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        A Mercenary looking for a future. An ex-slave fleeing from the past. From enemies to lovers, their passion will reshape worlds.

      

        

      
        When Alethia is kidnapped while trying to free slaves, it seems her deepest nightmares are coming true. Her ‘rescue’ by Thanesh, the leader of the Protectorate, a group of hardened mercenaries, is short-lived when the past catches up to the mysterious alien leader, revealing things about both of them which will change their future forever.

      

        

      
        Thanesh and Alethia must now fight side-by-side or face the horrifying consequences.
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        Hour – Hacri

        Minutes – Metri

        Seconds – Scira

        Miles – Madith

        Foot/feet – Fenth

        Inch/inches – Inith/iniths

        Day – Rote

        Month – Cycle

        Year - Solar

        Dammit – Vassek

        Fuck – Vrok

        Fucking – Vrokking

        Shit – Durv

        Shithead – Durev

        Idiot – Vashni

        Scum – Keth
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      The platform of Alethia’s ship, Invictus, lowered, allowing her to look out at the terrain of the planet she and her younger brother Dairon were visiting. The midday sun beat down from the clear, pale lemon sky, baking the floor of the spaceport. As far as the eye could see, heat rose from the ground, causing a ripple effect.

      The planet, like the native Tinar, was a harsh, unforgiving place. The air here was arid and acrid with the smell of tarmac and the exhaust of a hundred different ships. The aroma was typical to every spaceport Alethia had visited. Mixed in with that were the unique smells of the planet Esra: sand, earth and clay and beneath that, the pungent fragrance of spices which came from the city. She leaned forward; looking at the mountains that loomed over the city, over the domed houses and shops. The city of Keyal stood over the wall of the spaceport and surrounded them for madith across the basin and extended up the foothills of the red mountains which stood stark against the white sand.

      It was a slave auction day. Esra relied on them to bring aliens to the planet to trade for other goods. As a result, the port was crowded with ships. But because Alethia and Dairon had arrived late, it was almost empty of people.

      Alethia got a sense of excitement but quickly tempered it with caution. The city was a hub for the slave trade. This was the reason they were here today.

      Makios Desares, her oldest and closest friend, stepped into view on the landing pad beneath the shade of her ship with a big grin on his face. It had been a few months since Alethia last saw him. Stepping down from the platform of the ship, she walked over to the hulking Kathen. As soon as she was within range, he pulled her into a rib-crushing hug.

      ‘Hey, little human,’ he whispered close to her ear as he set her down on the ground. Alethia took a step back, looked around and relaxed when she saw they were alone.

      ‘Hey, asshole.’ She smiled up at Makios’s seven feet frame, though the massive black horns that wrapped about his skull like a helmet made him appear much taller.

      Makios’s body shook with laughter. He was huge, not just broad. As an ex-pit fighter, he kept up a rigorous daily routine to maintain his form.

      ‘Is that even a real insult?’

      Alethia shook her head at him and grinned.

      ‘How’ve you been?’ she asked, casting a critical eye over his appearance.

      Makios’s people, Kathen, were a pale-skinned race; however, his skin was tattooed red tribal patterns, one for each side of his family. The only spot on his body spared was a blank patch over his heart, which would be filled when he found his mate. His silver hair shone in the sun. He wore it long, usually in a topknot. However, today it fell loose, flowing behind his horns and ears, tumbling over his shoulder and falling halfway down his chest in waves. His irises were like molten silver with an oval pupil standing out sharply against them. Except for the tattoos and his horns, Makios was, like Alethia, pale on pale.

      Not for the first time, Alethia wondered why it was that there were so few races that were similar to humans, while so many were as big as Makios or even bigger. The universe seemed to favour the big; human-sized races were the outliers.

      The two of them had been comparable in size as children, even though Makios was from a larger race and was four years her senior. Kathen young remained smaller in size until they hit a growth spurt in their mid-teens. Over several months Makios had become enormous, leaving Alethia behind in size if not in maturity.

      ‘You ready to go?’ Makios asked. His eyes were on the entrance of the ship, no doubt waiting for Alethia’s younger brother to show up.

      As though summoned, Dairon appeared in the cargo bay door. He held up Alethia’s hat and smiled down at Makios.

      Alethia and her brother were a study in contrasts. Alethia was born albino; her skin had barely any hint of colour, her hair was pure white. Only her dark blue eyes were spared the curse of her unfortunate genetics. She was scarcely five foot four and on the thin side.

      Dairon, on the other hand, was half-Kuyon. His skin was violet-blue thanks to the mix of his blue Kuyon fathers, hers by adoption and their human mother. His hair was electric blue, which Dairon wore in long dreadlocks. His eyes were black, from his sclera to his pupil. His six-and-a-half-foot, well-built frame strolled down the platform. She could barely believe he was nineteen; he was still growing.

      ‘Can’t have you getting sunburnt.’ He dropped the hat on her head, then turned and embraced Makios. After the death of their parents eleven years ago, Makios had been like an older brother to Dairon.

      ‘Would you guys stop? I’ve got to pretend to be a Protectorate representative today,’ she scoffed, securing the hat on her head. ‘I’m supposed to be all dignified, you know.’ She smiled at the two males. They were her family.

      ‘I know,’ Dairon grinned at her. ‘We’ll be convincing. Don’t worry.’ Dairon looked out over the docks when his eye caught on something; he quickly looked away.

      Alethia turned. A native of the planet stood by his ship watching them.

      Tinar were even larger than Kathen. Seven and a half feet of barrel-chested muscle was covered in red skin striated in darker red lines. Tinar didn’t wear much, but then they didn’t need to. Their skin was thick enough to be armour. The Tinar had handsome, almost noble features with high cheekbones, long, slender noses and full lips. They believed themselves to be a profoundly honour-bound race. Alethia had a lot of theories about ‘honour bound’ races, the first being, the more they crowed about honour, the less likely they were to be honourable.

      The Tinar walked towards them.

      ‘Incoming,’ Alethia said quietly.

      Dairon closed the ship up, turning to the Tinar as he approached.

      ‘Can we help you?’ Alethia said, not allowing her fear taint her voice.

      The Tinar frowned and looked at Makios, the largest and therefore to him, the leader of the group.

      ‘The human, how much?’

      ‘Tinar, how stupid are you that you think I’m human?’ Alethia was surprised at how arrogant she sounded. He turned towards her, eyes wide, his colour deepening with anger.

      ‘Can you not see I’m a female of the Protectorate? I realise we’re not common, but surely you can tell the difference.’

      The Tinar’s colour drained almost as fast as it had appeared. He took a step back, nodding his head to her in respect.

      ‘My apologies,’ he said, his voice unsure as he looked at her. His mind was seeing both an unusually coloured human and a usually coloured, though small, Protectorate.

      Without another word, the Tinar left. They watched him disappear into his ship.

      ‘And that won’t be the last time that happens today,’ Dairon said, his lips thinned into a grim line. ‘Alethia, are you sure you want to be on this planet? There are others we can go to.’

      Alethia watched the ship as it powered up.

      ‘Yes, but none of them had humans.’ She watched the ship rise into the air. ‘I hope it means Earth’s defences have had an upgrade, but Dairon, human slaves here need us more than most places. If there are any we can save, we should.’ Dairon nodded in reluctant agreement.

      ‘Okay, Representative Alethia, let’s go to the slave market.’

      Alethia led the way across the port.

      ‘How’s the new quick-start Kenian installed on Invictus?’

      ‘It works so well.’ Alethia heard Dairon gush. ‘Used it when we left Tessa.’ From there, chat turned to the engine and the new parts Dairon was looking for to upgrade the speed.

      Tuning them out, Alethia turned her thoughts to the Tinar and her guise. She didn’t often leave Tessa, the planet where she ran a small, secret colony of ex-slaves. It was dangerous out here for shorter races. The Protectorate had pale skin, white hair and pale eyes and horns atop their heads. Over the years, Alethia often used her similarity to them as protection to walk around in the open, free of the usual threat that came with being human.

      The Protectorate was somewhat of a mystery. No one knew what species they were, or had ever seen a female as far as she, or anyone she knew, was aware. No one had any idea where their home planet was, or if they even had one. For Alethia, this secrecy was a godsend because once she claimed to be Protectorate, whether people believed her or not, the possibility was too much of a risk. The Protectorate was known for going to great lengths when one of their own was in danger.

      What little she did know was that they were an independent military force who hired out their services to protect the borders of space for over thirty races. They did this in exchange for payment and a ‘buffer zone’ of space which became theirs under contract. The Protectorate were also mercenaries and were linked to several high profile cases, such as rescuing the sister of the Ilan of Amara when she was kidnapped.

      They were one of the larger races, hovering around the seven-foot mark. There were races for whom size disparity between genders was typical. Sehn males were much larger than their human-sized females. Potuun females towered over their males. Most were familiar enough with the more common races that few questioned Alethia on her size. Still, humans were rare on the slave market and there were often aliens making offers on her when she was out in public on alien worlds. It made her grateful that Makios and Dairon, her best friend and brother, were as committed to her cause as she was.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Do you see the Aavani?’ Dairon whispered.

      Alethia looked up to the platform and searched for their tell-tale gold skin. They had arrived at the auction late and were struggling to fight the crush of buyers around them. Usually, Alethia liked to enter before the actual bidding had begun and use her fortunate resemblance to the Protectorate to buy slaves before they ever came to the block.

      She pulled her hat down her face. The sun was intolerable for her, burning through the thick-weave homespun fabric of her clothes. She wouldn’t be able to be out here for much longer.

      The slave market stood on one corner of a vast market space which was placed in the consumer district. They had to walk through the entire shopping district before reaching the bazaar. Makios and Dairon were standing either side of her, shielding her from view. Makios was leaning against a post which made up part of a stall selling homemade pots which were mostly decorated in reds and oranges. They were beautifully made and Alethia made a note to come back before they left Esra; she had no idea when they might return. They were standing back from the stage by a good thirty feet and surrounded by a press of aliens. She was the smallest person in the crowd and struggled to see past the massive aliens surrounding her. Behind them, the rest of the market went on uninterrupted as hundreds of aliens pushed past each other to view the exotic foods, jewellery and clothes being sold.

      ‘Where?’ she shouted over the calls of market holders and haggling of customers. She couldn’t see the Aavani through the crowd.

      Something knocked against her feet. Alethia looked down to find a red, wooden crate standing bottom up. She looked at Makios who winked at her. Grinning, she got onto the crate, which thankfully could bear her weight and took another look at the stage.

      ‘Where?’ she yelled again.

      ‘There.’ A violet-blue hand appeared and drew her gaze down the line of slaves until a golden-skinned Aavani female came into view. She had the long golden-blond hair and, from what Alethia could make out at this distance, the golden eyes that were preferred of her species. She was standing in the queue waiting for her turn on the slaver's block. Chains connected her to the slaves at either side of her. Like the others, she had little clothing to protect her against the sun and her skin was turning burnt gold.

      ‘Do you see any humans at all?’ she asked, swatting at an insect that buzzed around her face.

      ‘No, Alethia,’ his voice was full of regret. ‘There are no humans here today.’

      ‘Okay.’ Ignoring the hope that the Earth was safe, Alethia looked along the line of slaves. ‘So, Aavani, anyone else?’

      Despite wanting to buy every slave, they had only so much money. They had a small Amot mine that allowed them enough of an income to make a steady purchase of slaves, buy supplies and take care of the colony. But credits were tight and they needed credits for other supplies, so Alethia concentrated on the five slave races: Human, Aavani, Mvari, Zavi and Ualha.

      ‘I see an Mvari female over there.’ Makios pointed farther down the line of slaves, towards the edge of the stage. Alethia tried to find a space to see through the packed yard, but it wasn’t until the queue of slaves moved that the green and purple-skinned Mvari female stepped into view. Alethia hissed. The skin on her chest was branded with the slave markings of the Ledaan. Dairon placed his hand on her mid-back briefly then quickly removed it before anyone could see.

      ‘Come on. Let’s get them,’ she said. Makios stepped in front of her, and Dairon took the rear. Together, they pushed their way through the assembled crowd, towards the auctioneer.

      Though many of the stalls around them had large awnings to protect against the glaring sun, no one cared if the races with the soft, vulnerable skin were damaged or hurt.

      They broke through the crowd and walked towards the cages where yet more slaves waited to be sold. Alethia scanned them, seeing if there were any other individuals they could buy. They all seemed huge, muscled and frightening. If she brought a slave like them back to her colony, they would be a threat to her people. Alethia didn’t agree with anyone being a slave, but she had to protect her settlement.

      A light purple-skinned Teyas male with short dark brown hair turned to face them as they approached. His grey lips grimaced, his cold-black eyes looked from Makios and Dairon flanking Alethia, to Alethia herself.

      Alethia smoothed a hand over the diagonal seam of her Protectorate inspired dress, noting the green sheen she’d recently managed to fix into the fabric, emulating the shine of the Protectorate’s uniform. She set a formal smile to her face as she approached and the Teyas acknowledged her with a nod.

      ‘What can I do for the Protectorate this rote?’ He twisted his lips into a smile which reached nowhere near his eyes.

      ‘The Aavani and the Mvari.’ Alethia pointed.

      ‘They’re half of my profit margin,’ he said, his smile disappearing.

      ‘I’m sure. We’re happy to pay. I don’t want you going without.’ He seemed to consider turning her down for a moment. She had seen this a hundred times, though this world wasn’t in Protectorate space, he would sell her the slaves. The Protectorate always got their way.

      With a laboured sigh, the Teyas turned to retrieve Alethia’s purchase.
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        * * *

      

      Dairon and Makios flanked the slaves as they made their way through the market and onto the shopping street beyond. Stalls surrounding narrow walkways gave way to shops abutting narrow streets. Aliens flowed towards and away from the market. Dairon and Makios closed the gap between them, and Alethia fell back a few steps until they were walking in a tighter unit through the streets.

      Even though she was small and unintimidating, Alethia walked in front, her chin raised. She looked at every alien who cast a curious eye in her direction. She had learned long ago that slaves lowered their gazes, bowed their heads; those with power and strength looked others in the eye. If she couldn’t be stronger, she could pretend to be stronger. That was usually enough to make others hesitate.

      The Aavani and Mvari didn’t know they were free. They walked between Makios and Dairon, their heads lowered, their body language defeated. If the two of them had ever had any fight, it was long gone. It hurt Alethia to see it, but there was nothing she could do about it, for now, they would learn the truth in time. Alethia needed them to be slaves for just a little longer, or they would draw attention to their group. They were still chained to avoid unnecessary questions and would have to remain that way until they returned to Invictus.

      It was hard not to look like a tourist in the city. Because of Alethia’s size, it was too dangerous for her to leave their homeworld often, but it left her with a wanderlust. Occasionally the urge to explore became too much and she forced the issue; this had been one of those times. So far, she wasn’t regretting it.

      Despite being a technologically advanced race, the Tinar believed in tradition so lived simply. Though Keyal was their principal city, the buildings were made from the local clay. The Tinar didn’t shun more advanced building materials, they simply didn’t want them. Their traditional clay buildings caught the oppressive heat during the day and released it during the cold nights, maintaining the indoor temperatures throughout each day-night cycle.

      The smell of clean clay filled the air. It added to the spices, street food and sweaty bodies of a hundred different races as they milled about. Because of Tinar’s location and reliance on the slave trade, they were a hub for other industries. It meant the Tinar could live the way they liked; they had taken advantage of that to change very little of their home and culture.

      Alethia fell back into step with the two females. ‘What are your names?’

      ‘Niada,’ the Aavani said. She was attempting a strut but didn’t seem to have the heart for it. Aavani, like humans and Ualha, were primarily sold as pleasure slaves. Like most of her race, she had been raised in a facility for the purpose. The Teyas had been sure to give her Niada’s papers to prove that she came from a well-bred line. Alethia would keep them until Niada had begun to process her life and asked for them. They always asked for them. She studied the Aavani briefly. Niada looked to be in her mid-thirties, past what most would consider her prime as a sex slave, which was why she was sold. She attracted fewer clients at her age and was no longer considered worth the upkeep even though she was a stunning female.

      ‘Idila,’ the Mvari said. Her tone was flat, lifeless, her eyes listless. Some bought Mvari as sex slaves, but for the most part, they were used as a workforce. As a Ledaan slave, it was likely she had been subjected to abuses few would survive.

      ‘Let’s get them to the ship,’ Alethia said to Dairon, who nodded in answer.

      The Aavani and Mvari homeworlds were in Bentari space. The Aavani had barely expanded from the home plains on their world when the Bentari claimed them as slaves. They built facilities to breed them, creating breeding bloodlines based on the Aavani’s colourings. The Mvari were in the grip of their industrial revolution when the Bentari arrived and claimed their world.

      Alethia’s thoughts turned to her mother's planet of birth. It was only Earth’s defences that kept the Bentari and the Fedhith, another slaving race, from claiming them. Three hundred years after The Violation, slavers still made semi-regular attacks on the exit paths of Earth and Mars, allowing them to bring back a small but steady stream of humans. It made humans the most desirable slave because of their rarity. Only the Zavi competed in price, but Zavi slaves were sold by their own people. The final slave race, Ualha, had been claimed by the Fedhith, their planet falling within the borders of Fedhith space. Not much was known about them except that the Fedhith deliberately held them back to inflate their price.

      ‘Where’s the rest of the crew?’ she asked Makios, turning to him and putting events she couldn’t change out of her mind.

      ‘On the other side of the planet, in Dalgan, selling the Amot,’ Makios said, his eyes restlessly moving from one potential threat to the next.

      ‘Dairon, you get them off-planet, Makios will bring me back to Tessa.’ When there was no answer, Alethia turned to find Dairon’s eyes were fixed on something in the distance.

      ‘There’s a human.’ He nodded up the narrow street they were taking back to the port. It took a moment, but when the crowd parted, Alethia saw a cage, sitting outside of a small shop. There was something… no, someone, inside.

      Breaking away from the group, She was halfway to the shop when she was finally able to make out the mostly naked human form inside.

      His red, sunburnt skin was covered in bruises and blood. He lay on his side, unmoving; one leg sat at an unnatural angle. Though he looked muscular, probably from the work he’d been used for, his skin was loose, like he hadn’t eaten a decent meal in a while. For a moment she wondered if he were already dead, then she saw him draw a shallow, laboured breath.

      Alethia stopped walking; the air escaped her lungs in a silent sob. She couldn’t understand how sapient beings could treat others like this.

      Dairon pulled her to him. ‘Alethia.’

      Feeling Dairon against her, his hand on her shoulder, instantly grounded her. Looking around, Alethia was relieved to see no one had noticed her reaction. She took in several, long breaths. When she felt calm again, she squeezed Dairon’s hand in silent thanks and led the group into the shop.

      Inside, a Tinar male with black striations, hair and eyes was standing in the back of the workshop planing a piece of wood. The spicy aroma filled the small domed shop and pricked her nostrils. Carefully, she picked a path through the handcrafted, dark red furniture, hearing Dairon follow behind her. She glanced over her shoulder, to see Makios by the door, with the Aavani and Mvari.

      Alethia reminded herself that the Tinar weren’t intentionally cruel. He most likely hadn’t abused the human intentionally. His people simply didn’t take the differences between races into account. They could carry great weight, so if any individual carried less, it was laziness, not strength. This belief caused them to act with careless brutality, which occasionally resulted in injury and death.

      ‘The human.’ Alethia stopped before reaching the Tinar. ‘How much?’

      The Tinar ignored her and looked at Makios over her shoulder. ‘How much for that human?’

      It cost Alethia energy to not sigh.

      ‘I am representative Alethia of the Protectorate,’ Alethia said, staring the Tinar in the eye. Her anxiety tried to rise once more in the face of confrontation, but she was determined not to let it rule her. Ignoring the tightness building in her chest, she drew in a slow, calming breath and focused on the task ahead.

      The shopkeep turned back to his work and placed the plane down on the wood. He rinsed his hands in a bowl of water standing on a counter at his side. ‘The human’s damaged, dying, can’t sell him to you in that state.’ The Tinar’s voice growled deeply.

      ‘His state is perfect for my needs,’ Alethia lied. ‘If you’d like to give him away…’

      ‘Twenty-thousand credits.’ He picked up a cloth and dried his hands.

      Alethia laughed.

      ‘Even at full health, he wouldn’t be worth that much. Two thousand,’ she countered. ‘That’s me being generous.’

      The Tinar looked over Alethia’s shoulder. She followed his gaze, which was fixed on Niada.

      ‘I’ll give him to you and pay you two-thousand for the Aavani.’

      She heard a whispered prayer and turned to find the Aavani staring at her with pleading eyes.

      ‘The Aavani and the Mvari are not for sale.’ Alethia turned back to the Tinar and stepped towards him, pulling his attention back to her. ‘I’m willing to pay good money for a human you left outside to die. Are you willing to take the money or not?’

      The Tinar stared at her for a moment, then shrugged.

      ‘Four-thousand.’

      ‘Two-thousand,’ Alethia said through gritted teeth. ‘You can make two thousand profit from him now or make nothing and bury him in a rote or two. It’s up to you.’ Alethia turned on her heel to leave and came face-to-face with two Huan males who stood watching the exchange with curious faces. Alethia stepped away from them, feeling her features twist into instant dislike. The eyes of the Huan followed her.

      How many times had Colvin and Daninca beaten her mother? How many times had Alethia had to tend her mother's wounds before she was even six years old?

      She took in the dark-red and sapphire skin of the Huan closest to her, her eyes moving to the stepped V-shaped ridges that ran from the bridge of his nose and up his bald red head. The point of each V was topped with a small, horn-like bone protrusion, while the red on his skull blended into a darker sapphire around his ears, shoulders and neck. She could see the same blue on the back of both hands. He had pink swirled irises and no sclera. His oval pupils watched her every move. The irises of the other Huan were swirled red. They turned to track her movements as she inched around them, looking for Dairon.

      ‘Two-thousand, Protectorate.’ The Tinar’s voice followed her towards the street. Alethia glanced back at the Tinar, then turned to watch the Huan. Dairon appeared in front of Alethia and they moved away.

      Feeling a little safer, she turned once again to face the Tinar.

      ‘Two thousand,’ he repeated. Either he wasn’t interested, or he hadn’t noticed her reaction to the Huan.

      ‘Dairon, pay him.’

      Dairon moved towards the Huan, forcing them to retreat towards the back of the shop, giving Alethia a clear path to join Makios at the door. With one last look of warning, Dairon stepped forward and took over the transaction.

      Alethia walked over to Makios, who glared at the Huan but hadn’t left his post, guarding Niada and Idila at the door. They left the shop and she approached the cage.

      She squatted and looked at the man she had just purchased.

      He had muscle; working for the Tinar had probably done that to him. They expected their slaves to work just as hard as they did; lift and carry just as much. But as Alethia had noted earlier, there were early signs of severe malnutrition. He looked like he’d lost a lot of weight quickly. If not for the beating he had undoubtedly taken, he probably would have lasted for some time to come. Still, she didn’t doubt he’d been faltering for a long time before the Tinar finally broke him.

      His dark brown hair was messy around the nape of his neck, which matched the stubble on his face. His breathing was shallow and his face pained. There was a smell coming from him that Alethia didn’t want to examine too carefully.

      She was spending two-thousand credits on a dying man. Perhaps they could save him, though the journey would probably kill him. If they could get him back to Tessa, then he would die a free man surrounded by other humans. That was the best she could offer him unless he proved to be a fighter.

      A few moments later, Dairon appeared at her side. A grimace appeared on his face when he took in the state of the man before him.

      ‘Let’s get him back to the ship.’ Alethia nodded. Dairon opened the cage and in her mind, she heard another cage open twenty years earlier.
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      Thanesh and the Tinar leader Kidaal stared at each other across the open floor of Kidaal’s home. The Tinar’s jaw was clamped shut. Despite his position, reclined in his seat, with his feet up, in the aftermath of Thanesh’s question, Kidaal had become tense and glared at him with open hostility.

      ‘You think I work with your enemies?’ the Tinar growled. He shifted in his seat.

      They sat in the main room of Kidaal’s house. Tinar didn’t believe in municipal buildings, preferring to do business in the comfort of their own homes. Thanesh appreciated that, though he preferred the separation of home and work. He could see how a species like the Tinar were less concerned with how things worked than they were with getting them done.

      The building was one of the larger homes in the city. The room they were in was around the same size as the average Keyal home. The red-tiled floor was covered in roughly spun orange rugs, giving the floor the appearance of molten lava. The walls were washed with a pale yellow pigment which gave the impression of sky.

      The tables and frames of the seating were made from the planet’s red wood topped with orange and yellow cushions. It made the furniture appear as though it were on fire.

      ‘I have to ask the question, Kidaal.’ Thanesh sat forward, returning his gaze to the elected leader of the Tinar. ‘Thirty of my males went missing on your planet. I have to question how that happened without your people being aware of it.’

      The Tinar’s black eyes narrowed. Kidaal had grown silent and still. He reached out, stroking the hair of a young Ualhan girl who sat at his feet like a pet.

      ‘I’m more concerned that you say you can protect my people from our enemies, yet you can’t even protect your own.’ Kidaal’s nose had been broken in the past, giving his voice a nasal quality.

      Though Thanesh had expected this argument, he thought it would at least take the Tinar a while to get there. That it came this early, attested to the male’s character.

      ‘We are not in Protectorate space, Kidaal,’ Thanesh reminded him coolly. ‘You came to us asking for membership yet seem to be in more need of it than you initially told me.’ Thanesh paused for a moment before continuing. ‘Unless you are not.’

      Kidaal’s lip curled. He scratched his bared stomach, moving his thick, coarse black hair out of his way. ‘I have nothing but respect for your people Thanesh, but if you continue to question my honour…’

      ‘You have honour?’

      With a huff, Kidaal pushed himself to his digitigrade feet. Not allowing him a moment, Thanesh stood and pushed against the Tinar’s broad chest, sending him abruptly back into his seat. With a small yelp, the Ualha girl scrambled across the floor, away from the two males. There was a moment of surprise on Kidaal’s face before he reoriented on Thanesh.

      ‘Stay down Kidaal.’ Thanesh felt his top lip curl back over his fangs.

      ‘We’re not like some civilisations that have observation everywhere.’ Kidaal’s voice was low and gruff. ‘I don’t know what happened to your men. My investigations turned up nothing.’ Kidaal pushed himself into the same position he had been in before his aborted attack. After a moment, the Ualha girl returned and stood uncertainly next to the giant male. ‘I’m not lying, Thanesh. I don’t know where your people are.’

      This wasn’t the answer Thanesh had come all the way to Tinar for. He grunted an acknowledgement at Kidaal. ‘Negotiations are on hold until I have my people back. Until I know for sure, you did not have anything to do with this.’

      ‘What if you don’t get them back?’ The Tinar pushed the Ualha away from him. She landed hard on the ground.

      ‘Then you will never join,’ Thanesh said as he left Kidaal’s house.
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        * * *

      

      Alethia sat in the chair next to the human they had rescued and waited for him to come around. His condition was so bad, they had been forced to take him to a Tinar doctor to save his life. The dice were still in the air about whether or not he’d make it back to Tessa.

      He hadn’t awakened during treatment, but the doctor had given him a sedative anyway when he set his leg. Even from outside his treatment room, she’d heard the bone snap back into place. She shivered, sickened by the memory.

      Makios was on the bridge, talking to his crew. As soon as they were off the ship, Dairon was heading back to the colony. Alethia, Makios and Tala’s crew would visit the morning’s slave market, see if there was anyone they could rescue, then leave. On the way home, they would divert to Horran space to get some much-needed supplies for the colony. Alethia went through a list of things she needed to buy for the colony’s two villages. In her room, was a list of goods she was bringing back for some of the residents. Life was simple on Tessa; her people worked hard and had few luxuries. She loved arriving home from a supply run and seeing everyone's faces when they got things they needed, or very occasionally, something they wanted.

      The man stirred. A pair of cold blue eyes opened and found her. The pupils dilated, shifting through different sizes as he tried to focus. She could see him beginning to panic.

      ‘You’re safe.’ She stayed back from him; not wanting to frighten him further by crowding his space. ‘You’re safe.’

      After a moment, his pupils settled and fixed on her.

      Alethia held out the cup Dairon had left for him. ‘Take this, it will help your throat.’ Alethia showed him the ice chips inside. With a shaking hand, he took one and dropped it in his mouth. He closed his eyes as he sucked on it. Alethia’s eyes looked up at the bag that was attached to his arm; he was severely dehydrated.

      Alethia continued to feed him ice chips for a few minutes until he held his hand up. His eyes were brighter now, though his features were still etched in pain.

      ‘Who are you?’ he asked.

      ‘Alethia Wilkinson,’ she said.

      ‘How did I get here?’ He looked at the medical bay. Alethia followed his gaze and looked around. Alethia’s mother was the last person to decorate it. The walls were yellow and had faded in the eleven years since her parent's deaths. The room was small, clean and well-stocked. Clean counters had sparse equipment bolted to it.

      Next, he looked down at the cast that covered his leg. It had cost a small fortune to have the doctor see him. Dabin, the medic on Makios’s ship, was in the northern hemisphere of the planet and unavailable to come for a few more hours. Alethia refused to leave him suffering for that long.

      ‘I bought you from the Tinar who owned you.’ Alethia witnessed a light, a hope he hadn’t yet allowed to bloom, die. ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Kyle.’ His tone was flatter than before.

      ‘Kyle,’ Alethia repeated. It was important to say his name. To personify him, where so many others had stolen his personhood from him. ‘I didn’t buy you to keep you as a slave, I bought you to free you.’

      For a moment, nothing happened, his face remained impassive, though he looked back up at her. She smiled and nodded, allowing him the silence to think over her words. When moments passed and he still hadn’t spoken, still watched her with wary eyes, she continued. ‘I live on a world that no one knows about. It’s off any trade or flight paths’. In the twenty years I’ve lived there, no one’s come who we weren’t expecting.’ Alethia’s smile widened. ‘There are other freed slaves there. Human, Aavani, Ualha, Zavi, Mvari and a few others. We live in secret, free.’

      Alethia could see a small spark of hope ignite in his eyes. Makios and Dairon had argued with her about waking Kyle up. They debated whether they should waste his energy. Alethia believed that the promise of freedom might be fuel to the fire that could mean his survival. She had more faith now that it had been the right decision.

      Behind her, the door to Medbay hissed open. Kyle flinched. Alethia placed a hand on his arm and turned to see Makios entering. She turned back to Kyle as Makios took a position at the end of the bed.

      ‘Kyle, this is Makios. He’s my friend.’ Makios nodded at the human male, his face softening and a small smile touched his lips.

      Alethia looked at her oldest friend. ‘This is Kyle.’

      ‘Hi, Kyle.’ He looked at Alethia. ‘Tala will be here in two hacri. Dairon’s getting ready to leave.’

      Alethia nodded. ‘Can you get my brother, please? They should be introduced before we go.’

      ‘I hope you’re feeling better soon, Kyle.’ Makios smiled, ignoring the hostility in the human’s face. It wasn’t the first time he had seen it and likely wouldn’t be the last. He turned, leaving them alone.

      ‘You’re going?’

      Alethia nodded. ‘There’s another slave market tomorrow. But I want you and the others we bought off-planet today. Now.’

      ‘You think Tanos might change his mind about selling me?’ His sneer was weak, but the hatred behind it flamed in his eyes.

      ‘I’ve never trusted the honour of any alien,’ she admitted, ‘Except my brother, my stepfathers, Makios and his crew. I trust them less if they go on about how honourable they are all the time.’

      ‘You have good instincts,’ Kyle said, his voice getting quieter every time he spoke. ‘Tanos is about as honourable as a rabid dog.’

      ‘Do you know what a rabid dog is?’ Alethia asked.

      He shook his head. ‘I was born out here.’

      ‘Me too, but my mum used that phrase.

      Kyle’s smile was genuine. ‘Mine too. Your brother’s dad’s an alien?’

      ‘Dads. Two,’ She corrected. ‘Kuyon, they’re both his biological father.’

      ‘How does that work?’

      Alethia grimaced. ‘They were like fathers to me. If they’d explained how they conceived my brother I’d have puked!’

      Kyle laughed. Alethia felt something that had been tense inside her ease.

      ‘You’re lucky, having two fathers who cared about you.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘My parents were both prostitutes. Forced breeding. My mother never saw my father again.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Alethia whispered, unsure what else she could say.

      ‘I was lucky I was good with wood or I would have ended up like them.’ Kyle closed his eyes. Alethia realised her face had slipped from empathy to pity; she forced a more neutral expression. When Kyle opened his eyes again, they were able to meet hers.

      The door opened and repressed hostility tensed the lines of Kyle’s face.

      ‘Hey.’ It was a simple word, but somehow it was warm and concerned at the same time.

      Alethia turned to greet Dairon. Behind him, Makios was gesturing for her to hurry up. She waved a hand in acknowledgement and returned her attention to Kyle and Dairon.

      ‘There are two more guests on the ship,’ her brother was saying. ‘An Aavani called Niada, she’s volunteered to take care of you while we’re travelling and a Mvari called Idila.’ Kyle nodded; the aggression plain to see. As Dairon turned to leave, Alethia could see there was a troubled look on his face. He hesitated, then turned back to Kyle.

      ‘Listen. Our fathers met our mother because the Huan who owned her prostituted her for favours. My fathers had no intention of touching her, but they bonded to her. You’re not alone here. Whatever you think of aliens, some of us are on your side.’ Kyle glared at him a few moments longer, before his face softened a little.

      Alethia caught Dairon’s hand and silently thanked him before he left the room.

      ‘He’s a really good guy,’ Alethia said after the door closed. ‘Give him a chance?’

      Kyle nodded.

      ‘And Makios, I trust him with my life.’

      Kyle nodded again, a little more reluctantly this time.

      Alethia suppressed a sigh. It was progress. ‘I have to go.’

      He caught her hand, fear on his face. ‘You’re the only human on board?’

      ‘But there are dozens of humans on the planet you’re going to,’ she assured him.

      ‘How long till we get there?’

      ‘A little over a week. But we need you to rest Kyle; we need you to fight.’

      Kyle lay back on the bed. His face was covered in a sheen of sweat and he was growing visibly weaker. ‘What’s the planet’s name?’

      ‘Tessa. My fathers named it after my mother. Sleep. Rest. You’ll be there soon.’
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        * * *

      

      The rote's slave market had ended, and the streets were even more densely packed than when Thanesh had arrived on the planet hours before. Everywhere he looked, slaves of various race and colour were being led by their new owners. Some to hotels and inns, others were taking their purchases home. Most, however, had the same destination as him: the spaceport.

      Kidaal’s house was situated on one of the foothills of the mountain. Thanesh descended the hill and entered the portion of the city that surrounded the dock. Most of the aliens visiting the city came here and went no farther. The shops were filled with goods native to the planet, but there were also things on sale from a hundred different worlds.

      Thanesh entered the market. The stage where the slaves were sold was abandoned, though there was a sign advertising another auction the following rote. He was surrounded by market stalls and the last throng of shoppers. It was late and most of the stalls were packing up for the rote.

      Crossing the market quickly, Thanesh entered the shopping district. No matter where he looked, there was no sign of any kind of observation devices. Hundreds of races visited from across this sector of space, yet the Tinar shunned any infringement on their privacy. Thanesh had to accept Kidaal’s explanation. It was a problem because it meant he didn’t have any leads about who was behind the disappearance of his men. Worse still, these thirty males accounted for only a few of those actually missing.

      Over the last standard galactic solar and a half, three mid-size ships containing over eight hundred Protectorate had gone missing. Seventeen patrols on as many planets, each of fifty-plus men. Shuttles, several individuals, even one of his Protector-class ships, which was one of the two sister ships to his own vessel Calaia. Someone had it out for the Protectorate. They had taken out almost two thousand of his men, always leaving behind the bodies of those members that were not his actual race. Thanesh needed to find out who was behind this and what had happened to them before the whole Protectorate went missing.

      Shoving a Tinar out of his way as he continued pushing through the crowded, narrow street. Thanesh used his impatience as an outlet for his anger and frustration. He was sure when he’d set out for Esra, that he would catch Kidaal out in a lie. The Tinar had come to him out of nowhere a standard galactic moon cycle ago asking for membership, offering extras if he would speed up the application process. It seemed suspicious at the time. When his brothers went missing, he barely felt surprised, as though he’d been waiting for something to happen.

      Even now, it was hard to accept Kidaal wasn’t involved.

      Thanesh’s path was blocked by a huge Tinar male. Like Kidaal, he had black stripes to his red skin, accompanied by black hair and eyes.

      ‘Your female bought a human off me. The price was unfair. I want more for him.’

      ‘Not my female.’ Thanesh stepped around the Tinar and continued walking.

      ‘Representative Alethia of the Protectorate.’

      Thanesh turned. ‘That is what she called herself?’

      The Tinar nodded.

      ‘If you agreed to the price, the deal is done. There is nothing to talk about.’

      ‘I’ll take the Aavani as compensation.’

      Aavani that would mean the slave market. Thanesh changed direction, heading back through the market he’d just left.

      This female would not be the first person who claimed a connection to the Protectorate to gain an advantage in negotiations. People tended to accept less money when it was the Protectorate buying and treat them as priority buyers. Usually, he would arrest them, then devise a punishment fitting for their crime. Buying slaves would see this female on the slaver's block. If he stayed on Esra, he could find her before the next market, then sell her in the morning. That would leave him with an Aavani slave to deal with. Thanesh considered whether it was worth hanging around for one slave trader, but he knew if he left, the problem would only grow.

      He sighed. This whole trip was far less satisfying than he had hoped. Maybe he could get some small satisfaction out of dispensing Protectorate justice on this female.
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        * * *

      

      Invictus took off. There were no windows on most spaceships, so Alethia couldn’t see Dairon. She waved anyway knowing he’d be able to see her through his viewscreen and watched as he piloted the ship up towards the atmosphere.

      Anxiety turned her stomach. She hated being here without her brother to protect her and reassure her. She turned to Makios and basked in his comforting presence, knowing he would take care of her. Still, he wasn’t Dairon.

      Kuyon were a family-oriented race, and Dairon brought that sense with him wherever he went. More, he was her only family left; she felt a level of comfort and consolation when he was around that she didn’t get out of anyone else. She felt bereft watching him go.

      Makios took hold of Alethia’s shoulder, squeezing it gently. His touch was warm against the waning heat of the day.

      ‘Let’s find somewhere to eat,’ Makios suggested. ‘By the time we finish, my ship will be here.’

      Alethia nodded and placed a hand over Makios’s, nudging his side with her head.

      ‘I’m here,’ he said gently, guiding her towards the exit of the port. The sun had begun to set while they were on Invictus, and the sky was darkening to gold as the sun's halo disappeared behind the mountains. If the residents didn’t allow slavery, Alethia would seriously consider visiting just to discover all the beauty of this world.

      There were crowds earlier. New slave owners returned to their ships and left the planet, taking their purchases home. Alethia had watched them flock into the port, regretting her decision not to purchase a few of them. She could have handed them off to Makios, who would have sold them to Alidai fight pit, where at least they would be able to earn their freedom. Plus, Makios always sold them to Alidai at a profit, which helped the colony.

      Now the port was all but empty. A few ships were still scattered about, but for the most part, Alethia and Makios were alone. She relaxed a little and walked side-by-side with her best friend, enjoying the cooling air of the night.

      The gates to the port yawned open before them. As they approached, she saw a Fedhith male look at them, do a double-take, then change his direction to intercept them.

      ‘Makios?’

      ‘I see him.’

      ‘How much for your human?’ the Fedhith called when he was in range.

      Alethia suppressed an exhausted sigh. She turned on the Fedhith and was immediately taken aback by how attractive he was. He was beautiful, there was no other word for it.

      His dark-purple, almost metallic skin, was stretched over taut muscle. He wore loose white trousers with a matching hood over his head, which covered his hair in the tradition of the males of his species, his torso left exposed to the cooling air of Keyal. His body was what her mother would have called a swimmer’s body, with well-developed yet lean muscles. Each muscle seemed to have been picked out and developed, individually tapering to his hips where loose pants hung low, revealing his Adonis belt.

      But his face was truly stunning. He had a long, aquiline nose and full lips in a long face with high cheekbones. Green, cat-shaped eyes studied her appraisingly, but that was where his beauty ended; his eyes were cold, almost dead. They looked at her with no empathy, no recognition of her as a person. He was looking at a potential payout, and it was all he was interested in. Worse, there was a harshness to his features, as though he had delighted in the pain of others until his face was permanently twisted into a cruel aspect; Alethia immediately felt like prey under his gaze. Pushing the feeling back; she drew the false authority of her years pretending to be Protectorate around her. Standing with a bearing she had never pulled off before and sneered.

      ‘You have the honour of addressing representative Alethia of the Protectorate and you are?’ She took him in from head to toe, pouring every ounce of scathing disinterest into her face as she could.

      Hate flared on his face. It might have been Alethia’s words, but she got the impression the Fedhith did not like being spoken to this way by a female. Her eyes were drawn to the side of his neck, sure enough, there was a tell-tale scar halfway up, directly under his ear.

      ‘Tolomus, Protector Alethia.’ He almost managed to suppress the sneer that curled his full lips.

      ‘You own The Crucible,’ Makios said.

      Surprise flickered on Tolomus’s face, but he nodded confirmation. ‘I have a buyer particularly interested in humans at the moment. If you have any you wish to be rid of, I would be happy to facilitate the matter.’

      ‘Noted,’ Alethia smiled tightly before walking on, Makios on her heel.

      ‘He’s still watching,’ Makios said when they were far enough away to talk freely. ‘He hates females, that’s unusual for one of his kind.’

      ‘Did you see the scar on his neck?’ she whispered.

      Makios grunted an acknowledgement. ‘What does it mean?’

      ‘He was in one of their monasteries, chosen to be claimed by a matriarch. He lost his virginity. If an unclaimed Fedhith male loses his purity, he’s designated defective, tattooed and sold into slavery. Because he was trained in the monasteries, that means prostitution, or he’s sold to a private buyer.’

      ‘Poor bastard,’ Makios muttered.

      ‘That poor bastard was just willing to do the same to me.’

      ‘You’re right.’ Makios went silent for a minute. ‘I say we hit the market early. Check out the stock before it opens, buy what we can, get out before the main clientele arrives. That’s what he’s here for.’

      ‘If he’s here, it’s to sell, not buy. He probably has a hold full of slaves.’

      ‘Most likely. Though Crucible is famous for its mid-flight auctions.’

      ‘Which one is his ship?’ Alethia looked over her shoulder to the shipyard, The Fedhith was gone.

      ‘It’s not here.’ Makios’s voice took on an almost reverent tone. ‘It’s an Amaran Fleet Carrier. It’s huge. You’d know it on sight. That’s why it’s so famous. Tolomus jumps into a system like your human one near to the exit path of a planet. Dozens of smaller ships exit out the back and tractor every ship in sight. They bring them back to the carrier and he jumps the ship back out. They sell the people, the cargo and the vessels if they’re worth anything.’

      ‘How do you know this?’ She looked up at her friend. Primarily, Makios was a smuggler, but she knew his views on slavery. It was why he’d agreed to help her in her mission.

      ‘I’ve never worked for him, Alethia,’ he promised when he saw the look on her face. ‘I never would. I was brought up to believe slavery was wrong. But it was what you and your mother went through that made me form my own opinions about it.’ Makios pulled Alethia into a hug; she relented, immediately feeling safer in his arms.

      ‘Tolomus is always looking for ship-owners to join him on a raid or two,’ Makios whispered in her ear. ‘He puts feelers out. I’ve heard there’s a lot of money to be had. That he doesn’t mind employees playing with the stock as long as they don’t mark them.’ The Kathen’s chest rose and fell in a sigh. He let her go. Alethia felt herself go cold from the words he’d just whispered. She imagined a slave ship to be a miserable place, but Tolomus’s sounded like hell. ‘This is the reason I look out for you, little human. Males like him who only care about their own profits, not those they damage on the way.’

      ‘Let’s talk about something more pleasant.’ Alethia shivered. ‘I’m imagining screaming slaves now, and I can’t bear it.’ Makios pulled her into another, briefer, hug. They walked on towards the centre of the city.

      ‘How are the new builds coming?’ he asked, changing the subject.

      ‘Good. It’s slow going, but we’re getting there. Our new additions will each have a place of their own if they want it.’

      ‘That’s good. We should buy some things on the way back. Make some purchases to help them feel at home?’

      ‘That would be nice,’ Alethia squeezed Makios’s arm.

      They turned into the business district which surrounded the port. Like the rest of the city, the warehouses were low lying and abutted the roads on both sides. They were built from the same clay as the rest of Keyal but were bigger. Alethia wondered how they’d managed that? There had to be some sort of carcass to support the weight of the clay.

      Makios grabbed Alethia’s hand and pulled her to an abrupt stop. She looked up at his alert face and became instantly aware of their surroundings. The layout of the streets here made it difficult to get a good lay of the land. Worse, it was long past the workday and they were alone.

      ‘We’re being followed. We need to run.’ Makios’s eyes wandered the street.

      Alethia moved behind Makios. He lifted her onto his back and took off towards the city. Makios pulled out his gun and both of them looked around as he ran.

      ‘The Fedhith?’ she asked, looking around her nervously.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘If it’s him, he’s got back up. I heard two voices.’

      Makios ran up the street.

      ‘I’m not sure where they are,’ he hissed, looking around; she could hear the frustration in his voice. He turned a corner suddenly and sped away, then turned again and continued down an alley between two warehouses that seemed to run on for madith. Crowds passed across the narrow exit ahead of them.

      Clinging onto Makios’s back like a child made Alethia feel useless. There was nothing she could do to help, worse, whoever was after them was probably attracted by her presence in the first place. For the first time, she was second-guessing her decision to come to Esra.

      ‘Nearly there Alethia,’ Makios patted her hand reassuringly. Above his voice, the sounds of the city grew in volume as they got closer.

      The shot that hit them came out of nowhere. Makios fell to the ground and Alethia went tumbling off his back, rolled across the pavement and into a clay wall, smacking her head against it. She lay on the ground, darkness creeping into her vision from the edges. Two figures ran up the alley towards them. She spotted red and sapphire, then passed out.
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        * * *

      

      Thanesh sat on the bridge of Dara and went through the files the auctioneer had sent from that rote’s market. It was the one place in the city that knew the meaning of surveillance.

      The Kathen was huge, tattooed and topless; that was common for one of his kind. But there was something about him that was familiar. Thanesh was sure he’d seen him before; though he struggled to remember where. The Kuyon was small for one of his race and an odd shade. He seemed young like he was still growing, though that didn’t account for the discrepancy in size between him and the Kathen; Kuyon and Kathen were comparable in height and while the Kuyon didn’t seem fully grown, his face was that of a man, not a boy. A Kuyon his size was usually too young for the kind of guard work this one was doing. Because he was guarding the third member of their party; the two of them guarded the little figure between them like she was precious, constantly on the lookout. Pushing aside those who tried to get closer to her. They were distinct enough that both would be easy to spot in a crowd.

      The female—whom the slaver had described as Protectorate, but human-sized—was covered from head to toe in flowing white clothing. She wore a wide-brimmed white hat and kept her head angled down like she was aware of the cameras and deliberately avoiding them. It was proving difficult to get a clear picture of her.

      Thanesh flicked through several new images from a different feed, trying to piece together an idea of what she looked like. He glanced at another screen. The computer was cycling through the feed. She stood on a crate, affording her a better view of the slave auction and Thanesh a better view of her. She half-turned towards a camera, then returned to her original position, but at that moment, a thick lock of hair fell from her hat onto her chest. She had white hair; that was unexpected. All Protectorate, those who had been created on Teralis, had white hair. They had pale skin, white hair and pale eyes of blue, amber and green.

      A still from the feed appeared on yet another screen. From this angle, he could see her chin, her lips and the end of her nose. She had a slight overbite which pushed her fuller top lip out over her bottom one. They were pale pink in colour and slightly parted, revealing white teeth and the tip of a pink tongue caught between them.

      There were no Protectorate females. There had been none made on Teralis, and none had been born in the three intervening centuries. Thanesh pushed thoughts of the facility aside to concentrate on the female. He licked his lips with a suddenly dry tongue and tried to ignore the urges that had led to those thoughts. She was a criminal; he couldn’t afford to think about her in any other way.

      His eyes were drawn back to her lips.

      The comm chime interrupted him; never had its high-toned scream been more welcome. Thanesh dismissed the images so that he wouldn’t be distracted by it later and answered the comm.

      The very female he hunted appeared onscreen. A Huan stood behind her, his fingers crossed over her long, slender neck, forcing her to stare into the camera. Thanesh could tell it was her. She had the same pale pink lips and slight overbite.

      ‘We have your female,’ the male said. ‘You pay us to get her back.’

      The Huan was facing the comm, his face fully revealed. He was either very stupid or had no idea who Thanesh really was and what he was capable of. A sudden rage flared up inside him. He looked into her eyes, which were dazed and filled with fear. His anger flared hotter.

      ‘I told you I’m not his female. He has no idea who I am.’

      ‘Alethia.’ Thanesh almost laughed at the shocked look on her face as her dark blue eyes connected with his. ‘What trouble are you getting yourself into now?’

      ‘He sounds like your male.’ As the Huan shouted, he shook her and squeezed. Her hands flew to her neck and she tried to prise his grip from it, whimpering, in obvious pain.

      All humour fled from Thanesh. ‘How much?’

      ‘A hundred-thousand credits,’ the Huan said.

      ‘Done,’ Thanesh answered.

      ‘Four hacri?’ He looked wary now.

      ‘Done.’

      ‘Why are you agreeing so easy? Why aren’t you negotiating?’

      ‘She is my female.’ Thanesh caught Alethia’s eyes, his voice a warning just for her. ‘I look after that which is mine.’ Somehow, her white skin paled. ‘Where?’ Thanesh demanded.

      ‘The container yard.’ The male leaned closer to the screen; his eyes were pink. ‘There’s only one red container. Meet us there.’ The screen went blank.

      Thanesh sat back in his chair and closed his eyes, holding the image of the female in his mind. Except for her dark blue eyes, she had Protectorate colourings. She was human, tiny compared to the Huan, who was small compared to him. This would make her at least a foot shorter than him if she were on the taller side of human.

      ‘Alethia,’ he whispered her name.

      It was hearing the way he said it that shook him out of his aberrant behaviour. When he got her back to the ship, he’d put her in a cell and keep her there until he was back on the Calaia.

      Thanesh almost felt sorry for the Huan. He pulled up a schematic of the container yard and started making plans.
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      Haron, the one with the pink eyes who had been speaking to the Protectorate male, shoved Alethia at Venthen, the one with the red eyes.

      The relief of being able to breathe was short-lived when Venthen pulled her closer to him and sniffed her. ‘She smells human,’ he growled, pulling her to him and taking another deep inhale of breath. A moment later, he pushed her against the nearest wall, wrapped her hair around his hand and pulled her head back. He buried his face in her neck, his nose and mouth pressed against her skin, and breathed her in. ‘You smell good. If you’re human, we’ll leave. I won’t hand you over.’

      He’d already made her this offer three previous times. He seemed to be getting frustrated that it didn’t appeal to her more than going to the Protectorate. In truth, she had no idea if it was better or worse to go to the Protectorate. She just knew, after what her mother had gone through with Huan owners when Alethia was a child, she couldn’t go with them.

      ‘She’s not human. The Protector identified her as his female.’

      Venthen ignored the other Huan and nuzzled into Alethia’s neck again. ‘Tell me. Tell me you’re human. Even Haron won’t be able to resist. You have no idea what that male will do to you. We’ll take care of you.’ Alethia kept the retort firmly beneath her bitten tongue. It was too easy and Venthen was still perfectly capable of hurting her.

      ‘Vassek! Venthen, take her to the Vrokking cells and get back here.’ Haron finally snapped. ‘She’s worth a hundred thousand credits. You will not spoil this for me.’

      Venthen pulled Alethia from the wall and pushed her off the bridge and through the ship. Alethia recognised the make as Hieladan ship. Long, black halls were accented in teals and creams of varying shades. She looked around, making sure to remember the path in case she could find a way to escape.

      Venthen marched her to the cargo bay. In the corner, was a cell that seemed to have been jerry-rigged and welded to one corner. Venthen opened the door and pushed her into the wall next to the entrance.

      ‘I don’t believe you’re Protectorate. He’ll punish you. I’ll care for you,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘All you have to do is admit what you are.’

      Alethia gritted her teeth and waited to see what the Huan would do.

      He looked over her shoulder, catching her eye and waited for her to respond. ‘Fine,’ he spat, pushing her inside the cage and slamming the door closed.

      ‘If I’m right, the Protectorate will sell you. He doesn’t even need to leave the planet. You’ll be up on the slavers block tomorrow.’ He said before he stomped out.

      As soon as the door closed, Alethia walked over to the cage wall and looked at the keypad Venthan used to open the door. There was no way for her to access it, and a few minutes of checking told her that the cage walls were more robust than they appeared, that there was no access to ventilation and no loose panels. She went through everything she knew about ships but couldn’t find a way out of the cell.

      Finally giving up, Alethia looked through bars for the second time in her life and out at the hold. It was half-empty; the other half was filled with stacked crates and random debris that had been dropped or thrown in corners. Some of it actually looked like it might be Hieladan. The hold was decorated in a silver-grey and, like the rest of the ship, smelled vaguely of decay.

      Alethia turned and studied the cell, noting the piles of mess and debris strewn across the floor. A small bed sat on the floor in the corner. It didn’t seem to be made for comfort, but Alethia sat down and tried to make herself comfortable anyway. She was cold and hungry. She hadn’t had a chance to eat since breakfast that morning on the ship with Dairon before they arrived. She hoped that the Protectorate would at least feed her.

      Focusing her thoughts away from the painful past, to the scary future, Alethia considered her options. Nothing scared her more than the slaver's block, yet she knew, this time, it was her best bet.

      Makios would be there. He’d call Dairon, and together they’d be at the market waiting for her with angry, scowling faces. They’d use this to stop her from ever leaving Tessa again; she knew they were right. Letting out a sigh, she resigned herself to being left behind, at least for now.

      She could only hope they bought her before the market opened, or that she was first on the block, so her delicate skin didn’t burn under the Esra sun.

      Unfortunately, the cost of her would mean they’d struggle to afford any other slaves.

      Guilt stabbed at her, it had been arrogant to come here. She should have listened to Dairon and Makios when they told her they’d be safer without her. She kept seeing Makios falling to his knees, unconscious. Fear for him pitted her stomach.

      They hadn’t taken Makios, she reassured herself. Even the two Huan together would find it hard to carry an unconscious Kathen. The fact that they had her with them just made it more unlikely. Plus, as an ex-pit fighter Makios was just too much for them to handle.

      But they had left him unconscious in the middle of the street, alone and vulnerable.

      It was terrifying to wake up on the bridge to the Huan from the shop arguing about her species. Haron believed her assertion that she was Protectorate. Venthen had correctly identified her species and argued for keeping her for their pleasure. Haron wanted to ransom her or sell her. Having already been sold twice, once along with her mother when she was a newborn, Alethia was surprised to find herself hoping to be put up for sale.

      It had been so stupid to come here. To leave the colony at all.

      Alethia turned her thoughts to the Protectorate. She’d never actually seen one before. Now that she had, she realised there was a world of difference between them and her. If she had seen them personally before today, she might have given up the idea of pretending to be one of them for good.

      The image of High-Protector Thanesh was burned into her mind. She didn’t know how the Huan knew he was on the planet, or even who he was. She certainly hadn’t heard his name before today. Almost as soon as they noticed she was awake, Haron grabbed her and shoved her at the screen.

      The first thing she’d seen was his broad chest. He was like a wall standing before her in his black uniform with the green sheen, that was closer to teal than the lime green sheen she and Pete had managed to dye into her fake outfit. Venthen’s fingers gripped tighter and terror saturated her brain. She’d looked up, noting his pale skin, which stood out against his padded black uniform, before she found his pale amber eyes.

      His face was long and he had deep-set hooded eyes which pinned her in place and promised retribution. Two sets of fangs stood out against his lips. She had seen them when he said her name.

      How did he know her name?

      Fear welled up within her once more, rising from her stomach, it carried bile which she swallowed. She leaned against the wall, pulling her knees to her chest, and covered her face with her hands. This was the worst situation she’d been in since the night she met her dads. Since the night they’d pulled her from the crate. She took a few steadying breaths, but this time, she failed to calm herself. All she could see was Makios lying on the ground, unconscious. For a few minutes, she gave into it. It had been so stupid to come to this place, to put Dairon and Makios in danger. It was foolish to pretend to be something she wasn’t, it had only drawn more attention to her. From now on, she would stay on Tessa, where she belonged, and take care of her people.

      For a few minutes, Alethia allowed the hopelessness, anger and self-recrimination to claim her. When she was done, she dried her eyes and forced herself to calm down. There was no point in worrying right now, all she could do was get through the next day or so. She would have to tackle everything as it came at her.

      ‘She’s my female. I look after what’s mine.’

      High-Protector Thanesh had stared into her eyes as he spoke, his head nodding slightly towards her. It had the effect of bringing his elegant horns into better view for a brief moment. They protruded from his forehead, bordering his hairline and curved parallel to his head for about a third of the way, before curving up and away.

      ‘Thanesh,’ she whispered into the dark room. She didn’t know much about the Protector. What she did know about him was that those who met him were criminals, idiots or Protectorate. She knew which category the Huan belonged in. Unfortunately, she also knew which group she was in.

      It had been so stupid to come here.

      Alethia closed her eyes. She was so angry with herself. But even surrounded by her community, Alethia was lonely. There were over a hundred people on Tessa. But the only ones she felt comfortable around were Dairon, Makios and his crew, and they were always gone. Selling Amot, buying slaves and supplying the colony. Add to that, Makios was a smuggler and was gone much of the time, only visiting a few times a year. When Dairon wasn’t off getting supplies, he was usually in the ship above the planet, running scans to ensure no one found them. Alethia was continually left behind.

      She sighed. Well, after today, she would always be left behind. No more markets, no more supply runs. This would be her last trip through the black. She leaned into the corner, not wanting to lie down on the dirty bedding and closed her eyes, resolving to get some sleep before the exchange.
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        * * *

      

      The container yard sat next to the Keyal port. It took Thanesh barely any time to hunt down the container and lay his traps. Now he stood on the very shipping container they had sent him to. It belonged to two Huan brothers called Venthen and Haron.

      These males were utter vashni.

      Thanesh squatted on his haunches and waited for the Huan to bring the human. In his hand, he held a trigger for the two ‘surprises’: a noise grenade and flash bomb, though he expected they would be triggered by the Huan on their arrival. The containers around the red one had been rearranged to create a blind alley which would echo both the light and sound in the small space. That would give him a crucial sicri to secure the female so he could take time dealing with the Huan.

      Turning his thoughts from the female, Thanesh thought about Alivar, the Protectorate in charge of the contingent of his brothers that went missing on Esra. Alivar was strong, intelligent and wily. It must have taken great force to capture him, nothing else would do it. Thanesh regretted ever sending him to this sand-ridden durv planet, but he had an ulterior motive for agreeing to expedited membership for the Tinar: Vidan.

      Vidan was a planet on the border of Tinar space and the sector held by the Intergalactic Council. Once the Tinar were under contract, that planet would fall into Protectorate space, mere lightsolars from the IGC. Thanesh intended on making that planet his people's homeworld. Once settled, the IGC would be forced to take his race instead of dismissing them as mercenaries. It wouldn't solve some of the most critical problems his people faced. Still, it would give them a voice in one of the most influential organisations in this sector of space.

      Letting out a heavy sigh, Thanesh looked out at the environment around the city. Darkness swallowed the land, the mountains were silhouetted against the dark navy sky and the white sand stood out against the darkness, lit by the city. The air was dry and the scent of food from eating establishments drifted towards him, reminding him he'd neglected to eat while searching for this female. Once again, Thanesh forced himself to put her out of his mind.

      Not all of Esra was desert. There were lush rainforests south of here. Up north, forests covered much of the thin band of temperate climate before the frigid wastes became inhospitable poles. Tinar, as a species, preferred the heat, so tended towards the deserts. The fact was, there was nothing on this world that made it worth coming here. If they hadn't made themselves a central location for slavery, no one would visit; it was too inhospitable. He wondered how the human handled the heat, then growled at himself for bringing her up yet again.

      The only reason he was here was to secure Vidan. Damn the Tinar, though they were relatively wealthy and had resources Thanesh was interested in, he didn't give a vrok about this place or them. It was Vidan. If he could get that planet under his control, he could develop it and apply for IGC membership within twenty solars, sooner if he pushed it. He just needed to establish a home before their itinerant way of life became so deeply ingrained it would be irreversible. With no females and little success in creating off-spring, they needed something to hold them together. They needed an anchor, somewhere to pull them back to during their wanderings.

      Once again, the female's pale face and pink lips swam into his memory. Thanesh sighed and gave in to the inevitable.

      His people had no females.

      The Protectorate were an independent military force. Their personnel were made up of many of the inhabitants of the worlds they protected. But the core of his people was a race without a name, without a home, without females and children, without a future.

      Three hundred solars ago, Thanesh woke up in a military facility on Teralis, the result of experiments. The first hours were a haze of panic, rage and blood which led to a killing spree he still shuddered to think about. He wandered the facility before finding more of his kind. Like recognised like, and even though this time was a blur of imagery, he set his brothers free and together they executed everyone they met.

      Teralis was a scientific facility in Cealin space. The Cealin scientists had made them for a purpose, but neither Thanesh nor his people knew or cared what that purpose was. He only thought of it now because of her. The look of her brought up old anger and long regrets. It brought to mind the oldest problem for Thanesh and his people: the Cealin created no females in their experiments. The males were alone, and though they had been in relationships, there had been only a dozen offspring born in the intervening centuries.

      Thanesh carefully breathed out the sigh that had been building in his chest. The heaviness of it refused to leave him. He needed to find his missing people, he needed to find them a home and somehow, he needed to find them a future. The first was his immediate priority; the second might help bring about the third.

      The Protectorate were warriors. He was proud to call them fearless. They’d fought wars, both in space and on the ground on a hundred hostile worlds. They took mercenary jobs across all sectors of space and faced dangers most races made entertainment vids of but never experienced for themselves. The fact that they were going missing like this, cleanly, without any kind of evidence left behind, disturbed him. He could see it was bothering the males aboard his ship; this is why he had come to Esra on his own. He needed a lead; something that would give them an idea as to who was behind this.

      Thanesh swallowed his frustration before it could grow further. He had to be in control; of himself and of the situation he faced now. The Huan were incompetent, but he couldn’t allow himself to be preoccupied. He couldn’t give them any kind of opening. If their species was good at anything, it was exploiting an opportunity.

      Voices drifted towards him. Thanesh zeroed in on the sound and saw the Huan entering the container yard with his target. One of them was holding onto her, talking to her. As they got closer, his voice drifted towards him. The male complained that she wouldn’t admit her species to him. He was trying to convince her to admit she wasn’t Protectorate, promising to take her away. Thanesh shook his head, his lip curling into a snarl. For a moment, he wanted to reach across the yard and rip the Huan’s hands off her, then crush the male’s windpipe to stop him from ever speaking to her again. Snarling, Thanesh lowered himself to the container roof and consoled himself with the knowledge that the alien would be dead soon. He watched as they approached his position. The one holding her had her gripped by the back of the neck. His long fingers connected at the front of her throat, which forced her head up at an awkward angle as she was forced to walk ahead of him. Her eyelids were hooded over her eyes, and her mouth was pulled into a grimace.

      Lightning coursed through Thanesh’s nerves and thunder rolled in his stomach. He would make him pay for hurting her like this. Not because she was small and delicate and beautiful. No. Because he thought he was holding a female of the Protectorate and this is how he was treating her.

      The other one surged ahead of his brother. His foot triggered the light pulse at the same time as the one holding the human, triggered the stun blast.

      The blind alley filled with bright light and stunning sound. Over the din, he heard her cry out. His first instinct was to open his eyes to ensure she wasn’t hurt. Gritting his teeth, he dismissed the urge and kept his eyes closed against the flash that lit red through his eyelids. The blast and her cries were dimmed by the suppressors he wore to protect his hearing.

      Senses preserved, Thanesh removed the suppressors and, standing, he stepped over the edge of the container and dropped to the ground thirty fenth beneath him.

      The female was lying on her side, moaning. Thanesh picked her up and removed her from the coming fight. Scanning her quickly, he saw a trickle of blood coming from one ear. The tangy smell of it filled his senses, and his cock twitched at the same time as guilt filled him. Setting aside the confusing reactions, he grabbed the chain he’d already secured to the side of the container. He locked the cuff around one delicate wrist and forced himself to turn away from her.

      They were attempting to get back up.

      The one with the pink eyes turned towards Thanesh, recovering faster than he’d anticipated. He saw a nictitating eyelid disappear. It must have closed instinctively and protected him from the worst of the effect. Thanesh growled. Now he knew something about them he hadn’t known before. He would adapt his strategies if he ever found himself up against them again.

      Thanesh pulled out his Adunis sticks, held them to his side and launched.

      The Huan dodged away on unsteady feet allowing Thanesh to catch him on the side of the face with a swing of one stick and crack him around the back of the head with another.

      The Huan fell hard as his brother rose, a snarl erupting from his mouth. Thanesh smiled.

      This was going to be fun.
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        * * *

      

      Alethia’s sight returned almost immediately. Though for a few moments, all she could see was bright light fading through a spectrum of red until the darkness of the container yard surrounded her. Slowly, her eyes adjusted to the limited light. Her hearing was another matter.

      A loud ringing filled her head and she was sure she could feel a small trickle of blood from her left ear, which had been closest to the source of the sound.

      She was still trying to figure out what was happening when she was lifted by strong arms and carried away. For a moment she thought Makios had found her, then the cuff clicked around her wrist at the same time as the massive figure of Thanesh came into view and turned away from her.

      Alethia looked at the cuff around her wrist and growled with frustration. She pulled on it, examining it as best she could in the shadow of the container.

      The available light framed Thanesh as he moved towards her kidnappers. For a moment, she was mesmerised by him as he moved across ground, avoiding attacks while the brothers fell to him time and again. He was smooth, fluid, flowing over the ground like water over a rocky stream as he slipped through and around the Huan, to strike and evade at will.

      The Huan were not long for this galaxy.

      That thought spurred Alethia on. Feeling at the collar of her dress, she worked the chip Makios had acquired for her through a small hole. She brought it up to her eye with her left—weaker—hand and willed herself not to drop it. She focused hard on the chip, seeing the small button on the side, which she activated before dropping it onto the electric cuff. The chip flashed red three times before a green, steady light appeared. Smoke rose from the device and, with a crack of light, it went dark.

      The cuff fell open, and Alethia was on her feet a moment later. Her very unsteady feet.

      The containers were arranged in a U-shape with no gap big enough for her to slip through. There was only one way out. She had to avoid Thanesh and the brothers to escape. Hoping they were too preoccupied with each other to notice her, she broke into a run and veered to the left of the fight, steering for a clear area away from swinging sticks and falling Huan.

      As she passed, Thanesh struck out at Venthen. Alethia took no small pleasure in seeing him knocked on his back.

      A moment later, Thanesh grabbed the back of her neck and threw her next to the Huan. She landed on her ass.

      Alethia looked up, confused. Thanesh glanced at her, a satisfied look on his face.

      That fucker!

      She got up. This time when Thanesh reached out for her, she ducked, only to find another hand snake around her waist. He threw her at one of the brothers, using her as an improvised weapon, and knocked the wind from her. The Huan caught her and together they hit the tarmac. Growling, he pushed her off before jumping back up to re-join the fight. Alethia followed him a half-second later and made another dash for the open end of the corridor.

      A hand grabbed her wrist. She yelped, but Thanesh held on, pulling her back into his front. She felt his body jolted three times from strikes before he turned. She saw a stick, A STICK, in his hand. Thanesh swung it in a wide arc until it connected with the Haron’s cheekbone. His pink eyes closed as he hit the ground, hard.

      Venthen ran at them. Using the same stick, Thanesh prodded it into Venthen’s stomach. The Huan shuddered like he was being electrocuted then landed next to his brother.

      Alethia struggled against Thanesh, trying to break away. She could already see what was coming. He had been playing with the brothers; the moment she got loose, he decided to end the fight to prevent her from getting away. Her chance at freedom was slipping. A blade protruded from the top of his stick, doubling its length. Thanesh brought it down on Venthen, piercing his left chest. Then again, a few inches to the right.

      He walked over to Haron, tucking Alethia into his side with a rough pull meant to subdue her and repeated the action. He wiped the blade clean on Haron’s lifeless body. The blade retracted before Thanesh placed the stick back in its clip on his belt.

      His hand slipped to the back of her neck and squeezed her tightly. He moved her until they were facing. They took a long look, each evaluating the other.

      ‘I am impressed. You look like us. No horns and far too small, yet you managed to convince people you are one of us.’

      ‘No one’s ever seen your females,’ Alethia said with far more bravado than she felt. ‘It wasn’t hard.’ Thanesh’s answering huff came with a tight-lipped smile and appraising look.

      ‘Look.’ She licked her lips, his eyes tracking her tongue before it disappeared back into her mouth, making her self-conscious. Her mouth went dry. She licked her lips again, trying to spread what little saliva was in her mouth so that she could make her case. His eyes tracked the path of her tongue once again; he wasn’t making this easy.

      ‘Look,’ she tried again. ‘I haven’t broken any laws. I haven’t hurt you or your people. We’re not even in Protectorate space.’ His piercing pale amber eyes were on hers now. ‘Please let me go. I have people. I have to get back. They’ll be worried for me.’

      ‘Would these people also be profiting from your impersonation of a representative of the Protectorate?’

      Whatever little saliva had been left in Alethia’s mouth fled at the statement.

      ‘What?’ She reached over her shoulder and tried to prise his hand off her neck. ‘That’s what you think? We’re using your people to make money…’ She pulled on his grasp, but it was immovable. ‘Let me go.’

      ‘I do not care the reasons,’ he said, tightening his grip even further and pulling her towards him. ‘You did it. That is all that matters.’

      In one move Thanesh turned her and pushed her in front of him. Panic gripped Alethia. Wherever they were going, she had a feeling she wasn’t going to like it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter four]
        

      

      

      The Huan had chosen an excellent time to make the exchange. There was no one at the port as the High-Protector led her to his ship. It was parked at a different part of the port from where Makios and Deyuul would be.

      ‘Deyuul,’ she whispered, trying to reach out to the powerful telepath yet again.

      ‘What are you saying?’

      ‘You’re hurting me.’ Alethia pulled at her arm, trying to loosen the Protectorate’s grip. He wasn’t hurting her, but she wasn’t about to explain that she was calling out to an Uunda telepath.

      The ship was huge. It must have a crew of twenty, so why had Thanesh come to the container yard alone? It appeared black against the dark tarmac of the spaceport floor. As the platform lowered from the side of the ship, lights came on inside. The airlock hissed open as they approached. The Protectorate pushed her inside and through the hold into the vessel itself. Behind them, she heard the airlock close.

      Though he was guiding her by the back of the neck, he seemed to be avoiding hurting her.

      ‘I’m on the ship now,’ she said. ‘I’m not going anywhere. How about we drop the death grip to my neck?’

      ‘Hmmm.’ When he said nothing else, she figured it was the only answer he was going to offer her and surrendered to the manhandling.

      From the hold, they went down a hall and up some steps. The ship was grey, nondescript and utilitarian. A minute later, they entered a room. Instead of the cell she was expecting, she found herself marched into a Medbay.

      ‘What’s this for?’ She frowned; her body tensed. There was any number of reasons Thanesh could be bringing her in here. Not all of them were good. The worst she could think of was injecting a tracker into her, or worse, medical branding.

      ‘Up.’ He indicated a medical bed, then walked to the side of the room. He opened a cabinet and grabbed something from inside; then turning, he picked up a medspray and inserted it.

      ‘What’s that for?’ She hated that her voice betrayed her nerves.

      The Protectorate looked at her with cold amber eyes.

      ‘Up,’ he instructed.

      Alethia shook her head. ‘Not until you tell me what that’s for.’

      Finishing his task, Thanesh walked towards her until he filled her vision. He reached out to touch her, and Alethia flinched away. He grabbed her upper arm and touched her ear. He showed her his fingers.

      Ah, she thought she’d felt blood.

      ‘This will help,’ he said, holding up the spray.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Something for the pain. Something to repair the damage.’

      The Protectorate’s eyes betrayed no hint of emotion. The humour and anger that had been on the screen earlier, while speaking to the Huan, were gone. There was nothing in its place, just a void. She couldn’t tell if she could trust him or not. Making up her mind, Alethia took a step back, shaking her head.

      ‘I’ll live with it.’

      Before she could react, High-Protector Thanesh grabbed her and applied the medspray. She felt it sting through her skin, into her bloodstream.

      ‘Bastard,’ she hissed, trying to break his grip on her.

      When the spray was fully applied, Thanesh let her go.

      ‘Relax, it is as I said.’

      ‘I don’t give a damn.’ Alethia backed away from him, glaring. ‘What is it with aliens and consent? Do you guys even fucking know what that word means?’

      ‘What about being my prisoner makes you think I give a vrok about consent?’

      Alethia felt the blood rush from her face. She took several steps back and looked around the room for something to defend herself with.

      The Protectorate watched her through narrowed eyes for a few moments before understanding dawned on his face.

      ‘I do not mean that,’ he growled.

      Some combination of the way he said it and the way he carried himself; uncomfortable, angry, even disgusted, convinced Alethia he was telling the truth.

      ‘You really should consider the way you phrase things before you talk,’ she snapped.

      He nodded towards a door. ‘Clean yourself up,’ he growled.
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        * * *

      

      Thanesh marched her to the back of the ship, into his brig. He pushed her inside a cell and closed the door behind her.

      She turned and looked at him through the bars.

      ‘What are you going to do with me?’ Her voice was small, unsure.

      ‘I guess we will both find out,’ Thanesh answered, turning away.

      ‘The Huan told me you’d sell me at tomorrow’s slave market.’ He turned back to the pale human and stared at her for a moment before leaving.

      She’d licked her lips twice. Thanesh cleared his throat to cancel out the groan his body wanted to release every time he thought about it.

      For three centuries, he’d fantasised about the females his creators should have made for them. They all looked like Alethia. The galaxy seemed to have plucked her from his mind, shrunk her to human-size, then manipulated their paths to cross in this time, in this place.

      Thanesh cleared his throat again.

      He bristled at her inference that he might assault her. The injection was what he told her; painkiller and nanites to repair the damage. Of course, then the nanites would converge to form a small tracking chip in her body. But he wasn’t going to share that piece of information with her.

      Entering the bridge, Thanesh crossed to his usual console and sat down, opening a comm to his ship, Calaia.

      ‘Sir?’ Korren’s professional voice filled the quiet space of Thanesh’s bridge. His vibrant green-blue eyes regarded him coolly. Korren was one of the few children born to a Protectorate in the centuries since their awakening. He had the white hair and horns of his father’s people. But the charcoal skin and vibrant, almost luminescent eyes of his Inidiine mother. Korren dealt with the running of Calaia, leaving Thanesh to run the Protectorate.

      ‘I am on my way back,’ Thanesh said, looking at the control panel as he ran through his pre-flight checks. ‘Comm Protector Keral’s ship. Tell him I need him on Esra in fourteen hacri. There is a slave auction I need him to attend.’

      ‘Sir?’

      ‘Tell him to search the crowd for red-tattooed Kathen and a small Kuyon. They will be together. I want them brought to Calaia.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘I am sending you my flight path.’ He dropped his flight path into the call.

      ‘We have it,’ Korren confirmed.

      ‘Chart an intercept course. I have a prisoner on board.’

      ‘Trouble, sir?’

      ‘She definitely is,’ Thanesh said. ‘Also, there are two bodies here.’ He sent the coordinates. ‘The red container they are next to and their ship belongs to us now.’ Korren nodded.

      ‘You have an interesting trip, sir?’ Humour flashed in Korren’s eyes for a moment before it was gone again.

      Thanesh grunted. ‘Not as interesting as I would have liked.’
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        * * *

      

      The ship rose with a jolt even as the dampeners absorbed most of the inertia. Alethia’s stomach lurched a few minutes later when the gravity of the planet released her and the artificial gravity of the ship kicked in.

      Shock turned to disbelief, turned to despair. They’d left the planet and with it the promise of rescue.

      Exhaustion overtook her. She didn’t want to think about what the Protectorate would do to her now he wasn’t selling her at the Tinar slave market. She didn’t want to think about how worried Makios and Dairon were. She didn’t want to dwell on the rising fear she would never see her home again. Instead, she lay down on the narrow cot attached to the wall of the cell and went to sleep.

      ‘Wake up.’

      Alethia sat up, panicked at the sound of Thanesh’s voice. She looked out to see the seven-foot frame of the High-Protector stood outside her cell with a tray.

      ‘Thanks. I haven’t eaten since this morning.’

      ‘That was last rote. You have been asleep for several hours.’ Thanesh said, his voice husky. He stooped down, shoving the tray under the gap between the bars and the floor. ‘This was evening meal for last night.’ A simple plate of some cubed meat in some kind of sauce and vegetables greeted her. Thanesh slipped a drink through the bars.

      Alethia considered the information. She didn’t feel like she’d slept at all. She slipped to the floor, grabbed the tray and used the utensil to shovel the food into her mouth.

      ‘You eat like an animal,’ the Protector growled over her after watching her for a few moments.

      ‘Haven’t ate since breakfast yesterday,’ she reminded him through a mouth of food. His lip curled in disgust. ‘You don’t wanna see, don’t watch.’

      ‘You are human?’ he said, sitting on the floor instead of leaving.

      ‘As you see,’ she said, scooping more food onto her fork and into her mouth.

      ‘What ship did the Huan have you on?’

      Alethia shrugged.

      ‘Didn’t get a good look at it. It was Hieladan.’ She looked up at him. ‘All circular halls and round rooms. Iridescent colour palette.’ The Protectorate nodded.

      ‘I will let my people know.’ He shifted into a sitting position.

      ‘Ah, of course, the mercenaries have to make their money.’

      ‘It is better than being a slaver,’ he growled.

      ‘I’m not a slaver.’ Alethia took a few drinks of water.

      ‘I am sure the Aavani would disagree.’ The High-Protector smirked, ‘The human. Preying on your own kind.’ He made a clicking noise of disapproval.

      ‘You know, just because you insist something is true, doesn’t mean it is.’ Alethia swallowed the last of the meat, barely tasting it. She drained the cup and picked up some tabin root, before shoving the tray back through the gap.

      She climbed on the cot and chewed on the root, ignoring Thanesh.

      ‘So, if you are not a slaver, why are you buying slaves?’

      Alethia glanced at him. He was still sitting on the floor watching her, an earnest look on his face.

      ‘Why do you think I buy slaves?’ she asked without a trace of sarcasm.

      He shrugged.

      Alethia huffed. ‘You have no idea, do you?’ she snapped when it became clear he wasn’t going to speak again.

      Thanesh leaned closer to the bars. ‘No idea about what?’

      Alethia shook her head. ‘It’s so easy for species like yours,’ she spat. ‘You’re big, strong, you look threatening and people stay out of your way. You own big ships. Tell people what to do, which borders to cross, which to stay away from. You have no idea what it’s like to be a slave. To be from a people other races have decided are good for nothing but slavery.’

      ‘So, you free them? Where?’

      ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’ Alethia scoffed.

      ‘Yes,’ he said sincerely. ‘That is why I asked.’

      Alethia shook her head. ‘Tough.’ Alethia took no small amount of pleasure from the confusion on his face.

      ‘Why do you pretend to be Protectorate?’

      ‘Isn’t it obvious?’

      ‘For protection.’

      Alethia nodded. ‘Nine people asked about buying me yesterday,’ she said.

      Thanesh’s lips disappeared into a thin line.

      ‘And it gives you an advantage in negotiations,’ he stated flatly.

      ‘If I turned it down, people would ask questions.’ Alethia shrugged. ‘They’d question my legitimacy. My similarity to your people and the ability to lie are the only things keeping me safe on those planets.’

      ‘You do not live in a space station,’ he murmured. ‘You live on a planet. You seem to be a planet kind of person.’ Alethia kept her mouth shut. If she could make him think that her skin was due to lack of sunlight, rather than the careful avoidance of it to protect her condition, he’d be looking for her people forever.

      ‘Are you even listening?’ Alethia snapped.

      ‘You are a liar.’ He nodded in acknowledgement before getting up in one smooth movement.

      A concussive force rocked the ship, throwing Alethia to the ground. At the same time, Thanesh still finding his feet was thrown against the bars, their eyes met and for a moment, Alethia could swear he almost looked concerned about her.

      The lights dimmed and an alarm wailed. The lights came back on, tinted red.

      ‘Do your friends have weapons?’ The Protectorate righted himself, concern turned to anger, he glared at her.

      ‘None of my people are stupid enough to go up against the Protectorate.’

      ‘Cancel alarm,’ he ordered. The alarm ended; the lights flashed back to white. ‘Stay here,’ he barked as he left the brig.

      ‘Where am I going to go?’ she called after him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thanesh raced through the halls of his ship towards the bridge. Another explosion threw him against the bulkhead. Swearing under his breath, he pushed off and hurried his pace reaching the bridge a moments later. The ship was still speeding through FTL. A kaleidoscope of light broke off the bowhead of the vessel, cascading up over the viewscreen.

      Crossing to his seat, Thanesh pulled up telemetry as he sat. When he saw who was firing at him, he cursed. A Ulidon ship was following in their wake, using their slipstream to gain on them. They fired another barrage of attacks; three going wide, two connecting. The ship bucked on impact. Dara’s shields had diminished in power to seventy per cent. They wouldn’t be able to take much more of this.

      Thanesh tapped at the screen, on the ship and pinched the holo that appeared a moment later,  throwing it on the viewscreen. It blossomed, several icons opening around it.

      ‘Comm,’ he ordered, hailing the Ulidon ship.

      As though they had been waiting for it, the viewscreen changed to show the dark bridge. Three Ulidon stood there. One was facing Thanesh, his glowing green eyes observing him, the other two working control stations.

      ‘Why are you firing on my ship?’ Thanesh realised he had half expected to get up here and find Kidaal following him. He was almost relieved.

      Another impact shook the ship, and he glanced down. Shields, fifty-six-percent.

      The Ulidon stepped forward, revealing a tall, muscular black body. When he stepped into the light, Thanesh saw the segmented, chitinous armour, the long claws and the flared crest on his head that was made of membranous skin stretched over tendons, each ending in a claw. He had no ears, though the rest of his face was not dissimilar from Thanesh. Thin lips drew back in a sneer, revealing needle-sharp teeth. Three large, bladed spikes curved on the greaves of his arms. Just over the Ulidon’s shoulder, Thanesh could see the blade of his tail pointing towards him through the screen.

      The creature standing before him wore no clothes, but neither did he appear naked.

      Thanesh was thrown against his con. He looked at the readout; the shields were down to thirty-nine per cent.

      The Protectorate never had much dealing with the Ulidon, they tended to stay in their own neighbourhood. However, everyone knew about their obsession with human females. Around thirty solars ago, a group of Ulidon came across a few of them while raiding a ship going through their space. Since then, the Ulidon bought and stole every human female they could find, even going so far as to attack ships outside of their space on the off chance there might be human slaves on board.

      The idea of what these Ulidon would do to Alethia heated his blood.

      A few moments passed. The creature grinned before finally opening his mouth to speak. ‘There is a bounty on you, Protectorate.’

      Another strike hit the ship. This one was worse than the previous. The shields were letting more in. Twelve per cent.

      ‘Tell me who, call off your attack, and I will pay you double the amount.’

      ‘That sounds dull. I prefer to hunt.’

      ‘I guarantee this will not end the way you think it will,’ Thanesh promised.

      The Ulidon flashed a ghastly grin.

      Thanesh shut off the screen and sent a comm message to Calaia as Dara dropped out of FTL. In front of him, the cascading light rained to the inky darkness of space.

      Thanesh searched for a habitable world and almost laughed when Vidan came up as an option. It was perfect. Charting a course, the ship went into FTL just as the Ulidon ship joined him in normal space. It would take a few seconds for them to follow.

      There were six escape pods on the ship, each capable of holding four people. He set five of them to show two lifesigns. One Protectorate, one human and prepared all five of them to eject, sending each one to a separate planet. He tapped out a quick encoded message to his fleet, then standing, he ran to Alethia.

      His heart was pumping hard. It wasn’t the strain of the run; it was the idea of what the Ulidon would do to her if they got her. Cross human-Ulidon children were becoming a new normal in their homeworld and colonies, their own females all but abandoned. The few humans who had returned had reported abuses that shocked a galaxy otherwise hardened to human suffering.

      ‘Who is it?’ Alethia clutched the bars. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Ulidon.’

      Alethia paled. Her already large eyes widened.

      He slapped his hand on the reader, the cell door popped open. He grabbed Alethia’s arm. ‘The ship is too damaged. We are not going to make it—‘

      Alethia jerked against his arm, pulling him to an abrupt stop. ‘You’re giving me to them,’ she exclaimed. Thanesh pulled her close and bent so that his face was close to hers.

      ‘No.’ His whole body seemed to revolt against the idea of it. ‘Never.’ He stared at her until he saw the word sink in. She nodded. When he pulled her, she didn’t resist.

      Half-carrying her, he led her to the final pod and guided her inside, following half-a-moment later. He buckled her in before he took his own seat and inputted the coordinates for Vidan. Then he waited.

      ‘Protectorate?’ She moved forward until he could see her out of the corner of his eye.

      ‘Watch,’ he told her.

      Dara fell out of FTL and all six pods detached. Out of the small viewscreens, Thanesh could see each one light up and disappear into short-range FTL. He hit the FTL ignition. The small viewscreens filled up with a tidal break of white light.

      ‘They’ll have no idea which one we are,’ Alethia said beside him. He turned his neck and saw her looking through each port-hole in turn.

      ‘I have sent a message to my people. We only need stay safe a few rotes. They may even reach us before the Ulidon.’

      Alethia sat back in her seat, her eyes closed, and she sighed. He listened to her breath steadying and falling heart rate.

      ‘Where are we going?’ she asked after a short time had passed.

      ‘A planet on the edge of Tinar space.’ Thanesh said, turning back to the control station. ‘Once the Tinar has a contract with us, it will fall into our Protectorate controlled buffer.’

      ‘Buffer?’ It didn’t escape Thanesh’s notice that her tone was stiff.

      ‘The corridors of Protectorate space at the edge of each sector we protect. You must have heard of them?’

      Alethia nodded. ‘Of course.’ She seemed uneasy. ‘I just never considered them buffers before. How come you end up owning them?’

      ‘It is a part of the contract.’ Thanesh turned and watched her carefully. ‘If we are going to use them for patrolling, we need full control of them.’

      ‘It’s like a web.’

      Thanesh frowned.

      ‘Spiders?’ she said. ‘They’re an Earth creature my mum told me about. They create small threads of silk from their body and use it to weave webs to trap flying prey. It looks like the threads of a web.’

      ‘You are wondering when I am going to close the trap?’

      Alethia arched an eyebrow, her shoulders shrugging.

      He turned back to the console without answering the question.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Alethia, wake up.’

      Alethia opened her eyes to see space flashing over the viewscreens of the small escape pod. ‘How long was I asleep?’ She sat up. Her eyes were heavy. She realised she could still sleep more given a chance.

      ‘The whole journey.’ Thanesh’s voice was husky. ‘We are about to enter the atmosphere.’

      Alethia looked out of the viewscreen and saw only the endless black, filled with a smattering of stars.

      Thanesh manoeuvred the craft. It reoriented and a planet came into view.

      She could see two light green continents connected by a large land bridge. They took up about a third of the surface facing them. Just off to the side of the southern continent was a large island. The continent was partially obscured by night, the rest either a rising dawn or setting night.

      ‘We are going to the island,’ Thanesh said. ‘We will land by the beach, hide the pod and wait for rescue.’

      ‘Your people know where to look?’

      ‘I sent them the coordinates in the message.’ He nodded.

      ‘So, I’ll have a little beach holiday before I’m imprisoned.’ If the Protectorate had anything to say, he kept it to himself.

      ‘Strap in,’ Thanesh said. He was fiddling with the controls. ‘Things are about to get rough.’

      The shaking started almost as soon as Alethia got her restraints on. They’d done the bulk of the descent and were in the mesosphere when a tearing, shearing sound shuddered through the pod. Alethia screamed, gripping the armrests tight until her knuckles were white. The pod plummeted and spun out of control. Alethia was pressed into her seat under Gs of force. She closed her eyes and swallowed, resisting her stomach’s urge to expel whatever little something she might have left in there. The urge to be sick increased when she opened her eyes and all she could see were the sky and ground dancing in a terminal tango for her life.

      ‘Alethia? Are you there?’

      ‘Here,’ she barely got out before closing her mouth to swallow the bile rising in her throat.

      ‘Hold on,’ his voice commanded.

      She concentrated on his voice. On those words as they repeated through her mind.

      Hold on. Hold on to what? Hold on where? She was trapped in a pod, falling to a messy death. Also, there were restraints. They were doing the holding on for her.

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘We lost two thrusters,’ he managed to say. He was wrestling for control. If he didn’t slow down their spin, they were going to splat onto the planet.

      ‘How many left?’ she yelled over the roaring noise.

      ‘One!’ he shouted back.

      Thanesh had been piloting them to the daylight side of the planet. The force of the impact threw the pod off course, and Alethia watched them pass the terminator line, into darkness.

      The thruster leapt to life and the pod slowed. It cut out a few moments later, their fall resuming. Mountains appeared to accelerate towards them. They passed over them, but hit something, a peak? The spinning increased. Alethia saw a forest. Trees and sky passed them back and forth like a game.

      Something struck her face. A small gasp of shock erupted from her lips and she felt wet as it trickled across her hairline from the force of gravities. She tried to raise her hands to check, but the same force pinned her arms to her sides. She managed to turn her head and saw Thanesh staring at her, his eyes wide.

      Dark consumed her vision from the edges in. Her last thought was wondering if Makios and Dairon would ever find out what happened to her.
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      Something screeched. It was long, loud and full of warning. Despite the dense cloud of lethargy that had long, clawed fingers wrapped around Alethia’s head, it commanded her to open her eyes.

      Her movement caused a searing pain in her head and for a moment, she was almost lost to unconsciousness. The light was blinding and made her wonder if the sun were rising. Another dose of searing pain followed.

      Oh, that’s what it is.

      Groaning, she gritted her teeth and forced herself to move. The world had slowed down to match her confusion, as though she was walking through a pool full of flower nectar.

      They were still in the pod. The door was blown open, exposing them to the cool wind blowing inside which chilled her skin. The sounds of the strange planet penetrated the pod.

      Emergency lights were lit in long bars set midway up the wall. One of them flickered intermittently before becoming static.

      Alethia’s eyes took in the scene. She was at the back of the pod instead of in the seat next to Thanesh. Her chair had come loose from its mooring and was thrown to the back wall. The moorings themselves were mangled metal on the floor. Thankfully the chair itself protected her from the impact, though it had hit the other side hard enough to break apart. The seat restraints were ripped from their anchor when the chair split apart and fell from her lap as she stood. She stared down at the mess with barely comprehending eyes and forced herself not to think about how she managed to survive.

      She turned to look for Thanesh.

      He was still sitting in his chair, which was anchored to the floor and facing away from her. She stumbled towards him on unsteady feet, quickly realising that the pod was on an angle. She saw the bar that had him skewered before she saw his face. His skin paler than before, his eyes closed, his blood, a darker red than human, was running in thin rivulets down his black uniform from his right shoulder.

      The bar called out to her. She was reaching to pull it out when she realised how stupid that idea was. She shook her head, trying to shake the haze.

      He was unconscious.

      This was a four-person pod. There had to be survival supplies. Alethia could take some and be gone long before he woke up. She could be hidden, undetectable before he even opened his eyes.

      What if he doesn’t open his eyes? a voice in her head asked. Then what? How would she feel knowing she’d left him here to die?

      Plus, when rescue came, she would be left behind with no way to get off this planet and no way to inform her family where she was.

      ‘Thanesh?’ Her voice was reedy, barely above a whisper. She cleared her throat. ‘Thanesh.’ She was louder this time though her voice still trembled. There was no reaction. Reaching out, she touched his arm and shook it, trying not to move his body.

      ‘Thanesh, wake up. We’ve landed.’ She shook his arm again, but he was unresponsive. Fear settled over her. She reached out to his throat where humans had a pulse point. He didn’t look terribly different from humans. She couldn’t find anything. She took hold of his left wrist and pressed her fingers on the pulse there. Nothing.

      Sighing, she bent over, placing her ear over the area the human heart would be.

      Fingers closed around her hair and pulled her away, she cried out in pain. The fingers disappeared immediately and she looked down at Thanesh to find him watching her through glassy eyes; she imagined hers were the same. They moved from her to the pod frantically before settling on her once more. His eyes cleared, he sighed and a look of relief softened his face.

      ‘You might want to…’

      The Protectorate tried to move. He grunted as his body was jerked to a stop by the bar. His eyes found it a moment later, his fingers a moment after that. He hefted it, pulled and threw it across the room before she could stop him.

      Blood pumped out of his wound.

      ‘Med kit.’ He pointed at a panel to the side of her. It took a moment for Alethia’s mind to catch up with his instruction. She turned, feeling sluggish and touched the panel which slid out in response and passed the med kit to the Protectorate.

      ‘Are you all right?’ he asked, his eyes narrowed.

      ‘Your voice is funny,’ she giggled.

      The High-Protector frowned. Perhaps it wasn’t the time for jokes.

      ‘I hit my head,’ she heard herself say.

      ‘I know,’ Thanesh said, studying the side of her face. His voice was slow and deep, like playing a message that was failing to buffer.

      Alethia touched her face and felt something slick against her skin. When she looked at her hand, her fingers were covered in blood.

      ‘Oh.’ She sat heavily on the floor.

      ‘Alethia?’

      ‘I’m okay.’ She felt her eyes closing and the strength leaving her body.

      ‘No, you are not.’ His voice sounded like it was coming from far away. Alethia opened her eyes, expecting to find Thanesh across the pod, but he was still in the seat right next to her.

      His long legs looked inviting. She leaned her cheek against them.

      ‘Alethia.’ His voice was sharp, demanding. She looked up at him as he watched her, opening the med kit one-handed and passing something to her. She took hold of it without looking and watched as he lifted a gun-looking implement and held it to the wound, grunting when the end lit up.

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘Medical nanobots.’

      Alethia nodded, unsure what he was saying. There was a thick blanket between her mind and comprehension.

      ‘Alethia, stay with me.’

      Once more, she opened her eyes. Thanesh was on the floor leaning towards her. One hand cradled her face, supporting her. His other hand was holding onto hers; the one with the thing he had given her. She forced herself to focus on her hand and saw a square of shiny material, silver, small and harmless.

      ‘Your brain has had a good shake during impact—‘

      ‘That was my chair.’ She pointed at the destroyed metal and animal hide lying at the back of the pod.

      The Protector turned. ‘Vrok,’ he hissed under his breath.

      He took the square from her hand and pressed it to her head. Pain sliced through her haze, causing her to cry out. She tried to squirm away from it, but Thanesh held her against him.

      ‘It is helping,’ he whispered, his face so close. ‘I promise.’ Her eyes locked onto his and they stared at each other. Slowly, the pain ebbed. The haze cleared from the edge of her mind then suddenly snapped into sharp focus.

      ‘There you are,’ Thanesh whispered, his voice soothing.

      ‘What is that thing?’ Alethia asked him, her voice matching his for volume.

      ‘Something we developed for just this kind of thing.’ He smiled at her. Her heart sped up. She tried to ignore it, Thanesh was so close to her; his breath fanned her face, his eyes on hers…

      ‘I could do with this at home.’ She swallowed.

      ‘Where is home?’ he asked. His voice still soft, encouraging.

      ‘Tessa,’ she whispered, her eyes lowering to his mouth. The two sets of fangs peeked out, resting on his bottom lip. She could almost imagine what it would feel like to have them brushing against her mouth as they kissed.

      ‘What is it like?’ he asked her. She was mesmerised by the movement of his lips. His perfect, enticing, kissable lips.

      ‘Beautiful,’ she sighed. ‘The sky is lavender-blue. The trees are purple and red. Where we live is covered in forests. We’re safe.’ She faltered on the last words; something was wrong. She wasn’t supposed to be talking about Tessa. Realisation dawned on her a moment later.

      ‘Where is Tessa?’ he asked, unaware of the change in Alethia. His own eyes fixed on her lips now.

      ‘You son of a bitch,’ she snarled. The Protector moved back a little, his eyes refocusing on hers. A moment passed before an amused smile curved his lips.

      ‘Tessa sounds nice,’ he said, ‘I look forward to seeing it.’

      ‘You never will,’ she promised.

      The High-Protector’s smile widened. ‘We will see.’

      ‘I should have left you here to die,’ she spat, pushing him away from her and getting to her feet.

      Whatever was in that square, he had pressed to her head; it was the good stuff. She was clear-headed, steady on her feet, pain-free and ready to go.

      Thanesh barked out a sharp laugh. ‘That would not have killed me.’ He was pointing to the bar he had thrown. ‘All your presence did was make it easier to treat my injury. The life you saved was yours. You would not have gotten twenty fenth outside the pod before your brain haemorrhaged.’

      His words brought her to a standstill. She realised how little of the last few minutes she could remember. Had she really been so close to dying?

      The pod rattled. Alethia turned to find him messing with the pod’s control panel.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘There are some automatic systems that are meant to deploy when a pod reaches land. Regardless of whether it lands or crashes. The lights come on.’ He pointed to the strip lights around the pod. ‘If the environment is safe to breathe, then the door blows open,’ Thanesh pointed to the blown hatch, ‘and the pod is meant to right itself so that the chairs can be tipped back and used as beds. It has not happened.’

      ‘Thrusters were knocked out, remember?’

      His hand hovered over the controls for a moment before they withdrew. ‘You are right.’

      ‘So, now what?’ she asked, looking around the pod. It was tipped so that everything inside had fallen to one edge where the floor met the door. Where her chair was broken apart.

      ‘I will have to go outside and tip it.’

      Alethia laughed.

      Thanesh looked at her, confusion on his face.

      ‘Oh, you’re serious?’ Alethia pulled a face, ‘you can’t think you can move this thing? It’s not huge, but it must weigh tons.’

      ‘I do not know what ‘tons’ are,’ he said. He turned and walked out of the open hatch.

      Alethia watched him go, huffing a laugh of disbelief. A moment later, she followed him.

      A thin light spilt from the pod and illuminated a small section of the ground they crashed into. Alethia reached out to touch the outside walls, expecting it to be hot. Cold walls met her hand.

      ‘It is regulated, so the heat of entry is drawn in as a power source to a back-up battery,’ the Protector said gently. His hooded eyes were scanning the horizon all around them.

      ‘Can you even see anything?’ she asked. Thanesh frowned at her. Alethia was never so conscious of their height difference than she was at this moment.

      Grabbing her by her wrist, he pulled her out of the light of the pod.

      ‘Hey.’ Alethia pulled away from him.

      ‘Look.’ He nodded towards the horizon. Alethia rolled her eyes and did as she was told.

      It was the large, dappled red and purple nebula that swallowed half the sky that caught her attention first, then the two moons to the left of it, one farther back than the other. The front one was huge and kissed the horizon, the smaller one was much farther back, higher, parallel with the nebula.

      By some stroke of luck, they walked out of the pod in time to catch an alignment. The larger moon was falling behind the shadow of the planet they stood on, falling into an eclipse. A few feet from her, the lake the pod narrowly missed was reflecting the event. A small island stood a few hundred meters off-shore. It was barely big enough to contain the single tree that grew there.

      As the shadow swallowed the large moon, the light from the second moon and from the nebula grew brighter. Alethia stood frozen, captivated by the sight.

      She glanced down when she saw something move. What she had taken for the reflection of stars in the lake were insects flying above the water. Somehow, they glowed; she hadn’t known such a thing was possible. Alethia took a few steps towards the lake and squatted down to watch them. The insects were moving about on the water’s surface, leaving tiny ripples in their wake.

      She looked back up at the eclipsed moon and crouched there until the shadow released its hold from the moon. It seemed to release Alethia at the same moment. She watched for a little while longer then stood and turned to find the Protectorate watching her.

      They stood in silence before Thanesh shook his head, removed his top and threw it inside the pod, followed quickly by the tank he wore underneath.

      Alethia watched as he rocked the pod. Pushing it back and forth to gain momentum. She was captivated by the sight of his muscles rippling as they strained to move the weight of the pod.

      Finally, when the pod was swinging back and forth, Thanesh pushed it hard on the away swing. The pod changed orientation and settled.

      He turned to her. Again, a moment passed where all they did was stare at each other.

      Alethia was the first to shake herself out of it. ‘Impressive,’ she said as casually as she could manage.

      Thanesh stood in silence for a moment more, before disappearing inside.
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      Alethia awoke to Thanesh moving around. She was lying in one of the spare seats, which tipped and converted into a cot. It was extremely uncomfortable. The only blanket was a shiny thermal wisp of nothing that didn’t have any weight to it. Alethia realised overnight that a weighted blanket was essential to her getting a good night’s sleep. The light of an alien sun was creeping through the viewscreen by the time she finally drifted off.

      ‘I can hear you are awake,’ Thanesh said from the seat next to hers.

      ‘I wasn’t hiding it,’ she groaned. She opened her eyes to find Thanesh perched on the edge of his seat, filling a bag with supplies.

      ‘You need to get up. We have a good chance the Ulidon went after one of the other pods, but it will not take them long to figure out we are not in any of them. We need to be far away from here by the time they come for us.’ He glanced at her. ‘Pass me the cover?’ He reached out for her blanket. She glared at him.

      ‘I hate you,’ she said with conviction before whipping the blanket off and passing it to him. He stuffed it in the bag without folding it.

      ‘Any other bags?’ She sat up and looked around the room. A bag was dropped on her lap.

      ‘I’ll get the medical kits.’ She turned to the panel Thanesh had pointed out the night before and opened it, emptying the contents into the bag before investigating the rest of the nearby panels. When the bag was filled with every useful thing she could find, she stood. Almost immediately Thanesh thrust a ration bar under her nose, along with a bag of water.

      ‘The water is for the rote. The life here is abundant, so I think we will find a drinkable water source.’

      Something about the way he said it made her look at him. ‘Did you try to drink from the lake?’

      Thanesh didn’t answer.

      Alethia arched an inquiring eyebrow.

      ‘I may have tried,’ he admitted reluctantly.

      ‘Please tell me you have one of those purifier—‘

      ‘Of course,’ he snapped.

      They packed up the pod in silence. When they were done, Thanesh led the way outside. Immediately the heat hit Alethia. It was morning still, but already the air was humid. Sweat broke out across her brow and upper lip, and she felt her body become clammy. Taking in a breath of warm air, she took a good look at this new world.

      Thin, hair-like smatterings of cloud drifted across the planet’s dark blue sky, which cradled an orange-yellow sun. Across the distance over of vast plain of pale green grass, a forest filled her vision. It took her a moment to figure out the perspective because, despite the distance separating them from the forest, everything about it was massive. Even across the madiths, she could see each individual tree that stretched high into the sky until it seemed like they were touching the clouds themselves.

      Alethia shook her head. She looked at the pod. It was laid out in the open for anyone to find.

      ‘Could we not push it into the lake?’

      The Protectorate looked at her and then turned to the pod. His eyes tracked over it. He shook his head.

      ‘Even if I were strong enough to push it into the lake, there is still our impact site and that.’ He moved around the pod, pulling Alethia with him.

      The point the pod settled was not the initial point of impact. It made sense when Alethia thought about it. Instead, they skipped like a stone across water, striking the ground several hundred feet away, leaving a large divot in the earth there before skipped in decreasing increments, tearing up patches of earth. It felled a tree, splintering it and ricocheted off a boulder where it changed direction and settled by the lake. It was only the loss of momentum that saved them from a watery grave.

      Blood rushed from Alethia’s face. That explained the bruises she could feel on her body. She wasn’t sure how she was still alive. Her vision swam and dizziness threatened to overwhelm her. She knelt down before she fell down.

      ‘What are you doing?’ He moved closer to her, bending over her.

      ‘We could have died,’ she whispered. For some reason seeing this made it more real than almost dying last night. She felt him crouch down. An arm went around her, and he rubbed her back.

      ‘Take a deep breath.’ His voice was gentle, calm. It made Alethia realise she was close to hyperventilating. ‘One deep breath. I am going to count it,’ he said. She followed his instruction, drawing in air to his count and only releasing it, slowly, on his order. She followed his direction until her mind cleared and she could breathe without difficulty.

      When she was feeling steady, she stood and surveyed the scene again. It was better not to think about it.

      She turned to find Thanesh watching her with a curious look on his face.

      ‘Why did your lips turn blue?’

      ‘I was having an anxiety attack.’ He shook his head, as though he was hearing something unfathomable.

      ‘Are you ready to go?’ He watched like he thought she might break.

      Alethia nodded. She stood and followed Thanesh.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was a slow riser. They had been walking the long, pale grass of the plain for some time and were more than halfway to a forest line. The planet was enormous, its spin fast enough for a decent gravity yet the morning seemed to be lasting forever. Even though she slept part of it away and they had been travelling for a good few hours, the sun was still climbing towards its zenith. Alethia’s hat was left behind with Makios, and a cooling wind had given her a false sense of safety despite the clear sky and intense sun. She pulled her hood farther over her face, but it wasn’t enough to protect her from the planet’s sharp ultraviolet light. It beat down at her, tightening her skin from sunburn. As an albino, this was the worst-case scenario.

      She demanded a blanket from a confused Thanesh and wrapped it around her with the reflective side out, but the damage was done. She’d been so careful her whole life. Her only hope now was if the Protectorate looked after the health of their prisoners. Otherwise, Alethia was guaranteed to develop skin cancer over a lot of her face. The idea horrified her.

      Even with the blanket reflecting much of the light away, Alethia was overheating. She could feel her footsteps slowing, her mind fogging, wandering with every step. She gritted her teeth, forced herself to walk quicker and took another sip from the warming water bag. Thanesh’s hulking figure marched several feet in front of her. She was deliberately holding back to delay him noticing her skin and the inevitable questions and criticism she’d get for being a weak human.

      ‘Why do you set the slaves free?’ Thanesh asked.

      ‘Because someone did it for me once,’ Alethia said, her eyes fixed on the treeline. It didn’t seem to be getting any closer.

      ‘Who?’ Alethia considered the question. It couldn’t hurt to share some details from her life. He wouldn’t be able to track her from knowing about her stepfathers. Once they had taken their slave mate and her daughter, they had severed all ties with their former life. Invictus was initially called something else. They found Tessa, an uninhabited planet, then made new friends so that there was help to support and protect their mate and children.

      ‘When I was six,’ she started, hating this story, ‘I was put in a crate by the Huan who owned my mother and I. They sold me to some alien guy that liked kids in the worst possible way.’ Thanesh looked at her with a look she couldn’t decipher on his face.

      ‘They were entertaining a Kuyon pre-bond pair about a job they wanted doing,’ she went on, not sure whether or not she should, ‘and my mother was a one-night deal-sweetener.’

      ‘They prostituted her?’

      Alethia nodded. ‘Business deals, neighbours, acquaintances. It’s a wonder I was an only child by this point.’

      The Protectorate shook his head. Now she could see the disgust.

      ‘But the Kuyon bonded to her.’ Thanesh wasn’t asking.

      ‘They stole us,’ Alethia confirmed, shivering.

      Alethia still remembered the terror of being put in the crate. She remembered Daninca, one of the Huan, ripping her from her mother’s arms as her mate, Colvin, restrained her mother. Her mother screamed and begged for her daughter. Alethia tried to cry out but couldn’t breathe. She thought she was going to die as they placed her in the crate and shut it, promising her mother that if the Kuyon were happy, she could have Alethia back. But it was a lie. The moment her mother was out of sight, the crate was placed in a transport and sent away. Alethia still remembered screaming as the vehicle took off, knowing with dreaded certainty she would never see her mother again.

      The crate was sitting at the port waiting to be loaded when it was suddenly opened and two blue faces with black eyes looked in at her.

      It wasn’t until Alethia heard her mother’s voice calling her that she knew she was safe. Her mother had come. Even when Teyrin, a stranger, pulled her out, she knew she was safe. From that moment on, he and Adanith were her fathers.

      ‘So, the half-Kuyon at the slave market is your brother.’ Thanesh’s voice brought her abruptly back to the present.

      Instantly, Alethia regretted opening her mouth.  ‘Just… shut up.’

      Thanesh chuckled at her. ‘I will get it all from you,’ he promised. ‘one way or another.’
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        * * *

      

      She wasn’t well. Thanesh kept sneaking looks whenever he sensed she wouldn’t notice. Her condition was poor and diminishing. During their trek, her face had turned an angry red colour. Her skin looked tight and uncomfortable. He wanted to pour water on it, but he knew from the angle of the sun that it would do harm, rather than soothe the burning he could feel radiating from her.

      Her mental state was declining. Angering her briefly brought her fire back, but her walking slowed by quick degrees increasing the time it was taking to reach the treeline. She was trodding now; one foot in front of the other like a work animal trying to conserve energy. He wanted to stop to give her a break, but it would do her no good here, in this plain; she needed shade.

      ‘Alethia.’ She continued walking, oblivious to him and to everything else. ‘Alethia,’ he called again, louder this time. She looked up at him. Her dark blue eyes appeared dull but somehow stood out against the redness of her face. They were listless. It pained him to see her like this.

      ‘Put the bags down.’ She looked at him, confusion on her face. He realised she was having trouble comprehending him. He walked over to her, dropping his bags, and stripped her of hers. He scooped her into his arms and set out at a run. They were less than a madith from the treeline now. He needed to get her there quickly.

      ‘The bags,’ she protested.

      ‘I will get them once you are safely out of the sun,’ he said. She looked at him for a moment, catching Thanesh in her almond-shaped blue depths. She smiled in gratitude and relaxed against him.

      The systems sun put out a lot of UV. The life on Vidan was strong as a result. It was one of the things that had drawn Thanesh here. Was this what made humans so weak? Weak UV? Why did anyone keep them as slaves? They must be so inconvenient to care for.

      He thought back to the story she told him. At first, Thanesh thought she was lying to him. When he looked at her, he expected to see deceit in her face. The idea that her owners sold her to a male whose attention would surely have damaged her beyond repair made him angrier than he had ever felt.

      Three hundred solars ago, Thanesh and his brothers woke to a harsh reality. They were intended to be slaves but quickly changed their fate.

      When they made their way off Teralis, they found a galaxy that cared little for life; full of races that were only interested in what they could take for themselves. He hadn’t questioned it. Instead, he and his men, with no small amount of luck and no small amount of hard work, created a space for themselves that few had the nerve to challenge them for. He had no use for slaves. But never questioned their use, their care, until this rote.

      Thinking back to his conversation with Kidaal, Thanesh thought of the Ualha child. He knew Kidaal thought of her as a pet. He also knew that would change when the child became older. Once her body matured and readied itself for childbearing, Kidaal’s interest would change. He thought nothing of it at the time. Now, in the wake of Alethia’s story, it disturbed him.

      The trees wrapped them in the shade and the air cooled around them. Better, the sound of trickling water filled his ears as soon as he stopped running. Thanesh turned, zeroed in on the sound and set out in that direction.

      ‘The bags,’ Alethia said, her voice weak. She tensed and looked over his shoulder at the plains behind them.

      ‘There is water nearby,’ he said, pulling Alethia closer to him to lessen her jostling against him. She leaned against his chest and relaxed once more. The moment she heard the water, her head turned in its direction.

      ‘I see it,’ he assured her.

      A small stream cut through the land in front of them. He sped up, depositing her on the ground next to it moments later.

      Filling his filter canister, he tested the water before handing the flask to Alethia. He watched her throat work as she swallowed; drinking everything in the flask, then moving towards the stream to refill it. Thanesh snagged it from her, refilled it and handed it back.

      While Alethia drank, Thanesh unclasped his top and pulled it off, quickly followed by the black tank he wore beneath. He plunged the top under the water and wrung it out then turned to the human.

      ‘Here.’ He held out the top. Alethia swapped the top for the water and held it against her face, groaning gratefully. ‘Are you content to stay here while I get the bags?’ The female’s face was hidden under his top, it bobbed in response.

      Thanesh stood but hesitated to leave. He looked around the forest, taking in the details he hadn't noticed before. Their environment was a play of darkness and light. The canopy was thick, and what little light was able to penetrate it was dappled, highlighting small sections of dense growth where the few colourful flowers grew. Above him, he could see small patches of the sky through the massive trees which rose several hundred fenth at least above them. The trees were broad, Thanesh estimated their footprint was eighty to one hundred fenth in diameter, the trunks ranged from dark yellow and green to greys, dark browns and even black. The leaves were various shades of brown-tinted greens and came in a variety of shapes. There were sizeable gaps between the trees, but there were so many of them that he couldn't see far in any direction. Branches extended from the trunks close to the ground and split into smaller branches and twigs which sprouted cupped leaves. Massive roots buttressed the trees and obscured his vision farther. Smaller plants grew between the roots, small compared to the tree, but large, even compared to Thanesh. There seemed to be dozens of layers of growth in this forest, from the tall trees high above to small flowers which grew in spaces between them. Insects swarmed in the shade, reminding Thanesh of the wildlife that invariably must live here. He grimaced. Visibility was low; there was no way to see a threat coming unless it announced itself. Once he left Alethia, she would be vulnerable to any predators in the area.

      ‘You should come to the edge of the forest.’ He continued looking around as he spoke, trying to make out any predators that might be lurking. ‘I do not trust that you are safe here.’

      ‘I’d prefer to stay by the water. Keep bathing my face.’ She pulled his top from her face. The look she gave him which was supposed to be hopeful came closer to pitiful. ‘Just leave me a gun. I’ll be fine.’ Alethia saw the look on his face and scoffed.

      ‘Thanesh, what am I going to do? Your people are on the way. The Ulidon are on the way; I can’t fight either one alone. To top it off we’re on a planet that wants to burn me to death.’ She swept an arm dramatically around them. ‘Unless my people stumble on this planet, my only way off is with you.’

      He couldn’t argue with her logic. He leaned in close to her and smelled her. He fought the urge to close his eyes at her scent, forcing himself to look in the dark blue depths of hers.

      ‘I can track you by scent,’ he told her, reaching out and taking some of her hair in his hand and smelling her again. ‘Warm, sweet, intense. Simple but layered. What is that?’ he breathed.

      ‘My—my mother said I smell like vanilla,’ she whispered back.

      ‘I do not know what that is.’

      ‘It’s a spice, from a flower on Earth.’ Her voice was shaky. ‘People use it to flavour and scent things.’

      ‘Hmmm.’ He breathed her in again. ‘I like it.’ He held her eyes fast for a minute before he placed one of his knives in her hand. Alethia gasped and looked at the blade. Her face fell.

      ‘How am I supposed to defend myself with this?’ He was pleased by the huskiness of her voice.

      ‘This,’ Thanesh indicated the knife, ‘is to stop you from straying from this spot. You are less likely to attract attention if you stay.’

      ‘You’re a real asshole,’ she called after him as he ran to the edge of the small clearing.

      ‘I do not know what that means,’ he called plunging into the forest.

      It was harder to run in this forest than Thanesh anticipated. He had first seen this planet more than a century before and scoped it out several times since then. After making up his mind that that would be his home planet, he had courted the Tinar leadership in hopes of securing it. Vidan stood on an oft-used flight path to the Intergalactic Council. But while he and Korren had previously visited the island, where he originally intended on landing, he’d never been near the rainforests.

      Retrieving the bags without pausing, Thanesh headed back towards the treeline. He thought about the human in that little clearing on her own and sped his pace. His heart thumped faster every moment he was away. It was not just because he had left Alethia behind in a strange jungle with nothing but a knife for protection, something he deeply regretted. It was his reaction to her.

      When Thanesh first heard of someone on Esra pretending to be Protectorate, using their name to buy slaves, he was angry. Seeing her changed something.

      No, not something. Everything.

      Thanesh’s world had been thrown off-kilter on meeting her. He was being spun on the spot like a child’s toy he had once seen. She was beautiful. No, exquisite. Spin! She was buying slaves to free them. Spin! She had been almost sold as a child. Spin! Her smell. Spin! Her attitude. Spin! Her bravery. Spin! Her compassion. Spin! He was dizzy in the presence of her. Like a compass thrown off by a magnet, he was not sure where his north was anymore. Like the centre of his galaxy had shifted itself to accommodate the force that was Alethia.

      He ran back to the clearing spurred by the fear that something would happen to her while he was gone. It was like the night before, all over again. He had lain on the cot with the intent of getting sleep while he could. Alethia was restless for a long time disturbing him, but when she finally fell asleep instead of resting himself, he was unable to tear his eyes from the healing wound that almost killed her. All night, he replayed the events in his mind. She stumbled around the interior of the pod, her words slurred, unable to focus, confused. She fell to the ground and leaned her slight weight against him as though she trusted him to care for her. He had, he couldn’t help himself. Seeing her like that… the idea of burying her on this planet… Thanesh swallowed.

      He broke through the treeline almost silently and found her lying on the ground by the bank. Her knife was out of reach, his top on her face and a large, long six-legged creature stalked silently towards her.

      It had a black face, head and neck. The black stripe ran from neck to tail and merged into the black on its back haunches where it ran down its powerful back thighs. The rest of its body was grey striped with slashes of dark green. Sharp teeth were exposed in a silent snarl. Blade-like claws dug into the soil at its feet.

      It saw Thanesh and growled. Alethia snatched his top from her burnt skin and cried out in shock when she saw it only a few fenth from her. She scrambled away from it, towards her knife. Instinctively the creature prepared to pounce in response.

      Panicked it would snatch her and run, Thanesh withdrew a knife and roared.

      The animal refocused, spinning and launching at the threat. Thanesh braced himself, squatting to shift his centre of gravity, and waited until it was close enough to pounce at him. As it leapt, he swept to the side, slashing out with his knife and connecting with the creature’s side. Its yelp turned to a snarl and it slowed, turning to launch at him once again.

      The beast was large compared to Alethia, but not to Thanesh. This time, when he stepped aside, he reached out, grabbing its scruff, and plunged the knife through the rib cage towards where he hoped its heart was.

      The creature struggled, attempting to break free of his grip. As the knife found its mark, it yelped, whimpered and fell still in his hand. He hefted it so that he could see it better. Dull gold blood dripped from its mouth. He shook it and when there was no reaction, he dropped it and rounded on Alethia, furious.

      ‘You had my top on your face,’ he yelled.

      ‘Food.’ She pointed at the creature. He looked back at it, then turned to face her. She was getting to her feet.

      ‘Vrok food. You would have been the food had I not returned when I did.’ Alethia walked by him, grabbing the creature and kneeling to the forest floor. She used the knife he’d given her to cut deep into the creature's throat, holding it out so that its blood dripped onto the forest floor. When she was done, she looked up at him.

      ‘I was really stupid,’ she admitted. ‘I’m sorry. I know better. I was taught better. It won’t happen again.’

      Thanesh wanted to rage at her. To tell her she needed to be more careful. To hide her and protect her so that he could… He swallowed when he realised where his thoughts were going.

      He opened his mouth and shut it again; shouting would only be for his benefit now.

      ‘Build a fire,’ she said. ‘We’ll cook this up, store it, have lunch and move on.’
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        * * *

      

      It turned out Thanesh didn’t know how to build a fire. Alethia worked at extracting as much meat from the carcass as she could while she instructed him to dig a pit, line the outside with stones and advised him on the tinder before explaining that dried, old wood that fell to the forest floor, was better than the wood fresh from the trees. He sat tending the fire, looking pleased with himself.

      ‘We’re gonna need something to cook this in.’

      ‘I have.’ Thanesh pulled bags to him and looked through them. Finally, he pulled out a pack which turned out to be two interfitting cooking pans. Inside were mess tins, cups and a small tin. Thanesh frowned at it.

      ‘What’s that?’ Alethia asked, knowing already.

      ‘A fire starter kit,’ Thanesh growled.

      Alethia sniggered and his scowl deepened. ‘On the upside, you know how to start a fire without one now.’

      Thanesh seemed to consider for a moment, before dropping the kit back in the bag, forgotten.

      Grinning, Alethia returned to her task. She glanced at the skin; the creature was furred, and it would have made a beautiful decoration for her home, but the knife wasn’t even a little useful for fleshing and she’d gave the task up almost as soon as she thought about it. Besides, she didn’t have any salt to preserve it until she could tan it, and they didn’t have the time to dry it. The waste of it hurt her heart, but she knew the wildlife of the forest would find a use for it, even if it were just the insects breaking it down to feed the soil.

      She sliced the meat into thin strips so it would cook quickly, store easily and they could eat it on the go. They needed to get much farther away from the pod than they were and that meant stopping as seldom as possible.

      She was still feeling off. The forest was great for shade and was cooler than the plain, but it was still unbearably hot and the UV seemed unusually harsh, even through the trees she could feel it prickling her skin. Tinar’s desert sun hadn’t been as bad as this.

      Once again, Alethia looked for a plant that had long, thin leaves suitable for making a hat but it was difficult to see through the thick undergrowth. Further, the plants all tended towards greens that had hints of greys and browns, sages and olives, seaweed and pine, pale pistachios and crocodile, whatever any of that was. It meant the brush all blended together, making it challenging to distinguish anything just at medium length; even if they could see farther than that, she imagined it would all blend into a formless lump. She cast her eyes about, but there was nothing up close. She could only hope to find something before the day's end.

      Alethia looked over at Thanesh, who was overfeeding the fire.

      ‘Don’t put too much on,’ she said when he reached for yet more wood. ‘Let it breathe. Fire needs air to burn.’

      The Protectorate looked at her, a quizzical look on his face.

      ‘How do you know to do all this?’ he asked.

      ‘Remember my mother and her two Kuyon mates?’

      Thanesh nodded. For a moment, he looked genuinely interested, then a scowl appeared. ‘Yes,’ he said in an oddly formal voice, nodding again.

      Dismissing his mood shift, Alethia continued. ‘My fathers… to me they were, anyway. Teyrin and Adanith. Teyrin grew up with this stuff.’

      ‘He just taught you this?’ Thanesh said. ‘Because you settled on a planet where you needed to know this?’

      ‘You know I’m not going to answer that,’ she sighed.

      ‘I know.’ He shrugged. He flashed her a wicked grin that was gone almost as soon as it appeared.

      Her stomach lurched treacherously.

      ‘My mother got sick.’ Alethia ignored him. ‘And she wasn’t getting better. By the time we realised it was serious, there was nothing to be done. Three months later, she died.’

      ‘Your fathers not long after,’ Thanesh said. His voice was quiet and respectful.

      Alethia nodded, focusing on her task. Kuyon bonded for life; for them, that meant life.

      The Protectorate had laid one of the spare thermal blankets next to her. She was depositing the slices of meat onto it and building it up into small piles.

      ‘They taught me everything they could from the moment they met me,’ she whispered. ‘So, they weren’t afraid of leaving us. They made sure we’d survive.’

      ‘How old were you?’

      ‘Around sixteen,’ she said. ‘It was harder for my brother, though. He was eight, and there was so much about what he is, he didn’t understand for a long time because his fathers weren’t there to teach him.’

      ‘What were they like?’ Thanesh asked. He pulled a tripod from one of the bags retrieved some of the meat, preparing them for cooking.

      ‘My mum was strong. The Huan had us for six-years and made her do terrible things, but she refused to let them break her.’ Alethia kept her eyes on her work. ‘It was watching them put me in the crate… My fathers healed her.’ She turned the carcass around, looking for any spots she might have missed. They would leave the remainder of it here for animals to scavenge. ‘My dads… Teyrin was quiet, intense, very loving and patient.’ He had taught her to read and write, to fish and hunt. He had managed the building of the cabin where Alethia still lived and built every stick of furniture himself. When she and her mother had nightmares, he held them, comforted them, he made them feel safe and protected.

      ‘Adanith was loud, funny, boisterous. Dairon takes after him personality-wise.’ She sucked in a breath when she realised she'd spoken Dairon’s name out loud. ‘Goddammit,’ she cried out, frustrated at her own stupidity. She dropped the knife and moved closer to the stream next to her; washing her hands in the water.

      ‘All is well, Alethia,’ Thanesh said quietly from his place by the fire.

      ‘All is not well,’ she shouted. ‘I just betrayed my brother to someone who wants to lock us both up.’ She stood and scrubbed her hands down her face, then cried out when the pain from the sunburn flared. ‘Dammit.’

      ‘You really are bad at deception,’ he said, suddenly at her side. He was holding the top she’d been using to soak her face. He wiped her tears away, then dipped and wrung out the top again. ‘Here.’ She took it from him.

      ‘You’re really bad at comforting people,’ she moaned.

      ‘I am not trying to comfort you.’ He picked up the thermal blanket and carried it over to the fire. ‘Come.’
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        * * *

      

      Cooking was soothing; it always had been for Thanesh. This was less cooking then heating meat, but it was mindless, repetitive work that allowed him to work on other things in the background. Like the kind of traps he was going to build if the Ulidon gave him time.

      Not for the first time, his eyes wandered to Alethia. She sat across from him, watching as he moved strips of meat around to ensure even cooking. He couldn’t hunt, and he couldn’t recognise edible plants, another skill she had revealed to him. But he was a vrokking good cook. The rest he could learn. He didn’t want to examine too carefully why it was so important that she see this.

      ‘What about your parents?’ She asked him.

      ‘I do not have any,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘I was made in a lab.’

      ‘You grew up in a lab?’

      ‘I woke up fully grown.’ He shook his head. ‘Three hundred solars ago.’

      ‘Three hundred solars ago?’ Alethia’s expression was startled. ‘You’re three hundred years old?’ Thanesh nodded. ‘How many of you did they make?’

      ‘A little over fifty-thousand.’ He reached out and turned the meat. Another minute and it would be done. He looked up at Alethia. She was watching him, open-mouthed, a speculative look on her face. ‘What?’

      ‘Thanesh, I—’ She shook her head. ‘It can’t be though you’re all so big.’ Alethia stared at him, as though trying to divine something. ‘And you’re at least a foot taller than the average human male.’

      ‘I hope so.’ Thanesh chuckled. ‘We are not human.’

      ‘It’s too much of a coincidence.’ Her bright red skin looked so wrong against the whiteness of her. ‘I think you are human. Started out human, anyway.’

      ‘We are not,’ he said, feeling a sudden flare of irritation.

      ‘Just listen, okay.’

      He gritted his teeth but nodded. He glanced at Alethia, then turning his attention back to the food. A prescient feeling fell over him; he was on the cusp of learning something significant.

      Alethia took a breath and swallowed.

      The meat was sizzling in the pan. Thanesh snatched it off, strip by strip, placed it in two mess-tins and handed one to Alethia. He grabbed more pieces of raw meat while Alethia took a bite of food, chewing and swallowing quickly.

      ‘Not bad,’ she said, looking at the meat.

      ‘Alethia,’ he growled. He filled the pan up.

      ‘Did you ever wonder why there aren’t more human slaves about?’

      ‘I do not think about humans.’ His tone was hard, his words clipped.

      ‘No, of course not.’ She swallowed. ‘There are billions of humans across Earth’s system. The reason there aren’t an abundance of human slaves is because of an event they call The Violation.’

      ‘The Violation?’ He moved the meat around to avoid looking at her.

      ‘Yes.’ He felt, rather than saw, her nod. ‘It was the twenty-first century on Earth. We’d only just begun colonising Mars, another planet in the system. Mum said humans weren’t even sure there was life outside of their system yet.’

      Thanesh snorted.

      ‘Yeah, they were a little human-centric back then,’ she agreed, ‘but then, alien ships arrived. Around a hundred appeared on Earth all at once. People thought they were being invaded, but they weren’t.’ Alethia took another quick bite of the meat. She chewed it and though it could only have been a few seconds; every flex of her jaw muscles counted the long seconds away. ‘Instead, they hit high-density centres, city centres, hospitals, universities. They used some device to knock everyone out. They tagged the men with something, then,’ Alethia whistled, one finger turning to point towards the sky.

      ‘Speak plainly,’ he growled.

      ‘They grabbed them with something. Mum said it was some sort of energy that pulled them up into their ships. Then they left. The aliens were on Earth for an hour.’

      ‘How many?’ Thanesh’s throat was tight.

      ‘More than fifty-thousand,’ she whispered.

      ‘Do you know what the aliens looked like?’

      ‘Tall, slender. They had white hair, pale eyes and white skin.’ Alethia pressed her lips into a thin line. ‘For a long time, my mum thought it was you guys until she saw one of you.’

      ‘They were Cealin.’ He knew it deep in his bones.

      ‘I’ve never seen a Cealin,’ she said.

      ‘They do not often leave their space,’ Thanesh told her. ‘They believe in their own supremacy. To them, all other races are beneath them.’

      ‘It was their lab you woke up in?’

      He nodded.

      ‘My God,’ Alethia whispered. ‘Earth has been speculating on what happened to those men for three hundred years. I’m sitting with one of them.’

      ‘So, Earth worked on planetary defence after that,’ Thanesh finished the story for her.

      ‘It was another thirty years before aliens showed up again. They’ve sacrificed developing own FTL engines to keep their home safe from invasion. But it can’t last. Sooner or later, the Bentari or the Fedhith will put together a force big enough and humanity will become slaves just like the Aavani. Earth will become a resource for them to exploit.’

      ‘They need to join the IGC,’ Thanesh said. He was ignoring the churning in his stomach, the whirlwind of thoughts spinning in his head. He concentrated on cooking the food and the mechanics of the conversation. ‘Or a contract with us.’

      ‘They can’t afford a contract with you,’ Alethia said. ‘They don’t have any of the resources you take as payment. I’ve checked.’ She shifted in her seat, picking up another strip of meat. ‘They need to apply to the Intergalactic Council, but that can only be done in person at the IGC station.’

      Thanesh nodded. He had made himself familiar with the process and intended on claiming this world as his home planet.

      He looked at Alethia’s sunburnt face. Maybe not this world.
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      Four hours after packing up their impromptu camp and setting off through the forest, the midday sun was trying to burn her through the gap of every leaf.

      ‘What else did your mother tell you about Earth?’ It was the first time Thanesh had spoken since they broke camp.

      ‘Not a lot.’ Alethia was already breathless. ‘She didn’t like to talk about it. It made her sad.’

      ‘But she told you about The Violation?’

      Alethia could only nod.

      ‘There’s an annual remembrance.’ She pulled in several breaths before continuing. ‘To remember The Violation and the people they still take.’ Thanesh stopped and looked at her.

      ‘What happened to your father?’

      ‘He was killed, trying to stop my mother being raped by some of the slavers.’ Alethia’s breath was catching in her throat now. She had grown up walking the forests of Tessa. She didn’t usually struggle, but the sun here drained her energy and she was straining to keep up with Thanesh, who seemed to move forward with relentless energy.

      ‘Where were you?’

      ‘Inside my mother.’ Alethia tripped on a root. She didn’t see Thanesh move, but suddenly he was there, catching her before she hit the ground.

      ‘But that did not stop them.’ He helped Alethia find her feet. She shook her head in response to his statement.

      ‘Animals,’ Thanesh growled. His eyes raked over her, assessing, checking.

      ‘It’s normal, according to the women in my home.’ Alethia was determined not to give any more information away about Tessa. At the same time, she needed him to understand what she was doing. What it meant and who it would harm if the colony was found.

      ‘How are you doing?’ Thanesh pulled the thermal blanket tighter around her head.

      Alethia’s brow furrowed from beneath the shiny material.

      ‘I take it I’ve burned more?’

      He grimaced, answering her question. ‘We will break for a rest now.’

      Alethia looked around and shook her head.

      ‘This isn’t really a good place.’ She pointed to the sunlight flooded clearing. ‘Besides, I need a certain kind of leaf to make a hat.’ Thanesh moved back to get a better look at her. He clearly thought she was crazy, she almost giggled.

      ‘There are certain leaf shapes,’ she said. ‘I can weave a hat in twenty minutes. But I can’t seem to see one that’s the right shape.’ She looked around as though the correct shape would sprout before her eyes as she spoke.

      ‘We will find a more suitable spot,’ he nodded. ‘Suitable, not perfect.’

      Alethia nodded in agreement.
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        * * *

      

      Despite Alethia not complaining, Thanesh stopped them for regular breaks, during which she would bathe her face. The sting of touch was worth bearing for the cooling water.

      They continued walking. Occasionally Thanesh climbed a tree to try and get a lay of the land as well as an idea of when they could expect sunset. When they were about a Hacri away, they stumbled through a thicket of trees and found a small clearing.

      Thanesh looked around, a calculating look on his face.

      ‘This is perfect. Very defensible. We’re still near the water. We’ll camp here.’ Assessing the site herself, Alethia agreed. There were three of the enormous trees around them. The roots were massive; they towered above her so that even Thanesh head barely had clearance to see over them. There was only one route in and one route out through the trunks and roots. There were thick branches covered in sticks and twigs that were themselves covered in leaves. If anything came over the roots, they’d have to sacrifice stealth to attack them.

      Alethia followed Thanesh and noticed the temperature here was slightly higher than the forest outside. The ground was compact beneath their feet and covered in fallen leaves, sticks and small plants. She looked up and for the first time, she realised there was a network of thick, connected branches in the canopy, like arboreal pathways. Part of her itched to explore them, but she knew that in a place like this, most life lived in the trees. They weren’t safe on the ground, but they were probably safer here than up there.

      Thanesh pulled something out of one of his bags and set it up in the clearing before brushing the area clean with his hands.

      ‘We should avoid lighting a fire at night,’ Thanesh said. ‘If the Ulidon arrives, the light will lead them to us.’

      Alethia looked over to see Thanesh setting up a metal frame. She looked at him, a question on her lips. He glanced at her, then back at his work, before turning back to her.

      ‘In three hundred years of running your little…’ she waved a hand dismissively, ‘empire, you’ve never had to just, survive, have you?’

      ‘On the battlefield—’

      ‘Oh yeah, on the battlefield I’m sure you’ve been a moment from death many times. A big warrior like you that goes without saying. I mean,’ she gestured to the forest, ‘in a place like this? You against the elements? You against the wildlife?’ Thanesh looked around at the enormous forest, then turned back to Alethia.

      ‘I am trained in all of this equipment. Most of my wars have been in space,’ he said defensively.

      ‘In all your time, you’ve never been stranded on a hostile world?’

      ‘I would not call this hostile,’ Thanesh said.

      ‘Even the light of this planet is harmful to me. The animal we came across tried to eat me.’

      ‘That was your fault,’ he countered.

      ‘Oh, don’t get me wrong. That was totally my fault. I know better, and I should have been more aware. But it’s not like it was coming up to me for cuddles and kisses. It would have torn my throat out and feasted on my dead flesh.’

      ‘Can we talk about something else?’ he snapped.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ She held up her hand. ‘Why are you so upset?’

      Thanesh moved the frame he had built against the trunk of the nearest tree and pressed a button; a drilling sound filled the clearing. When it stopped, Thanesh pulled against the frame; it was stuck fast to the tree.

      ‘I did not like the image you were conjuring,’ he admitted. It took Alethia a moment to realise he was talking about the idea of her death.

      ‘Get us rations out to eat,’ Thanesh said after a few moments when she still hadn’t spoken.

      Alethia nodded and sat down, pulling the bag towards her.

      The words hung between them. Alethia didn’t know what to think except that he was trying to win her trust so he could get his hands on Dairon and Makios. Then he would find the colony, and the fate of every person there would be at the whim of his mercy. She shook her head. It was simply better not to trust him.

      She looked up at him. His eyes dropping as they caught hers.

      I can’t trust him.

      She repeated it as a mantra as they both finished their tasks.
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        * * *

      

      They ate before the sunset. By the time twilight fell, Alethia could barely see. It had been a long day and she was exhausted. She went to the lean-to, expecting Thanesh to stay up, but almost as soon as she lay down, he was moving into the cramped space beside her. Pressing herself against the colossal trunk at her back, she made room for him and tried not to think about how safe he made her feel pressed against her.

      Taking a deep breath to clear her thoughts, she realised how stupid that had been when his scent flooded her nostrils. His smell was earthy and musky, smelled of home and comfort and a part of her took solace in it. She tried to move away from him, to clear her dulling mind, but he was so big he filled the lean-to. The warmth he generated seemed to warm her whole body relaxing her muscles despite how much she wanted to feel uneasy in his presence. She was drowning in the feeling, in the scent of Thanesh beside her. It was stirring responses in her that were unwanted.

      ‘You got any lights in that little bag of yours?’

      ‘Yes,’ he answered.

      ‘Great. I need to go to the toilet,’ she said, crawling away from him.

      ‘That is a bad idea.’ She could practically hear Thanesh frowning.

      Alethia moved towards the entrance of the lean-to. She had to get away from him for a minute; she needed to clear her head.

      ‘Don’t care. I’m not holding it all night. Especially as the day was so damn long, we have no idea how long the night will be.’

      ‘That is true,’ Thanesh said.

      Alethia felt him shuffling, then a light bloomed. She quickly pulled herself out of the lean-to and stood on the compact earth outside.

      A moment later, Thanesh stood beside her.

      ‘What are you doing?’ She looked up at him, trying to ignore the sexy curve of his lips, the line of his throat.

      ‘I am coming with you.’

      ‘Thanesh, I’m twenty-seven years old. I know how to go to the toilet, especially in the woods.’

      Thanesh nodded. Up until this moment, he’d been surveying the area like he was waiting for the Ulidon to appear. Now, he fixed her with his eyes. ‘I am coming with you.’ His voice brooked no argument.

      Alethia shook her head and sighed. ‘Fine, but you’re not watching,’ she said resentfully, before snatching the lamp from him and striding in the direction they had chosen for the toilet.

      His scent followed her and continued clouding her mind as his footsteps followed close behind. When they were almost there, Alethia turned and pressed a hand against his expansive chest.

      ‘This is where you stay,’ she said firmly.

      He looked down at her, a frown meeting a grimace as he considered her words. ‘You would be safer if I were closer,’ he said finally.

      ‘I don’t care. I need privacy for this. Humans are very private about this function. So, stay.’ With that, she continued walking. ‘And turn around. I don’t want you watching.’

      Climbing and stumbling over the massive roots of the forest, Alethia made her way to the large crag in the tree she had designated the toilet earlier and placed the lamp on the ground. She sat on a root and took in several large breaths to clear his scent from her nostrils before quickly doing her business.

      When she returned to Thanesh, it was to find him in exactly the same position she had left him in.

      ‘Why did you sit on the root before you relieved yourself?’ His frown hadn’t disappeared at all.

      ‘You watched,’ she gasped.

      ‘I did not watch you relieve yourself, but I watched you walk there, sit and return.’ He stepped closer to her, as he did, his scent was drawn up her nostrils. It settled over her mind, clouding her thoughts once again. How was she supposed to deal with this for the entire night?

      ‘Why did you sit on the root?’ he repeated.

      ‘None of your business,’ she snapped.

      Thanesh’s hand shot out, his long fingers wrapping around her forearm. He pulled her to him in an intractable grip so that her body was, once more, pressed against his.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I just needed a minute. It’s been an overwhelming day,’ she lied.

      He pulled her closer, bending until his nose was in her hair, his lips next to her skin. ‘All I can smell in that lean-to is that scent,’ he took in a deep breath, ‘vanilla. You.’ His lips were moving over the shell of her ear. Alethia couldn’t suppress the shiver his touch elicited. Again, sensations that had long been unwelcome flared to life. His scent pressed against her senses, and hard lines became fuzzy until her eyes were shutting. His lips brushed against her, her hair whispered across her skin, his nose nuzzled deeper into her tresses. She was being consumed by the feel of him, breath, body, heat and touch.

      ‘Alethia,’ he groaned.

      The need in his voice was like lightning to her nerves, lighting a path within that burned straight to her core; the answering arousal that flared terrified her. Alethia’s eyes snapped open, and she tore herself from his grasp.

      Breathless, they stared at one another. Neither Thanesh nor Alethia couldn’t pretend the last minute hadn’t happened, but the last thing she wanted was to examine any part of it. Instead, she stepped around him and returned to camp.

      Once the light was out, in the darkness of the lean-to and still alone, Alethia heard a litany of voices telling her nightmares. Her ardour cooled at the tales her mind recounted. The horrors the men and women of her colony had experienced. The horrors she would have suffered but for her fathers. She went through it all in her mind until she was herself once more.

      By the time she fell asleep, Thanesh still hadn’t joined her.
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        * * *

      

      There was some kind of snuffling noise. It woke Alethia from her pleasant dream. At the same time, she became aware of the heat of Thanesh pressing against her once more. Ignoring the ache between her legs, she concentrated on the noise at her feet as the pleasant fog of sleep slowly lifted from her mind. At the same time, she realised she was in danger. Teeth snatched her leg, and something pulled her from the lean-to.

      Alethia screamed as the hard ground gave way to roots and leaves. Dried twigs and branches scratched at her skin. She raised her leg and kicked at the snout of whatever creature was pulling her from camp. Pin-sharp teeth easily penetrated her skin, cutting through muscle and into her bone. As her foot connected with its muzzle, it growled low and throaty, refusing to relinquish its prize.

      ‘Thanesh,’ she screamed, reaching out in the consuming blackness, clawing at the ground and gouging tracks of dirt in a vain effort to save herself.

      Footsteps crashed through the forest towards her.

      Movement stopped, and Alethia was released. A low-pitched snarl cut through the quiet forest from directly in front of her. She dragged herself away from the beast, feeling blood gushing from her injured leg onto the forest floor.

      She couldn’t see a damn thing. Ten years of survival training with her fathers wasn’t worth a damn thing on this planet.

      She heard Thanesh roar. Flesh slapped against flesh. Thanesh cried out in rage before the sound of a knife penetrating meat hit her ears. The creature roared in pain and hissed. She heard their bodies repeatedly clash, the thump of a body hitting something, a tree? The ground?

      In the darkness, she listened to the noises with growing horror. Growls and snarls, both male and beast, surrounded her; they seemed to come from all directions at once. She felt the body of the creature brush against her side, causing her to flinch and retreat, only to feel the hot, fetid breath of the creature on her face before it was gone once again. She scrambled this way and that, feeling sharp stones break her skin and graze her hands and knees. Feeling the cold earth in her fingers as she dragged her injured leg behind her.

      With each movement, she was convinced the creature was taking Thanesh down and she would be next.

      Grunts were answered by snarls, and slowly the noises grew quieter, briefer until she could hear the frustrated whining of something dying and angry as hell about it.

      Everything grew quiet. Alethia could hear heavy breathing and waited to discover who had won.

      ‘Alethia?’ Thanesh’s voice was breathless. ‘You can stop crying now.’

      Alethia became aware of the tracks of tears down her face; she heard herself sob and felt her body shake uncontrollably.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Her voice was trembling.

      ‘I am fine,’ he said. ‘We have more food.’ She was disoriented in the darkness and fixed onto his voice in an effort to anchor her spinning mind.

      Alethia laughed despite herself.

      ‘At the rate we’re getting attacked, we’ll have more food than we’ll ever eat,’ she pointed out.

      ‘What do you mean we?’ Thanesh asked from the darkness.

      ‘Can we finish this back at camp? My leg’s messed up.’ She heard him get up. He pulled her from the ground until she was standing on one foot, then swept her into his arms and carried her back to camp.

      ‘I am going to get a fire going,’ he said as he walked through the root barrier, his voice gruff and thick with emotion. He stopped walking suddenly. ‘What… Vrok.’

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Thanesh’s whole body had gone tense.

      ‘Something raided the camp. If it’s not gone, it’s vrokked up.’ His voice was quaking with rage. ‘Only the lean-to survived.’

      ‘Maybe it would be best if we just went to sleep?’

      ‘You sleep. I am going to build a fire,’ Thanesh said. There was a pause, then he swore again. ‘The lean-to is broken. I will set you something up.’ He set her down carefully on the ground.

      For the next few minutes, she heard him moving around the camp. When he picked her up, it was without warning, and Thanesh was working so quietly she hadn’t known what was happening until his arms were around her. She was swiftly, smoothly swept into his arms.

      ‘Fuck, Thanesh, give me a warning next time. I can’t see a damn thing.’

      Without answering her, he laid her down on top of something relatively softer than the forest floor. Her ankle hit something hard and she cried out, reminding them both that she was injured.

      ‘Vrok.’ Thanesh carefully arranged her until her leg was raised from the ground. ‘I will be back in a moment.’ A few moments later, he sat down and gently moved her throbbing, torn ankle onto his; in the inky black, she felt him tenderly treat her wound. He pressed something against her injury. In her mind’s eye, Alethia saw the discarded pad from the night before.

      ‘The med kit was in the bag in the lean-to. Everything we have is what was in that bag,’ he growled, his voice almost a whisper.

      ‘What is that?’

      ‘It contains nanites to speed healing. It is usually used for serious injuries, like your head.’

      ‘My head isn’t a serious injury,’ she joked. His silence met her in response.

      ‘It tailors the pain prevention to the type of pain inflicted by the wound and creates antibodies to any infectious agents.’ His voice was steely and hard.

      ‘Wow. You Protectorate have all the best toys.’ She heard him huff with annoyance. She closed her mouth and pursed her lips to prevent her from saying the dozen comebacks in her head.

      ‘There.’ He stood.

      ‘Thanesh—’

      ‘Go to sleep, Alethia.’

      She tried to talk to him a few times as he built a fire, but his answers were short, clipped and angry. Finally, she gave up and went to sleep.

      She woke up a few times through the night. Thanesh sat facing her. They looked at each other but never spoke.
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      Thanesh knew he had been flirting with the human. He knew it wasn’t harmless, though he tried to convince himself otherwise. It was a slow-building thing. He was attracted to her from the moment he saw her on the call with the Huan. Scratch that. Since he saw the picture of her white skin, hair, pink lips and that small overbite, her tongue peeking out between her lips. Even the memory of it made his body react. He stifled a groan and placed a few more sticks on the fire.

      Waking up to her, screaming in terror for her life had dropped him into a black pit. For a moment, the whole galaxy had frozen. For a moment, he would burn planets to keep her safe. It was a wakeup call.

      She was his prisoner when they landed on the planet. What he wanted from her now was something different. The image of Alethia lying naked in the sheets of his bed on board Calaia invaded his thoughts, but Thanesh shoved it aside. What was happening to him? Was he really so frustrated, so desperate that he would ignore the crimes this female had committed against his people?

      He looked across the fire, to the small form wrapped in the two surviving thermal blankets. Alethia was facing him; her angry red skin was cast orange in the reflection of the flame. Her eyes moved under her lids, her exposed fingers twitching. She lied about her race to slavers across the systems. She used the name of his people to deflect interest in her. She had done this purposely and repeatedly.

      It took Thanesh and his people three hundred solars to build their reputation. Still, organisations like the IGC didn’t take them seriously. They were dismissed as nothing more than mercenaries running a protection racket. They were actually a complex organisation consisting of more than forty worlds, many of them prominent members of the IGC. If he didn’t come down hard on every person that abused their standing, then it would become the plaything of every pirate, smuggler, mercenary and slaver across the known galaxy, and the IGC would never take his people seriously; Thanesh couldn’t allow that.

      For the reputation of his people, he had to ignore whatever was developing. She was his prisoner. Nothing more.

      You’re just afraid you’ll lose her, like Calaia.

      Thanesh ignored the voice in his head, hardened his heart and resolved that tomorrow, Alethia was his prisoner and nothing more.
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        * * *

      

      Unseen teeth gripped at her throat and choked her. She could feel saliva dripping onto her skin and pooling as, unable to breathe, her vision darkened. Teeth penetrated her skin, and she felt her hot blood weep out.

      ‘Wake up,’ a hard voice commanded.

      Alethia woke, gasping.

      Thanesh stopped for a moment, his face flashing something that looked like concern. A cold mask replaced it. ‘Get up,’ he said again. ‘We have to keep moving.’ Alethia nodded. She forced herself onto her feet, gingerly testing her ankle.

      ‘That stuff works pretty good,’ she said. ‘I’ve only got a small amount of pain.’ Alethia looked up smiling, only to be met with cold eyes.

      ‘Try not to get hurt this rote. Supplies are limited.’ Thanesh’s voice was tense, his words short.

      Alethia nodded.

      He stopped and looked at her, seemingly still expecting an answer.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’ll try.’

      Thanesh clenched his jaw.

      Alethia looked around. She got some sense of the devastation that had been left by the growing campfire before she fell asleep the night before, but it was gone. Thanesh had cleaned up and put everything he could salvage in the bag with the med kit, their only remaining bag.

      ‘Pass me the thermal blankets.’ He held out his hand. Two had survived the attack and Thanesh had given Alethia both. She folded one up and handed it to Thanesh, keeping the other for herself. He nodded his understanding and closed the bag, slinging it over his back.

      The fire was already out, broken up and covered. If there was anything that was unsalvageable, it had been buried. Thanesh waited for her to fall in beside him, then they set off.

      Something was wrong. Thanesh was different today. Yesterday, he showed her concern, care and more; today, he barely acknowledged her and when he did, it was as High-Protector Thanesh.

      They walked through the thick roots of the trees and left the small clearing behind. The morning air was already thick and humid. The forest floor was covered in growth and leaves from the trees, except for one area that was swept clean in a long, drag track. It wasn’t until Alethia saw the fingermarks dragging along the forest floor that she realised this was the direction the animal dragged her in last night. She followed it, finding snagged white threads from her clothing. She pulled the back of her dress around and saw dirt, blood and snags. There was dried blood across several rocks.

      ‘We need to move.’ She looked at Thanesh. He was staring at the blood through narrowed eyes. His nostrils flared and a muscle ticked in his jaw. When she didn’t answer, he looked at her.

      ‘If you hadn’t come—’ she started to say.

      ‘How can I make an example of you if you die in the dark on this planet?’ he interrupted coldly.

      Alethia stared at him for a moment, shocked. ‘As they say on Earth, fuck you.’ She walked ahead of him, trying to ignore the burn of tears in her eyes and focus on the burn of anger in her gut. She walked fast, knowing he could catch up and speed by her without any problems. Still, she strode, racing to stay ahead of him as long as she could.

      Something reflected the sunlight into her eyes. Alethia searched for it, her eyes were drawn into the canopy of trees high above her where a thermal blanket was hanging from a tree up ahead. It was at least thirty feet up and looked like it had been slashed to pieces.

      Thanesh caught up with her. His eyes followed her gaze and settled on the blanket.

      Over the next hour, they found most of the missing things from their camp. Only the non-edible stuff had been left behind and it was all high up in the trees, hanging from sticks and thin branches. It looked to Alethia like someone decorated the forest with camping gear in some strange twist on Christmas, a human festival her mother made her family celebrate every winter on Tessa.

      Over the next few hours, the sun rose slowly, penetrating deep into the rainforest. Being under the thermal blanket was almost worse than being without it. The UV was worse today, the sun hotter. Sweat broke out across her face, neck and body, running down her back. Alethia gritted her teeth, determined not to complain or let the memory of her father, Teyrin, down. As the day went on, the humidity became oppressive, until she felt like she couldn’t breathe properly. The intense sun pelted the exposed skin on her hand. Without warning, they would emerge from trees to find they had changed direction and the sun was beating down on her face. They hadn’t eaten because something had stolen their food.

      To make matters worse, their water was limited. Without the container bags, they were forced to follow the stream so they could drink regularly and Alethia could bathe her burns. Hour upon terrible hour, they were slowing because of her.

      At another stop, Alethia was holding Thanesh’s shirt to her face and ignoring the smell of him that permeated the cloth. She could hear him huffing in the background. Hear his footsteps as he walked back and forth. She tried to ignore it, but it increased the anxiety within her.

      If the Ulidon caught them, it would be her fault.

      It seemed like she was getting through to him before. She thought he’d begun to identify with her, that the story of The Violation would change something.

      It couldn’t be a coincidence that Thanesh and his people appeared at the same time as the human men disappeared. It couldn’t be a coincidence that the pale aliens took only men and that the Cealin ‘created’ a similar number of male aliens. She thought he would be curious. She thought he would want to know more. She thought he would care.

      Alethia searched her mind for a way to draw him in. To make him understand the threat the people of his home planet faced. Deep in thought, Alethia’s eyes wandered to a small area underneath a tree and the marks left by an animal.

      ‘Look,’ she cried out. Thanesh turned suddenly, looking around like a male about to go on a murder spree. ‘No, there. Look.’ Alethia pointed to a patch of earth. Thanesh looked at it, then turned to her.

      ‘Don’t you see the claw marks?’ Fighting gravity, she walked over to the base of the tree. Fronds were growing around it and the surrounding soil was disturbed. As she got closer, she saw evidence of edible detritus.

      She fell to her knees and dug at the dirt.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Thanesh growled. Alethia ignored him long enough to grab the root vegetable.

      ‘Food,’ she said, holding up a pale green root vegetable. Thanesh did a double-take and joined her helping her dig up another seven roots.

      ‘We need to wash these,’ she said, getting up and walking towards the sound of the stream, vegetables in hand.

      ‘How do we know these are safe to eat?’ Thanesh asked.

      ‘Other creatures are eating them,’ she said. She dropped carefully to her knees next to the stream. ‘But even so, we should cook them and try a bite and leave it for a bit.‘ Thanesh knelt beside her.

      Her vision doubled and dimmed. She swayed and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she was lying on her back, Thanesh bent over her. He had dipped the top back into the water and was pressing it to her face.

      ‘This looks worse.’ He was frowning, deep lines etched into his forehead.

      ‘It feels worse,’ she admitted.

      ‘We need to find cover,’ he said. ‘I should not be driving you so hard in this condition.’

      ‘We have to get away.’ She forced her eyes to focus. ‘Ulidon are coming.’

      Thanesh only gritted his teeth in response, his jaw muscles ticking. He packed the vegetables in his bag, slung it over his shoulder and picked Alethia up again.

      ‘You should tell me if you’re feeling ill.’ He sounded angry.

      ‘You didn’t seem inclined to give a shit,’ she whispered, leaning gratefully against his broad chest.

      ‘Shit?’

      ‘Durv,’ she clarified.

      ‘Shit sounds better,’ he admitted after taking a moment to consider.

      They fell quiet as Thanesh picked his way through the forest. Alethia drifted in and out of sleep, trying to ignore the pain she was in and the growing heat of her body. Lying against Thanesh was almost unbearable, but she was just too tired to move.

      After some time had passed, Thanesh stopped and cocked his head slightly to one side. Alethia opened her mouth to speak, but he shook his head in a jerky movement and continued listening for another few seconds.

      ‘Do you hear that?’ he asked finally.

      Alethia shook her head. ‘I can’t hear anything over your heartbeat.’

      Without saying a word, Thanesh changed direction. He carried her for a few minutes before she saw a rock face come into view. The stream they had been following ran parallel to the cliffs, and Thanesh followed it. Finally, a cave came into view, the stream emerging from the wide entrance.

      ‘Let’s get you out of the sun,’ he whispered.

      ‘There might be something living inside,’ Alethia whispered back.

      Thanesh nodded. ‘I will check.’ He placed her down on the ground, in the shade, and disappeared inside. She could hear him moving about inside. After a minute or two, he emerged.

      ‘Nothing as far back as I can see.’

      ‘Any weird smells?’

      ‘How would I know?’

      Alethia shook her head. ‘Do any of your people know survival?’ Thanesh picked her up. ‘Surely some of them know survival?’

      ‘Some survival,’ he said as the dark and cold of the cave interior settled over them.

      ‘You’re so sexy and then you say something like that.’ The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them. The dazed, dizzy feeling loosened her tongue, his scent fuzzing the edges of her sense. Shame and embarrassment crept over her.

      Thanesh stopped walking.

      Alethia shook her head. ‘Let’s pretend I didn’t say that,’ she whispered.

      He placed her on the ground and stood.

      ‘I will hunt for something to add to those vegetables,’ he said. ‘You have the knife?’ Alethia nodded. ‘Stay here.’ A moment later, he was gone.

      Even though she had asked him to pretend she hadn’t said the sexy comment, his complete lack of a reaction to it was unbearable.

      Why had she even said that? Yes, he was sexy, from the horns on his head to his sexy ass, down to his huge feet. He was gorgeous; he was also her enemy. He intended to imprison or sell her, was intent on finding her colony, she couldn’t afford to be a silly girl around him. A silly girl was exactly what she was turning into, especially whenever she got a whiff of him. He smelt so damned good; it did something to her. It made her needy, aroused. It made her want things she had carefully avoided wanting. If she was honest with herself, it wasn’t just his scent.

      He mesmerised her. Whenever he was around her, he was all she was aware of. The way he held himself when he stood. The way he moved, walking, running. The way he licked his lips. The way his nose scrunched when he smelled the air, the fine lines that appeared on either side of his nose. The shape of his eyes. The lines of his face. His neck. The veins that protruded against his skin, making her fingers itch to touch him.

      There was something about his hands that, whenever he was doing anything with them, all she could do was stare at them. She wondered what they would feel like against her skin. Quickly, Alethia shut down that line of thought before it could take her to a place she wasn’t ready to go.

      His intense stare made her feel seen in a way she never felt before. Most of Alethia’s experiences with aliens had involved them enquiring about buying her. They saw a human, small, delicate, vulnerable. They thought about what they wanted and that alone.

      Thanesh wanted her. She knew that was true. The way he had pulled her into him the night before. The way he had lost himself in her scent, the way she had lost herself to his. The way his lips had briefly caressed her ears. But it was more than that.

      Other aliens wanted to fuck her, but none of them cared about who she was. Thanesh had nothing but questions for her. Obviously, most of them were centred around her activity as a woman who had stolen his racial identity. Still, she got the impression he was genuinely interested in her to the degree that it annoyed him. Whenever he questioned her about her life, he seemed irritated with himself for asking.

      So why was he so different today? Why had he put a wall up?

      Alethia almost scraped her hands over her face in frustration but stopped herself when she felt the pulsing red heat that covered her skin. She let out a frustrated growl instead, which echoed around the small space. It brought her attention to the cave.

      It was small near the mouth but opened up into the cliffside the farther back it went. In the distance, she could hear the constant, steady drip of water and farther back, the trickling stream. The grey stone surrounded her on all sides except for the entrance and the deeper black behind her. The ground was covered in compact red-tinted soil.

      Letting out a sigh, Alethia decided she couldn’t just stand around anymore. She cleared a suitable spot and dug down until she had a sizeable hole in which to build a fire. When she was done, she got up to wash her hands but dropped back to the hard floor almost immediately. She lay there for a moment, the wind knocked from her.

      ‘Well, fuck,’ she whispered when her breathing had steadied. She crawled over to the edge of the stream, snagging the water canister on the way, and emptied it down her throat. She refilled, drank and refilled it again, then bathed her face until she felt refreshed, stronger. When she stood again, she wobbled on her feet. But her stance was sturdier this time.

      Snatching up the thermal blanket, Alethia wrapped it around her head and went back out into the forest. She looked at the treeline of massive flora and patted the knife on her belt to reassure herself it was still there.

      ‘You’re so sexy and then you say something like that.’ Her face flamed with a fresh wave of embarrassment. She had to find a way to deal with her attraction to this male. She wasn’t worried about selling her people out to him. That would never happen; she would only give him her people’s location if he stopped being a threat. But for the sake of what scraps of dignity she had left, she had to get control of herself.

      Broken wood was an abundant resource on this planet. She found a small clearing just inside the treeline and, choosing a spot, began depositing tinder, twigs and branches there.

      She was gathering for a few minutes and had a good pile going when she caught a flash of something green-grey out of her peripheral vision. Alethia turned to face it, a gasp escaping her lips, but there was nothing there.

      The wind stirred. Alethia chuckled in relief.

      When she walked over to the pile of branches, most of it was gone. Her mouth dropped open in shock and a small amount of fear; she wasn’t alone.

      She saw another flash of green-grey and turned in time to see a tiny, multi-limbed creature dropping a twig of wood back to a spot she had taken it from only minutes before.

      ‘What are you doing?’ she cried out in surprise.

      Enormous red and gold eyes were reflected back at her before the creature disappeared into the underbrush.

      Shaking her head, Alethia grabbed as many sticks as she could and deposited them next to the cave before going back into the forest. She made the journey several times. Whatever the creatures were, they didn’t seem inclined to leave the safety of the forest

      She was getting ready to haul the wood into the cave when the dizziness returned. This time, when she fell, she was already unconscious by the time she hit the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Hunting was not easy. Thanesh had assumed it would be, that his instincts as a warrior translated to abilities as a hunter. This was not the case.

      Survival training. When Thanesh got back to Calaia, he would instigate survival training for all of his men, starting with the highest ranks, working down.

      He would need someone to teach them. He stopped walking. He was still looking for a reason to keep Alethia around. Exasperated with his traitorous mind, he tried pushing the thought from his head and found a spot of underbrush where he could wait for something to come by.

      Inevitably, his thoughts returned to Alethia, then of course, to Calaia, the Amaran female he had once loved. The female he’d named his ship after.

      Not long after leaving Teralis, Thanesh and his brothers were discovered by an Amaran ship. The Amarans helped them, protected them and he quickly became friends with their leader, the Ilan Kailen. Later, Kailen’s son and heir had become a good friend. The two trained together daily. It was Ashan who taught him the martial art of fighting with Adunis sticks.

      Thanesh watched the young male grow, find his bond mates, father his children and then one rote Thanesh went from being trained by Ashan to teaching his heir Orldon.  Every rote, when Orldon arrived, he was followed by his little sister, Calaia. Thanesh paid it no mind and was happy to instruct the young girl as she got older.

      Calaia stopped coming at some point. Thanesh couldn’t even remember when, but the next time he saw her, she was fully grown.

      Calaia was the rarest of Amaran females: an Adala.

      The Amarans had three genders: male, female and Adalan. Adalan were neither male nor female, though they presented as smaller, darker-skinned males. Amarans needed all three genders to conceive because females didn’t make the necessary hormones to ovulate. Rarely, very rarely, once in generations, an Adala was born, a female who could ovulate without an Adalan.

      Thanesh hadn’t meant to fall in love with her, but he had and she with him. Ashan was angry at first, but Calaia had a way of convincing people.

      They never conceived a child. After sixty solars together, Thanesh buried her. It took him solars to come to terms with her death.

      He couldn’t do it again.

      Alethia and Calaia were very different people. Amarans were taller than humans, so Calaia was over six fenth in height. She was strong-willed, fiery, used to getting her way, but conscious of her responsibilities as a member of the royal household.

      Alethia was quiet. She was still strong-willed, but there was a deep sadness to her that affected Thanesh, that made him want to see her smile. She was small, vulnerable. The longer he was in her presence, the more he sought to protect her. Further, she carried her responsibility to her people like a weight. Calaia wore her responsibility effortlessly, but she was born to it, trained for it. Alethia volunteered to carry this weight and, he guessed, had no one to share it with, no one to ease the burden for her.

      A twig snapped Thanesh back to the present. He looked out of his hiding place and saw movement through the trees before the creature stepped into the clearing.

      Darting from his hiding place, he snagged the creature as it tried to run. The fight was brief; the beast died quickly.

      This was the same animal Alethia butchered the rote before, furred, brown and black. It was vicious, but nothing like the phantom of death that dragged her out of the lean-to last night.

      Its dark grey skin was slashed with black markings which turned out to be armoured scales that covered its vulnerable spots. It had three ridges of spines running from its head to its mid-back. They picked up again on its haunches and down its long tail, turning the tail into a weapon, which it tried to use on Thanesh. It was an apex predator and not used to having someone defend its meal.

      Powerful digitigrade feet were tipped with long, razor-sharp talons that would have ripped through her flesh with ease. Its face, intelligent and calculating, opened into a bite circumference that could have easily cost her an arm or her head had it been so inclined. Long teeth protruded from the mouth would have severed limb from limb, rendered flesh from bone.

      A shiver ran through Thanesh. How could he defend such a defenceless creature? How could he shield her from a galaxy that saw only a product it wanted, not a person? She could so quickly have disappeared and yet exposed herself to protect others. How could he protect her?

      Yet, how could he not?

      Cutting the creature’s throat, as Alethia did last rote, he waited while its dull gold blood drained to the forest floor.

      Thanesh had tried distancing himself from her. It felt unnatural, wrong down to his bones. All day, a mocking voice confronted him with the truth. He wanted her; more, he needed her.

      But she was a short-lived species, like Calaia.

      His reduced ageing was only becoming apparent as he fell in love with Calaia. Still, it was when he noticed her ageing, that Thanesh realised what that truly meant and the pain he was going to experience when he lost her. Since then, he avoided intimate relationships, choosing to take short-term lovers. Usually, he didn’t really care about beyond a certain level of fondness or sexual attraction. As soon as he felt anything more develop, he ceased all contact with them. Somehow, Alethia passed through all of the defences he had built around himself like they didn’t exist, his protections undone by this small human in little more than a handful of rotes.

      Seeing the creature was drained, Thanesh threw it over his shoulder and began making his way back to the cave.

      It wasn’t really Thanesh that needed protecting though was it? She was so vulnerable. So much weaker than him in body. But when he saw slavery and accepted it, Alethia fought it in a small but stubborn way; she tried.

      One rote, Alethia would die. The thought took Thanesh’s breath away and he froze, dizzy at the idea of losing her. He knew when that time came it would hurt to lose her, but the idea of living without her felt like a crushing weight. He realised he had no choice but to accept that he couldn’t go on without her now.

      This, however, opened a whole new cluster of problems the principle of which was her safety. Thanesh knew he could keep her relatively safe on the ship, but while they weren’t often at war anymore, they still had skirmishes. There were always stupid aliens doing unwise things that invariably ended in their deaths. But while they existed, it would never truly be safe for her on Calaia or anywhere else for that matter. Her race saw to that.

      The only way there could be a galaxy safe for Alethia, was if someone influential enough stood against the status quo and demanded change. They would need to have contacts, like the Amarans. They would need to have influence in the IGC, many of whom directly profited from slavery. They would need to have the forces to hunt down the slavers and protect ships. They would need to have access to the technology to give Earth so that they could get themselves to the IGC and apply for membership. They would need to have the strength and the influence to halt the Bentari and the Fedhith in their attempts to take Earth.

      They would need to have the influence in dozens of systems to intimidate them into releasing their slaves. Slaves that he could then bring to a planet within Protectorate space, a world they could turn into the Protectorate homeworld.

      The only thing he didn’t have was the influence in the ICG, something that had been a thorn in his side for over a century.

      Thanesh stopped walking. He shifted the creature over his shoulder, stopping its slow fall, and swore. All he needed was the influence with the IGC and to send someone to Earth to negotiate terms to send them the technology, the scientists and the metal, Amot, to build their own ship. Thus expedited, he realised, he could get this done in a handful of solars.

      He wanted to get this done in a handful of solars.

      How had she done this? How had she managed to make him care about an issue he had ignored his entire life?

      He would have to talk to his men, though he believed they would support him. What he was thinking of doing would change their way of life. He would have to speak with Dahnus, though he was sure the Amaran Ilan would be eager to help.

      It was the planets under his protection that Thanesh worried about the most. How many would he lose? How many would rebel? It didn’t matter. They needed him more than he needed them. There were plenty of planets out there that would quickly sign up if it meant better protections against slavery.

      Thanesh stepped up his pace as he got closer to the cave, eager to get back to Alethia, who had called him sexy. He smiled at the memory of her embarrassment, whatever she pretended to feel. She was falling for him as quickly as he was falling for her. The thought comforted him. He wasn’t alone in this craziness.

      There were a lot of planets in Protectorate space. He had dismissed many that might be suitable, and there were many more he simply hadn’t discovered yet. He would go through the lists when he returned to the Calaia.

      When he broke into the clearing before the cave. He found Alethia sprawled on the ground, her face exposed to the sun.
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      Dropping the animal in the mouth of the cave, Thanesh ran to Alethia, desperately searching for some sign of life. When her chest rose and fell a breath of relief burst from him. But she was hot, her whole body burned under his touch. Picking her up, he carried her into the cave and placed her next to the bag he had dropped earlier. He saw signs of her falling, dragging herself along the ground. Thanesh cursed at himself for leaving her alone.

      Rooting through the bag, he grabbed the med kit and quickly scanned her. Her body was dangerously hot. He looked at the stream. Throwing bag and kit to the edge, he carried her into the water. Sitting, he cradled her in his arms and turned her face to study it. Her lips looked dry, unsure what to do, he grabbed his filter canister and held it to her mouth.

      ‘Alethia.’ His voice was low but firm. ‘Alethia, wake up.’

      After he had called her a few times, her eyes fluttered open. Thanesh poured water down her throat, trusting her body's reflex to swallow. He watched her throat work until she coughed, spluttering, her head lolling, and prayed he wasn’t doing her harm.

      ‘Alethia,’ he called again before she could fall asleep. He poured more water down her throat, repeating the action until the canister was empty, then refilled it.

      He stayed with her, keeping her secure above the water, bathing her peeling face and occasionally waking her to pour water down her throat. They’d been in the water a while when she began shaking. Thanesh realised her body was trying to counter the cooling effect of the water. He pulled the bag a little closer and looked through the med kit. There was one vial of muscle relaxant. Fervently praying he wasn’t seriously vrokking up, Thanesh injected her with a dose and felt her body become even limper than before. He took a deep, shaky breath. The gravity of the planet seemed to have shifted. It was heavier than it had been moments before, making it hard for him to breathe through the crushing force in his chest, which was causing his breathing to come in short, shallow bursts. He realised he was shaking, but it couldn’t be the effort of holding Alethia’s tiny, delicate body; he barely noticed her weight. He tried to pull in a deep breath, but his chest resisted him. He took several long breaths before he began to feel normal.

      Thanesh buried his nose in her hair and consoled himself with the smell of her. He kissed her hair, her head, face and hands. He waited with her in the water for a long time talking to her, whispering his plans to her. He promised her safety and security; medicine and doctors for her people; a future, with him, without him, anything if she would just wake up.

      It was like the night-shadow all over again, except this time he couldn’t tackle it, couldn’t stab it; he couldn’t do anything but wait. Thanesh squeezed his eyes shut and forced himself to be patient. Finally, when he was sure it was more counterproductive than helpful, he stood, pulling her from the water and laid her gently on the soft bank.

      Somehow, the body of the animal was still lying in the mouth of the cave. He pulled it frther into the cave, then went outside, finding enough dry moss to make some kind of padding for Alethia to lie on. Roughly, he constructed a bed with the moss and the Thermal blankets.

      He knew to lay her down; he would need to undress and dry her. Kneeling by her side, he looked into her red face and began to carefully undress her.

      ‘I am going to get you through this,’ he promised her. She was dressed in layers. How were humans so valuable if their skin was this delicate and their constitutions this easily overwhelmed? He pulled open the front of her dress, which was asymmetric, like his uniform, noticing the green sheen of the fabric for the first time and smiling at her resourcefulness and ingenuity. The dress reached down to her feet, covering every inith of skin from her neck to her ankles. Thanesh quickly whipped off her shoes and another covering she had underneath. Long, tube-like coverings specifically for the feet and lower legs, they looked homemade. He dropped them in a pile on the floor along with the overcoat and quickly added by the dress. Beneath them, she wore a small covering over her sex. Her small breasts were covered by a vest. Thanesh wanted to leave these on to preserve her modesty, knowing how much it meant to her. He also knew that while they were as wet as they were, they would be sapping what little heat her body was making. He removed them, keeping his eyes firmly on her face. The colour difference between the skin that had been covered, and the burnt skin was startling.

      He grabbed the vest they had been using to cool her face, which was the only piece of material in the cave that was dry. He quickly wiped up the excess water, keeping his eyes, again, firmly on her face, ensuring his skin didn’t touch hers.

      When most of the moisture was gone, he picked her up and carried her over to the makeshift bed. He laid her inside and covered her, using the vest as a pillow.

      That done, he found some sticks and set up a makeshift frame. He built and lit the fire Alethia had begun and placed a smooth rock he found next to the stream in the middle. He hung Alethia’s clothes on the frame, then removed most of his own, leaving only his pants.

      The entire time, he returned to her frequently, checking her temperature, pulse, heart rate. Touching her face and hair to reassure himself she was still with him.

      Standing, Thanesh surveyed the cave. All he had done, all he had to do. Looking at the animal, he realised everything else was done; they just needed food. The animal and the root vegetables. Getting out his knife, Thanesh looked at the animal.

      This was one way to learn survival.
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        * * *

      

      The voice kept disturbing Alethia, insistent that she drink. As soon as she felt the cold, crisp water hit her lips, she swallowed as much as she could.

      Heat burned her skin. She complained and was moved farther away. Deeper into the black of the cave.

      Woken again, this time for meat and vegetables cut into small, single bites. Alethia chewed a little of the food. Her stomach revolted, but she managed to keep it down. More water. When more meat was held up to her, she protested and was allowed to return to sleep.

      She dreamt of Tessa. The yellow-pink sun rose in a lavender-blue sky. Red and purple forests covered the planet. When the first winter came, snow covered the ground creating a red, purple and white winter land. Her mother cried in the bedroom, her fathers consoling her. When Teyrin spotted her through the ajar door he gave her a hug, told her to play and shut the door firmly behind him. It was only years later Alethia learned her mother lost a half-Huan child. The damage they had wrought on her mother. Alethia hated the Huan.

      She woke in the night to her mother slipping into bed next to her, to hold her. Her mother awoke from nightmares where no Kuyon came and Alethia died at the hands of a monster. Alethia’s dark dreams started shortly after.

      She had a Ualha prostitute visit her on Makios’s ship. Dairon would be furious if he found she’d gone to Caras, a space station full of criminals and slavers. Sex was a nightmare that brought pain and death; being a virgin brought out the worst clients. Fearful she would be caught and sold, Alethia divested herself of her virginity with the Ualha. He was kind and attentive. If she hadn’t felt so sick, she might have enjoyed herself. On the colony, she was an anomaly, but how could she be anything else when she heard their stories? All of their stories. They exorcised their past unto her; they carried the physical scars and she helped them bear the emotional scars, but it came with a price. Most things in the galaxy did. Alethia’s virginity wouldn’t be one of them.

      She dreamt she was Sarah, a prostitute at Caras for twelve years. Forced to have sex with clients who weren’t compatible with humans. Raped and butchered by the ‘doctor’ who was treating her. A mixed-daughter sold and no idea where she was.

      She dreamt she was Ann. Forced to take a drug that made her produce a hormone that made sex more pleasurable for her owner. It rearranged her brain but caused a neurological disorder until it caused permanent brain damage. Her master watched her lose herself one memory at a time. Watched her lose her ability to coordinate, to control her muscles and sold her to Alethia in disgust when she couldn’t take the drug anymore.

      She dreamt she was Pete. Forced to work in a mine until his lung damage was so bad he didn’t have the strength to lift even small equipment anymore.

      She dreamt she was Kyle. Worked almost to death in a Tinar workshop.

      She dreamt two Kuyon never made it to the Huan’s home on Veda, and she was shipped to the Ledaan as promised. She dreamt she was her mother, never knowing what her daughter’s fate was. Sold to clients night after night, bearing the children of her owners and their friends.

      She woke crying. Thanesh held her, stroking her back, soothing her. She continued crying until she fell to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Thanesh stared into the fire listening to Alethia’s rhythmical breathing. His stomach churned. He wondered if she would remember telling him any of that. He wondered if she would remember crying because she couldn’t get treatment for her people without attracting attention. The names she had spoken were burned into his memory.

      She carried so much guilt for what she couldn’t do. Thanesh had been capable of helping these people for centuries and done nothing.

      He felt numb. Ashamed. He knew he would never be able to go back.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Alethia, wake up.’ She took a deep breath. By now, she knew the routine. Thanesh would wake her, she would eat, drink and fall back to sleep. Only this time, it felt different. When she opened her eyes, she felt a little better; she felt awake.

      The cave was dimly lit, the figure of Thanesh silhouetted between her and the fire. He moved so that his face became visible in the half-light. He smiled. ’There you are. I worried about you.’

      Alethia croaked a mock gasp. ‘The great High-Protector Thanesh was worried about the little slave girl?’ she joked. His face fell; she immediately regretted her words. ‘I mean—‘

      ‘I worried about you,’ he said again, his face softening.

      ‘Then I’ll shut up and not ruin it.’ Her voice was thin, and her throat felt dry.

      ‘You look better. How do you feel.’

      ‘Naked,’ she said, horror dawning on her.

      ‘I did not look.’ His voice was so solemn that she believed him. ‘Once again. How do you feel?’

      ‘Better.’ She yawned and stretched. Her stomach rumbled in response to her movement. The thermal blanket tried to fall, almost exposing her breasts. Thanesh turned his head away like he’d been slapped. Alethia grabbed the cover, feeling more reassured that he had allowed her some modesty when he undressed her.

      ‘Here.’ Thanesh handed her clothes. She took them from him and he walked away, standing with his back firmly to her; a wall against her and the outside world. She dressed and went to the toilet outside. The sun was rising, so she stayed close to the cave. When she was done, she joined him by the fire.

      ‘It’s so hot,’ she said, holding her hands to her face. ‘But it feels better.’

      ‘I found a topical cream for sunburn in the med kit,’ he said. ‘I am sorry I did not notice it earlier.’

      Alethia nodded. ‘We should have inventoried the med kit when we landed.’ Teyrin would be ashamed of her.

      ‘If I knew human skin was so easily damaged, I would have programmed us to go to another planet.’ He looked genuinely contrite; his eyes were fixed on the fire.

      ‘It’s not a human thing.’ Alethia shook her head. Thanesh looked up at her. ‘Not many humans are born looking like me.’ She held out a strand of white hair, then pulled back the sleeve of her dress to reveal her white skin. ‘It’s an advantage, looking like you for the slave markets. But humans have pigment in their skin, hair and eyes. I have pigment in my eyes, but none in my hair and skin. Pigment reacts to UV to protect the skin.’

      ‘You do not have basic protection for your skin? How do you even get through a rote?’ Alethia laughed. Thanesh didn’t.

      ‘Well.’ She cleared her throat. ‘My fathers found a planet,’ she glanced at him, ‘where the atmosphere filters out more of the UV than is usual.’ He was watching her, but not asking, so she continued. ‘But I still have to wear clothes to cover my whole body and a hat, to protect my face.’

      ‘Where is your hat?’

      ‘With Makios on Esra,’ she pouted. ‘The Huan left it behind when they kidnapped me.’

      ‘Makios? Not Makios Desares, the Kathen smuggler?’ Thanesh’s voice was filled with disbelief.

      Alethia closed her eyes. What the hell was wrong with her? She’d never been so loose-tongued in all her life. ‘Goddammit.’

      ‘You trust that smuggler? You visit slave auctions with that smuggler?’

      ‘Makios is kind, honourable.’ She was stuttering in her anger. ‘He buys half the slaves on the colony and refuses payment for it. He brings us supplies, and a portion of his finds go to us if we can use them.’ She was so angry her brain was refusing to work. ‘I was eight when I met him. He was twelve. I have trusted him with my life since I was sixteen years old,’ she snarled. ‘He’s my oldest, truest friend.’

      ‘He is wanted in multiple systems for smuggling.’

      ‘Because he’s a smuggler,’ Alethia glared at Thanesh. ‘He didn’t want to be a smuggler. His father was a pit fighter who pissed off the wrong people and had trumped-up charges levelled at him. They were going to sell him and his whole family into slavery. Going back to Kathen was out of the question because they’re in the IGC and it was someone at the IGC they’d pissed off, so they went on the run. People do what they have to do to survive, or would you rather every person just gave up and died for your convenience?’

      ‘I have contacts on the IGC. Who did he ‘pissed off’?’

      ‘Piss off,’ Alethia corrected him. She swallowed. It’s not as if he wouldn’t be able to find out on his own. ‘You know the Alidai fighting pit?’

      Thanesh nodded. ‘On Vasa, the Raqhan colony?’

      ‘Yes. The owner at the time sold his slave fighters to people for sex. Makios’s dad was there as a voluntary champion, so he avoided all that.’ Alethia licked her lips. ‘Obviously, they knew about the other side, but Makios’s dad was manoeuvring himself to get enough money and support to buy the place. He was planning on stopping it.’ Alethia shivered. ‘A secret Aavani colony was found. They were raided, enslaved. They tore families apart. Killed some of them. One of them, he was a good fighter. He became friends with Danva, Makios’s dad. A Bentari, their representative to the IGC—’

      ‘Hekalion Dar,’ Thanesh supplied.

      ‘He wanted a big party night with several of the pit fighters there and prostitutes. You can guess the kind of night they had planned.’ Thanesh nodded his understanding.

      ‘Danva was there, working security for the extra coin. They almost killed the Aavani. Danva punched Hekalion and got his friend out of there.’ Alethia grimaced. ‘The next day the Bentari accused Danva of stealing.’

      ‘They escaped,’ Thanesh said.

      Alethia nodded. ‘Danva used the money to buy a ship instead.’ She shrugged. ‘Hekalion had charges brought against him, which meant Danva and Nedya couldn’t return home. They couldn’t get proper jobs, so they resorted to smuggling.’ Alethia shook her head. She couldn’t make it sound good, so why try? ‘I know what he is. Makios is under no illusions as to what he is. But he doesn’t deal in stuff that can harm people. He doesn’t deal in people except to bring them to me or Alidai where they can earn their freedom. Despite what’s happened to him, he’s a good, kind person.’

      Thanesh watched her for a while.

      ‘Oh, why do I even care what you think?’ she said finally. ‘You’ll do whatever you want, believe whatever you want anyway.’

      ‘We do not need to agree,’ he said, ‘or talk about it. I am more concerned about what the sunburn is going to do to your skin.’

      Alethia almost sighed with relief. Then the subject sank in.

      ‘I’ve been so careful my whole life,’ she smiled. ‘It’s all undone on this planet.’

      ‘Tell me,’ he said. He looked intense.

      ‘Cancer. I’ll get skin cancer.’ She swallowed on a dry throat. ‘It means scars. At least it’ll make me less attractive on the slave market,’ she whispered.

      ‘When my people arrive, we will treat you,’ he reassured her. ‘We will prevent it. We will heal the burn to your skin as well.’ The damage would be down to the genetic level. How could they heal that?

      He got out a couple of the root vegetables from the bag and put them on the stone in the centre of the fire. They sat in silence, while Thanesh cooked.

      Alethia watched the flames lick around the stone in quiet contemplation.

      ‘My intent has always been to establish a home planet,’ Thanesh told her. ‘I have had my eye on this one for some time.’ He gestured to the world outside of the cave. ‘It is conveniently positioned. Life is abundant. It requires strength to live here.’ He took a deep breath, his eyes falling back to the vegetables, touching them. ‘I felt like this was a good fit for my people. Actually, being here, I am changing my mind.’

      ‘Yeah, it would be terrible for me if you decided to build your prison here,’ Alethia laughed. Thanesh’s answering smile was thin and half-hearted.

      ‘My people need a home planet. When we have one, we will finally have influence with the IGC.’

      Alethia grimaced. ‘I’m really happy for you, Thanesh. Why are you telling me this?’

      ‘Tell me where Tessa is.’ He looked at her. ‘When I find a new home planet, I will move your people there. They will be safe in Protectorate space.’

      Alethia bit her lip. She saw realisation appear on his face.

      ‘Tessa is already in our space,’ he whispered.

      Alethia shook her head. ‘No, it’s—’

      ‘Yes,’ he said firmly. ‘You are already in Protectorate space. Of course you are. Where else? Your appearance to any slavers who could potentially stumble onto you is far more convincing if your location is in our space.’ He smiled at her. ‘Your fathers were not fools, were they?’

      ‘No,’ Alethia whispered. ‘They weren’t.’

      ‘I am not going to imprison you, Alethia,’ Thanesh finally said.

      ‘You’re not?’ Alethia sat forward. ‘I don’t understand. Then what do you intend on doing to me?’ The word ‘slavery’ jumped into her head. Her chest tightened, her heart speeding up as her anxiety climbed.

      ‘My people have a fundamental problem, Alethia.’ His voice seemed to caress her name. ‘In three hundred solars, my people have taken lovers. I have taken lovers. We have had a total of twelve children in all that time.’

      Alethia gasped.

      ‘All of them have been boys,’ Thanesh continued. ‘I feel that if we do come from your race, we might have more success procreating with your kind than other species.’

      ‘Then humans do have something to exchange for your protection,’ she said.

      ‘You might have,’ Thanesh corrected.

      Alethia smiled. ‘You’re going to help us. But what about me?’

      Thanesh touched the root vegetables again. Seemingly satisfied, he got out several strips of badly sliced meat and laid them around the greens.

      ‘Well, first, I am going to move my people to Tessa,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘and I am going to accept your people as my people. Next, I am going to talk to my allies and those systems that contract with us, about slavery. After that, I am going to provide ships for all of the suddenly freed slaves, to bring them to Tessa or send them home to Earth.’ He looked at her. ‘You already desire me. So finally, when I have earned your gratitude, trust and love, I will take you as my mate and we will test my procreation theory. Repeatedly.’

      Alethia’s head swam with his words. She saw the sincerity on his face. He was determined, resolute. She realised he was telling the truth and believed he could make every word come to pass.

      Standing, she rounded the fire, and dropping to her knees, she took Thanesh’s face in her hands and kissed him.
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      Thanesh’s lips were firm, warm, soft. His mouth opened; his tongue grazed her lips, sending a shiver down her spine. He groaned as it slipped into her mouth, meeting hers. He placed a hand at the back of her head, his kiss gaining more urgency, his fangs grazing along her lips as they kissed just as she knew they would. It sent a zing of something strong, dark and needy to her core, which tightened in response. In the back of her mind, Alethia remembered his last sentences, and a shock brought her back to herself.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, pushing herself away from him, ‘I shouldn’t have done that. Thanesh stared up at her open-mouthed, a dazed, disappointed look on his face.

      ‘It is fine, Alethia.’ He recovered quickly. ‘You will know I am telling the truth soon. You will learn to trust me; the rest will come later.’

      Alethia shook her head. ‘No.’ She stepped away from him. ‘Sex is a nightmare that causes nothing but pain,’ she said, forcing her voice to convey a conviction that was suddenly shaken.

      ‘You said that the other night.’ There was compassion on his face. Alethia didn’t know what to do with this version of Thanesh.

      ‘No, I didn’t.’

      He nodded. ‘You did, Alethia. You were fever-talking.’ He shifted, reaching out to the meat on the rock and flipping it.

      Alethia watched the mundane action. It was as though a moment ago she hadn’t experienced kissing him for the first time.

      ‘I never thought about slavery before I met you.’ He looked up at her. ‘You said some things the other night, and it made me realise that I could help. That I haven’t been shames me,’ he admitted.

      She stared at him, unsure what to say. When the silence continued, he grabbed two large, shiny leaves, placed the meat and vegetables onto it and held one out to her. She took it from him and crossed back to her seat.

      ‘Thank you,’ she gestured to the food. Thanesh smiled at her. A thousand butterflies lifted in her stomach, their wings beating across every nerve in her body.

      He acknowledged her thanks with a slight nod of his head. ‘You are welcome.’ Had his voice always been that rich? That deep? When had she begun to care enough to take notice of such things? She knew the answer. Since she met Thanesh. Since she saw him on that screen. Since the first time he said her name.

      They ate in silence. Alethia chewed on her food and thought through all of the things Thanesh had said. Could he do it? Would he? Was he trustworthy? Or was this a ploy to get Tessa’s coordinates out of her?

      An engine noise broke her reverie. Thanesh walked to the cave entrance. The sound built up, moving towards them until a ship went overhead. Thanesh took a step back and looked back at Alethia.

      ‘The Ulidon are here.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Please don’t go,’ Alethia said again. Thanesh shook his head.

      ‘I have to.’ He wasn’t looking at her; it was that more than anything else that was scaring her. ‘I will backtrack our path towards the pod. Take them out before they get anywhere near you.’ He looked up at her there. His eyes were hard. Unyielding. ‘I promise Alethia. I will not let them hurt you.’

      ‘I’m more concerned about you not coming back,’ she admitted.

      He looked at her, his face softened. ‘I am sorry,’ he said, before crossing the space between them. He took hold of her, his lips crashing down on hers. His fingers almost fisted in her hair, his sharp nails scratching against her scalp, a moan escaped her lips, met by a groan from him. His fangs grazed over her lips; a shock went through her. He nipped at her lips and a desperate whimper, wholly unlike a noise she would make, erupted from her throat. There was no mistaking the needy pulse between her legs now or the way her heart hammered inside her chest. When his tongue thrust into her mouth, she met it with her own and dug her fingers tighter into his top. She hadn’t even realised she was holding onto it until the material’s weave stung the pads of her fingers. When he finally broke the kiss Alethia held tight onto him as though she could physically stop him from leaving.

      ‘I will always come back,’ he promised her.

      ‘We could leave,’ she whispered. ‘Just keep moving.’

      Thanesh touched her face delicately. The sting of her skin was all she needed to know she wasn’t going anywhere.

      ‘Just stay here,’ he whispered. ‘I will not let them get close to you.’

      ‘It took us a day and a half to get here,’ she whispered.

      ‘Alethia, this is less than a rote’s walk from the crash site.’ He smiled to soften his words. ‘Running, I can do it in significantly less time.’ He slipped something into her hand. Alethia saw a pistol. ‘Do you know how to fire it?’ he asked, and she nodded. ‘Stay here. Be careful. Be quiet.’ He looked down at her lips before reclaiming them in one last kiss. Then, grabbing his bag, he walked out of the cave and into the jungle.
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        * * *

      

      The jungle went by in a smear of green and brown. Flashes of colour passed Thanesh quickly and were gone before he had time to acknowledge them. The crash site wasn’t far now. He wanted to get there and back before nightfall. Alethia awoke as the sun rose, and it was still cresting the horizon when he left her. He wanted to scope out the site. See where they were and what they were doing.

      Thanesh reached the edge of the forest and looked across the expanse of plains they crossed rotes before. He could see their ship parked close to the pod. Three Ulidon were walking around it, pulling out the supplies they had left behind. Their body language was aggressive as they hauled their loot to their ship and returned for yet more. Amot was a valuable shipbuilding metal, in constant demand.

      When they had cleared the site, one stayed behind to break up the ship, the other two ran towards the treeline where Thanesh crouched. Even running, it would take the Ulidon time to reach his position. As soon as they did, they would scent and hunt him.

      He couldn’t afford to let either of these make it to the cave and Alethia. Working on a plan, he made his way to the clearing where he had first bathed Alethia’s face rotes before.

      Thanesh had one stun blast with him. He placed it on the ground and covered it, then found a place from where he could watch their approach.

      The Ulidon would not fall to it as the Huan had; it was there to take their attention for a moment. Thanesh had given his only pistol to Alethia. All he had now were his Adunis poles, a dagger and that one stun blast.

      Thanesh smelled the Ulidon coming before he heard them and set his mind to focus on the task ahead. They smelled of burnt oil and rubber. It was thick and cloying in his throat.

      They entered the area where Thanesh had left the stun blast. Not far in, they paused, watching the bushes ahead. There was a short exchange before they split up, deviating away from the area he needed them to be. Thanesh swore silently. He just needed them to be a little closer.

      Thanesh stood in challenge to them. Both Ulidon stopped when they noticed him, one of them baring his teeth in a hiss as both turned towards him. They only took a few steps when Thanesh triggered the blast.

      Aiming at the Ulidon furthest from the blast, Thanesh threw one Adunis stick, blade out. It struck a gap in his armour above the knee and cut a mass of flesh off that plopped to the ground beneath him. The blade skidded off behind the Ulidon as his leg gave out and he fell, barely making a grunt. Thanesh crossed the space and using the other Adunis stick, he plunged the blade through the chitinous armour and into one of the creature’s hearts. The Ulidon cried out, his armoured faceplates pulling together for a moment in an expression of agony. Thanesh withdrew the blade and swung it across the Ulidon’s throat, severing its head entirely from its body. It rolled a short distance, hitting a rock and settled as the body dropped to the dirt beside it.

      The other Ulidon tackled from the side, knocking Thanesh to the ground and onto his back. The creature climbed on top of him and drew his lips back in another hiss. With no time to recover or pull air in, he stabbed desperately at the Ulidon as he used his bladed tail to strike. Ulidon didn’t carry weapons; their claws, their tail, their teeth were weapons enough.

      The tail hit the ground next to Thanesh’s head, the edge of the blade cutting the skin over his cheekbone. The weight of the creature compressed Thanesh’s lungs, preventing him from breathing. Careening towards the edge of panic, he pushed at him to no avail. Giving up, Thanesh hefted the Adunis stick, the pointed blade aimed at the soft skin under the creature’s chin. A hand slammed his, pinning it to the ground. The other grabbed his neck, stopping him from drawing in air and leaving Thanesh prostrate and vulnerable.

      The Ulidon leaned in towards his face, lips pulled back into a grin, revealing sharp black teeth. Its eyes scanned over Thanesh’s face and throat in a calculating look and turned his head to the side, pressing it into the dirt and drawing back to strike.

      Thanesh’s eyes fell on a broken branch at his side, just within his grasp. He grabbed it, darkness at the edge of his vision. As the Ulidon fell to tear out his throat, he thrust the stick, watching from his peripheral vision as it pierced the Ulidon’s eye.

      He shrieked and scuttled back from Thanesh.

      Rolling to his side, Thanesh forced air into his lungs and stumbled to his feet. Behind him, the Ulidon was still screeching. He looked over his shoulder and saw him flailing. His tail whipped and struck at the ground around him, tearing up clumps of earth.

      Retrieving his other Adunis stick, he turned at the same time as the raging, pained Ulidon turned to him. They met in the middle. The creature’s tail struck out at where his face had been half a heartbeat before. Thanesh stepped into the space of the massive insectoid creature, preparing to strike at the unarmoured area under his chin. A clawed hand struck out, forcing him to retreat and lose his advantage. He stepped back farther as the tail lashed at him once again.

      The creature grabbed hold of the blood-soaked stick and pulled it from his eye with a sickening squelch. Bright lime green blood ran freely from the wound. The crest on his head flared in the first sign of genuine anger Thanesh had seen from the creature.

      The Ulidon bared his teeth, chittering at him, lips vibrating in threat. He walked to one side, keeping Thanesh at the same distance as Thanesh mirrored the action. They were each calculating, assessing, trying to gain the advantage.

      Thanesh cut the Adunis sticks through the air once, shaking off the blood that splattered to a line on the forest floor. The forest had gone quiet in the wake of the fight, yet it seemed to be watching them, waiting, holding its breath for the inevitable coming clash.

      He thought about Alethia. Her hair, her eyes, her skin, her lips. He thought about her dropping to her knees in the cave and kissing him. He thought about kissing her the last time he saw her. He thought about the first time they would make love. He thought of what this creature would do to her, given the opportunity, and it filled him with fire. When his emotions sprang up in reaction, he didn’t suppress them; he used them. They became a focus, a tight-beam of his rage, and he turned it all on this creature. Thanesh took three, long strides before throwing one stick in an upward arc at the Ulidon’s exposed chin. A tail knocked the blade out of his hand, opening up its body to Thanesh’s actual attack. When his blade sunk into its neck, he didn’t stop until it had exited from the back, thick with lime green blood. The cut severed the creature’s spine and it fell to its knees and crumpled in a heap on the ground.

      It wasn’t until Thanesh was pulled down with it, that he realised it had gotten one final strike of its tail, puncturing his side.

      Putting an arm out to break his fall, he settled onto his knees before clutching at the tail and pulling it from the wound. He grunted, taking a deep breath and forcing himself to stand. He pulled one stick out of the creature and found the other. Grabbing his bag, he quickly treated the wound with the same nano injector he had used on the shoulder in the pod. The nanobots set to work, but it would be hours before he was fully healed.

      He packed his things and walked to the edge of the wood and beyond. His eyes locked on the remaining Ulidon, he started across the expanse of the plains and spotted it still stripping the pod.

      As soon as the Ulidon realised the others weren’t coming back, he would go after them. When he found the bodies, he would follow Thanesh’s scent back to the cave and to Alethia. Thanesh wouldn’t allow that.

      The plain was too immense; there was no way for Thanesh to sneak up on the scavenger before it saw him. Instead of hiding, he strode across the grass and called to the Ulidon. He was spotted a moment later, abandoning his work the Ulidon broke into a run, heading for Thanesh. Walking to conserve his energy, he allowed the creature to do all the work and come to him.

      When it was less than a hundred fenth out, he dropped the bag, pulled the sticks from their sheaths, tripped the blade release and charged.

      This creature was far less impressive than the previous two explaining why he was the one left behind. It was still Ulidon, still naturally armed, naturally armoured.

      He swung his tail over his right shoulder and struck at Thanesh who dodged the attack and sliced at the Ulidon’s left thigh, slipping between two sections of chitin and cutting at the tendons beneath. A high-pitched noise erupted from the Ulidon and its next step was jerky, telling Thanesh he had struck his goal.

      His tail whipped out at Thanesh; who ducked and struck at the back of the knee on the other leg, slicing deep and taking out the tendons there. The creature fell to one knee as his tail lashed out once more.

      Without mercy, Thanesh struck out with both blades to the base of the tail and severed it from its root.

      Even the shrieking of the previous Ulidon was nothing compared to the sound that tore from this creature’s throat. Thanesh felt sorry for him for half-a-breath before shutting it down. Would he have felt pity for Alethia when they brought her aboard their ship, or would he have used and abused her too? He wouldn’t ask; he already knew the answer.

      The Ulidon’s other leg gave out from under him and he fell forward, his arms holding him from the ground.

      He grabbed the crest at the back of his head, pulling the long, thin appendages back into his fisted hand. He felt them break in his grip, but they stayed deeply rooted in the Ulidon’s skull. He used it to pull the creature back onto his knees and drove an Adunis blade into one heart; he cried out.

      Thanesh pulled the Ulidon’s head back and studied it. None of the those he had fought was the captain he’d spoken to from his ship.

      ‘Where is your captain?’ Thanesh already knew the answer, but he had to be sure.

      ‘He knew you would come,’ the creature grinned at him, ‘and leave the tasty female behind.’

      Thanesh drove the other Adunis stick into his second heart. He pulled both sticks free, cutting the blades quickly through the air before slipping them, still blooded, into their sheaths. He ran back into the forest, stopping only to retrieve his bag and hoped he would get to the cave before the Ulidon hurt Alethia.
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      It had been several hours since Thanesh had left. Alethia got out some more meat and popped it onto the stone. She wasn’t hungry but knew she needed to eat. She was still recovering, was still weak and shaky from the heatstroke.

      Her gaze was fixed on the entrance to the cave. She shifted in her seat, trying to see farther into the forest. The massive size of the trees made it almost impossible to see anything and that made her nervous. Every gust of wind, every rustle of leaves or swaying of branches had her jumping. She kept imagining black, chitinous armour emerging from the darkened shadow of the forest. Eyes finding her, a bladed tail moving from side to side as they approached. There were three Ulidon survivors at the colony. Their stories were among the worst.

      She was waiting on the devil or an angel, the Ulidon or Thanesh, though that felt wrong. It was more like wondering which shade of devil would reach her first. Immediately, Alethia felt guilty at her thoughts. She was being unfair. Didn’t his actions the last few days, as he took care of her, show her he could be a good guy?

      Beside the meat, another of the root vegetables was softening on the rock. She reached for one of the leaves and jostled Thanesh’s top. Despite being dipped in water repeatedly, it still held onto his scent. It drifted up to her nose and evoked the memory of the kiss shared.

      For a moment, she could feel the heat of his body against hers, the firmness of his arms, the press of his lips. The needy pulse began between her legs again. Alethia shivered and tried to throw the feeling off, tried to forget everything she was experiencing. In all her years, it had been easy for Alethia to smother any flare of attraction she felt. This was different; it wasn’t a flare, a spark or even a flame. There was a bonfire of desire raging inside her for Thanesh.

      She was terrified of what he was doing to her. She had ignored feelings like this her whole adult life, scared of where they might lead. Now they were rising to the surface, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. He made her feel things she always thought she was better off not feeling. Not in a galaxy that used humans so casually.

      He claimed to want a future with her. Alethia didn’t know what to make of it. Her plans regarding the future were all about keeping Tessa safe. It was about keeping and growing her people. Freeing as many slaves—of the vulnerable races, but others as well—as possible. It involved growing enough crops to get through winter and building enough houses to keep up with their growing population. Never once had it included planning a future with any male. Much less a male of the Protectorate, much less High-Protector Thanesh of the Protectorate.

      She remembered their first trek through the plains. The way he had carried her to the forest when her skin burned. To the stream. She turned her head, looking at the same stream running through the cave. She remembered him taking off both tops, the memory making her as breathless now, as she felt seeing it for the first time.

      Thanesh was old. Much, much older than her, but his Cealin genetics meant he didn’t look anything close to his age. Whenever he looked at her, she felt like the rest of the world faded to black around them. When he smiled at her, the world went silent. Nothing mattered but those lips.

      Alethia scraped her hands over her face and then cursed when pain flared up.

      The truth was when he said he wanted a future with her, she had seen it. Easily. If he were telling the truth, her life would be peaceful and happy. No one would ever dare touch her again. No one would ever be a risk to her people again. Thanesh had the power to rearrange systems to keep them safe.

      Images from a life she could have, with him, filled her mind. The future they could have, the home they could build and more.

      If he were telling the truth.

      That was the decision she had to make. The risk she had to take and she wasn’t just risking herself. She was endangering a colony of one hundred and forty-seven ex-slaves and fourteen children that had been born there, free.

      How was she supposed to make that decision? How could she justify their freedom, even if she believed him?

      No matter her growing feelings for Thanesh. She couldn’t.

      Approaching footsteps in the underbrush disturbed her from her thoughts. Alethia turned to the forest and saw flashes of black through the trees.

      Suddenly fearful, she stood and watched. Had the Ulidon arrived, or was Thanesh coming back? When nothing moved again for a minute, she relaxed.

      A spitting noise reached her ears. Alethia looked at the fire. The flames flickered, licked and leapt as the fat from the meat spat into it. She knelt, picking up the vegetable and dropping it into the leaf in her hand. She was reaching for the meat when she heard footsteps once more, this time in the cave. She looked up and saw two huge Ulidon approaching her, their lips drawn back in terrifying grins over their black teeth.

      Alethia dropped the leaf into the fire and turned, throwing herself to the cave floor and grabbing at the pistol she’d left there. Her body, still weak and shaking from her illness, wasn’t quick enough. A weight dropped on top of her. She struggled, trying to move as a Ulidon pressed himself into her. Desperately she reached for the gun, but he grabbed her wrist, his long talons piercing into the tender flesh. Alethia cried out and tried to dislodge the Ulidon.

      ‘Yes, human, move just like that,’ the creature growled into her ear. Alethia froze. His grip tightened, and she was forced to release the pistol.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Halfway back to the cave, Thanesh picked up the scent of burnt oil and rubber moving in that direction. He sped up his pace, pushing himself and feeling the wound at his side tugging because of it. The increasing power of the smell told him they had moved slowly. Cautiously. As he got closer, the smell became overpowering, burning the hairs in his nostrils and leaving a thick taste in his mouth. He pushed through it. He would not let Alethia down.

      Thanesh was almost at the cave when an agonised scream cut through the forest. Thanesh roared in response, letting them know he was there, distracting them from whatever they were doing to Alethia. Two roars answered him—two Ulidon announcing their presence. Thanesh broke through the brush and saw them exiting the cave. One of them, the same one he had spoken to on his ship, had Alethia by her neck, pulling her roughly out into the fading sunlight. The creature hissed at him, his crest rising and flaring out behind him.

      The other one stood silently to the side. He had a significant, pale green mark across several of his faceplates, a wound that the plates had never fully healed from. Tender, scarred skin broke through in a line. It gave Thanesh a target.

      ‘Capture, don’t kill,’ the Ulidon instructed the scarred one. ‘Kallis wants you back on Teralis.’ He sneered at Thanesh.

      ‘I do not know who the vrok Kallis is,’ Thanesh growled back. He dropped the bag, pulled out the Adunis sticks and ran at the Ulidon. They met halfway. Thanesh ducked and braced himself, crashing into the creature and pushing him back several steps before throwing him off his feet and down to the ground.

      The Ulidon rolled over his shoulder and took to his feet again. Thanesh spun, slashing with both sticks, holding him off a moment while he reoriented, looking for the leader and for her.

      The leader had dragged her to the ground and was trying to pull off her clothes. Alethia struggled, kicking against him. The Ulidon’s bladed tail was thrashing with excitement, getting closer and closer to her delicate flesh.

      Thanesh growled and threw one stick at the leader. It pierced him in the back, and the leader grunted and reached over his shoulder, trying to grab at the bladed stick.

      Thanesh had to finish this fight fast.

      He turned on the scarred one and dodged back as its tail lashed out, striking at where Thanesh’s eye had been a moment before. It hovered just shy of his eyes so that he could see the oily green and blue iridescence of his chitin. He gritted his teeth and grabbed the tail, feeling the Ulidon’s tail slice his skin. Ignoring it, he pulled the tail taut and sliced the end off.

      Scarface screamed.

      Thanesh thrust his remaining Adunis stick at Scarface, expecting to plunge the blade into the vulnerable flesh, but Scarface had already dodged out of the way. Thanesh followed him, ignoring the battering of the Ulidon’s impotent tail against him.

      Behind him, Alethia screamed.

      Spurred on, Thanesh stepped into the Ulidon’s space and hooked his clawed fingers under the creature’s jaw, digging deep into the skin and pulling its face, teeth bared, towards him. He felt the Ulidon raking at his chest. Ignoring the flash of pain, he plunged his blade through the scar and into his brain.

      His body stilled, twitched and fell. Thanesh released it and turned to challenge the leader.

      Apparently unaware of his dead companion, the captain had Alethia pinned to the ground with one hand to her neck. With his other hand, he was trying to pull up the edge of her dress. His tail thrashed in excitement close to her tender skin.

      Without warning, Alethia grabbed his tail and thrust the bladed end into his unarmoured throat. The Ulidon went rigid, and a rough, deep wheezing noise left his throat. Alethia pulled the end of the tail out of the wound, showering herself and the ground around her in bright lime green blood. The captain’s body jerked before he fell to his side on the ground.

      Alethia scrambled away from him until her back hit the wall of the cave. She pulled her knees against her chest and stared at the dying Ulidon. Her hands, chest and neck were covered in lime green blood, making the pallor of her skin look sickly. Her wide eyes found Thanesh. He forced himself to move, rushing to her side and spearing the captain in the hearts as he passed. He knelt beside her.

      ‘It was like cutting through a soft vegetable,’ she whispered. Her voice was shaky, her eyes unfocused. ‘I didn’t expect it to work.’

      She was cradling one hand in the other in front of her. Thanesh gently took them in his; they were shaking almost as much as hers. The hand that had grasped the tail was sliced open. He released a shaky breath, closed his eyes and gently pressed a kiss to her undamaged palm.

      ‘Let me tend this,’ he gestured at her hand. Alethia nodded.

      Thanesh gathered her in his arms, and a breath of relief tore from him. He buried his face into her hair, breathing in the scent she had told him was vanilla. A smell that had quickly become precious to him.
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        * * *

      

      ‘How are you doing?’ Thanesh asked. He could hear Alethia’s footsteps behind him as they returned back to the clearing. The Ulidon ship was still there. He could use the onboard communicator to contact his people, and they would finally be able to leave this place. He looked back, seeing the dark marks that had appeared overnight across her skin.

      ‘I’m good,’ Alethia answered. She had finally found the frond she needed to weave her hat. It had been a fascinating process, watching her cut, weave and plat this hat into existence. She was good at this, survivalism. He would have her design the course all of his people would be required to take. Equipment couldn’t be relied on. Mischievous creatures would be mischievous.

      A tiny six-armed animal sat on its haunches atop a twig which didn’t bow under the creature's weight. Its red and gold eyes watched them as they passed. Its slender tail curled in a tight loop around the wood. It had dark green fur striated with a light grey. Grey hands and prehensile feet clutched at the twigs and branches as it followed them, waiting for an opportunity to rob them. Thanesh was sure it was the same one he had seen last night, stealing the last of the root vegetables they had scavenged. These were the little robbers that had caused such devastation to their first camp.

      Over the previous rote and a half, since Thanesh had buried the Ulidon, little bits and pieces had gone missing. Alethia told him about the creature she saw in the wood, so he went looking for it. It turned out this single creature was just the lookout. He hadn’t been able to count how many there were. They jumped and sprang through the trees, never seeming to cease moving. He knew he’d pick up the sounds of the others following them if he listened.

      ‘They’re just so cute,’ Alethia said, picking out a bit of food from her bag and carefully placing it on a branch of the same tree. The creature watched her warily, its little tongue flickering over its tiny lips as it shifted side-to-side to get a better view.

      ‘Little thieves,’ Thanesh grumbled. ‘Gods forbid they should ever evolve into intelligent life. They will have the galaxy before anyone notices.’ Secretly, Thanesh agreed with her.

      They’d walked a few feet on when Thanesh looked back and found the creature in the exact same place, the food in its hands. Fast little vrokkers.

      ‘We are almost at the tree line. Would you prefer to wait until dark before we cross the plain?’

      Alethia shook her head. ‘No, my hat should protect me,’ she smiled, showing off the wide brim with a caress around its edge. Thanesh wanted to be that hat. ‘Besides, we don’t know what might follow us in the dark.’

      When Thanesh saw what waited for them at the pod, he turned and walked back to Alethia. He carefully put a hand to her waist and lowered his face to hers.

      ‘May I?’ he asked, his eyes flickering between her lips and her eyes.

      ‘I don’t know if I can trust you,’ she admitted.

      ‘I know,’ he answered. ‘But you will. I will give you many reasons to. I promise.’

      It was Alethia who initiated the kiss. Thanesh suppressed a growl even as it tried to force its way up his throat. The Ulidon growled at her.

      When Thanesh released her, she was trembling again. But not from fear this time. He had smelled her fear; the scent around her now was richer, muskier. His body responded, but he ignored it. After a few moments, Alethia opened her eyes.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked when she saw the look in his eyes.

      ‘My people are with the pod,’ he said. ‘They will assume you are my prisoner. I will correct them.’

      ‘Am I not your prisoner then?’

      Thanesh shook his head. ‘You are not,’ he whispered. ‘Never a prisoner. Never a slave. You are mine, and I am yours.’ He refused to phrase it as a question; he would give her time. He was old and patient. He could wait.
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      ‘Look into a Cealin called Kallis,’ Thanesh said. He was sitting at his desk scrolling through the updates he’d missed in his time with Alethia. ‘Has word gotten out about a missing Protectorate female on Esra? And do you have news on the Kathen and Kuyon that were with her?’

      Korren stood at attention on the other side of Thanesh’s desk. Thanesh glanced over at him and noted the stoic look and tense body language.

      ‘Out with it.’

      ‘Are you sure about this female, sir?’ The words burst from him like water from a poorly built dam. ‘You said she was trouble. She seems to have become important to you.’ This time his words were hesitant. Thanesh could tell Korren felt like he was overstepping.

      ‘I understand your concerns.’ While Thanesh respected Korren and he liked his subordinates to question him, this felt different; he was questioning Alethia now. But Thanesh couldn’t say he still didn’t have questions of his own. He didn’t doubt his feelings for her or the person he believed her to be. But he couldn’t ignore the circumstances that had brought her to him or the people in her life that he didn’t trust, like the Kathen.

      ‘You have no reason to worry. That said, make her feel welcome, but restrict her access to the places she needs to be. We will update it as her needs change. I do not want her being able to wander the ship too much.’ Korren nodded.

      ‘The Kathen?’ First things first, he thought.

      ‘He was picked up by a team I sent to Esra after your message about the Ulidon.’ Korren pursed his lips. ‘He’s a tough vrokker. An ex-pit fighter. They’re bringing him in. We expect him some time in the next two rotations.’

      ‘There was no rumour of a Protectorate female kidnapped. We retrieved the ship and container belonging to the two Huan. Some interesting things, the rest were sold. Though the ship was reported missing, all crew believed lost, three solars ago. The Hieladan were happy to pay for its return.’ Thanesh nodded. He needed to have a conversation with his people about their mercenary activities, if they were ever to be taken seriously, it was something they had to leave in their past.

      ‘Kallis?’ Korren asked.

      Thanesh nodded confirmation. ‘Korren, do not mention it to anyone else.’

      Korren nodded his understanding and turned to leave, he hesitated and looked at Thanesh. ‘It’s good to have you back, sir.’

      ‘It is good to be back.’

      The face of the Ulidon came to Thanesh’s mind. Its grin as it savoured some revelation it believed would mean something to Thanesh. Of course, it was correct.

      ‘Kallis wants you back on Teralis.’

      Thanesh pushed the unanswerable questions from his mind. There was no point in speculating on who Kallis was until he had more information.

      The memory of waking up on the gurney, the chains loose, the door slightly ajar, appeared in Thanesh’s mind so clearly it twisted his stomach. He could smell the combination of sweat, blood and the smell of a sterilising agent as though he were still lying there. On instinct, he stood, his seat caught between his legs and the wall behind him. A pale face, large, slanted pale-blue eyes and white hair appeared over him, a sly grin on his face. Thanesh had no memory of this face, but revulsion and fear spiked through him. The face was obviously Cealin. They looked so much like the Protectorate, except Thanesh and his people’s faces were more human in appearance. The Cealin’s features were sharp and angular. Pointed chins and eyes. Their skin was smoother, their frames slighter.

      Thanesh stepped away from his desk; behind him, his chair fell to the floor. He poured himself some water and took a drink.

      Picking up his chair, Thanesh sat and turned to his screen, trying to force himself back to work. After a minute, he gave up, it was no good; he was either wondering about the face or thinking about Alethia.

      Alethia was as protective of her people, as he was of her. It was something he’d never be able to change about her, not that he wanted to. However, in taking care of strangers, she had lost a piece of herself, and Thanesh wanted to be the one to help her find it again. He wanted to be who she turned to when she needed someone. He admired her strength and courage, but he wanted to be the place where she didn’t need to be strong. He wanted to build a world where she didn’t need to survive but could thrive.

      He wanted to be near her; it was all he could think about. But right now, he needed to be High-Protector Thanesh.

      Pushing all other thoughts aside, Thanesh got back to his reports.
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        * * *

      

      Calaia, Thanesh’s ship, was decorated in black and grey, with an occasional small accent of turquoise. Alethia’s mother had often used a word ‘spartan’ to describe austere things, and Alethia believed her mother would use this word to describe the ship. Medbay was mostly grey. There were several beds, each of which could be adjusted in height to accommodate different races, human didn’t seem to be among them. A workstation sat beside each bed, with screens where staff could monitor their patients. Tevin, the chief medic, attended Alethia while a Kuyon crewmember stood over her, projecting an air of disapproval. Thanesh had gone off to be the High-Protector. Despite the Kuyon’s glare, his presence reminded her of her fathers and brother and was comforting for her.

      ‘I can repair the immediate damage to your skin now,’ Tevin said, walking to her. ‘That will soothe the burn and take care of the pain. Though it will be a rote or two before you notice any lessening to the redness of your skin. I will take that time to design a course of treatment that will take care of the genetic damage.’

      ‘Can you do that?’

      Tevin’s face was earnest when he looked at her. ‘I have never treated this kind of damage on one of your race before,’ he admitted. ‘It may take some time to get the treatment right, but we will get there.’

      Alethia swallowed. ‘There’s a woman on my colony, her previous owner forced her to take Kuldesa.’

      Tevin pulled in a sharp breath. ‘How bad?’

      ‘She needs help to walk, eat, do other basic functions.’ She glanced at the Kuyon, a troubled look appeared on his face.

      ‘If I could be allowed to examine her, I am sure I can design a course of treatment that would help her.’

      After leaving the ship’s Medbay, the Kuyon brought Alethia to a guest suite.

      ‘What does Kuldesa do?’ He stood at the door, waiting to leave.

      ‘It makes human brains produce a hormone that makes sex very pleasurable to the male, but it also rearranges the brain and causes severe brain damage.’

      ‘He did that to her on purpose?’ The Kuyon shook his head, denial in his eyes. ‘He couldn’t have known.’

      Alethia sighed. ‘She was the third human he’d done it too. The others died. He wanted to reclaim some of his money when he sold Ann to me. He knew exactly what it did.’

      The horrified look on the Kuyon’s face was still there when he left a few moments later. As the door closed, she turned her thoughts to the small room. This room was exactly the same as the rest of the ship. There was a large double bed with Black and Turquoise bedding lay in a neat bundle at the end, a desk with a chair and a viewscreen. She went through the door that led to the facilities. They were an upgrade from the ones on Invictus, but pretty standard across ships.

      The whole thing was that word again. Spartan.

      After making the bed, Alethia took the time to examine her face in the mirror. Already it was looking and feeling better. Tevin had done an excellent job and listened attentively while she explained what little she knew of her condition. Unfortunately, her mother hadn’t known she was carrying an albino when she was kidnapped from Earth space.

      Alethia walked over to the bed and sat down, crossing her legs under her. Despite what Thanesh said on the planet, she still couldn’t figure out if she was a prisoner or not. She wasn’t in the brig, and they had one; she’d asked. But her movements were restricted. Moreover, she’d seen no sign of Thanesh since he’d left her at Medbay so she couldn’t even ask him what was going on.

      The doors slid open, and the second tallest male she had ever seen walked in. He looked Protectorate, but his skin was a mottled tapestry of black and white. His hair and horns were white and his eyes Turquoise, but they held a luminosity to them that Alethia recognised instantly. That, along with the black patches of skin, identified him as part-Inadiine.

      The Inadiine were known for their black skin, white hair and luminous eyes. They were tall, like the Protectorate. He had the familiar Inadiine V-shaped bone ridge on his forehead that drew the eye up towards his horns, which gave him the impression of even greater height. The brow ridges and his high cheekbones framed his wide eyes and slender nose, which sat atop his lips. Despite his unusual colouring, he was very handsome.

      Inadiine were also known for their weapons and armour technology, which Alethia realised that Thanesh was carrying a variant of it. The Inadiine were early signatories to the Protectorate. She wondered if access to their technology was the entry price. If that were the case, what did her little colony have to offer that the Protectorate couldn’t just take? It was, after all, their world.

      He strode into the room with his big eyes and a big grin.

      ‘I am Dak. I have been assigned to take care of you during your stay with us.’ He was carrying a tray of food.

      ‘You’re half-Inadiine.’ It wasn’t a question.

      He nodded in acknowledgement.

      ‘Are you one of the hybrids?’

      Dak smiled and nodded.

      ‘Are there really only twelve of you?’ Alethia shook her head. ‘Sorry, I’m not doubting Thanesh. It’s just that I’m curious.’

      ‘I understand. Here or at the desk?’ Dak smiled. He lowered the tray in front of her

      Alethia looked at the contents of the tray. It seemed to be mostly a tasting platter of some kind, meaning finger food.

      ‘Here, please,’ she said, taking the cup and smelling at the contents. It was some kind of tea. A sip confirmed that it was sweet tai and something spicy. Though it wasn’t as nice as her homemade tabin and sweet tai tea, it was decent.

      ‘So, what are the rules? Are you allowed to talk to the prisoner?’

      ‘Are you a prisoner?’ Dak asked. His head tilted to the side like he was genuinely interested in hearing her answer. Alethia shrugged, denying him the pleasure.

      ‘My instructions are to make sure you’re comfortable. Make sure you’re fed and watered. Make sure you get to all of your medic appointments on time.’ He had an assessing look on his face. ‘I do not remember anyone giving me restrictions on my interactions with you. I believe that means I can talk.’ Dak grabbed the seat at the desk behind him and without looking, spun it around and, sat down. He placed one ankle placed over the knee of the other leg and looked at her expectantly.

      Alethia ate her food in silence while the two of them watched each other. When she was done, she took another drink of the tea and placed it down on the tray.

      His legs were so long that his knees poked up into the air. Alethia had tried sitting in the chair when she first entered the room. She had difficulty climbing on it and her legs were nowhere near the floor.

      ‘How tall are you?’

      ‘Ah, I am half a fenth taller than Thanesh,’ he grinned. ‘Though Korren, my brother, is taller than me and bigger.’ He moved his arms out to the side of him to suggest bulk. ‘I inherited the height and built of our mother. He inherited the height, but the build of our father.’

      Alethia nodded. She had met Korren down on the planet when they had been rescued.

      ‘So how old are you?’

      ‘I am twenty-five.’

      ‘Oh,’ she said, surprised. ‘I thought you’d be a hundred at least.’

      Dak shook his head, smiling.

      ‘Well, Thanesh is three hundred solars old.,’ she pointed out for context. ‘So, what do you do here?’

      ‘Con officer. Run-around. Personal assistant for the mighty-and-High-Protector Thanesh.’ As he spoke, the door opened.

      ‘The-mighty-and-High-Protector Thanesh,’ Thanesh said as he entered the room. ‘I like that title. I should make it formal.’

      Dak stood to attention. With a small nod, Thanesh allowed him to relax.

      Spinning the seat to its original position, Dak showed no embarrassment or distress at Thanesh having heard him.

      ‘You are mistaken, Alethia. He is not arrogant.’

      Alethia closed her eyes and shook her head. She looked at Thanesh, who had an indulgent smile on his face as he looked at the hybrid.

      ‘Is this what you put up with all the time?’

      ‘Yes,’ Thanesh replied.

      ‘My deepest sympathies.’

      ‘Bridge.’ He indicated the door with a nod of his head.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Dak saluted. He bowed at Alethia.

      ‘A pleasure.’ He smiled and walked away with the dignity of a bridge officer.

      Thanesh and Alethia stared after him for a moment, then looked at each other smiling.

      ‘He’s interesting,’ she said, indicating the door Dak had just exited through.

      ‘That is an understatement.’ Thanesh pushed off the wall and approached her. Stalking across the room like a large predator. He stopped at the end of the bed and looked at the tray of food.

      ‘I asked for a tasting platter so we can find out the sort of foods you like. I hope you like it.’

      Alethia nodded, unsure what to say.

      ‘Just let Dak know what you like and do not like,’ he said when the silence continued on. ‘He will be able to start coordinating proper meals that way.’

      Alethia nodded again.

      ‘Why do you not talk?’ He seemed nervous.

      ‘I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop.’

      Thanesh looked confused for a moment before he seemed to realise what she meant. ‘There are some questions that will need to be answered—‘

      ‘I’m not telling you where Tessa is,’ she declared. Though Tevin’s words about treating Ann haunted her since Medbay. If Alethia could trust Thanesh, if he did what he claimed he wanted to do, there would be help for Ann. There would be help for everyone carrying the consequences of their previous owner’s actions. But Ann, she was so young. She didn’t deserve what the Nemari did to her.

      ‘Alethia, I am not lying to you. I understand your position, your history. You do not trust me. I know the time will come when you will. There must come a time when you start to make concessions.’

      She opened her mouth.

      ‘I know you will not give me Tessa’s location now. I will wait for your trust. I am very old, Alethia. I have a lot of patience.’

      ‘So, what do you want to know then?’

      ‘I want you to tell me everything you know about The Violation.’

      Alethia shook her head. ‘I’ve already told you everything I know.’

      ‘There must be more,’ he said. There was a desperate edge to his voice.

      ‘There must be,’ she agreed. ‘But I was born out here. On a slave ship in space. My mum told me some stuff but talking about Earth was painful for her. She told me things, explained some things, but I’ve had no context or reference for my whole life. I’ve forgotten a lot of it because it wasn’t relevant to living out here.’

      Thanesh nodded his understanding, disappointment on his face. ‘What about the exact timeline?’

      ‘Three hundred years. But it’s been three hundred years since I was a child.’

      ‘How does that translate to galactic standard?’

      Alethia shrugged. ‘You’d be better off talking to a human with experience about that.’

      ‘Very well.’ Thanesh licked his lips, he looked at the floor before finding her again. ‘What can you tell me about Makios Desares’s operation?’

      ‘Erm.’ Alethia looked around the room, feeling a spark of mischief. ‘It was painful. It was on his knee. It took him out of the fight pits.’

      ‘You know what I mean, Alethia,’ Thanesh snapped, though there was a smile on his face. ‘I mean his smuggling operation.’

      Alethia shrugged again. ‘You’ll have to ask him.’

      ‘You are loyal.’ He looked pleased by this.

      ‘To those who are loyal to me, or who I protect, yes.’ His pleasure annoyed her, though her answer made him grin wider.

      ‘You will see my loyalty,’ he promised. ‘It is good to know I will receive yours in return.’

      His confidence that she would be his annoyed her; it also drew her to him. She could feel it happening, one confident sentence, one maddening smile at a time.

      ‘Is your brother involved in any illegal activity?’

      Alethia’s eyes opened wide in shock and anger. ‘None,’ she gasped. ‘Dairon buys supplies for the colony. Transports legally bought slaves to Tessa and orbits the planet watching for ships entering the system.’

      ‘I apologise. I had to ask.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Alethia, I intend on taking Tessa as my homeworld, with your people as my citizens. I believe I can make it a safe world for humans. For ex-slaves.’ He licked his lips. ‘I intend on developing that world to the minimum standards the IGC will accept for membership and then applying to them. But the IGC will demand all escaped slaves are returned to their owners and all criminals are turned over to the custody of the IGC member state after them. I need to know the legal status of each of my citizens before I apply.’ Thanesh stood, crossed the space and sat on the bed at her side. She backed away a little as he turned to face her.

      ‘Are there any of your people who are wanted, or who are still slaves?’

      Alethia was shaking. ‘There’s only Makios and his crew who are wanted,’ she said. Thanesh nodded. That was the answer he expected. ‘And only one escaped slave.’

      ‘You,’ Thanesh said.

      Alethia nodded. ‘Are you going to turn me in?’ she whispered.

      Thanesh pulled her into his arms. Alethia relented, allowing him to swallow her into his embrace. Her head was tucked under his chin and he rested it there.

      ‘Never.’ His voice was low, hoarse, full of emotion and promise. ‘I will find a way, and if it is not possible, then vrok the IGC.’

      Alethia relaxed a little. After a moment, her eyes closed. She could feel the heat of him. Smell the earthy, musky scent that, somehow, reminded her of home. She nestled a little more into his arms, then caught herself. She heard Thanesh chuckle and tensed. Thanesh relaxed his arms and she almost drew away.

      On impulse, she angled her head up and when he bent down to look at her, she caught his lips in a kiss. Thanesh was still for a moment before his lips parted and his tongue probed into her mouth. Alethia parted her lips, allowing its entry. Thanesh’s arms tightened around her. She reached up to his face, her hand cupping it, feeling his wide cheekbones under her fingers, the hollow of his cheeks against the hollow of her palm. His jaw against the heel of her hand. She reached to his shoulder, pulling him closer and the kiss deepened. She clung onto him to anchor her against a tide that wanted to carry her away.

      It carried her away.

      The more she kissed him, the more she needed to kiss him. The deeper the kiss, the deeper she needed it to be. Without realising it, at some point, Alethia’s hands had begun to wander Thanesh’s torso.

      She felt across the broadness of his shoulders and explored the expanse of his chest. Her other hand, the one that had been caressing his face, moved down to his neck. She could feel his pulse throbbing under her fingers, skipping faster and faster.

      Her fingers slipped down to his top and without instruction began pulling at it. She needed to run her hands over him, to touch his skin. His hands were there for a moment and gone. His skin warmed her fingers. She felt him groan into her mouth and answered with her own moan as his hands slipped up her leg, under her dress.

      She felt a pulse of excitement in her breast and a quickening throb where her lap met his thighs. His hand reached that throb. He slid fingers in a place where only one other had touched her before. But this felt nothing like that awkward, desperate encounter.

      His fingers slipped inside her. She cried out as a pulse of pleasure swept through her.

      ‘Alethia,’ Thanesh implored, pressing deeper inside her. His other hand enclosed a breast through her clothes. She felt a shiver go through her as her nipple peaked almost painfully.

      ‘Thanesh,’ she moaned in answer.

      It was the sheer lust in her voice that shocked her, panicked her. She broke the kiss and pushed Thanesh back, using that momentum to gain her feet. Thanesh’s eyes were feverish and confused. He watched her back away from him, and realisation dawned on his face.

      ‘Alethia,’ he scraped his hands over his face. ‘I’m sorry.’ He shook his head and fell back onto the bed. Alethia couldn’t help but notice how his pants were tented. For the first time, she saw evidence of a male’s erection and didn’t want to run away. She shook her head, more confused than she had been a moment before.

      Thanesh sat up and looked at her.

      ‘I lost control. I am sorry.’

      ‘You’re sorry?’ Alethia collapsed onto her haunches and covered her face.

      ‘That doesn’t mean I don’t want you.’ Thanesh suddenly sounded panicked. ‘I mean, I am sorry I lost control.’

      ‘I know what you mean, Thanesh,’ she said from behind her hands. ‘It wasn’t you who lost control.’

      For the first time in her life, she was aroused and wanted to do something about it. The ‘something’ she wanted sat several feet across the room from her.

      ‘Sex has always been—‘

      ‘I know, pain, fear. The taking of what they want from females without concern for them.’ His voice was filled with genuine compassion. She looked at him through her fingers and nodded. She dropped her hands, suddenly feeling childish for having them there.

      ‘Yes,’ she said the word clearly. ‘But that doesn’t mean I don’t get aroused. I have had sex.’

      ‘You told me. When you were feverish. You told me about Caras station and the Ualha.’

      Alethia’s face flamed. ‘I don’t remember that,’ she whispered.

      ‘I will never forget. Alethia, you are my dycalti.’

      Alethia was familiar with the Amaran word. His meaning stole her breath. He had just declared her his mate, his heart, a part of his soul.

      ‘I am attracted to you. I don’t know what else beyond that. I can’t think for dread for my home and people.’

      ‘Because you do not trust me.’ His voice was calm.

      ‘I want to, Thanesh,’ she whispered. ‘I want to trust you. I want you to protect us. To protect me. I want what you told me in the cave.’ Alethia stood. It was true; she could see it, her future with the leader of the Protectorate. Her own protector, who cared for her, wanted her. ‘I just can’t quite bring myself to believe it.’ She shook her head, organising her thoughts. ‘You have Amaran ships and medicine. Inadiine weapons and armour tech. You eat Adosian spices, have Maruzen engines that run on Todaal radiant with Kuyon stealth tech. What do my people have to offer compared to all of them?’

      Thanesh stood and walked over to her. Alethia forced herself to stay in place as he got close enough to place one hand to her cheek.

      ‘They have the most important thing; the most important female.’ He smiled down at her. ‘You will trust me. I will prove myself to you.’

      Staying where he was, Thanesh bent forward and pressed his lips to her forehead. He took in a deep breath. ‘I want everything in my world to smell of you,’ he growled before releasing her and walking to the door.

      ‘I want to get there,’ she called after him.

      He paused and looked back at her.

      ‘I’m going to get there,’ she promised.

      Alethia watched him leave. The temptation to call him was held back by the faintest thread of will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter thirteen]
        

      

      

      The shuttle entered Calaia’s docking bay. Thanesh stood on a platform overlooking the landing pad and waited for it to settle before he descended the stairs. The doors opened as he approached, and Jarit appeared.

      Jarit scratched at his neck, drawing Thanesh’s eye to the deep gouging scars that covered his face and neck. He knew those scars continued down his entire torso.

      Beside him was Kerr; another of the hybrids. Kerr carried the trademark horns and white hair of his father’s people, but his skin was covered in the small, iridescent red scales of his Weyilan mother, right down to his tail. Kerr was slightly smaller than a full member of their race, but he was fast and agile. Whenever one of his brother’s sons joined the ranks, they did their training on Thanesh’s ship. They called it a rite of fire, and so far, Kerr had weathered the flames with style.

      It helped that Thanesh allowed a certain familiarity among his crew. The Protectorate was a family; he believed that deep in his bones and passed it along to each of his brothers in turn. It was essential to pass this belief, this way of life onto the younger generation. In the future, they would be the Protectorate. He needed to know that whatever path his people’s children carved for their future they remembered what they were and why it mattered. Perhaps more so now, if what Alethia suspected turned out to be true.

      The ship settled onto the landing pad and powered down. Thanesh walked up to the airlock, which opened as he approached.

      The Kathen was chained, restrained and gagged. His feet were shackled to restrict his walking so that he had to concentrate or risk falling. If Alethia saw him like this, she would never trust him.

      ‘Thanesh,’ Jarit called. Thanesh nodded at his friend in acknowledgement.

      ‘Sir.’ Kerr bowed as he stepped down the platform behind Makios.

      ‘Ungag him.’ Jarit reached up to the Kathen’s mouth, taking out the gag.

      ‘Alethia is here,’ Thanesh said. ‘She’s safe.’

      The Kathen’s eyes opened wide, but he kept his mouth shut.

      ‘Unshackle his legs. I am not crawling to the interrogation room.’
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        * * *

      

      Makios Desares had a long history of smuggling. Thanesh knew the leaders of a dozen systems who would pay him anything he wanted to bring this smuggler to an end. But if he did that, Alethia would never look at him again and, if what Alethia said was true, there would be people a lot worse off for losing the Kathen.

      Alethia had a good heart. Thanesh believed that she was doing everything she could to save as many people as she was able to. He didn’t know what the Kathen’s motivations were.

      Thanesh studied him. Desares hadn’t been in the pits for eleven solars, yet he looked like he’d walked out of one a few hours ago. Despite the coolness of the room, they hadn’t been able to convince him to wear a top.

      ‘How long have you known Alethia?’

      Silence.

      ‘I am not interested in the crimes you have committed. I have read the reports.’

      ‘Then what?’ They were the first words the male had said since boarding Calaia.

      ‘I have Alethia—‘

      ‘You care for her,’ Makios interrupted him.

      ‘Do you?’

      Makios shook his head. ‘I’m not listening or saying anything more until I speak to Alethia,’ he said. ‘Alone.’
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        * * *

      

      There was a rapping on the door. Alethia turned in time to see Dak enter with a big grin on his face.

      ‘Ready for your medic appointment?’

      Alethia nodded and jumped off the bed.

      She had been on Calaia for two days now. It was a day and a half since the incident with Thanesh, and she hadn’t seen him since, though she’d seen plenty of Dak who was killing himself flirting with her.

      Alethia followed Dak through the myriad twists and turns of the ship.

      ‘How is your face?’ Dak asked, looking over his shoulder at her.

      Alethia pressed her fingers to the still tender flesh.

      ‘Better,’ she admitted. ‘Though it’s going to be as tough as old leather by the time it’s healed.’

      ‘I think Tevin’s treatment will repair it. He is very good.’ He flashed his teeth at her over his shoulder. Alethia noted he had the same fangs as Thanesh. ‘But you should talk to him about it.’

      Alethia’s stomach lurched when she saw Thanesh turn the corner ahead of them, coming her way. It dropped when she recognised the Kathen walking up behind him.

      ‘Makios.’ She stopped dead, her eyes flickering between the two males.

      Thanesh looked momentarily guilty. Then he turned to Makios.

      ‘There you go.’

      ‘What’s going on here?’ Alethia turned on Thanesh. ‘When did Makios get here.’

      ‘Not long,’ Thanesh said, raising his hands in front of him. ‘I was just bringing him to see you.’

      Alethia had folded her arms over her chest. ‘How long?’ She stared at him then at the cuffs Makios was wearing.

      ‘This is my ship,’ Thanesh growled as he turned and released the cuffs.

      ‘Makios, are you okay?’ Alethia ignored the annoyed look on Thanesh’s face.

      He nodded. ‘I said in private.’

      ‘Follow me,’ Thanesh said through clenched teeth.

      ‘Where are we going?’ Alethia planted her feet and crossed her arms under her chest.

      ‘There’s a room up ahead,’ Thanesh said. He stepped aside and gestured for her to lead. ‘It is right down this hall.’

      Alethia stepped up to Makios and put herself between Thanesh and the Kathen. At this point, she didn’t know which one she was doing it to protect.

      Makios was laughing by the time the doors to the observation deck closed. He pulled Alethia into a hug. She relaxed into the arms of the massive Kathen.

      ‘I worried when I awoke and you weren’t there,’ Makios whispered. ‘Was it the Fedhith?’

      Alethia shook her head.

      ‘The two Huan in the Tinar’s shop when we bought Kyle.’

      ‘Vrok.’ Makios gripped her tight. ‘I sent Deyuul and the ship after the vrokking Fedhith.’

      ‘Deyuul will figure it out as soon as he gets close enough to sense I’m not there.’ She extracted herself from Makios one limb at a time.

      ‘It’s a good job. It was me with you and not him. Tolomus would have me sold by now,’ Makios admitted.

      ‘I don’t doubt it,’ she laughed.

      ‘So, the Protectorate.’ Makios jerked his chin towards the door. ‘Do you trust him?’

      Alethia looked towards the door. She imagined Thanesh standing on the other side, gritted jaw, restless energy and smiled.

      ‘I want to,’ she said earnestly. She looked at Makios, who was studying her in return.

      ‘That’s more than you’ve said about half the people at the colony.’ He took a step towards her. ‘Alethia, are you developing feelings for him?’

      Alethia wrapped her arms around herself and nodded.

      ‘I never thought I’d see the rote.’ Makios was smiling.

      ‘I’m scared,’ she whispered, knowing she could say it to her friend and not be judged.

      ‘I know, little human.’ He pulled her into another all-encompassing hug. ‘I’ve never had much use for the Protectorate. But if he does right by you, I’m all for it.’

      ‘It’s not me I’m worried about right now.’ She looked up into his silver eyes.

      ‘Really?’ Makios asked her dryly.

      ‘Maybe a little bit.’ She laughed. ‘Have you heard from Dairon?’

      Makios nodded. ‘He turned back as soon as he heard. Then realised some Protectorate ship was on him. Last I heard he was evading it.’

      ‘What about Kyle?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Makios grimaced. He pulled Alethia a little closer and bent down, looking at her face. ‘What happened?’

      ‘Really bad sunburn—’

      ‘Vrok.’

      ‘It’s okay. The medic here has said he can repair all the damage.’

      ‘Great to have access to Amaran medicine.’ Makios shook his head.

      ‘Well, I’m grateful for it,’ Alethia said. ‘I just wish… I keep thinking about Ann and how it could help her.’

      ‘Alethia, you can’t be thinking about giving him Tessa’s location?’

      ‘I’m considering it,’ she admitted. ‘Imagine it, Makios. No one could ever hurt us. We wouldn’t be risking bringing slavers back to the system whenever we went home. We’d be the safest people in the galaxy.’

      Makios was still studying her skin, his hand hovering near her face.

      The door opened. Alethia turned to see Thanesh stood frozen in the doorway, staring at them.

      ‘Dak!’ Thanesh’s voice was angry, hostile. ‘Get her to Medbay.’ He looked at Makios. ‘Let her go, Kathen.’

      Alethia looked at Makios; there was mischief in his eyes. He kissed her on the mouth, quick. It was weird, almost like getting kissed by Dairon. Alethia pulled a face at him, and he snickered in response.

      ‘Get better, little human,’ he said before he turned and followed Thanesh back to wherever they had come from.
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        * * *

      

      Alethia is not your property. You do not have the right to dictate who does and does not touch her.

      No matter how many times Thanesh repeated this to himself on the way back to the interrogation room, he couldn’t quell the rage inside him.

      Alethia was not his property. But she was his.

      He thrust the door open and pulled Makios’s chair out, almost hurling it against the far wall. When Makios got close, he pushed the Kathen down in the chair, hard.

      Makios stood and pushed back.

      The dam burst.

      The Kathen was the same height as Thanesh, but heavier, more muscular. He didn’t care. He roared and reached for his Adunis sticks, but he didn’t carry them on the ship.

      The Kathen’s hands were still bound. He swung them both at Thanesh, connecting with his jaw and throwing him across the room so that his head smacked the wall.

      Thanesh turned, ready to charge back into the fight when he realised the Kathen was laughing.

      ‘Jealous, Protectorate?’

      ‘What is your relationship to her, Kathen?’

      ‘Sit down, Protectorate.’ Makios grabbed his seat, which had been tipped over in the brief clash. He righted it, sat and pulled the chair neatly under the table.

      Thanesh steadied himself. He walked around the table and sat, glaring at the Kathen.

      ‘What is your relationship to Alethia?’

      ‘When we were children,’ the Kathen licked his lips, ‘we would play in the forests around her home. Back then, I believed that we would fall in love and build our own house next to her parents. Next to the house my father was building before he died.’ Makios’s voice was deep, it had a rich timbre and was tinged with humour as he thought back to his past with the pale human. ‘Later, when we started buying slaves together before the darkness descended over her, I believed our fate was together and inevitable.’

      ‘But you never did fall in love?’

      Makios shook his head and took a breath. ‘She’s like my sister. I would kill for that human. Die for her. But Alethia is burdened. Weighed down by the pain of others. My female will burn with passion. If she takes the pain of others, it will be to burn it away and cast the ashes into the wind.’

      Something of Thanesh’s defensiveness of Alethia must have shown on his face.

      ‘Don’t get angry, Protectorate.’ Makios’s laugh was a deep, bassy rumble. ‘She takes that pain from people so that they don’t have to bear it alone. I respect that. But it damages her,’ he whispered the last words. There was sadness on Makios’s face. He cared for her.

      ‘She will not have to do it much longer.’ Thanesh realised he was making a vow to himself.

      ‘What are you going to do? Set up counselling for the survivors of slavery?’

      ‘If I have to,’ Thanesh snapped.

      ‘She really has got you good,’ Makios chuckled.

      ‘I have a deal,’ Thanesh said. ‘Do a job for me, and I will make your record go away.’

      Makios wasn’t laughing anymore. ‘Go on.’

      ‘Dynexium.’

      Makios’s eyes widened. ‘You want radiant?’

      Thanesh nodded.

      ‘It’s illegal to mine, sell, buy, purify or transport radiant without the proper licences.’ Makios seemed to be quoting directly from the law. Thanesh wondered how many times he had been asked to transport it and if he had ever agreed.

      ‘I know,’ Thanesh said. He watched Makios closely.

      ‘You planning on powering a planet, Protectorate? Or do you plan to sell it?’

      Thanesh sat back. Makios’s eyes widened again.

      ‘What planet?’

      ‘What planet do you think?’

      Makios looked at the door as though Alethia were standing in it. ‘That would take a lot of pressure off,’ he murmured.

      Thanesh nodded. ‘I know.’

      ‘It’s in Alethia’s nature not to trust people.’ He held out one hand. ‘Her mother…’ a single finger went up, followed by two more, ‘…her fathers.’ Another finger followed for each person. ‘Her brother, me and my crew.’ He counted his crew on one finger on his other hand. ‘She doesn’t even trust most of the people at the colony. Pete,’ Makios added a finger, he began to raise another, but lowered it, shaking his head. ‘Pete.’ He looked from his hand to Thanesh. ‘You do what you’re planning. If you’re true, you’ll be added to her list.’

      ‘That is the plan.’ Thanesh’s voice was husky. He swallowed.

      ‘She knows about this?’

      Thanesh nodded. ‘Not the Dynexium, but the rest of it.’

      ‘Radiant’s not easy to come by.’ Makios sat back in his seat, his eyes taking in everything.

      ‘I know where you can find some.’

      Makios’s head shot up, surprised eyes finding Thanesh.

      ‘A mercenary job came to me. A favour for a powerful Todaal. I am establishing a world, so I must avoid it. But you can do it.’ He indicated Makios with a nod of his head.

      ‘And then you swoop in, arrest me, you have the radiant and I have a lifetime in prison.’ Makios’s eyes were wary.

      ‘I will never do that to Alethia.’ He shook his head. ‘The facility is an old Enhari space station somewhere in Goedan space. I have a contact who knows exactly where. They kidnapped a group of Todaal scientists and are forcing them to purify Dynexium. The Todaal will swear he hired you to rescue the scientists. You picked up the Dynexium to keep it out of the hands of the Goedan and brought it to me.’

      ‘Vrok me.’

      ‘You keep the reward for rescuing the scientists and I will petition the IGC to clear your record as a reward for your bravery.’

      Makios lost the look of awe and burgeoning happiness.

      ‘You’ll have a problem there.’

      ‘Hekalion Dar.’ Makios flinched.

      ‘Alethia shouldn’t have told you that.’

      ‘She cares for you.’ Thanesh sat back. ‘She is the only reason I am offering this to you.’

      Makios shifted in his seat, his face was contemplative. ‘What do you plan to do about Hekalion?’

      ‘He is powerful,’ Thanesh acknowledged. ‘We are not a member of the IGC—’

      ‘Hence Tessa,’ Makios said. Thanesh lowered his head in acknowledgement.

      ‘I do have powerful friends who are IGC members. Including three of the founding races, one of which is…’

      ‘Todaal. Vrok me, Protectorate.’ Makios shook his head. A grin on his face. He sat back in his seat and observed Thanesh for a moment. ‘You prove to me, prove to Alethia you can be trusted, and I’ll do it.’

      ‘Your alternative is a prison,’ Thanesh pointed out.

      ‘I’d rather that than work for someone I can’t trust.’

      Thanesh nodded his agreement. ‘Something Alethia said, about your history at Alidai.’

      Makios grimaced but nodded.

      ‘Was the Aavani Daius Edan?’

      Makios nodded.

      ‘You still in contact with him?’

      ‘Occasionally.’ Makios shrugged. ‘I’ll find bigger slaves, good fighters, good males. I buy them and sell them on to Edan. I don’t have the credits to buy every slave, but Edan will give me my money back and let them work for their freedom in the pits. It’s not ideal, but Alethia just takes the weaker slaves.’

      Makios shifted in his seat, his body language defensive. ‘Why?’ he asked after a few moments had passed.

      ‘He would make an interesting ally and a source of strong fighters.’ Thanesh had a feeling they would need strong fighters in the upcoming solars. ‘I want an introduction. Out of official channels.’

      Makios considered, then nodded.

      ‘That I will do.’
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      Thanesh dropped Makios, accompanied by Jarit, off at Alethia’s room. She was still obviously angry that he acted like a vashni at the observation deck, but there was little he could do to make it up to her with the smuggler around.

      Her face looked better. The redness was gone. So too were the emerging shadows that had marred her face the last few rotes. Her skin was back to the beautiful white it had been when Thanesh first saw her. Her angry blue eyes stood out against the white on white. The pale pink of her lips, the only other colour on her face.

      Thanesh remembered the kiss from two rotes previous. He wanted to repeat it.

      Instead, he went to Medbay and got a full report from the doctor there.

      She was responding well to treatment, but there was damage the doctor couldn’t undo at this point. Some cells would develop mutations and grow out of control. Cancer, Alethia had called it. It was the same disease that had taken her mother.

      ‘I want you to contact the Amaran medical ministry,’ Thanesh said, a cold sliver of ice in his heart. ‘Get all the help on this you can.’ Tevin nodded, and Thanesh let him go back to work, leaving for the bridge.

      How susceptible to this cancer thing were humans? He knew there were similar diseases in other races, and they were treated with varying degrees of success. When he got to the bridge, he would contact the doctor and demand he pull data from every resource they had access to.

      Thanesh moved down the halls of the Calaia, acknowledging his officers as they saluted him in passing. He felt responsible to do the best for his people, both those made on Teralis and those who were born or joined later. For those of his brothers that meant finding them an anchor. Tessa, wherever it was, would become that anchor. He was planning on changing their world and even their idea of what they were and where they came from. The magnitude of it wasn’t lost on him, but neither was the opportunity. If they could breed with human females, it would open up a future he and his brothers had only dreamed of.

      ‘Sir.’

      Thanesh looked up and saw Korren walking towards him, his long legs eating up the deck between them.

      Korren looked around warily. ‘Kallis.’

      Thanesh nodded in acknowledgement and led the way to the observation deck.

      Thanesh ushered Korren into the room. It was the same one he’d brought Alethia and Makios to earlier. The room was almost entirely black, with little in the way of lighting. It was large and filled with small clusters of seats where groups could talk privately. There were three groups in the room, nine crew in all.

      ‘I need the room,’ Thanesh called.

      They all stood and made their way out, saluting Thanesh as they passed. He acknowledged each one.

      When the door closed behind him, Thanesh walked to the viewscreen on the other side of the room. It filled the wall and brought the void of space inside. He stared at the flashing stars and wondered what it would be like to vrok Alethia against it in this room.

      Turning before his thoughts could get carried away, he studied the second-in-command and saw the telltale licks of whip scars on his neck.

      Korren was born to an Inadiine after an encounter with one of his men. Solars later, Thanesh was walking through a market on Donasune, the Ledaan homeworld, when his mother approached him. The Ledaan who owned them had almost whipped Korren to death that morning. Thanesh had bought mother and son legally, before beating the Ledaan until he was in the same state he had left the boy in.

      These scars, however, were new. Korren had returned from a mission cycles earlier with them and no memory of his time away. Thanesh’s people were looking into it, but so far, no one knew where he had been or what happened to him during the several cycles that he was missing.

      ‘There weren’t many leads. I finally got a report from Amaran intelligence,’ Korren said, his shoulder muscles flexing when he saw Thanesh looking at his scars.

      ‘Amaran intelligence?’ Thanesh met Korren’s eyes.

      Korren nodded. ‘Around seventy solars ago, they arrested a Cealin they believed was an agent. Turned out he was an exile.’

      ‘An exile?’ Thanesh stepped closer.

      ‘He was exiled from Cealis three hundred solars ago because of a failed military experiment.’

      Thanesh felt the breath knocked from him. He walked over to the viewport and watched the stars streak across the black of space.

      ‘It cannot be a coincidence.’

      ‘No, sir.’

      ‘Gather all executive officers,’ Thanesh said. He looked at Korren. ‘I have learned some things about our people. It is time to share it.’

      ‘Has this got anything to do with the human?’

      Thanesh nodded. ‘Comm Keral in on it. We will disseminate the information across the fleet later, but I want my direct chain to have all the information now.’

      Korren nodded and left.

      The face of the unknown Cealin drifted once more into Thanesh’s mind. This time, he heard a voice; it was indistinct and whispering, soothing and cajoling. He felt the ghost of a stroke along his arm and barely resisted the urge to rub the sensation away. He stayed there for several long minutes, getting his thoughts in order, before turning to make his way to his office.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Human?’ Keral’s voice was rough, scratchy.

      ‘From them. Yes,’ Thanesh confirmed.

      ‘Vrok.’ Keral was shaking his head. ‘Did we… have families? Mates? Young?’

      It was a question he’d been avoiding asking himself since he learned of The Violation. Did he have descendants on Earth? Did he have descendants in slavery out here?

      ‘We may never know for sure as individuals. We will have to look into it.’

      ‘And Kallis is back now, on… Teralis.’ Jarit sat forward in his seat. His shoulders were slumped, his hands between his knees.

      ‘Well, that has to be where our people are,’ Tallus, Thanesh’s chief-engineer snapped. ‘We should go there. We need to—’

      ‘Tallus.’ Thanesh held up a hand to silence his friend. Tallus took a deep breath.

      ‘My son was on the Chaldon,’ Tallus pleaded.

      ‘I know, my friend. We will retrieve Soran and all of our people.’

      ‘What if they are dead?’ Tallus asked, his face was bleak. Chaldon had been missing for a long time.

      ‘Then we will destroy them.’

      Tallus nodded. Sitting back, he scraped his hands over his face.

      ‘First, I am sending a reconnaissance team to Teralis.’ Thanesh looked at Korren. ‘Put a team together. You will lead it.’ Korren nodded.

      ‘Next, I have ordered all ships to cluster. Stay in their sectors, but group for protection. We cannot afford to lose any more of our people.’

      Thanesh turned to the screen. ‘Keral, anything on the half-Kuyon?’

      ‘I am close.’ He nodded.

      ‘What are we going to do about humans? About Earth?’

      ‘We are going to protect Earth,’ Thanesh said, ‘and if I have to kick down the door of every vrokken house in the galaxy, we are going to end human slavery.’

      It was a significant promise. Thanesh did not care; he would see it done. He had lifetimes to achieve it.
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        * * *

      

      ‘The Protectorate is crazy about you.’

      ‘He told you that?’

      Makios nodded. ‘Not that he had to. He almost beat the vrok out of me when we got back to the interrogation room earlier. Or he tried anyway. I hope he got his head checked out.’ He was laughing but watching Alethia carefully as he spoke.

      ‘You hurt him.’ She grimaced at the sound of her voice.

      Makios shook his head, grinning at her.

      There was a chime at the door. Alethia glared at Makios. ‘Come.’

      Thanesh walked in, his eyes looking from Makios to her and back again. Makios started laughing.

      ‘As you can see, he’s fine.’

      Thanesh looked at Alethia and smiled. ‘You were concerned for me?’

      Alethia scratched at an eyebrow, using it as an excuse not to look at him as her face flamed with embarrassment. ‘Not really,’ she lied.

      Makios laughed harder.

      ‘I take it I have a bunk somewhere?’ Makios asked.

      ‘Jarit is waiting to take you there.’

      ‘Then I suggest you two talk.’ Makios got up and walked to the door. The scarred Protectorate was waiting outside.

      ‘Protectorate,’ Makios said. Alethia couldn’t help but note the slight hostility in his voice.

      Jarit nodded in response. ‘Kathen.’

      They stared at each other in silence for a few moments after Makios left. Thanesh pushed himself off the wall and crossed the room to the chair. He sat down, crossed his arms over the back of the chair, leaned his chin on them and regarded her.

      ‘I am sick of talk,’ he said finally.

      ‘I know,’ she nodded.

      ‘I cannot force you to trust me, Alethia. You know my feelings. My plans. The rest is up to you.’

      Alethia nodded. ‘I know. You can’t prove or betray my trust if I don’t give it to you.’ Alethia’s throat closed. She forced a breath through, though it was shallow, laboured. She stood and crossed the room until she was standing before him. He watched her move in front of him, a wary, but hopeful look in his eye.

      ‘I can’t choose to trust you with Tessa. It can’t be just my decision.’ Her voice quivered as she spoke again. ‘But I can choose to trust you with me.’ She leaned down, placing her hands on his face. Thanesh raised his chin and met her lips halfway.

      Thanesh withdrew and stroked a finger across her cheek. ‘Are you sure, Alethia?’

      Butterflies had erupted in her stomach at the touch of his lips. Swallowing, she nodded, unable to talk. She was afraid, but she needed him. She’d come to terms with it.

      It was Alethia that resumed the kiss. But Thanesh, who slipped his fingers into her hair and pressed her closer, kissed her deeper.

      He stood, pulling Alethia into his arms and off the ground, and kicked the chair away.

      ‘Alethia, if all you want to do is kiss, tell me now.’ He breathed into her mouth.

      Alethia shook her head.

      Thanesh groaned, their lips met once again, his tongue slipping inside her mouth. She met it with her own and they explored each other.

      Thanesh lowered her slowly, breaking the kiss as she slipped out of his grasp until she stood on the floor and they were looking at each other. She could see the heat she felt reflected in his eyes.

      Alethia reached down and pulled her dress off in one smooth motion. Her underwear had been wrecked on the planet, so she stood before him naked, shivering and feeling more vulnerable than she had ever felt before. Doubt crept in.

      She looked at Thanesh and saw him staring down the length of her body. His lips were parted, his desire clear on his face, and her doubts bled away.

      He must have caught some trace of it when he looked into her eyes. ‘Alethia? ‘

      She reached up to his face, tracing a finger over his lower lip, then his upper. She pulled his upper lip away from his fangs and inspected them.

      ‘Deadly?’

      He smiled. ‘No. I am not sure why the Cealin gave them to us, but they cause euphoria in our bed partners. Increase and drag out pleasure.’

      Alethia shivered. ‘That could be helpful,’ she admitted. ‘If my nerves take over.’

      ‘I will not bite you unless you ask.’

      Alethia nodded. Dropping her fingers to his uniform top, she pulled at the asymmetric join down the front that ran from his left shoulder to just above his belt clasp.

      Thanesh’s fingers replaced hers and he pulled the top open and off. His belt and pants followed a few moments later. He ripped off the last of his clothes and stood before her naked.

      Alethia had enjoyed the sight of Thanesh when he took his top off by the stream. Now, under such different circumstances, she had a whole new appreciation for his body.

      She refamiliarized herself with him. The curve of his neck and the vein that caressed his Adam’s apple. His cheekbones, lips, jaw. Her eyes travelled down to his chest and stomach. Each muscle was defined. It enhanced his pectorals and ribs, which strained in thick lines towards his six-pack. His chest fell in a V-shape. His narrow hips sat under his developed obliques, which turned into a distinct Adonis belt that cradled his abdominal muscles.

      A single vein travelled down his abdomen and into his groin. Alethia wanted to trace it with her tongue. Shocked by her own thoughts, she glanced up at Thanesh, who stood still, allowing her to study him.

      She took his hand and traced a finger over the vein, tendon and finger delicately, noting his sharp claws, then turned his hand over to study his fingers and palm. Tentatively, she placed his hand over her breast. His touch burned and sent pools of heat to her core. Alethia’s eyes slipped closed and she moaned. She heard Thanesh groan in response. His hand slipped from her control, and he ran his thumb over her nipple. She felt it harden and send a shock of sensation between her legs. Her breathing sped, becoming shallow.

      Thanesh’s other hand rose and claimed her other breast.

      ‘Alethia,’ he whispered, leaning down and smelling her hair.

      Her shock turned into a liquid heat which spread throughout her abdomen and down to her core. She gasped. Thanesh’s hands left her breasts. One slipped back into her hair, the other around her waist, and he pulled her close to him.

      She could feel the heat of him pressed against her. His cock pressed against her stomach, caught between the two of them.

      ‘The bed?’ he asked.

      Alethia’s eyes met his; she could only nod.

      He bent, lifting her so that she was looking down at him. He carried her the short distance to the bed and sat on the edge, placing her so that she straddled his lap.

      He was so tall, that once she was settled in his lap, he still looked down at her. She shifted until she was on her knees, straddling him and they were closer to being eye-to-eye.

      Alethia looked down at his cock.

      It stood between them, thick and white at the base and deepening to dark pink as it narrowed. The glans was a darker pink still and bulbous. It was utterly different from the Ualha she had been with. Longer, smoother, but intriguing in shape. His skin was stretched over what looked like chambers running up half the length of his cock. Across the side and back, just above that point, three large bumps pulsed slightly to the beat of his heart. They gave way to a long frenulum, which tipped his glans towards his abdomen.

      Alethia looked up into Thanesh’s eyes. Her nerves were taking over again, but she was determined to go through with this, determined to give herself to Thanesh and this moment.

      When he opened his mouth to speak, she reached over and silenced him with hers. His hands reached around her once more.  One slipped down to her rump. He caressed it, massaging her and sending shocks of heat to add to the growing pool in her abdomen. The other hand traced lazy paths up and down her spine. Thanesh pulled her closer to him, pushing her against his hardness. Alethia gasped, closing her eyes and breaking the kiss, her hips rocking against him. She heard Thanesh hiss and she opened her eyes to see him close-eyed, open-mouthed.

      His hand pressed harder against her, increasing the friction of her movement. She enjoyed the sight of him like this, she realised and couldn’t stop the moan that slipped from her in response.

      The pool of heat was intensifying into liquid pleasure. Thanesh’s cock dropped stones of sensation that rippled over and through her body, casting away reason, thought, logic and left her clinging to him in gasping desperation.

      ‘Alethia,’ he whispered against her. Her pussy quivered at the sound of his voice, clenching around nothing.

      ‘Thanesh, please.’ She searched his pale amber eyes. He was watching her face with an intensity she had only seen there before when he faced the Ulidon. As though assessing her moves with the same calculation he had used on them.

      ‘No,’ he whispered. ‘I am going to make you cum, Alethia. But if I enter you now, I will cum too and I mean for this to last.’

      Thanesh pressed her harder to him, increasing the rhythm until every nerve in her body fed back to the point of contact between her and Thanesh.

      Her whole body seemed to reorient as she was suddenly on the edge. She lost her attempts at keeping to Thanesh’s rhythm and fell against him. Thanesh kept the movement for her and a moment later, the waves crashed over her. Alethia cried out, her muscles froze, she closed her eyes, but there was no darkness there. Instead, white detonated behind her eyes as pleasure flared between her legs, peaked and slowly fell.

      Thanesh was speaking to her, but she couldn’t make out words, only the soft tones of his voice as he stroked her back in long, languorous strokes.

      ‘Thanesh,’ she managed to whimper.

      ‘My beautiful Alethia.’ His voice was clear and full of emotion.
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      Alethia was the most beautiful female he had ever seen. Watching her lose control, watching her climax, was the most beautiful sight he had ever beheld.

      She leaned against him, encased in the warm cocoon of his arms and recovered.

      He continued rubbing her back until she shifted and looked up at him, her cheeks pink from a combination of her orgasm and self-consciousness. He would take that from her. He would make her squirm, writhe and cum until she was used to every sensation, every noise she made and no longer embarrassed by any of it.

      He would never be used to it. Each whimper and moan sent a shock of need to his cock until it throbbed and kicked against him, demanding to be sheathed inside her.

      He pressed his lips to hers, staring into her open-eyes, drowning in them, in her. He was the luckiest vashni who ever lived to be in this room with her right now. Her lips parted under his, and their kiss was slow, almost lazy. He stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers.

      ‘Stunning,’ he whispered.

      He smiled when her face heated further and she buried herself in his shoulder. Her response was charming. He would miss it later; solars from now, when she was used to all this.

      ‘What about you?’ she whispered into his neck.

      ‘We can stop if you wish. Otherwise, we are far from done,’ he whispered.

      She looked up at him, a smile on her face. ‘Good,’ she said.

      Thanesh swallowed back the relief he felt. He would walk away if she needed him to. Then he would go to his shower where self-satisfaction would pale in comparison to the feeling of just having her against him.

      Alethia reached up and they kissed again. He felt her breasts pressed against his chest. He eased away from her, and their eyes caught for a moment as he took one breast in his hand then dipped his head to take her nipple in his mouth. He pressed his thumb against one fang, expressing his venom gland, and swiped the liquid across her nipple. She took a sharp intake of breath a moment later as it made her nipple hypersensitive. He blew on it, and it peaked quick and hard in response. He flickered his tongue over the end, her whole body shook and she moaned.

      He repeated the process on her other nipple and felt her grow wetter against him. He clenched his jaw and forced his hips to stay still. She would cum at least once more. Only then would he allow himself his satisfaction.

      ‘Oh, Thanesh.’ Her moan was desperate. More so than it had been before.

      Her pale lids parted to reveal the deep blue of her frantic eyes. An electric shock of desire and need shot down his spine and up his cock releasing a small smear of precum that dribbled down his length. He sucked in a deep breath and forced his mind to take control.

      He slipped his fingers inside her. She was so wet there was no resistance. She cried out and her head fell back, her eyes closing. His fingers explored her until they found a small textural difference on the front inside wall of her. Her body stiffened momentarily. He rubbed the pad of one finger over it until she was squirming in his arms. When he stopped, she let out a moan of sweet disappointment.

      Thanesh steadied her in one arm, turned and placed her on her back on the bed. He expressed more venom, then licked a path from her lips to her throat to her already sensitive nipples. He went down her stomach, to her hips and finally left a small puddle on the bump he found above her entrance. She cried out and clenched around his fingers as he slipped them back inside her.

      He guessed that the texture inside and the bump were two sides of the same bundle of nerves. The venom-laced finger found the texture at the same time as his mouth clamped around the bundle and he sucked it into his mouth.

      Alethia screamed. Her whole body tensed, her back arching off the bed as both bundle and texture pulsed against him, finger and tongue. She kept crying out, so he continued teasing and sucking, feeling a fresh rush of slick coat his fingers. She writhed against him, her back bowing once again, her arms bracing her. She peaked three times before she finally found her voice and called his name; just that word was a plea to stop.

      Thanesh could smell her. The scent was so tantalising that all thoughts flew from his mind as he lapped at her entrance, groaning at her flavour.

      ‘Thanesh.’

      He looked into her eyes. She reached out a hand for him.

      Bidden, Thanesh stalked up the length of her body, his eyes locked on hers. Her tongue flickered out, nervously wetting her lips.

      ‘How are you doing?’ he asked when he reached her, his hand caressing her face.

      ‘Thanesh, please,’ she whispered. ‘I need you.’

      ‘I need you,’ he admitted. His cock pulsed in agreement.

      He manoeuvred himself between her legs, which she wrapped around him. His cock lay on her slit, teasing up and down. Watching her reactions as her eyes closed and mouth opened, her head tilting back. She released a small gasp, which he caught in a kiss.

      Vrok, he’d never seen anything as beautiful.

      He pressed his glans against her and felt her give easily to him.

      Her eyes opened. There was panic in her eyes.

      ‘Do you need me to stop?’

      Alethia shook her head. She turned her head. ‘Do it.’

      ‘You’re sure?’

      Alethia nodded.

      There was something deeply intimate about biting a female. Thanesh had bitten sexual partners in the past. They enjoyed the euphoria, and he enjoyed the ease and enthusiasm the bite always elicited from them. But he hadn’t bitten every sexual partner, only the ones he cared for.

      He had never cared for any of them the way he cared for Alethia.

      Thanesh pressed his lips to her shoulder and kissed her, licking her, tasting her. He set his teeth against her delicate skin. Just this action was enough to loosen his tenuous grip on his control. He hissed and forced his body to calm as he broke her skin, feeling her blood push into his mouth before his venom pulsed into her body.

      Alethia cried out, gripping onto him. Thanesh licked the bite. ‘All is well. I have you,’ he whispered. ‘You will feel it in a—’

      Alethia’s body locked and she cried out. His glans, still partly pressed inside her hot, wet cunt was suddenly clenched.

      Alethia was cumming; that had never happened before.

      Frantic eyes looked up at him as he withdrew from her neck to stare down at her in shock and amazement.

      She saw the look on his face and panic replaced pleasure. ‘Thanesh?’ she asked.

      ‘Shhh.’ Thanesh placed his finger over her mouth. ‘Just enjoy it.’ He smiled. Alethia nodded and, bit by bit, he felt her relax against and around him.

      Thanesh pushed into her. Alethia’s muscles locked again, her back bowed and she cried out as she came again, her cunt spasming around his cock. Thanesh hissed, burying his face in her neck, lapping at small tracks of blood there.

      He watched her as he withdrew from her inith by inith. The look on her face became wilder. When he thrust his full length into her, she came again, gripping his cock like a fist, each squeeze a finger prised from his control. Thanesh stopped and gasped over her trying to find the frayed edges of his sanity.

      ‘Thanesh,’ she cried out, her hands around his neck, her fingers in his long white hair.

      He looked down at her writhing and squirming beneath him, her body wracked in the aftershocks of another orgasm.

      He withdrew from her.

      She was crying out, clinging to him; her eyes were shut, her mouth open, incomprehensible noises leaving her mouth. He burned the image onto his memory and thrust again.

      Her whole body tensed again. The spasming gripped Thanesh’s cock like a hand and pumped him, shock by shock, drop by drop until the urge to cum was overwhelming.

      Alethia was still cumming when he withdrew one last time and thrust, feeling the dam burst. His own orgasm devastated his senses, and he quickened his rhythm, feeling Alethia cumming over and over around him, quicker than he could count. Like lightning bolts, from his brain, down his spine, through his cock, he released into her. His rhythm faltered as he growled through the intense sensation, driving into her until there was nothing left to give. Even then, he continued thrusting as she kept cumming until he couldn’t bear the feeling over his too-sensitive cock anymore.

      Exhausted, Thanesh lost his strength but managed to drop to the side of her. He was still inside her and loathed to leave. Instead, he pulled her to him still feeling her spasming around him as her body caught up with the aftershocks of her multiple orgasms.

      They both fell asleep before a word could be exchanged.
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        * * *

      

      Thanesh didn’t know if it were hours or minutes later when he woke to find deep blue eyes staring at him. He smiled down at her wrapping his arms around her and pulling her closer to him. Squeezing her as though he could transfer his feelings to her through touch and proximity alone. She clung to him and sighed, seemingly satisfied at his response to waking up to her.

      ‘You Protectorate have an unfair advantage with that venom. I thought you said it was going to be a nice euphoria?’ she said, her voice muffled against his chest. Remembering her reaction, he stroked a finger against her slit. She gasped and clung to him.

      ‘I don’t think it’s out of my system yet.’ Her eyes were closed as she spoke, she licked her lips.

      He watched her closely. She opened her eyes and saw the look on his face.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘You,’ he hesitated. ‘You are not the first female I have bitten,’ he admitted.

      ‘I guessed,’ she smiled. ‘You’re three hundred years old, Thanesh. I didn’t expect you to be a virgin.’ Thanesh let out a breath of relief. He’d slept with jealous lovers in the past, and it made him wary.

      ‘It’s just… none of them ever reacted the way you did.’ He rubbed his finger against the bundle of nerves. Alethia closed her eyes and cried out, cumming against the slight touch of his finger. He waited until she had gasped through it and opened her eyes again. ‘I think we should take you to Tevin and make sure you are well, that this is safe.’

      ‘Because I’m cumming?’ she smiled, her eyes still closed. ‘I’m not going to the doctor because I’m orgasming during sex.’

      Thanesh stroked her again. Alethia sucked in a breath and cried out.

      ‘It is not just during sex,’ he pointed out. ‘I need to know you are safe.’

      ‘If it becomes a problem, I’ll go,’ she promised.

      Thanesh opened his mouth to argue, but a chime from the door stopped him.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Sir?’ It was Jarit.

      ‘Go ahead.’ He kissed Alethia. If he went to the door, it would slide into the wall and Jarit would see Alethia, naked.

      ‘Korren’s team. We have lost contact.’

      Thanesh frowned. They weren’t even near Cealin space. What the vrok was going on?

      ‘Understood. Assemble the executive officers. I will be there shortly.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’ Thanesh listened to Jarit’s steps retreat down the hallway.

      Thanesh looked down at Alethia, who was searching his face. He wanted to stay and make love to her all over again. But his brothers needed him.

      ‘Go,’ she whispered, stroking his face.

      He kissed her deeply and extracted himself from her arms and legs to tend to the concerns of his people.
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        * * *

      

      ‘We found the Kuyon’s ship,’ Keral said. ‘There was a human male on board, badly injured. According to the captain and the two other passengers, his previous owner beat him almost to death. He is in my Medbay.’

      ‘Make sure he has the best treatment,’ Thanesh said.

      Keral nodded. ‘Of course,’

      The executive staff had left. Calaia was on her way to Teralis. She would enter the system, hide behind the system's gas giant and wait until Keral’s ship, Adalia, arrived. Three other ships were on the way. Once there, they planned to surround the planet and take back what was theirs.

      ‘What did you want to talk about?’

      ‘It is a personal matter. Are you alone?’

      Keral nodded.

      Thanesh shuffled on his feet, feeling uncomfortable. ‘My venom had a surprising effect on Alethia,’ Thanesh finally managed to get out.

      ‘You have bedded the human? What effect? Is she well?’

      ‘She is fine.’ Thanesh nodded, more for his benefit than his friends. ‘The effect was intensely pleasurable.’

      ‘She climaxed?’

      Thanesh sighed and nodded. ‘Repeatedly. To a worrying degree.’

      Keral’s eyes widened in shock then narrowed as something occurred to him. ‘Do you think it is because she is human?’ He leaned closer to the screen. ‘Do you think they developed the venom for human females?’

      ‘That makes a certain amount of sense.’

      ‘I need to find a human female.’ Keral laughed. ‘That must have been quite an experience.’

      ‘You will have to find out for yourself,’ Thanesh said sharply.

      ‘We will strip the answers from this Kallis along with his skin,’ Keral snarled.

      Thanesh nodded his agreement. ‘Take care of the half-Kuyon. He is Alethia’s brother.’

      Keral nodded. ‘Of course. He reminds me of my Garen. How is my son?’ He smiled.

      ‘Good. I will let him know you are thinking of him.’

      Keral nodded. ‘The brother’s ship is a Kuyon R-class Erathan, by the way. How the hell did this kid get his hands on a stealth ship?’

      Thanesh laughed. Alethia hadn’t told him that. He knew all about the R-class Erathan. ‘The manufacturers did not mean to make a stealth ship. They wanted to make a ship that made no waste. Everything is fed back into the ship to power something. The manufacturers sold a few before the Kuyon government stuck an embargo on it. Three ships were never returned.’

      Keral laughed. ‘Well, that is one of the missing three accounted for.’

      A lot of the Protectorate’s stealth tech was made by the Kuyon, and a lot of the lessons they had learned making the Erathan, accidentally, were applied to the newer ships in Thanesh’s fleet. As part of his agreement with them, he was supposed to return any Erathan he came across. He would need to come up with a compelling reason not to return Alethia’s ship. He did not want to face her wrath if he should try.

      ‘Maybe I chose the wrong person for the smuggling job.’

      ‘The boy is barely nineteen solars old, Thanesh.’ Thanesh nodded his understanding.

      ‘Alethia would kill me if I tried.’ He smiled, feeling the truth of his words.

      ‘Ha,’ Keral howled. ‘I look forward to meeting her.’

      ‘How far behind us are you?’ Thanesh asked.

      ‘A few rotes,’ Keral said. ‘Hold fast, we will be there as soon as we can.’

      ‘Communications blackout until you arrive,’ Thanesh ordered.

      Keral nodded before the screen went blank.

      Thanesh stood in the centre of the room, too restless to sit down. The thought of hiding behind the gas giant for rotes was unbearable. He needed to go down there. To see with his own eyes so he could plan better. Worse, the thought of his brothers stuck down there, going through Cealin experimentation, filled him with impotent rage.

      He walked out onto the bridge. The eyes of his officers followed him as he crossed and walked out into the corridor beyond.

      He followed his feet until he came to the door, he hadn’t known he’d been heading towards.

      The Kathen was the same height as Thanesh, though he appeared tall because of his horns. He was on a bed that was slightly too small for him, several pillows bunched under his head so that he could lie without his horns getting in the way.

      Makios eyed him warily.

      ‘What ship do you have?’

      Makios eyes narrowed. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’

      Thanesh nodded. ‘Yes, that is why I asked. Alethia said this to me before—’

      ‘It’s human sarcasm.’ Makios held up a hand to stop him from continuing. ‘Why do you want to know about my ship?’

      ‘We are going to a planet that I believe is holding many of my people.’ The room was a similar configuration to the one Alethia was in. Thanesh pulled out the chair that stood in front of the small desk and sat. ‘I need backup to take the facility on the planet, but they are not arriving until a few rotes after we do.’

      ‘You want my ship to scope the planet?’

      Thanesh nodded.

      ‘It’s fast, not stealthy.’ Makios grimaced.

      ‘Fast is good.’

      Makios’s eyes hardened. ‘I’m sorry, Protectorate. You have me. I’m not handing my people over to you too.’

      ‘Trust goes both ways Kathen.’ Thanesh’s voice was harder than he intended.

      ‘If it were your people, would you hand them over to someone you didn’t know or trust?’

      ‘No.’ Thanesh swore. He looked back at Makios and nodded. ‘I do not suppose it would make any difference to know that Alethia trusts me now.’

      ‘She told you where Tessa is?’

      Thanesh shook his head.

      ‘When she does, I’ll call my ship.’
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      ‘Come stay at my quarters,’ Thanesh whispered into Alethia’s ear. He turned her face towards his and kissed her. Her mouth opened eagerly, and her shaky breath exploded out of her mouth in a moan. It shot straight to his cock, which bucked, seemingly in search of her cunt.

      Soon, he promised.

      ‘Are you asking me to move in?’ Her eyes were lit from inside with an energy and fire he’d never seen in her before. He imagined this was what she was like in the rotes before the stories of others weighed on her. There was a small pull to the lips. Thanesh bit back a smile. He wrapped her in his arms and pulled her as he turned on his back until she was straddling him.

      She yelped and laughed when he settled her on his hips, his cock touching against the softness of her rump.

      He was obsessed with her rump. Alethia had painstakingly explained all that she considered wrong with her body. Her breasts were slightly too large for her frame, her hips too wide, her shoulders too narrow; her neck was too long. But her rump seemed to take the most hits. It was too big, too flabby, too low, didn’t fit her frame, ‘jiggled’.

      He watched her rump carefully after that. It did, indeed, ‘jiggle’. It made his cock so hard he took her from behind often just to watch her rump ‘jiggle’. He was almost tempted to do it again now. Of all of the complaints Alethia made about her rear, the one she didn’t make was about the small dark-brown bump on one cheek. His fingers sought it out now and he traced one finger over it, stifling a groan. He grabbed her rump in his hands. It was tiny, at least compared to his hands. Was this a human male thing? Had they made females feel insecure about their rears because their hands were too small for them? That was fine. There were fifty-thousand Protectorate males who would salivate at the idea of holding a human female’s rump in their hands.

      ‘Is this another human ceremony I am unaware of?’ Thanesh narrowed his eyes at her. She giggled. The idea of her laughing ten cycles ago would have been unthinkable, now she did it often.

      ‘I’m just joking with you,’ she said. ‘Moving in together is considered a big deal among humans.’

      ‘I am asking you to move in with me,’ Thanesh said. ‘When we get to your world, Korren will take the Calaia and you and I will lead our world together.’

      Alethia went still above him. For a moment, the old wary look was back.

      ‘I am still not asking where Tessa is,’ he assured her. ‘I want you by my side for as long as I have you.’

      An old pain reared its head. His first lover, Calaia, dying of old age and him, seemingly forever in his prime, unable to go with her. He would suffer the pain again to be with Alethia. But it would hurt even more this time.

      Alethia frowned. She placed a hand on his cheek and leaned closer. From this angle, her dark blue eyes appeared paler. ‘Why are you anticipating things that are decades away?’

      His fingers grazed her cheek. He drank in the sight of her. ‘Move into my quarters.’

      ‘Bite me.’ Her eyes filled with humour, despite himself, Thanesh smiled. ‘And I’ll say yes.’

      ‘Go to Tevin, and I will bite you when he clears you.’

      Alethia rolled her eyes and tried to move away from him. Thanesh pinned her in place, his fingers digging into the flesh of her rear. ‘Go to Tevin, and when I get back from Teralis, I will clear my schedule until Keral gets here and bite you as much as you want.’

      ‘Is that a promise?’ Alethia bit her lip. She was smiling, but there was hunger on her face. She craved his bite. He had managed to put her off, but there was something inside her building.

      ‘I promise. Go to Tevin in the morning, and if he clears you, I will bite you and vrok you senseless before I leave.’ He felt the pulse between her legs on his abdomen. Felt her grow wetter against him. Her teeth were biting her lip so hard now, it had gone pale.

      She lifted her delectable rear off of him, allowing his cock to fall between them, and then positioned her cunt over his cock and slicked a path over his shaft.

      Thanesh’s fingers dug deeper into her rear, his eyes closed and he groaned.

      ‘Deal?’ He opened his eyes and saw her face contorted in ecstasy above him. That look alone drove his need up.

      ‘Deal,’ she whispered.

      Thanesh bit his own lip at the sight of her. Alethia leaned down, grinding harder against him, and licked one fang.

      ‘Hmmm, look at what a wanton creature I have created.’ He smiled at her. It turned into a grin when her face flushed red above him. ‘Come here.’

      Thanesh slipped his hands under her and grabbed her rear, dragging her up his body until her cunt was directly over his mouth. He licked her lightly up the seam, only diving a little deeper to flick it over her clit. Above him, Alethia cried out and shook. His hands still on her rear, he licked her lightly again and again, slowly penetrating the folds of her sex, savouring the taste of her and capturing more of it when she became even wetter.

      She leaned back and twisted around, her hand reaching for and gripping his cock. His sack tightened. Thanesh released her rear and grabbed her wrists, securing them in one of his hands behind her back and wrapping the other around her hips. He plunged his tongue inside her. Alethia cried out, her cunt tightening around his tongue, which was bathed in her juices; she was close.

      He pressed his fangs hard against his lower lip, feeling his venom express on his lips. He smacked them together, capturing some of the fluid, the rest leaking over his chin and smeared his lips against every part of her sex, petals and bud.

      He watched her face as he licked her again. Her eyes were darkened with desire. Her mouth hung open, a look of need on her face. His tongue stroked her again, ignoring her clit this time. The need increased and she ground against him, trying to orient her clit closer to his licks. He pinned her down against his mouth and fucked her with his tongue. When he felt her cunt clamp down on him, he locked his lips to her clit and sucked on it.

      Her skin flushed red as her cunt flooded over his chin. She cried out, hard and desperate, her back bowed, her breasts thrust forward, her head falling back.

      When she was whimpering above him, Thanesh cleaned her with his tongue, feeling the clenching aftermath of her orgasm. He was certain she’d never cum that hard before; it made him proud.

      Finally, Thanesh released her hands. He watched her sway in her euphoria above him. He loved watching the way she got lost after sex. However, this was not a good position to watch. Gently, he manoeuvred them until he was leaning against the headboard and she was gathered in his arms.

      She looked up at him with a lazy smile on her face. ‘That was evil.’

      He laughed. ‘That was fun.’ He loved feeling her cum against his tongue almost as much as he loved her cumming against his cock.

      Once again, she was straddling him. Without any ceremony, she rose on her knees until Thanesh’s cock fell into place and then lowered herself onto him. He felt her part around him and hissed when another of her orgasmic aftershocks gripped him.

      His eyes closed.

      He slipped his hand into her hair, leaning his forehead against hers, and managed to open his eyes. There was a solemn look on her face as she gazed at him. He grazed fingers down her cheek. His thumb brushed over her lips.

      Though he hadn’t said it yet, he knew what he felt for her. He only hoped she felt the same way.
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        * * *

      

      She loved him. He watched her with solemn eyes, conveying more than words ever could and Alethia allowed what she felt to show on her face. For all her doubts, at this moment she wasn’t frightened.

      The head of his cock was sitting at her entrance. She pushed down, feeling each ridge of his textured cock slip inside her. She moaned and whimpered at each new pooling sensation. Despite the extraordinary orgasm she just had, Thanesh’s venom left her needful. In the past, when she’d brought herself to orgasm, after only one, Alethia was too oversensitive to continue. But Thanesh’s venom undid all of that. As long as it was on her, or in her, she needed to cum, repeatedly.

      She saw him press a thumb to one fang and watched in anticipation of its destination. He grazed it, first against one nipple then the other. That sensation was maddening enough, sending lightening pleasure through her nerves, her abdomen clenching tight in anticipation. Then, cupping her breast in one hand, he captured it in his mouth and sucked. Her clit pulsed angrily at her. Alethia pressed her fingers to it, then circled it.

      A moment later, Thanesh knocked her hand away and, with the same venom-laced thumb, he rubbed her clit and pushed her over into another orgasm. She could feel her gripping around him and heard Thanesh’s hissing, indrawn breath for control. She gripped tighter and moved up and down his length, pushing him to let go.

      He gripped her hips and stopped her from moving, chuckling as he looked into her eyes. ‘Now who is evil?’

      ‘Revenge,’ she murmured, rocking her hips as much as his hold would allow. ‘Cum for me, Thanesh,’ she whispered.

      He stifled a groan and gritted his teeth, his jaw muscles flexing. Grabbing her in a tight hold he readjusted himself so that his knees were raised behind her. She was now cradled by him, front and back. She moved her legs forward, around his hips, and felt herself sink deeper onto him. He choked out a groan.

      ‘Not yet, my beautiful Alethia,’ he whispered into her mouth before pressing his lips to hers. His tongue followed a moment later, licking along her lower lip and then past them, against her own tongue.

      She felt his thumb circling her clit a moment before another orgasm crashed over her. This one she screamed into his mouth and Thanesh seemed eager to receive it, kissing her deeper. With his thumb, he demanded more from her, which she gave. She came twice more before Thanesh was satisfied.

      When he broke the kiss, there was a feral look on his face.

      ‘Alethia,’ he groaned. He rolled until her back was against the mattress and he was above her, his cock buried deep inside her. He forced himself deeper still and pulled her legs up, splitting her wider and thrusting farther, until she was letting out animalistic noises. When he finally managed to set a rhythm to his thrusts, they were hard, fast and filled with frantic urgency. He grunted his hunger above her, his eyes filled with craving.

      Alethia was so fixated on the sight of Thanesh losing control that the orgasm side-swiped her. Her back bucked, and every muscle in her lower body locked. The orgasm swept across her nerves like a tidal wave, but as it ebbed, it rose again.

      She heard Thanesh moan long and hard before he grunted his final thrusts. He came hot, pulsing inside her, thrusting several long, uncoordinated jerks before coming to a stop.

      For a moment, in the aftermath he could barely focus, and then he collapsed on top of her. He was usually so careful, convinced he would break her, but his weight was a welcome comfort. She wrapped her arms around him and revelled in this closeness.

      After a few moments, Thanesh raised himself on his forearms. Alethia looked up into his pale amber eyes.

      ‘Alethia.’ The look on his face was so painfully earnest.

      ‘I know,’ she whispered. ‘Me too.’

      Thanesh smiled weakly. Their kiss was soft, gentle and very long.
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        * * *

      

      Alethia kicked her legs. Thanesh was sitting on the same table beside her in Medbay but his feet were firmly on the floor, his knees bent. She looked down past her bare feet. The floor was at least a foot beneath her.

      Everyone on Calaia was so big. Even those crew who weren’t the white Protectorate, those who were other kinds of aliens, held their own in height with Thanesh’s people. The only people here smaller than Alethia were the children of the alien crew, who lived on board. She saw them in the hall on their way to class as Thanesh led her to Medbay. They’d looked at her with curious looks; some smiled, and one little Adosian girl, the yellow markings stark against her grey skin had waved enthusiastically. One Radiin child, a little boy with his half-moon horns growing in, glared at her with open hostility.

      It was strange to think that if she accepted Thanesh’s proposal, she would be a leader of their people, that child and his parents included. She wondered if it would change anything for them.

      Tevin walked in. He looked like a young male; his face was almost entirely smooth. He was beautiful, from his sculpted cheekbones, his full lips, to the well-developed physique that was, very obviously, hiding beneath his uniform. He must have been taken from Earth when he was still young.

      Alethia looked at Thanesh, comparing him and finding that she preferred Thanesh’s face; it had more character. She found, over the days, that she enjoyed just watching him. Reading, talking, making love. His face fascinated her.

      Her heart skipped a beat when he looked at her and smiled.

      ‘Alethia?’ She raised her eyebrows in response, and Thanesh gestured towards Tevin. He was heading into his office.

      ‘Oh, sorry.’ She felt herself blush.

      ‘What were you thinking?’ he asked.

      Alethia hopped onto the floor and looked at him. She frowned. There was nothing to say but… ‘You.’ She rolled her eyes.

      Thanesh grinned, kissed her, then pulled her into the office behind him. He pulled a chair out for her before sitting himself.

      When Alethia saw the look on Tevin’s face, her mood instantly changed.

      ‘Do I have cancer?’

      Thanesh looked at her, surprise mixed with fear on his face.

      Tevin shook his head. ‘No,’ he said firmly. This was not the first time Alethia had asked the question. But the worried look on his face remained.

      ‘What then?’

      ‘Tevin?’ Thanesh said.

      Tevin took in a deep breath and released it. He looked at her with pale aqua eyes.

      ‘I… I found something. You are fine,’ he said quickly. ‘I think.’

      ‘You think?’ Thanesh growled. ‘Tevin, for vrok’s sake, tell us what’s wrong.’

      ‘I worked to become a doctor as soon as the Amarans agreed to help us.’

      Beside her, Thanesh nodded. ‘Jarit,’ he said, as though that explained everything.

      ‘The scars?’ Alethia said, realising it did. Whatever happened to Jarit must have been terrible to leave such scars when Amaran tech should have been able to heal them so easily.

      Again, Thanesh nodded. ‘He got them on Teralis,’ he said quietly. ‘Before we were able to leave the vrokking place.’

      ‘I vowed I would never be helpless when one of my brothers needed me again,’ Tevin said the words so earnestly that Alethia could tell he meant them down to his bones. ‘I have been there for the birth of every one of our children,’ he continued. ‘I have been the doctor of many of the females my brothers have taken as lovers, including…’ Tevin glanced at Alethia.

      ‘I’m not a jealous woman,’ Alethia assured him.

      Tevin nodded. ‘Including Calaia.’

      ‘Calaia?’ Alethia looked at Thanesh. ‘You named your flagship after your old lover?’

      Thanesh glanced at her and nodded. ‘She died a long time ago.’ He seemed to say it for her benefit, but Alethia could see pain behind his eyes.

      ‘In all that time, I have never seen our venom do what it is doing to you right now.’ Tevin continued.

      ‘What’s it doing to me?’ Alethia asked, turning back to look at him, then back at Thanesh; there was a devastated uncertainty to his look. She took his hand in hers and squeezed it.

      ‘I am not sure,’ Tevin admitted. ‘I do not know enough about human genetics. Do you know much?’

      Alethia grimaced and shook her head. ‘The colony doctor explained it to me once, but I don’t really have a brain for it.’ Alethia thought for a moment. ‘I remember him saying it’s called DNA on Earth, and there are four acids?’ She shook her head. That couldn’t be right. ‘But other than that, I don’t know.’

      Tevin nodded. ‘Biomolecules,’ he said knowingly. ‘We have six. Four in common with you and two more. Alethia, our fifth and sixth biomolecules are being grafted onto yours.’

      It took a moment for the full impact of Tevin’s words to penetrate her mind. She looked at Thanesh, whose stunned expression matched Tevin’s and, she was sure, her own.

      ‘It is turning off certain gene expressions, taking over for them and augmenting others. Outwardly, you will not change much, I believe. Internally, I have no idea what it is doing.’

      Several thoughts ran through her mind in quick succession. Outwardly, she wouldn’t change, but internally… She looked at Tevin, his horns which were longer, more slender than Thanesh’s. It was the only thing that made sense, which made one thing obvious.

      ‘They were coming back,’ she whispered.

      Thanesh frowned. A moment later, realisation dawned.

      ‘Coming back?’ Tevin asked.

      ‘The Cealin.’ Alethia looked at Tevin. ‘They were going to come back and take women.’

      ‘So we could breed them,’ Thanesh finished for her.

      Tevin sat back in his chair. ‘They made the fangs and venom so that we could change human females and make them compatible with us.’

      ‘Compatible,’ Thanesh said. Alethia turned to him. He looked at her. ‘Compatible.’ He leaned over his chair, placing a hand over her cheek. ‘You are becoming one of us,’ he said.

      ‘A sister?’ Tevin gasped.

      ‘She is not my vrokking sister,’ Thanesh growled.

      ‘So, the venom is safe then?’ Alethia asked.

      Tevin grimaced, letting out a steadying breath. ‘Until we know for sure that it is not doing anything else, I suggest not biting again. I want to see where this is going, what effect it’s having.’

      ‘We know what effect it’s having,’ Alethia protested. ‘What’s the point? The venom’s already working.’

      She looked at Thanesh for support, but he shook his head.

      ‘Tevin is right,’ he said. ‘We need to be sure it is not harmful.’

      As Thanesh and Tevin spoke alone, Alethia searched for an argument, but she knew Thanesh was right. She shook her head. She was never going to experience the bite again at this rate.
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        * * *

      

      Just as she had promised, Alethia moved into Thanesh’s quarters. They made love again, and even though he wouldn’t bite her, she had to try. Still, he used his venom on her again, ratcheting her body’s responses until she had screamed her orgasms so loud she was sure she could be heard clear across the ship.

      After, she dozed, high on endorphins and loving the feel of Thanesh’s body, so warm, against hers. He brushed his fingers through her hair, his face against her scalp, breathing her in.

      ‘I cannot get enough of the smell of you,’ he murmured. ‘Not just that delicious cunt of yours.’ He took in a deep breath. ‘Just you. The smell of you.’

      ‘I know the feeling,’ Alethia said, taking a breath of his earthy, musky aroma. It was combined with sweat and other scents from them both that, in her mind, was the scent of them together. Lately, it seemed to be growing stronger. Was that the changes?

      ‘I am going to have to take a shower.’ He sighed. ‘Join me?’

      Alethia looked up into his amber eyes and nodded, feeling the blush before she saw him grin. He grazed one finger over her cheek. He had gone to great lengths over the rotes they had spent together to get her to blush.

      ‘If I had known inviting you to shower would elicit this reaction, I would have been the cleanest male in the Protectorate.’

      In the shower, he made her cum three times before any actual showering took place. After, Thanesh disappeared into his wardrobe to dress. When he came out, Alethia was back in her white dress. He eyed it.

      ‘As soon as this is done, we are going to Dahnus Ascent station and I am taking you shopping.’

      ‘I can’t go there Thanesh,’ she shook her head. ‘The Amarans may be against slavery, but they’re still signatories to the IGC. I’m a registered slave. As soon as I step foot on there, I’ll be sent to the Ledaan that bought me.’

      Thanesh grunted in response.

      When he picked up his bag, she stepped up to him and waited.

      ‘Are you coming with me, little human?’ he asked, dropping the bag and stepping over to her, he pulled her into his arms.

      ‘As far as the docking bay, yes.’ she smiled at him.

      ‘I am not sure if I can resist you the entire way to the docking bay,’ he growled and kissed her.

      He didn’t. They were halfway through the ship when he pulled Alethia into a room and vrokked her against the wall with his tongue before finishing against her stomach.

      ‘I am not sure why I did that,’ he said, frowning as he cleaned her with a spare top from his bag. ‘I got the overwhelming urge to mark you.’ His frown lines deepened. ‘To make you smell of me and make sure I smell of you. Must be the Sehn,’ he murmured.

      ‘Sehn?’ Alethia looked at his fangs and gasped. ‘You have Sehn in you? That’s where the fangs come from.’

      ‘Sehn and Fedhith,’ he nodded.

      Alethia wasn’t listening. ‘Why are you bleeding?’ she asked, lifting his lip to see the blood on his fangs.

      The look he gave her was part hesitance, part guilt. ‘The urge to bite you is getting stronger,’ he admitted. ‘I had to bite myself.’

      ‘Thanesh,’ she shook her head. ‘You should just bite me. If it’s instinctive, it can’t be harmful.’

      ‘Yes, that is how these things work,’ he quipped.

      Alethia huffed. She’d been teaching Thanesh sarcasm, and he’d taken to it disturbingly ease.

      Thanesh gave her a reproachful look. He pulled her into his arms. ‘We have no idea what the Cealin did Alethia,’ he said. ‘Tevin checked my venom. It is changing. My people are a mixture of human, Cealin, Fedhith, Sehn and Enhari, along with a few other races. We have no idea what my venom will do to you now, and until Tevin comes back with the results, I will not risk it.’
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        * * *

      

      The first time Alethia was in the docking bay, they had just arrived back from Vidan and Thanesh rushed her through to get her to Medbay. This time, as they entered, she took in the vast, dark space.

      As with the observation deck, this room was black but brightly lit. There were several landing pads. A shuttle sat on all but two.

      She followed Thanesh to the far back of the room where they found a group of several Protectorate stood around one shuttle, including Jarit and Kerr.

      Electric blue hair stood out from the sea of white. Alethia gasped, afraid it was Dairon. When the face turned to her, it was a different half-Kuyon; his skin was paler than Dairon’s. An off-white grey-blue where Dairon’s skin appeared to be almost violet-blue because of his human heritage, he also had the trademark horns of one of Thanesh’s men. Another hybrid.

      As they approached, Jarit said something and they immediately lined up, standing at attention. Thanesh took a moment to look them over. ‘Very good. Everyone aboard.’

      As one they turned to Alethia and bowed, then turned again and walked, single file, onto the ship. Alethia frowned at Thanesh, who smiled at her.

      ‘You are my female. They will show you the proper respect.’

      Thanesh gripped her upper arms, his smile reappearing. She felt her stomach churn again. He reached into the front of his sleek uniform and pulled out a tablet, handing it to her.

      ‘What’s this?’

      He smiled. ‘Have a look.’

      Alethia took the tablet and read the screen. She gasped.

      ‘I wanted it done before I went down to Teralis.’

      She looked at the confirmation of transfer of ownership: from the Ledaan that bought her more than twenty years ago to Thanesh, then from Thanesh to Alethia.

      ‘I tracked down the Huan that owned you and your mother and through them found the Ledaan.’

      ‘Oh, Thanesh.’ Alethia could barely speak. She stepped into his arms.

      ‘There is a fuelled ship,’ he whispered. ‘If you take Makios before I return, I understand.’ She could hear the pain it cost him to utter those words.

      She reached up and touched his face. ‘You idiot. I’m not going anywhere.’

      Thanesh let loose a rushed sigh of relief. ‘Then I am definitely taking you to Dahnus Ascent.’

      Alethia giggled.

      Thanesh leaned over and rested his head on hers. ‘I am coming back.’

      Alethia nodded. ‘I know.’

      They kissed, allowing it to linger for a few moments before Thanesh turned and boarded the ship.
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        * * *

      

      The shuttle shook and rocked through the planet’s atmosphere.

      Jarit was fine until he caught sight of the alien jungle beneath them. His ordinarily calm exterior suddenly broke down. Sweat appeared on his forehead, his hands trembling as they moved over the control.

      ‘Never thought I would be back here,’ he admitted, a nervous laugh erupted and was gone.

      ‘Me neither,’ Thanesh said. ‘I thought we had this planet firmly in our past.’

      The planet's two moons reflected enough light from the sun to light up the alien landscape beneath him. Thanesh knew, down on the ground, the jungle was the same as a thousand others. But up here, it was possible to see what it was that made Teralis a safe place to put the facility. The closer they got to the planet, the more the landscape revealed itself to be islands of mountains covered in growth, with rivers snaking through and lakes reflecting the sun.

      Each island was surrounded on all sides by the clouds, which acted like the planet’s seas and oceans. Those clouds were deadly. At night, when the air cooled, the gases expanded, thinned and covered the jungle. The plants and animals on Teralis had adapted; the plants breathing in the gases and breathing out oxygen during the night, while the animals had two sets of lungs, their rote set, for air and a smaller set for night that allowed them to breath the deadly gas, filtering the poison to leech the air from it. For anyone else, Teralis was uninhabitable at night. Anyone locked outside of the facility by the time the sun went down would suffocate to death. Thanesh and his brothers had learned this the hard way.

      The planet’s landscape appeared like an old painting; the paint flaked and cracked with the white of the canvass beneath peering through.

      The way the landscape appeared from up here, with the passages of clouds and the islands of life, it struck Thanesh how the layout resembled Protectorate space and the regions of space they guarded.

      ‘What do you think they are doing to our men?’

      ‘I do not know, but we will visit every injury back on them.’

      Jarit answered with a nod.

      They entered the planet from the dark side, flew high up in the atmosphere and set down an easy walk to the facility. Thanesh suppressed a grin. Easy for him. Alethia would probably take rotes.

      Jarit’s eyes flitted in every direction as they stepped down the ramp and onto the planet.

      ‘Anything seem familiar to you?’

      Jarit shook his head. ‘You?’

      ‘No.’ Thanesh shook his head. It didn’t seem much different from the planet he’d been on with Alethia.

      Thanesh saw the perfect leaf for Alethia’s hat-making and smiled.

      ‘Sir.’ Thanesh looked over at Garen, his half-Kuyon crew member. He pointed. ‘The facility is in that direction.’

      ‘Grab your gear. We all know what we are doing.’

      ‘Do we?’ Jarit said quietly. ‘This is not exactly familiar territory.’

      Thanesh stopped himself from laughing.

      ‘Yes, we will be doing some survival training after all this is over.’ He looked across the tree-obscured landscape. ‘I learned a few things about survival on that planet.’

      ‘Like what?’ Jarit frowned.

      ‘Like Alethia is excellent at it,’ he smiled. Jarit laughed.

      A howling broke through the trees in staccato. It seemed mocking. Jarit and Thanesh froze and looked at each other. It was as though they had first heard the noise hours instead of centuries ago.

      Jarit swallowed, his throat seeming to strain against the action.

      Thanesh’s eyes danced over the scars on Jarit’s panic-stricken face and replayed the events that had left his friend scarred.

      Waking had been confusing. They killed everyone in the facility; those first hours a riot of blood. They were rich with screams and the smell of fear. Thanesh pushed the thought away; there were deaths he was not proud of, regretted even. He refused to visit those ghosts this rote.

      Jarit was like a feral creature. They all were, but Jarit more than the rest.

      By the time conscious thought intervened on their mindless rampage, it was the middle of the night. Raiding the facility, they tried to leave, but the whole facility was locked down, Thanesh learned later, because of the gas outside. When the doors opened, Jarit ran into the jungle. Thanesh hadn’t learned about it until later. He went into the jungle after him, quickly losing his way, disoriented by the dense rain forest. When he stumbled upon him, a nightmare stood over his bloodied and ruined form. It dragged sharp claws down his face and torso.

      Dark green fur covered most of its body. Black rosettes stood out against the green, its back covered in deadly quills. When it caught his scent and looked at him, Thanesh saw its nose was folded up its short snout to reveal thick, long deadly teeth, its ears flattened against its head and its tail lashed out at him.

      The fight was short but brutal, breaking several of Thanesh’s ribs which he only discovered rotes later when they were picked up by an Amaran patrol.

      Thanesh jumped on its back, avoiding the quills, to deal the killing blow into the back of its neck and carried Jarit back through the rainforest, to the facility. His brothers were packing up the only ships available to them to leave the planet—ships they could fly, though none of them remembered training.

      Thanesh didn’t feel bad about killing any of the scientists or doctors until they were needed. It was a miracle Jarit survived his wounds. Infection tried to take him many times, making the scars uglier and deeper than they were to begin with.

      ‘Can we get the vrok out of here?’

      ‘Long-range ordnance,’ Thanesh ordered. ‘The heavier, the better.’

      That was another thing about the creature. It was huge. Thanesh had to jump on its back; he couldn’t have reached the neck any other way.

      ‘And set your suits to camo.’

      On instruction, the black of Thanesh’s suit disappeared, and the material took on the hues of the jungle around them. He placed a helmet over his face, seeing Jarit do the same. He saw his men’s masks change to match the camouflage.

      When they were all done and had checked each other, he nodded his approval. ‘Let’s go.’

      Thanesh led the way through the jungle. They moved silently, carefully, only communicating through hand signals.

      They came across the first Cealin patrol less than a madith from where they landed. Thanesh and his brothers took a long route around them to avoid detection.

      Thanesh watched them with interest. Their skin was as pale as Alethia’s, yet they walked around without covering. Their smooth faces weren’t bothered by the light. Their deep-set, wide, upturned eyes came in ice blues, greens and greys. Their hair was uniformly white. They were beautiful. As tall as the Protectorate were, muscular, but on the slender side. Lean muscle, where Thanesh and his brothers were bulky.

      A long time ago, on Caras, a Cealin female had propositioned Thanesh; he was almost tempted.

      The Ledaan who bought Alethia was based on Caras. When Thanesh spoke to him, the Ledaan was happy to get his money back. He had no interest in owning Alethia now that she was grown. Thanesh was tempted to go there to tear the male limb from limb. Instead, he sent Dak and a group of Protectorate to do it for him and rescue anyone the Ledaan owned. Just thinking about it made him want to blow Caras into space dust.

      They avoided a second group and reached the gorge shortly after.

      He signalled four of his brothers to do a perimeter sweep while the rest of them waited for them to return.

      The entrance to the facility came into view as Thanesh crept to the ravine’s edge. The white building lay on the floor a few hundred fenth beneath them. The landing bay was set above a pedestrian entrance below where Thanesh had gotten the first look of this planet so long ago. He remembered expecting to see a city, long before he knew what a city was. The thought confused him at the time, and he’d dismissed and forgotten it since. Looking down at everything that was still so familiar, he remembered clearly, looking out and being confused by the lack of tall buildings and flashing neon lights. He wondered now, was that the remnants of the human in him? Had he lived in a city like that?

      It was just as Thanesh remembered it, with most of the facility being built into the ravine wall. He noted the number of Cealin patrolling outside. One of them squatted and drank from the stream. Thanesh’s eyes backtracked to the two waterfalls that fed it. He considered it as a point of ingress.

      The camouflaged figures returned from their perimeter sweep. Thanesh motioned everyone to return to the safety of the rainforest, while he stayed behind, watching the camouflaged forms falling into the jungle. He looked at the facility one last time. His brothers were in there; he knew they were. So was this Kallis, and if it was the face he’d been dreaming about, the Ledaan wouldn’t be the only person rendered limb from limb.

      Thanesh fell back into the forest and found them a short time later. He pulled off his helmet, looking on the faces of his officers.

      ‘Scans.’ Garen indicated a pocket where he stashed the device. Thanesh nodded.

      ‘Let’s get back to the—’

      He felt it a moment before they were hit. They were surrounded.

      A whistling noise broke the calm of the rainforest, and something landed on the ground near them. Thanesh barely had time to recognise the stun blast before it went off.

      The faces of several Cealin soldiers surrounded them. He felt the dart, then nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Alethia watched Thanesh’s shuttle take off. She touched her lips, feeling the ghost of his kiss. She stared into the blackness of space beyond the energy barrier that protected them from the void. She was holding her freedom in her hands, the one thing she thought she’d never have, and Thanesh had given it to her. She looked down at the tablet and noted the name of the Ledaan who had owned her. Keevan Andalos. He had owned her for almost twenty-two years, and Alethia had never even known his name until now. According to the tablet, he was based out of Caras. She knew what that meant. If she’d survived him, he’d have put her to work. In a just universe, he would already be dead.

      She needed to tell everyone. Everyone wasn’t here, but Makios was.

      She walked over to a Protectorate standing at his station; he nodded respectfully as she approached.

      ‘Do you know where Makios’s room is? The Kathen?’

      ‘One moment.’ He picked up a tablet similar to the one she carried. His fingers danced across the screen before he looked up.

      ‘Follow me.’

      A few minutes later, Makios greeted her at the door.

      ‘Knew it was you,’ he smiled, hugging her. ‘I can tell your knock anywhere.’

      ‘Makios.’ She was breathless with excitement. ‘I trust him.’

      ‘You told him where Tessa is?’ His voice was surprised.

      She shook her head.

      ‘Then—’

      She held out the tablet. Makios took it from her. His eyes widened in shock when he realised what it was.

      ‘Alethia?’

      She nodded, the grin so wide it was painful. She couldn’t control it—didn’t want to.

      ‘I wish I’d known this before he left.’ Makios grimaced. ‘Tala’s in the gas giant, under the cloud cover.

      Alethia’s grimace matched Makios’s.

      ‘Nothing you can do about it now.’ She sat down on the bed across from him. ‘Is Deyuul watching?’ Alethia waved at Makios.

      Deyuul was Uunda. They were a powerfully telepathic race. He was also Makios’s second-in-command, and once he knew a mind, he could talk to it over tens of thousands of madiths.

      Makios chuckled and nodded. ‘He’s announcing this,’ Makios held up the pad, ‘to the crew now. ‘He says hi.’ Makios scrolled through the purchase order, reading what Alethia’s mum had always termed legalese, that special legal language known only to those indoctrinated in the knowledge.

      After a moment, he went still but then started laughing. ‘Everyone came to the bridge. Deyuul is explaining.’ He held up the pad. ‘Valla’s crying. Dabin and Kenian are getting alcohol to celebrate.’

      ‘That sounds like a great idea,’ Alethia said, wondering if she could get Vaydin to bring her some. Dak had been sent on a mission, and Vaydin wasn’t nearly as attentive.

      ‘Hi, Deyuul. Have you heard from Dairon?’

      Makios looked up. ‘They were talking up until around three rotes ago, then Dairon went silent. He hasn’t heard from him since.’

      ‘Oh no.’ Alethia closed her eyes. Her mind was cycling through all the worst things that could have happened to her brother.

      ‘I’m sure he’s fine, Alethia, he’s probably been picked up by a Protectorate ship and is on the way here.’

      Alethia took a deep breath and scraped her hands over her face. ‘I hope so.’

      An impact threw Alethia from the bed. She rolled across the floor and hit her head on the wall, her world detonating into white then fading to black.

      ‘Alethia?’ Makios was bending over her, his face a mask of concern.

      The bright lights dimmed to red, and an alarm sliced through her temples and seemed to screech into the core of her mind, refusing her room to think, reason or remember.

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘We’ve been attacked.’ Makios was lifting her from the ground. ‘We’re being boarded. We have to go.’

      ‘How do you know we’re being boarded?’ Her speech was slurred.

      ‘Deyuul,’ he said as the doors opened and he ran out into the corridor, carrying Alethia in his arms.

      ‘Where’s Thanesh?’ Panic made her voice clearer.

      The worry on Makios’s face increased as he looked from the corridor to her, then back to the passage.

      ‘Alethia.’

      Alethia opened her eyes, startled by the anger and fear in Makios’s voice.

      ‘I have to get you to the medic,’ he said, turning.

      ‘I thought we have to get off the ship?’

      Makios shook his head. ‘You’re seriously concussed,’ he said. ‘I have to get you to a medic.’

      She remembered the planet. Thanesh was looking at her with concern. Her hand came away with blood on it. He held a patch to her head.

      ‘Med kit, escape pods.’

      Makios looked at her.

      ‘Concussion. Nanites. Thanesh used it on the planet. He won’t bite me anymore. I love it when he bites me.’

      ‘Err, more information than I needed, Alethia.’ Makios’s rich voice rumbled with laughter. It added texture to the blaring alarm that scrambled her mind.

      ‘You’re sure about the med kit?’ His voice was uncertain.

      ‘It’s good stuff,’ she said, her head falling onto his shoulder. Her eyes closed. ‘We need it.’

      ‘Alethia.’

      He was shaking her this time.

      ‘Hang on,’ he whispered. ‘We’re almost there.’

      Voices called out. Alethia couldn’t understand what they were saying, but Makios stopped suddenly.

      ‘No.’ His voice was stricken. ‘No, please. She needs help.’

      Alethia felt someone wrench her from Makios’s arms. She heard him shouting. Fighting. The indistinct slaps of meat on meat, dull thuds that promised pain and death.

      An electronic noise was followed by a roar.

      Darkness took her.
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      Darkness let her go.

      She knew he was Cealin the moment she saw him, though she’d never seen one before. Her mother’s descriptions had, at once, been accurate and done his kind no justice.

      He was beautiful.

      ‘How is your head?’ he asked. His hands hung between them, holding a wet cloth in it that was stained with red blood. Her blood.

      Alethia thought about the question. Then remembered why it was important.

      ‘Better,’ she said, nodding at him in thanks.

      He smiled, watching her with a wondrous look.

      ‘Where is my friend? The Kathen?’

      ‘Hmmm, interesting species. White but they tattoo themselves with red markings that display their history and tribalism.’ Distaste curled his lip. ‘Primitive. It has its history in the Kathen’s tribal past.’

      He touched her face. Long elegant fingers grazing up her cheeks.

      Alethia wanted to shrink away but couldn’t move her head. A quick and panicked assessment told her she couldn’t move anything.

      ‘You didn’t answer my question,’ she pointed out.

      ‘He’s secure.’

      The Cealin’s long hair was tied back, but a section at the front, acting like a fringe, slipped forward to partially obscure his face.

      ‘Why can’t I move?’ She felt the panic spread.

      ‘I paralysed you,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘But don’t worry, it’s temporary.’

      ‘Why did you paralyse me?’ she was whispering now. She didn’t want to know what this male intended on doing with her. All of her worst nightmares were suddenly coming true.

      ‘Do you see that?’ His finger appeared on the edge of her vision, pointing up. Alethia’s eyes followed. The array sat over her. It had thousands of tiny projectors set into the ceiling in the abstract shape of a humanoid. Alethia had heard of the technology but never seen it.

      ‘I’m going to graft some genes onto your DNA.’ He smiled at her, an excited gleam in his eye. ‘That will get rid of the UV sensitivity you have.’ He cupped the side of her face and ran his thumb over her lips. ‘It will make you as long-lived as me and the Protectorate lover of yours.’ He ran another finger over the still-healing scar left by Thanesh’s bite. ‘Along with the gene graft you got from this,’ he tapped the scar, ‘you’ll be a true female of his race and truly worthy of me.’

      ‘You?’ Alethia heard panic in her voice.

      The Cealin nodded. ‘Three hundred solars ago, I made them. But the general in charge wanted the credit.’ The Cealin sighed. ‘I set one of them loose to cause some chaos so I could kill him.’

      ‘Thanesh,’ Alethia gasped.

      ‘Is that who gave you this scar?’ He tapped her neck again. ‘Perfect,’ he whispered. He looked back at her, something akin to adoration in his eyes.

      ‘Thanesh,’ he said the name slowly, ‘was far more efficient a leader and killer than I designed him to be. I had to run. My people exiled me. I had to fuck aliens for three hundred solars.’ The Cealin ran his hand and eyes over her neck and collarbone.

      ‘I’m an alien,’ she pointed out.

      He looked into her eyes. ‘You were. Now you are my creation.’ His breathing grew shallower and faster as he stared into her face. ‘Mine.’

      Alethia’s breath caught in her throat. She stayed quiet as he seemed to gather control.

      ‘I was a loyal empire male back then.’ He moved back a little, his eyes resuming his exploration of her. ‘Our plan was to send the altered humans back to your planet and take control, use your people for our will. We would have had an army of billions to conquer an empire. I would have been the means of bringing that about. Celebrated and lauded by my people for centuries.’ The smile that briefly lit his face was, once again, replaced with an old, entrenched anger.

      ‘My plans these rotes are a little more ambitious. Those Cealin females rejected me for three hundred solars.’ Once more, he looked into her eyes. ‘So, you will be my empress.’

      ‘I’d like to decline that offer,’ she whispered.

      He smiled at her; it was cold and cruel. ‘Did you know that Amarans like to watch their partners fuck and be fucked by other people?’

      Alethia felt the bottom drop out of her world.

      ‘The Ilan, their emperor, goes so far as to find bonding species and bond males to their Ilia and Ilidan. That way, they have bodyguards willing to lay down their lives and he gets to enjoy watching them get fucked. I’m going to enjoy watching Thanesh fuck you, and I’m going to enjoy hurting you to punish him.’

      ‘I don’t think he really cares about me all that much,’ Alethia lied.

      The Cealin’s look told him he saw through her.

      ‘He’s been calling for you in his sleep, Alethia. He’s so scared something will happen to you.’ His smile was sadistic. ‘I think he would do just about anything to keep you safe.’

      He stroked her face and neck before leaning over and licking the scar Thanesh had left.

      ‘Did it make you cum? I used Fedhith venom and designed it to make your females cum. The more you cum, the more you want to fuck, the quicker it changes your body to become compatible to breed with him. His mating instincts should have kicked in by now. Has he started scent marking you yet? The longer he’s mated to you, the more possessive he’ll become. That’s the Sehn and Adosian genes I altered. He who controls the mate controls the warrior.’ He licked her scar again. ‘I’m surprised you’re not covered in bite marks. Have you only fucked once?

      Alethia’s head spun from the amount of information Kallis was hurling at her. She couldn’t get it all straight in her mind, so gave up trying. ‘You say fucked and fuck instead of vrok. Why?’

      He stood. His hand settled on her lower abdomen, over her womb. ‘Harrison Walker.’

      Alethia frowned.

      ‘Thanesh’s name, back before I began my work on him.’ The Cealin’s eyes travelled down her body. Alethia’s skin prickled under his gaze. ‘We had many conversations while he was strapped to this table. I learned all sorts of things about your species.’ He looked into her eyes, a heated look in his, a mischievous smile on his lips. ‘I prefer fuck and fucked to vrok. I think I’ll have to acquire my own pair of fangs.’ His eyes turned to her neck and he smiled again. ‘But first, we must begin.’ He disappeared.

      ‘Please don’t hurt me.’ Alethia stared up at the array.

      His face appeared above her again. This time, it was filled with concern. He stroked her hair. ‘Hush, hush, it’s fine,’ he whispered. ‘The benefits will long outlast the pain.’

      With that, he was gone. Alethia listened to him cross the room and tried to move her head to follow him.

      ‘You have to be completely paralysed or the pain will have you writhing, and the lasers will blind you. We wouldn’t want that now, would we?’

      Above her, the array lit up and a thousand projections of light covered her, surrounding her with light.

      Despite being paralysed, Alethia could feel pinpricks, like pins and needles against her skin. The pins and needles penetrated and turned to daggers. The daggers heated and turned to molten fire.

      Alethia screamed.
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        * * *

      

      A face swam up from memory. It leaned over Thanesh and whispered plans; he woke, opening his eyes and saw the face from the dream before him.

      ‘Kallis,’ he sneered. His voice was gravelly, his throat dry.

      ‘Thanesh,’ Kallis smiled. ‘I wonder, did you choose the name or did you let the Amarans choose it for you like a good little pet?’

      ‘I would rather be their pet than your slave.’

      ‘When I wipe your memory, you’ll be my slave, my pet, my warrior, my protector and my lover.’ Kallis’s eyes sparkled. ‘After your actions got me exiled, I was sold as a slave and bought by an Amaran. We were in the same space at the same time.’ The laugh that erupted from him was mocking. ‘Did you know there is a whole subculture of Amarans who enjoy inflicting more pain on their Adalan than they can withstand? I was a replacement for a while, but then I got quite a taste for it. They taught me so much. I can’t wait to show you.’

      ‘Vrok you.’

      ‘I’m so glad the Ulidon didn’t get you, or I’d never have gotten our girl over there.’ Kallis lifted his head and looked across Thanesh’s body.

      He knew what he would see before he looked. A cold fist closed around his heart when he saw Alethia lay on a platform several fenth across the room from him. Her hair was soaked with sweat, which gleamed in the light coming from the ceiling above them. Her partially naked body was covered by a sheet which fell from above her breasts to her thighs. She was twitching and spasming; moaning and gasping, in obvious pain.

      ‘She’s stunning,’ Kallis breathed next to him. ‘I can only commend your taste, Thanesh. I’m so thrilled you brought her into our lives.’

      Thanesh tried to sit up, but his movement was restricted by thick chains. He looked from the manacles on his wrist to Alethia beyond them and pulled with all his might, feeling a desperate, overwhelming need to get to her. After a while, he realised Kallis was laughing at him.

      ‘I see your mating instincts are well on the way. I asked her, but she declined to answer. Have you scent marked her yet?’

      Thanesh turned to Kallis and envisioned a hundred different ways he could kill the Cealin, ranging from quick to solars.

      His smile widened. ‘I see you have. Excellent. She is how I intend on controlling you. Such a gift.’ He looked back to Alethia. There was a raw need in Kallis’s voice now.

      ‘What have you done to her?’ Thanesh couldn’t keep the fear and panic out of his voice.

      ‘You started the process when you bit her. I’m simply completing it quicker. I’ve made some refinements to the graft over the centuries.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      Kallis smiled down at him. There was fondness in his face.

      ‘I designed your venom.’ Kallis reached out and peeled Thanesh’s upper lip back. ‘It alters human females to make them compatible for breeding. You had figured out you used to be human by now? Am I correct?’

      ‘We ‘figured’ it out and I already knew about the venom. Get back to Alethia and these ‘refinements’,’ he snarled.

      Kallis looked at her. There were lust and adoration in his eyes. ‘Her body will react more violently to the venom. We’re going to enjoy that so much. She’ll be more fertile, able to give us both many children.’

      ‘Will she change?’ Thanesh looked back at Alethia. ‘Physically?’

      ‘Not obviously,’ Kallis said. The scientist’s cold tones returned. ‘When we created you, I decalcified your bones so that they could grow into your larger size. That was a small but crucial part of the process. We lost dozens of your people. I won’t risk her. By the time this is done, she’ll no longer be sensitive to the sun. She’ll have your increased senses, somewhat of our strength, though we don’t want her too strong, do we?’ he said in a conspiratorial tone. ‘More importantly, she’ll have our longer life span. We’ll have so much fun with her.’

      ‘You will not touch her,’ Thanesh vowed. He strained against his bonds.

      Kallis looked down at him, the fond look was back.

      ‘By the time I’m done here, you won’t remember anything I don’t want you to. You and I will be best friends, and we’ll enjoy sharing Alethia. Though I do intend on hurting her to punish you when you fail me.’ He looked back down at Thanesh, a cruel look on his face. ‘Now that will be fun.’ His voice had become thick and husky.

      Kallis looked back to Alethia. Dark thoughts crossed his face as he licked his lips and smiled. Then suddenly, his reverie broke.

      ‘Enjoy.’ He nodded at her. ‘I have work to be getting on with.’

      Thanesh heard the door close behind him. His eyes were locked on the other platform and the pale, pained figure atop it.

      ‘Alethia,’ he called out to her. ‘Alethia, wake up. Alethia.’

      Her head turned to him, her eyes opened, They were definitely paler. Though she still flinched and moaned, her body became still.

      ‘Alethia, hold on. I am going to get you out of here.’

      Uncomprehending eyes searched his face, then her lids fluttered closed and the pained movement and noises began once more. Each flinch, each whimper felt like a spike to his heart.

      Thanesh looked back down at the manacles and pulled against them until they cut into his flesh and blood poured to the floor. He continued long after red puddles had formed beneath him.
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      Dairon poured himself a drink. ‘Want one?’ He looked at Keral, who sat on Dairon’s bed dealing another hand of Dunsorrot. Keral nodded in answer.

      Of course, this bed wasn’t actually Dairon’s. He and the ex-slaves he and his sister rescued had been picked up several days before. They were given quarters; Invictus was currently sitting on a pad in Keral’s landing bay. The Aavani and Mvari, Niada and Idila, were sharing a room on the deck below Dairon’s. The human, Kyle, was in Medbay recuperating from the life-threatening injuries inflicted by his Tinar owner.

      Pouring Keral a drink, Dairon returned to the bed and sighed.

      ‘I really don’t want to play again,’ he said.

      Keral nodded and continued dealing. ‘Dunsorrot is a Kuyon game.’ He looked up at him. ‘You should know this. It is your heritage.’ The male’s voice was guttural and quiet. He’d spent much of the last several days in Dairon’s room keeping him company.

      ‘How’s Kyle doing?’ he asked.

      ‘Better,’ he said. ‘Much better.’ He finished dealing the cards and laid the remaining deck on the desk he’d dragged to the bottom of the bed. Dairon placed their drinks beside the deck. ‘He is eating. His leg has healed. Still does not trust non-humans. Cannot say I blame him.’

      ‘He’s had a hard time of it,’ Dairon said, picking up his hand and inspecting it. It wasn’t that Dairon didn’t like the game. He had played it as a child with his parents. It was just that he was no good at it and he hated playing knowing he was going to lose.

      ‘Sir?’ a voice rang out from a device on Keral’s uniform. Keral touched it.

      ‘Go ahead.’

      ‘We have reached the Teralis system, we are taking a stationary orbit behind the gas giant, but there is no sign of High-Protector Thanesh’s ship.’

      ‘Hmmm. Check the scan diagnostics. Is there a fault?’

      ‘I already did,’ the voice continued. ‘The scanner’s fine. There’s just no sign, sir.’

      Dairon felt a tickling, creeping sensation in his brain. Immediately, he knew what it was.

      Keral frowned at Dairon as he stood, dropping his hand on the bed.

      ‘Deyuul?’

      ‘Thank vrok, Dairon. It’s a trap,’ Deyuul’s voice overlaid across Dairon’s mind. ‘They took the Protectorate ship; they have ships in the gas giant.’

      ‘They have ships in the gas giant,’ Dairon repeated, his voice panicked.

      Keral looked down at Dairon, confusion on his face. ‘What?’

      ‘Deyuul, where are you?’ Dairon asked.

      ‘In the clouds, avoiding the Cealin ships.’

      ‘What are you on about?’ Keral snapped, panic on his face.

      ‘I have an Uunda friend. His ship is in the clouds of the gas giant. He says there are ships in there waiting for us.’

      ‘Deyuul, where’s the other Protectorate ship?’

      ‘Here,’ his voice returned. ‘They took everyone to the planet, including Makios and Alethia.’ There was a pause. ‘They’ve detected you. They’re moving out.’

      Dairon looked at Keral.

      ‘The Cealin are about to attack.’

      Keral stared at Dairon for a moment, an assessing look on his face. He touched the communicator on his uniform.

      ‘Bridge prepare for an attack. We have incoming.’ He took his hand off the comm. ‘If you are lying to me—’

      ‘I’m not.’

      Keral nodded.

      ‘Their forces are strong, Dairon,’ Deyuul’s voice returned. ‘Their technology is advanced. Get to your ship.’

      ‘Just do it,’ Keral’s voice answered a confused query from the Bridge.

      ‘Deyuul thinks they’re too advanced for us to fight. He wants me to get to my ship.’

      Keral stared at him for a moment. He looked like he was second-guessing the last minute.

      The impact threw them off their feet. Alarms blared as the lights switched to red.

      ‘Turn that vrokking alarm off,’ Keral snapped into his comm. He sprang to his feet.

      ‘They’re boarding,’ Deyuul said.

      ‘Vrok, that was fast,’ Dairon said. Keral looked at him, confused. ‘They’re boarding.’

      ‘Vrok, that was…’ Keral looked at Dairon and shook his head. ‘Yeah, right. I am not giving up my ship without a fight. You know where the females are?’ Dairon nodded. ‘Get them, meet me back here in a few minutes. I will bring the human.’

      Dairon slipped out of the room and ran to the lift, getting out on the floor below, passing through three intersections before he was pressing the control on their door.

      ‘Niada, Idila, it’s Dairon. Let me in.’

      The door opened to reveal Idila, the Mvari, standing there. Her eyes were wide, her W-shaped pupils expanding with fear.

      ‘Where’s Niada?’ Dairon stepped into the door.

      ‘Coming,’ a voice called as another volley of shots hit the ship, throwing them around like puppets.

      The heat blast tore up the hall towards him, preceding the fire by seconds. Dairon launched himself inside the females’ room and hit the door control. It slid shut, allowing a blast of heat to scorch his skin and throwing him and Idila to the floor, before shutting the flames out.

      Dairon heard a panicked cry. Ignoring the pain across his chest, face and arms, he looked up and saw Niada lying on the ground several fenth away, huddled, hugging her knees and shaking. Beside him, Idila was muttering to herself.

      He pulled Idila towards him and rubbed her back. At first, the Mvari stiffened, frightened by the intrusive touching. A moment later she relaxed in Dairon’s arms. He looked back at Niada.

      ‘It’s okay, Niada,’ he called to her. ‘We’re going to be okay.’

      ‘I vrokking know that. What’s going on?’

      ‘The Cealin are attacking the ship,’ he said. ‘I’m taking you back to Invictus.’

      They heard the blast move away from them. A moment later, the ships fire suppression system activated, filling the room with jets of gas.

      Niada and Idila were standing behind them. He held his hand up, indicating they stay where they were and opened the door. His hand hovered over the control. The corridor beyond was on fire, but the suppression gas descended from the ceiling, releasing a cooling vapour, dousing them until there were a series of small, avoidable fires scattered through the hall.

      Dairon looked out. The way he had come was obliterated.

      ‘Dairon, Keral can’t get to you.’ Deyuul’s voice was a welcome calm in the hellfire. ‘He’s got Kyle. He’s putting him in an escape pod. I’m coordinating with him so that he can release the pod while you do a fly-by pickup.’

      ‘How are you talking to him?’

      ‘The Protectorate is slightly telepathic. Not a lot, but enough to open communication between us.’

      ‘Deyuul, you are the best,’ Dairon whispered.

      ‘Who are you talking to?’ Niada looked at him like he was crazy.

      ‘Telepath friend,’ he tapped his temple. ‘We’re going straight down to the docking bay.’ He told the two females.

      ‘Kyle?’ Niada’s voice was a mixture of panic and outrage.

      ‘We’re picking up Kyle,’ he promised, ‘in an escape pod after we’re out.’

      Niada’s mouth thinned to a grimace, but she nodded.

      Dairon didn’t have a gun. He led the way into the corridor and looked around for something suitable to defend him and the females with. Several roughly broken bars lay scattered across the hall, having been blown out of the fractured walls by minor explosions. He picked one up and swung it a couple of times. It had a decent heft to it. Niada and Idila did the same, copying his swinging action. He nodded in approval, and they continued on.

      ‘Niada, watch our backs.’

      ‘Got it,’ she whispered.

      They jogged up to an intersection ahead of them.

      The Adalia was huge. Each hallway disappeared around a corner, curving away and out of sight.

      ‘Do you know where there’s another lift?’

      Niada pointed to the corridor ahead.

      ‘Keep as quiet as you can,’ he whispered. Idila bowed her head once in acknowledgement, and Niada nodded.

      Leading the way, Dairon ran on the front of his feet, keeping his steps as quiet as possible. The corridor curved to the left ahead of them, so they moved flush against the left wall, allowing the hall to unfold before them. So far, there were no signs of the Cealin.

      When the lift came into view, it was clear.

      ‘Everyone else seems to be off fighting the Cealin,’ Dairon said, striding to the lift and hitting the call button. He moved to one side. ‘Behind me.’ Niada and Idila moved to the opposite side, both raising their makeshift weapons, reading to attack. Dairon smiled, impressed they were ready to fight.

      The doors swished open, but no one was inside.

      Dairon waited until the two females were inside before taking position in front of them. ‘Aft docking bay, no stops.’

      There was a moment of inertia as the lift took off, shooting towards the back of the ship before it dropped down several levels. As the lift decelerated, Dairon stepped forward and waited for the doors to slide apart.

      There were several Cealin ships in the docking bay, with one standing directly in front of the lift, his back to him. A rifle-type weapon was slung across the front of his body.

      He began to turn as the doors slid open, but Dairon was quicker. He stepped out of the lift, swung the bar down on the Cealin’s head and picked up the rifle from his unconscious form on the floor.

      Dairon looked around and saw three Cealin moving towards him, rounding their weapons on him. He got off two shots, hitting one, who fell to the floor and missing the other two before he was forced to find cover.

      Niada and Idila ran from the lift and hid behind several stacked transport crates, out of sight of the Cealin. Dairon joined them and walked across to the opposite edge to peek out, quickly dodging a shot which struck the wall behind where his head had just been.

      ‘That Cealin’s a good shot.’ Niada’s eyes were wide, her chest rising and falling quickly.

      ‘Calm, Niada.’ Idila placed a tentative hand on her.

      ‘How the vrok am I meant to calm?’

      One of the Cealin had stopped advancing to help the downed one.

      ‘You’ve seen Cealin before?’

      Niada nodded. ‘We’re acceptable vroks to them because we’re gold.’

      A shot hit the wall behind them.

      ‘Does anyone know where he is?’

      Niada and Idila shook their heads.

      ‘Right, did you see my ship?’

      Niada nodded.

      ‘I’m going to draw his fire. You run for the ship. I’ll take care of him and be right behind you.’

      They hesitated a moment, but when they looked at him, their faces showed their resolve.

      Dairon passed them both and looked out. The Cealin was headed towards him. He nodded at the two females, smiled a charming smile, then stepped out and fired at the Cealin.

      The Cealin fired back almost immediately. Both of them missed.

      Dairon kept moving. A moving target was harder to hit after all. Unfortunately, it also made targeting harder. The two fired at each other ineffectually as Dairon tried to compensate on each shot.

      The Cealin sneered, dropped his gun and ran at him. Dairon fired three shots, but the Cealin dived on him. Dairon’s gun clattered to the floor under the sudden assault from the pale alien. His fists seemed to be everywhere, hitting all of the half-Kuyon’s vulnerable spots until he felt like tenderised meat.

      Dairon hit back at the Cealin’s face, stomach beneath his ribs. Anywhere he might be vulnerable. But it wasn’t slowing the Cealin down.

      The Cealin collapsed, a sudden weight on top of him. Dairon groaned as he pushed the Cealin off and looked up, seeing Niada stood over him, her bar hanging on the down-swing. Behind her, Idila was standing over the downed Cealin with his rifle pointed at him. His hands were up in surrender.

      Dairon nodded at the Aavani. ‘Let’s get on my ship,’ he said, noting the embarrassing high notes.

      Niada offered him a hand and helped him to his feet.

      As he passed, he swiped up the guns, passing them to Idila and Niada as they ran towards the ship.

      ‘Manta rays on Earth are the same shape.’

      Dairon could hear his mother's voice like it was yesterday. He did every time he saw the ship from the outside.

      The pale lemon sun was high in the purple sky. It was summer, and the seeds of the fields drifted lazily in the soft breeze. The ship was lifting off, his fathers flying off to do a job and leaving Danva and Kadya Desares to look after them while they were gone. They had arrived the night before with their son Makios. Dairon noticed that Invictus had no jet propulsion like Makios’s family’s ship. He asked why, so his mother sat down in the long grass, Dairon tucked into her lap while Alethia and Makios played nearby and told him all about Invictus, how it had been designed to have no waste, but the manufacturers had excelled and accidentally created a stealth ship. How his fathers managed to snap one up before the embargo came down. Why it had an Earth name.

      ‘It used to be called Ae’vadai in your fathers’ language,’ his mother said. ‘It means unbeatable. But they gave up their whole lives to rescue your sister and me. They asked me to choose a new name, Invictus seemed to fit. It means undefeatable,’ she said in answer to his unasked question.

      Almost eleven years after their deaths, Dairon still missed them so deep it cut.

      They boarded the midsize ship and Dairon led them to the Bridge.

      The ship was black on the outside, better to hide in the darkness of space. Inside was a different matter.

      The Erathan had been built as a mid-level private ship. The insides were comfortable and warm and over the years Tessa had been the matriarch of the family. She added touches to it, touches Dairon and Alethia were loathe to change. The ship was all narrow walkways and low ceilings. They were covered in black lacquered wood from the Kuyon homeworld, which his mother had decorated, bringing her own style to each room. The rooms were decorated in fresh greens and blues, yellows and greys and lavender blue in the main cabin because it was her favourite colour. Neither Dairon nor Alethia had the heart to redecorate, and Dairon couldn’t bring himself to move into the main suite. Old carpets, some threadbare in places, muted their footsteps as they hurried to the Bridge.

      The door opened to admit them as they approached. Being a yacht, there was a large sofa curved around a table set at the back wall. Dairon could almost see him and Alethia sat there, their fathers at the controls while their mother was in the mess cooking.

      He pointed at the sofa and crossed the bridge, taking the controls of the ship as he slipped into his chair. A note on his panel told him he’d been approved for launch. He turned on the ship and hit Makios’s jerry-rigged quick start. For emergency use only. This definitely qualified.

      ‘Strap in,’ he commanded as the ship ran through the macros, starting the engines, running through the checks and giving him green lights across the board.

      He launched, passing through the forcefield with ease and out into the depths of space.

      Outside was chaos.

      Protectorate fighters were being herded, disabled and captured by the vastly superior Cealin forces. The ships were being tugged to a waiting Cealin Battlecruiser? Dairon wasn’t sure, but it was colossal, three times the size of the massive Protectorate ship at least.

      Niada gasped behind him. He heard Idila swear. The three of them sat watching the battle for a moment, awestruck at the sheer magnitude of it.

      ‘Deyuul, talk to me,’ Dairon called out, sure his friend was listening.

      ‘Keral’s waiting on the starboard of the ship.’ Deyuul’s voice filtered in through the battle, drawing him back from the maelstrom of emotions that rushed over and through him, his senses battered by the chaotic information of the fight that rushed from all sides. ‘He’s waiting on your word.’

      Dairon headed towards starboard. Now he could be useful, instead of sitting ineffectually on a ship while his sister was in danger.

      ‘Deyuul, can they see us?’

      ‘Negative, not on sensors. Though the pilots of the fighters might see you.’

      ‘Let me know?’

      ‘Affirmative,’ the Uunda answered.

      Invictus rounded to the starboard. The chaos here was worse than on the stern.

      Two Protectorate fighters were taken down in the battle as he passed. The remainder were being hauled to the Cealin battlecruiser.

      ‘I’m here.’

      There was a pause before Deyuul’s voice slipped into his mind.

      ‘He’s releasing him.’ There was a moments pause. ‘Now.’

      An escape pod jettisoned out of the side of the Adalia and into Deyuul’s path. Dairon moved to intercept. The cargo bay was empty. Good job. He purged it of atmosphere and opened the bay doors wide before swinging around to catch the pod in the Invictus’s arse. He watched on the aft cameras as the escape pod closed the distance.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Niada called out.

      ‘I’m performing a mid-flight pick up,’ Dairon said, his voice eerily calm.

      ‘You’ve done this before?’

      ‘Err, I’ve seen it done before.’

      The controls of Invictus responded as he made tiny, incremental adjustments. He had to be precise, or the pod could ricochet off the back of the ship, or worse, if it hit the right place, it could take the engines out, leaving Invictus floating in enemy territory.

      Hitting a few buttons, the viewscreen showed a countdown of the closing distance between them. Dairon’s hands adjusted on instinct, correcting for trajectory. His eyes glanced from the counter to the image on the screen. It was only several hundred feet out and growing larger.

      Niada leaned over his shoulder, her breathing shaky in his ear as the pod hit the five-hundred-fenth mark.

      ‘Niada, back up a little, please. You’re distracting me.’

      ‘Sorry.’ She disappeared.

      Three-hundred fenth. Dairon held his breath.

      Two fifty. Two twenty. Two hundred.

      Something obscured the aft camera for the briefest of moments. When it was gone, so was the pod.

      Dairon, Niada and Idila stared, speechless, as a retreating Cealin vessel came into view, tugging Kyle’s pod to the battlecruiser.

      ‘Deyuul—’

      ‘I saw.’ The Uunda’s voice was aghast.

      ‘I have to get out of here before—’

      ‘Wait,’ Deyuul snapped. ‘Keral just jettisoned. The ship has fallen. Can you get him?’

      ‘On it,’ Dairon said, watching the small pod enter the field, and turned the ship.

      ‘Can you run interference on anyone who sees that.’

      ‘Yes.’ Deyuul’s voice was taut. Dairon knew he was blaming himself for not doing the same for Kyle.

      Dairon sailed past the pod and, cargo bay still wide open, he slowed to match its speed.

      There was a thunk as the pod landed.

      ‘The Cealin have the rest,’ Deyuul said.

      Dairon closed the cargo bay doors and, with a heavy heart, set off for the gas cloud.

      Following the instructions Deyuul sent to his mind, Dairon sank beneath the bilious clouds of gas and set a course that would take him and their cargo straight to the Tala and the Uunda inside.
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        * * *

      

      There was something profoundly calming about Deyuul.

      The docking ramp extended. The ships locked. The docking bay doors opened and suddenly Deyuul was there. Dairon breathed again.

      Beside him, Keral stared, his mouth open in shock. ‘Apologies,’ he said. ‘I have never actually seen one of your kind before.’

      Deyuul’s facial muscles eased. It was the closest he got to a smile.

      Dairon took a moment to take in the Uunda objectively. He had to admit, he looked terrifying. If Dairon hadn’t grown up knowing him, he might have reacted the same way.

      Dairon and the Uunda were comparable in height, nearly the same height as the Protectorate.

      The Uunda, like Dairon, was a blue-grey colour and he had black eyes. But those two features were where the similarity ended.

      Deyuul didn’t have irises or sclera; instead, his eyes were a series of pupils, it made them glitter like a many-faceted black jewel. The Uunda didn’t move his eyes around to look at people. If you were facing him, he usually had you in at least one pupil. His skin was striated with silver markings, which were thousands of tiny hairs that fed environmental information back to the Uunda’s brain.

      He was naked, except for a loincloth which he wore in concession at his crew’s insistence. Deyuul’s race had inverted genitalia, so he didn’t see the point. There was a hunch on his back that were four folded appendages which, when unfurled, acted like legs and took the Uunda from his almost seven-fenth height to well over ten fenth.

      Besides those very alien differences, Deyuul’s body, legs and arms were like Dairon’s until the knee, where he stood on digitigrade feet.

      The Uunda bowed his head to Keral.

      ‘It is quite all right, Protector.’

      ‘Are they still out there?’

      Deyuul paused and tilted his head as though he were listening to something in the next room. After a few moments, he nodded.

      ‘We need to get down to the planet,’ Keral said. ‘We need a plan.’

      ‘I have one,’ Deyuul offered.

      Dairon nodded. ‘Go ahead.’

      ‘Makios’s ship, Tala,’ he said for Keral’s benefit, ‘is fast. Your ship is stealthy. We send Tala out of the cloud, and it FTLs out in full view, attracting a chase. The Cealin will never catch them,’ he said dismissively. ‘A ship that large takes too long to heat up its FTL drive, and I can easily interfere with the Cealin attempting pursuit.’

      Dairon and Keral nodded in agreement.

      ‘While Tala is distracting the Cealin, we go deeper into the clouds. We leave the gas giant from the other side and carry on to the planet.’

      Dairon looked at Keral, who was considering the plan in silence. ‘Sounds good. Can Tala head to Amaran space and get help?’

      ‘With a message from you so they don’t get arrested, yes.’

      ‘Of course. You with us?’

      ‘Of course. Along with Vella and Dabin.’ He looked at Dairon, who nodded.

      ‘They are?’ Keral shook his head.

      ‘An Iverosh and Zenin,’ Dairon said.

      ‘Excellent. What?’ Keral said when he noticed the look on Dairon’s face.

      ‘Aren’t you going to dismiss the idea for your own?’

      Keral shook his head.

      ‘Good plan,’ he murmured in his gruff voice. ‘Get on.’
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        * * *

      

      The facility was on the dark side of the planet, which Keral insisted was a problem. With several hours still before dawn, the two ships prepared, refined the plan and responsibilities, as well as check weapons and armour. Dairon took a nap, to ensure he’d be rested. His thoughts attempted to take him to his sister, but he pushed them aside and got some sleep.

      When he awoke, Tala took Niada and Idila in exchange for Vella and Dabin. The Mvari was terrified of stepping onto the ship, until their mechanic—Kenian, another Mvari—boarded. He took her aside and they whispered for a few minutes, before she left with him, Niada at her side. She smiled weakly at Dairon and thanked him before she left.

      Once everything was ready, they all sat on the Bridge and waited.

      Minutes later, Tala erupted from the upper layers of the gas giant in a puff of cloud. It stopped for a moment, making sure everyone got a good look at her.

      ‘This is Vanoor Kadish of the Tala,’ the pilot’s voice came over the comm. ‘To all Protectorate and Amaran vessels. The Cealin have captured the ship and person of High-Protector Thanesh and brought him to the planet Teralis.’

      They waited for Deyuul’s updates, their vision obscured by the clouds.

      ‘The Cealin seem to be rather more animated than a moment ago,’ Deyuul murmured. His eyes were closed as he danced across the minds of navigators and pilots across the Cealin fleet.

      More Cealin vessels began emerging from the gas giant, each one on a trajectory for the smuggling vessel. Vanoor was broadcasting the entire way. The Tala was faster and more manoeuvrable than the Cealin vessels.

      Deyuul whispered a few words as the ship sank deeper into the layers of gasses that made up the largest planet in the system.

      ‘Trouble?’ Dairon looked at the Uunda.

      ‘Not anymore.’

      ‘Huh,’ Keral barked. ‘We could do with Uunda in the Protectorate.’

      ‘Everyone thinks they could do with Uunda,’ Deyuul whispered through strained concentration. ‘Then they come to our planet to hurt and enslave us and realise they don’t need us that much after all.’

      ‘Ha.’ Keral slapped a hand on his knee. ‘We definitely need Uunda.’

      ‘Vanoor’s gone to FTL,’ Deyuul whispered. ‘The pilots of the Cealin ship are finding it hard to concentrate on their jobs. Navigators seem to have failed to accurately copy the trajectory.’

      ‘We’re about to fly out of range,’ Dairon said. ‘Concentrate on the ships still nearby.’ Deyuul nodded.

      Dairon piloted the ship, feeling small nudges from Deyuul that he followed without question. When they emerged from the other side of the planet, he did it without disturbing the gases. When they flew away, there was no sign they had ever been there.

      ‘Well done, boy.’ Keral nodded his approval. Dairon felt a flash of pride.
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        * * *

      

      Teralis was a contrast between light, almost bright green and azure blue. From orbit, it was a beautiful world.

      As Invictus descended, he saw the enormous mountains covered with massive trees. Many of the mountains didn't peak like the mountains on Tessa. Instead, they were flat. The energy signature from the facility was atop one of them. Below the flat mountain peaks, cloud obscured the view.

      ‘Planet under the clouds is not really suitable for life,’ Keral said. ‘Everything lives above them.’

      ‘Why?’ Dairon asked, suddenly wanting to descend and explore.

      ‘Poisonous,’ Keral shrugged. ‘Couple of our brothers walked down. Got to the cloud cover and keeled over. We could not even retrieve their bodies.’

      ‘You’ve been here before?’

      Keral nodded.

      ‘This is where we began.’ Keral’s voice was strained. Emotional. ‘This is where they end.’ His voice became hard.
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      They entered the planet far away from the facility and flew close to the ground to avoid detection. Deyuul kept his mind open for anyone who might see them.

      ‘I have made contact with someone called Korren?’ Deyuul looked at Keral, who looked back, stunned.

      ‘Korren?’

      Deyuul nodded. ‘He has latent abilities which the Cealin are enhancing. We’re negotiating sharing senses so that I can coordinate both inside and outside the facility.’ He looked at Keral. ‘But he wants to hear you say you trust me.’ Deyuul frowned. ‘I’m not entirely sure he does,’ he said. It took Dairon a moment to realise he was talking to the Protectorate somewhere inside the facility.

      ‘Trust you?’

      Deyuul nodded. ‘He wants to ensure this isn’t a trap.’

      Keral nodded his understanding. He only hesitated for a moment. ‘In this Korren, trust him.’

      Deyuul tilted his head in a bow. ‘I have limited senses into the facility,’ Deyuul whispered.

      Dairon landed the Invictus in a small clearing, but they were still madiths away from where Alethia was. Dairon froze. It was the first time he’d allowed himself to think about his sister since this all began. Not that he had forgotten her, but rather, he was afraid to think of her. He was afraid for her, of what the Cealin might be doing to her.

      He was eight when he lost his parents within a day of each other. Cancer took their mother first. When she passed, Adanith climbed onto the bed with her and refused to move or allow her to be moved. His body stopped just over a day later.

      Teyrin buried them together, leaving the hole open so that he could join them. Then he went to bed and held his children until he passed a few hours after that. At first, he talked to them, told them all the things they needed to know. Then he had time alone with each. Neither Alethia nor Dairon had ever shared what he said to them.

      As the end grew closer, he withdrew. Became silent. Eventually, even the calming touches had stopped until his chest went still.

      It was hard for Alethia and Dairon to drag him to the grave. Dairon was a brat, crying every fenth of the way up the hill that looked out over the small home where they lived. When the act was done and a mound was all they had left of their parents, Alethia lifted Dairon into her arms and held him. He was big. He must have been so heavy to her small human frame. She was his parent from then on. She did her best, taking care of him and protecting him despite being such a tiny little human.

      It was hard, knowing she would live a life so much shorter than him, that one day his whole family would be dead and he would be alone. But the thought of something happening to her now…

      He wasn’t ready. He was far and away from being ready.

      Deyuul’s warm hand gripped his shoulder. ‘She’s alive, Dairon,’ he said quietly. ‘I can feel her.’

      Relief rocked through him and left him shaking. He looked into Deyuul’s black eyes. Somehow, he managed to convey concern.

      ‘Thank you,’ he whispered. ‘I needed to hear that.’

      ‘Right. Time to go,’ Keral barked, ‘We have people to rescue.’
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        * * *

      

      Dairon looked over their little crew as he passed through the hold. There were five of them. Five of them to go up against the Cealin forces. Dairon was nervous. In his nineteen years, he’d never done anything like this. But when he looked at Deyuul, he knew they had a better than average chance.

      ‘Don’t forget the Protectorate. He’s older than he looks and has quite the strategic mind.’

      Dairon turned his attention to the final two members of their party.

      Vella was the Ivoresh. She was over eight fenth tall. Her body was covered in teal scales, though the top of her chest, her neck and face a pale jade. Muscles rippled under her skin whenever she moved around, which she did on digitigrade feet, her muscular tail sweeping back and forth behind her. Two small horns growing from her hairline, made her appear taller and her eyes were unusually large, even as her face seemed almost human. Two slitted nostrils flared and closed with each breath, allowing Vella to protect her airways while swimming. Her species were semi-aquatic.

      The Zenin at her side was around the same height as Dairon. His off-white grey body was smooth. As soon as he detected a threat, his skin would harden and large plate scales would appear, covering every inith of skin and protecting him from most weapons. Dabin was the ship’s medic, but he was fair with a weapon, not afraid to hurt people, and would be handy in protecting Alethia when they found her. It wouldn’t be the first time either. Dabin was very fond of Alethia, something that couldn’t be said about many people. She had bought him several years before, and they had formed a bond. He would go out of his way for her. Dairon couldn’t say he would ever do the same for any of the rest of them.

      The ships platform descended, revealing the rainforest beyond. The fresh air of the ship thickened, becoming hot and humid.

      ‘I know little of rainforests,’ Dairon said. The purple and red forests of his home were temperate. ‘But from what I do know, I’m sure they don’t usually sit on the top of mountains.’

      Dabin, the Zenin from Makios’s ship, grunted in agreement.

      ‘The way this planet works means those clouds.’ Keral pointed at the edge of the mesa, ‘act in place of oceans. We are on a mountain, but we are also at sea level for this planet.’ They walked to the edge of the forest. Below them, more than a hundred fenth down the side of the mountain clouds whispered and billowed around the ground. There was a brown tide mark beyond a certain level where the green gave way to brown earth and grey rock. Beyond that level, nothing grew. The bodies of several animals lay rotting close to the edge, touched by sun and wisps of gas.

      ‘The clouds are cold,’ Dairon said. He could feel the temperature radiating through the heat of the day.

      ‘Hmm.’ Keral nodded. ‘The heat keeps the clouds low. When the sun goes down, the gases expand and cover the mountains.’

      ‘How come everything isn’t dead?’ Dairon looked into the pale blue eyes of the Protectorate.

      Keral shrugged. ‘Adaptation.’

      ‘There’s a patrol nearby,’ Deyuul said quietly. His voice echoed in each of their heads.

      Keral jumped at the intrusion. Dairon was used to it. Like Dabin and Vella, he took the Uunda’s mental presence in his stride.

      Dairon followed the mental nudges Deyuul gave him as he and the rest of them melted into the forest and flanked the Cealin. They were sitting around eating rations. Dairon felt terrible; the way they were ambushing them felt wrong.

      ‘If we leave them behind us, they’ll be a threat. If we openly attack, they may get the time to send a message to the facility.’

      ‘I know,’ Dairon whispered. ‘It doesn’t feel right.’

      ‘To me, either. For Alethia.’

      ‘For Alethia,’ Dairon repeated.

      Dairon kept on walking. Careful of each step lest he break one of the dried twigs on the forest floor as he had often done as a child when his father was teaching him to track and stealth. He’d never been any good at it, at least not until Alethia took him back through the paces when he was twelve. When he was able to stalk her without her knowing, that’s when he knew he’d done Teyrin proud.

      He stepped on a dried twig, which snapped.

      ‘Everyone fire, now!’

      ‘Fuck,’ Dairon hissed, then shouldered his rifle and, taking a nudge from Deyuul, fired into the clearing. With a few well-placed shots, the first patrol was down and they were moving on.

      Cursing himself, Dairon joined the others in the clearing.

      ‘Deyuul, I’m—’

      ‘Think nothing of it. You have much on your mind.’

      A short time later, they came across another patrol. This time, Dairon forced himself to focus and the Cealin went down without a hitch.

      ‘How far are we from the facility?’ Dairon asked Deyuul.

      ‘Less than a madith,’ the Uunda replied.

      They continued on into the trees, and for the first time, Dairon got a good look at the rainforest. The tree trunks were midnight blues, greens and a mix of greys depending on the tree. The ones that were midnight blue had brighter streaks of turquoises and what his mother called baby blue running up the thick trunks. Most of each trunk was covered in a thick blanket of a bright green moss-like plant.

      ‘Adaptation,’ Keral picked at some of the moss. ‘It filters the gasses at night, providing the tree with oxygen. The leaves stop respirating at night.’

      ‘How do you know all this?’

      Keral’s face tensed. His lips became a thin line. ‘Know your enemy. Thanesh never wanted to see this place again. But he sent me back with a team to collect data in case we ever needed it. That was a long time ago.’

      ‘There’s another patrol ahead. It’s the last one.’ Deyuul interrupted them.

      Dairon exchanged looks with the rest of them. Each face looked back at him, determined.

      Splitting while they were still a distance away from the patrol, Dairon moved through the forest, resolute he’d not make another mistake. As the previous two attacks, he followed the nudges in his mind from Deyuul and found a good place to attack from. He settled in and waited for Deyuul’s order as he coordinated their attacks.

      Dry wood snapped. Dairon looked down, expecting to see a snapped twig, but nothing was underfoot. The sound of footsteps thundered behind him. He turned and saw a massive form charging towards him from the jungle.

      Its upper lip was pulled back to reveal massive teeth and gums that stretched half-way up its long snout. The upward stroke of each footstep revealed talons as long as Dairon’s arm. Two massive incisors, as long as his legs fell past the lower lip and rested on the creatures chin. Its green body, decorated with black rosettes, appeared humped. Dairon realised it had a massive set of quills on its back.

      ‘Deyuul,’ Dairon whispered in panic.

      ‘I…’ a pause.

      ‘Deyuul?’

      ‘I… it’s… it’s resisting. Run.’

      Dairon had nowhere to go but into the camp. Firing his weapon, he erupted from the trees into a clearing of stunned Cealin.

      More shots followed from the jungle and two Cealin, who had been pulling out their own weapons, fell to the ground with smoking holes in their chests.

      A Cealin stood, getting out a weapon and then his communicator.

      Dairon fired, missing the guard twice but somehow hitting the comm.

      He ran farther out into the clearing, then dived right, nudged by Deyuul, out of the way of the beast as it bounded past him, making short work of the distance. The creature grabbed the Cealin in its huge jaws; his strangled cry was cut off a moment later.

      The last two Cealin were firing on the creature, who, on all fours, stood several feet higher than them. Their energy weapons seemed to do little damage against its thick skin.

      ‘Do you think you can get a shot through the roof of its mouth?’ Deyuul’s voice cut through the din.

      ‘If I’m in its mouth,’ Dairon called out, immediately regretting the image his words conjured in his head.

      ‘How about if I can get it to drop the Cealin?’

      A loud, wet crunch punctuated his question.

      Dairon considered several answers before taking one knee, shouldering his rifle and calling out.

      ‘Do it.’

      ‘I’m going to make him toss up and catch. When he opens his mouth to catch—’

      ‘I fire,’ Dairon finished.

      ‘Ready?’

      Dairon nodded, knowing Deyuul would sense it.

      The creature’s pupils expanded, a sure sign the Uunda was in its mind. It tossed its neck back, releasing the body and opening its mouth wide.

      Dairon let out three shots, blasting a hole through the roof. Something unsightly plopped out onto the creature’s tongue and slipped out the side of its mouth to the forest floor below. Its eyes rolled in its head, and it followed brain matter to the ground, dead.

      The Cealin’s body landed a moment later.

      A shot seared his side.

      ‘Vrok!’ Dairon threw himself out of the way of the second blast. Keral ran into the jungle and tackled Dairon’s attacker to the ground. The two males rolled, each trying to get the upper hand on the other.

      The final Cealin rounded on Dairon and raised his weapon to fire.

      Deyuul appeared from the trees, rising from his hiding spot. He hit his full height and continued rising and rising.

      One, long, insectoid leg emerged from the undergrowth and Deyuul stepped more than halfway across the clearing. He speared his clawed appendage into the horrified Cealin before he could fire his raised weapon.

      Another leg appeared next to Dairon. Deyuul swung across the distance until he was standing almost directly in front of Dairon. His final two extra limbs joined him a moment later, Deyuul hanging between them like a puppet.

      Deyuul reached down and grabbed the Cealin on top of Keral, hauling him up into the air, his enlarged muscles rippling and straining with each move.

      The Cealin’s eyes rounded in fear as he looked around him, trying to make sense of his unexpected change in orientation.

      ‘What the vrokking hell is this?’ Keral called out.

      ‘Uunda,’ Dairon said, gesturing to his friend.

      ‘We definitely need Uunda in our ranks.’ Keral shook his head. ‘That is my new mission.’ He looked at Dairon, who laughed.

      ‘I’m scanning him for intelligence,’ Deyuul said, his voice oddly toneless.

      ‘They have none, vrokking Cealin.’ Keral pushed himself off the ground.
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        * * *

      

      The emergency exit, the back door, stood in a hill a few hundred fenth from the ravine where the front entrance could be found. It was surrounded by the same dark blue and green trees Dairon noticed earlier, still covered with the same bright green moss. Deyuul keyed in the code he’d gotten from the Cealin and the door opened to reveal a clear hallway beyond. Ice blue corridors greeted them, the ceiling was white and the floor black with tracks of dried mud leading back and forth.

      ‘Anyone observing that feed?’ Keral pointed to the camera.

      ‘One,’ Deyuul said. ‘He’s seeing an empty hall.’

      Keral tried to step forward, but Deyuul stopped him.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I don’t see like you do,’ the Uunda said. He knelt. His longer appendages were back, folded into the hump of his back. ‘There is a beam of light,’ he hovered his hand around two fenth from the floor.

      Everyone stepped over the light and into the facility. Deyuul followed and the door closed behind them.

      The corridor went straight on, then turned right. About halfway up, there was a junction.

      ‘How does your leg things work?’ Keral looked at the Deyuul.

      The Uunda’s face eased. ‘They are usually in a state of desiccated suspension,’ he said. ‘When I need them, I open the arteries, and my blood is flooded with a hormone that lubricates and enlarges the cells of my muscles. The skin on my appendages hardens into a kind of chitin, which provides structural integrity.’

      ‘Hmmm, I thought you got bigger.’ Keral held his arms out at his side, indicating a bigger size.

      ‘The process makes me temporarily stronger,’ Deyuul acknowledged.

      They moved farther up the hall, towards the junction.

      ‘Makios is off the hall to the left.’ Deyuul said in a hushed tone. ‘He is the only one who hasn’t been experimented on.’

      Dairon went stiff. Beside him, Deyuul sighed.

      ‘I’m sorry, Dairon. I should have said before, but we need you to be calm.’

      ‘They’re experimenting on my sister.’ Dairon was horrified.

      ‘The Cealin in question is avoiding doing anything likely to permanently damage her.’

      ‘Is that supposed to comfort me?’ Dairon growled. He moved down the hall, away from Makios.

      ‘I’m in contact with her, Dairon. She wants us to get Makios first.’

      ‘Let me talk to her.’ He rounded on Deyuul. He had never had reason to be angry with him before, but now he found himself full of rage for the Uunda’s omission.

      ‘For a moment, while we walk,’ he said firmly.

      There was a long pause, then. ‘Dairon?’

      ‘Alethia?’ Dairon sighed with relief. ‘Where are you? Are you okay?’

      ‘In a room with Thanesh.’ Her mental voice was tired. ‘Get Makios. They’ve been buying all the human slaves, Dairon. There’s thousands being turned into Protectorate.’

      ‘I don’t understand,’

      ‘No time to explain. I’m in a lot of pain here.’

      ‘They’re changing you?’ He realised.

      ‘Everyone. Get Makios.’

      Alethia disappeared as the door in front of Deyuul opened. His mouth dropped open in shock, spurring Dairon to rush ahead and look inside.

      Makios was lying down, chained to the floor. His naked body was bruised in deep violets and dark blue, and there were burn and lash marks across his torso and back and several large, jagged gashes.

      Deyuul ran into the room. Despite the injury, Makios’s furious silver eyes followed his movements.

      Dairon followed Deyuul and pulled a small kit out of his pocket. The locks were old-style thumb imprints. He got out a small spray, highlighted the thumbprint, then with another tool used the existing print to open the locks.

      ‘How are they?’ Makios growled.

      ‘Alive,’ Dairon said, seeing the relief he felt reflected in his friend’s eyes.

      ‘Good,’ Makios said, pushing himself from the floor. ‘Now let’s kill everyone who isn’t us.’

      Dairon and Deyuul exchanged a look as Makios stalked from the room.

      When they caught up outside, Dabin was forcing the Kathen to drink water while he gave him an injection.

      ‘For the pain and a stimulant to keep you going.’ Makios nodded through gulps of water.

      ‘My clothes.’ He pointed to a door across the way.

      Dairon looked at Deyuul, silently asking if there were guards in the room. Deyuul shook his head. It took moments to fetch Makios’s pants and boots and another few moments for the Kathen to put them on.

      ‘There are over two hundred Cealin in the facility,’ Deyuul said before they continued on. ‘Most of them have found themselves needing to do things at the other end.’ He gestured in some random direction. ‘More of them are in their rooms, having lost something they can’t quite identify but desperately need.’

      ‘Vrok, Deyuul, how are you doing this?’

      Deyuul looked at him through black eyes.

      ‘I am always capable of this,’ he said, ‘but my people have strict rules against it.’ His face tensed. ‘To my people, this is a despicable violation.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Dairon said.

      ‘It is necessary,’ Deyuul answered. ‘The old guard Protectorate are on this side of the facility, along with Alethia and Thanesh. Once we’ve freed them, we can begin an all-out assault.’

      Keral nodded his agreement. ‘Sounds like a plan.’

      Deyuul took the lead as they wandered back to the main corridor and around the right-hand corner. They came to a large concourse that seemed to run most of the length of the facility. The passage was so large, the party could walk abreast if they chose, with at least double the room to spare. They were halfway down when Deyuul pointed to double doors up ahead.

      ‘You’ll find a lot of your people in here.’ Deyuul looked at Keral. ‘Yours should be the first face they see.’

      Keral stepped forward and opened the door.

      The room was a pit of darkness. A tapping noise repeated through the room, then one-by-one, line after line of lights came on in the ceiling.

      Lying in rows, strapped down to beds. Lines of tubing pumped chemicals into and carried waste out of their bodies. Hundreds, if not thousands, of naked Protectorates were restrained and unconscious.

      Dairon walked into the room behind Keral, both mouths agape.

      ‘I need help pulling all these lines out. A control panel, there.’ Keral looked at Deyuul. ‘Can you get a code?’

      Deyuul shook his head. ‘I can implant a suggestion, even a strong suggestion, in the mind of a person I’ve never met, but I can’t read their minds.’

      ‘How does that work?’ Keral grunted.

      ‘It’s like shouting into a room,’ Deyuul explained. ‘Just because people can hear me, doesn’t mean I can have a conversation with them. I need to meet them.’

      Keral frowned.

      ‘It’s an imperfect metaphor,’ Deyuul shrugged, ‘but I’m sure you get my meaning.’

      ‘How did you talk to Korren or me?’

      ‘Korren is telepathic, with powers that are growing. You are slightly telepathic, which allowed me to establish a connection.’

      Keral looked shocked as he took in the Uunda’s words. ‘Right, then,’ he said, before turning away.

      Dairon’s eyes swept across the room and landed on a shock of electric blue hair. As though pulled, he walked over to the half-Kuyon Protectorate and felt his world reorient.

      ‘Garen,’ Keral’s voice reached Dairon a moment before he did. Working quickly, Keral pulled the lines out of his arm and gathered the half-Kuyon in his arms.

      ‘Garen?’

      ‘My son,’ Keral croaked.

      Black eyes fluttered open and looked at Dairon sending a shock of awareness through him.

      My pre-bond.
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      Thanesh had been unconscious for more than a day while Kallis pumped his body full of drugs to prepare him for today’s procedure. This was the nightmare, the one that would wipe his mind and make him what Kallis wanted him to be.

      Alethia tested her manacles again. Her wrists were slender, but her hands were small. She’d lost weight lying on this bed for a week with various bags tending to the needs of her body. If she didn’t care about pain, about losing some skin, she should be able to slip her hands out.

      Checking on Thanesh, she saw the steady rise and fall of his chest. He’d lost the little colour he had in his skin, which had taken on a slight grey pallor.

      Determined not to lose him, Alethia pulled her hand against the cuff, feeling her hand slip farther out, the slickness of blood lubricating even as the metal sliced off layers of skin. She’d been at it for an hour. Ever since she’d spoken to Dairon. The promise of escape spurred her to action, and she hoped that she would be free, or they would arrive before Kallis appeared.

      The door opened and Kallis walked in. ‘It’s time.’ His voice was breathless with excitement. He smiled at Alethia, who tucked her hand under her body to hide the blood she could feel pooling there.

      He moved over to the stand next to Thanesh and hooked the new bag up. A line appeared from it and snapped out to Thanesh’s naked arm. He didn’t react to it even though Alethia knew it was painful. There were several lines hooked up to her for the procedures that were changing her from human to Protectorate. His lack of a reaction scared her.

      Kallis approached her and stroked a finger down her face before reviewing the feed on the terminal.

      ‘You’re almost ready.’ He smiled. ‘Tonight we’ll wash this grime from you when you move into my apartments,’ he whispered. ‘Our first time.’

      Alethia fixed her eyes on Thanesh, wishing Kallis would leave so she could get over to him and rip the line that was stealing him away from her.

      Kallis chuckled. ‘I want you to remember everything; that he loved you and can’t remember you.’ He looked over at Thanesh. ‘I want him to know that he’s mated to you but can’t remember you. It will be such sweet agony to watch.’

      ‘Fuck you.’ Alethia looked at Kallis. ‘Fuck you all the way to hell.’

      Eyes closing, head cocked to the side as his translator provided the meaning, Kallis smiled. ‘Hell, what an interesting concept. We have something similar, except it’s cold.’ He looked down at her, his eyes anything but cold. ‘I will fuck you and for you, it will be hell.’

      He leaned over her and took a deep breath. His grin was a dark promise. Alethia’s stomach revolted, churning and threatening to erupt. By the time she had gotten it under control, he was gone.

      Alethia pulled her hand against the restraint, looking over at Thanesh and the fluid feeding into his body. She wouldn’t let Kallis steal his life a second time.

      ‘Thanesh. Thanesh, wake up.’ No acknowledgement.

      The chemical needed a specific mass density, or so Kallis had explained. She needed to get across to him now, or she’d lose him.

      Alethia gritted her teeth and pulled her hand at the manacle. The sharp edge bit into her skin. She continued pulling, feeling the skin peel and concertina against the metal as she whimpered, swearing under her breath.

      As soon as the metal passed the meaty muscle beneath her thumb, her hand pulled free. Her legs weren’t chained. She slipped off the gurney and, one hand still cuffed, pulled her gurney across the room.

      Grabbing the tube Kallis had just placed, she yanked it out of Thanesh’s body and then started on the others.

      ‘Thanesh?’ She pulled the tubes from her own body then turned back to him.

      A hand shot out and grasped her neck. She gasped, but the air couldn’t get through her constricted throat. She looked in pale amber eyes that were filled with fear and fury.

      Touching her teeth with her tongue, she forced a noise similar to ‘Thanesh’ out of her mouth. One of her hands went to her throat and she tried to pry his fingers loose, the other went to his face. He seemed feral. Any touch might drive him deeper and prevent her from pulling him back in time to stop him, but he wasn’t responding to his name. She repeated it anyway.

      She stroked her finger over his lips gently, then snatched her hand away when his lips peeled back in a snarl to reveal his sharp fangs.

      She called to him again, but he still wasn’t responding. The edges of her vision went dark.

      Deyuul, she called out.

      ‘Alethia,’ Thanesh gasped.

      She was let go. She fell to the floor, dragging air into her lungs.

      ‘Alethia?’ She heard her name echoed; first Thanesh called to her, then Deyuul.

      ‘Alethia?’ Thanesh said, his voice alone this time and filled with panic. ‘Alethia?’

      ‘Alethia?’ Deyuul again.

      ‘I’m okay,’ she tried to answer both at the same time, but while Deyuul got the message, Thanesh was beginning to shout his frustration, pulling on his chains and making noise.

      Alethia dragged herself to her feet.

      He stilled as soon as he saw her. His eyes widened as he took her in.

      ‘I’m okay,’ she said, her voice barely there. Her throat was on fire. ‘I’m okay.’ She reached out to touch Thanesh.

      ‘Alethia—’

      ‘Help coming,’ she croaked through the pain. Thanesh watched her warily but nodded.

      Deyuul, how long?

      ‘Almost there,’ he said.

      Alethia reached out and stroked her fingers against Thanesh’s arm while he watched her as though waiting to be attacked.

      ‘It’s okay,’ she tried to reassure him. His body was stiff under her touch.

      The door opened, Deyuul entered with Makios, Dabin and a Protectorate Alethia didn’t recognise.

      The Protectorate walked over to Thanesh and stood over him.

      ‘You right?’ Thanesh looked at Alethia, his eyes unsure, then returned to the Protectorate.

      ‘I think so,’ he said.

      ‘He had a…’ Alethia’s throat hurt too much to speak. She looked at Dabin, who bumped his way around Makios and Deyuul and examined her throat.

      Alethia looked at Deyuul as Dabin went to work, taking things out of his bag to treat her.

      ‘She says he had a bit of a squiffy moment when he woke up, but he came back to himself quickly.’

      ‘Squiffy moment?’ the Protectorate asked.

      ‘A human term her mother used to use.’ Deyuul’s face relaxed at Alethia, and she smiled back.

      The Protectorate set something to the manacles on Thanesh’s wrists. Alethia recognised it as a device similar to one Dairon had.

      ‘It is Dairon’s,’ Deyuul said. ‘He loaned it to Keral.’

      ‘This is already healing,’ Dabin said, standing from his crouch. He pressed a medspray to her throat, she heard the hiss as it entered through her skin, leaving a small, stinging trail in its path. ‘This will help with the pain and bring down the swelling, but I think you’ll have your voice back in a few hours.’

      Alethia let out a small breath of relief. She needed to talk to Thanesh; she didn’t like the unsure, self-recriminatory looks he was giving her.

      ‘In the meantime, don’t talk.’

      Alethia nodded.

      Next, he turned his attention to her hand, drawing in a hissed breath when he saw the damage. Working gently, he moved the skin around, putting it back into place and cleaned her hand before covering it in a waterproof wrap that would speed healing.

      She wanted to take Thanesh aside and tell him about the treatment he had been receiving before she woke him, but everyone in the room was moving to leave. They were in the middle of an enemy facility, surrounded by guards and scientists. Perhaps now wasn’t the time for a heart-to-heart.

      She grabbed him by the hand and pulled on it. Reluctantly, he faced her, and she gave him an enquiring look.

      ‘We’ll talk when…’ His eyes moved to her throat. ‘When you can.’ He turned.

      ‘Anyone think to bring me clothes?’ He gestured down to the loose, short cut pants he was wearing. Keral shook his head.

      ‘I think your female prefers you like this,’ Keral said, winking at Alethia. She flushed and repressed an agreeing nod. Thanesh glanced at her, guilt still on his face. She reached out to him. He flinched, then walked away.

      ‘Lot going on in his head right now.’ Keral’s voice was quiet.

      ‘Not. His. Fault.’

      Dabin gave her a sharp look, she shrugged, unrepentant.

      ‘The first time we woke up here, we killed everyone that were not us.’ Keral’s face took on a haunted look. ‘We will never know how many of them were like us, experiments that were in our way. We were not all.’ He tapped his head. ‘The rage were.’ He shook his head.

      Alethia understood. Thanesh wasn’t just afraid he might have killed her. He was also reminded of the people he had already killed here.

      They’d been mostly unconscious for the last few days. Alethia believed Kallis arranged it that way to prolong the pain that would come after if he were to get his way and take Thanesh’s memory. They hadn’t been able to talk at all. Alethia hadn’t known until now that he was carrying so much guilt from his first awakening.
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        * * *

      

      Alethia watched as, In small increments, Deyuul nudged the facility guard until they were all in the same area. They freed the Protectorate and left the remaining subjects asleep. Dabin found stimulants in a storeroom and administered them to the Protectorate the Cealin kidnapped. They were awake and eager for revenge, apart from one, a friend of Thanesh’s and the captain of the Calaia’s sister ship, whose memory was taken already.

      Kayvan woke up enraged and Thanesh calmed him. After, Dabin gave him a sedative to let him rest and two guards were left behind to guard him.

      When she tried to approach him, Thanesh flinched and walked away. It hurt like hell, but it wasn’t about her; he had an old pain to work through.

      Korren’s eyes were already on the door when they found him, an expectant look on his face. Deyuul entered ahead of everyone else.

      ‘I agree with Keral. We need Uunda.’

      ‘It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Korren,’ Deyuul said. Korren nodded in response.

      ‘You too.’

      Keral entered behind with Thanesh following.

      ‘Sir,’ Korren perked up.

      ‘He did not bleach the colour from you then,’ Keral said when Thanesh didn’t respond.

      ‘He talked about it.’ Korren’s eyes were still on Thanesh, then skipped to Alethia as she followed him into the room. ‘Apparently, Inadiine skin is harder to get rid of than that.’

      ‘It’s awful that he’d try,’ Alethia said, unable to stop the words coming from her mouth.

      ‘I suppose he liked you,’ Korren said. Deyuul was joined by Keral, and they set to unchaining him.

      ‘Too much,’ Thanesh growled.

      Alethia looked at him. He still wasn’t looking at her.

      ‘We need to decide what we are doing next,’ Keral said, ‘about the female.’

      Alethia turned to Keral. This being silent thing was seriously beginning to piss her off.

      ‘Do not be offended. But unless you are a fighter, you should stay somewhere safe until the fighting is over.’

      ‘Where safe?’ she croaked. Behind her, Dabin growled his disapproval.

      ‘I do not like the idea of leaving her behind,’ Thanesh said, still avoiding her gaze.

      ‘She’ll be vulnerable everywhere,’ Dairon called into the room from the corridor.

      Not him too!

      ‘I can keep people away from her,’ Deyuul said, releasing the last chain.

      ‘No, we need you concentrating on the soldiers,’ Keral said

      ‘Would this be a bad time to tell you that Kallis has made himself resistant to psychic ability?’ Korren was standing now.

      ‘Can you sense him?’ Thanesh looked at both Korren and Deyuul.

      Korren shook his head. ‘I never have, even when he’s standing next to me.’

      ‘Deyuul?’ Keral asked.

      Deyuul stood silently for a while, then shook his head.

      ‘Difficult to tell without having met him. I can sense thoughts, nudge minds, but I can’t remote detect who someone is unless they’re giving me that information or I already know them.’

      Thanesh shook his head and looked at Alethia. ‘I am not leaving you behind,’ he promised.

      She nodded and smiled at him. The guilty look was still there, but it softened at her smile.

      ‘She can stay with me,’ Dabin said. ‘Anyone comes near her and I’ll protect her.’

      ‘And I’ll stay next to her,’ Deyuul added. ‘If things get bad, I’ll remove her from the situation.’

      Thanesh frowned at him. ‘How are you better at that than I am?’

      Deyuul unfolded his legs and, restricted by the ceiling, stood to something close to his full height. ‘My limbs are designed for climbing sheer cliff walls,’ he said. ‘They are my people’s natural habitat.’

      Thanesh nodded and looked at Keral and Korren.

      ‘We need Uunda,’ he said, then looked back at Deyuul. ‘You will have to tell us who to get in touch with to negotiate membership in exchange for troops.’

      Deyuul looked shocked. ‘My people have been looking at joining for some time,’ he said. He lowered himself to his bipedal legs and folded his extra limbs away. It was strange to watch them shrink and change colour, darkening from the medium blue they were before, to a darker blue until they were folded into a hump on his back. ‘We never thought we might be the resource we had to offer you.’

      ‘After this rote, you definitely are,’ Thanesh said.
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        * * *

      

      All of the soldiers had been ‘nudged’ into believing they were attending a mass meeting. The scientists were in attendance, and anyone who questioned it suddenly found themselves bombarded with weird thoughts until submitting to the meeting was the only thing that made sense.

      The toll on Deyuul’s conscience was becoming visible. The more he was asked or made himself do, the less he spoke, and the grimmer the lines of his face became. He was, to his own mind, committing unspeakable acts. Alethia knew she couldn’t take the guilt away; all she could do was remind him of the lives he saved instead. She made him acknowledge each person as they unchained them and pointed out that the Cealin couldn’t want them for anything good. Still, his guilt weighed on him, but he took her hand and squeezed it in gratitude as she, Deyuul and Dabin manoeuvred to the back of their group. Four Protectorate followed, assigned to help keep her safe.

      Using the intelligence of a Cealin they’d come across outside, Deyuul led them to a weapons cache. They took every weapon and charge. There were hundreds of soldiers, but thousands of them. That wasn’t including the rooms full of thousands of humans Kallis was changing, men, women and even children. There were more he’d already changed before putting them into cryo-storage. He’d been buying up humans from across every system for years.

      Thanesh split his people into five groups. They would breach the hall from the five entry points, flanking the Cealin and taking the advantage from the beginning. Makios and Dairon were going into the room as well, and each had been assigned a group.

      When Alethia protested about Dairon, through Deyuul, Dairon made it clear that while he appreciated her concern, he was going into the hall and wasn’t looking for her permission. Alethia was pissed. She was hurt, but mostly she just wanted to protect her little brother. The idea of protecting someone a foot taller and much stronger than she was was ridiculous. Yet still, there was a part of Alethia that would always see the chubby toddler, the playful child, or the eight-year-old as she held him over their parents’ grave.
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        * * *

      

      She walked away. Thanesh blanked out everything but the image of her as she left, looking over her shoulder, smiling, encouraging, forgiving. He didn’t deserve her, but that didn’t mean he was going to give her back, she was his because he was hers; there was no other way for this to end.

      She stood in the back of the group, Deyuul at her back, Dabin, an armoured Zenin of all things, at her front and four of his brothers protecting her. When he was sure she would be out of the way, safe, then he turned to the doors in front of him and concentrated on the rage of finding himself back in this hell.

      Deyuul, we are ready to go. You call it. The Uunda was a find. He wanted more.

      On my mark, the males around him stiffened as the Uunda’s voice sounded inside their heads, go.

      Two Protectorate pulled the set of double doors open and Thanesh led the surge into the room.

      The Cealin turned, stunned faces, blank expressions. Males standing on a stage in front of them, too shocked to move.

      Thanesh and his brothers spread out.

      There were five entrances to the room, one on either side of the stage and one on each side and one at the back. Thanesh had them all.

      Death would only come if the Cealin tried to fight. Thanesh wanted witnesses to bring to the IGC. It would support his case for membership and they would sanction Cealis in return.

      Energy weapons and blades appeared. It was a foolish decision.

      ‘Fire,’ Thanesh called out. He heard Deyuul repeat the order and the room descended into chaos.
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        * * *

      

      It was hard to hear over the noise coming from the hall. It wasn’t just the noise of weapons fire. It was the cries and screams as well. The sounds were going through Alethia like the impact of ammunition. These people were her enemy. But listening to them die was horrible.

      ‘We have to get her out of here,’ Deyuul said.

      ‘Thanesh said to keep her here.’ One of the pale Protectorate answered. Though he was watching Alethia with concern.

      ‘Around the corner,’ Deyuul said, grabbing hold of her and carrying her. ‘Just to dim the sounds a bit, Thanesh will understand.’

      ‘Fine,’ the Protectorate snapped following them.

      They walked up the long hall, the sounds of slaughter dimming with each footstep.

      ‘Just another minute, little human,’ Deyuul murmured. ‘Most of them are surrendering.’

      They turned the corner and Kallis came into view, a sinister grin on his face.

      ‘Stop,’ Alethia called out, though she could tell it was already too late.

      A force hit them all at once, and everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      It was a bloodbath. It was a slaughter. The Cealin never stood a chance, yet they fought anyway. Thanesh almost admired them, except that every male and female here knew about the experiments and were here anyway.

      Such disregard for his people could not go unanswered.

      When the room they were in was thick with bodies, the last of the Cealin knelt to the floor and surrendered.

      ‘Cease fire.’

      Thanesh would kill no one else unless they forced him to. He had killed enough people on this accursed planet. This place brought out a monster in him and he wanted to be the male Alethia needed him to be.

      ‘Korren.’ His second-in-command looked at him. ‘Secure them, I’ve had enough of this hellhole.’

      ‘Thanesh, I am going to check on the new test subjects,’ Keral called as he walked to one of the far doors.

      Thanesh looked at his friend and nodded.

      ‘Get to your female,’ Keral nodded towards the door. ‘She needs you.’

      Thanesh could feel the tension drain from him as soon as he turned to the door. It returned when he stepped into the hall and no one was there. He spotted a foot, toe upturned, at the end of the hall and ran towards it thoughtlessly shouting out for her as he approached.

      Deyuul, Dabin and his brothers lay on the floor unconscious. There was no sign of Alethia.

      ‘Korren,’ he yelled as loud as he could. He felt something, like cold oil trickling inside his brain.

      ‘On my way.’

      ‘Korren, what the—’

      ‘And it’s Kallis who has her,’ Korren’s voice poured into his mind.

      ‘Alethia—’

      ‘I know. Go, we’re coming.’

      Thanesh ran, heading to the docking bay far across the facility. How long a head start did Kallis have? How long ago did he take her? His lungs were burning by the time he reached the bay, Korren and more brothers right behind him.

      The ship had rolled out onto the launch lip beyond, the engines powering up. Thanesh ran, his powerful legs still not fast enough to reach them in time before it lifted off. He continued running until he came to the edge of the lip and stared after the exhaust lights as the ship carried Kallis and his Alethia into the atmosphere.
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      Bright lights penetrated through her closed lids. She felt like the light would bleed her sight away with that thin, fragile layer of protection. Alethia lifted a heavy arm and threw it over her eyes, moaning.

      ‘Ah, you’re awake.’

      She opened her eyes and looked around. She was on the bridge of an unfamiliar ship surrounded by pale ice blues and silvers. Kallis almost blended into the aesthetic of it. He was sitting in the pilot’s chair, and Alethia was in the seat next to him, her hands strapped to the armrests. She moved her legs and felt resistance from a strap around her ankles.

      ‘I had planned on making you my empress,’ he said, pressing buttons and avoiding her eyes. ‘You’ll just have to settle for being my whore for a few solars.’ A fire lit in Kallis’s eyes. His lip curled into a sneer. ‘Thankfully, I have friends who will protect me during my inevitable exile.’ He looked at her. ‘The king does not take failure well, and we’re an awfully long-lived species.’

      ‘Why didn’t you sound the alarm?’

      Kallis scoffed. ‘Do you think I wouldn’t have had I known your friends were there?’ His whole body went tense. ‘I didn’t realise what was happening until I went to fetch you. You should be chained to my bed right now.’ He stood from his chair in a quick movement and leaned over her. His tone went from rage to heat. ‘I had such plans for you tonight. I still do. But they shall have to wait until we reach our destination.’ Kallis fell back into his seat. ‘Doubtless, Thanesh is following.’

      ‘Well, at least by the time my allies and I are ready to take control of Thanesh and his people, they’ll have a few more planets in their little Protectorate. All those lines of Protectorate space.’ Kallis laughed. ‘The fool’s building me my empire without realising it.’

      ‘What allies?’

      ‘Ah.’ Kallis grinned again. ‘My Bentari and Fedhith friends. You’ll meet them soon enough. They’re going to like you.’
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the ship was out of sight, Thanesh returned to the bay. The same bay he and his brothers left from three hundred solars earlier.

      Three Cealin ships stood on pads within the white bay. His males were already boarding one of them, Korren pre-empting his every move.

      Thanesh joined them on the ship, the doors sliding closed behind them. He made his way through and saw Dairon sitting in a seating area near the back of the vessel with Makios.

      ‘Thanesh?’ Dairon’s black eyes were wide with fear.

      ‘We are getting her back,’ he promised as he walked by them and onto the small bridge.

      ‘There’s a Cealin ship in orbit,’ Korren said from the navigator’s seat. His eyes were closed. ‘The captain’s trying to contact the surface, but…’

      ‘Can you do anything about them?’ This new ability was proving handy.

      Korren frowned. ‘I think so,’ he said. ‘Deyuul’s better. He’s soft, fingerprints. I’m more like blunt force trauma but…’ Korren licked his lips ‘…I think so.’

      Thanesh sat down and strapped himself in as Jarit taxied them out to the launch pad. A moment later they were taking off into the bright azure sky.

      The ship broke the atmosphere.

      ‘We are being contacted,’ Jarit said from the pilot’s seat. ‘They are demanding a security code.’

      ‘Korren?’

      ‘I…’ He licked his lips. ‘There’s nothing. I don’t know what I’m doing,’ he finally admitted.

      ‘Can you try contacting Deyuul?’

      ‘Erm,’ Korren swallowed. ‘I don’t…’ Korren opened his eyes. ‘I can’t. It was all Deyuul.’ Korren’s face was panic-stricken. ‘I don’t know enough about any of this. I’m sorry, sir.’

      ‘They are hailing us again,’ Jarit said, his voice had taken on a tone of urgency.

      Thanesh knelt in front of his second-in-command, taking deep breaths to calm the nerves that wanted to reach out across lightsolars and pull Alethia into the safety of his arms.

      ‘Can you try getting the code?’

      Korren’s eyes widened in surprise, and he nodded. ‘Put me on the comm,’ Korren said, getting up and crossing the bridge to Jarit. Jarit slipped his headset off and handed it to Korren.

      Thanesh heard an insistent voice as the headset traversed the small distance between the two males. As soon as it was in place, Korren closed his eyes. He stilled and listened for a few seconds before a small smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

      ‘Apologies, Admiral,’ he said. His voice was smoother than usual, and he had affected a slightly higher pitch. ‘There was a small technical glitch with the comm. The issue is repaired. The word you’re looking for is Inthaluvus.’

      The voice on the other end of the comm went silent for a moment before resuming talking.

      ‘Absolutely,’ Korren said with the same affectation. ‘As soon as we dock. You have my word.’

      Korren ripped the headset off and pressed a button on the control panel.

      ‘Get us to FTL,’ he said. ‘Deyuul’s woken up. I’ve explained the situation, and he’s going to take care of the ship.’

      Thanesh felt relief rush over him.

      ‘Can we track them?’ Thanesh slipped back into the co-pilot’s seat and strapped himself in.

      ‘Had them since I sat down,’ Jarit said. his hands danced over the panel, lights lit up in their wake. ‘It is a good job you implanted that tracker in her. Brace,’ he announced on the ships comm. A moment later the stars ripped across the viewscreen.

      That injection. That one injection he’d almost not given her because of the fear on her face. Thank vrok he’d ignored that impulse.

      ‘Give me the comm,’ Thanesh held out his hand. ‘I have calls to make.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘I should have stayed with her.’ Dairon felt the words leave his mouth. He had been keeping them back since Korren called out for him.

      ‘We both should have.’ Makios’s voice was shaky. ‘I was so angry at the vrokking Cealin—I didn’t think about Alethia and how vulnerable she is.’

      Makios turned and punched the bulkhead.

      ‘Vrokking piece of Cealin durv,’ he yelled.

      ‘Makios, for vrok’s sake, calm down.’ Dairon unstrapped himself and bent over Makios. ‘Give me your vrokking hand, vashni.’

      ‘She was free,’ Makios whispered.

      Dairon frowned, not really taking in his words. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Thanesh bought her and freed her,’ Makios said.

      Dairon froze as the words penetrated his anger and brought understanding. For the first time in her life, Alethia was a free woman.

      Many times, Dairon had considered contacting the Huan that owned his mother to find the male who had bought her and do the same thing. The genuine worry that he might refuse to sell her and instead use Dairon to track Alethia down had always prevented him. He had dreamed how happy his sister would be to read that document.

      ‘What if we don’t find her?’ Makios whispered.

      Seeing the Kathen without hope shook his own. Makios was a well-spring of hope. Whatever the Cealin had done to him had dimmed him somehow.

      Dairon shook the fear. He looked up into the Kathen’s eyes stricken with grief and guilt.

      ‘We’re going to find her,’ he promised.

      Makios watched him for a moment, waiting for doubt to break the façade of confidence Dairon had forced onto his face. Finally, he nodded, but the uncertainty, grief and guilt were still firmly in place.

      Dairon opened his mouth to speak.

      ‘Excuse me.’

      Dairon turned and saw the half-Kuyon Protectorate standing in front of him. He felt a tug, a reorienting as he looked into his black on black eyes.

      ‘You were there when I woke up?’ the half-Kuyon said.

      Dairon nodded and offered him his hand in his mother’s custom. ‘Yes, Dairon.’

      ‘Garen,’ the other male said, before holding his hand out. Dairon took it in his own and felt a spark jump between the two of them. His fathers had mentioned this when Dairon asked them how they met. The stronger the spark, the more compatible the bond. Dairon shook his hand out and was pleased to see Garen doing the same.

      ‘I wanted to thank you for helping rescue me.’ Garen swallowed. ‘My father told me of that place, I cannot believe I have experienced it myself.’

      ‘It was my fathers who were Kuyon.’ Dairon almost kicked himself. Now was not the time. The thought was made worse when Garen’s face clouded over. He took half a step back.

      ‘Thanks,’ he said before walking away.

      ‘Garen…’

      ‘Nice talking to you,’ the Protectorate said. ‘I must help prepare.’

      Dairon sat down.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Makios nudged his arm.

      ‘I didn’t know it was possible to fuck up so much on one day,’ he whispered.

      Beside him, Makios leaned against the bulkhead, closed his eyes and sighed. ‘It’s funny; personality-wise, you’re all Adanith. I thought you’d be smooth like him when you met your pre-bond. Turns out in this, you’re definitely Teyrin,’ Makios smiled.

      ‘I hope there’s a fight when we get to where we’re going,’ Dairon shook his head. ‘I need to punch someone.’

      ‘There’s Adanith,’ Makios chuckled mirthlessly.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You found them on Teralis?’ Captain Naradai seemed angry.

      ‘Yes, as well as human,’ Thanesh confirmed.

      ‘Unfortunately, the humans don’t count to the IGC but we can get their cooperation for the sake of your half-Inadiine, Weyilan and Kuyon crewmen.’

      Thanesh nodded his thanks.

      The Cealin were members of the IGC. That meant they were not allowed to harm fellow members. More and more, it was becoming imperative for him to claim a planet, build it up and apply for membership.

      ‘They are no longer human,’ Thanesh said. The vrokking IGC and their rules. ‘They are Protectorate now. The results of the same experiments my people were subjected to three hundred solars ago.’

      The captain’s eyes widened, the whites standing out against the darker grey of his Adalan skin.

      ‘Then your base species was human?’

      Thanesh nodded. ‘The Cealin who experimented on us confirmed it. I am sending our heading,’ Thanesh passed the information via the open comm.

      ‘We have another ship in the area. We’ll both be there in a few hours. There’s also a Seliika ship nearby, and we rendezvoused with them last rote. Would you like us to contact them on your behalf?’

      Thanesh nodded again.

      ‘We’ll see you in a few hours,’ Naradai said before the screen returned to the black of space.

      Naradai had taken a video statement and was sending it to the IGC in support of their passing into Cealin space. Teralis was a short distance by FTL from the border between the two territories, a fact Thanesh would be forever grateful for.

      When they left Teralis three hundred solars ago, they chose a random direction and struck out. They wandered into Amaran space and were picked up shortly after. That fact dictated the rest of their future and saved them from predation by other, less friendly species. That alliance helped his people build a foundation, upon which they built the Protectorate. Thanesh would be forever grateful to the original Ilan he had met all those centuries ago, as well as every other Ilan he had called ‘friend’ through their brief, human-like life spans.

      Alethia’s face appeared unbidden in his mind, and every nerve in his body screamed for him to reach her, find her, keep her safe. If his anger had been a fuel, they would have reached her by now. He looked forward to wrapping his fingers around the slender Cealin’s neck and feeling it snap.

      ‘Sir.’ Jarit flicked a switch. The screen came to life.

      The Ivoresh from Makios’s crew appeared on the screen. Her face was grim, set into determined lines.

      ‘Protectorate. We’re coming up right behind you. I thought you might like a stealth ship to help get Alethia back.’

      Thanesh frowned in confusion, then remembered the conversation he had with Keral rotes before.

      ‘The Erathan?’

      The Ivoresh nodded.

      ‘Where are you?’

      The Ivoresh smiled. ‘Erathan’s are quick. We’re on your wake, ready to dock when you are.’

      It would mean dropping out of FTL. It would mean giving Kallis a lead. It would also mean closing that lead quicker.

      Jarit was waiting for Thanesh’s signal. He gave it with a single jerk of his chin, and the ship fell out of FTL. The Ivoresh, watching for the command, dropped from FTL at the same time.

      ‘Thank you,’ he croaked.

      ‘No need. We all love Alethia here. She’s like a sister to me. A pale, soft-skinned, tiny little sister.’ There were lines of tension around the small smile of humour in the Ivoresh’s face. Thanesh understood why Alethia considered this crew her family.

      ‘Let Naradai know,’ Thanesh commanded as he stood.

      Jarit nodded.

      Thanesh walked into the compartment behind the bridge. Dairon and Makios stood to greet him as he entered.

      ‘Already?’

      Thanesh shook his head.

      ‘Then why have we stopped?’ Dairon’s voice was high with panic.

      Thanesh pointed at Makios. ‘Because your crew just arrived,’ he pointed to Dairon. ‘On your ship.’

      A deep, straining breath was released from the half-Kuyon, half-human. ‘Thank fuck,’ he hissed.

      Docking only took a few moments. Thanesh looked at Dairon, his eyebrow arched, asking the obvious question.

      Dairon shrugged.

      ‘Smugglers have to move fast. The quicker the docking procedure, the quicker you can be on your way and the less chance of being caught.’

      ‘So, you are a smuggler.’

      Dairon grinned.

      ‘No, he’s not.’ Makios shook his head. ‘He just knows some smugglers who like to work quickly in passing freed slaves to him.’

      Dairon’s grin faded.

      ‘Good,’ Thanesh said, waiting for the seal to secure so they could pass through to the other ship. ‘I am about to claim your world as my homeworld and your sister as my mate.’ The words heightened his awareness of the lack of Alethia at his side. ‘I cannot have the brother of the mate of the leader of the Tessan Protectorate being a smuggler.’ He looked at Dairon. ‘From this point on, you are completely legitimate. But do not worry, I have more than enough roles for you in our new world.’

      Dairon was staring at him, mouth agape. Emotion clouded his features and he swallowed hard.

      ‘Tessa was my mother’s name,’ he whispered.

      ‘I know.’

      The doors opened and Thanesh led the way onto the Erathan.

      The other door opened and he saw the Ivoresh and a haggard Uunda, leaning heavily against the wall at his side.

      ‘You look like hell.’

      ‘You would as well if you’d had a citon charge blast through you.’ His voice was ragged, his words slurred. ‘It’s a good job I was holding Alethia, or she wouldn’t have made it.’

      ‘I do not believe Kallis would have used it if it could hurt her.’ Thanesh turned and allowed space for Dairon, Makios, Keral and Korren to enter the ship ahead of him. Once everyone was on board, the ships separated. Dairon led the way to the bridge and slipped into the pilot’s chair.

      ‘Vella, stop readjusting my chair,’ he said, slipping the seat closer to the panel.

      ‘What was I supposed to do, fly the damn thing hunched up in that little space?’

      Dairon’s voice was broadcast throughout the ship. ‘Everyone brace.’

      Thanesh grabbed a handhold on the ceiling of the bridge.

      A few moments later, static stars streaked as the ship hit FTL. Thanesh felt a moment of inertia before everything returned to normal.

      ‘That was quick.’ Thanesh nodded his approval.

      Dairon looked at him.

      ‘I was born on Tessa.’ Dairon grinned. ‘But I grew up on this ship. No one knows it like me. ‘Cept maybe Alethia.’ He conceded after a moment. Something in Dairon deflated.

      ‘We are getting her back.’ Thanesh felt the conviction in his bones. He did not find her just to lose her. He would not let that be their story.

      ‘Let me show you something.’ Vella headed towards one of the control panels. Thanesh followed her.

      Vella handled the controls like a female intimately familiar with the ship. She tapped a file and opened it.

      Thanesh took in the information and pulled in a hissed breath.

      ‘And this is accurate?’ The Ivoresh nodded. Her small horns bobbed. The teal of her scales reflecting the light from the panel.

      ‘Deyuul got a crew member to send over the specs for the ship before another one sabotaged it.’

      Thanesh brought up the comm and opened a call to Jarit on the Cealin ship.

      ‘I am sending you something. I need you to comm it over to Naradai.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’ There was a pause and a hiss. ‘Is this right?’

      Thanesh nodded confirmation. ‘The IGC will want that.’

      ‘What were they doing, sir?’

      ‘Were? Are. I think the Cealin are planning on expanding their empire.’ Using the Protectorate as their foot soldiers. Thanesh unclenched his hands, feeling his sharp claws ease out of his flesh.
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      Kallis droned on for several hours after Alethia had stopped listening. He’d been ranting about having to leave Teralis, having to start again, having to go on the run. His head seemed to be in so many places that he was reeling to catch up. One moment he was blaming Thanesh for Kallis unchaining him three hundred solars before. The next moment, it was the King’s fault for not having more faith in him. He blamed the general he planned on killing all those solars ago, then the current head of the Cealin army for giving him the authority to run the facility. He held Alethia responsible for distracting him, then her family for coming to get her.

      During his rant, the only person Kallis didn’t blame was himself. He seemed to think that every action he had made was perfect. It was other people who let him down. He was blameless; the universe was wrong and instead of handing him his proper place, it kept moving the posts.

      Alethia believed Kallis didn’t understand the simple concept that other people had wills of their own. Desires, including freedom, that were ingrained in even the simplest creatures.

      Finally, the Cealin fell silent.

      ‘Perhaps you should never have done the experiments in the first place?’

      ‘You should be happy I took the males of your world, or you wouldn’t have met Thanesh,’ he hissed at her. ‘Or your world wouldn’t have defences that have held the Bentari and Fedhith back for centuries.’

      Kallis turned back to the controls, his face contorted with the rage he’d been steadily working himself up to for the last few hours. When he turned towards her once more, Alethia regretted opening her mouth.

      ‘Ungrateful whore,’ he snarled. He was unclipped and on his feet a moment later, moving towards her.

      Alethia shrank back in her seat, watching the furious face of the Cealin fill her vision.

      Behind him, the screen lit up and another Cealin face appeared.

      ‘General Kallis,’ the male said. He was talking to Kallis, but his eyes were on Alethia.

      Kallis’s eyes widened before he masked his surprise and turned to face the screen. Only when Kallis was looking at the screen did the Cealin’s eyes move from Alethia.

      Kallis gasped. ‘Prince Devorak?’

      The male nodded. ‘I just came from a very disturbing com from the IGC,’ the young Prince said. His face was hard, his eyes flickered to Alethia. ‘I believed these experiments were long done with after your last failure.’

      ‘Your father gave me another chance.’

      The Prince waved his hand dismissively. ‘My father is very ill. Decisions are to be brought to me until he is well again. My decision is that these experiments come to an end.’ The Prince leaned closer to the screen. ‘Now.’

      Alethia looked at the young Prince. She believed he was young, though it was hard to tell. Kallis looked young, but he was over three hundred solars old.

      Kallis had gone quiet, but his whole body was shaking. ‘Of course, my Prince,’ he said finally and nodded.

      ‘Good.’ The Prince sat back. ‘You will dock with us and transfer the female and yourself to my custody.’

      ‘Immediately, my Prince.’

      Alethia tensed. Kallis was saying all the right words, but his manner, his body-language was throwing off defiance and rage. He had no intention of giving himself in.

      The Prince’s eyes hardened. ‘Now,’ he said, his tone clipped, his voice full of anger.

      The ship jolted.

      Alethia was thrown roughly to one side of her chair, her arm almost wrenched where it was strapped to the armrest.

      ‘I’m going to destroy your family,’ Kallis hissed at the screen.

      ‘Give up, Kallis. There’s nowhere for you to go.’ The Prince seemed utterly unconcerned with Kallis’s threat.

      ‘Vrok you and your whole family.’ Kallis slammed his hand down on the control console and turned to Alethia. His white skin had taken on a light lilac tone. His face was contorted with rage, his lips twisting into an ugly sneer.

      He bent over her and pulled the straps, securing her to the chair.

      Alethia clasped her hands together and swung them hard into Kallis’s nose. Violet blood exploded across his face; he staggered back from her.

      She pushed herself from the chair and ran to the door which opened in a swish.

      ‘Computer, lead me to the escape pods,’ Alethia shouted.

      Above her, the lights flickered then blinked off and on. The lights to her left followed, blinking on and off in a rhythm she was clearly meant to follow.

      Alethia ran. She was barely around the corner when she heard the door to the bridge swish open again.

      ‘Alethia.’ Kallis’s voice was full of rage.

      Alethia picked up her pace. She followed the lights through the white corridors of the ship until, turning a corner, she saw the blinking stop abruptly. She ran to where they ceased and found an escape pod.

      Hands grabbed her from behind. ‘So, you are a whore.’

      He picked her up and threw her to the floor, her head hitting it with a resounding thud. Everything went black. She came around with Kallis’s hand around her throat. She tried to pull air into burning lungs and felt herself lifted bodily from the ground. Another swish, of doors opening, was followed by the sensation of being carried.

      The escape pod was dark. Alethia’s eyes moved around wildly as she tried to focus, but she was unable to take anything in. Light flickered on and blinded her.

      She was pushed into a seat. Looking into Kallis’s face, she saw with satisfaction that the bottom half was covered in violet blood.

      Kallis pulled at the straps. Alethia threw her weight against them and pushed Kallis off balance. He stepped away and quickly launched himself back into the space between them. He raised his hand and swung it across her cheek. The slap reverberated dully around the small pod and snapped Alethia’s head back. Her vision exploded into pure white before the white faded and the room came back into focus. When it did, Alethia was strapped down.

      The huge eyes of Kallis filled her vision. They were filled with rage. Purple and black bruising was appearing around his eyes and nose.

      ‘I like pain. Receiving and inflicting.’ His words twisted her stomach. She’d never have believed she’d want the Cealin government to get a hold of her before. Now all her hopes were on the Prince and his ship.

      He turned and hit the button to close the door and start the release sequence. The doors closed, but the release sequence failed to activate.

      Kallis hit the button again, then again, yet still nothing happened. He looked at the door with disbelief on his face.

      ‘What’s…’ He glanced at Alethia.

      She watched him quietly. Kallis was a rabid dog; he was more of a danger now than he was before.

      A hard thud rocked the ship and pod, then it all went still. Alethia recognised a docking umbilical making connection. From the look on Kallis’s face, so did he.
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      Alethia was convinced she would find herself with a weapon to her head while Kallis demanded a ship, though she doubted the Cealin would care about her as a hostage. Kallis seemed to have come to the same conclusion. Instead, he gave himself up without a fight.

      They were led aboard the larger Cealin vessel and were halfway to the cells when a message came through and Alethia was brought to a lavish guest room.

      Everything on the Cealin ship was some shade of white, mixed with silvers and subtle, almost wintry shades of colour. Ice blues, cold purples. It looked like what her mother had described to her as a ‘winter wonderland’.

      The suite was divided into a central living area which had two large sofas that faced each other across a massive, low-lying table. There were two more seating areas arranged in small intimate corners. All of the furniture and the thick carpeting under her bare feet were white.

      There were two bedrooms, and Alethia walked into the largest. This was more of the same, though the bed was large even compared to Thanesh’s, which is the largest she had seen until this point. There was a smaller seating area next to a viewscreen which showed a snow-covered world with black plant life. In the background, a black and white, thickly furred creature stalked through sparse underbrush. Looking back at the room, Alethia saw a huge bathroom. Inside was a sunken bath. Steam rose.

      She moaned with want. She didn’t trust that she was safe here, but she wanted that bath more than almost anything.

      What little clothing Alethia was wearing when Kallis took her was covered in dirt, sweat and violet blood. She looked at Kallis’s blood with pride before stripping them off, dropping them on the floor, closing the bathroom doors and stepping down into the bath. She floated in the water, feeling it lap against her skin, taking the grime, sweat and blood of the last few days from her. While she’d been in the bath, someone had been inside the suite and replaced her ruined clothes with other garments. She picked up the smooth white dress, noting the sheen of ice-blue that reflected under the white lights of the room.

      She slipped the dress on. It was at once too big, draping on the floor, and too small at the waist. Were these females insects with the tiny waists? The shoes were pointless, being much too big, and there was some kind of fur thing which she refused to deal with after struggling to find out what it was for several minutes.

      As she walked into the main room, the doors to the suite opened and Prince Devorak walked in.

      He stopped when he saw her, his eyes travelling down and back up her body. ‘You look like you belong here,’ he smiled.

      ‘I don’t,’ she snapped quickly, wanting to make her position clear.

      The Prince walked farther into the room. ‘Of course not. Don’t worry. I’m going to return you to the High-Protector.’

      ‘You’ve spoken to Thanesh?’ She could hear hope in her voice.

      ‘I’ve sent a message with a rendezvous.’ Prince Devorak stopped in front of her, his eyes searching her face. ‘He hasn’t responded, but for you, I don’t doubt he’ll be there.

      Do you like the clothes?’ He looked her over with an appraising look. It reminded Alethia of the Fedhith slaver.

      ‘Not particularly,’ Alethia scowled, imagining her mother’s shocked gasp at her tone. ‘They don’t really fit. But thank you for trying.’

      The Prince nodded. ‘What is your name?’ he asked. ‘Kallis will only refer to you as ‘mine.’ I don’t think you want to be called that?’

      ‘Alethia Wilkinson. Alethia.’

      ‘Alethia.’ He bowed. ‘You may call me Devorak.’ He glanced down her body.  ‘Cealin females are taller, skinnier.’ When his eyes met hers, they were full of heat. ‘I find I prefer your soft, delicate beauty. Would you like a drink? It will be a while before we reach the rendezvous.’

      ‘I wouldn’t say no to water, or tea if you have it.’

      ‘Tea?’ Devorak’s head tilted. ‘I don’t know what that is. We don’t seem to have an alternative for my translator.’ He tapped his mastoid bone where the chips were transplanted. ‘We do have a nice drink called Palla. It’s a heated fruit drink?’

      Alethia nodded. ‘That’s what my mother would have considered a kind of tea,’ she said.

      ‘Ah. Something we have in common then.’ Devorak walked to the wall and touched a button on the only black thing in the room. It was a small screen Alethia hadn’t paid any attention to before.

      ‘Two glasses of hot Palla,’ he said. He turned back to her. ‘Palla is very rare on my world. Our climate is freezing. We don’t grow much there.’

      ‘How did you evolve on a planet where much doesn’t grow?’

      ‘Excellent question,’ Devorak said, seemingly genuinely delighted in her interest, ‘and to answer it simply, we didn’t. Cealis was the second habitable planet in our system. My ancestors managed to destroy the planet we evolved on. It’s still there.’ He waved his hand in the same gesture he had used earlier with Kallis. ‘But it’s completely uninhabitable.’ He crossed over to the white sofa as he spoke and sat on the arm, propping himself on the back and pointing to the couch in invitation.

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Alethia said. ‘My people almost did the same to our planet.’

      Hesitantly, she crossed and took the seat furthest from him.

      ‘Seems we have a lot in common. Our two races.’

      ‘I think you’ll find you have a lot in common with most people if you give them a minute of your time,’ Alethia said.

      ‘Ah.’ Devorak smiled. ‘Possibly.’

      The door opened and a Cealin female walked in. She was tall, slim, elegant. She looked the exact opposite Alethia felt in the dress she wore.

      The female sneered at her but then quickly smiled when the Prince turned towards her. She held a tray with two steaming glass cups out to them.

      Devorak took one and nodded to Alethia, who took the other.

      The female left without being acknowledged.

      The steam wafted the fruity smell of the drink to her. Alethia held the drink to her lips but was intercepted when Devorak placed a hand over the cup and shook his head almost imperceptibly.

      ‘Why are your people conducting these experiments?’

      Devorak glanced around the room, as though checking they were alone, then shook his head. ‘Not here.’ His voice was barely audible. ‘I’ve wanted to meet with High-Protector Thanesh for some time,’ he said, louder. ‘He always rejects my advances. He can’t do that now.’ Devorak gave Alethia an embarrassed smile.

      Alethia chuckled. ‘There it is.’

      ‘Yes, I have an ulterior motive.’ Devorak nodded. ‘But it would have been worth it just to rescue you. Forgive me?’

      ‘It makes me like you,’ she admitted.

      ‘You didn’t like me before?’ Devorak said in mock offence.

      The door opened and a male Cealin walked in. He was huge, dwarfing Devorak even though he was all the way across the room. He was wearing a silver and ice blue uniform with huge pauldrons that must have been utterly unnecessary in space. He had evidence of scarring on his wrists that peeked out from under the sleeves of his uniform. More scars appeared from under his neckline. Another scar ran diagonally across his face from his forehead, across one eye, which was spared, over his nose, slicing across the corner of his mouth and continued down to his chin. Despite the scar, he was beautiful with a long, aquiline nose, sharp cheekbones, his angular, wide eyes and soft, generous lips. Just like the rest of the Cealin, his ears were long and pointed, emerging from the thick of hair that every Cealin Alethia had seen seemed to wear long.

      ‘Ah, General Damaron, meet Alethia, the human we rescued.’

      The general’s face was impassive as he turned to Alethia and bowed.

      ‘Alethia, General Damaron.’

      Alethia nodded once, not sure what to make of the giant, scarred Cealin. ‘Are your pauldrons a snow fractal?’ she asked.

      ‘Indeed,’ he said, his face unchanged.

      ‘You must forgive Damaron. His manners are brusque at best.’ Devorak smiled at the general. ‘Indeed, they are. Our world is too far from the sun to benefit it in climate. We are covered in ice and snow and so snow plays a large part of our people’s aesthetic.’

      ‘What’s it like, living on a planet that cold?’

      ‘Not as bad as you might think. Of course, we don’t live on the surface. We live underground.’

      ‘Apologies for the interruption, my Prince,’ the general said quickly. ‘We’re about to reach the rendezvous point.’

      ‘Have you heard from high-protector Thanesh?’

      The general glanced at Alethia and nodded. ‘He’s agreed to your terms.’

      Devorak smiled and nodded. ‘Excellent. Time to go.’ He looked at Alethia.

      ‘Go?’ Alethia tensed.

      ‘I’m going to fly you over to Thanesh’s ship myself.’

      ‘Oh.’ Alethia glanced at the general, expecting him to protest. ‘Okay, then.’

      Alethia turned to put her cup down.

      ‘Bring your Palla,’ Devorak called over his shoulder, his own cup still cradled in his hands.

      Devorak led Alethia through the ship and back to the docking bay.

      ‘Didn’t think I’d be back here,’ Alethia said as they entered the docking bay and she noticed the ship that was being prepared for their departure. Kallis’s ship.

      Devorak flashed Alethia a brief smile. ‘You have everything on board, Damaron?’

      ‘Yes, my Prince,’ the general said. ‘I will give you enough time. The tracking systems on all weapons have developed a fault after the last software update. There’ll be a full investigation once this is all over. I expect it’ll be a development fault.’

      ‘I probably should have allowed those weapons tests last week,’ Devorak said, looking around the docking bay.

      The party stopped in front of the ship's entrance. The two males faced each other.

      ‘I will remember this, my friend,’ Devorak said, ‘When I come back to claim my throne.’ Damaron nodded and for the first time, Alethia saw emotion on the male’s face.

      ‘My King.’ He bowed.

      Devorak slowly bowed, a sign of respect that startled the larger Cealin. Damaron gritted his teeth and drew in a shaking breath as the door shut between the two men. Devorak stood there for a moment before gathering himself. He flashed a smile at Alethia and led her to the bridge. Alethia took the seat she had run from hours before. There was no sign of the restraints Kallis had used or his blood. She strapped herself in and, taking her cue from Devorak, didn’t say a thing about what she had heard outside the ship.

      When they cleared the docking bay, Alethia looked at him.

      ‘What was that about?’

      Devorak looked at her. For the first time, she could see evidence of his nerves. ‘Not here. We’re almost there. Don’t drink the Palla,’ he said, almost as an afterthought. Alethia looked down at the small cup and thought about the exchange in the dock. Carefully, she put the drink down as though it was a wild animal that might bite her.

      Alethia looked out of the viewscreen and saw a brown dwarf orbited by two small, dead planets. Brown dwarfs weren’t quite stars, but they were too big to be gas giants. It was like a failed star, a failed solar system. The thought made her sad.

      The ship banked and another vessel came into view.

      ‘Invictus,’ Alethia breathed. Her sadness evaporated. She had been right. With a bit more time, they would have caught up to her.

      ‘That’s my ship,’ she smiled. ‘Well, me and my brother.’

      Devorak’s eyebrows rose. ‘Impressive. If they hadn’t sent the last message, we never would have detected it.’

      ‘It’s the perfect ship to escape on,’ Alethia said pointedly. ‘For smugglers.’

      ‘For smugglers,’ Devorak agreed. ‘Is that what you are, Alethia?’

      ‘No.’ She laughed.

      ‘Then, what are you?’

      Alethia swallowed. That was a complicated question right now. ‘I free slaves,’ she settled on.

      ‘A worthwhile endeavour,’ he agreed. ‘My world is littered with them.’

      ‘They’re people,’ Alethia snapped.

      ‘Apologies,’ he sighed. ‘I didn’t mean it against them, rather, against my people’s dependence on them. It makes us think we’re better than we are. It makes us weak.’

      ‘Weak?’

      ‘If we rely on others to do things for us, we forget how to do them for ourselves. My people have become very weak. Weak and arrogant. People like Kallis are the result of that.’

      Invictus was growing bigger in the viewscreen. Devorak reached out and tapped a few buttons and Thanesh’s face appeared on the screen. The butterflies in Alethia’s stomach erupted.

      ‘Thanesh.’ For the first time since she had woken up on this ship, Kallis at her side, Alethia allowed herself to hope.

      Lines of tension eased on Thanesh’s face. ‘Alethia, are you all right?’

      Alethia nodded. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘I promise I have allowed no harm to come to her high-protector Thanesh.’ Devorak shook his head. ‘You need to come up with better titles for your ranks.’ He grinned at Thanesh, who scowled back.

      ‘I’m sending you the approach and docking information.’ Dairon’s face appeared for a brief moment. Alethia suppressed a smile.

      ‘Excellent.’ Devorak smiled. ‘We’ll see you in a few minutes.’

      Thanesh turned and looked at Alethia. She smiled back, hoping it was a reassuring smile, but barely feeling reassured herself.

      ‘What are you up to?’ she asked Devorak when the screen went blank.

      ‘That would be telling,’ he winked at her.
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        * * *

      

      Thanesh stood in the corridor facing the docking hatch. He was alone, just as the Cealin had demanded.

      He watched as the ship docked with Invictus. Thanesh stood at the umbilicus connection and watched the door on the other end open. Devorak led Alethia through. The arrogant vrokker was carrying a cup and a bag.

      The door on their end closed, and Thanesh hit the door release on his end. There was a hiss before the door jerked back slightly and settled against the hull to one side.

      Devorak stepped through, and Alethia rushed into Thanesh’s arms. He enveloped her, lifted her and turned, placing her far away from Devorak and anything that might happen from here. Letting his eyes run over her once, he turned to the Cealin Prince.

      ‘I seek asylum,’ the Prince said.

      Of all of the outcomes of this meeting, this was not a scenario Thanesh had envisioned.

      ‘My people are going to start firing on this ship in a moment. If they hit, they will claim you killed me when I arrived and they avenged my death.’

      ‘How long have your people been planning to assassinate you?’

      ‘A while now, there’s been several attempts,’ he held out the cup, ‘this was one of them.’

      ‘You never took a single sip,’ Alethia said. ‘I didn’t realise until you stopped me from drinking mine.’

      ‘I’m sure yours was fine,’ Devorak smiled at her, ‘but I couldn’t be positive and I couldn’t risk such a beauty.’ He smiled seductively at Alethia.

      Thanesh considered shoving him back into the umbilicus and hitting the release before he could reach his ship.

      ‘We should really detach if we’re going to stealth out of here.’ Devorak said.

      Thanesh hit the comm on the wall. ‘Dairon, that quick escape we predicted might be on. Scan the Cealin ship, what are they doing?’

      ‘Is Alethia there?’ his voice replied.

      Thanesh hit the comm and looked at Alethia.

      ‘I’m right here,’ she said.

      Dairon whispered something under his breath. ‘Okay, yeah, they’re powering up weapons.’

      Thanesh closed the door and released the umbilicus. The ship was set adrift and the umbilicus retracted back towards the door.

      ‘Get us out of here. We are coming to the bridge.’ Thanesh walked over to Devorak. ‘If this is a trick, I will cut your throat and jettison your body into Cealis’s atmosphere. All that will be left is a gooey violet mess in the snow.’

      ‘What a visual.’ The Cealin swallowed. ‘Understood.’ He held out his bag towards Thanesh.

      ‘What’s this?’

      'My defection pack. Some personal things, I felt I couldn't live without. A picture of my mother, clothes, toiletries. Information on the illegal ships, weapons and stations my people are building in preparation for an expansion campaign. That sort of thing.' His face went solemn. ‘I’ve gotten as far as I can to work against these factions on my own. They’re destroying my people, destroying my world. I need help.’

      ‘So you came to me?’ Thanesh cocked an eyebrow at the Cealin.

      ‘My government made terrible decisions.’ Devorak swallowed. ‘My people’s lives are getting worse, and the power of those who seek to do you harm is growing.’

      ‘For now, I grant you asylum.’

      ‘Then we can negotiate the rest later.’

      Thanesh nodded. ‘Welcome on board. Are you coming?’

      Thanesh turned and, for the first time, really took in Alethia. He’d been so relieved to see her during the comm call to Devorak’s ship and when she came on board that he had barely noticed the bruising to her face.

      ‘Kallis struck her,’ Devorak said behind him. ‘I didn’t trust my medical team to see to her.’

      ‘You should have brought him with you,’ Thanesh said gruffly. He reached out to the bruise, Alethia pushed her face into the palm of his hand.

      An explosion rocked the ship.

      ‘The bridge.’ Thanesh scooted Alethia in front of him and placed himself as a barrier between her and the Cealin Prince. Another explosion shook the ship as they entered the bridge.

      Thanesh’s eyes moved to the viewscreen. The Cealin ship was too far away to see on the ships viewers, but the sensors were scrolling everything they could detect in a side panel that was superimposed over the backdrop of the brown dwarf. Thanesh grinned; they could see everything the Cealin ship was doing, but thanks to the nature of the Erathan, the Cealin couldn’t see them.

      ‘They’re firing at the Cealin ship. I think they believe we’re still attached to it,’ Dairon said, glancing at them. He smiled, then frowned at Alethia when he saw the bruise, then glared at the Cealin Prince.

      ‘What did you do to piss your people off?’

      ‘Suggested we weren’t the centre of the universe,’ the Prince answered. ‘My government has the people convinced it’s our divine right to rule over everyone else. I would dissuade them of that notion.’

      ‘Well, that was stupid,’ Dairon snorted.

      ‘Wasn’t it?’ The Prince grinned. Despite himself and his apparent interest in Alethia, Thanesh found himself liking Devorak.

      ‘Why now?’ Thanesh grabbed a handhold on the ceiling with one hand and pulled Alethia against his side with the other.

      ‘My father is mortally sick,’ Devorak said, taking a seat.

      ‘Don’t you have brothers?’ Thanesh frowned. ‘Two?’

      ‘Did, they both met unfortunate accidents in the last few cycles. They left me till last as they consider me the idiot of the family.’ Devorak looked at Alethia. ‘A carefully assumed persona, I assure you.’ He winked at her.

      Another explosion rocked the Cealin ship, blast waves rocked Invictus.

      Thanesh turned from the Cealin to Dairon. ‘Do you have weapons on this thing?’

      ‘You want to fight?’

      ‘I want to stick around long enough for my Amaran and Seliika allies to get here. Which should be any moment now.’

      ‘Wouldn’t it be better if we used the stealth of Invictus to hide?’ Alethia said.

      ‘May I suggest Alethia is right?’ Devorak agreed. ‘If you have allies coming, use the stealth you have, move away from my ship. They will send people to check that we have been destroyed, that will take time.’

      Dairon looked to Thanesh for confirmation. It was the better plan—Alethia’s plan, not Devorak’s.

      ‘Move us away,’ he confirmed.

      ‘Perhaps closer to the brown dwarf,’ Alethia suggested from the back.

      ‘Alethia, can you take co-pilot?’ Dairon called.

      Alethia slipped from Thanesh’s side and into the seat as Vella left it. Vella sat next to Devorak.

      ‘Devorak.’ He smiled at her.

      ‘Vella.’ She grinned.

      Thanesh turned back to Alethia, she was shaking her head as she tried to stifle laughter. Vella had to have at least a fenth on the Cealin.

      Three missiles erupted from the side of the Cealin battlecruiser and hit Devorak’s ship, which bloomed with light and fire in the stillness of space. The shockwave rippled out. Flames rode with it. If they hit, the break to the energy wave would show up on Cealin sensors.

      ‘Dairon—’

      ‘On it.’ Dairon manoeuvred Invictus, turning the bow so they were riding in front of the shockwave, at the extent of the sub-light engine’s capabilities.

      Dairon flicked a switch and half the viewscreen changed to show their wake. The flames slowly died, and Dairon eased from the ship’s throttle, allowing the wave to swallow them.

      Two ships erupted out of lightspeed. Thanesh leaned forward and smiled. They looked like the Calaia, only with flourishes that Thanesh found garish.

      A moment later, a Seliika ship appeared.

      Like the Cealin, the Seliika lived on a cold planet, which showed through in their aesthetic. The ship looked like one arm of an ice fractal. The basic design was a W with two short outer arms. But the ship was covered in spikes so that it appeared to have developed out of ice. It was both beautiful and threatening.

      ‘They’re talking to the Cealin ship,’ Dairon said. He pushed a few buttons, and the viewscreen split to show a scarred Cealin with cold eyes talking to Naradai.

      ‘Our Prince went over to the Protectorate ship in good faith and they killed him.’ The general sneered.

      ‘Excellent performance, Damaron.’

      Thanesh looked at the Cealin.

      ‘Oh, Damaron’s the one who informed me of the assassination plot,’ the Prince said, leaving the chair and walking over to the screen. ‘They underestimated his loyalty to me and overestimated his loyalty to a corrupt empire.’

      The two males were arguing now. Naradai’s grey face was taking on a teal hue with his growing anger.

      ‘Open the comm.’ Thanesh nodded at Dairon who grinned back.

      They knew the ships had received the comm when both males went quiet.

      ‘Prince Devorak, did I kill you?’ Thanesh turned to face the Cealin Prince.

      ‘No,’ he answered with a smirk on his face. ‘As you can see. Of course, if you had wanted to, you wouldn’t have had the chance. My own people were firing on us as soon as I stepped foot on your ship.’ The humour had died from his eyes and he was glaring at the general.

      ‘Really?’ Naradai asked, looking at the general.

      ‘I’ve been aware of an assassination plot against me for some time,’ Devorak spat. ‘I never thought it would be my good friend Damaron.’

      ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ Damaron feigned indignation.

      ‘As it is. I’ve requested asylum with the Protectorate.’

      Thanesh stepped forward. ‘If your ships would escort us to Teralis so that we can pick up the rest of our people, then I will gladly get the vrok out of Cealin space.’

      Naradai nodded. ‘The Ilan has sent several ships to the planet to aid in its evacuation. I doubt there will be much for you to do once we get there, but of course.’

      ‘If you leave, Prince, you’ll be renouncing your throne.’

      Devorak laughed. ‘Oh, I’ll be back for my throne, Damaron. Don’t you worry. I will remember you when that rote comes.’
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      ‘There is a small fracture on your cheekbone.’ Dabin pursed his lips. ‘But it’s healing quickly.’ Dabin shook his head. He glanced into Alethia’s eyes. She could feel the guilt radiating from him.

      She reached out and pulled him into her arms. ‘You didn’t fail, Dabin. No one could have withstood that weapon.’

      Dabin moved out of her arms and grabbed a medspray. ‘This will speed healing.’

      He pressed the jet-injection to her arm. The medspray stung as it passed through her skin. She rubbed the area as he put it down.

      ‘Thank you.’ His eyes flickered to and away quickly as he nodded.

      Alethia suppressed a sigh. She wanted to comfort Dabin, but he was a slave for a long time before Alethia bought him, he was used to suppressing everything so as to not anger his old owner. He would have to process his own feelings on this before he would accept assurances that he was blameless. Despite wanting to press it, Alethia let it go.

      The door swished open and Dairon entered, crossing the room and wrapping his arms around her. He took a deep breath, as though he could only relax now that he had her in his arms.

      ‘I’m going to hunt that fucker down and kill him,’ Dairon said, keeping a tight hold of her. ‘I’m pretty sure Thanesh will be right there with me.’

      ‘The Cealin have him now,’ Alethia whispered. ‘He was certain they’d punish him for his failures.’

      ‘That’s something at least.’

      Dairon stepped away. Alethia looked into the black eyes of her little brother.

      ‘We’ve arrived at Teralis. Thanesh has gone down to coordinate pulling the new Protectorate from the surface.’

      Alethia nodded. ‘When did he leave?’

      ‘A few minutes ago,’ Dairon said. ‘He wanted to come, but they have to get everyone off before the Cealin interfere.’

      ‘I understand,’ she assured him.

      ‘So, a Protectorate?’

      Alethia frowned, not knowing where to start.

      Dairon held up his hand. ‘I get it. I’ve spent a day with him. I like him. Mum and our dads would have approved.’  He nodded to some unspoken question in his head and held out a small data chip to her.

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘The coordinates of Tessa.’

      Alethia took the chip and clutched it. ‘Could you get me some clothes?’

      Dairon nodded. ‘I put him in your room by the way,’ he smiled before he left.

      Alethia chuckled as she took a seat back on the bed behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Dairon helped Alethia return to her room and settle in. Now that all of the excitement was over, exhaustion had settled over her. He helped her get comfortable then left with promises to come back later.

      A few minutes after he left, Makios entered with food. She spent an hour consoling him and assuring him it was not his fault Kallis had taken her. When he left, Alethia could see that he would be blaming himself for some time to come.

      A steady stream of Makios’s crew arrived after that. First Deyuul, then Vella and finally Vanoor.

      ‘Alcohol,’ Vella said, holding up a bottle. ‘To celebrate your status as a newly freed female.’ She poured some drinks and the four of them held the drinks out in a toast. Vella’s face went suddenly solemn. ‘But just one. You’ve been through a lot, and you need to recover.’

      They talked until Dairon threw them all out on his return.

      ‘How are you doing?’ he asked, walking back from the door. Deyuul, Vella and Vanoor’s voices echoing down the corridor outside.

      ‘Tired.’

      ‘You look tired,’ he said.

      ‘Oh, thanks.’ She rolled her eyes.

      ‘I’ll go in a moment,’ he promised.

      ‘There was a half-Kuyon on Thanesh’s—’

      ‘Garen. I’m not going to be compatible with every Kuyon I meet, Alethia.’ He laughed.

      ‘I know,’ she sighed. ‘I just want you to be happy.’

      ‘I am,’ he said. Though a shadow of something clouded his face and was gone.

      ‘Right.’ Dairon stood and picked up her empty tray. ‘Get some sleep. I’ll send Thanesh right to you as soon as he arrives.’

      ‘Thanks.’ She lay down on the bed and closed her eyes.

      She didn’t hear the door close when Dairon left.
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        * * *

      

      A shadow was standing in the middle of the room when she opened her eyes.

      ‘Oh, fuck.’ She scooted away from them.

      ‘Vrok. Light.’

      The lights came on and blinded her.

      ‘Alethia, you are safe. It is just me.’

      She heard the rich tones of Thanesh’s voice as her eyes slowly adjusted to the light. He was standing in the middle of the room, unmoved from where she had seen him.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. She moved towards him. ‘I saw a figure—’

      ‘I was watching you sleep,’ he admitted, a crooked smile on his face.

      Alethia smiled at him, embarrassed and pleased at once.

      Thanesh walked towards her, placed his palm on her cheek and bent to kiss her. His lips brushed hers gently. Slowly. He stroked his lips over hers, his tongue flickering at her lips and disappearing when she parted them to meet his tongue with her own. She moaned in growing desire and frustration as each stroke of his lips sent shudders across her body, awakening every nerve until they thrummed with impatience for his touch.

      A voice deep in her mind insisted there was something she wanted to give to Thanesh, but she dismissed the thought. All she could concentrate on was the movement of his lips against hers.

      He pulled away from her. ‘I will never let that happen again,’ he vowed.

      ‘It’s Kallis’s fault, no one else’s. Everyone needs to stop blaming themselves.’

      He sat down on the bed next to her and pulled her into his arms. ‘You do not understand, Alethia. For a moment, for one moment, I thought I lost you. That will never happen again. From now on, you have the best of my brothers as your private guard. You go nowhere without them with you.’ He swallowed. ‘I have to keep you safe.’

      Alethia grimaced. ‘I can see we have a long road of negotiation in front of us,’ she said. ‘Let’s forget that all right now.’ She kissed him. ‘Just for tonight.’

      ‘Alethia,’ he whispered. He bent his head to meet her lips.

      All at once, the gentle strokes of his lips were gone. Instead, he kissed her with urgency. He pushed his tongue against her lips, and she parted them eagerly, her tongue meeting his stroke for stroke. She was pulled higher until she was standing on the bed. Thanesh’s hands roamed her body and where he touched her, her clothing seemed to evaporate. She didn’t remember them parting so that he could pull her dress over her head. Perhaps he had ripped it off her; at this moment, she didn’t care.

      She pulled at his clothing, and Thanesh’s hands left her to aid her in freeing him from them.

      She vaguely recognised the dull thuds of his armoured clothes hitting the floor. He pulled her back into his arms, his warm flesh meeting her warm flesh.

      He groaned as his lips left hers and trailed butterfly kisses across her face, down her neck and chest until he captured one nipple in his mouth, laving his tongue over it. The groan that left his mouth this time was obscene. It shot to her core, sending a thrill of hot wet sensation to her pussy, and Alethia moaned.

      There was a movement, and Alethia found herself on her back. Thanesh’s lips were suddenly where she needed them most. She cried out, her hips grinding against him as he delved inside and stroked from cunt to clit. She pulled in a rushed breath as the hot sensation built. His tongue had found its target and was relentless in its goal. Her first orgasm bucked her body so hard Thanesh was forced to hold her down as she screamed.

      He climbed up the bed as she crashed back down and thrust inside her. She cried out again and looked up into his pale amber eyes. He stopped, staring down at her.

      ‘I love you,’ he whispered.

      Alethia cupped his face and smiled.

      ‘I love you too.’

      He withdrew from her until she was almost entirely empty, then thrust inside her again. Alethia gasped as tendrils of pleasure uncurled from where they were connected and with each hard thrust lapped them like waves crawling up a beach, spreading through her pussy, her abdomen, her hips until she was a writhing, feverish mess.

      ‘Thanesh, please.’

      He quickened his strokes, building her slowly towards her peak.  She crossed her legs around him, her arms wrapped around his neck. She moaned with need a voice she barely recognised, undulating against him as he built up the rhythm. Another orgasm seized her. Thanesh increased his pace in response and when she had crested and was falling, he bit her.

      The breath left her. Her body arched, pressing into Thanesh. She lost all sense as her body ignited in waves of pleasure. When she finally opened her eyes, she wasn’t sure how much time had passed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alethia screamed her pleasure with abandon. It was the middle of the night, and Thanesh didn’t care if they woke up the whole ship, though he was glad Dairon had assigned himself midnight bridge duty.

      She whimpered and moaned, her body spasming in an orgasm that lasted far longer than any he’d ever had the pleasure of witnessing before.

      For a moment, he thought of Calaia. He had considered her his greatest love for a long time. She would always be his first love, but what he felt for Alethia was worlds away. All of his previous lovers paled in comparison to her, fading to shades of dull grey from the moment he set eyes on her.

      She blazed like the sun. She was his and while Kallis’s interference had been unwelcome, it had given him a lifetime with Alethia. One he knew he would never have had without the Cealin.

      Just for that, he might grant him a quick death some rote.

      Alethia opened her now pale blue eyes. He wondered if she knew the darker blue of her eyes had bled away in the facility. He would mention it to her tomorrow. There was a tomorrow and a rote after and hundreds, thousands and more after that.

      She took a deep breath and smiled. It was shy, and it pulled on his heart; he would lose more and more of it to her every rote, he realised. The thought was immensely satisfying.

      ‘Did you?’

      Thanesh shook his head. It had been hard. She had been spasming around his cock for several minutes, but he had wanted to witness it. Whenever he came with Alethia, it was too intense. All he could do was give in to it.

      Alethia bit her bottom lip. An uncertain look filled her face.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘I want to try something.’ The uncertainty turned to mischief. ‘I need you to lie down.’

      Thanesh smiled and, being careful of his mate, he spun them until she was on top of him, her cunt still wrapped around his cock.

      ‘Smooth,’ Alethia said through her laughter. Thanesh grinned up at her. He reached up and tucked some strands of hair behind her ear. Her face softened, her smile became gentle and she pressed her body to his, kissing him once more. She moved her hips in sure strokes up and down his cock, sending shocks dripping through his body and pooling at the base of his cock. Thanesh closed his eyes as they built and crept across him until his balls were tightening in anticipation.

      When she raised her hips, he slipped out of her. He watched his cock bobbing angrily as it hovered above his abdomen.

      Thanesh opened his eyes and watched as she slowly peppered kisses down his body. As she reached his groin, she looked up at him, nerves in her eyes.

      ‘I’ve never done this before.’

      ‘Done what?’

      Alethia took hold of his cock, running her hand up and down the length of him gently. The sensations were a tease of what was to come if she closed her fist slightly tighter. Thanesh hissed in a deep breath, his eyes closing of their own accord. After a few moments, she stopped. Thanesh opened his eyes and raised himself on his elbows.

      She was watching him closely, a small smile playing on her lips.

      ‘What is it?’ he asked, seeing a mischievous glint in her eye.

      Alethia grinned wickedly, then sucked the tip of his cock into her mouth.

      Thanesh hissed again, this time in surprise and fought his body's attempt to buck in reaction.

      Alethia looked up at him, watching his face. Thanesh swallowed when she forced herself down his full length. Her lips stretched across his girth. When she could get no farther, she stayed there for a handful of moments, the back of her throat flexing around him. Thanesh lost the strength to keep himself up; as he fell, his fingers entwined in her hair. She withdrew from him, centimetre by glorious centimetre, her mouth creating a vacuum as shocks of sensation shot through him and Thanesh’s hips thrust forward.

      Alethia released him from her mouth with a pop. She sat giggling, her shoulders shaking.

      ‘What was that?’ His voice was thready.

      ‘It’s called a blow job.’

      Despite the momentary panic, Thanesh kept his head. ‘I trust that is just a name?’

      Alethia’s giggling increased. ‘Yes,’ she confirmed.

      Her hand resumed its gentle stroking and she looked up at him. ‘Please don’t thrust.’

      Thanesh nodded in agreement then groaned when she took him back inside her mouth.

      His fingers threaded through her hair lightly. Her hot, wet mouth surrounding him added to the way she stroked her tongue up and down his cock. The vacuum pulled and pooled sensation across his whole abdomen, the light graze of her teeth causing a rain of pleasure down his full length.

      Thanesh’s hips fell and rose to meet her in rhythm.

      Her hair fell, blocking his view. He reached out, sweeping it aside and into one hand, holding it away from her so he could see her mouth stretching, moving, slicking over his cock.

      He concentrated on his fingers in her hair, keeping his touch light, and on resisting the urge to thrust. A part of him wanted to throw Alethia down on the bed, bury himself deep inside her and drive hard into her until they both came. The rest of him wanted to become lost in this sensation, he clung on to reason so he wouldn’t hurt her. All at once, the pooling pleasures across his abdomen and groin merged and intensified.

      ‘Alethia…’ he tried to warn. Letting go of her hair, he grabbed the bedding with both hands as he spasmed inside her mouth. She took him mid-length, and he felt her swallowing around him, which only intensified his pleasure farther.

      He shouted her name again as he climaxed. His groan was long and rough, deep in his throat.

      He felt Alethia’s lips leave his cock, and she crawled up the bed to lie in his arms. He opened his eyes as she settled in beside him. Her hair was stuck to the side of her face with sweat. He carefully moved it, tucking it behind her ear, touched her face and kissed her deeply.

      After a few moments, she broke the kiss. She searched his eyes. ‘I have something for you,’ she whispered.

      ‘Something else?’ he joked.

      Alethia laughed but nodded.

      ‘Because I do not think I could take that again just yet.’

      Alethia chuckled as she raised herself to her hands and knees and leaned across him. Her pale breasts brushed against his upper chest. Thanesh moved down enough to catch one nipple in his mouth and suck before Alethia could stop him. She sucked in a breath and moaned, her body stopping for a moment.

      She snickered, moving back. Her nipple slipped out of his mouth, and he watched it go with regret.

      ‘I have something for you,’ she repeated and slipped something cold and hard into his hand.

      Thanesh held it up and opened his hand to find a small data chip. ‘What is this?’ He frowned. Whatever he had been expecting, it wasn’t this.

      Alethia’s face turned solemn. She was still up on her hands and knees, her face iniths from him. She stroked her fingers down his face.

      ‘The coordinates of Tessa.’

      Thanesh looked into her eyes, then back at the data chip. He swallowed over the lump forming in his throat. ‘Alethia…’ He shook his head, unable to say what he needed to say.

      ‘If you look after my people the way you look after your own,’ she shrugged, ‘I know I never need to worry about them again.’

      ‘They are our people now.’ He cupped her face. ‘All of them.’

      Alethia nodded. ‘I know,’ she agreed.
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      Alethia took a closer step to Invictus’s viewscreen and watched as Tessa grew.

      Thanesh walked up beside her and put his arm around her shoulder. She looked up at him as his eyes scanned over the surface.

      She, Thanesh and Dairon were on the bridge as they entered the atmosphere of the planet; they would be landing within minutes. Behind them were all of the ships they had retrieved from Cealin space, a few Amaran ships and Makios’s ship Tala.

      Several Protectorate ships were coming from across this sector of the galaxy to view their new home and to bring slaves that they had purchased or freed. Thanesh had instructed them to do this when he and Alethia returned from their time on the Tinar planet. Alethia marvelled that it was only a few weeks before.

      ‘Red and purple,’ Thanesh said.

      ‘There’s blue.’ She gestured to the planet’s oceans.

      Thanesh scoffed. ‘Water’s most common colour is blue.’

      ‘Most of the plant life is purple and red.’ She shrugged. ‘If you want a white planet to go with your skin, we could always invade Cealis.’

      Thanesh raised a brow. ‘You are spending too much time with Devorak.’

      Alethia suppressed a chuckle and looked back at Tessa. Home.

      ‘How do you raise money to buy slaves?’ Thanesh pulled her into his arms and rested his chin on her head. It meant he had to bend over; he’d taken to doing this to point out their height difference.

      Alethia licked her lips; she’d been waiting for this question.

      ‘I’d just like to point out I’m officially Protectorate now,’ she said.

      ‘Racially,’ Thanesh confirmed. ‘You have no rank in the Protectorate, just yet.’ He kissed the top of her head.

      Alethia nodded. ‘Yes, but racially, I’m Protectorate.’

      Thanesh nodded against her head. ‘Tessan,’ he said.

      ‘What?’ She frowned.

      ‘Tessan,’ he repeated. Alethia turned and looked up at him. ‘We are the Tessan race. Our military is the Tessan Protectorate.’

      Alethia’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly. ‘Thanesh…’ Her voice was almost inaudible.

      ‘I know.’ He smiled and kissed her on the end of her nose. ‘Now, back to buying slaves.’

      Alethia swallowed and turned back to face the planet. She pictured her mother and fathers for a moment, then forced herself to answer the question.

      ‘The planet’s riddled with Amot,’ she admitted.

      Thanesh spun her around, disbelief on his face. ‘Amot?’

      Alethia nodded. ‘The planet. All the planets.’ She shrugged. ‘The moon. The asteroid belts. If anyone had ever surveyed this system, we’d have had to evacuate.’

      Thanesh stared at her for a minute, too stunned to say anything. He looked up at the planet, then back down at her. ‘You are telling me this planet is a rich source of the best shipbuilding metal in the galaxy?’

      Alethia pursed her lips into a tight line to stop herself from laughing. ‘Yep.’ The word rippled on her mirth.

      ‘How do you know?’ His disbelief was apparent.

      ‘Our dads were surveyors,’ Dairon said. He switched on a dead panel next to him. He flicked the information, scrolling across the screen onto part of the viewscreen. Thanesh stepped forward, his eyes widening as he read the readout of the system’s resources.

      ‘How did you…’ He looked back at the planet.

      ‘We sold it in tiny quantities to not attract attention. I was always aware we were in your space and had no actual rights to the planet.’

      ‘I am going to have to renegotiate my contract with the Amarans.’ Thanesh beamed a smile at her. ‘They are always looking for new sources of Amot.’

      ‘Now that you’ve revealed Tessa’s greatest secrets,’ Dairon’s dry voice said, ‘perhaps you could buckle up.’ Dairon pushed a few buttons and his voice rang out over the ship. ‘Brace for atmosphere.’

      Alethia and Thanesh walked to the back of the bridge and sat at the table, strapping in. Thanesh took Alethia’s hand.

      The ship shook. The black of space slowly brightened into a soft lavender-blue sky. Alethia let out a long breath of relief, feeling the muscles in her shoulders unclench. The ship descended, followed by Calaia’s dropship, Sarya.

      ‘Pete knows we’re on the way?’ Alethia called to Dairon.

      ‘I spoke to him before you came on the bridge. He’s freaked out, but he’ll meet us at the landing site.’

      ‘The IGC have minimum population requirements,’ Thanesh said. ‘Minimum technology. Minimum power output. Minimum industry. We will leave much of the world untouched, but I am going to have to make a lot of changes quickly so that we can join.’

      Alethia nodded. ‘I know.’ It made her a little sad. She and her people had worked hard to build these two small villages. Soon there would be cities.

      She looked at Thanesh. He was making plans; she could see it on his face.

      He turned to her and licked his lips. He was contemplating other things, but the action shot a core of excitement and anticipation through her when she remembered what those lips and tongue were capable of.

      ‘Tell me,’ she smiled.

      Thanesh grinned back. ‘You live on that continent?’

      She reached out and pointed to a spot on the eastern seaboard. ‘The villages are around there.’

      Thanesh’s grin widened. ‘Perfect.’ He looked at her. ‘We will build the capital south of there.’ His own hand reached out, and he traced his finger down to a spot where the coast curved into a large bay. ‘Right there.’ He stabbed his finger over the bay.

      ‘What were your fathers' names?’

      ‘Adanith and Teyrin.’ She smiled.

      ‘We will stick to the T theme and call it Teyrin?’

      ‘I like that,’ Dairon said.

      Alethia nodded swallowing.

      ‘The second city we will call Adanith.’ He nodded to himself.

      ‘You and I will build a home. We’ll keep a portion of the beach private, just for our family.’

      Family. Kallis confirmed Thanesh’s venom made them capable of having children, she’d forgotten all about it; she might be pregnant right now.

      The ship fell towards the planet.

      Below them, Thanesh pointed to a spot where the river that ran by her village bisected the bay over a hundred madith away. ‘We will build the centre of the capital there.’

      ‘Who’s going to build it? Design it?’

      Thanesh smiled. ‘I have plans. I have put a call out for surveyors, city planners, architects.’ He looked at the planet. ‘Lots of architects.’

      ‘Is your mine up…’ He pointed north of the bay towards where her home village was located, his voice trailing away.

      ‘I live in Aida.’ She moved his finger higher. ‘There. Alyk, the mining village is a few madiths away,’ she pointed to a ridge. ‘Nearer the mountains.’

      Thanesh nodded. ‘We will mine from the rest of the system,’ he said. ‘And limit Amot mining from the planet to that spot. I have reached out to surveyors so we can get a full list of our resources, here and in other systems nearby.’

      ‘Before I told you about the Amot?’

      Thanesh nodded. ‘I have had these plans for a long time. It is just the location that has changed, the timeline sped up.’

      ‘Sped up?’

      ‘I had planned on building up a world over decades. But we need to pull in the IGC if we are going to save Earth. As soon as we are down on the planet, I am calling them and registering Tessa. They will then give me a timeline to have the planet up to their minimum standards so membership can be confirmed, and it will also prevent other member states from openly moving against us.’

      ‘What happens if we fail?’

      ‘I do not know,’ Thanesh squeezed her hand. ‘But we will not fail. This is going to work.’ He smiled confidently.
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        * * *

      

      The doors opened. Alethia was standing with Thanesh at the top of the ramp with several of his men. Vella, Dabin and Makios had disembarked Invictus rotes ago and returned to Tala, which Alethia could see was taking its usual landing spot across from them. Farther behind it, the Protectorate drop ship was descending.

      ‘We need to build a proper landing pad as a priority,’ Thanesh growled.

      Pete was standing on the ground a few meters back. He smiled at Alethia, though his face paled when he saw Thanesh standing next to her.

      ‘Be nice,’ she squeezed his hand when she saw him scowling at him.

      ‘I am always nice,’ he said gruffly.

      They walked down the ramp hand in hand.

      ‘Thanesh, this is my right-hand man, Peter Walker.’

      Alethia felt Thanesh relax a little.

      ‘Is everyone—’

      ‘In hiding to see if we’re about to be betrayed and sold into slavery? Yup,’ Pete confirmed in a soft Scottish accent.

      ‘We are not going to do that,’ Thanesh assured him.

      Pete nodded, but the wary look on his face didn’t fade. He ran his hand through his loose curls and grimaced at some unseen pain.

      ‘Look, I’m not saying I don’t believe you. But you have a planet of people here whose only experience with larger aliens is negative. You’ll have to give them time.’

      ‘Acceptable. You are my people now. I am not going to betray you.’ Thanesh’s face was solemn.

      Pete nodded.

      ‘I am going to make the call,’ Thanesh said. He kissed Alethia on the forehead, pressing his lips to her skin, then released her hand. ‘I will leave Dak at the ramp if you decide to come in and watch.’

      ‘Be right there.’ She smiled and watched him walk away.

      When he was out of earshot, Pete turned to her, panic and fear on his face. ‘Alethia, have you gone fucking insane?’

      ‘Pete, I trust him. He chased my kidnapper through Cealin space to rescue me.’ She smiled.

      Pete shook his head. ‘I don’t understand. How did you meet? When? Where? Why have you been gone this long?’

      ‘It’s all a really long story, and I swear I will tell you all of it,’ Alethia said, realising there were some parts she’d be keeping to herself. ‘But right now, Thanesh is registering Tessa as his homeworld.’

      ‘Alethia, what did you do?’

      ‘Pete, look at me. Do you really think I’d bring them here if I thought they were a threat to us?’

      Pete opened his mouth, closed it and shook his head.

      ‘He’s gained the trust of me, Dairon, Makios and his crew,’ she pointed to the Tala and Makios who was walking up to join them.

      ‘Let me tell you everything later. What Thanesh is doing is bringing us into the Protectorate and making this world and us the centre of it.’

      Pete’s eyes widened; his mouth opened to form an O.

      ‘Me and my crew will be out here.’ Makios smiled at her. ‘I don’t think the IGC would appreciate seeing a known smuggler with Thanesh.’

      ‘That’s probably a good idea,’ Alethia admitted. ‘You coming, Pete?’

      ‘Before we go, you should know, we had some trouble while you were gone.’

      ‘What kind of trouble?’

      ‘The same day we learned you were taken, a ship arrived—’

      ‘A ship.’ Alethia looked around, there was no sign of another ship. ‘What happened? Where is it?’

      ‘It’s a long story, but we’re all right. We’ve got some new people. I’ll fill you in on everything,’ he nodded his head towards Sarya, ‘after.’

      Alethia nodded, feeling her panic slowly subside. She trusted Pete would have told her already if it was something that needed her immediate attention.

      Alethia led the way to the enormous Protectorate ship. Dak was waiting at the ramp, a grin on his face.

      ‘Welcome to Sarya,’ he said, ushering them on board.

      ‘Where’ve you been?’

      ‘It is a long tale.’ Dak smiled at her.

      ‘I expect to hear it later,’ she said as she passed him.

      The grey walls of the ship enclosed them. Alethia heard Pete’s breath increase in pace behind her. She reached back to him and took his hand, looking over her shoulder.

      ‘If you don’t trust them, trust me.’

      Pete nodded. Alethia saw his face going red. At least part of that was due to the pain he was in and the damage to his lungs from long years working mines. Thanesh promised her everyone would be seen by the medics and plans put in place to help them. She thought of Ann and hoped there was something that could be done for her.

      Dak showed them onto the bridge. Thanesh stood in the middle of the room, his back turned to her, his arms were crossed over his expansive chest and his legs were firmly planted shoulder-width apart as he stood in front of the giant viewscreen before him. He looked over his shoulder and smiled at her, winking.

      Beside her, Pete hissed. Alethia looked at him and saw his eyes fixed to the screen. She turned and saw a Bentari male staring back into the room. He looked from Thanesh to Alethia and Pete then back to Alethia. His eyes scanned her greedily.

      ‘What planet?’ the Bentari said, turning his attention back to Thanesh.

      ‘We are sending you the application package now.’ Thanesh nodded at Korren, who hit a button. ‘That should be with you in a few moments.’

      The Bentari nodded.

      ‘Its name is Tessa,’ Thanesh said. ‘We are registering our people, Protectorate and other citizens including Human, Mvari, Aavani, Zavi and Ualha…’ Thanesh looked at Alethia, ‘Any others?’

      Alethia stepped forward. The Bentari licked his lips as she got closer to the screen.

      ‘We have two Teyas, a Vholin, a Temerin and a Setean.’

      The Bentari nodded again. ‘If you wished to sell them, I could give you a good price,’ the Bentari said. His eyes were downcast, but his demeanour showed the intensity of his interest. ‘Especially for her,’ he looked up at Alethia.

      Alethia raised her chin and glared at him.

      ‘This is my mate and a Protectorate female,’ Thanesh said through gritted teeth. ‘The next time you insult her, Hekalion, I will come to the IGC and break you into pieces as a gift for her.’

      So, this was the Bentari who had ruined Makios’s family.

      Hekalion’s face turned from open lust to fear to fury. His lip curled in a sneer.

      ‘My apologies. No one has ever seen a Protectorate female. Many believed they didn’t exist.’ He paused. ‘And the rest—’

      ‘Are not for sale,’ Thanesh said. The muscle in his jaw was ticking.

      Alethia turned to look at Pete. He was staring at Thanesh with barely restrained relief.

      ‘Very well,’ the Bentari said, glancing at Alethia. ‘Back to business then.’

      A chirp caught the Bentari’s attention. He clicked at something off-screen. ‘I have the application package,’ he said, pressing his thumb to a sensor in front of him. ‘Your planet is now, registered with the IGC. You will have to come here in person within a quarter standard solar to confirm the application.’

      Thanesh nodded his understanding.

      ‘The application period is five standard galactic solars,’ he said and pressed another button. ‘Those are the conditions that must be met by the end of the five solars.’

      ‘Understood.’

      ‘If you should fail to meet those standards, or come to the IGC within the specified period, it will be another twenty solars before you are allowed to apply again.’

      The Bentari looked at Alethia. ‘My apologies to you, female. I am Hekalion Dar.’

      ‘Alethia,’ Alethia said.

      ‘Alethia. I hope to apologise to you in person some rote.’

      Alethia nodded, unsure what to say.

      Hekalion turned back to Thanesh. ‘Good luck with meeting our standards. They are exacting.’

      ‘I’ve never failed a challenge,’ Thanesh said.

      The Bentari sneered a smile at the screen just before it went blank.

      ‘Next,’ Thanesh called out.

      ‘Recording,’ Korren called back a moment later.

      Thanesh looked at Alethia and smiled a wicked smile.

      ‘This is Thanesh of the Protectorate to all Protectorate member nations.’ Thanesh took a breath, his eyes still on her. ‘I have just taken a planet called Tessa as my homeworld. On this planet are races many of you would consider slaves. They are free people and under my protection. Anyone who takes any of them as a slave will answer to me.’

      Alethia wanted to look back at Pete, but the intensity of Thanesh’s gaze compelled her to stare into his eyes, to share this moment with him.

      ‘Further, those races, Aavani, Mvari, Zavi, Ualha and Humans are now under my protection. If you have slaves of those races, it puts our relationship in jeopardy. I want to see your plans for divesting and releasing those slaves as quickly as possible.’

      He took a deep breath.

      ‘Let me be clear: I am not open to negotiation. I will not tolerate slavery. Further participation in slavery will result in the withdrawal of my protection from your borders.’

      Thanesh turned to Korren and nodded. Korren pressed something.

      ‘Clear.’

      ‘Send the package to each of our allies,’ Thanesh said.

      Korren took in a deep breath, then pressed a panel on the screen in front of him. ‘Well.’ He sighed. ‘That is going to anger them.’ Korren glanced at Alethia, but whatever opinions he had, he kept to himself.

      Alethia walked over to Thanesh and reached out, taking his face in her hands. ‘What did you do?’

      ‘A calculated risk,’ he said. ‘They need our protection more than they need slaves.’

      ‘There are better ways to put these things. It’s called diplomacy.’

      Thanesh growled. ‘Vrok diplomacy.’

      ‘Alethia.’ Pete was standing next to them. ‘I’m going to go get everyone.’ He nodded at Thanesh. Thanesh returned it with one of his own.

      ‘Pete, what time is it?’ Alethia called after him as he turned.

      ‘Early evening,’ Pete said. ‘The sun will set in a couple of hours.’

      Alethia nodded her thanks as Pete turned and left. She turned her attention back to Thanesh. ‘Would you like to come see my home?’

      Thanesh smiled. ‘More than anything.’
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        * * *

      

      To say the plant life of Tessa was mostly red and purple was an oversimplification. Lavenders, violets, lilacs, eggplants and plums mixed with scarlets, crimsons, rubies, blood and mahoganies.  Flowers, smaller plants and berry bushes of all colours and hues grew in the forests. The trunks of trees tended towards the purple spectrum, though there were a few brown, silver and black. The leaves were different hues of red.

      Thanesh looked up at the sky through the canopy and saw the silver moon had risen. Except from the planet, it had taken on a lavender shade in the haze of the atmosphere.

      His children would grow up in this place. His daughters. They weren’t pregnant yet—they checked—but soon.

      Alethia walked ahead of him. Her slender figure moved gracefully through the forest in a way she hadn’t been able to move on Vidan, because of the harsh sun and the damage it did to her.

      Instead of her usual long dress, she wore a shorter sleeveless dress from her supply on Invictus, the only place she’d been able to wear them before. The dress, like the sky, was lavender-blue. ‘Mum always said it was her favourite colour on me. There’s a song she used to sing to me at the Huan’s home, before.’ Her face went dark for a moment. ‘Then we got here. Mum called it fate.’ She slipped the dress over her head and pulled it over her body, hooking her fingers under the thin straps to straighten them. It fell to her knees, exposing her shapely calves. ‘Ready?’

      It took all of his will power not to vrok her against the wall, right there. He loved the feel of her skin giving under his teeth, her blood in his mouth, his venom pumping into her as he pumped into her. To play with her clit for hours and watch her writhe helplessly for him, hear her desperate moans. He looked at her exposed neck, shoulders and arms. The scar of his bite showed silvery against her pale skin and filled him with pride. She was his female. She wore that scar for him. She would only ever have the one; her skin healed perfectly now, hiding the evidence of their obsession with each other.

      They would fill this planet with life, with their people. He smiled. The thought had haunted him for centuries and seemed impossible; now she led him to it.

      She looked over her shoulder at him, a grin on her face.

      ‘Almost there,’ she called back.

      Thanesh looked over his shoulder at his men. The Aavani, Niada, the Mvari, Idila and Captain Naradai, along with some of his officers, also followed. They all looked around at the planet with looks of curiosity, fear and awe. Jarit looked around warily, as though waiting for the creature from Teralis to jump out and finish its attack. Korren seemed to be watching for danger, while Dak walked behind the two former slaves, talking to them and assuring them with his presence. Kerr was back on the ship. He’d found his mate among the human females Kallis was changing and refused to leave her side.

      Pete had gone ahead an hacri before along with Dairon, Makios and his crew. Only when they got word back that both villages had congregated at Aida was Alethia happy to lead Thanesh and his brothers out of the ship and into the forests that surrounded her home.

      Their home now, he reminded himself.

      They broke through the tree line and were standing in a field filled with crops. He looked left and saw the gentle swell of a hill with a large tree at the top. More fields curved around it. To the right were even more fields, more crops and opposite where he stood, a small village made from dark purple wood, the oldest buildings silvering with age.

      ‘This is Aida.’ She smiled.

      ‘Why Aida?’ he asked her.

      ‘Aida and the other village, Alyk, they were my mother’s brother and sister on Earth.’

      Thanesh nodded. He and his brothers had been naming their ships after the females they cared for, for three hundred solars. He understood remembering those left behind.

      ‘Were they taken?’

      Alethia shook her head.

      ‘So they’re still on Earth?’

      ‘I guess.’ She shrugged.

      He would arrange for her and Dairon to meet them one rote. When they became allies with Earth.

      They crossed through the fields and entered the village. People stood clumped in crowds, watching them warily.

      Thanesh smiled as they were greeted with a mixture of hope and fear. They carried scars and haunted looks.

      An older female stepped out of the crowd towards Alethia.

      ‘Thanesh, this is Sarah.’

      ‘Thanesh?’ Sarah asked. Alethia nodded.

      Sarah took a deep breath. ‘We’re throwing a party,’ she said. Her voice was a different accent than Alethia’s. There was a gentle lilt to it that was pleasant to listen to. ‘It’s not every day your planet is registered with the IGC.’

      ‘That sounds enjoyable.’ Thanesh said softly.

      ‘I’m going to take him to look at my house first,’ Alethia said.

      ‘Oh, we’re still getting it ready. It’ll be a little while.’ She looked at Thanesh. ‘It’s a bit of a potluck. People are bringing whatever they were cooking for the evening meal,’ Sarah explained when she saw the confusion on his face.

      ‘There’s some people I want to introduce you to later, Alethia,’ Sarah called after them.

      ‘Do you need me now?’ Alethia turned, looking at Sarah’s hazel eyes, her hand gripping Thanesh’s tighter.

      Sarah shook her head. ‘No, enjoy your time with your man there. It can wait.’

      Alethia led him away from the crowd and to the house closest to the fields. Behind it was the small hill with what looked like a cemetery sat atop it.

      Alethia opened the door and walked in; there was no lock, Thanesh realised. A part of him liked that she felt safe enough here to have no locks. Another part was already planning the security upgrades for her home and the entire village.

      The wood that made up the logs of her home was a swirl of purple and silver. Most of the furniture was simple wood carved from the local trees. In one corner sat a highly polished silver and purple table that seemed to have been fitted together in an intricate pattern. Simple fabrics covered sofa and chairs, windows and one wall. There was a thick homespun rug on the floor, and more exotic pieces from Amara, Quresh and Keris were folded neatly over the back of the sofa. Everything looked old, like it had been placed there twenty solars before, but it was loved and well cared for. Every single piece was pleasing to the eye and as a whole, they had a flow to them that complimented the colours used in the furniture and the cabin itself.

      It was an unassuming cabin, with the main room adjoining a kitchen. The living room was on the right of the front door, the kitchen to the left. There was an open door across the small through which he could see doorways to yet more rooms.

      If Thanesh had to live on this planet without ever building an IGC-worthy world, he would have been happy just in this small home. They would keep it, he decided, and come whenever they could. Whenever they wanted to get away from the stresses of being leaders of a world.

      She turned to face him, an insecure smile on her face. ‘I know it’s small…’ she drifted off.

      ‘It’s perfect,’ he assured her. Pulling her into his arms. She smiled up at him.

      Soon they would go to this party. Tomorrow they would begin planning out their world. But in this moment, there was only them.

      He leaned down and kissed her.
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      Light with a red shade to it tracked across his lids. Thanesh opened his eyes and looked at the panoramic window that dominated one side of his and Alethia’s bedroom.

      The sun was a sliver on the horizon.

      He looked behind him, to Alethia’s spot. As usual, it was empty. Alethia wasn’t an early riser by nature. Their daughter, however, was a different matter.

      Thanesh pulled the covers back and got out of bed, stretching as he looked out of the window to see Alethia and Tessa down on the beach below.

      They were surrounded by Tessan guards.

      In the five solars since he had confirmed his application, in person as required by IGC law, he had met every challenge. Thrown off every set back. This rote he would set off for the IGC and they would confirm, along with the inspectors the IGC had sent, that they had surpassed every standard, every hurdle that had been laid for them.

      Still, Thanesh was sure Hekalion and his Fedhith ally Ila would do everything they could to deny their entrance. He was confident they were behind much of the sabotage they had faced. Though what Hekalion and his allies didn’t understand was that Thanesh always had a Plan B and a Plan C, D, and E. He planned out the whole, as Alethia called it, alphabet. He had redundancies on his redundancies.

      Thanesh and his people had met every challenge and won.

      Thanesh watched Tessa stand up from playing and wander up the beach. She walked in the wet sand as the water lapped at her feet. Alethia was right behind her, and Dak followed as though his life depended on it.

      His life depended on it. He was Tessa’s personal bodyguard.

      Thanesh slung on pants and, topless, slipped out onto the balcony and descended the stairs to the grass. A short walk took him to the beach. He passed guard after guard. His family’s protection was everything.

      Tessa saw him. Her face lit up and she broke into a run, crossing the distance between them.

      ‘Daddy.’

      Every time she saw him, it was as though he had been gone a thousand solars. He had been the one to put her to bed last night, as every night.

      He bent down and scooped her up, reaching out for her as she jumped, ever trustful that her father would catch her.

      Tessa sat on his arm and clung to his neck. Thanesh peppered her face with kisses, delighting in the squeaking laughter, his hand in her hair so she couldn’t move away.

      ‘No, Daddy. Stop it,’ she squealed.

      Finally, he gave her a big kiss on the cheek and hugged her close, looking over his shoulder as Alethia crossed the beach towards him.

      She’d slowed down again, in the final trimester of her pregnancy. One hand rested on her bump as she grinned at their antics.

      He would make that female pregnant over and over, he vowed. He loved the sight of it, her round and lush with their child.

      ‘No more than two,’ she would yelp when he mentioned it. ‘Maybe three,’ she’d said when Tessa grew out of the baby phase and into the toddler phase. He would get his way.

      Despite all his foreboding, Alethia and Tessa would accompany him to the IGC this rote. There, Tessa would be protected by a contingent of guards in the inner ring while Thanesh and Alethia stood together in the IGC chamber of the central sphere.

      They were leaving a few rotes early so that they could meet up with Dahnus and his ship. But he wasn’t just meeting Dahnus, he would also be meeting the humans. Their craft, Endurance, was currently being escorted by the Halidan on their journey to formally apply for IGC membership. A relay of ships was guarding them. Any moment now, the Halidan would pass the baton to the Luadaal who would escort them to Seliika space. From there they would skirt Cealin space through Etaan, then Surilan, Inadiine and into Amaran space, where they would rendezvous with Dahnus and Thanesh. They would escort them the remainder of the way.

      It would have made more sense to cut through Teyas, but they had been one of the three allies lost when he made his slave ultimatum. It was less than he expected, more than he hoped. The Raqhan even bothered to go as far as a parliamentary vote and formal condemnation of his demand.

      Alethia and Thanesh met. Thanesh moved Tessa to his hip, bent over Alethia, careful of her stomach and kissed her.

      ‘Ahhh,’ Tessa said in his ear, making him laugh.

      ‘Here, let me take her,’ Dak said. ‘Tessa, let’s go to the rock pools.’ Tessa threw herself into Dak’s arms.

      Thanesh relinquished his daughter to one of a handful of people he trusted her with and pulled his wife deeper into his arms. She smiled up at him.

      A flash of Alethia sat astride him, her head thrown back, her eyes closed as she cried out entered his mind. Many rooms in their home were soundproofed. They had to be.

      ‘I am going to make you cum before breakfast,’ he vowed.

      She sucked in a breath and moaned. ‘I think you just did,’ she snickered. ‘Oh, God, I’m so horny. Why does pregnancy do this to me?’

      Another reason to keep her pregnant, he vowed.

      ‘Back to the house?’ Alethia said, raising her eyebrows suggestively.

      Thanesh could only nod in response. Rotes from now their future would be cast in stone.

      In this moment, there was only them.

      

      
        
        The end
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      Amot. Mikel read the readout with a mixture of joy and disbelief. The whole vrokking system was riddled with Amot.

      ‘So, this is where Makios Desares has been getting his Amot from.’ Herik was looking at the readout over Mikel’s shoulder.

      Mikel looked at the grey-skinned and horned Setean. His aura was shining a slightly darker grey than usual. ‘Vrokker’s been holding out on us.’

      ‘We sell this information to the Protectorate and we’ll be able to buy our own vrokking planet AND Protectorate protection.’ Mikel looked at Fallan, his Temerin crewman; his dappled blue skin shone with a slight violet aura, his loose crimson hair was swept over one shoulder. He was sitting in the pilot seat Herik had just vacated when the results of the system survey came in.

      ‘Get out of my seat vrokker.’ Herik walked over to Fallan who jumped out of his chair and nimbly side-stepped Herik’s swipe. Almost immediately Fallan tripped. Herik caught him before he hit the floor of the ship.

      ‘Be careful little Temerin,’ Herik’s voice was kind. He was a large male, over seven fenth tall, but he had a soft spot for the smaller races.

      ‘I can’t see anything in this vrokking dark. Mikel, can you put your goggles on so I can see?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Mikel sighed as he reached to his head, swept his cobalt hair out of his face and pulled the red lensed goggles over his eyes. Bataar, his homeworld was a dark place and the Bataarin’s eyes were extremely sensitive to light. He could see in it but, as the light came on, he looked around the room bathed in shades of red.

      ‘It’ll be cycles, possibly solars before the Protectorate pay us for the find. We should take some, take a rock and sell it to see us through until the payment comes in.’

      Solars. The thought of waiting that long for the credits he could use to track down his mate was intolerable. Hadn’t he already waited for ten solars? The image of her, long, dark brown hair. Her brown and green eyes she called hazel: her full lips and delicate human features. Grief filled him whenever he thought about his Sarah, but he was determined to find her. For him and her daughter, who Mikel had claimed as his own when he smuggled her from Caras space station where Sarah was forced to prostitute.

      ‘Herik has a point,’ Fallan picked up where the Setean left off. ‘That’s if they pay us at all. The Protectorate. What does anyone know about them? They’re mercenaries and guard the border of some alien’s space. No one knows what race they are, where they come from or has even seen a female. They owe no one. We should take what we can and then bring them this. That way, we’re covered if they decide to rip us off.’

      Mikel considered what they were saying. It made sense. His fingers worked over the console while he scanned the area for a floating piece of rock the ships tractors could easily manage—something with a high Amot content.

      ‘That one,’ Mikel said when more than a minute had passed. He tapped the small screen in front of him.  When a holo appeared, he pinched it between finger and thumb and threw it on the main view screen.

      An image of an asteroid belt appeared in front of them. A yellow frame tracked one asteroid as it passed on the inner rim of the field. ‘We tractor that. Take it to Herik’s contacts on Huan, they’ll pay a vrokking fortune for it. Then we go to the Protectorate.’ He looked up at his two friends. Herik had a solemn look on his face, but there was a glint of greed in his eyes. Fallan was grinning.

      ‘Let’s do it.’ The Temerin agreed.

      Herik aimed at the belt and headed towards it. A few minutes later he was flying Sarah skilfully through the belt, heading towards the inner system. ‘The fourth planet is habitable.’

      Mikel pulled up information on the system and tapped on the fourth planet. He clicked on the planets icon and it became a holo in front of him. He threw the information at the viewscreen. A red world appeared before him, the terminator line separating night from the day was swallowing an ocean as the planet rotated. Just on the dark side of the terminator line, a continent was slipping out of view.

      ‘It’s a shame this place is going to be strip-mined by the Protectorate,’ Fallan said, appearing at Mikel’s side. ‘It’s beautiful.’

      ‘What colour is it? All I see is red.’

      ‘There’s red. And purple and blue.’

      ‘We’re almost at the asteroid,’ Herik called to them. ‘I’m about to manoeuvre the ship, get ready to lock the tractor and we’ll pull it into the hold.’

      ‘Ready,’ Mikel said, dismissing the feed of the planet and replacing it with the prize. The asteroid was several meters in diameter and almost entirely made from Amot. It wasn’t even enough to build one ship, but Amot was rare enough that just about anyone they approached would be happy to deal under the table for it.

      ‘What have we got in the hold?’ Mikel asked, realising he hadn’t thought about it. They were between jobs, but he knew there were a couple of small crates in there.

      ‘The Golgra shipment the Tensa vrok stiffed us for,’ Herik answered.

      ‘Vrokking durv should have paid us on time,’ Mikel said as he purged the hold and opened the doors. Perhaps the Golgra would remain in the hold, maybe it wouldn’t. He didn’t really care.

      ‘Activating tractor,’ Mikel murmured, loud enough for his crew to hear. On the viewscreen, a slight glow appeared around the asteroid and it slowly changed direction, picking up speed until it was steadily heading towards the hold. Mikel switched the feed and they saw the image of the asteroid entering the spacious hold. The Golgra survived. ‘Shutting the doors.’

      ‘VROK!’ Herik’s tone was so out of character, it took a moment to realise it was the Setean who’d spoken.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Ship just jumped in.’ Herik tapped the console in front of him and threw a new feed up on the viewscreen.

      Mikel pinged the ship, a moment later it’s credentials scrolled on his screen. ‘That’s a slave ship. Bentari, the Votyi.’

      ‘What the vrok is it doing here?’ Mikel turned and saw Fallan, his huge eyes open wide. He was holding onto one of the handholds suspended from the ceiling.

      ‘Herik, scan the planet.’ Mikel watched as Herik did a basic scan.

      ‘There are over a hundred and forty humanoid life signs down there.’

      ‘They’re going to cull them,’ Fallan gasped.

      ‘We need to get the vrok out of here before they decide to cull us as well.’

      The ship's tail fin hit the Sarah and sent it in a spin. Behind him, Mikel heard Fallan fall and land heavily on the floor.

      ‘Vrok,’ he groaned.

      ‘Hold on, Herik, get us out of here.’

      ‘I can’t. That hit knocked out our FTL. We’ll need to land to make repairs.’

      Mikel looked at the red planet in front of them. The same red world the slave ship was moving towards.

      ‘Vrok!’
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        * * *

      

      Sarah became aware of the alarms at the same time as she became aware of Ann’s wailing. She shot out of bed and crossed the small hall into Ann’s room. Ann was lying on the floor, curled into a ball with her hands over her head.

      ‘It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s okay.’ Sarah crossed the space to the young woman and carefully put her hands on her. ‘It’s okay. I’m here Ann. We need to get up. We need to get some shoes on you and get out.’

      The alarms meant only one thing. There was an unexpected, unknown ship heading in to land, which meant their small colony of ex-slaves were in trouble.

      ‘Come on precious girl. I have you.’ Sarah tried to coax Ann up, but she wouldn’t move. ‘Okay. Let me get your shoes.’

      Ann ran to the small wardrobe and pulled out a pair of shoes. She knelt back down and slowly slipped the shoes on Ann’s bare feet. ‘It’s okay, my girl. Sarah’s here.’

      Sarah heard the sound of the front door to the small cabin open.

      ‘Sarah?’

      ‘Valerie. In Ann’s room.’

      Valerie appeared in the doorway. She saw Ann huddled on the floor and Sarah saw pain cross her best-friends face. A moment later, it was gone. ‘Now Ann. None of this. We have to put your shoes on and go for a walk in the woods. Ya hear me?’

      Sarah felt Ann go stiff under her touch. Ann was like a child. Made that way by the alien scum who fed her a drug to make sex with her more pleasurable for himself. Unfortunately, the Kuldesa had the added effect of damaging the human brain permanently. Ann couldn’t be more than twenty-three or twenty-four, but he’d stolen her whole life for his own selfish desires. This was why their small colony was hidden. This was why the present incursion was such a danger.

      Valerie crossed the space and helped Sarah pull Ann off the floor. They set her on the bed and Valerie took a position in front of her. ‘None of this nonsense now.’ Her voice was firm but kind. ‘We have to go now, Ann. Okay?’

      Ann’s grey eyes searched for Sarah, who smiled and nodded encouragingly. Ann didn’t really understand what they were saying. Her understanding of language was limited. She mostly responded to tone and facial expressions. Calming somewhat at Sarah’s fake calm, she allowed Valerie to put her in a jumper, while Sarah threw on a cardigan.

      ‘Right, let’s get out of here.’ Valerie helped Ann off the bed.

      Sarah looked into her best friend's black eyes. ‘I don’t understand the point. They’ll be able to find us with sensors.’

      ‘Hiding isn’t about them not finding us,’ Valerie said, helping Ann to the door. ‘It’s about giving Pete and the other males time to use the traps, to divide them, kill them. The longer they’re in the forest searching for us, the more time our people have to take them out.’

      Sarah opened the front door to her purple log cabin. Once off the porch, she came around Ann’s other side and the women supported her as they stepped onto the dirt road surrounding the small village green. To her right were fields and the tree line which led to the landing pad the colony used. There were usually three ships there—a small planet runner. A small cargo ship and Invictus, the ship belonging to Alethia, the colony’s human leader and her little brother Dairon, a half-Kuyon. But Alethia and Dairon had gone to make a supply run and meet up with Makios to buy slaves they could bring back to the colony. Ex-slaves made up the entire population of the planet Tessa.

      To the left was the small village of Aida. Sarah’s house was next to the field, sitting at the far end of the green. Holding onto Ann, they walked across the green, which on Tessa was actually red and headed to the single road that made up the rest of the village. Because they had to care for Ann, they were among the last, though there were stragglers, as well as Cebra, the Teyas female standing at the top of the road, making sure everyone got out.

      ‘You’re slow,’ Cebra called as they headed out of the village and towards the tree line. Sarah threw an annoyed look at the tall Teyas. Cebra’s bright blue pupils were highly reflective in the dark. Her pale purple skin was framed by short brown hair.

      ‘I’ve told you before. The alarm scares Ann, it makes it harder to dress her. If you want us to be quicker, then help.’

      Cebra returned Sarah’s annoyed look with one of her own. ‘We’ve offered to move you to this end of the village. You turn us down.’

      ‘That cabin has been my home for nine years. I am not moving.’

      ‘Not the time,’ Valerie said as the trees swallowed them.

      Valerie and Sarah stopped walking for a moment to allow their eyes to adjust. There was a well-cleared path ahead of them. As they stepped forward, Cebra and Voldanin, a pale skinned Ualhan male with black eyes and long white hair, dragged matted brush into the path to disguise it.

      They hurried their steps, familiar with the path which was regularly cleared to keep it safe to traverse in the dark. Between them, Ann began whimpering.

      ‘Oh Ann, it’s okay my love. We’re going to be at the tunnels soon and then we’ll get you to sleep okay?’

      ‘I’m going to sing to you,’ Valerie promised. On Earth, before she was taken, Valerie was a professional singer and model. Sarah recognised her as soon as she arrived at the colony two years previously. Though she rarely sang anymore, having been forced to sing for a string of owners before Makios bought her, she sang for Ann to soothe her often.

      ‘Now that’s a treat, isn’t it Ann?’

      They continued talking as they walked. Eventually, enough of the path was covered and with a wave, Cebra and Voldanin disappeared to rendezvous with their group. Guerrilla warfare would be enacted in this wood tonight. With a bit of luck, the slavers wouldn’t see it coming.

      They hit the halfway mark and were heading towards a clearing when Valerie drew them to a halt.

      ‘Do you hear that?’ It took Sarah a few moments, but she heard talking. An unfamiliar voice was saying something, he sounded confrontational.

      ‘Can you tell what they’re saying?’

      ‘Keep Ann here, I’ll be back in a moment.’

      ‘Sarah? What are you doing?’

      Sarah held a hand up to quiet Valerie and walked into the trees. When she was twenty feet in, she rounded one of the large trees and got her first peek into the dimly lit clearingclearing.

      Several of the colonists were stood in the clearing, their hands up. A Setean was standing by a severely damaged ship, pointing a weapon at the crowd.

      ‘We’ll pay you.’ Veldan was an Mvari engineer for the colony. He was standing forward of everyone else. ‘If you’re not here to enslave us, we’ll pay you in regular Amot to help our people defeat the slavers.

      ‘We have Amot,’ the Setean pointed to a large rock sitting in their cargo bay. ‘We’re taking one of your ships, that Amot and getting out of here. Your troubles are your own.’

      Sarah scoffed. It was just like a Setean to say something like that.

      ‘You have weapons, so do we. We have traps in the forest set for the slavers and a lot of people are out there working to stop them.’

      ‘Then you don’t need us.’

      Sarah’s breath caught in her throat. She knew that voice, but it couldn’t be him. Mikel was dead.

      ‘And you might want to look at leaving this planet. I don’t think the Protectorate will appreciate you selling their Amot once we tell them about this system.’

      Carried forward without thinking, Sarah made her way through the forest, towards that voice that sounded too much like the male she’d loved and lost.

      ‘What’s that?’ The Setean raised a gun and pointed it in Sarah’s direction.

      Galma, another Ualhan member of the colony turned, her black eyes seeing Sarah in the dark. A panicked look entered her eyes.

      ‘Please don’t fire. It’s one of our people. She won’t hurt you.’

      Sarah stopped walking. The gun was still pointed at her. Her whole body went cold and a sweat broke out over her back. She felt her pulse in her throat speed up.

      There was movement in the clearing. Cobalt hair and red lensed goggles appeared from behind the crowd.

      His sage skin held more lines but didn’t hers. It was almost a decade since they’d last seen each other by the Tessan calendar. His hair was shorter. He used to wear it long in defiance of his dishonourable discharge, now it was cut short and he wore it styled. He’d grown bigger. As he crossed his arms, his muscles bulged across his expansive chest. His goggles were on and he was standing in the light, so Sarah was positive he couldn’t see her. Bataarin eyes were all pupils, so most light hurt his eyes.

      ‘Come out of the woods and Herik won’t shoot you.’

      Sarah forced her feet to move.

      His face dropped when she stepped out into the light.

      ‘God Mikel, wouldn’t it be awful if your man there shot me before you saw me? How terrible would that be, after all these years?’

      He stared at her for several moments. When he finally stepped forward, she did too. When she broke into a run, he matched her speed and when their arms found each other, he lifted her into his holding her close to him.

      ‘Mikel, what the vrok?’ It was the Setean. Sarah could see him over Mikel’s shoulder, there was a confused, almost angry look on his face.

      ‘My Sarah, is that really you?’

      ‘Sarah, what’s going on?’ Galma asked. Sarah barely heard her.

      ‘Ah, I see.’ The Setean turned away. ‘Fallan, empty the weapons locker, we’re staying.’

      ‘Is Chloe with you?’

      ‘You’re helping us now?’ Veldan asked.

      ‘She is with my parent’s, on Bataar.’ His voice was breathy. ‘My Sarah. I can’t believe I finally found you.’

      ‘Captain found his mate, which means we’re helping.’

      ‘Oh my god, Mikel.’ Sarah drew away from him. He set off walking towards the tree line. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘I want to look at you with my own eyes.’

      When they were in the treeline, Mikel ripped off the goggles. Sarah smiled, feeling the familiar butterflies erupt in her stomach. Mikel returned her smile with one of his own.

      ‘There you are, my beautiful mate.’
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      It’s a bizarre experience to be coming to the end of the beginning of this journey. Today is the 28th of May. I’ve just sent The Mercenary’s Dawn – Draft 6 (Ha! More like draft 16) off to my editor and now have to wait more than a week to get the notes back (actually got them back three days before they were due because Lindsay’s awesome!). I sent it early because I was ‘tinkering’ and that’s always a bad idea!

      To you, the reader, thanks so much for taking a chance on my book. I really hope you enjoyed it and are excited for more (There’s more. Lots and lots more). I can’t tell you what a nerve wracking journey this has been. You’re reading this in my future, so right now I imagine future me (who I’m always so hard on when it comes to editing ‘Why do it now, future me can do it.’ sigh, past me is such an asshole!) is sitting in a gooey puddle of nerves eating Ben and Jerry’s and trying to figure out if there’s an escape plan.

      You may have noticed I seeded a few future books in here. I have a confession to make, except for Makios, it’s going to be a while before the rest of the males in this book are seen. Renegades is a five book series. It acts to introduce my universe and set into motion events that will be examined as I expand the universe through future series. I have a timeline of when things will happen and so each heroes story will come in its due time. I hope you’ll come along with me for the journey, it’s gonna be long, crazy and filled with emotion and HEA’s.

      Through this journey I’ve had some help, advice and long-suffering people. The two longest serving members of my craziness are my husband Jonathan Peace and my best friend. My husband and I will be celebrating our third wedding anniversary on the 30th of May and ten years together on the 6th of June, so a busy week ahead. Longer serving than him is my best-friend Andrea Moss who is my brain twin, spirit animal, provider of wine and listener of long complaining rants about nonsense. I love these two people more than life.

      Next is Jennifer Ponzini, my critique partner. We haven’t known each other long but have been kinda creeped out by how many things we have in common as we’ve both traversed this writing journey. She’s working on her own series and I can’t wait for you all to read it.

      Next are my Beta readers; Andrea Zamora, Kitty Smart and Whitney Gonitzke. Your feedback was amazing and only helped me be better. I now have a folder especially for favourite feedback and all three of you went straight in there. Thanks so much and I hope you’ll all be able to sign up again for the next book.

      To my future ARC’s, thank you so much whomever you are.

      Around three weeks ago I sent several chapters from  my book to Amanda Perkins. Your feedback was brutal and painful and it improved the book. I’d gotten into some bad habits during my screenwriting years, such as short, punchy sentences that have no place in prose writing. I’d gotten out of the habit by the time I was halfway through the book but had made no attempt to fix it in the beginning. Your feedback was the reality check I needed to get my act together. Thank you.

      Then there is Sam Muraski who designed the cover during what has to be one of the most challenging times in history. Yet she somehow always had time to answer my inane badgering.

      Lindsay at Ly Publishing edited the book and did an amazing job (Any mistakes herein are mine alone, probably one of the edits I chose not to accept). When going through her edits I was struck by what an exceptional job she did and how she got my story, the context and my voice.

      Last but not least, at the beginning of the year I came across Hayley Benitez in the Romance With Aliens That Look Like Aliens group (Note: If you’re not a member of the Facebook page, I highly recommend you join up) she was getting ready to release her first story in an anthology. I PM’d her and suggested we support each other during the beginning of our journeys. Thanks to her I found my editor and got loads of advice on how to traverse the more professional parts of this journey.  I will always be grateful to her for helping me. Hayley and her cousin Amanda Crawford co-write under the name Octavia Kore. Check out her books Queen of Twilight and Ecstasy From The Deep.

      Going forward, Makios’s story is due out at the end of August and, having already written it, this is my favourite so far. I can’t wait for you to meet Makios’s ‘little human’.

      If you want to know what happened on Tessa while Alethia was away, sign up to my newsletter either by clicking this link, or, if you’re reading the print book, by visiting www.lucypeace.com and filling out the mailchimp form. I’m not a spammer, too busy writing, but you will get fortnightly newsletters keeping you up to date. This will also include random bonus shorts. A whole bunch of new Tessan’s were made on Teralis, including females. Occasionally, I’ll include a link to a short story, novelette or novella which tells the story of how some of the males you met in this book met their mates. It’s not going to be as regular as my books, but the stories are in my head and they’re simply too short, or not connected enough to the overriding arc to turn into a full-length novel. However, if you’d prefer not to sign up, I will also be releasing them on KU and to buy at the same time.

      If I’ve managed to keep your attention for this long, well done; you have a longer attention span than I do! I just want to thank you again for reading my book. Whether you loved it or loathed it, I would appreciate it if you would take a moment to review it. Self-published authors live and die by how many reviews we get, well, not literally, but they’re so important to our visibility by other readers. You can find my book on Amazon, all countries; and Goodreads.

      

      Thanks for reading. I’ll see you next time.

      

      Lucy
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