harder in a semi-translucent skinsuit. Bastards didn’t even give me a push-up bra.

      “Surrender swiftly to us, and we will not prolong your death,” Broken Horns promised, driving her back to the wall. 

      “We won’t?”

      Evidently, Droolie had not been briefed. Broken Horns stopped, about to educate him, when a roar tore through the arena. 

      Durek. Karnin’s heart stuttered in her chest. Oh, gods. Please protect him.

      The brutes cocked their heads then chuckled. 

      “Our lady has awakened the Kul Prime,” Droolie said. “She will slice him to shreds.”

      “One piece at a time,” Horns said.

      Droolie hissed his agreement.

      “Good!” Karnin confessed, snapping their attention back to her. “He was rough. I . . . I—” Tears were a lot harder to fake than she imagined. “I’ll submit. Anything. Please, don’t make me suffer. Not like I did with him.”

      “We enjoyed your shrieking, Terran.” Broken Horns nudged aside his loincloth, displaying his glistening red and ridged shaft. 

      Droolie’s was the color of malignant rust. And like the corner of his mouth, it seeped a foul discharge. “And how you bled.”

      Don’t puke. 

      “I want her slit,” Broken Horns said. “You take her mouth.” 

      I’m so tired of this game. Karnin drew in a breath. Get mission focused. Stay frosty.

      They closed the gap. Don’t think, just do. Karnin sank to her knees, grabbing their lengths in each hand. That her fingers could touch around their girths prompted unbidden comparisons. Nowhere near as monstrous as—

      Durek bellowed again. She had heard that agonized roar once before. When she’d taken his arm. 

      Using her nails, she raked both males, ticking down their swelling shafts. Broken Horns closed his eyes as he spurted into her hair. A clump of semen dripped from Droolie’s tip. 

      They groaned. 

      Gorge surged up her throat, but she forced it down. “Let me drink you both first. I don’t want to get pregnant.”

      “Is it possible for Terran females to spark twice?” Spittle hung in a thin rope from Droolie’s mouth. 

      Karnin smiled at his ignorance, tugging him as she licked her lips. “Not right away, but—”

      “Can we keep her?” Droolie was sold. 

      Karnin eyed his cock, shuddering inwardly at the clotted goop plugging his small opening. Broken Horns it is then. She gave Droolie’s festering junk a vicious squeeze before letting it bob in the air.

      Twisting, she clutched Broken’s sac. “You first.” 

      “Use your puny teeth, Terran.”

      “Let me prime you first.” She clutched him with both hands, easily lacing them together. “Promise, I’ll be quick.”

      “Yes, do that. Harder,” Horns commented, flexing into her palms. “Your soft skin does little for me.”

      Another roar echoed across the arena. 

      Gritting her teeth, Karnin worked her hands down the ridges, twisting with the spiral pattern. The dagger was within reach. 

      “Give him your mouth.” Droolie thumped the back of her head, bumping her lips against Broken Horn’s tip. “And then do me.” 

      Yuck! Stall, dammit.

      Inspiration struck. Straightening her spine, Karnin heaved her double Fs, freeing them in the process, and crushed Broken Horn’s inferior sawz between them. 

      “What are you doing?” Unlike a Terran male, he was dumbfounded. 

      “Something I’ve never done for the Kul Prime.” 

      That registered. “Continue.” 

      Karnin worked her breasts, wincing at the scrape of his ridges and pre-cum glazing her sternum. 

      “Use your nails again.” 

      Karnin complied. Dragging them under his cock with each stroke. She smiled up at him, moaning in feigned pleasure. Broken Horns cocked his head back, eyes roving the stands. The crowd screamed and stomped their feet. 

      Now! Karnin dropped her breasts and grabbed the handle of his blade. With nimble fingers, she yanked it from the sheath then slashed. His head snapped back down, eyes bulging. Jets of hot liquid splashed her chest. Blessedly, not shots of nasty semen.

      Time slowed. Two things happened simultaneously: Broken Horns thudded onto his naked, scaly ass, clutching at the missing member that once occupied the juncture of his legs. Droolie sliced his claws for her, having been too surprised to grab his own blade. 

      Karnin moved like a flame across magnesium. Angling into his slash, her shoulder took the searing razors, igniting the wounds Durek had used to wake her earlier. With the dagger in the opposite hand, she lunged upward, stabbing it into Droolie’s sac. 

      He folded.

      Training and experience had her ripping the blade out and plunging it into his eye. She repeated the same courtesy for Broken Horns, then ran. 

      Karnin Chayse ran to save the father of her child.
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      She scanned the arena but was unable to spot Elkartira and Nathan. Karnin counted that a blessing, as Elkartira should never have to witness her mother murdering her father. Gods, what a sick game.

      Durek’s roars had fallen silent beneath the nattering crowd. Karnin dashed around the giant rock pile, slowing to a crouch at the crimson puddles. So much blood. Was she too late? 

      Her gaze followed the crimson streams up the crevices, up the slabs, until she saw Chal’s horns. Karnin climbed the pile spider-silent, ignoring clumps of scales in bloody pools. She reached a narrow plateau, a slab cut between two ridge formations. On it, Lady Chal straddled Durek’s prone form, hissing a discordant tune. 

      Karnin bit her lip, denying the scream crawling up her throat. More scales and strips of Durek’s flesh littered the rocks surrounding them. As her minions said, Lady Chal was shredding him, a piece at a time. 

      Don’t let him be dead. Please—

      “Wake up, Zeris. You cease to entertain when you’re slumbering.” Chal open-palmed his face, the sound akin to a rock scraping a boulder.

      Durek groaned.

      Thank the gods, he’d only passed out. But he’ll never survive those wounds if you don’t stop his ex-bitch. 

      Karnin crept forward, the dagger gripped in her hand. The sizzling sounds of her Sun Forge sliding through Durek’s flesh cloaked her steps. Her stomach churned at the smell. Burnt meat, cauterized chitin. 

      Eight weeks . . . Zeris, please hang on.

      “There now. We should finish with your most cherished possession.” Chal slid down Durek’s hips, gliding over his sleeping manhood until she rested on his thighs. “It’s a pity. I’ve yet to find a male comparable to you.”

      Hands the fuck off! Karnin ghosted the last few meters, positioning for her strike. It would be her only one. She had to make it count. Durek did not so much as twitch a toe claw as Lady Chal threatened to de-male him. His ex was a special kind of vindictive.

      Even when Karnin hated him, when she thought only of killing him, she’d never dreamed of dismembering his—member. Of course, before the games, there were a lot of things she hadn’t imagined doing to him, with him. Things were different now. Now she would fight for every part of him and pray he’d regrow those parts that Chal had carved away. 

      “Remember, Zeris, how you mounted me? I thought I’d come apart beneath you.”

      So, it wasn’t just me. 

      “Deities!” Chal rocked over him, tossing her horns back. The blade in her hand dripped with Durek’s blood. 

      Karnin crouched, centering her mind. Just as she always did before a battle. 

      “If only you were born to the first or even the second family, it might have been enough. But you’re third and therefore unworthy of me.” 

      Silent as a reaper, Karnin rose behind Chal, careful to avoid casting a shadow in her enemy’s line of sight. She gripped her blade, ready.

      “As I said, a pity. For even unconscious, you are still so deliciously immense.” Chal positioned the Sun Forge over Durek’s groin.

      Karnin slammed the dagger into Chal, up and into her unprotected armpit. The Sun Forge shot from her hand, skittering over the rocks. Karnin scrabbled after her weapon. She would be dead without it against an enraged Nisroc female, especially a highborn lady of the warrior class.

      “You filthy skra! I will gut you end to end with my claws.” Chal’s bellow silenced the arena. 

      Karnin followed the path of the Sun Forge, slipping down the stacks to the battle floor. Her hand closed on the handle just as Chal landed in the dirt, kicking dust clouds into the air. Twisting, Karnin glimpsed claws in her periphery and lunged. Molten slices traced her back, slitting skin and etching ribs. She screamed, rolling away before they sank any deeper. 

      “Pathetic, just like your species. Face me,” Chal demanded. 

      Back flayed raw, Karnin rose to her knees, swaying. The Sun Forge shook in her grip. 

      “Show me your belly.” Chal circled Karnin. “I’ll cut my ex-mate’s spawn from your womb.”

      Karnin sat back on her heels. “I’ve lost two babies. Never got to hold them in my arms—” 

      “You did the universe a service, clearly.” Chal tossed her head, elegant twists of horns swishing the air. 

      The air rumbled back, low, somewhere in the distance, but Karnin ignored it. As did Chal. 

      “You don’t deserve to call yourself a mother.” Karnin fought to remain upright, the knife quivering in her raised hand. Her other hand fell to her side, fingers splaying in the sand. “I don’t care if this child’s father is Nisroc and from the third family. I will love it unconditionally.” Karnin stilled the knife. “And I will defend it to the death.”

      Chal lowered her head, claws flexing. “Which is imminent.” She surged forward, crossing the space in a single leap, aiming for Karnin’s throat. 

      Karnin threw sand. It peppered Chal in the face, forcing her to blink. The Sun Forge met the Lady’s gut at an angle, searing through dermal armor and half of her stomach with the momentum. Karnin gripped the blade horizontally with both hands as the female Nisroc all but bisected herself. 

      Chal thudded to the ground in a heap, innards spilling out of her middle. She clutched her side, attempting to shove herself up. “This is noth-hing. I will heal.” 

      She tossed her horns back, defiant.

      Durek dropped from the rocks above, driving his tongue spike straight through Chal’s eye socket. He snapped his tongue back, and his ex-mate fell. This time, she did not rise. 

      Stumbling away, Durek caught himself on the rocks, his gaze finding Karnin. “The guards?” He sagged, sinking a knee into the dirt. 

      “Got them.” Karnin crawled to him. 

      “As I knew you would.” His body was a patchwork of missing pieces and open wounds. The deepest was over his heart, weeping dark blood. 

      Karnin shoved her shoulder under his arm, wincing at her own injuries. She helped ease his ragged bulk down against the boulder.

      The rumbling in the air had grown steadily, vibrating the ground and stands. Karnin searched the sky, uncertain where it was coming from. As her gaze sank, she watched the spectators vanish, one by one at first, then in droves.

      “We squandered too much time as enemies.” Durek touched her cheek, calling her attention back. “Forgive me,” he said in Terran. “Forgive . . .”

      Karnin leaned into his trembling hand, holding it there with her own. “Already have.”

      His breathing grew ragged. A shudder ran through his body. “I want to . . .”

      “Save your strength.” Karnin guided his hand to her heart and pressed her lips to his forehead, beneath the shard where a spiral of horn once vaulted among the others. 

      He rasped into her neck. “. . . hold our . . .” 

      “You will.” Karnin felt the weight of his head sag against her shoulder. “Stay with me. Okay? Just stay right here.”

      The sun darkened over their heads. Tears slipping down her face, she lifted her gaze as a ship slid over the colosseum.

      “Please, Zeris,” she wept. “I-I never thought we’d end up like this. I never thought it possible, but I do, Nisroc.” She wasn’t making much sense. She didn’t care. “Don’t you leave. Do you hear me? Don’t you dare. Because I . . . Because I love you.”

      The Host’s voice echoed through the arena. “We have a winner! This edition of The Carnal Games has concluded. Exit with haste and erase all nodes now.” 

      The world blurred, growing cold, drifting. Soon after, hands lifted her off the sand. She was numb when the antiseptic blanket enveloped her, stinging her nose with chemicals. She was numb when they eased her onto the gurney. She was numb when they loaded her into a biopod and onto the transport. 

      “It’s okay, Karn. Cavalry’s here.” Nathan’s face appeared over the medical charts projected on the clear, domed canopy and then was gone. 

      “Zeris?” 

      Karnin turned her head, fighting the drugs fogging her mind. She had to see him. Her eyes followed movement, barely keeping up. Nisroc warriors and GC soldiers transferred the black form of Zeris Durek into another translucent biopod. Karnin faded on Elkartira snatching a medpad from a soldier. 

      A smile creased her mouth.
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      “Twice now they stopped the Nisroc-Terran Peace Accord,” the newscaster announced.

      Amused, Karnin watched the report at the recently reopened Ramrod Tavern, sipping her minty-lemon fizzer topped with a cherry.

      “First, they destroyed part of the Galactic Confederation Sentinel Space Station. Then on the eve of the historical signing, The Carnal Games leaked galaxy wide.”

      In all fairness, Karnin thought, the peace talks nearly imploded on their own with the political maneuvering, internal sabotage, and general hot-headed obstinacy. When news broke over the Local Galactic Net that the dead terrorists responsible for initially derailing the talks were, in fact, alive and competing in an illegal sex game, sensation did what it always does: eclipse everything else. Thanks to savvy news conglomerates and spin-meisters, one promoted the other. 

      Again, the talks stalled. This time for rapid content absorption by analysts tasked with offering their governments the most advantageous responses. All while the rest of galactic citizenry consumed the subscribers-exclusive show uncensored, for free.

      Upon proofing their respective political strategies, GC President Grace and the Nisroc Emperor shared a secured video conference. Peace talks resumed, sagely capitalizing on the games rather than condemning the spectacle. Apologies were offered to parents of young, religiously outraged, and those offended by the graphic nature of the show.

      Karnin saved her favorite report from The Galactic Pulse in her permanent neural storage. The Galactic Pulse’s Sadie Summers, much too fresh out of journalism school to break such a story, all but canonized her and Durek’s experience in the games.

      “Wartime rivals, former combat veteran turned GC Intelligence Agent Karnin Chayse and disavowed Nisroc Elite General Kul Prime Zeris Durek, the Impaler of Skulls (now a publicly denounced title by the Emperor himself), battled each other in a private survival-sex game.” 

      “The two combatants,” Summers stated with poise beyond her years, “suspended their thirteen-year animosity to save the Kul Prime’s only daughter and endured a to-the-death competition. They strengthened their truce through impossible sacrifices, reshaping their opposing ideologies through the crucible of humility and pain. Most importantly, they forgave the unforgivable.”

      Delivering her final pearl, and thus cementing her career, Summers leveled her hazel gaze at the camera. “If the deadliest of adversaries can make peace, so can the rest of the galaxy.” 

      Karnin smiled to herself. Not bad, kid. But the story had continued to grow, reaching a viewership far wider than Karnin thought possible.     

      In an addendum to the accord, she and the Kul Prime were officially pardoned, their war crimes absolved and forgiven by the requisite power. You can’t condemn your galactic heroes.

      The responsible party for doxing the games never came forward, though once the snuff porn game hit the nodes, the what overshadowed the who. Until, like gravnukes, the newest leaks dropped. Identities of the games’ organizers, most of its patronage, and sponsors came in waves. The lists went vertical, up hegemonies, down imperial rulers, nearly all alien nations and supremacies, incriminating many wealthy citizens of the Greater Galactic Community. 

      As Karnin had suspected, given the Terran fetish of denuded flesh and big-tits enthusiasm, a considerable percentage of her games’ patrons were Terran.

      Perhaps the most scandalous, the peace talks were not the first joint venture between Nisroc and Terrans. Lady Chal had colluded with Terran representatives in her scheme to eliminate her ex-mate and daughter. Karnin’s former boss, Deputy Director Panchard of the GC Intelligence Agency, had committed suicide after being implicated. Credit transfers to his accounts, plus communications with sponsors for the games, had been found in his neural storage.

      Investigations were still ongoing. The galaxy may not know the source of the leaks, but Karnin had a good idea.

      Her friend in Division 14 had received Karnin’s message from the games as well as the coordinates for the planet. If Talvin managed to send for the cavalry, who was to say he didn’t time-release the game and identities before he died as well?

      An incoming call buzzed her cylink. Karnin accepted.

      “They’re ghosts! Damn ghosts slipping through the nets.” Zariah threw up her hands in frustration. “You know me, if there were a solid thread out there, I’d find it. Follow it backward to the fucking spool.”

      “You always do.” Karnin sipped her drink, eyes skimming the tavern before settling on the projection above her wristlink. “The New Director giving you any shit?” 

      “None. And gods, he’s a looker.” Zariah waggled her sculpted eyebrows—copper today.

      Karnin set her seltzer water on the bar. “How many times do we have to go over this? Don’t date work.”

      “Nah, he’s married. Has four broodlings.” Zariah crossed her sleek legs, smoky amethyst shading into gray. “Count me out of that mess. Too much obligation, no offense.” 

      “None taken.”

      “Speaking of . . .” Zariah waved a holo-screen of a female form forward, the breasts highlighted. “Latest scans look good. Soon they’ll be back to your game-winning cups.”

      Karnin bit the cherry off the stem. After The Carnal Games, she’d opted for a neural implant (civilian grade) and breast reduction surgery. Double Fs to manageable single Ds, but the pregnancy had other plans. Once she’d been genetically altered for a larger bust size, her body felt obliged to adopt it.

      “Don’t make me end the call.”

      Zariah ignored her. “Oh, nice. Your glycemic index is stabilizing.”

      Karnin brushed a hand over her protruding abdomen. “Doctors are onto newer, more pressing concerns now.”

      “I see.” Zariah zoomed on the figure’s highlighted midsection, bringing up the internal imagery. “No antlers yet, that’s a plus. For birthing, I mean. Horns are fine, even fashionable these days with the treaty and all.”

      Karnin sipped her drink, refusing to be riled.

      “When they said accelerated pregnancy, they weren’t kidding.” Zariah whistled. “Thirty-nine-ish centimeters in eighteen weeks. Impressive. Any pain?”

      “Controlled.”

      “You’re going to go nova.”

      Thanks Zariah, sympathetic as always. “I’ll settle for happily sedated.”

      Zariah swept the holo-scan of Karnin out of view. “Any sign of him yet?” 

      “No.” Karnin kept the disappointment out of her voice. 

      Following their rescue, Durek had been taken to a separate medical facility and sent into emergency surgery. His father met the GC medical team and Elkartira at the undisclosed operation theater. They performed the Kul Prime’s procedure with the full cooperation of the Terran doctors. Durek underwent three regenerative vats before his father pronounced him “recovered.”

      From then on, health monitoring, debriefing, and the unavoidable press tours kept her and Durek busy. They did two joint interviews with the popular news moguls, although via VPresence and with no time before or after for private conferences. As poster children and media stars for the new Terran-Nisroc Alliance, their assistants kept them booked. 

      Whether by design or choice—his rather than hers—Karnin had seen little of her “mate” since the games. 

      Even then, she’d wondered about his silence. After what they had gone through, all that they endured. Gods, she was having his baby, and he couldn’t be bothered to speak to her, let alone send a missive?

      Now that they had been welcomed back to the galaxy, had he changed his mind on the “lifemate” thing? It left her feeling lonely and abandoned. At night especially. She wanted his arms around her, would even tempt his prying fingers, if not his monstrous cock. More than that, Karnin Chayse wanted something, anything. A simple acknowledgment. Hell, a Dear Jane at least.

      Karnin had decided that she did not need Zeris Durek. She would raise the baby alone. That wasn’t the issue. After having two miscarriages and losing her marriage, she had grown callouses. With the games and then the pregnancy, Karnin had embraced her feelings, had allowed herself to be vulnerable again. And regardless of the health risks, she indulged in the glow of mother-to-be happiness. 

      Elkartira had mourned her mother’s death the required scribed period (one and a half weeks Terran time), then messaged Karnin. Pre-recorded questions about the latest pregnancy tests usually. She was in school, had applied to GC Medical Colleges (thank you for the letters of recommendation from the new GC Intelligence Director, Senator Hains, and yourself), and was writing a thesis on the Viability of Terran-Nisroc Offspring with Genetic Therapy. 

      As soon as Karnin went into labor, Elkartira promised to be on the next transport. Karnin wanted her personal physician there when she delivered. 

      Nathan had contacted her a few times, but other than a request for a letter of recommendation for Elkartira, Karnin did not continue their correspondence. She had little desire for friendship with him. Some fences were better left un-mended.

      She wondered if Durek’s family home had fences. Granted, it was a silly thought. As were the hundred more regarding him, his life, his health, his future. His possible dalliances. She’d received marriage proposals and others too indecent for contemplation. It reasoned he had as well. 

      Had he taken anyone up on them? Did he have Impaler groupies? 

      After driving herself crazy with the unknowns, Karnin had proposed a face-to-face meeting. Zariah verified it had arrived and was read on his cylink. The invitation hadn’t required a response, other than that he showed up at the re-opened Ramrod Tavern. 

      “I’ll give it a few more minutes.” She smiled. “Alone.”

      Zariah laughed. “Work’s piling anyway. Remember, I want all the scandalously graphic details.”

      “You and the damn press drones outside the privacy screen.” Karnin refrained from glancing at the Tavern’s entry. Ten meters beyond that, the media-cordon kept the drones at bay. 

      “I can push them back. Next level if you want?”

      “Tempting, but it’s fine. Thanks, Zar.”

      Zariah ended the call with a final, “Breathe.”

      Karnin did, just as she practiced in her birthing class. Only now her lungs insisted on short, shallow breaths before scanning the bar again. The few people at the tables eyed her with interest. Zariah, now her personal watchdog, had vetted them and set the cordon before Karnin arrived. It was good to have connections. 

      She waved the android bartender over for a refill. 

      “That’s non-alcoholic, I hope.” A man she’d never seen before sat down on the stool next to her. 

      Karnin’s skin prickled. How had he crossed the privacy boundary without her being alerted? Had it been the Kul Prime, her cylink would have informed her. This man, a tawny-skinned Irid with an impeccably tailored suit, smiled at her. 

      “I’m waiting for somebody. If you don’t mind . . .” 

      “Yes, you are. He’s on his way, so I will make this timely,” the man said. 

      Karnin blinked, her mind taking a backstep. “And you are—”

      “Immaterial, my dear.” The man signaled for a drink. “What is relevant is that The Carnal Games are continuing.”

      “How? I thought you shut them down with all those leaks.” It was a stab in the Void, but Karnin rarely missed. 

      The Irid laughed. “I don’t know what you mean. Gin and tonic, please. Neat.” The smile vanished as the android strode away. Molten copper eyes settled on her, roving her face. “What I do know is that there are many games with just as many patrons. Yours was unique and highly successful. Do you know what happens when elitists make money off a successful product?”

      Karnin swallowed. “They make more.”

      “Precisely.” He waited as the machine left his drink before speaking again. “Good service. Try not to destroy it this time.”

      As he stood and straightened the front of his suit, Karnin demanded, “Why?”

      He pondered her question for a moment then smiled again. “You want the long version or my version?”

      “The truth.”

      “That will take more time than we have, I’m afraid.” He brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “My version then. Our galaxy rotates clockwise and counterclockwise depending on one’s perspective, except from inside the black hole.”

      “Inside a blackhole, you’re dead.”

      “Obvious. Perspective is relevance. The Carnal Games have outlived theirs.” He collected his drink, ready to go.

      Karnin swiveled on her stool to face him. “We couldn’t have escaped without your help.” 

      “More than you know.”

      “It was you—here in the tavern. You were the man watching the games.” Karnin lined up her sights for the un-augmented sniper’s proverbial god shot. “You set us up.”

      “The chessboard does not assemble itself, Agent Chayse.”

      “Retired now.” 

      “We shall see.”

      She smiled. “Thank you, Talvin.”

      “Talvin is dead, my dear. Like many of his predecessors.” The man in the expensive suit strode three steps toward the exit and paused. “Time is also relevant. For Nisroc and Terrans alike, so forgive him—again. And often. He’s made sacrifices as well.”  

      Karnin swung back to the bar, frowning into her drink. She knocked it back, wishing for something stronger. 

      Minutes meandered. A few more minutes came and went, and yet she stayed long past the pressure settling on her bladder. Once it became unbearable, Karnin collected her belongings for the bathroom. That’s when her proximity alarm signaled that he’d arrived. 

      Of course.
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      Durek

      

      Durek flicked the obnoxious news drone as he stormed past the media ambush. It smashed satisfactorily against the bulkhead and broke into sparking pieces onto the floor. He had no compunctions about destroying it. For Lor’Kesh’s sake, he couldn’t even scratch himself without it going viral. 

      The porn industry had crashed entire servers with offers for him to star in their lurid sims. Females tucked themselves into his transports, his suites, and even his luggage—begging to be “impaled.” Ego-stroking, certainly, but he’d had enough of fame. 

      Besides, his commitments lay elsewhere. 

      Clearing Sentinel Nine’s customs and security, all under the scrutiny of media vultures, had set his fangs askew. And made him late. He was definitely that. 

      Ever since his father pulled him from the last regenerative vat, Durek had been recouping lost time. One did not cheat death and wake up to find his entire lifestone resurfaced, without suffering lag. Fate had thrust him to the forefront of the Nisroc-Terran Alliance without reclaiming his former military rank or family titles. The Emperor had decreed his exile in place of execution and promoted him to ambassador.

      A fate worse than death.

      With Chal gone, custody had reverted to him. Except he was no longer a citizen of Nisroc, which meant parental authority ceded to his family, as Chal’s had no interest in raising Elkartira. His father would never keep his daughter from him. Nisroc’s admission into the Galactic Confederation had assured Durek future opportunities to visit Elkartira off-world. 

      Thankfully, Durek had delegated den-hunting to his frazzled assistant, Va’hale. If it had not been for The Carnal Games, then Durek might never have had the privilege of ordering a puny Siranus around like a lowly servant. Va’hale was damn handy too. Always ensuring Durek’s favorite blood ales and raw meats were stocked on their luxury transports. It made the idiotic dinners he had to attend tolerable. 

      He was a soldier, not a diplomat. On too many occasions, the little Siranus prevented political disaster, saving him from unpardonable offenses. How was Durek to know the arachnid creature trailing the Ne’tarion Senator was actually his mate, not a deadly pest hunting along the Senator’s balcony? Thankfully, Va’hale smoothed over the situation, and dinner had not been spoiled, although Durek regretted it after being served the meal.

      Durek dismissed Va’hale after sending a bid for the property on the GC’s newly acquired world, Elkartira—named after his daughter. The planet, located in a nebula beyond charted space, where The Carnal Games had taken place. With the leaked patron identities and resulting scandals dominating the news outlets, Durek’s appointments waned, and he had more than paid his penance as an advocate of the alliance.

      His father had joined the Advanced Medicine for Galactic Species Committee. Elkartira had already applied for secondary schooling in Galactic Confederation medical colleges, receiving endorsements from Karnin Chayse and the new Director of GC Intelligence Agency. Durek was surprised to learn that her ex-mate, Senator Nathan Hains, also provided a recommendation for his daughter. 

      Concerns for his Nisroc family were decidedly allayed. Concerns about his future Nisroc-Terran family were less so.

      He had to set his affairs in order. That meant claiming his inheritance, a matter his father had arranged discreetly in a one-time transfer to a secured account. An account that had been set up for Durek as ambassador for the Nisroc-Terran Alliance. 

      Then there was the matter of finding a new home. With his press schedule requiring endless appointments and interviews, he had little time for anything other than a temporary lodging.

      Her invitation came early. Mere cycles before he would learn if his property bid had been accepted. Though he had no doubt it would, Durek wanted a den to offer his mate for raising their family. That was if she accepted him as her Eloh’mai or husband in Standard translation. 

      As he strode into the Ramrod Tavern, Karnin Chayse slid from the corner bar stool, ready to leave.

      Skaka. 

      His breath rumbled in his chest at the sight of her. Belly rounding with his child, Karnin Chayse was the Fire Deities blessing incarnate. Her pale cheeks pinkened as her lips formed an unspoken “oh” of surprise, even though her link had confirmed his arrival. 

      She swayed on her feet.

      Durek crossed the room in one bound, gathering her into his arms before she fell. “Are you well? Is it the baby?” Flame Deities, please no. 

      Elkartira had kept him appraised of Karnin's pregnancy. With two prior miscarriages, and this being the first ever Nisroc-Terran gestation, doctors were concerned but hopeful. More importantly, his father and daughter were optimistic, and he trusted them.

      “Do you require medical assistance?” the android inquired from behind the bar. 

      “No. Just a bathroom.” Karnin’s cheeks bloomed a darker shade of crimson.

      “I’ll take you,” Durek insisted.

      She laughed. “Set me down, please. I can manage the bathroom on my own.”

      Once she stood steady on her feet, Durek let her go. His heart splintered when she stepped away.

      “Don’t you dare leave,” she ordered and rushed to the back of the tavern.

      Durek took a stool next to the one she’d occupied. He poked the tip of his tongue into the air, scenting the beverage in the empty glass. Nothing intoxicating. Not that Karnin Chayse would ever put their child at risk. Then what had caused her to fall?

      When prompted, Durek ordered whatever she had. The android set a fizzy drink in front of him. Lemon seltzer water with a tiny red berry. Would that trigger pregnancy sickness? Elkartira said Karnin should be over that.

      Durek sampled the drink then spit the foul substance into the glass. It was repellent enough. No wonder she appeared ill.

      “Hello, Impaler.” Karnin eased onto the stool beside him. 

      Was she being humorous? 

      “That title is no longer deemed politically appropriate for these times.” Had he already misinterpreted her mood?

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” A reserved answer. Not humorous then. 

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” Chipped ice embedded in his gut. He was unprepared for this meeting.

      “I’m fine. You missed an interesting conversation I had earlier.” She sipped her drink. 

      Missed. Because I am late. “Let me explain—”

      “Talvin stopped by for a chat.”

      “I realize I have neglected to—wait? That snake is alive?”

      “Yes, and apparently, The Carnal Games are continuing.” She leaned toward him, voice just above a whisper. Her enticing scent—too long unmingled with his own—wafted over him. “Our game was just one of their operations. Talvin said sponsors are lining up to make more.”

      That was why she had called him there? Not because she desired to discuss their future, as parents and as mates, but rather to inform him that the games persisted? 

      Durek supposed he deserved it. Fame kept them busy, apart. Still. “He should have realized you are otherwise occupied.” 

      “Durek—”

      He hissed but did not correct her. Why bother if she did not care for him?

      “It’s because of Talvin that we’re here today,” Karnin said. “He saved our lives. He exposed The Carnal Games and the perverts who ran it.” Her hand caressed her belly. 

      Interesting. “That was him?”

      “He didn’t exactly give me a written confession, but I’m pretty sure.”

      “What else did he want from you?” Durek had watched clips of the feast. He’d smashed the wall-mounted display when that Siranus snake fondled her. Va’hale then ordered a replacement display before they checked out of their suites. 

      Durek had also replayed his death in the colosseum. Listened to her repeat the words “I love you” every night, in every overpriced hotel he stayed at during the press tour, just before he fell asleep. 

      Karnin smiled. “Talvin asked me to marry him. He felt sorry for me because the father of my child has no apparent interest in us.”

      The glass shattered in Durek’s hand. He hadn’t even realized he’d been squeezing it. 

      Karnin flinched, arms encircling her belly. 

      The android glided over to them. “Please refrain from damaging tavern property.” 

      Durek held up his bleeding palm, indicating peace. The android misread his intention and wrapped a towel around his hand.

      “Do you require medical assistance?” it asked.

      “No.”

      “Would you care for another drink?”

      “Yes.” He almost requested a blood ale, but this meeting was already disastrous enough without him dipping into the cups.

      Karnin glared at the bottles behind the bar, ignoring him. 

      “I’m sorry,” he rumbled. 

      “An apology. That’s a good start.”

      “I never meant for this much time to pass before we met.” Durek scissored his teeth. “I am banished from my homeworld. My rank and titles have been stripped from me.” 

      She swung towards him; eyes wide with disbelief. “But you act as an ambassador for the Nisroc Empire.”

      He held up his hand again, this time for patience. “Before the games, the Emperor ordered my execution for speaking against his plans for a Terran alliance. I barely escaped off world. Shortly after, I received a message saying you would be at the Ramrod Tavern. I was determined to kill you, to reclaim my honor if not my home.” 

      “We know how that turned out.” The corner of her mouth quirked, encouraging him. 

      “After the games, the Emperor reduced my sentence from execution to exile and named me the ambassador for my people. Nisroc may never be my home again, but I am still Nisroc. When I claim a lifemate, I become responsible for her protection and well-being. I must provide for her. Offer her a suitable den for our young.”

      Durek slanted a glance at Karnin. She’d gone perfectly still. There were no tears, no rebukes regarding his presumption, so he continued. “I am attempting to acquire property on a Confederation world.”

      Karnin raised a brow. “And what if your prospective mate rejects you?” 

      The chill in her tone sent a shiver through his blood.

      “That is her right. However, I am still obligated to provide for my offspring.” He held her gaze. “You may have the property. I will build you a den to care for our child and will dwell nearby. Only for protection.”

      “I’d never do that to you. I just wanted to be sure of your intentions,” she said. Now there were tears. “There’s still a chance. I can still lose the baby.”

      “You will grow our young strong.” He brushed her cheek with the back of his knuckles. “Agree to be my mate, and I will give you many more besides.”

      “Yes, Zeris. It was yes before we left the planet.” Karnin smiled, a beautiful smile that lit up her eyes. “Yes. Before you walked into our tavern and my knees gave out.” 

      Slim fingers gripped his chin, tugging his face to hers. She kissed him. Durek tasted her, lemons along with a hint of sweetness. Her hand clasped his, drawing it to her swollen belly. He splayed his fingers, sensing the life within. 

      Too soon she pulled away. “We’re doing this together.”

      “Many times.”

      She gasped when he lifted her onto his lap, his strong arms gentle but tight. “You know,” she whispered, “we still have a few months before the baby arrives.” 

      The android interrupted. “Shall I order a room for your stay on Sentinel Nine Station?” 

      “Yes.” A unanimous answer. 

      “And be quick about it.” Karnin licked the seam of his mouth. “Before we give the media drones an encore performance.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Ready for more? In lieu of a honeymoon, Durek and Karnin have themselves a kinky little adventure that you are invited to read.

      

        

      
        Join my newsletter to receive the Bonus Epilogue: Evasive Maneuvers today!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading The Carnal Games, Book 1 in The Carnal Continuum Series! I can’t thank you enough for giving me a shot. Please help this author out and leave a review on Amazon.

      

      If you head to my website www.naudiinebula.com and sign up for my newsletter, you’ll receive updates, new release alerts, teasers, sales info, and bonus content.

      

      Remember, The Continuum is always watching. Give them a good show.

      

      —Naudii Nebula
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