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      Scaron

      I go out on a hunting expedition and what do I return with? An alien female. I’d toss her out, but…she’s absurdly appealing to me. The longer I allow her to live on my ship, the less I want to kill her. With a looming showdown against our enemy to prepare for, the last thing I need is a female distracting me, but I cannot stay away and I would kill to protect her.

      

  




Wyn

      I’m stranded on this planet and captured by aliens who are battling against enemies that want to kill them for some healing liquid their living ship produces. How did I go from living a quiet life as a medical doctor to this? To top it off, the leader of my captors is a red-eyed, dagger-wielding male with a smirk that makes my knees weak and a kiss that sets me on fire. Is he my enemy or the best thing to ever strut into my life?

      

      When a terrible attack calls my medical skills into use, Scaron and I must work together to save the lives of his people and defend against an enemy that shocks me to my core. Humans know this planet better than I thought and it will take a united front of allies—who I thought were dead—to escape with our lives.

      

      This is book six in the Lords of Destra series but it can be read alone with no cliffhangers and no cheating. I write what I love to read, so there is always consent and always a happy ending.
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        Wyn

      

      

      The last human voice I heard came from the mouth of our team leader, Sibyl. I played it over and over again in my head and it sang to me in my dreams like a fraying thread to my old life. To the time when I was human.

      Get to your pods. Bring your headgear. Tarla taught us the emergency protocols. We follow them.

      I awoke with a start. Immediately, my gaze went to the sky. Not much time had elapsed. It was still day. The second sun had not yet begun to set.

      What was the point of continuing on? I hadn’t found anything or anyone. But I still crawled over to the river. I sat cross-legged at the water’s edge, braiding the ratty ends of my hair. I plucked a few young strands of river grass from the ice-cold water, rolled them up and put them in my mouth. It was like eating paper with hot sauce, but I was starving. I would eat anything that wouldn’t sicken or kill me. My med scanner was useful. Instead of being used to identify possible pathogens infecting a patient, it identified possible poisons to avoid, giving me the ability to know what plants would kill me if I ate them. And what wouldn’t. I ate anything that wasn’t toxic. That’s what you did when you were alone and starving.

      I chewed the grass and swallowed it for what little nutrition it would give me. My stomach growled. No amount of grass, or mushrooms, or algae could cure the aching hollow in there. I took a different device from the kit I carried and pressed the silver pad of it to my chest. It was a temperature regulator. Within moments, warmth uncurled through my body, all the way to my bare toes. It felt so good, I sighed. Just a little sleep. That was all I needed. Then I’d get up and trudge on. To where, I didn’t know. Just…on.

      Dreams took me the moment my head hit the ground. It was always the same dream, which was more like a memory played over and over. It was the last few moments of my old life.

      I was back on the Axion-9, before the crash. My clothes were intact. My mouth, sweet from a glass of wine.

      “Get to your pods,” Sibyl said with terror in her eyes. “Bring your headgear. Tarla taught us the emergency protocols. We follow them.”

      We did. There was no hesitation. We darted to our staterooms aboard the Axion-9 research vessel. We had just finished a planning meeting in our common room—in pajamas—when alarms and warning lights flashed.

      It’s a drill. It’s an elaborate, very realistic drill.

      It wasn’t.

      My hands shook as I threw the communication headset in my bag, as well as my to-go medkit. In my panic, I tossed in extra underwear and face cream. Even in a crisis, I didn’t pack light.

      Something had happened to our ship. Something we might not survive.

      Tarla Mazar had been one of the copilots of the Axion-9. She wasn’t part of our mission, which had been for the six of us researchers to stay at the Clarion-4 star system for one year. All six of our occupations represented an element that needed evaluation—environmental engineer, geologist, biologist, psychologist, security expert, and me, the medic. We had a job—to evaluate the selected planet for a potential trade outpost. We never got to Clarion-4.

      We all considered Tarla a friend. Amid the ship’s flashing lights, she managed to give us a warning before being dragged away by the rest of the crew: Prepare for…

      Her words were cut off, but it wasn’t a stretch to fill in the last one: impact.

      We took her advice. Sibyl gave the order and not a moment too soon. Before I could catch my breath, I was strapped in my pod and jettisoned into the darkness. I looked out the small window as my pod was awkwardly ejected. It slammed against the ship’s hull and into a strange, sticky sort of debris that stuck to my pod’s window like black goo.

      I could see very little through the blacked-out window. Only a little sliver remained uncovered. I kept waiting for the sedative drugs to be released into the coffin-sized pod and soothe my mind, but they never came. The computer or my pod—or both—must have been damaged.

      So, I closed my eyes, gritted my teeth, and worked through my fear as I waited for whatever was next. There was weightlessness. There was color—vivid enough to allow a glimpse through my tiny viewing spot. I let out a whimper. I was no space travel expert, but our orientation had included a prep on what it was like to travel through a darkspace channel. It looked like this. That meant we could come out anywhere.

      Or not at all.

      I hoped the sedatives released in the other pods. As a medical doctor, I knew how the body behaved when it was under extreme stress. I knew what chemicals were released to deal with great fear. I forced my muscles to relax against the snug hold of the straps that kept me from floating inside the pod.

      Suddenly, I felt heavy. Some force was pulling the pod, which became hot. It was tumbling, making my stomach flop nauseatingly. Gravity had intensified, sealing me to the mattress—yes, before it was my escape pod, this had been my bed. It even had a soft pillow.

      Blue flame domed over the window, burning off the black substance and blackening the whole thing. I gasped at the intense heat. I was either being pulled into a star or going through the atmosphere of a planet.

      I kept my eyes closed as air rushed around my pod like a hurricane. This was a rapid fall. I didn’t have the capacity to think. I knew these pods were designed to withstand enormous force and extreme temperature. But how could anyone survive this? One would think that after the nightmare of the crash ended, things would have gotten better.

      They didn’t. They got worse.

      My pod had crashed on a planet. It came to a stop with a bone-rattling smash. My onboard computer, which was built into the side of the pod, flickered. It managed to display the outside conditions before it blinked off permanently. I was on a habitable planet. Meaning, I wouldn’t die if I opened the lid.

      Not immediately, anyway.

      I worked the straps off of my body and then opened the escape pod. I hesitantly poked my head up to look around. The sight that greeted me was…not awful. The pod had crashed on the side of a lush, sloping mountain. It was covered in beautiful, vividly colored plants. About fifty yards away, a waterfall cascaded down the side of it. The air was pleasant—warm and dewy—and smelled of sweet flowers.

      My nightmare turned into a strange dream. The sky was red. On Earth, a sky like this was ominous, but I suspected it was normal on this planet. Two suns burned among the bruise-colored clouds that stretched across the sky, with a third, smaller one peeking over the horizon.

      On shaky legs, I got up and stepped out of the pod. The gravity was a little different from Earth and from the artificial gravity on the ship we’d been on. Feeling solid ground beneath my feet helped get my head back together. I needed shelter, food, and water. There was a little of the latter two in the pod, but only enough for a few days.

      I scouted around a bit, highly aware of how underdressed I was for this. My only clothing was little night shorts and a spaghetti-strap top. I had a handful of panties in my bag, but, brilliantly, I’d forgotten to put on shoes. Not my finest moment. Being barefoot made everything harder, as I had to watch every step. A cut out here could easily become infected. I only had so much antibiotic in my medkit.

      After working my way around the side of the mountain, I found a perfect cave tucked behind the waterfall. It appeared uninhabited except for some large tumbleweed-like grasses that were as tall as I was. They were blue and looked as though they’d been blown in here. Boom. I had shelter and the safety of a natural covering.

      It took me the rest of the day to drag my escape pod from the craggy spot where it had crashed to the cave. Fortunately, it wasn’t too far, but I was just one woman and the pod was heavy. Inch by inch I pulled it, pushed it, and maneuvered it over the slope and into the cave.

      That night I curled up in my pod, exhausted, but feeling…not horrible. I wrapped my blanket around me and hugged my pillow. I nibbled on the emergency rations from a compartment in the pod, and drank water from the internal reservoir. I went through the things I had brought with me. Some of it was just stupid, like extra underwear and my favorite face cream. But I had my medkit and communication headset. I consolidated all of it into one backpack.

      The next day I planned to find out if there was anything to eat and to start trying to contact the other women from my team through the communicator. We were researchers, hired by Earth Explorations, Inc. to evaluate a planned trade outpost. This was not it. The research I’d done on Clarion-4 made it clear that this was far from the planet we had been sent to. It was supposed to be a rainy planet with little sunshine from one dim sun. Not three.

      I looked around my quiet cave. Lichen glimmered on the walls. The waterfall was a constant roar in the background. The air was damp from the spray, which tasted like fresh water on my lips. I’d need that to drink when the reservoir in my pod ran out.

      So, I had shelter, water, and I was sure there was food in the pool at the base of the waterfall. When I looked down there, it teemed with creatures that resembled fish. If there was fruit on any of the trees and shrubs, I could run a few simple tests with my scanning equipment to determine if they were edible. If they were, I wouldn’t even have to kill anything.

      Maybe this wasn’t so bad, after all.

      I went to bed that night feeling optimistic. How fortunate was I to land in a place where most of my needs were met? I fell asleep with my head on my soft pillow and my blanket wrapped around me. Little did I know it was to be the last night I’d rest easily for a very long time.
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      Morning light filtered through the cave opening, sending wavering bands of light over the ground and walls as it shown through the waterfall. I stretched and sat up. I needed to find a place to use the bathroom. Maybe I could even set up a little shower area.

      Today would be a busy day. I needed to see what kind of food there was to eat around here and get to work using the headgear to contact my fellow team members. I hoped they’d survived the crash.

      I was returning from the jungle, where I’d relieved myself, and was nibbling on a protein bar from the emergency rations, when I heard a strange sound. It was like a cross between a hawk cry and a barking dog, but louder than both. It could be heard over the waterfall. I paused on the rocky ledge that curved a natural path down to the base where the pool writhed with fish, or whatever aquatic creatures lived here. Hopefully nothing with too many sharp teeth.

      The sound was getting closer and closer. Soon, it was accompanied by a sound like galloping horses.

      Suddenly, the sky darkened and the source of those sounds became visible. I let out a yelp and ducked back into the cave. Blackening the cave entrance were massive birds—no, not birds. They were shaped similar to pteranodons from the dinosaur era, except these creatures had long, vibrant plumage and three sets of taloned claws to go with long, sharp beaks.

      They were heading straight for my cave. The screeching, barking sounds mixed with the heavy thump of flapping wings and scratching claws. I cowered against the back wall. The creatures reached out with their claws and grabbed the tumbleweed-like foliage that had given my cave so much privacy. They scooped it up in large piles and left with it.

      Once they’d cleared enough of it, they came inside, much to my heart-pounding dismay. Each of these creatures was as tall as I was. They pecked at each other, snapping their beaks and sometimes smacking them against each other like they were having a sword fight. The sound even reminded me of metal clinking on metal.

      They all had a large eyeball in the front of their heads and various smaller eyeballs on the sides. Some had two, one of them had six on each side. All in all, it didn’t look like they missed anything, and sure enough, it took them mere moments to notice me. A loud, piercing cry shook the walls of the cave. I couldn’t press myself any farther into the back of it.

      Long, sharp beaks began to jab at me. A claw took a swipe and scraped my thigh. It wasn’t deep, thankfully, but it hurt and immediately began to bleed. The smell of blood created a frenzy. These creatures were not plant-eaters and here was an easy meal.

      I needed to get out of here. They were shredding my pillow while dragging the last clumps of those dry weeds out of the cave. I dodged another big jab and made a run for it, grabbing my bag on the way.

      Maybe they weren’t expecting me to move, because they squawked and barked loudly as I zigzagged around them. They weren’t the fastest on land, it appeared. I managed to get to the cave entrance. Outside, it was pandemonium.

      There had to be a thousand of these creatures. They were scooping fish out of the pool and gulping them down just as fast. Well, there goes my food source. Some of them were doing awkward dances. Then it hit me—this was a breeding ground. The weeds they collected were nesting material, along with my pillow, it seemed. No wonder they were so worked up. Animals shrieked in the woods. There was no hiding there. All of this would be hunting grounds, too.

      I needed to get as far away from here as possible—immediately. I tugged the straps of my pack and ran. A claw grazed my head, drawing blood that trickled over my ear. I bolted, stumbling over the uneven, slanted ground, dodging talons and ducking into the foliage to try and stay hidden. A couple of them followed me. I felt another slice of pain. This one was on my arm and barely missed digging in. Another slashed at my back, but the claws hit the bag instead, which was made of a durable, woven metal material.

      I was bleeding from several places, making it possible for these creatures to follow my scent. I lunged forward, racing out of their breeding grounds. As I hoped, the sounds of their cries became thinner and thinner. They were giving up the chase in favor of the easy food in the pool of water. As I hoped, the lure of their mates was a stronger pull than prey that was proving hard to catch.

      The jungle was an oasis. Beyond it, land rose up higher and was largely barren. A massive line of mountains, from which the waterfall drew its water, was far off and snowcapped. The water traveled down a river from those snowy peaks.

      I came to a stop on dry, cracked ground that was the same ruddy color as the sky above. Even near the river, the land lacked the lush vegetation that thrived near the jungle waterfall. Odd things grew here—mushroom-shaped things as tall as houses and covered in spikes; moving anemone-like growths that smelled like poison and flicked out tentacles, as if to grab passing prey.

      Trees were tall and barren, save for a few sparse leaves at the top. I looked longingly back at the jungle. I could hear the noises of the creatures that had descended on it, probably as they had for many, many generations. That was their place. Their breeding ground. I didn’t belong there. But it was still achingly hard to leave that lush place. I looked out over the… tundra? I didn’t even know how to describe this landscape other than inhospitable and scary.

      I spied a few clumps of dung from some very large animals. With a shudder, I wrapped my arms around myself and began to walk.

      And that was my life for more days than I could count. I used the rapid-heal thermizer in my medical kit to close the wounds inflicted by the clawed creatures before they could get infected. For the first week or so, I worked the headgear, calling into it in hopes that one of my team members would reply. No one ever did and the charge drained with me sobbing into the mouthpiece for someone—anyone—to answer. The headgear went dead. I put it back in my pack—why, I didn’t know. It wasn’t like I could recharge it, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave it behind, either. I stayed close to the river. I ate insects and plants that didn’t come up as toxic when I ran my medkit’s scanner over them. I hid from large predators. I raised my body temperature with the regulator and treated cuts with a device that sealed them with a synthetic skin.

      My thoughts turned basic, feral. Of the three vital elements of survival, only one was somewhat dependable—water. But I was drinking it without purifying it first. So far, I’d experienced no ill effects, but that wasn’t necessarily going to stay that way. Just one creature needed to defecate upstream for my water to hold pathogens that could kill me. It was great fun to be a doctor and know all the ways a human could die.

      Of the other two elements, shelter was an occasional outcropping of rock or a large bush, and food was patchy at best. It never rained or precipitated in any way. Not here, anyway. There was snow on those far-off mountains, so something must come from the sky out there. As I moved closer to the snowcapped peaks, fewer predators roamed, but edible plants also grew thinner. Not to mention, I lacked clothing. My top was an early casualty. The thin straps snapped and after multiple attempts at keeping them together, I resigned myself to them just being worn out, and I gave up and stuff the top in my bag. I couldn’t even imagine the state of me—mostly naked, filthy, and muttering to myself. My long blond curls were most definitely a wreck. They were hard to tame under the best of circumstances. Now, they just spiraled out around my face in matted chunks. I must have looked as wild as the creatures that stomped these lands, and I felt no different. I kept the pack that contained my few belongings and maintained a very thin grip on my rational mind. I couldn’t forget who I was. Even out here, I tried to keep myself as clean as I could and as healthy as possible.

      My old life of comfort felt like a far-flung delusion. I thought about it when I washed my underwear in the river and looked at the printed brand on the lacy waistband. I thought about it when I held my devices. They still felt natural in my hand. I recalled holding them when my hands were soft and my nails manicured.

      I sat there, at the river’s edge, thinking about my mom, who must think me dead by now, and my overly dramatic sister, whom I loved dearly but could only take in short visits. I’d run out of tears. I didn’t want to eat any more grass, but it was there and so I pulled out a few more blades and put them in my mouth to suck them in like spaghetti. My stomach growled. No amount of grass, or mushrooms, or algae could cure the aching hollow in there.

      The sound of a motorized vehicle made me forget all about the grass. My heart pounded with excitement, fear, and hope—all at once. My poor brain couldn’t process the sound and the possibilities. I squinted and scanned the desolate, red landscape. Clouds of dust rose in the distance, from the direction of the sound.

      Five vehicles moved steadily in my direction, following the path of the river. They came closer—humanoid beings in gleaming, colorful armor rode astride on vehicles that reminded me of hoverbikes from Earth, but these had fat wheels. These were bulkier, louder, and smellier. The stench of their exhaust had already reached me.

      I remained crouched. The only movement I could muster was to pull my backpack on over my front, so the bulk of it covered my naked breasts. I couldn’t flee, despite knowing that I should. These beings could be enemies. They could be friendly. Hell, they could be human, although I doubted that. Even from a distance, there was something alien about them. I didn’t know, and that kept me frozen in place.

      As they grew closer, I could see the glint of metal weapons. Five massive males wore large goggles over their eyes, hiding much of their faces. And they weren’t wearing armor. Their skin was chromatic bronze, shot with other colors that changed like a swirling sea.

      And goodness, they were huge. Far bigger than I initially thought. They rippled with massive slabs of muscle that reminded me of Greek gladiators. Two sizable dead creatures were tied on the backs of two of their vehicles. They had to be on a hunting expedition. That would explain the dead animals and all the weapons. That wasn’t a good sign.

      One of the vehicles broke off from the group and swung toward me. My heart pounded hard. I gulped down breaths, trying to stay calm, but failing miserably. In a plume of red dust, the vehicle stopped before me. Exhaust and fine dust filled my nose and I sneezed.

      Leather creaked as the rider dismounted from his vehicle. I rubbed my nose and blinked my watery eyes. A pair of booted feet stopped directly in front of me. Slowly, with dread, I traced my gaze upwards. I took in black leather pants that fit snugly to muscular calves, and to thighs that flexed with thick muscle. A thick belt on his narrow hips held various pouches and leather sheaths just the right size for small knives or daggers. The hilts glinted in the light, teasing at the blades tucked inside.

      I blinked and looked higher to a bare chest, shifted in shimmering colors, streaked with red, and stretched over muscles that looked carved from stone. It was an extremely impressive chest, belonging to a warrior. An alien warrior, because these males were not human. My gaze kept moving upward, to the face of the male standing before me.

      And my jaw dropped. He had a face that would stop traffic if we were on Earth. Carved lips were set in a cool smirk. High cheekbones framed eyes that were red as blood. Those eyes narrowed to ruby slits as they moved over me with an air of assessment. His dark slashes for brows lowered. His goggles sat propped up on his head around a full head of shaggy black hair that tossed around his face. Iit moved silkily in the breeze.

      He was gorgeous in a cruel, ruthless way. Slowly, he lowered into a crouch. Those ruby eyes moved over me with a slow, deliberate assessment.

      The four other males in his party arrived. Once again, I closed my eyes and sneezed at the plume of dust and exhaust that overwhelmed my senses. The male before me turned and said something to the others in a foreign tongue. They responded, and large feet crunched on the ground as they approached. My gaze flicked over them. All of them were huge, but none other had the red eyes of the one who gazed down at me with sizzling intensity.

      “What do you want?” I whimpered. Here I was, face-to-face with the first semi-human life form I’d encountered since crashing on this miserable planet and he was likely to gut me right here, right now. I would be tossed on the back of a vehicle and brought back to their lair for food.

      “Ak lanar tin warakan,” the red-eyed male said to me. His voice was low with a gravelly rasp. Of course, I couldn’t understand him.

      I looked up helplessly and shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

      He got up with a grunt that sounded like disgust and snapped out something to his group. Two other males approached me. I curled up even tighter, wrapping my arms around my backpack and legs. I shook my head as enormous hands gripped my upper arms.

      “No, no, no,” I begged, but they pulled me up and dragged me towards one of their thick-wheeled vehicles. The gutting I was expecting did not come. There seemed to be some confusion about the pack I was carrying. One of them plucked at it and said something to the others.

      Maybe it was irrational, but I wouldn’t let my things go without a fight. They were all I had in this world. I wrapped my arms tight around my pack and curled over it with a snarl. When the red-eyed one came forward and tried to pull it off, I tossed back my head. “Don’t touch my stuff,” I snarled.

      He paused, as if surprised, then let out a chuckle. With a shake of his head, he waved a hand, as if to say, I don’t need this, and went to his hovercycle with wheels.

      The two who had pulled me to my feet now propelled me to the red-eyed alien’s vehicle and dumped me on the back of it. They wrenched my hands off my pack and bound them with a length of rope, then tied me to the seat—as if I were going to take off running. Where did they think I was going to go?

      I waited as the five of them had a discussion of sorts. They talked quickly in their interesting, almost lilting tongue. The male with the red eyes was clearly their leader. He spoke less than the other four and they deferred to him. He seemed displeased about something—probably me—but then, they broke off and each got back on their vehicles. The red-eyed male operated the one I was tied to. He threw his leg over the seat and sat astride. His broad back and lean hips tucked directly in front of me. I was acutely aware of how little clothing I had on.

      He put his large goggles back over his eyes and turned to me. “Haruk nakk’la ek,” he said and then mimed the act of closing one’s eyes by closing his eyes and pointing to me. “Nakk’la.”

      I nodded, understanding the meaning, if not the words. He did not have a second pair of goggles and needed his to drive. The dust was apparently hard on everyone’s eyes.

      I couldn’t hold onto him with my hands tied to the seat in front of me. That meant if he shifted back even a little, my hands would be on his ass. I hoped he was aware that I had no control over that.

      I had to try to be optimistic. They hadn’t killed me yet. Wherever we were going, maybe it was better than this. Maybe they wouldn’t eat me after all. One of the other possibilities crept into my mind like an insidious toxin—was something else, more carnal, on their minds? I shuddered and pushed the thought away. I was an alien to them. Not only that, but I was a mess. There was nothing to find appealing about me, not that it mattered. One did not have to look appealing to be attacked.
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      The creature crouched at the water’s edge. Long, curly yellow hair fell in matted waves over warm brown skin that was a few shades darker than its hair. It clung to a ratty sack that was probably stolen. When I tried to take it away, its hair fell back and I saw its face. Or rather, her face.

      This was a female of an alien species that I knew too well. She was shaped like a Destran—but smaller—and her skin didn’t change like ours did. Intelligence shown in her warm brown eyes. Of course, it did. This was not the first time I’d encountered this species—humans.

      I peered at her through her curtain of hair, but couldn’t see much more. Her gaze moved over me with unmistakable fear.

      “Shall I kill it, my lord?” This from Dakras, my chief hunter.

      I rose and joined the group that had assembled at the river’s edge. Our hunting trip was finished. We had been on our way home when I’d spotted movement near the river. There was little time to waste, too. The weather was beginning to turn cold and the wind was increasing. My Sola expected a change of the weather…for the worse. “No.” I glanced back at the trembling female. She wore her pack on the front of her, so it covered her chest. “We’re bringing her back with us.”

      “Her, my lord?”

      “She is a female.”

      Dakras made a face. “A female alie—ah, she is one of those treacherous beings we saw on the intercepted transmission. The ones working with the Brakken. Are you sure you don’t want me to kill her, my lord?”

      “No. She may know something. We take her alive.”

      “What could this wretch possibly know?” Dakras looked doubtful.

      I shrugged. “She could translate the transmission, and she’s clutching that pack like it’s important.”

      “Who cares about the transmission.” Dakras shook his head, skeptical. “We take the pack and leave her here to rot.”

      “No.” My voice went sharp, reminding him who was the Destran lord here. It was not him. “We are taking her.”

      Dakras grunted, accepting my decision. The other three hunters looked like they did not care one way or the other, but wished us to be on our way. The air held an odd, metallic bite that put us all on edge.

      I nodded toward them. “Put her on my transport,” I said. “Make sure she cannot flee.”

      They went to her and took her arms. “Noh, noh, noh,” she protested. There was enough squirming and resisting that one of the hunters cursed and pulled out a length of rope. They bound her wrists, then tied her to the back half of my seat. The breeze blew the hair off her face and I took in a smooth, round cheek and big, soft brown eyes. Her lips were full and her eyebrows high-arched. She was too expressive for her own good. This one would not be able to hide a lie or keep a secret, I thought with a smirk.

      I threw my leg astride the stolen Brakken machine and engaged the engine. What I knew that the others did not, was that I knew the location of one more female like this. She dwelled with a different Destran lord, out beyond the snowfield plains. Kael, my brother, had lost his gold Sola, but kept the heart of her alive by preserving and wearing her heart crystal. He had found a creature—a human—similar to this one, and she had turned out to be his mate.

      His mate. I did not doubt their connection. I had seen the marks on his skin with my own eyes. I had no thought about their bond until two of my people had intercepted a transmission featuring another human female. It made me wonder. And worry.

      And so, I kept a close eye on Kael and his mate. I traveled out to his rocky home periodically to see how they got on. Sometimes I made my presence known. Sometimes, I just observed. He seemed well and happy. Once, I brought him an emergency transmitter, in case he needed help.

      I had shared the news of Kael’s survival with my people, but had omitted the alien female he was now mated to. Our situation was complex enough without adding that layer of fear and mistrust. But now, I had another one on my hands. She had very pretty eyes.

      I glanced back and gave instructions for her to keep her eyes closed. I would have given her the eye coverings, but I needed them to see where I was driving this disgusting vehicle. She understood instantly what I was trying to communicate. Yes, she was as intelligent as the other human who lived as Kael’s mate. And who had spoken in the transmission.

      I had plans for this one and they did not include mating with her.
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      I hung onto the back of the smelly vehicle as it raced over the land. I felt each jarring bump and tightly gripped the rope my hands were bound together with. My hair was dragged back by the speed and air. I kept my eyes shut as sand and small bits of stone stung my exposed skin. The tears that fell down my cheeks were swept away as if the wind was erasing them.

      I didn’t know where the red-eyed male was taking me. I wasn’t sure it mattered. The rush of air over my arms and face cooled, then turned icy. We had to be going into the mountains. The heat of the male sitting in front of me was a palpable throb and despite my better judgment, I leaned forward. Not to be closer to him, but to shield myself from the cold wind and absorb some of his warmth.

      My forehead bumped into his back. I jerked backwards as his scent suffused my senses. I took in smoke and hot metal. My eyes came open to see a rigid spine, flanked by rippling muscles. His skin burned the same color as his eyes where my head had touched him, spidering out like an infection. I feared my touch had hurt him, but then the vivid tone washed away and returned to chromatic bronze. I closed my eyes again and gritted my teeth against the cold.

      The suns had set by the time we arrived at a massive overhang, lying in a valley between two mountains. I only caught a glimpse as I peeked through watery blinks, but as we got closer and slowed down, I got a better look.

      I gasped as realization hit me. This was no overhang. We were approaching the largest spaceship I had ever laid eyes on. It had to be a mile across, roundish but with chiseled, faceted edges. It was cut like a jewel with darker, gleaming spots all over it that had to be windows. The color of it was a deep, undulating red. There was no missing this thing. A craft like this did not blend in well.

      The snow wasn’t thick here. There was a crusty, frosted layer over the gravelly ground, with drifts of snow piled up on ledges and around rocky outcroppings. Snow drifts got thicker and denser up the sides of the mountains. The ship itself was dusted with a light coating. There were no plants in this valley. I saw no signs of animals either, which must’ve been why the hunters journeyed far to find food.

      The aliens steered their vehicles straight underneath, throwing us into darkness. Ahead was a wide ramp. All five cycles rumbled up the ramp and parked beside each other. There were more, along with other types of vehicles and storage crates. The males dismounted their vehicles in the large hangar.

      The red-eyed male removed his goggles and untied my rope from the seat. He wrapped it around his hand like a leash. I glared at him as best I could from behind my wind-wild hair. He smirked and gave the rope a tug. “Cor laket,” he said, then jerked his head, indicating I needed to get off the vehicle.

      It was easier said than done with a backpack on my front and my hands bound, but I managed to work one leg over the side and get off the thing. My legs were wobbly and numb from the vibration, but Red Eyes wasn’t giving me a break. He pulled the rope again and I stumbled forward.

      My backpack slid off my shoulders and onto my forearms, but I had no way to readjust it. The cold ate into my skin, making it bead up into goosebumps. I shuddered. This was no place to be naked.

      It was so dark here, I didn’t know how any of them could see. The males hefted their heavy kills onto broad shoulders. They walked through the hangar—still bare chested—into a tunnel and disappeared. Red Eyes gazed down at me, then removed something from a compartment of his vehicle. It was a thick, gray blanket. I murmured a thanks as he draped it over my shoulders. The material was scratchy but blocked the cold. I reached for the edges and held the blanket in place with my bound hands.

      Red Eyes moved to the exit. He pulled the rope and I followed willingly. I didn’t want to lose the blanket, either by dropping it or him taking it away from me. We walked through the hangar and into the tunnel the males had left through with their kills.

      Red Eyes caught me gaping and gave the rope another tug. We walked through the massive ship. I was intimidated by it. It didn’t look like a welcoming place. The corridor was dark, too. I blinked my eyes as I adjusted and took in the details of my surroundings. The first thing I noticed was how clean it was. The air smelled crisp and odorless. The floor had a slight give to it, as if it wasn’t metal or stone, but some other, composite material.

      We walked through a rounded corridor that was narrow and pulsed with a dim red light. With the shape and color, I felt like I was walking through an artery, if it were open and free of blood. That might sound graphic and gross to some, but I’d seen the insides of enough people to simply find it interesting, even if it looked foreboding and dangerous, much like the male leading me.

      I could hear voices up ahead, along with the sound of footsteps. Laughter punctuated the sounds, which got louder as we moved forward. Then the corridor opened up to a massive room with an impossibly high ceiling. This large, atrium-like room was better illuminated. I could see everything clearly in here, and there were lots of people. They were just like Red Eyes and his hunters—tall and strong-looking, with skin that changed color. Metal glinted in between the gaps of cloaks and on belts.

      The people looked at me curiously. Suspicion gleamed in their variously hued eyes. I was acutely aware of how bedraggled I looked. My nakedness was like a brand. I worked my fingers tighter around the blanket, wishing it covered my head. I didn’t know where Red Eyes was taking me, but he led me through the space, down a hallway, and into a large chamber at the end of it.

      It was dark again in here. I could barely make out the shapes of a bed, low-slung sofa, chairs, and maybe a table. More metal weapons glinted on the walls. The floor beneath my feet was soft and plush, like a rug. Feeling was returning to my frozen toes.

      I was about to sigh in relief when I heard the creak of metal hinges. I heard the sound of a blade cutting through the backpack straps. An instant later it was ripped off me. A lock clicked into place. I gasped to find myself inside a metal cage.

      Red Eyes stood on the other side, gazing at me impassively. He held my backpack in one hand and slid a slender knife into a sheath on his hip.

      I wrapped my hands around the bars, feeling my blanket slip off my shoulders, but I didn’t care. Panic had wrapped around me, instead. “What is happening?”

      “You brought this on yourself, human.” The alien male spoke to me in smooth Earth dialect. “We have much to discuss.”
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      It turned out, I wouldn’t need her to translate the transmission, after all. My Sola, the living ship that we lived in and whom I served, had given me the human language without my having to ask for it. An advantage to having a symbiotic bond to a creature whose only senses were feeling—she could feel pain—and telepathy. A disadvantage was that there was nothing in my mind, or anyone else’s, that wasn’t open to her, and thus, manipulatable. Memories, impulses, and whole languages were hers to give and take as she pleased.

      I was still learning about this relationship and it never failed to amaze me.

      Regardless of my Sola’s “gift,” I would take no chances with the human or the belongings she was keen to protect. She would stay in that cage until I determined she was not a threat—if that day ever came—and I would find out what she kept in that bag of hers. I didn’t trust her any more than I trusted Kael’s mate.

      This alien female would hold no such sway over me. I would discover the link between her kind and the Brakken attacks on my people. She would tell me what she knew, or she would die.

      I was merciful. I’d give her a choice in the matter.

      She looked shocked that I could speak her language. So was I, but it was something I would use to my advantage. Anything could be a weapon, but knowledge was the most useful one. My Sola was a crafty female. She knew an extended language barrier would be inefficient.

      “I hope you did not expect luxury accommodations,” I said with a cruel smile. “On my Sola, you get to survive. Nothing more.”

      She blinked at me. “Your what?” She shook her head. “Who are you? How do you speak my language?”

      I gave her a mock bow. “Apologies. My name is Scaron. I am lord of this Sola and the Destran population who live in it. You are my prisoner here, until I uncover your secrets.”

      She looked at me in pure confusion. “What secrets? And give me back my bag.”

      She made a swipe for it through the bars but I easily stepped out of reach. I sighed. “This, you cannot have.”

      Her brows drew together in a tight scowl. “How are you speaking my language?” she demanded. “You didn’t out there in the wild.”

      “That was there. You are here now, in my Sola. What Solas lack in exterior senses, like eyes and ears, they make up for in mysterious qualities that none of us fully understand. My Sola sensed you the moment I brought you on board and gave me the means to communicate with you. She does not like being at a disadvantage.”

      “Your Sola?” She squinted at me like I was still speaking a different language.

      I spread my arms wide. “You are standing in her. She is the ship. She’s a living being that houses and nourishes us. In return for sanctuary, we protect her from outside forces who would hurt her.”

      “This entire thing?” She squinted harder. “This ship is a living thing? A conscious being?”

      I nodded. “More conscious than you or me, I’m sure. She and I share a symbiotic bond.”

      She pursed her lips. “Some alien species have extra sensory abilities that even our best scientists can’t understand. Some communicate in completely unknown ways and few are willing to share how that works—if they even know. That this being went inside my thoughts and took my language. Then she gave it to you and now you’re speaking to me.” She seemed to take a moment to understand that. Her gaze moved to the walls, the ceiling. “What is she thinking right now?”

      “I am not privy to her thoughts.”

      “But she is privy to everyone else’s?”

      I shrugged. Truthfully, I didn’t know what she was privy to, or how much energy it took for her to do something as seemingly intense as take a language from one person and share it with another. The act could exhaust her. She wouldn’t tell me if it did.

      She shoved back her hair with bound hands. “Could you untie me?” She thrust out her wrists.

      I took out the knife I’d used to cut her backpack free and deftly slit the rope. It fell away and she yanked her arms back with a hiss of fear.

      “I am skilled with my knives,” I said in response to her frightened expression. “I would not cut you, little human.”

      “It looked like you would.”

      I shook my head. “I am not bloodthirsty, despite my eyes. I would much prefer you tell me what I need to know, rather than me having to extract it from you.”

      “What is it you want to know?”

      Maybe we could do this quickly and easily. I could hope, anyhow. I took no pleasure in causing pain and for reasons I couldn’t puzzle out, I felt the opposite—an uncomfortable urge to protect this female. “What is your kind doing with our enemy, the Brakken?”

      “The who?” Fear flashed in her eyes again. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I was traveling with a group of women on a research mission. Our ship crashed and I’ve been trying to survive ever since, with varying success, and now you put me in a cage, talking nonsense to me.” She glared up at me, fire sparking in her light brown eyes. “So excuse me if I’m going to tell you to go stuff yourself.”

      “Stuff myself?” I raised an eyebrow. “Being angry does not come naturally to you, does it?”

      Her eyes narrowed at me. “No, but I’m angry now.”

      “You can’t even swear properly,” I said in genuine amusement. “Go on. Tell me to fuck off. Tell me I’m a fucking asshole.” I rubbed my chin. “Delightful curse words you have in your language. Quite satisfying on the tongue.”

      If she could shoot daggers from her eyes, I would be impaled. “I will not lower myself to using bad language. Not even with you.”

      I laughed. “My dear, it is hardly lowering yourself to curse at the individual who has put you in a cage. You might find it cathartic.” I reached through the bars and flicked a finger on the bottom of her chin. “So would telling me what I need to know.”

      Panic flickered over her features. “And if I know nothing?”

      “You know something. I am sure of it.”

      “I don’t. I’m telling you, I was on a mission to an entirely different system. Our ship crashed.” Her eyes flicked wildly around. “I don’t even know where we are.”

      That was something we had in common, if it was true. “Your people are in league with those who relentlessly attack mine.” Any remaining mirth drained from my face as I gazed at her. “I will pull what you know from you, one scream at a time, if I have to.”

      Tears welled in her big brown eyes. She sank to the floor, hugging her arms around her naked chest. “I—I don’t know you or anything about attacks on your people. I swear. We were on a research mission,” she said again. “Nothing to do with attacks. I’ve never even seen members of your species before. I don’t know who your enemy is.”

      There was a desolate lilt to her voice that made me want to believe her. I was good at sniffing out a lie. Too good. My instincts told me she believed what she was saying.

      But that didn’t make it true.

      I turned and walked from the room, leaving her crying in her cage.
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      Dakras pushed off the wall where he was waiting outside my room, and walked with me as I strode from my doorway. “Were you able to get anything out of her, Lord Scaron?” he asked. “Is that the bag she was carrying?”

      The questions barely registered in my brain. “No,” I said. “And yes.”

      “Taking that to the twins?” He nodded toward the ragged pack I held like an explosive. It looked as if it had been slashed at by huge claws. Bloodstains darkened one side of it. What had the female been through?

      I nodded curtly. “They can identify if any of the contents are dangerous.”

      A dark smile moved over Dakras’ old face. “I will work on the alien female, my lord. She’ll tell me everything we need to know.”

      I stopped and turned to him. Those protective urges reared up, making my skin sizzle. “Do not. I will deal with her.”

      “Why?” Dakras looked confused. I worried that he enjoyed his job a little too much.

      “Because she is too fragile to endure your style of questioning.” I forced the color of my skin to remain neutral, tamping down the reds and oranges that wanted to splash over my body and reveal the tempestuous roil of my emotion. “She is not a Brakken warrior. She is a fragile female.”

      “Bah.” Dakras made a face and let out a snort. “I do not coddle them.”

      “No. You kill them when your patience runs thin. I need this one alive and healthy.” I emphasized that last word. I told myself it was because I needed to be careful with a female of the same species as Kael’s mate, but there was something deeper there. Something instinctive that I didn’t understand.

      I strode past the curious gazes of my people and down a tight corridor. At the end of it was a door on which I rested my palm. The Destran pair who lived here did not like anyone barging in. They preferred no one coming in at all, but they endured my presence when they had to.

      There was a pause. The door opened. A tall, blue-skinned female stood in the doorway. She greeted me with the annoyed expression I always received. “What now?” snapped Jakka, one of the only two Destrans on my Sola who were knowledgeable in advanced technology.

      I had long since stopped taking offense or wondering what I did to earn her ire. The twins were indispensable and a force to be reckoned with.

      “I have something for you to examine.” I gestured inside. “Something I took from an alien female we picked up. May I show you?”

      Intrigue brightened the hue of Jakka’s skin. “Come in, Lord Scaron.”

      I entered their domain and placed the backpack onto their work table, which was cluttered with gadgets. Stuff filled this room. Computer parts, plasma arrays, power cells and about a thousand other items sat on shelves up to the ceiling or hung on hooks on the walls. Metal bins held more things. They knew what it all did. I suspected the reason why they didn’t want anyone in here was because their quarters contained enough explosive energy to set half the Sola on fire. The air always smelled faintly of burned wires and acid.

      Whatever these two did in this room was their business. Their skills had proven useful. My Sola did not object to their activities, so neither did I.

      Jakka was joined by her sister, Rix, at the table. They sometimes called themselves twins, but they weren’t identical. Even so, they looked so similar, their sisterhood was impossible to miss. Rix was slightly better with people than Jakka, but not by much. She did not keep her skin a certain color and wore her hair very short, unlike Jakka, who piled hers on top of her head in a wild, towering pile that looked like it had not been washed or combed since she’d been a young one.

      They opened the bag’s flap and started removing things. I hadn’t looked inside it. For all I knew it contained only food and clothing. Part of me hoped it did. It would lend credence to the female’s innocent expression. They took out a pile of fabric scraps in brilliant colors and designs. A small, fat cylinder that fit in the palm of the hand. It had a screw top. Inside was a sweet-smelling ointment. They set both aside. So far, it contained nothing of note.

      But when I saw the twins’ eyes light up, I knew they’d found something interesting. Rix held up a very familiar-looking device. “Another one of these.” She shook her head and then looked up, peering at me through thick-lensed goggles with lights beaming from the sides of them. “Where did you get this?”

      I blinked against the brightness. “I told you. From an alien female we encountered on our hunting expedition.” We had taken several of these exact headsets from Brakken raiders. Even the small emblem on the side was identical: EE.

      “Alien female?” Jakka’s eyes narrowed. “Not Brakken? Was she the of the same species as the one in the transmission?”

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “What did you do with her?” asked Rix.

      “The female is securely locked in a cage, in the Sola,” I replied.

      “She is of the species that looks like us, but is not us.” Jakka’s skin was almost always blue, but it flushed a bright purple. “I would like to take one of them apart and see their insides.”

      I winced, vowing to never allow Jakka to be alone with the human.

      “Sister, stop it.” Rix whacked Jakka’s arm. She placed the headset, which she said could be used for communication, to the side. “It is not operational. Its energy cell has been depleted. Can neither give nor receive signals.”

      The sisters removed a black case from the female’s bag. It was made of some smooth, hard, synthetic material and opened with a series of tiny latches. The sisters bent over the contents. “This is different.”

      I leaned forward and peered at the contents. “What is different?” A collection of small, strange devices filled the case. They looked harmless, but I knew better than to believe that.

      Rix picked one up between three long, slender fingers. She was missing two of them from a chemical explosion that took place before she and Jakka joined my Sola, but the lack of digits did not slow her down. She frowned. “Different,” she said. “Hmm.”

      I didn’t know what that meant. I clamped my mouth shut and let the sisters mutter over the devices and move them around with careful fingers. Finally, they looked up and met my curious eyes. “We aren’t sure what these are or what function they perform.”

      “Can you find out?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Rix replied. “But we would need to disassemble them. Do you give us permission to do that?”

      I hesitated. “Not yet.”

      They closed the box, looking disappointed. “As you wish, my lord.”

      “You cannot determine their use in any other way?” I asked. “You two know everything about…” I waved my hand at the dizzying array of gadgets. “Technology.”

      Rix’s eyebrows raised above the rim of her goggles. Her red hair stood up from her head in a spiky halo. “We do not know everything about technology. We know some things about some technology.” She gestured to the devices in the case. “We know nothing about this technology.”

      “Ask the alien who owned them what they are for,” said Jakka.

      “Unless you can’t speak to her?” asked Rix.

      “I can,” I said. “I’m not sure she will answer me.”

      “Why not?”

      “I put her in a cage,” I responded. “And she was not pleased about it.”

      They blinked at me in unison. “Did you expect her to be?” asked Jakka sincerely, without a hint of sarcasm.

      “Easy solution,” Rix said with a vague wave of her hand. “Go, go. Make nice with the alien and then tell us what these are. Or we will just start trying them out.”

      “Do not,” I warned. “You may blow a hole in the side of the Sola.”

      But they were already whispering to each other as if I wasn’t there, delicately fiddling with the strange fabric scraps before putting them back in the bag. I left with a new weight on my mind.

      That human female had been convincing when she said she knew nothing of her species’ involvement in the attacks on mine. Had I not heard her language spoken from the mouth of one of her own in a transmission that showed humans alongside Brakken, I would be more inclined to believe her. But that headset was damning evidence, along with that transmission, which the sisters had intercepted.

      Make nice with the alien.

      How was I to do that with a known enemy? I was the lord of deception. I would find a way.
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      I hated this cage. It looked—honestly—just like a birdcage. It had a rounded top like a dome and a door with a latch I couldn’t figure out no matter how much I reached through the bars and fiddled with it. I couldn’t stretch my legs out fully, but oh well. I was hungry and thirsty and now I was scared out of my mind and feeling a weird jitteriness every time I looked at those bars.

      I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around my shins. On top of it all, I was still mostly naked. Not that it mattered, in the bigger picture. My attire was the least of my problems, but it added to the feeling of being exposed, helpless, and without the basics. I was a little animal to this guy, and I had no way of knowing how fate was going to toss the dice in my future.

      When the door opened again, I went tense. He was back. Back to torture this nonexistent knowledge from me. My belly dropped with dread at the thought. Humans weren’t a warlike civilization anymore. We were focused on trade and exploration. We were looking to make allies beyond our own system, not enemies. None of this made any sense. I watched him approach with my heart in my throat. I barely held back a whimper. He stopped in front of the cage. It was so dark I couldn’t see him very well, but I could make out the clear, powerful outline of him against the light that emanated from the walls.

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      “Wyn,” I replied bleakly. “Wyn Astenrose Jones.”

      “That is quite the name,” he said smoothly. “Are you someone special on your planet? What was your role there?”

      “No, I’m no one special. I’m a doctor. A medic.” I suppose that was important, but I knew what he meant. I wasn’t a world leader with any influence.

      Red Eyes considered this. “Tell me about the items we found in your pack.”

      “What about them?” I couldn’t see his features, but I could make out the tense line of his shoulders and the aggressive tilt of his head. He was no more relaxed and at ease than I. “I had my headgear. It’s from the expedition. It’s out of energy so it’s useless. I had a few odds and ends. Wrappers from snacks I ate a long time ago. Face cream. Some underwear. And my medkit.”

      “Your medkit?”

      “Yes. It’s a basic kit for on-site scanning and treatment of injuries and some illnesses. I bring it with me everywhere.”

      “You’re saying the contents of the black container are for medical purposes?”

      “Yes. Did you think they were weapons—items snuck in here to secretly kill your entire species, which I never even heard of before you abducted me?” I shook my head and dropped my forehead to my kneecaps. “Sorry to disappoint you. I’m just a medic. Not a mass murderer.”

      “I did not know what they were, nor did my pair of engineers.”

      “Well now you do,” I said flatly. “Even if you don’t believe me.”

      “Why shouldn’t I believe you?” was his smooth rebuttal.

      “You should, but you seem like the type who doesn’t believe anyone.” I looked up and met his red gaze, which glinted with a predator’s intensity in the dim light. “We call that ‘trust issues’ where I come from. Although, you’d have to talk to Lexi more about that. She’s the psychologist.”

      “The what?” he asked, brows snapping together. “And who is this Lexi?”

      “Forget it. Lexi’s probably dead. Speaking of which, if you’re going to kill me, can you get it over with? Making me die a slow painful death by starving me in this absurd cage is a waste and will cause your bedroom to smell bad very quickly. There’s no bathroom in here, you know.”

      He paused, as if he hadn’t worked through that part quite yet. “I never said I was going to kill you.”

      “No, right,” I said way too flippantly for my own good. “You’re going to torture me, make me beg and scream. Might as well get on with that too. Because I have absolutely nothing to tell you. If I knew of my own people having anything to do with killing another species, I’d be the first one fighting against that.”

      Silence stretched between us. “Are you starving?” he asked.

      “I haven’t eaten a meal since before our ship ran into trouble in space. I think I was eating grass when you found me.”

      “That’s not your usual diet?” he asked with genuine curiosity.

      “No. We eat actual food—probably similar to your diet. What do you eat?”

      “Under normal circumstances we would eat very little, but drink a liquid called lami. It is produced by our Sola. Ordinarily, my kind gets all of its nutritional needs met by it, but my Sola is unable to produce enough now, so we hunt.”

      “She makes your food?” I was trying to wrap my head around the notion that this ship was a being, an individual. Immediately I began to wonder how she functioned. What were her bodily systems? What did she eat and process as food? “And she only communicates with you?”

      “Yes. I am her lord. She is my symbiont. We are connected in a bond that is deeper than any connection. Our life forces are bound together. She makes me stronger than the average Destran, but if I am away from her for any length of time, I become weak and ill.”

      That sounded awful. “How did you get this distinction?”

      He shrugged. “She chose me from those who volunteered.”

      “Why would you…?” I shook my head. If he was annoyed that I was asking questions, he wasn’t showing it, but even the calmest people ran out of patience. “Never mind.”

      “Run out of questions?”

      “No.” I crossed my arms, pulling the blanket tight around me. “Running out of energy. It’s weird, sitting here in the dark and having this conversation.”

      “What does the dark have to do with anything? Have your eyes failed you?”

      “Humans can’t see in the dark. Can you?”

      “I can see in the darkness and light. But if you cannot…” He looked up towards the ceiling. That was his only movement, but the lights that emanated from the walls themselves brightened enough to illuminate the room properly.

      At last, I could take in all the details. I saw the plush red rug on the floor. It was a sinuous, sensual design in an ornate pattern. I could see the bed. It was a simple square in all black, and there were weapons on the walls. Most of them were daggers and a few long, thin blades. The shadows still filled the corners, as if unwilling to give up all the room’s secrets. And then there was the male himself—Scaron. He loomed in front of the cage. He crossed his arms and gazed down at me impassively. “Is that better?”

      “Yes.” I would not thank him for it.

      “I suppose we should get you clean and fed.” His lips twitched. “I don’t wish to ruin the air quality with whatever odors you would produce. I have standards.”

      That would’ve been funny if he wasn’t being serious. I raised my eyebrows and looked away from him with a sniff. “Some food would be nice.” And a bath. Oh sweetness, a bath…

      “Clothing too.” His gaze moved over my compact, folded up body. “You hide your nakedness.”

      “My culture is not accustomed to public nudity in the majority of locations.” Could I sound any more formal? Here I was, trying to literally hold together the ragged scraps of my decency.

      He stepped away from the cage. “I must go. I will return soon.”

      I aimed the darkest, most withering scowl I could muster at him as he turned away and left the chambers.

      The light stayed on, though. I made a game of examining everything, committing details to memory. I tried to learn as much as I could about the male holding me prisoner. There were what appeared to be books on the table in the far corner. An overstuffed-looking chair sat in front of a large, darkened oval window behind the bed. It was a lonely looking chair, meant for someone who spent time in solitude.

      I also loved solitude, although I rarely got it. Sometimes, back on Earth, it felt like I was always on duty. The moment I would relax, my notification system would light up telling me of a new crisis. My job had been everything to me. It had gotten me to the top of my field where I was highly respected at the hospital system where I worked, and it had also been the reason why all of my relationships had ended.

      I had never been able to prioritize another human being over my duties as a medic. The demise of my last relationship, with a guy I really liked and had hoped to build a future with, was the main reason why I accepted this position with Earth Explorations, Inc. to join the research team. I was sent as a private medic, in case anyone fell ill during the one-year expedition, but also to advise on what level of medical facility would be needed to keep a human team healthy for an extended stay at the planned outpost.

      I knew now it had been an excuse to get off the planet for a year. My ex-boyfriend had been a fellow doctor at the hospital. That breakup had hurt and I didn’t want to face him every day at work. I suppose it was a good lesson—do not date a coworker—but I knew my problems were deeper than that. I was thirty-six-years old and just learning that I had actual, real commitment issues.

      And now, here I was—in a little cage, naked, hungry, and being held by a red-eyed alien who thought I wanted to commit genocide on his species. You couldn’t make this stuff up.

      Maybe if I had just given Russell a bit more attention, we would’ve stayed together and I’d still be working at the most prestigious research hospital in the world. Maybe I wouldn’t be here. I’d give anything to just not be here.

      Red Eyes returned—I needed to remember to call him by his name, Scaron, although Red Eyes fit him better. He entered with an armful of stuff. When he got closer, I could make out a bundle of fabric and a bowl that he was walking carefully with.

      He paused outside the door of my cage and did something with the mechanism. I couldn’t make out what he did, but the door opened and he filled the space. He placed the bowl and the bundle just inside, then stepped out and closed it again.

      “Here is soup and a dressing robe. When you are done eating you may use my bath to clean yourself. Then we will have another chat.” He went over to his bed and lay on it. He laced his fingers behind his head and stared at the ceiling. I picked up the bowl of fragrant soup and began to sip it. I didn’t care if it was poisoned, contained a truth serum, or if the cook had spat in it. I was so hungry my hands shook as I lifted the bowl to my mouth.

      He hadn’t given me a spoon. Nothing like drinking a large, sloshing bowl of soup. But it was good and provided me with both water and a rich, protein-filled meal, which I desperately needed. Chunks of braised meat with herbs and some vegetables made it hearty and delicious.

      I tried not to eat quickly, but when the bowl was empty, I put my face right in there and licked the scraps clinging to the bottom. It had been so long since I’d eaten a warm, satisfying meal that this one almost brought me to tears. I looked up. Scaron was still on his bed. His eyes were closed as if he were snoozing but I doubted he was. He was probably listening to every slurping sound I made while I ate.

      I reached for the folded-up robe and shook it out. It was a soft gray material that looked like it would fall past my knees. I hastily drew my arms through it and wrapped it tightly around my body, securing it with the thick sash. It felt wonderful against my skin. Just having something to cover me made it feel like I had a layer between myself and the elements. It made me feel a little more human again.

      I leaned my back against the bars and closed my eyes. I shouldn’t have felt as good as I did. I was a prisoner. Nothing Scaron gave me was done out of kindness. He showed no moves to get up, so I let myself tip over and curl up on my side. My body felt like lead. At least no beastly creatures could attack me in here…unless I counted Scaron. He appeared in no hurry to get up. I let myself sleep. It felt so good to sleep.
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      The instant the female’s breathing changed, I stopped pretending to sleep and rose. There had been nothing in that soup to induce her sleep, but now that I took a closer look at her, I could see why she’d passed out. Dark circles ringed her eyes. Her brown skin was chalky and her lips were cracked, as if she were dehydrated. All it had taken was a warm meal and a safe place to rest and her body had shut off.

      I reminded myself that the inside of a cage was hardly a “safe place.” Or maybe it was to someone who had been surviving in the open for a long time.

      I frowned. I’d have to make sure she had more to eat and drink. And a more comfortable place to rest. A group of my rogues had insisted on bringing several cages, in case we needed to lock someone up—rogues weren’t the trusting types. They assumed someone was up to no good and would need to be contained for everyone’s safety. My Sola wasn’t yet large enough to include cells, and even if she did, right now, they’d be used as quarters. It was a tight fit.

      Davros was only too happy to serve up a cage for the human female. I wasn’t completely sure what to do with Wyn. This female was not a standard enemy. She seemed bright and intelligent and annoyingly sincere. I relied on my intuition a great deal when sizing up an opponent or ally. One could learn much about someone by how they held a gaze or moved their hands. How often they blinked—if they had eyelids, that is—and how they held their body while listening to someone speak. They were all indications of the type of being one was dealing with.

      Wyn did not set off any of my concerns. She was bold and confident. She asked questions without hesitating. It did not occur to her not to do so. I thought about what she said—that she was a medic. So, she was used to healing people. And there was a steely conviction in her voice when she said she would defy her own people if she found out they were killing others.

      That didn’t mean she had no knowledge of the perpetrators. She was a member of their species and associated with the very same people who were supplying the Brakken with weapons and supplies. A headset sitting in the sisters’ workshop, taken during a Brakken raid, was identical to the one Wyn had been carrying.

      I paced my room, which didn’t feel as much like the sanctuary it usually was to me. The female in here was distracting. Alien female. I had to remind myself of that. Nothing about her should be remotely appealing, so why did my gaze keep sliding back to her, as if drawn there by a force beyond my control?

      Smooth, shapely calves and delicate feet rested on the floor. The bare soles were cracked and rough, as if they had rapidly developed calluses from an abrupt exposure to the elements. Her hands were pressed palms together and served as a scant pillow for her head. It looked awfully uncomfortable, but still she rested as if she had fallen into an easy sleep.

      I thought of Kael’s mate. I had given no indication whatsoever that I had concerns for her trustworthiness. I was pleased that Kael had found a mate. She had not yet killed him, at least. If these females were indeed ignorant of their people’s actions, I would find out.

      As much as I hated to say it, I saw no reason to disbelieve this female. Wyn, I suspected, was not complicit in the attacks the humans played a role in. Perhaps she could be useful. She and Kael’s mate could be tools in freeing us from the Brakken threat once and for all.

      I rubbed my eyes, trying to clear my head and make sense of it all. I would make her verify that those devices were for medical purposes. I was the most cautious of my Destran lord brothers. A chuckle came out of my mouth at the memory of Wyn saying I had “trust issues.” She wasn’t wrong. I always assumed there was an alternative motive for the things anyone did.

      She stirred. I stopped my restless pacing and turned to the cage.

      Her brow furrowed and she blinked her eyes. She pushed herself up to a seated position, then shook out her hands, which had been bearing the weight of her head. She looked around for a moment before her attention focused on me.

      I caught the wild flash of fear, followed by the careful composure of her features. I almost laughed at this. She had already shown everything she was feeling. Maybe on her world, her people were less perceptive. Or maybe it was just me who noticed more than I should.

      She stared at me, blinking slowly, as if awaiting her fate. I crossed over to the cage door and quietly opened it. I stepped back, showing her that she could leave. Her gaze moved to the open door and then back to me. “Where are you taking me?” Her voice was tight, edgy.

      “I promised you a bath,” I replied. “Don’t worry. I won’t drown you in it.”

      “A bath?” Distrust was written in the skeptical line of her brows.

      “Yes,” I replied. “I will leave you alone in there.”

      Her movements were jerky. Her gaze did not leave mine as she rose from the floor and through the metal door. I swept a hand toward my bathing chamber, which was off the main room. I walked just behind her as she entered my small sanctuary. The walls were shades of blue, rather than the usual red tones that defined my Sola.

      I had asked my Sola for some customization of this room and she had complied. Walls and features like this were all formed of the Sola herself. She made and removed rooms as the needs of the Destrans changed. My brother Ledos’ Sola was decorated by the artisans who lived there, but my Sola had decorated my bathing chamber herself to my specifications, which probably amused her.

      The walls were like pebbled stones that emitted light in every shade of blue. The tub was fed from the ceiling into two ledges of small waterfalls before falling into the large, oblong tub. The ledges were covered in vivid stones, some of which I’d picked up in trade, or had found. Some, I’d stolen. None were valuable, just pretty things I’d liked. The tub itself was illuminated from within, like facets of a crystal. The floor was soft and warm on the feet. There was a smaller fountain for washing hands and face, and a toilet. My bathing chamber was a whimsical-looking place, designed for pure comfort. Not exactly the image I projected to the outside world.

      Wyn noticed that too. She looked around at the small chamber. I tried to see it through her eyes. She would observe a cheerful place, restful and bright. An interesting, light-filled sanctuary. Her gaze moved over the waterfall with the brightly colored stones to the warm colors in the walls. Her lips curved.

      I was transfixed. She walked to the tub and stretched her fingers under one of the waterfalls. Water sprinkled over her fingers. “It’s warm,” she said, almost reverently. The curve of her mouth widened into a smile. White teeth gleamed. Her face transformed from delight into joy. For just a moment, this room had made her forget the tenuous nature of her situation.

      And all I wanted—desperately and without reservation—was for her to turn that smile on me. It was irrational. It was dangerous. I turned away, jaw clenched. “Do you require anything else?” My question came out unintentionally sharp.

      I heard her quick intake of breath as she remembered my presence. “No.” There was a pause. “Thank you.”

      I nodded and got out of there. My heart was beating too fast. My body was tense and my cock had reacted to that pretty smile. What was it with this species’ effect on Destrans? Kael had fallen victim to one like Wyn and was mated to her. I would not let the same fate befall me. I would see this female for what she was—a tool to end this war with the Brakken and get off this forsaken planet.

      I stood just outside the bathing chamber. Water sloshed as she slid into the tub. I could hear her sigh of pleasure, and then a moan as she sank down. I could picture her in there. Her lush, curvy body naked and—I needed to leave. I returned to my chamber, breathing deeply through my nose, trying to control my body’s responses. I should hand her off to someone else. Send her to…

      I wasn’t sending her anywhere. Wyn was staying with me. I would find out what she knew about the human involvement with the Brakken and the control her kind had over Destran males. And I would not indulge these wild fantasies my mind was conjuring. Wyn was not my mate.
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      I felt like a new person. Sinking into that water felt so good it almost hurt. The water was warm. It was gently scented with a mix of flowers and herbs. It wrapped me and buoyed me just enough to make me feel weightless. After struggling to survive for so long, to float in this tub was such excessive relief, I couldn’t take it.

      I scrubbed my hair, digging in to the scalp with my fingers. There was a tall, narrow bottle in a nook behind the waterfall. I opened it and rubbed a bit between my fingers. It was an oil that lathered and smelled like patchouli. A little outside of my usual tastes, but I poured a small amount in my palm and rubbed it into a lather. Scaron could get mad if he wanted. He didn’t tell me I couldn’t use it. I wasn’t going to call him back in here and ask.

      The instant the oil soap hit my scalp and skin, I moaned. I tingled as the lather worked through my knotted hair and over my filthy body. I washed a couple month’s—maybe? I didn’t know how much time had elapsed—worth of grime and dead skin away, revealing my normal warm brown tones.

      Whatever was in this stuff was amazing. I dunked my head under the water and rinsed out my hair. Getting the knots out would be another task. I never thought I would feel clean again. It was such a small thing. Well, not small, but it was something I’d taken for granted for most of my life. Bathing was a given, especially in the boarding schools I’d attended. In medicine, it was essential. Pathogens thrived in unsanitary conditions.

      I felt like me again. Whoever that was. I didn’t even know anymore. I was a medic. A doctor. A practitioner of medicine. Now I was a prisoner on a hostile planet.

      I was lying naked in an alien male’s bathtub. A good-looking alien male, if I was being honest. I hadn’t given myself much mental space to think about him as anything other than my captor.

      But there was some weird conflict happening in my head. He was my captor, but he’d also given me food and clothing and this absurdly luxurious bath. And the privacy to enjoy it. New clothes were coming. So far, he’d been all tough talk and no tough actions.

      What was going on? Would he make me comfortable and safe, then toss me back outside? Would he be kind to me, then torture me until I died, unable to give him any of this information he thought I had? I curled up on the floor of the tub like I had in my cage. My fingers had wrinkled. The pleasure of the water had washed away, leaving me with the reminder of my very uncertain reality. Everything crashed down on me at once. I cursed every life decision that led me here. I covered my face with my hands and cried.

      “What is wrong?” a male voice asked.

      I jerked my face out of my hands and looked up to see Scaron standing before the tub, eyes wide and sharp at the same time. He looked as if he’d run in here. His anxious gaze flickered over me, then back to my eyes.

      “N-nothing,” I said shakily. “And everything.”

      He frowned. “Are you hurt?”

      I shook my head and made my hair float around me in the water to shield my nakedness. “I’m sorry. Just…feeling sorry for myself, I guess.”

      His body relaxed. “Understandable.” He sniffed the air. “I see you found my bath oil.”

      I went still. “Yes. It was wonderful. I hope you don’t mind too much. I only used a little.”

      “No, no.” He waved a hand. “You needed it.”

      I sank a little further into the water. “So pleasant of you to point that out.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Was that sarcasm? I think it was. What an interesting language you have. So much nuance.”

      “Great,” I said flatly. “Glad you’re entertained by it.”

      He pointed at me, red eyes flaring. “There’s more sarcasm. Tell me something.” He started to pace the tiny room, oblivious to the fact that I was glaring at him. “Why do you have words specifically for human hair color? Your hair is yellow, yet the word for it is blonde. I can think of no other yellow thing that is called that in your language.”

      I shook my head, trying to puzzle out what he was asking. “I know. We have a lot of words.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “I don’t know the answer,” I replied. “I’m not an expert on historical linguistics. I have no clue why we call women with yellow hair blondes and those with brown hair brunettes. People with red hair are redheads and people with black hair are just…people with black hair.”

      A smile spread across his face. Good grief, he was handsome. “There is no special word in your language for someone like me.” He ran a hand through thick, shaggy black hair.

      “Oh, we have a word for someone like you,” I said darkly. “It’s—”

      “Ah, ah.” He wagged a finger. “Don’t say it. You’ll be upset with yourself later.”

      I glowered at him. “I doubt that.”

      “You would.” He rolled back his broad, very nice shoulders. “The reason being that I have decided not to torture you for your knowledge about the Brakken.”

      I would not admit how much relief flowed through me at that, but I was sure he saw my body sag with it. “Thank you, generous one.”

      “More sarcasm.” He nodded, as if taking it all in. “I will find out what you know, but by using reason. I believe you would not knowingly assist anyone wrongfully attacking another people. So I will share with you what I know. I expect you to share what you know.”

      I nodded slowly. The wrinkles on my fingers now had wrinkles. “Okay. Can we discuss this when I’m out of this tub?”

      “Of course.”

      I looked pointedly at him. “Can you please leave so I can get out?”

      He smirked. “So funny with nudity. I have some clothing for you. I shall be back in a moment.” He gestured toward a rack with blankets. “Dry off over there.”

      He left and I scampered out of the tub. I grabbed one of the folded cloths from the rack. It was as big as a blanket, but was to be used as a towel, I guessed. I rapidly dried myself off, then pulled the robe back on. I was working on drying my long hair when he returned.

      “Get dressed.” He placed a small stack of clothing on the floor. “Then join me in my chamber.”

      He didn’t give me time to respond. It wasn’t as if I had other options. I crossed the room and took the clothes. The dark gray fabric was tightly woven and soft, made of a fiber I couldn’t identify. They were not made for someone as short as I was. The pants fit well except for the length. I rolled up the bottoms, happy to just have pants again. The black shirt was long-sleeved and fitted. It, too, was long. It had a deep V-neckline that ended just above my naval, but I wasn’t packing enormous mammaries, so it didn’t show much other than, well, the center of my chest. But I hadn’t even worn a shirt in weeks, so this was like a full-body cloak.

      He didn’t give me shoes. Okay. I kept the robe and was still squeezing water from my hair when I went back into his chamber. I stopped short.

      He stood beside the cage. It had some improvements. There was a layer of thick pillows on the floor and at least three blankets. A carafe of water and a glass were in there, as well as a fresh bowl of soup. The door was open.

      “You’re making me go back in there?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I don’t trust you. I would not be able to rest if you were loose in this room.”

      “What do you think I’m going to do?” I asked. “Stab you with one of these daggers?”

      “Yes,” he replied simply. “It’s what I would do.”

      I lifted my chin. “Well, I wouldn’t.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Are you sure, Wyn?” He walked toward me, slowly, with a sinuous stride that put my senses on alert. “What lengths would you go to, to escape? To be free of your enemy?”

      He was right in front of me, towering, looming. I tilted my head up to meet his intense red gaze. His lips were ridiculously sensual. They curved up easily on one side, creating a groove that ran from his nose past his mouth. His nose was narrow and his skin a luminous shade of purple mixed with aqua. But it was always changing. When he’d barged into the bathroom—when I’d been crying—his skin had been ink-black, streaked with red.

      Then there were his eyes. Yes, they were red, but also heavy lidded and framed by thick black lashes. Slashing eyebrows looked like they had potential to rise in humor, or just a good mood. I’d probably never see either of those things. A few lines fanned from his eyes and on his forehead. If he were human, I would put him in his mid-forties. Not as young as I initially thought. But I didn’t know how they aged. He could be three hundred years old for all I knew.

      “I suppose it would depend on who I perceived my enemy to be,” was my careful reply. Then, with my chin high, I entered my cage and sat down on the new bedding, giving him my back.

      I heard a sigh, then the lights dimmed a little and nothing more.

      I didn’t blame him, really. He didn’t know me, and I had a feeling there was something he wasn’t telling me—something that would add suspicion to me that I wasn’t aware of. I’d find out what that was soon, surely.

      I reached for the soup. It had more chunks of meat in it, and a spoon. Or rather, the Destran version of a spoon, which was short with a large scoop. He could hear me slurping. I was sure of it. I surreptitiously peeked over my shoulder to see what he was doing. Luckily, I didn’t drop both soup and spoon on the floor.

      The male was stripping. Not for my entertainment, obviously. He was getting ready for bed. The wide expanse of his back was on display as he pulled off boots and moved to his pants. His skin was silver and blue, shifting, like light reflecting off water. He dragged a hand through his unruly black hair and stood up to take off his pants. I caught one glimpse of an absolutely perfect pair of buttocks and turned away.

      Nope. There was no way I was going to ogle my captor’s butt. It was wrong on every single level. I devoted myself to the bowl of soup in my hands. When I dared to glance back again, he was safely under the covers in his bed on the other side of the room. I set the bowl aside, drank some water, and settled down on my cushions.

      I knew enough about the human body to know it would happen. It shouldn’t have been a surprise when the urge hit me, but when it woke me out of a sound sleep, it took me a moment to realize what was going on. The pressure. The unmistakable urge. I sat up. Did I really think I wouldn’t have to urinate just because I was in a cage?

      I peered out between the bars. It was dark. Scaron was a still mass under his covers in his bed.

      I bit my lower lip, looking around at what I had. I couldn’t relieve myself in this cage without ruining my bedding and I simply would not pee in the empty soup bowl unless there was absolutely no alternative.

      I wrapped my hands around the metal bars and pulled in a breath. “Scaron,” I called out in a whisper. He did not budge. I called his name louder, but still nothing. Not a twitch. Not a shift. Nothing.

      “Scaron!” I called loudly this time, shouting it across the room. He snorted, rolled over, and settled back into his blankets.

      By now, my bladder was in agony. I needed something to get his attention or I would pee myself in here and I did not want to endure any part of that. I really didn’t want to appear to be the uncivilized beast he apparently thought I was, at first—not that it was my fault I didn’t have access to a bathroom.

      In desperation, I picked up the spoon from my empty bowl and hurled it at him as I shouted his name again. The spoon clattered against the wall and pinged a few times on the part of the floor without a rug covering it.

      I had never seen anyone move so fast. With a lightning-fast blur of movement, he was on his feet, standing on his bed with knives in each hand. His gaze swung around the room, then focused on me like a laser.

      Uh-oh. I shrank against the back of my cage, afraid of this version of my captor. This was not the cool, calculated male who sized me up through heavy-lidded eyes. This was a predator, ready to strike.

      He stepped off the bed. By some sleight of hand, the knives disappeared in the shadows. He stalked across the room towards me.

      Part of my brain noticed he was naked, but most of it didn’t care. Red eyes practically glowed with their own preternatural glint. “What reason do you have for disrupting my sleep?” he asked harshly.

      “I—I’m sorry.” He was a coiled spring ready to pounce. “I have to use the bathroom. It’s an emergency.” I sounded like a primary school child, but it was the truth. I gestured weakly towards the empty bowl and half-filled carafe. “What goes in, must come out.” Wow. I couldn’t have thought of a more ludicrous thing to say, but that’s what popped out of my mouth.

      His lips twitched. He flipped a glance towards the bowl and carafe in question, then back to me. “You need to relieve yourself? That is why you threw a weapon at me?”

      I snorted. “A spoon is not a weapon, first of all. And secondly, I called your name multiple times and you did not wake up.” I waved a hand around my very small quarters. “There’s no bathroom in here and I really have to go. So would you mind…?” I gestured impatiently at the cage door, doing my best to not grab my crotch and start dancing around in discomfort.

      His lips thinned, but he reached for the closure on my cage door and lifted the latch. He opened it and stepped backwards. “Be quick.” He said it through gritted teeth, which, honestly, seemed like a bit overboard for the situation. I threw a spoon, not a dagger.

      When my foot tangled in my blanket, he flashed his teeth. “Female, my patience is thin in the dead of night.”

      I untangled myself and slipped out the door. He was still so close. I could feel the heat of his body and the tension radiating off of him. We stood there for a moment with his eyes boring into mine as he loomed over me like a demon.

      “Go on,” he said in a rough voice.

      I didn’t need another invitation. I walk-ran to the bathroom and made use of his toilet. I’d been holding it long enough that the relief was so palpable I groaned. I wrapped it up in there, quickly washed up, and left. He was standing right outside the bathroom, looking as dark and angry as before. “Better?”

      “Goodness, yes.” I sighed. “Thank you. And I’m very sorry for…disrupting your sleep.”

      “Sleep is not easy for me to come by,” he said in a strained voice. “And it is rarely restful.”

      It was then that I saw the shadows under his eyes and the hollows in his cheeks. This was no demon. This was a haunted male, wrenched from a nightmare or perhaps from a rare moment of rest. I couldn’t begin to fathom what stalked his dreaming world.

      I winced. “I’ll have to go again, you know. The human body creates both liquid and solid waste—”

      He held up a hand. “Your bodily systems have proven to be hardly different than mine. I will make sure you have regular access to relieve yourself.”

      I lowered my eyes. “Thank you.”

      “I am keeping you in a cage,” he said with a savage edge, as if he was as disgusted by the fact as I was. “You’ve nothing to thank me for.”

      Maybe I was deliriously tired, too, because I murmured, “You’re not as bad as you try to be.”

      He reached out and grabbed my wrist. My breath caught as he pulled it toward his face. He breathed in deeply, then his lips grazed my pulse, which had begun slamming through my veins. His body bent toward mine like a tree growing toward light. I drew in a shuddering breath. His gaze caught mine and held. “Wyn,” he murmured. Then he seemed to come to his senses. He dropped my wrist like a hot coal and stepped away.

      He gestured towards the cage in question and I entered it without another word.

      He closed the door. The locking mechanism engaged. He gazed down at me with dark, shadowy eyes. “If you need me again, I will not be as difficult to wake. Just say my name.” Then he turned and went back to his bed.

      I didn’t know if he slept, but I knew that I did not. I lay on my cushions in the dark room, thinking about the strange male who’d just turned my skin to fire. I felt the burning spot on my wrist where his lips had touched and tried to pull together some coherent thoughts.

      It wasn’t going to happen. This male took me captive and probably saved my life by doing so. But I shouldn’t have reacted to him like I did. I shouldn’t desire him. If he’d invited me into his bed just now, I wasn’t sure I would have declined. But now all I could think about was what his body would feel like pressing me to the mattress, what his lips would do to my senses, how thoroughly those hands could unravel me into a messy ball of need.

      I rolled over, confused, annoyed. He wanted me, too. It had been there, charging the air between us like electricity. The only question was, were either of us afraid to get burned?
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      I slept, but I was plagued by dreams of her.

      I dreamed in tremendous depth and those dreams told me more than I wished to know. A secret I kept to myself—my Sola gave me my past in the form of these dreams. For previous lords, and my Destran lord brothers, their Solas wiped away all traces of their lives before they were chosen as Lords of Destra. It was meant as a rebirth of sorts, to signify a new beginning as a symbiont to their Sola.

      But my Sola made her own rules. There was no way the vivid scenes that unfolded in my unconscious mind were anything but the choices and actions I had made in my previous life. I didn’t know whether she did this to torture me or to teach me something. Perhaps it was both, because my life before being bound to my Sola was nothing to be proud of. Nothing anyone would want to remember.

      I never asked my Sola about my nighttime visions. She had to know I had them. Our connection meant she could see into the deepest recesses of my mind. I always stopped myself from asking her why she sent them to me—and she was the likely source of them. The answer might be as horrifying as the visions themselves. So you never forget the merciless filth that you were. So you never forget how to kill.

      No, those were answers I did not want to hear. But I knew. I knew what I had done in my life before being chosen as a Lord of Destra.

      I was grateful for the nights I did not dream. But tonight, I dreamed in brilliant, lush color; of long yellow—blond—hair tickling my belly and creamy brown skin that slid over mine and broke me into a thousand pieces. I dreamed of a lush laugh and twinkling eyes and full lips as they closed around my cock and took me into her mouth.

      Now that I knew what her skin smelled like and felt like on my lips, the rest of me wanted more. So much more. I woke up with my cock as hard as stone and sweat slicking my body. The first thing I did was roll over and look for her.

      She lay there, still and sleeping. It was not yet morning.

      I fought against the clawing need that squeezed my belly whenever I saw her. My thoughts turned to her far too often and when my gaze followed, my mind filled with urges to possess her, on top of those to protect.

      But there was so much more than just Wyn to occupy my thoughts.

      I lay there for a long while, thinking in the dark. I had a sense that the relative, temporary peace my people felt here would be coming to an end and that this female was a harbinger of that. But whether she was just a distraction or something more dangerous, I didn’t know.

      At last, when the first sun’s rays illuminated the window, I rose, gritting my teeth against my aching cock, the weight of too much on my shoulders. But this was what my Sola had chosen me for. To lead her and my people through easy times and difficult. My Sola was my symbiont, but I knew little about her.

      If she was sending me dreams of the alien female, I didn’t know what it meant or what game she was playing. My Sola loved games.

      I looked over to Wyn’s cage for the millionth time that morning. She had sat up, cross-legged, and was staring at me. I got the sense she had been doing this for some time. I wondered what she saw. The strange creature who had kissed her wrist in the dead of night? A dark, ruthless assassin? Yes, that had been me. But not always.

      I pulled on pants and boots. I checked my weapons. There were always many tucked inside the folds of my clothing. I crossed over to her cage and gazed down at her. “I will take you to the bathroom.”

      She rose gracefully. Her shirt gaped in the front, giving me a glimpse of smooth cleavage. Not too much. I would not have called her a curvaceous female. But her curves were smooth and lovely. If she had a mate, wherever she came from, he had been fortunate indeed.

      I jerked my head towards the bathroom and she went, casting me a quick, nervous look as she passed. After a few moments in there, I caught the sound of her gently humming. She had a beautiful voice. I turned away, jaw clenched.

      She’d hummed like that in my dreams, after we’d made love, when she turned to me with a smile so open, so bright. There had been red jewels in her hair and a necklace of the same gems. She’d held out her arms and I’d felt…

      The humming stopped. Wyn emerged from the bathroom with water droplets in her tightly curled hair and dampness on her face. She had washed up. I could smell the scented water on her. Her skin was brighter today. Her eyes were clear. She had slept well. She’d had food. She was much more relaxed in clothing, even if it did not fit her properly. I would have to find her a more suitable shirt. Perhaps I should just give her a full-body shroud. I almost chuckled at the thought. Nothing could hide the sensual appeal of this female.

      “I will bring you some more food,” I said as I escorted her back into her cage. Chin high, she entered it with the stature of a queen. “And then, we will discuss what your people are doing on this planet.”

      Her nostrils flared. She shot a sharp look in my direction. “The only thing my people are doing on this planet is trying to survive. There are only seven of us. Hopefully.” Her voice broke on that word. “I don’t know how many of my team survived the crash.”

      I crossed my arms. “Oh, I promise you, your people are on this planet and they are doing much more than surviving.”

      I turned and walked out as quickly as I could. Confusion had bloomed over her face. Her mouth had opened in surprise and rebuttal. A voice whispered in my mind that Wyn had no idea what was going on here. I’d find out. If it were true, perhaps she could still help.

      “Has she revealed anything yet, my lord?” asked Dakras the instant I exited my room.

      “You must not stake out my room, Dakras,” I said, not pausing as I continued towards the atzan, where I would find my morning meal and gather something for Wyn.

      “Apologies.” He fell into step behind me. “Has she said anything at all to you?”

      “She has,” I replied. “I have not yet determined if she has anything to do with the transmission we intercepted. She denies it, of course.”

      Dakras let out a snort. “You surely don’t believe her.”

      “I can see through lies, Dakras.” I flicked him a look. “The female is not lying, but she knows more than she thinks.”

      He flashed his teeth. “Let me know if you change your mind about my help,” he said. “If you need help persuading her to share her knowledge.”

      “I do not,” I replied firmly. “I will be taking a different tack with this female. She needs to be brought to our side.” It would be the last thing Dakras would want to hear. He was not a negotiator. He was an inquisitor.

      His lip curled in a snarl. “You know best, Lord Scaron.” There was an edge to his tone, but I was used to it. There was barely a time when Dakras was cordial. I stepped into the atzan, taking in the familiar sights and smells.

      Many of the people on my Sola were once thieves and tricksters, but even those with unsavory pasts had chosen to join my new Sola for a fresh start. Despite the ancient, mysterious wisdom of my Sola, my symbiont was, in fact, a newborn. She and six other Solas were born of the massive, old Solas from the Destran settlement we had come from and lived our entire lives on. They were living beasts, just like the Destrans, but lacking external senses. My duty as her lord was to protect her, to be her senses, but we were both still learning how to do this.

      For reasons I would never fathom, this Sola had chosen me as her symbiont. Or perhaps it wasn’t as much of a mystery after all. Solas chose lords with personalities that reflected their own. I had been born into an assassin clan of deception and secrets. Although I knew my past, I could have guessed easily enough from my tendencies. I had no hesitation when I chose my sacred weapon of choice—the dagger. From the moment I first held it, I could wield it with deft accuracy.

      My rogues and hunters sat about, eating their morning meal, laughing and telling stories. Males and females made up this number. Despite the smiles on their faces now, each could be silent when needed, and invisible in the blink of an eye. Together, we were a lethal force. The evidence lay in the number of Brakken raiding parties we had taken down.

      We had stolen their weapons and vehicles and anything else that could go to use. We wasted nothing, as good rogues did. The sisters, Jakka and Rix, were only too happy to take all mechanical and computer items off our hands. They had amassed their vast collection not just from our raids, but also by bringing it with them and through trading, before leaving their previous Sola.

      As far as I knew, none of the other Solas had Destrans quite like the sisters.

      I ate alone in the secluded, shadowy corner I preferred, where I could watch the goings-on around me. I could feel the atmosphere of a crowded room. That skill had served me well in the past. There had been times when I’d entered rooms without knowing if I would exit them alive.

      The energy in the atzan was light and hopeful. Despite the fact that we were still separated from the other Solas and lacked lami, the nutritional liquid my Sola produced, our recent victories against Brakken raiding parties had created an atmosphere of positivity. Triumph, even.

      I ate my morning meal, which consisted of boiled fungus and salted, skewered meat that was cooked over open coals. The large cooking station sat in the center of the atzan. Most of the people of my Sola preferred their food prepared where they could see it, and for good reason. When I was finished, I returned to the cooks who handed out bowls of food.

      “Back for more?” asked Weria, the older head cook. She would tell anyone who stayed to chat that she had once been a very competent pickpocket. Her eyes narrowed. “Or are you still feeding that alien prisoner you found with the hunting group?”

      I kept my expression bland. “What good is a dead prisoner?”

      She sniffed. “Anyone working with the Brakken deserves nothing less than death.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Indeed.”

      Weria looked like she was considering a reply, then shrugged, scooped some boiled fungus and meat into a bowl and handed it to me. “Good luck, then,” she said. “You let me know if you want me to poison her soup.”

      Now that was a new worry I hadn’t considered. I gave Weria a hard look. “Did you…?”

      “Of course not, Lord Scaron.” She held up her hands. “I wouldn’t do such a thing unless you said so, my lord.”

      “Do not—ever,” I said firmly. “If I desire a prisoner dead, it will be done by my hand.” And with that, I turned and stalked from the atzan, bowl in hand. Yes, I was not the only one on my Sola with trust issues.

      I returned to my quarters to find Wyn lying on her side. Her yellow hair was splayed out on the colorful cushions I had given her. When I entered, she propped herself up on one elbow and watched me approach.

      I opened her cage door and placed the bowl inside, then removed the empty one. “Do you need to use the bathroom again?”

      “No,” she replied. “Thank you.”

      I gritted my teeth. I wished she would stop thanking me for things. Keeping her alive was the bare minimum I could do after abducting and caging her.

      She ate with the restrained relief of someone who did not take a meal for granted. Perhaps I did deserve thanks, after all. Her skin was not this warm and flush with health when I plucked her from that river’s edge.

      I sat down cross-legged on the other side of her cage and peered at her through the bars. Curiosity made me ask: “What was your life like before here?”

      She blinked at me over the rim of the bowl. “Busy,” she said. “Chaotic, sometimes. Satisfying. Wondrous. Occasionally, devastatingly tragic.”

      I frowned. “You refer to your position as a medic?”

      “Yes,” she replied.

      “I am asking you about your life, not your profession.”

      “Ah.” She looked a little stumped by this. Her eyebrows, which were shades darker than her hair, drew together. “My profession was my life.”

      I cocked my head. “Did you have a mate? Any young ones to raise?”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t give myself much time for those things. I guess that’s why…my relationships always reached a certain point, then ended.” She shifted uncomfortably on the cushions. “I was never with anyone long enough to consider them my mate.” She raised one eyebrow at me. “You know, we don’t call anyone ‘mates’ like that where I come from.”

      A different word had not come to my mind when I had asked the question, so I didn’t know what she preferred me to say. “What do you call them?”

      She shrugged one shoulder and chewed a piece of meat. “Partner. Spouse, if it’s a legal commitment. Lover.” She shook her head. “No, not that. I did have lovers, but never a partner. Never a spouse.”

      “No offspring?”

      She pursed her lips and shook her head. “Does that disappoint you?” Her voice got huffy. “Sad that you have one less thing to use against me?”

      “Ah, yes. The threat of, ‘If you ever want to see your child again…’” I waved my hand forward. “I do know that one.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Of course, you do.”

      For some reason, that stung. I wasn’t even sure why, because I had used that threat on adversaries before. It was my turn to shift uncomfortably. “I would not have used your offspring against you, if you had any,” I said. “You would never see them again, anyway.”

      She rolled her eyes and popped a piece of fungus in her mouth. “Aren’t you a regular ray of sunshine?” she muttered around her food.

      “Sarcasm again.” I enjoyed this side of her. “But I speak the truth. None of us are going back to where we came from. We are all on one-way journeys with uncertain endings.”

      She paused and looked up at me. “You’re not from this planet?”

      I could not stop the curl of my lip. “No.”

      “How did you get here, then?”

      “Do you want the long or short version?”

      She placed down her empty bowl. “Definitely the long one.”

      “Good, because that is the only one there is,” I replied, realizing that this was, in fact, true. “We were space travelers. The Solas are our ships. As had been done many times before, my Sola and her six sisters departed our previous home and journeyed out to choose our new home.” I braced my arms behind me and leaned back, thinking of the odd path that had landed us here. “Solas journey aimlessly through space until they are drawn to the location where they want to settle. It’s usually a barren and inhospitable moon with no competition for resources. Once they choose, they release stalks from their undersides and anchor themselves to the ground. Then, they grow and expand, and they create a liquid, which we consume. Lami.”

      Negative feelings squeezed my chest at saying that word. It was because of lami that Brakken were relentless in their attacks. It was because of the lami that we were blasted out of space in the first place and scattered on this horrendous planet. It was a lack of lami that caused us to have to hunt for food and made healing from wounds more difficult. What little we had left from our stores was rationed and carefully doled out. Gone were the days of full lami baths.

      I turned my gaze to Wyn, who stared back with the slightest frown on her brow. “I believe it is because of lami that your people are now involved in efforts to attack and control our Solas.”

      She was already shaking her head in denial. “My people would not do that. We are peaceful; we are—”

      I rose and unlocked her cage. I held out my hand for her, eager, aching for the contact of her palm on mine. “Come, then. I will show you the proof.”
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      I felt vaguely sick and it was not from the food. There was a certainty and grave sadness to his voice that set a chill to my skin. His face held just enough regret to make me believe that whatever “proof” he was about to show me would not be easily explained away.

      I reached up and took his hand. Long fingers wrapped around mine. My skin felt alive, although his touch was light. His thumb brushed over my knuckles, making me shiver. His arm brushed against mine. His was bare, although he wore a cloth vest that crossed over his chest.

      I walked with him out his door and into a corridor of his strange home.

      It was hard to believe that this Sola was a living thing—a living, thinking being. Did it want these people living on it? Or rather, she? Scaron had referred to his Sola as a she. Did she like housing a society inside her body? Did she like feeding them? If she only spoke to Scaron, it was his word that she did.

      The walls had a gentle pulse to them. Marbleized gray and white vibrated with apparent health. The floor was red—the color of Scaron’s eyes. We passed people but I kept my gaze averted. The few quick, sidelong glances I dared to cast towards those we passed frightened me. I saw nothing but suspicion and outright hostility in the faces of those around us. Scaron’s grip did not shift. I began to realize that he held my hand for my protection, not to keep me in line.

      “Why do they hate me?” I whispered, not intending to say it out loud, but there it was.

      “Because they have either seen or heard about what I’m going to show you.”

      My stomach dropped. “You really have proof?”

      “I do,” he replied quietly. “I’m sorry, Wyn.”

      We reached a room at the end of a hall. All the doors in the Sola were strange. Some were translucent, others opaque. They had a plasticky membrane look to them. While each was a little different, all were striated, like exposed muscle. He touched the membrane door. It shivered at his touch and then, with a slightly wet sound, pulled aside like a theater curtain.

      There stood a female of his species. She was tall, angular and thin, and had hair that looked like a bird’s nest. She wore thick, round goggles over her eyes. Lights shown from them. I blinked at the brightness.

      “Jakka,” Scaron said. “Hon linka ra’soz lan.”

      He spoke in his language and the female, presumably named “Jakka,” looked me over. She reached out and waved her hand toward me as if she had no depth perception. I resisted the urge to lean away as her fingers collided with my face.

      “Wia!” She pulled her goggles up and onto her forehead, then blinked at me rapidly. “Dos’lak misp.” She looked at Scaron like a child asking for a toy or gum at the store. “Tuk messa ru-gorank?”

      “Nok,” he replied. “Sekka lon. Fak.”

      I looked up at Scaron. “What’s going on?”

      “This is Jakka,” he said. “She finds your unchanging skin interesting and wants to know if she can have a sample.”

      “Ack. No.” I tensed up and leaned away from Jakka’s touch. “What did you say?”

      He looked down at me. A hint of humor glimmered in his red eyes. “I declined on your behalf.”

      I relaxed. “Thank you.”

      The minute bit of warmth faded. “Do not thank me.”

      Jakka flashed a grin and gestured for us to come in.

      I didn’t want to, but that firm hand guided us inside and the curtain door closed wetly behind us.

      Another tall, lanky female who looked so much like Jakka she had to be her sister, but with short hair, stood at a work table in the middle of a cluttered room. I didn’t know where to look first. It was like how I imagined a mad scientist’s or inventor’s workshop would appear. Bins and shelves filled and lined every surface. It looked profoundly disorganized, but I suspected these two knew exactly where everything was and what it did. It was the exact opposite of every ruthlessly organized medical facility I had ever worked at.

      The other female looked up from the array of metal parts she had splayed out in a tray before her.

      “Riak, Lon Scaron,” said that one, whose skin also did not seem to change. It was a single color—blue.

      He replied something to her, then turned to me. “This one is Rix. They are sisters and quite talented in the ways of technology,” he explained. “Some Destrans are suspicious of the devices and vehicles used by people like yours. The sisters were outcasts. They were considered deviants on their previous Sola. Unsurprisingly, they were eager for the chance to leave. We are fortunate these two decided to join our Sola.”

      No technology put them at an enormous disadvantage, then, but I didn’t say that. He was more than aware, which was why he held these two in high regard. “So you are not suspicious of technology?”

      “It is a tool,” he replied. “If our enemies use it and we do not, we are at a disadvantage.”

      Rix led us to a screen that measured less than a meter across. It looked like it had been ripped out of a ship after a space wreck. It was singed on the corners and a crack spidered out over part of the surface.

      Rix looked at me with the same lack of animosity as her sister. It was curiosity I saw in her face, as if I was a mystery to unravel. Going by demeanor, Rix seemed like she was the more grounded of the two sisters, but there was no way to tell. I preferred curiosity to the looks of death I received while walking here, but then again, I was also not interested in giving out samples of my tissue.

      Scaron nodded to Rix, who then touched a corner of the screen. It turned blue, then began to play a recording.

      My mouth went dry as a woman with perfect hair appeared on screen, wearing an impeccable one-piece suit. I recognized her. I knew her. She was at some sort of domed base. I watched as she gestured towards tall, stark buildings behind her. She began to speak. “As you can see, our operations are progressing on time. We are ahead of schedule in building infrastructure. Recruitment has gone easier than I expected.” She turned again and the camera moved to reveal a cluster of beings walking into a building behind her. They wore mismatched leather and metal armor and had snout-like faces and mattered fur on their arms and heads. They did not walk with order, but in a chaotic, angry ramble, reminding me of a group of drunken men looking for an after-hours fight.

      The camera returned to the woman. “As you can see, we have successfully integrated the Brakken—enemies of our target—into our system. We have upgraded their weaponry and are strategically deploying their forces. We have additional ranks of Proteun engineers operating our technological infrastructure in addition to the production of mechanized NAX3 soldiers. We expect to be in command of the targets ahead of our timeline. Phases one through four have been completed without complication. Expect acquisition and production to begin in the fourth quarter and first exports to begin the first quarter of next year.” Her expression tightened. “One complication has arisen. Please be advised that—”

      The transmission ended abruptly. The screen went black.

      I could not feel my extremities. I was numb, pushed beyond disbelief and horror, to the realm of something that felt like hopeless sadness. Agonized weakness sucked the strength from my limbs. I sank to my knees. Scaron let me go. His hand fell away.

      My eyes filled with burning pressure.

      One of the sisters bent over and cocked her head at me. “Horika shii sa?”

      Scaron waved her away. He crouched beside me. His presence, horrible as it was, centered my mind. I felt calmer with his steady gaze on me. “You recognized that woman.”

      It was not a question. It was also not a judgment. “Yes,” I breathed.

      “Who is she?” he asked quietly.

      “Bianca Landers,” I replied bleakly. “The woman who hired me.” Good grief, that sounded so bad, I half expected him to kill me on the spot. “She is the Director of Expeditions and Special Projects for a company called Earth Explorations, Inc. They specialize in galactic trade, establishing outposts in far-flung areas, and way stations. But not… I had no idea they were…” I gestured weakly towards the black screen. “Not this.” I wasn’t talking coherently. “I’ve never heard of a NAX 3 soldier,” I said. “Proteuns are an advanced species, but…humans have never worked with them.”

      Scaron stayed still and quiet beside me, waiting.

      “I didn’t know,” I got out through a throat that felt caught in a vise. “I didn’t know they were doing any of this.” I turned my ragged gaze to his. “I’m so sorry.”

      “And how did you end up here? Bit of a coincidence, don’t you think?”

      “An enormous one. We were headed for the Clarion system. There’s a small planet there—Clarion-9. We were sent to evaluate the location for a new outpost. Our research vessel encountered something in space. I told you all this. I’m sorry for repeating myself.” I pressed my fingers to my eyes. “I’m not a spaceflight expert, but I remember some about darkspace channels from our orientation. Whatever debris we encountered in space, knocked us off our trajectory and sent us into the darkspace corridor without navigation.” I bit my lower lip. “I wish Tarla was here. She’d know all about how darkspace works. It’s tricky. And going through it is like cutting a path. Someone else, like your Solas and Bianca’s ship, laid the track. Our ship just got sucked in and spat us out here.”

      His eyes went sharp. “What debris?”

      “It was weird. We were fine and then, we weren’t. I saw something…” I grimaced, trying to remember and explain what I had seen through the window of my escape pod. “There was a black substance that burned off when my pod went through this planet’s atmosphere. It looked like ink…or oil.” I shook my head, annoyed with myself for not being able to explain it more clearly.

      “It’s okay, Wyn,” he said.

      I shook my head. “No, it’s not. The company I worked for targeted your Sola for—for…” I trailed off, unable to finish.

      “The Brakken have been attacking Destrans and their Solas for long before your people’s interference. I can only assume that my brothers on their Solas have been facing similar challenges.”

      “And—and the production she mentioned? Would that be the lami your Sola produces? What about it would make anyone go to such lengths for it?”

      His eyes flickered. “To my people it is a nutrient and a medicine. But to others, like the Brakken, it is an addictive drug. They would do anything to possess it. Apparently your people believe they can profit from this.”

      “No.” My voice went hard. “Not my people. I promise you this is not sanctioned by my planet. This is the work of a small group engaging in secret, illegal activities because there is no oversight out here.”

      He nodded. “The galaxy is a law unto its own.”

      “Bianca Landers wants to seize your Sola and harvest her lami,” I said in a strangled voice. “What does she plan to do with all of you?”

      His expression was frozen. His lips barely moved as he spoke. “I think you know that answer.”

      Tears almost spurted from my eyes. They fell wet and hot on my cheeks. “How did you get this transmission?”

      “Rix and Jakka managed to put together a scanner that intercepts transmissions of many types. Mostly, it keeps us aware of Brakken movements so we can attack them before they attack us, but then this one came through. This is the first time I heard it and could understand the female’s words, not that I learned anything new. It is no mystery how the Brakken suddenly have new, highly advanced weapons and blasters. And how they obtained upgraded spaceships and vehicles. How they became so much more difficult to fight.”

      I covered my face with my hands.

      His voice was suddenly very close. His breath touched my cheek like warm fingers. “Do you see why I suspected you?”

      “Do you still?” I asked in a small voice. How could he not?

      One of those sisters—I wasn’t even sure which one—said something to him in a chattery type of voice. He responded in their language. Then their footsteps moved away and Scaron stood up.

      I dropped my hands from my tear-stricken face. He was there, so close. A line etched between his brows. He raised a hand and brushed tears from my cheek. “How could I, after seeing you like this?”

      Relief flowed through me. “I’m sorry, Scaron. I’m sorry for everything those other humans are doing and have done. I’m sorry that—”

      He leaned forward. His mouth touched mine. Just a caress, light as air. “Stop.” He cupped a hand to my wet cheek. “We have both seen enough. I will take you back to my quarters.”

      His skin was silver and copper, but splashed with orange and red. I paused, taken aback by the vibrancy, then placed my hand in his. My lips tingled. My head spun. My senses were utterly fried now. I leaned on his strength as I got to my feet.

      Yes, I wanted to get out of here, away from that screen and away from these females and the proof I could not deny. But there was no running from one simple fact: I would have to choose a side. There was no question which was the right one to be on.
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      Wyn was shaky on her feet. She shuffled from the sisters’ quarters into the corridor without speaking. I slid a hand around her waist and held her against me as she wobbled, looking as though she had just been dealt a blow to the gut.

      No doubt that was how she felt. The transmission she viewed was damning. Her face was wet with tears. Her skin was ashen. The Destrans we passed glared at her, but this time their gazes held some smug satisfaction at the sight of her shocked and horrified expression. They probably thought I’d tortured or threatened her. But it had only taken the truth to unravel her.

      Of course, they had no idea she was innocent. They had not been in the sisters’ room and seen her break down at the sight of her people’s treachery. That surge of protective instincts flared up again. My hand tightened around her ribs. I bit back the urge to snarl at the angry faces around her. But she wasn’t looking at them. She wasn’t seeing anything through the shimmery veil of her tears.

      I brought her back to my room and closed the door behind us.

      Wyn moved immediately towards her cage, but I grabbed her arm. “You do not need to go in there.”

      I gestured toward the seating area. She paused and then sat gingerly on one of the chairs. She rested her hands on her thighs and stared at the floor.

      I settled into the seat across from her. “Where shall we begin?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “I don’t know where the beginning is. I don’t know my place in any of this,” she said in a small, tremulous voice.

      She needed comfort, but I did not know what to do. What would comfort mean to Wyn? A gentle hug? It would be hard to do with my instincts pushing me to yank her onto my lap and fold her into my arms. I couldn’t imagine Wyn would want me touching her right now.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you know about your employer, Earth Explorations, Inc., and the woman who runs it?”

      Wyn’s gaze focused and sharpened. Maybe comfort was giving her something to do. Giving her an objective. “I told you what they do, but based on what I just saw, they have a secret arm to their business. One they are not sharing with the world government, or the public.”

      “Who do you think that transmission was meant for?” I asked.

      “Bianca Landers answers to the board of directors and no one else,” she said. “I told you—she’s their Director of Expeditions and Special Projects. She must’ve been sending that to one or more of them. I don’t know who sits on the board. I only met her once after I accepted the position.”

      I tilted my head. My next question had nothing to do with the issue at hand, but with my own curiosity. “Why did you accept the position?”

      “To do something different for a while,” she replied with a watery laugh. “It was a once-in-a-lifetime offer. I needed to do something a little less intense, for a change. I know it sounds silly, but I had just come through a period of time where we lost a lot of patients, and the man I had been seeing ended our relationship. He said I didn’t have a life and that I spent all my time in exam rooms and none in the…” Her face flooded with color. “Bedroom.” She gave me a quick look and muttered, “That wasn’t true.”

      I made absolutely sure my face and body did not show any reaction to that declaration. But desire stirred in my belly and my cock pressed uncomfortably against my pants. I looked away. “This hasn’t been ‘less intense,’ has it?”

      She laughed again. “No, it hasn’t.”

      The sound did things to my insides. I steered the topic back to the issue at hand. “Bianca Landers said that ‘phase four’ had been completed. What do you think that meant?”

      “I was wondering the same thing.” Wyn’s expression turned thoughtful. “It means they had success in something, but they don’t have control of the lami, yet. That much is clear. It has something to do with the other Solas. You’ve had no contact with the others?”

      “I do not know their whereabouts, except for one Destran lord. His Sola was destroyed.” I paused. I knew where another one of her group was living. I should tell her about Kael’s human mate. My old habit of keeping something secret, so I’d always have an advantage, reared up and clamped my jaw shut. I shook my head, knowing that if it came out later, I would lose Wyn’s trust. For some reason, this was important to me.

      I unclenched my jaw. “He lives with another of your kind. A female named Tarla, who you mentioned earlier.”

      “Tarla’s alive?” Her eyes went wide, then narrowed. “She’s okay?”

      I nodded uneasily. This was new territory for me.

      Instead of anger, her expression turned to one of hurt. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

      “Because I only just confirmed to myself that you are not associated with our enemies,” I replied. “Also, because doing so in the sisters’ workshop, where you mentioned her, would have been a problem. The Destran population here is unaware that Lord Kael has a human mate, and I wish to keep it that way until we are reunited with the other Solas.”

      “Why?”

      I sighed. “For the same reason why you must remain in my quarters. My Sola is made up of vigilantes, assassins and thieves. They still struggle to obey rules that they themselves did not make. I would not see anything happen to Kael or Tarla.”

      “You think they would kill her?”

      I shrugged. “I am not willing to take that chance.”

      “Can I visit her?”

      I knew that question was coming. “At present, there is a storm raging outside. I don’t know how long it will last, but it is too intense for our vehicles to navigate through. They live a three-days walk from here. One day on a vehicle, but not in this weather.”

      She nodded, but her expression was faraway. “She’s alive. Maybe the rest are, too.”

      “And you believe they are also ignorant of your employer’s activities?”

      “Yes.” She didn’t hesitate or waver. “None of them would be okay with this. We were assigned to a completely different mission.” She placed her hands over her belly, eyes twinkling. “I’m so happy Tarla is alive. I can’t wait to…” Knowledge bloomed on her face. “What’s going on between her and the Destran lord she’s staying with? They’re living together?”

      “It would seem that they are true mates.” I waved a hand. “Very much in love.”

      “Mates?” Her eyes bugged. “They’re in love. She’s with him, with him?”

      I frowned. “I don’t follow.”

      “They’re a couple. Partners?”

      “They’re fucking, as far as I know,” I replied, trying to get to the heart of her questions. Then my brows came together. “Is it so hard to believe a human female could love a Destran?”

      “Of course not. But it’s just wild. After you and I… Well, we’re not exactly repulsed by each other, are we?” She shook her head on a laugh.

      I liked the sound of her laugh. It was the same as it had been in my dream—rich and full. “No.” And I needed to get this conversation back on a less dangerous track before I kissed her again. Although I was rapidly coming to the conclusion that kissing her again was inevitable. “Do you have any idea where that footage was recorded?”

      She shook her head, but her eyes still twinkled. “No. I would tell you, if I did.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there are people out there plotting to kill you all and seize your living ships. I don’t care that it’s my species who are in the wrong. I don’t even care that everyone on your Sola hates me.” She shook her head. “I’ve had patients scream obscenities at me while I’m saving their lives. It doesn’t matter. I give everything I have to save them anyway.” Her fists clenched on her lap. “I don’t believe in slaughtering people to seize control of a liquid they want to sell for a profit. And it’s a drug. That makes it worse.” She made a hissing sound and thumped her fists on her legs. “It’s beyond disgusting.”

      I sighed. “It’s also impossible.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My Sola isn’t producing any lami,” I admitted. “She can’t, or won’t, put stalks into the ground and start making any. The only lami we have is what we have left in storage.”

      She frowned. “I wonder if the others are.”

      “Possibly, but not likely. The Solas did not choose this planet. Mine said, herself, that it’s not suitable for them.”

      “Which means Bianca’s plan is in vain.”

      I tapped my chin. “I’ve given this much thought. I think, if someone wanted to badly enough, they could compel a Sola to produce.”

      “How?”

      I looked away from her. “Every being has pressure points, Wyn. The trick is pressing on the right one. They could bleed her, essentially.” I closed my eyes and shuddered. “It would be torture…for both of us.”

      Her hand came to my arm. “You feel her pain?”

      I nodded. “So it is for all Destran lords. The price of being chosen.”

      Her gaze met mine, hot and sharp and powerful. “I would sooner die than play any part in Bianca Landers’ horrible plans. If I’m lying, go ahead and execute me.”

      The very thought was laughable. I lifted her hand from my arm and, testing us both, twined my fingers with hers. Her eyes widened, but she didn’t pull away. “I am not going to execute you,” I said. “And I think you are incapable of lying.”

      She swallowed thickly. “Scaron, what do you plan to do with me?”

      What a question. What I wanted to do with her was vividly apparent. I wanted her. Sexual desires were a dangerous indulgence. I’d known a few who had met a swift end at the point of a lover’s knife. It created moments of physical vulnerability, but Wyn defied every guideline I’d ever placed for myself. Denying her made me vulnerable. I felt stronger with her. I inclined my head. “You will stay here as my guest.”

      She glanced back at her cage. “In there?”

      I paused. She was not safe in a room of her own. Even with my orders to leave her alone, Wyn was not safe on a ship full of assassins and thieves who, underneath it all, trusted their own judgment above anyone else’s. But in my room, she was safe. There was only one bed.

      “I see no reason for you to stay in the cage. Were you to stab me in my sleep, you would meet a swift and grizzly end.”

      She winced. “I have no interest in stabbing anyone,” she said. “Unless they tried to stab me first. And even then, I’d probably try to save them.”

      I tried not to make a face. “You are pitifully decent.”

      “You could have cut the ‘pitiful’ part and just left it as a compliment.”

      “I don’t give compliments.”

      She leaned forward. “Why not?”

      “Because they’re unhealthy,” I replied, inching closer. “The ego feeds on them and grows fat.”

      “You would have made a great philosopher,” she said, one eyebrow raised. “What about making people feel good?” She peered out through her fall of hair. “It’s unhealthy to let someone know you think they’re okay?”

      “You know I think you’re okay, Wyn.”

      She pursed her gorgeous, full lips. “How did you get so cynical?”

      From a thousand tiny stabs. “I was unloved as a youngling, obviously,” I said dryly.

      “Obviously. You think being a decent person is a bad thing.”

      “Being a decent person can be a foolish thing,” I said. “It is a fine way to get yourself pointlessly killed.”

      “You didn’t have to give me soft bedding, let me bathe, clothe me,” she said, plucking at her shirt and giving me another agonizing glimpse of the swell of her breast. “You didn’t have to tell me about Tarla. Those things were decent, Scaron.”

      I liked how she said my name. I liked the challenge in those warm brown eyes. There were flecks of green in them, like shards of emerald. I leaned forward, coming close to her, as she had leaned forward, too. I curled my lips in a taunting half grin. “What makes you think I had no motive for doing those things, Wyn?” I allowed my fingers to slide over her chin and watched her pupils dilate in response. “Maybe it wasn’t decency, but something else?”

      “Like what?” Her expression was priceless and utterly transparent. The flare of desire mixed with nerves so obvious, it would have been embarrassing if it didn’t inflame me to the point of pain.

      “Curiosity. Interest.” I cocked my head. “A good deal of interest. I also knew that you were fragile. Delicate things need to be handled carefully.”

      She pulled her lips into a small, wry smile. “I once put a man’s abdomen back together with lab-grown skin and collagen with his innards spilled all over the table. It was like solving a 3-D puzzle on a countdown timer.”

      “I wasn’t speaking of your sensibilities, Wyn,” I clarified, though what she described was nothing short of remarkable. “I meant you. Your physical being. You like a sense of security. You like your comforts.”

      She blinked at me, then the edges of her mouth tipped up the slightest bit more. “And you don’t?”

      I spread my hands. She had me there. “True.”

      “All sentient beings like security and comfort.” That smile reached her eyes and her teeth showed. “I think you did those things for me because underneath all this…” she brought her hand to my face and gazed into my eyes, “you are a decent guy, Scaron.”

      My entire being paused. I swore my heart stopped beating for a moment. I couldn’t breathe. I just sat there, staring at her. She didn’t know anything about me. She didn’t know my past. The things I’d done. While she was putting people back together, I was the one taking them apart. “I shall add ‘delusional’ to the list of words that describe you.”

      “Just stop talking, okay?” she said, and she kissed me.
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      Her mouth was on mine and her hand was in my hair. I could not have resisted her if I wanted to. She was instant heat to my veins. My body bent toward her as if starved for her touch. My mouth slanted over hers, finished with gentle explorations. I wanted. No, I craved with the hunger of the famished. My very bones ached for her.

      I clenched her waist and dragged her from her chair to mine. She settled her bottom on my cock and I groaned. Her legs hooked over the side of the chair. I ran my hand up her thigh to her hip. With my other hand, I held her head in place and sank in. She met my kiss with the same openness that always shone in her eyes. There was no subterfuge with Wyn. No deception or ulterior motives. The knowledge that she had kissed me just because she wanted to scattered every clear thought in my head.

      It was a dangerous feeling. A quiet undoing of the tight control I held over myself. Now, with my arms full of Wyn, I didn’t see the purpose of it. This female was mine, right now. Maybe for a very long time. If we were both lost out here on this planet, maybe we could be lost together.

      I ran my hand up her side and cupped her breast. She arched, pressing more firmly, stabbing her taut nipple into my palm.

      Mine. The word scratched through my head like a feral growl. I pushed aside her shirt, lowered my head, and pulled her nipple into my mouth.

      She gasped. “Yes.” Her hands roved over my chest, shoulders, hair. Wherever she touched, my skin burned.

      I shifted to the other nipple as my hand slid between her legs. She was wearing pants, unfortunately, but I could feel the heat of her and the instant surge of her hips as they rose to my touch.

      “Scaron,” she said breathlessly. “What is happening?”

      I dragged in a ragged breath. “I have no idea.”

      An uneven chuckle came from her. “Okay.”

      “I can tell you what is not happening.” I stood up, cradling her in my arms and striding to the bed. “You are not sleeping one more night in that cage.”

      I placed her on the bed, breathing hard, and gazed down at her. I couldn’t imagine how fierce I looked just then, with labored breathing while forcing myself to not pounce on top of her.

      “Oh.” Her eyes were enormous. “I’m not sure I’m ready to…”

      I nodded slowly, understanding exactly what she was saying because I felt the same way. “This is a bed for sleeping,” I stated clearly. “When it becomes a bed for fucking, you will tell me.”

      “So you won’t…?” She swallowed heavily. “Are you even sure we can? I mean, we’re different species.”

      I leaned down, caging her in with my arms. “No, I will not. I have not, nor would I touch a woman who did not want me. And as for the rest, well…” I grinned, sweeping her mouthwatering form with my gaze. “We can. We are not that different.” If Kael and Tarla were mates, then human bodies were quite compatible with Destran bodies.

      “Are you sure?” Her voice was barely more than a squeak. “I mean, do you have a queen, or a mate?”

      I shook my head slowly. “There is no one, Wyn. No one but you.” The words came out of me with a shock. What nonsense was this?

      She stared back in surprise. “So you find me attractive?”

      I almost laughed at the garbled way she said that, but that same strangled feeling was tightening around my throat, too. “Obviously, I find you attractive. My cock is aching to be inside you. I’ve wanted you since I saw you in my bathtub.” I ran a hand down her cheek and sat down beside her. “However, I must warn you, I cannot promise anything between us, Wyn. No one in my family has ever had a mate connection.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked, curiously.

      “When a Destran comes in contact with their mate, a mark will appear on their bodies. As far as I know—and I know more than any other Destran lord—no mark has ever appeared on a member of my family, as far back as anyone knows. I only know who my father is because he recruited me to—” I cut off abruptly, realizing I was about to reveal the darkest part of my past. “Connections are not lasting ones for me, sadly.” And I meant that. For the first time, I wished it could be different. I could imagine what it would be like to have a partner and lover, and it felt like a prize just out of reach.

      She gave me a tentative smile. “Well. Okay, then.”

      “Is this attraction mutual?” I needed the answer. The logical part of me knew the answer, but I needed to hear it. I needed the words.

      She pursed her full lips and tried to make her face look serious. “I suppose so, but it confuses me a great deal.” Her brows knit. “I barely know you. And while I understand why you feared I was an enemy, I still resent being put in a cage. I shouldn’t be attracted to you.”

      My cock surged in my pants. My mouth went dry. That was a yes. “I am sorry about the cage,” I said. “Truly.”

      Her expression softened. “This conversation turned very strange, very quickly. We went from discussing the methods of Earth Explorations, Inc. to making out, to whether or not we plan to sleep together.” She raised her eyebrows primly. “This is not progressing in a logical order.”

      I flashed my teeth in a grin I could not stop. “Nothing about this is logical, Wyn. And it is not whether we plan to sleep together, but when.”

      Our gazes held. Both of us had shifted forward enough so that our knees touched.

      “I can continue to sleep in my cage. With the door open.”

      “You are worried I will ravish you in the night?”

      “No,” she replied. “So I can go to the bathroom without waking you.”

      Despite my absurd bluster, I wanted her in my bed. I wanted to act on my desires. I wanted this interesting little human medic writhing and pulsing in my arms as I pounded into her. I wanted to control her and possess her as much as I wanted to be rendered powerless and vulnerable by her touch. “You will sleep here. I will have the cage removed tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” Her cheeks darkened and she looked down shyly. “Thank you. My head is spinning right now.”

      So was mine. I rose to undress for bed, then realized that sleeping naked with her was a bad idea. I removed my boots, knives, and vest, and lay down in my pants. “You will forgive me if I am restless for a bit.”

      She lay down, too, staring at the ceiling. “That’s okay. It will be a long night for me, too.”
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      Four days passed. I stayed in Scaron’s room. He didn’t have to tell me to. I never even tried opening the door. The people here didn’t want to mingle with me and I was afraid to try it. The Destrans I’d seen hadn’t looked friendly. The best I’d gotten was curiosity from those two sisters who wanted me to give them a tissue sample.

      I slept in Scaron’s bed. We had begun to fall into a bit of a pattern. During the day, he came and went frequently. His demeanor was polite and he was quick to provide anything I needed, like food or clean clothes. But when his eyes moved over me, there was a fire in them that made my belly throb.

      In the evenings, we would eat together and talk. He was very tight-lipped about his own life, but he told me about his people, their culture, and the many uses of lami. When he was relaxed, he shared stories that had me either rolling with laughter or on the edge of my seat with suspense. Scaron was a shockingly good storyteller.

      I shared stories of my own. About my family and my childhood. He listened with a bemused expression as I shared funny anecdotes of the mischief my sister and I would get into. I cracked myself up over the story of the time my dad attempted to change the thrust ring himself on our rented autowing—the hovering vehicle that was taking us from the city to the Singh-Lix wilderness park in the Panfold conservation region of Asia—and wound up covered head to toe in blue isolin oil. He’d gone through the whole vacation—a full two weeks—with blue-stained skin and hair. We teased him about it for years afterward and he was so good-natured, he laughed along, too.

      I’d had a good childhood and a loving family. Scaron, apparently, had not. He seemed to soak in stories about my life like someone hungry to know that it was possible to be happy.

      I also told him literally everything I knew about the company I had worked for. It frustrated me that I didn’t know anything actually useful. I didn’t know Bianca Landers’ location. I had no clue where her scary base was. I didn’t know how deep into the company the illegal activities went.

      At some point, we would shift closer together, either on the bed or on the sofa, and someone would start touching, and that would lead to kissing, and we’d make out like our lives depended on it. At some point, one of us would come up for air and the spell would break, but we could not continue like this. With each kiss, each touch, I wanted him more.

      Scaron kept me updated on the storm outside and promised we could visit Tarla as soon as it was safe to do so. I felt more and more comfortable with him each day. I slept deeper and more restfully every night, and he’d taken to pulling me into the curve of his body and holding me tight against him.

      I had seen his mouth tip up in heart-stopping smiles. He didn’t have a clue how sexy he was when he smiled. His whole face transformed from cold and harsh to warm and open.

      He was ridiculously handsome, regardless of his facial expression, in a dark, sharp-edged way. He was the type of male I had always given a very wide berth. The kind that had scared me. But I was drawn to Scaron. More than that, I was beginning to like him. My body seemed to lean toward him whenever he was near, like a plant shifting toward light.

      I’d been in his Sola for five days. We sat together at his seating area, eating the evening meal. There was one thing nagging on my mind.

      “When will I get my things back?” I asked.

      This felt like a risky question several days ago, but I no longer feared Scaron.

      “Your things?” he asked.

      “I came here with a bag. It had my medical equipment, a headset, and some other things,” I said, deciding not to mention the copious pairs of underwear I’d inexplicably brought. “You know. The stuff in my pack.” I narrowed my eyes. “Did those sisters take everything?”

      His eyes widened as if suddenly remembering what I was talking about. “Oh, yes. They do have them. I regret to say that I don’t know what they did with them. Perhaps we should find out?”

      “We?” My stomach clenched at the idea of leaving this room and facing those angry people again. I looked down at my plate. I had been almost finished. Now, I wasn’t hungry at all. “It’s okay. It can wait.”

      A firm finger slid under my jaw and lifted my chin. “What is wrong?”

      “Your people hate me,” I replied. “I’d rather not face them again.”

      “You know you are safe with me,” he said softly. “I will not allow any harm to come to you.”

      I swallowed. “I know that.” But this was not the type of place where the people followed and obeyed. He had told me himself that his people were rogues. Rogues, by nature, did their own thing.

      “And they don’t hate you,” he added. “They don’t trust you. There’s a difference. And if it makes you feel any better, they distrust you less, now.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because word of your reaction to the transmission has gotten around. Also, it is known that you share my bed.”

      “It is?” That was a shock.

      He nodded. “My trust in you does have weight. Most no longer believe you were involved with that base and the activities there.” He shrugged. “Some are still unsure.”

      “Oh.” That was progress. A little.

      “It would be good for you to get out. If you are seen by my side, it will go a long way.”

      I paused in a moment of stunned silence. “And you want me to be seen by your side? As your…” What? “…friend?”

      He raised one eyebrow, as if the word “friend” was foreign to him. “You are more than a friend, Wyn. I do not kiss my friends.”

      “I see,” I said, because anything else that came to mind sounded ridiculous. “So what are we, Scaron?”

      He looked confused. “I don’t know,” he said. “I can’t always think around you. I want to fuck you, but I don’t know what to call us.”

      “How about lovers?” I supplied. “Or, future lovers, since we haven’t had sex yet?”

      He flinched. “I can’t be your lover, Wyn.”

      I stood up in response to his words. My body felt chilled. I rose and backed away from the small table containing the remains of our evening meal. “Of course not,” I said. Inexplicably, my eyes burned with tears. It had been a very, very long time indeed since I’d had a reaction anything like this to a male’s words.

      I had taken two steps when a strong hand closed around my upper arm and pulled me back. Scaron’s eyes were like coals glowing in the darkness. “I hurt you.”

      “I get it.” I looked up at him defiantly. “I’m good enough to fuck, but not to care about.”

      He brought his hand up to cup my cheek. “I did hurt you.” Wonder flickered over his face. “Interesting.”

      “How is that interesting?” I snapped. “Am I just a plaything to you? A pet?”

      Heavy-lidded eyes slowly moved over my face. “Never. But I…I don’t know anything about what you describe. Love, caring…these are strange things. I have never known them.”

      Was he that dense? I placed my hands on his chest. “Scaron, can you honestly say you have no feelings for me? That you wouldn’t care if someone hurt me?”

      “If someone hurt you, I would gut them slowly and painfully,” he said simply.

      I winced. “That’s graphic, but it’s a sign that you care about me. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t react.”

      He laughed. The hand on my cheek moved into my hair. “You are correct, lovely Wyn. Perhaps it’s the words I struggle with, not the emotions.”

      I smiled up at him, full and wide. “Maybe we can work on that…future lover?”

      His gaze narrowed to ruby slits. His skin streaked with cobalt blue. “Perhaps we can cut the ‘future’ part. What do you think?”

      My body surged toward him in a big, aching yes. “It’s about time.” Then stopped still. “Wait. I need to be concerned about alien diseases. And pregnancy.”

      He frowned. “What diseases?” he asked. “We have none. And I cannot impregnate you.”

      My eyes narrowed. “You don’t have any sexually transmitted diseases in your species at all?”

      He looked utterly horrified. “No. We’ve never had such a thing. Do you?”

      “Most have been eradicated, thankfully, but there are always new strains that come up now and then.” I peered into his eyes. “And about the other thing—are you sterile?” Maybe that was a little blunt, because he seemed frozen for a moment before answering.

      “I assume so, since no Destran lord has fathered offspring in many generations.”

      “Really?” That was interesting. “How many?”

      “Fifteen, maybe? I truly don’t know for sure. All I know is that once a Destran bonds with a Sola, they do not reproduce. Females, as well. That is why they rarely volunteer to be chosen by a Sola. Destran females want children.” He shrugged lightly, but there was tightness in the move. “They also want sexual partners who can provide them.”

      “Is that why you’re still single?” That was a rude question, but I was kind of wondering about it. He was hot, powerful, and he ran things on this living ship. In any other circumstance, females would be all over him, hoping to land a place by his side. But not here, apparently. Being lord of a Sola was a lonely job.

      “It’s a contributing factor,” he replied in a dry voice. “But I have also not found anyone I would like to link myself to.”

      I bit my bottom lip and placed my hand over the bulge in his pants. “I think you should link yourself to me, right here.”

      Then he was bending over me. His mouth coming down. His face was so close I could see the lashes splayed on his cheeks. His lips were on mine, roughly.

      My heart hammered in my chest. I breathed in his scent and opened my mouth to him. I slid my tongue between his lips and touched it to his.

      He drew in a sharp breath, and his mouth sealed over mine. His tongue swept inside. It was like electricity. So profoundly arousing, I groaned into his mouth. My skin was a sensitive mess. I could feel the heat of him through our clothes, the tightness of his belly against my ribs. His other hand held the back of my head as he kissed me in such a way that my brain turned to mush.

      It was a kiss of possession. It was a kiss of need and fire and release. He plundered my mouth and claimed it with his teeth and tongue.

      My arms wound around his neck and my hands twined in his hair. It was thick and luscious. My forearms rested on his broad shoulders and I rose up to my toes to get closer, deeper. A groan wrenched from him.

      The sound jerked me out of my sensual trance. I went still for a moment, but it was enough to put a pause on the connection. He eased back slowly, jaw clenched tight. His gaze was hot and intense on mine. I saw hunger, wild and somewhat unhinged, glowing in those ruby depths. I felt the intensity of his hands on me. “Wyn, be certain this is what you want.” His forehead creased in worry. “I can’t promise that I—”

      I covered his mouth with my fingers. “Neither of us can promise anything. I get that. But I shouldn’t even be alive right now. I should have died fifteen different ways, and here we are.” It was my turn for my brow to furrow. “I don’t understand it, to be honest. I’m drawn to you in some weird way. I don’t recall ever wanting anyone like I want you. It’s like my body…knows you. Does that make sense?”

      He nodded his head yes, but said, “No,” with a wry grin. “I feel exactly the same. But I need you to say you want me, that you want this, because I won’t hear regrets later. Be sure it’s me you want to have sex with.”

      That was a strange way of putting it. It wasn’t like there were a bunch of other males on the Sola that I was checking out. He was it. I had a feeling that he would be it for quite a long time.

      “I want you, Scaron,” I said clearly. “You, with all your trust issues, your weird, secretive past, and all your numerous complications. I’ve been so structured in my life, letting my work dominate and never just following my body and heart.” My hands moved over his chest, feeling the rapid beat of his heart and the shallow breaths of his lungs. “I want to have sex with you.”

      He pulled in a harsh breath. His hands clenched on my waist. “Then you shall get what you asked for, lovely Wyn.” He picked me up and carried me to the bed, and tossed me there.

      “Oh!” I said as I bounced a little. He tore off his clothes with awkward haste, then climbed on the bed like a panther. His skin was changing colors so fast I couldn’t keep up. He was a living kaleidoscope. It was beautiful. And there, jutting out from his hips, was the most impressive penis I’d ever seen. It was large, dark red, and veiny. He had testicles, like a human man, too, but they didn’t hang quite as loose. They were tighter to the body, which probably protected him better from injuries, or a light tap, which sent most men down and curled up like boiled shrimp. The size of him was intimidating, but I knew what a woman’s body was capable of.

      His hands moved over my body, testing each curve, teasing out responses from my most sensitive places. My shirt loosened, then came off. His hands were sly and quick. I barely noticed my pants were undone until they were sliding over my hips. My underwear came off with them, too. He picked up the small bit of fabric, blinked, then tossed it away with the rest of my clothes.

      I lay there, bare and exposed, and feeling sexier and more powerful than I ever had in my life. The way he looked at me, as if I were the center of everything to him, made me tremble with excitement for what was to come.

      He pushed my thighs apart and gazed at my sex. “This is beautiful,” he whispered, as if in awe. It made me curious how different I looked down there from Destran females—assuming he’d seen female Destran genitals. I figured he had more than seen them, considering how skillfully he moved over my body. The confidence in his hands and mouth was not that of the inexperienced. When he bent down and flicked his tongue over my clit, I rolled back my eyes and just stopped thinking. His fingers parted me and his tongue delved deeper. Teeth scraped over my sex. I shuddered with sensation and dragged in a ragged breath.

      I gripped the bedding and arched up. Two fingers slid inside me as his mouth ravished my sex. It hit me at once, like a rocket blast. My head went blank as my body shot off the bed and I ground myself into whatever magic he was performing on my pussy. It felt so good. Some noises came out of my mouth—I had no idea what—and I just went with the throbbing thrum of pleasure strumming through me like an amazing song that goes on and on.

      When I finally eased back down to the bed, Scaron’s mouth was moving over me, kissing behind my knees and along my hips. He made his way back up to shower my breasts with attention and I reached down to feel him. His cock was heavy and solid and hot. I slid my fingers over him, learning the texture and shape of him. He shuddered when I squeezed the head of his cock. My pussy, which had felt pretty satiated a few minutes ago, tingled to life, greedy for more, dripping with anticipation.

      We were both panting when he pulled himself out of my grasp with a shake of his head. He positioned himself between my thighs, pressing my legs wide. “Is this what you want?” he asked in a voice of silk on gravel.

      I nodded.

      “I can’t hear you, Wyn.”

      “Yes,” I snarled back. “I want you inside me.”

      “Hmm.” His cockhead teased my pussy, sliding over the wet slit as I writhed. “Convince me.”

      If my pussy was capable of it, she would have reached out, grabbed his cock between her lips and sucked him inside of me. That was how much I was yearning. I could feel the liquids dripping out of me and making a wet spot on the bed. “Fuck,” I gasped, too far beyond reason to care. “I want your cock inside my pussy now, or I’ll fucking put it there myself.”

      His eyes widened and the biggest smile crossed his face. “At your command, lovely Wyn.” And he plunged inside, filling me in one smooth thrust.

      I gasped, partly because it was a very tight fit. Partly because I had underestimated how good his cock would feel. Maybe my eyes closed. Maybe I just went blind for a moment, but everything went dark and pleasure unwound in me like a long fuse headed for a stick of dynamite.

      Then, I felt something strange—the unmistakable swelling of his cockhead while it was inside me. I hadn’t been expecting this. It had locked us together. I turned surprised eyes to his. “What is going on with your cock?”

      “What?” He had no idea what I was talking about.

      “It’s…it’s stuck in there.”

      He blinked. His face was electric blue. “That’s what it does,” he gasped out as he thrust. “It’ll go down…after I come. Can’t…can’t help it.”

      Okay. So that’s how Destran penises were different than human penises. Now that I knew this was normal… Although the pleasure building inside my body was making it clear that, no, this was not normal. This was something on another level.
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        * * *

      

      He moved, thrusting deep and slow, then increasing the pace once my body had acclimated to him. I’d never felt so completely filled, so wonderfully stretched. I blinked and took in the sight before me—Scaron braced on thick arms. His muscles were taut, bulging. His face looked so fierce, he’d be terrifying under different circumstances. His skin was almost too brilliant to take in. Colors moved rapidly and with bright ferocity.

      His hips surged and my body pulsed in time with his thrusts, putting us in a rhythm of our own. Our eyes locked. The question flared wordlessly between us—what is this?

      It felt too intense to be real, too good to be believed. Then, the wave hit. It was like a torrent, dragging me under and exploding me into pieces. Words came—most of them inarticulate profanity—as I held on for dear life through the most powerful and incredible orgasm I’d ever had. Ever.

      Scaron’s body tightened. His face contorted and his cock swelled inside me. He came, driving deep, grinding his hips into mine. His skin was the same blood red as his eyes. A groan wrenched from his lips as he found his release.

      I came to ground softly, probably from sheer exhaustion, as Scaron shuddered and lowered himself. He pressed his lips to the center of my chest. His cock had lost the thick knob at the end and he slowly withdrew with a small moan. He rolled to my side and lay on his back, staring at the ceiling and looking as if he’d just survived being hit by a hovercycle.

      He flung an arm over his eyes. “I can’t…”

      “I know,” I breathed.

      He smiled. “You swear magnificently, Wyn.”

      “I’ve never done that before.” I covered my mouth with my hand. “I am not proud of it.”

      “You should be,” he said. “I intend to make you swear as often as possible. In multiple positions.”

      “Stop it.” I turned toward him and pressed a finger to his chest. “It won’t happen again.”

      His eyes blazed. “Challenge accepted.”

      His body angled toward me and he pulled me close, but there was a noise at the door, like a crinkly hum.

      Scaron’s hands tightened on me for just a moment, then they dropped away. His skin was a chaotic mottled mess of reds and purples and pinks. He got up, pulled on his pants, and crossed to the door.

      I pulled the blanket tight around me and burrowed as low as I could.

      Scaron opened the door. On the other side stood a male I’d seen before. He looked colder and harder than Scaron. It was Davros, Scaron’s second in command, so to speak. He’d been there when the hunting group had found me by the river. He did not look happy.

      Instead of waiting for an invitation, he barged into Scaron’s room, brimming with agitation. His gaze swung around the room. When it landed on me, his eyes narrowed with unmistaken hostility and a touch of something so chilling, it made me want to sink into the mattress and disappear. I didn’t like this male.

      He and Scaron stood there and talked for a few moments. All I could hear was their murmured voices in the rolling Destran language. There was some gesturing and sharp words as they debated something. Minutes passed before the male left and Scaron closed the door and returned to me. His gaze was guarded.

      “What was that about?” I asked.

      “My rogue Davros,” he replied. “The rogue I put in charge when I am not in my Sola, brought news.”

      “Bad news?”

      “We will get to that in a moment. We must deal with this first.” He gestured between the two of us. “I know we have no promises between us, but while you share my bed, you will share no one else’s. Is that understood?”

      “If you agree to the same, yes.”

      He nodded. “Considering you have dominated my dreams since you came into my life, that is easy to agree to.”

      Dreams? Holy crap. “How does the real thing measure up to the dreams?”

      Scaron’s heavy lids dropped low. “The real thing is better.”

      “Hmm.” I couldn’t argue. I also couldn’t come up with a better response with those smoldering eyes on me.

      With that, he scrubbed his hands over his face and sat on the edge of the bed. “And now for the bad news.”
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      My skin still felt like it was being licked by flames. Her presence throbbed in every part of my body. My hands ached to grab her, shove her up against a wall—or any fucking surface—and bury myself inside her. It was irrational. My reaction to this human female was a hundred times more intense than I’d thought it would be. I had known I was attracted to her. I hadn’t known I would hunger for her like a starving slakerin in rutting season.

      This was a problem I couldn’t fathom a solution to.

      She gazed at me with concern in her eyes. “Scaron, what’s going on?”

      “Davros brought news of problems on multiple fronts. First, the sisters intercepted a transmission that revealed the location of a buildup of Brakken raiders. It is not far from Lord Kael’s location and puts him at risk if they pass through his area. Second, we received a message from Kael himself.” I scraped back my hair and sighed. “The message is that his mate, Tarla, has fallen ill.”

      “Ill?” She snapped to attention. “What kind of ill?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied in frustration. “He did not elaborate, only asked me if I could spare a healer to come out to his shelter and tend to her.” I looked at Wyn, who was already rising and reaching for her clothes. “I gave him the transmitter some time ago. This is the first time he’s used it. You would be a better match to treat a human female.”

      Wyn’s nostrils flared and she nodded. “I don’t know Destran medical practices, but I am more qualified to assess a human patient.”

      “We use lami for most injuries and diseases. It cannot stop age and death, but it can cure and heal better than any other substance we have found.”

      “Another reason why Bianca Landers wants it,” Wyn said bitterly. “Why did it look like Davros was arguing with you?”

      “He does not want me to go. He is concerned Kael’s call was a Brakken trick to trap us.”

      “Even he doesn’t know about Tarla?”

      “It is Kael’s private business,” I said gruffly. “I have my own responsibilities. The last thing I need is for a suspicious, angry Destran to go off and question the mate of a Destran lord. Kael would kill them.” And that was a headache I could do without.

      “I wouldn’t want your job,” she muttered, then pinned me with a steely look. “I’ll need my equipment. Those sisters have my medkit.”

      I nodded. “As soon as you’re ready, we’ll retrieve it from the sisters’ workshop.”

      Wyn was washed up, dressed and ready quickly. I wanted to talk to her more about the intimacy we’d just shared. I wanted to find out if she was okay, or in discomfort. She had felt impossibly tight. I had been seized with worry when I first entered her, afraid I’d hurt her. But she appeared to enjoy my body as much as I enjoyed hers.

      It was a jolt to realize that this was the first time I’d given so much thought to a sex partner after the act was complete. In fact, having had her, my interest in her hadn’t waned. I wanted her again. I wanted her more. I wanted…

      I’d done a quick scan of my body when she was in the bathroom, to check if the mating marks were on my skin. Surprising, was my disappointment to see that they were not there. It didn’t mean Wyn couldn’t be mine. Plenty of Destrans had partners who didn’t have mating marks. Not everyone encountered one who was that perfect of a match that those ancient and strange designs appeared.

      So, I was thinking of keeping her. Of being bound to her, if even by my own word. All this after one fuck. I shook my head as I steered her toward the door and firmly told myself to settle down. I took her hand, kissed her knuckles, and drew her out of our safe chambers and into the corridor.

      On the way to the sisters’ workshop, the Destrans we passed stared at us. They stared at her, and then they gaped at me. My colors were riotous and vivid, revealing my chaotic emotions and arousal. By now, they knew she shared my bed. The cage had been removed days ago. I held Wyn’s hand in mine as we walked. The people would speculate what was going on between us.

      Let them. I wasn’t sure if those words slid into my head because my Sola uttered them or if they were mine.

      “What’s the plan with the Brakken?” Wyn asked breathlessly. “And is it safe to go to Tarla?”

      “My rogues, led by Davros, will take care of the Brakken raiding party, as we’ve done several times already,” I replied. “As for the weather, it is just barely passable. I would have liked a few more days, but it is not to be. Kael’s mate needs help now. We will be taking a large transport. I want them to come back with us and this time, I won’t accept no for an answer.”

      I suspected that Wyn’s presence would convince Tarla to come with us, making it impossible for Kael to resist. I needed him with me as things became more intense with the Brakken, and possibly, with the humans who wanted our lami.

      “Where are they living?”

      “Kael turned a derelict spacecraft into a shelter.” I curled my lip. “I offered them space in my Sola but they refused. I think they…liked their privacy. My Sola is quite full.” Partly with Kael’s people. Each Sola took a portion of his Sola’s population before we were separated.

      Wyn’s expression was tight. “I wish I had an idea of what her symptoms are.”

      “You will know soon enough. I’ve ordered a transport fueled and stocked with provisions for a full night’s ride,” I said, and led her through the atzan, past the people whose eyes dropped to our linked hands and my colorful skin. It felt like we’d walked across the whole Sola by the time we arrived at the dead-ended hallway. I slapped my hand on the sisters’ door.

      Rix answered. “What is it, Lord Scaron?” Wisps of smoke curled out of the top of her short hair. She looked annoyed.

      “I need Wyn’s belongings.”

      She squinted at me. “Whose?”

      I pointed at Wyn. “The human female. I need the items she came here with.”

      Rix’s mouth turned down. “But we haven’t started work on them yet. I haven’t even tried testing them out on anyone.” By “anyone,” she meant herself or her sister, Jakka.

      “And you’re not going to. They are medical devices.” I held up my hand when she started to protest. “Bring them here. I am not asking.”

      Her brows lowered, but she turned and beckoned for us to enter. Wyn’s hand tightened on mine. Jakka was nowhere to be seen. Rix returned with the battered backpack Wyn had traveled with and placed it on a workbench. She opened it without asking. “I don’t know what the purpose of these are.” She held up a handful of cloth scraps in various colors.

      Wyn snatched them out of Rix’s hand so fast, I almost missed it. “Those are mine, thank you very much,” she muttered. Her golden brown skin turned reddish as she jammed the cloths into a pocket.

      “What are they?”

      “Underwear,” she explained. “You know. Panties? They go under your clothes. I’ve been washing and wearing one pair since I arrived here. I’m glad to have these back.” She patted her pocket. “Dumbest thing to pack, under the circumstances.”

      I shook my head. “You wear clothes under your clothes. Interesting species.”

      Rix removed the metal case that contained Wyn’s medical equipment. She handed it to me and then glanced at Wyn. “Can she at least explain what everything is and how it works?”

      “When we return.” I spoke to Rix in Destran and to Wyn in her Earth language, making for challenging shifts for me. Our languages were very different on the mouth, using different tongue movements and throat sounds. “Right now, this is needed to help someone.”

      Wyn’s gaze was riveted to the case.

      “Open it,” I said to her. “Make sure it’s as you left it.”

      Her fingers went to the latch and the case popped open. Wyn’s fingers moved over the items inside, all carefully set in a molded foam material. One by one, she took them out, quickly checked them, then replaced them. Her hands were very competent and sure as she handled them. She closed up the case and tucked it under an arm. “They could use a charge, after all the use they got from me, but they will work.”

      Rix frowned at me. “Did she think I was going to destroy them?”

      “Of course not.” Probably. I explained to her what Wyn had said about charging the devices. “There’s no point in going to someone’s aid if the necessary equipment doesn’t work.”

      Rix grumbled something about a charging station and looked longingly at the case. “I want a demonstration later. These may be helpful for our people, too.”

      This was absolutely true, especially if lami continued to dwindle. “You will get one,” I promised, then looked at Wyn. “Is there anything else in that bag you need?”

      She cocked her head toward Rix. “My headset is gone.”

      I translated her words for Rix, who shrugged. “Jakka dismantled it and used the parts to improve the scanner.”

      I shot Wyn an apologetic look. “It’s gone.”

      “There’s this.” Rix took a small tub from a shelf and placed it on the table. “What is this for?”

      I translated Rix’s question. Wyn sighed and picked up the tiny, cylindrical container. “Face cream. Another ridiculous thing to bring. I don’t know what I was thinking. Panic, I guess.”

      This didn’t seem relevant to the problem at hand, but I translated Rix’s next question. “She wants to know what, exactly, it’s for.”

      “Wrinkles?” Wyn shrugged. “It’s for keeping skin from looking older than it has to, I guess. It’s good stuff and…” She unscrewed the top and sniffed. “I like how it smells.”

      I told Rix what Wyn told me. Rix looked like she wanted that tub back, but held her tongue. “We need to go,” I told them both.

      Wyn put the small tub of face cream in her medical case and nodded at the door. “That’s it.”

      I placed a hand on the small of her back and propelled her out of the workshop.

      I took her down to the lower levels, to the open chamber that contained the exit ramp. It was lined up with various Brakken vehicles. Some worked, some didn’t. We had taken them after ambushing raiding parties. I refused to carry their blasters, but many of my rogues did.

      There were heaps of cloaks and coats against one wall, along with other stolen gear, like the eye-protection goggles and gloves. I sifted through the piles until I found a coat small enough to fit Wyn, then pulled one over myself. The weather might not be as deadly, but it was still very cold and windy. I handed her a pair of goggles and fur gloves that didn’t smell too badly.

      She pulled the coat on and tucked the hood over her head, looking at the ramp warily. Cold wind came inside, smelling of snow. “Are you sure it’s safe to travel in this?”

      The vehicle I’d asked for was ready and waiting. I stepped inside and stowed her medical kit with the food and water I’d requested, in the storage compartment. “These vehicles have been reliable so far,” I said. “It will be night soon. We should make as much progress as we can before the third sun sets.” The broad vehicle had side-by-side sets of treads and a cabin that could carry six Brakken, or eight Destrans. The front contained two mismatched seats that looked as if they’d been ripped out of a space transport and a basic control console with rudimentary controls. A steering stick, basic gears and a readout that rarely worked and I couldn’t read, anyway. The windshield was thick and had a few scuffs and chips.

      I hoped it would carry us safely over the plains to Kael’s shelter, then back with the other Destran lord and his mate. I turned it on and the vehicle rumbled to life with a plume of vile-smelling exhaust.

      “Ugh.” Wyn covered her nose as she stepped inside and looked around at the haphazard construction of what we would be traveling in. “You’re going to drive this in the dark?”

      “It’s sturdier than it looks,” I said. “And remember, I can see just fine in the dark.” I turned to her and patted the seat beside me. “Ready? Or shall I tie you up again?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wyn

      

      

      I took his words for the joke they were and smirked right back at him. “You’re so funny.” I sat in the cracked plastoid seat next to Scaron and clipped the buckle over my waist. He engaged the…whatever it was that made this contraption go and we went down the ramp to the cold, hard ground sheltered by the Sola’s massive body. “I would have died,” I mused aloud, “if you hadn’t found me.”

      He raised one eyebrow. “I won’t lose you out here, if that worries you.”

      I smiled at him. “Thank you.”

      His eyes softened. “Stop thanking me. I’ve done nothing to earn it.”

      “Just drive, Scaron,” I said, not interested in getting into a debate over how often I thanked him. The horrendous stench coming out of this vehicle made the air foul, but it rumbled when Scaron pushed down a lever, and we jolted forward. We rode for a short distance under the relative shelter of the Sola’s underside before bursting into a snow-filled landscape. It looked significantly different outside than it did the last time I was out here.

      I tucked the collar of my coat more tightly around my face as cold air found its way in through gaps in the vehicle’s frame. We raced over countless miles of snow and icy plains. The strange vegetation I’d seen by the river disappeared. In its place were strange rock formations and trees, shaped into twisted forms, but still defiant against the harsh landscape. The sound of rushing air made it hard to hear anything Scaron said.

      We rode through the night. It was awful long, but not terribly dark—not as dark as it got on Earth. The third sun set just as bright moons came out. I knew from my time in the wild that it would not be long before the first sun rose again. Sure enough, as I dozed off, the vehicle came to a halt.

      “We are here,” he said, shutting down the vehicle.

      I looked around at where we were. There wasn’t as much snow here. The ground only had a thin layer of frost and some snow caught in drifts. We were at an outcropping where a crashed ship stuck out of the ground. A shelter had been built from it. There were signs of someone living here. I took my medkit from the storage compartment and emerged with Scaron onto the barren-looking landscape.

      The ship/shelter door panel opened and an anxious-looking Destran emerged. He had bright golden eyes and white hair and made a beeline straight for us. He clasped Scaron in a quick embrace before turning to me. His eyes widened. “Who am I looking at?” he asked in awe. “Tell me you are Wyn, from the Axion-9 ship.”

      I responded with a reassuring smile—the same one I gave to the anxious families of my patients. “I am. It’s nice to meet you, Kael,” I said calmly, even though I was jumping inside to see Tarla. “Can you bring me to Tarla, and fill me in on her condition as we walk?” I tucked the medkit under an arm, hoping it contained treatment for whatever was ailing her. It was for emergencies and for limited diagnostics. I could find out what was wrong, but not necessarily treat. My equipment didn’t possess treatments for every single ailment. I thought of the small flask of lami Scaron had brought. A reported “cure-all” was not the best backup plan, but it was what we had.

      “This way.” Kael led us to his home. “Thank you for coming so quickly. She had pains in her abdomen, then began bleeding two days ago. I know about her monthly flow,” he added quickly. “It is much more than that.”

      I followed Kael inside. Lying on a large bed of furs was one of the copilots of the Axion-9 research ship. Tarla’s golden hair was longer than it had been when I last saw her. Her eyes widened when she saw me. “Wyn?” She struggled to her elbows, but lacked the strength to get up. Her voice was weak.

      I rushed to her side. “Tarla, just lie down. Relax.” Tears wanted to prick my eyes. This was the first human I’d seen since before the crash. Knowing that at least one more of us survived made me want to weep happy tears, but I focused on the problem at hand. Tarla needed a doctor, not a friend. I took her hand in mine. Her skin was hot. Her hair hung limp and damp to her face.

      “Kael told me a little bit,” I said. “Now you tell me what’s going on. What have you been experiencing?”

      “I started bleeding two days ago,” she said, fear showing in the whites of her eyes.

      “Are you still?” I saw no evidence of blood.

      She nodded. “Kael’s been changing my bedding and keeping me clean, but it’s still coming. I started cramping. Horribly cramping—much worse than the usual monthly ones. Then the bleeding started, but…it wasn’t normal, Wyn.” Her hand went to her belly. “It wasn’t right.”

      I opened up my case. I had a feeling I knew what was going on, but needed to confirm before I said anything. “I’m going to do an exam, okay? We’re gonna check you out and see what’s going on. It won’t hurt.” It was my standard line for every patient I looked at. If I got enough information from the scans and blood tests, I wouldn’t have to do an internal exam. I wanted to avoid that, given that we weren’t in an environment that was even remotely sterile and there was no way to sanitize anything.

      Relief flowed over Tarla’s face. “Thank you, Wyn.” Tears pooled in her eyes. “Thank you so much. I’m so—”

      I squeezed her hand and looked her in the eye. “I just found you, hon. Don’t think for one minute that I’ll let you go. You’re going to be fine.” Now, that was not something I said to patients unless I was at least ninety-nine percent certain it was true. Definitely never before I got a diagnosis. But I meant every word. I would make sure Tarla was fine, no matter what.

      I turned to the males, who stood off to the side. Kael peered down anxiously and Scaron watched with concern marring his brow. “Could you both go fetch some nice hot water and clean cloths, please?”

      “Come on.” Scaron took Kael’s arm and tugged him away. “I think she’s trying to say she needs some space to work.”

      Kael looked pained, but went with him. I sent a grateful look to Scaron, who nodded and drew Kael out of hovering range.

      I took Tarla’s vital signs with my diagnostic scanner as I asked her more questions. Where exactly is the pain? Point to it on your body. On a scale of one to ten, how bad is it? When was your last menstrual period…? They were questions doctors had been asking patients for centuries and they were still important for collecting patient information.

      I ran a sample of her blood through the analyzer. I had one device that could scan through layers of tissue to determine if a bone was broken or sprained, or if someone had appendicitis or gas pains. I ran it over Tarla’s abdomen. The small screen showed me what I had suspected. The blood scanner chimed. I took in the results with relief and some bafflement.

      I called Kael back. He was at Tarla’s side instantly. His gaze was on me.

      Scaron returned behind him, carrying a bowl of hot water and the cloths I’d asked for.

      I set my equipment aside. I folded my hands and smiled at the two of them. “Tarla, you had a miscarriage.”

      She blinked at me. “That’s not possible.”

      I’d had this conversation before. I showed them the blood test. “The results show that you have the pregnancy hormone in your bloodstream. And here…” I held up the screen that held an image of Tarla’s uterus. “You miscarried at, I’d say, eleven or twelve weeks, but it wasn’t complete and an infection set in. That’s why your temperature is elevated and you’re still bleeding and cramping.” I gently took her free hand. “You two were pregnant.”

      “Are you…sure?” Kael sounded as if he were choking.

      “As sure as I’ve ever been,” I replied. “The good news is, you’re going to be okay. I have two medicines. One will heal your uterus and the other will kill the infection. Other than that, you need rest.” I squeezed her hand again. “I am so very sorry. I heard…” I turned and pinned Scaron with a sharp look, “that Destran lords are infertile, but I can say for a fact that that’s not the case.” I gently smoothed the hair back off her face. “It is good to see you, Tarla, even if the circumstances are less than great.”

      She looked a little ill, but I knew it was from shock. “I’m…trying to find words.”

      “No rush,” I said, entering the doses of medication to administer into my dispenser gun. With the first round of medicines in her system, I sat back and took in the sight of two shocked people trying to work through what they just learned.

      “I can’t believe I was pregnant,” she said in awe. “It never crossed my mind. Not once.”

      I’d heard that quite a few times, too. But in this case, she had a good reason to believe it couldn’t happen. “How do you feel?” I asked. “Not physically, I mean.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. Like I should be mourning the loss of something I didn’t know I had?”

      “You’re going to be feeling a lot of things,” I said gently. “All of them are normal. All of them are okay.” I glanced at Kael. “Support each other. Listen.”

      “I will,” said the deep-voiced male cradling Tarla’s upper body. “Always. Every day.” He bent over her and pressed his lips to hers.

      I busied myself with putting away my medkit and beckoned Scaron to join me. “What does this mean?” I asked him in a whisper.

      “It means that just because Destran lords have not sired offspring in many generations,” Scaron replied, “doesn’t mean we cannot. Especially with human mates.”

      “Are you saying you can get me pregnant?” I hissed in return.

      His eyes went complicated. “I don’t know. Kael has the mating marks. I do not.”

      “I see.” I didn’t know why I felt a punch of hurt at that. My chest compressed like my heart was being squeezed. He hadn’t said it to be unkind, but just to state a fact. Facts were facts. Most of the time, I loved them. This time, I did not.

      “Wyn?” It took me a moment to realize Tarla was speaking to me.

      I looked up to see both of them gazing at me with eyes full of questions. “Yes?”

      “Does this mean we can get pregnant again?”

      The tight squeeze in my chest intensified. The hope in their eyes made me struggle to hold their gazes. “I wish I had an answer. If I had my full medical set up, I could run more tests and find out what caused your miscarriage. I don’t know how compatible our two species are, reproductively.”

      “Of course,” Tarla said. “I understand.”

      Kael and Tarla nodded and turned their gazes to each other. They wanted a baby. I didn’t know if it could happen for them. “But the good news is, you’re going to be fine.” I tapped the side of her neck, where I’d dispensed the injections of medication. “You’ll start to feel better within minutes, but you’ll need several more rounds of medication, along with rest, liquids, and food.”

      They both smiled in relief. “Thank you,” Tarla said.

      I raised an eyebrow at Scaron. “See? It’s okay to thank people for things.” Before he could reply with something annoying, I turned to Kael. “Thank you for taking such good care of my friend. She saved my life,” I said. “If not for her, we never would’ve known to get into escape pods when the ship hit that black stuff in space.”

      Tarla’s gaze sharpened. “How did you know about that?”

      She tried to sit up again, and I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Not now. Lie down and rest. Your body had a lot of work to do. We’ll talk about it later.”
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      “I know what you’re going to say.” Kael stared into the distance.

      I nodded. “Then I don’t need to say it.”

      A muscle flexed in Kael’s jaw. I had told him about the Brakken activity. The raids and the transmissions that showed some humans were working with them by supplying weapons, vehicles, and technology. He took the news in stoic silence—typical Kael reaction.

      “Tarla will want to return with you and Wyn. I can’t deny her that,” he said. “And it is time I rejoin my people. Some of them are staying in your Sola.”

      I nodded. “I could use your help, too.”

      He looked at me in surprise. “You?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Yes. I fear difficulties lie ahead that will test us all. Destran lords are stronger together, brother.”

      Kael was silent for a few moments. “I will speak with my mate, then I will begin gathering our things. Are you certain there is room for us?”

      Relief flowed through me. “We will make room for you if I have to ask my Sola to partition off the atzan itself.”

      Kael gazed off at the barren view, eyes wistful. “We don’t need much.”

      “I know.” I glanced back at the dilapidated ship Kael and Tarla had turned into a home. It took very little, when it came down to it, for a place to feel like where you belong. Just the right person to share it with. Instantly, I thought of Wyn. Without her, my room would be unbearably lonely.

      Kael looked at me and smiled. “These females change us.”

      His offhanded comment, said with a smile, made me pause. “Wyn is not my mate,” I said quietly. “I bear no marks on my skin.”

      Kale didn’t even blink. “She’s no less yours. The marks appear at different times for everyone.”

      I didn’t like the pang of longing that came with the thought of marks that declared Wyn mine. “Perhaps.”

      Somewhere, not far from here, my rogues were dispatching the latest batch of Brakken raiders. Kael was impressed with our ability to intercept transmissions and stay one step ahead of them.

      But it couldn’t stay like this forever. My Sola would not stay hidden in a mountain crevice forever. She was too big. She would be noticed eventually. And we needed to find the other Solas, assuming they still lived.

      I expected to see smoke rising in the distance. The location of the reported raiding group was not so far away from Kael’s shelter. But the view in every direction was serene and unmarred. No evidence of my rogues burning down the Brakken raiding party. Something about that made my skin prickle with unease. I shook it off. Perhaps there was nothing to burn.

      “Do you think it’s possible though?” asked Kael, clearly already in a conversation without me.

      “What is possible?”

      “That we can reproduce with them?”

      Ah, Tarla’s pregnancy. I had to admit that had hit me in the chest like a blow. I sighed. I didn’t have an answer. Wyn was right. We didn’t know how compatible our species were. Just because we could impregnate human females didn’t mean they could carry our babies to term. “I think these females mark a change,” I replied. “There were seven of them and seven of us. I seem to recall some sort of story associated with that, from our ancient ones, the sages.”

      “I vaguely remember that too. Zurian would know more,” said Kael. “I wonder if they have encountered the remaining female humans. Interesting creatures.”

      I smiled, thinking of Wyn and the impact she’d had on me already. “Very interesting.”

      Just then, Wyn stepped outside and beckoned us. “Tarla would like a word,” she said.

      We went back inside. Tarla was already looking better. She was still lying down, but there was color in her cheeks and more vitality to her expression. “Kael, I want to go back with Wyn and Scaron to their Sola,” she said. “I think it’s time we rejoin both of our people.”

      Kael’s expression softened. “What did I tell you?” he murmured to me, then nodded to his mate. “Scaron and I were just discussing this. I will gather our things.”

      Tarla looked relieved. “Thank you.”

      I moved to Wyn’s side. “When will it be safe to move her?” I quietly asked.

      “She can go at any time. There’s enough room in the transport for her to lie down and the medication I gave her is working and will continue to do so. Her body is healing.” Her lips thinned. “I think she’s hopeful that she and Kael can have a child. But I don’t know if that’s the case.”

      I slid closer to her and placed my hands lightly on her waist. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      I didn’t know why this question felt so hard, but my throat threatened to close up on me. “Would you want children?”

      Her brows shot up and her mouth formed a little O. “I don’t know.” She paused. “If one came along I would welcome it. But motherhood has never been something I’ve needed to feel complete.” She cocked her head. “Does that make sense?”

      My lips dipped to hers in a brush of affection. “Yes.”

      We loaded up the transport quickly. Tarla and Kael had little to bring with them, and before the second sun had set, we were in the transport and on our way back to my Sola. Once again, Wyn sat in front with me. Kael sat in the back with Tarla, who was stretched out over three seats.

      Wyn got up and checked on Tarla at regular intervals, administering medicine. The terrain turned snowier and colder.

      The back of my neck prickled. I had not been away from my Sola long enough for the weakening effects of our separation to start. The sense that something wasn’t right grew stronger with each tract we covered. It didn’t go away. My Sola’s connection was strong. She was trying to warn me of trouble.

      Wyn saw my expression and leaned toward my ear so she didn’t have to yell. “What’s wrong, Scaron?”

      “A bad sense…” I frowned. “I think something happened back at the Sola.”

      She glanced back at our passengers. “You’d better tell them.”

      I stopped the transport, letting it idle as the wind rattled through it, and went to the cabin where Kael and Tarla looked up at me. “I’m not sure, but I think something is wrong at my Sola. I can’t turn back and return you to your shelter. This vehicle lacks fuel to get us there and back to my Sola again. And I must return to my Sola.”

      “How do you know something is wrong?” asked Kael.

      I met his yellow gaze and pointed to the center of my chest. “A feeling.”

      He nodded, knowing what I meant. He pulled a large golden crystal that hung on a leather cord from his shirt and closed his palm over it. “My Sola’s heart barely lives. She cannot speak to me, but she still sends me feelings and warnings. You must take this seriously.” He brought his rilar—a spiked ball set atop a metal handle—to his side. “We will be ready.”

      Kael could be a fierce fighter, but it was not his first skill. He was a balance to all of us lords, able to help us find common ground and sort out arguments. He had remarkable diplomatic skills. No one disliked Kael, not even our dark and quiet brother, Grael, who was so chilling, even I gave him a wide berth.

      I looked at Tarla, who was far from full health. “Your mate will not be.” I forgot Tarla could speak Destran.

      Her eyes narrowed. “I will be fine,” she said. “My bleeding is slowing and my energy is returning.”

      “It is,” I said. “But you’ve been through an ordeal. Wyn would slice out my liver if I allowed anything to happen to you.”

      That earned me a smile from Tarla. Human females were bloodthirsty.

      Wyn looked between the two of us. “What is going on?”

      “When we arrive at my Sola, stay with Tarla in this transport until Kael and I can determine it’s safe.”

      She nodded and so did Tarla. “We can do that.”

      I returned to my seat. We continued on and the twist in my gut worsened, along with the weather. We would return home just before another storm hit us, but were we too late for something worse?
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      We rounded the side of the mountain and Scaron’s Sola came into view. I could feel tension coming off him in waves. His hands were tight on the controls. “This storm might make our approach less obvious,” he muttered. “It’s the loudest and most horrible-smelling vehicle I’ve ever known.”

      No argument there. But he was also right that the snow and wind disguised us as we approached, although it did nothing when we were underneath the behemoth Sola herself. The ramp was down. No one was here. That was fine. No one had been here when we’d left, either.

      Scaron pulled in and parked in a dark corner. He and Kael slipped out. Before they left, Scaron held up a finger to me. “We will be back as soon as it’s safe. Stay right here. I can’t lose you, Wyn.”

      I had no intention of leaving Tarla, but his words made me warm inside. “We will.”

      Then, they were gone. I pulled the vehicle’s door panel closed and settled in back with Tarla.

      “They’ll be okay,” Tarla said more to herself than to me. “They have to be.”

      “They will,” I said. “This is Scaron’s Sola. He knows her very well.”

      She reached for my hand and I took it. Her skin was cool and dry—exactly as it should be. “Looks like we have time on our hands.”

      “Time to catch up,” I said, switching from doctor to friend mode. “Tell me everything. What it was like when your pod landed; how long you were alone out there; how you met Kael—everything.”

      “Okay, but I want to back up a little.” Tarla’s brow furrowed. “I have been puzzling over that black substance we encountered in space. Tell me how you saw it.”

      “Some of it appeared to splatter on my pod,” I said. “It was all over the little window, so I couldn’t see out of it very well. I don’t know if that’s what caused the ship to veer off course or—”

      “It was,” she cut in. “I don’t know what that stuff was, but from where I was sitting at the controls, that substance identified as a mass. It directly impacted our trajectory. When I alerted Cunningham, that sorry excuse for a captain, he ordered me to ignore it. I didn’t, of course, and he sent his copilots to lock me up. I was able to warn you six, but it was too late to stop us from entering the darkspace channel at the wrong time.”

      “And now we’re here.”

      Tarla smiled. “Yes, here we are. With gorgeous alien males. Could’ve been worse.” She wiggled her brows. “What’s up with you and Scaron? He was a little intimidating the other times I met him.”

      “Well, at first, he put me in a cage and accused me of being allied with their enemies, the Brakken.” I smiled at Tarla’s aghast expression. “Then, we wound up in bed together.”

      “He did not,” said Tarla, eyes wide. “And then you—?”

      “It was complicated. I think we worked all that out. Most of it.” Come to think of it, I wasn’t sure we’d worked out anything at all. “We’re not… He doesn’t have marks on his skin like Kael does.”

      “You’ll just have to see how it all works out,” she said. “But the way he looks at you…” She shook her head. “The guy cares about you. That is plain to see.”

      I shrugged, uncomfortable with this. “Like you said, we’ll see. I think we have bigger problems right now than my love life.”

      “It seems like—” Tarla started, but was cut off by the vehicle’s door panel being pried open.

      I gasped as a large male filled the space. It was a familiar face with a familiar angry sneer. Tarla sat up and we both pushed ourselves back, huddling together, when he filled the cabin with his bulk. “Davros,” I said. “W-what do you want?” Then I remembered I couldn’t speak Destran and he couldn’t speak Earth language.

      Tarla asked the question, with much more firmness and authority than I had.

      He responded in Destran and Tarla let out a squeak. “Oh shit. He says he’s here to kill us.”

      “Where’s Scaron and Kael?” I asked, positioning myself between her and Davros.

      Davros heard the names of the two Destran lords and laughed. He spat on the floor and snarled something in Destran.

      “He says they can’t save us,” said Tarla, no longer sounding as strong as before. “He says true Destran lords wouldn’t choose alien—ugh, he called us whores—over their own people.”

      Davros pulled twin blades from his belt. They were long, thin, and curved. Perfect for carving up flesh. I looked around. All I had was my medkit. I grabbed it and thrust it up when he slashed with one dagger. It didn’t go through the tough steel body of the case. But the case wasn’t that large. I couldn’t use it as a shield forever. He was far more skilled with his weapons than I was with defending myself with a medical kit.

      He slashed again. This time, he made it look like he was going to repeat the same attack, but instead, stabbed my leg above the knee. I had been curled in a kneeling position beside Tarla. It was the only open spot and an easy target.

      Davros grinned, enjoying this. Delight danced in his small eyes. His skin was silver, spattered with yellow and red.

      Pain raked through my body. Blood welled from the puncture. Immediately, I did an internal damage assessment. I was the patient, this time. He severed skin and muscle, that was all. He didn’t slice through my femur. It was fixable. I needed to stay alert. I needed to protect us for as long as I could.

      Davros took another step closer and kicked the medkit right out of my hands.

      I was defenseless. I squeezed my eyes shut. “No,” I sobbed. Tarla and I hugged each other as we braced for the killing blow.

      It didn’t come. I looked up to see Davros drop to his knees. His eyes went wide with surprise. A blade tip stuck out of his belly. Another rested coolly on his throat. Scaron stood above him. His red eyes blazed, as if lit by fire within. His skin matched the color of the shadows exactly. His teeth flashed white in a snarl. He said something to Davros in a menacing tone. The other male was already dying, clearly, but horror constricted his face.

      Tarla drew in a sharp breath. She understood Scaron’s words.

      Scaron dragged Davros out of the transport.

      My legs were shaking badly and I had a deep wound. I couldn’t stand, but I dragged myself to the opening and looked outside. Tarla crawled over with me. There, I watched Scaron pull the knife out of Davros’ back and leave him on the floor.

      “He said he’s going to make him die slowly,” Tarla said in a choked voice. “Or-or he can make a choice.”

      “What choice?” I asked, but then I saw Scaron give Davros one of his own daggers. “Oh, no.”

      Davros brought the knife to his own throat and brought it down with what little strength he had.

      I turned away as it happened. Tarla and I buried our faces in each other’s necks as the sound of blood and gurgling filled the quiet of the hangar. When I peeked up, I saw Scaron standing impassively over Davros. He picked up the dead male’s dagger, wiped it on Davros’ own pants, then slid it into one of his hidden sheaths.

      “Scaron,” I said in a shaky voice.

      He whipped around to me, meeting my gaze. Relief and agony slid over his features. His skin stopped being the color of shadows and returned to its usual chromatic bronze, although with chaotic streaks running through it. “Wyn.” He rushed over to us. “I thought…I thought I was too late.”

      “Almost,” I said on a sob. There was no holding back tears now. My gaze moved to the dead male. “He got my leg.”

      Scaron’s gaze went to my blood-soaked thigh. “I wish I could bring him back to life so I could kill him again,” he ground out.

      “No,” I said. “Once was horrible enough. Scaron, you made him…”

      “A shameful death is more than what he deserved for hurting you,” he said. “I will keep his dagger so his dishonor is never forgotten.”

      I thought of all those weapons on the wall in our room. Had all of those been taken from enemies who had faced death like this? He picked me up, then looked to the corridor where pounding footsteps approached.

      Kael, followed by a mass of Destran rogues, burst into the hangar. Kael let out a bellow and ran to his mate. He gathered her in his arms and pressed his lips to her forehead.

      “I’m okay,” she whispered to him. “Wyn saved me…again.”

      “No,” I gurgled back. “Scaron did. We’d be dead if he hadn’t—” I just couldn’t finish. He didn’t have to make Davros die that way.

      I wasn’t sure what happened immediately afterwards. There was a brief, heated discussion between the Destrans as they spoke in their own language. I turned my face into Scaron’s chest and closed my eyes. I couldn’t understand what they were saying, anyway. I felt safe cradled in his arms, held close to his rapidly beating heart, but I couldn’t believe what I’d just seen.

      I did not blame Scaron for killing Davros. I would’ve done the same thing, but I didn’t believe in suffering. I could not reconcile the dark, vengeful shadow creature who had forced Davros to choose between a slow, painful death and one by his own hand, with the attentive lover who had kissed me so passionately and brought me so much pleasure.

      Then I felt him walking, carrying me somewhere. My leg throbbed. I held my hand over the wound, but it was still bleeding. He stopped in a room where the air was scented like jasmine. I looked up. There were beds lined up on each of the walls, with the center open. The beds were on stalky-looking platforms that were of all different heights. Many of the beds were filled. Rogues, by the look of them, who still wore mismatched armor of various materials. Blood and dirt stained their skin, clothes and hair. Some were unconscious, some were in obvious pain. None of them were paying attention to me.

      Six Destrans moved around the room, attending to the injured. This was their healers’ chamber, I realized. Their hospital.

      Scaron placed me on the closest bed, and one of the Destrans came over.

      “Hak human,” said the Destran. He was a young male with long red hair and violet eyes. His gaze went to my wound, and his fingers followed, gently pulling away the torn fabric of my pants. “Sig lanrik par dixa?”

      “She was stabbed by a traitor,” Scaron gritted out in Destran, and then in my language. “Can you spare some lami to help heal her?”

      The young Destran healer nodded. “Sik, sik. Noz ronna gi s’larku.”

      “He says this is a deep wound; it must be treated before it becomes infected,” Scaron translated.

      I already knew this. I could treat myself, if I could get my case. I tried to sit up to tell them this, but Scaron placed a hand in the center of my chest and pressed me back into the mattress. “We will do this my way, Wyn.”

      “But—”

      “You take care of everyone,” he said firmly. “For once, you will be taken care of.”

      This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. I wanted to argue, but then, that smell of jasmine became intoxicatingly strong. It smelled more alluring than any jasmine I’d ever smelled before. “Oh, what is that scent?”

      “Lami,” said Scaron. “It smells different for everyone.”

      The young Destran healer applied a milky salve to the deep gash. Just a little bit on the outer areas. The skin tingled. The pain eased and the redness lessened.

      He looked at me, brows raised. “Tar nomi ekah g’aws?”

      “He wants to know if you’re feeling less pain,” said Scaron. “So he can apply the salve deeper into the stab.”

      Well, if I was ever curious for a firsthand trial of this magic ointment, here was my chance. I nodded and the healer dipped a lami-coated finger deep into the wound.

      I hissed through my teeth. It hurt, but I let him do it, trying my best not to have a breakdown over the bare finger going into my raw skin. This was how it was done here. If it got infected, I had treatments for that in my case.

      He withdrew his finger and called for someone to come over. Another healer rushed over with a bowl of water and a cloth. This one was a young female. She dipped the cloth in the water and then placed it on the wound. Everything smelled so strongly of jasmine, my head felt a little swimmy.

      Scaron looked at me. “It is lami heavily diluted with water. It will begin to heal quickly now. Nothing else is more effective at closing wounds.”

      I could feel the tingling, itching of what had been a deep, bad stab wound beginning to pull together and knit. I wanted to see under that cloth in the worst way, but I left it alone. “Where is Tarla?”

      I needed to make sure she got the medication she needed. Almost being murdered may have worsened her condition. I needed to see her.

      Scaron shook his head. “Kael has her. If she needs you, he will send for you.”

      Again, I wanted to argue, but I didn’t. I looked around at the patients. “What happened?” I asked. “These are all fresh injuries.”

      Scaron’s jaw hardened. “Yes. The raid was a trap. My rogues were ambushed right on the other side of the mountain pass. Nine were killed. These were among the worst injuries.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said breathlessly. “What went wrong?”

      “Davros, I expect.” His voice was cold, remote. “According to several rogues, he was very upset with me. He confided in one just before the fight, that he had accepted a deal with the enemy. They were going to make him lord of the Sola once it was taken over. When the battle began, he ran.” Scaron said that last bit with pure loathing.

      “You couldn’t have known he would turn,” I said.

      “I did not expect it,” he said. “Even assassins and thieves have honor. He was a coward and received a coward’s death.”

      I remembered his death and physically trembled.

      His gaze snapped to mine, edged with ice. “Would you let him live?”

      “No,” I replied. “But I would not have made him suffer.”

      “What do you know of suffering?” he asked harshly. “You are a hero to many on your world. You save lives, or try to. I take them. It was what I was born to do. It is what I was chosen by my Sola to do.”

      I swallowed heavily. He sounded all wrong. He sounded cruel and twisted, reminding me of the male he’d been when we first met. “That’s not you,” I said quietly.

      “No? What do you know of me? What do you know of my past?” He turned away, but not before I saw a flash of panic. “Nothing.”

      I had led a good life. An easy one, compared to many. But I understood pain. I’d seen it many times. I’d felt it in the crushing sense of failure and guilt when I was unable to save a patient. In all the times I’d sat in the stairwell and sobbed, cursing my own incompetence. If I’d tried this… “I know more than you think. I know—”

      “Nothing,” he said again. “And I will prove it to you.”

      Scaron did like his facts and proof. He carefully lifted me off the bed and strode from the healers’ chamber with the young male healer calling out behind him.

      “Where are you taking me?” I asked.

      “To my Sola’s heart chamber. She will show you the truth about me. The reasons why I will never be worthy of mating marks. The reason why you should not have affection for me.”

      I knew that was impossible. I didn’t need a psychology degree to know that this was his own pain talking. I held the wet cloth against my leg and rested my head against his shoulder as he carried me through the Sola.

      The atmosphere in the halls and the atzan was chaotic, unsettled. It dawned on me that the Destrans had not won this fight. There were too many injuries. Too many grim faces and tense voices.

      If Bianca Landers, with her army of Brakken and mechanized soldiers, descended, this Sola wouldn’t stand a chance.
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      I carried her through the well-known corridors to my Sola’s heart chamber. It was an impulse, a necessity. I could not do this any longer. I was falling in love with this perfect, wonderful human and she was falling in love with…a nightmare.

      I glanced down to see confusion on her face, but I didn’t reply to it. I brought her inside the small chamber. Instantly, we were both bathed in the lurid red glow that illuminated from the walls, ceiling, and floor. Wyn placed a tentative finger on the softly pulsing wall. “This is your Sola’s heart chamber?”

      “Yes,” I replied. “It is where I commune with her. It is the place where you will finally…know me.” I gestured to the red, glittering crystal embedded in the wall. It was the size of my hand and not immediately apparent with the rest of this chamber being all the same red color.

      I was cradling Wyn, so I leaned close and placed the back of my hand on it. I did not come here every day, like some of my brothers. I did not fully trust my Sola, even though she was my symbiont.

      Her presence immediately flooded my mind. When she spoke, it was directly into my head. Her voice was for me alone. What are you doing, Scaron? said the familiar, amused feminine voice inside my skull.

      “I brought the human female. Her name is Wyn.”

      I know her name. I know everything about her, just like I know everything about you.

      I hated when she spoke like this. It was like a threat, even though it was meant to be a statement. I met Wyn’s gaze and held it. “Will you show her what you have shown me?” This was it. For her to see me for what I truly was. To see my life before I was a Destran lord. To prove to both of us that someone as kind and good as she was, wouldn’t want someone like me.

      Yes. Then she laughed, like she was enjoying this.

      I picked up Wyn’s slender hand and placed her fingertips to the crystal. Her lips parted and her eyes flared wide and unseeing as my Sola took full control of her mind. Her face went slack. Her brow creased and her pupils dilated as my Sola filled her mind’s eye with my own memories.

      My heart pounded. I glanced down. My skin had turned yellowish green, mirroring my own distress.

      Calm yourself, my Sola said. Be ready.

      “For what?” A moment later, Wyn’s eyes rolled back, her hand fell off the crystal, and she went limp in my arms. I held her tight to my chest, keeping her head from rolling back. Her heart beat strong and steady. Her breath was that of a sleeper. I didn’t need to touch the crystal to communicate with my Sola, but it made the connection easier and clearer, so I pressed my hand to the warm stone again. “What did you do to her?”

      What you asked. I showed her who you were.

      “And that caused her to pass out?”

      I also gave her Destran. She will need it.

      If I could have scraped my hands over my face, I would have. “Why? She won’t stay here. She won’t want me.” My voice cracked on that last word. I was thankful Wyn wasn’t conscious to hear me. I sounded broken.

      I gave you your past so that you would not repeat the same mistakes. But, ah, the paths you have walked have left deep grooves, haven’t they? In your arms, you hold a different path. Take it.

      My throat ached. My heart squeezed in my chest. I looked down at the beautiful creature in my arms. “I will try. If she…” I couldn’t finish.

      There are many sides to you. It is why I chose you. It is why she chose you.

      “She hasn’t chosen me yet.”

      If you believe that, then you are a fool, Scaron. She paused. My sisters are coming. I can feel their energy, their hope. But something stirs in these mountains. Something hungry.

      “Can you move us somewhere else?” I asked. We’d been safe here. I’d assumed that was why we stayed.

      It wouldn’t matter. They are everywhere. The only safe place is off this planet, and I cannot do that without my sisters.

      “What do you advise?”

      Hold out, she said. For as long as you can.
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      I had never prepared for a war before. Warfare wasn’t my style. My brothers Savair or Damiron—they knew how to organize battles and deploy troops. My style, and that of my Sola’s rogues, was stealth-based attacks. If you needed someone to sneak into a secure location and set explosives, we were your people.

      My Sola’s Destran population was still reeling from Davros’ betrayal. He had been held in high esteem, and without a doubt, this had shaken morale to its core. I contemplated all this as I carried Wyn, still unconscious, through my Sola to my chambers. Our chambers. The people I passed stared. I lacked the will to care what they thought.

      I had an assault to prepare for, but first, I needed to see to Wyn. I could not leave her without first talking to her and seeing that she was okay after whatever my Sola had shown her. She made a little humming noise when I settled her on the bed. I sat beside her as her eyes opened and focused on me.

      I braced myself for whatever would come next. Rejection or acceptance. The choice was hers.

      “Welcome back,” I said, making sure not to touch her.

      For long moments, she just looked at me. “Thank you,” she said.

      “You must stop thanking me for things,” I said. “This time, I rendered you unconscious.”

      “You trusted me with your secrets.” Her lips curved into a beautiful smile. “That’s worthy of a thank-you.”

      “They aren’t secrets,” I said. “Just the wreckage of my past.”

      “I don’t know what you remember, but what I saw wasn’t wreckage. I saw a boy forcibly taken from his mother and indoctrinated into a terrible life he didn’t want. Being twisted into a killer.” Her eyes were grave and full of understanding. “I saw a boy who felt pain every time he had to inflict it. I saw a young male desperate to leave, but not knowing how to do it. And then a mature one, who saw a chance to be chosen by a new Sola and start a new life. I saw the relief he felt when he was chosen.” She tilted her head and placed her hand on mine. “That’s what I saw. And that’s what I love.”

      “Love?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?” She tilted her head, sending a tumble of yellow hair over her shoulders. “I didn’t see the monster you thought I would. I saw someone choose a different path. I may not have liked how you killed Davros, but he chose to betray his people and would have been content seeing a number of them die so that he could seize control.”

      I was speechless. I stared at her. What my Sola had shown her was all true, but I remembered the things I’d done more than how I’d felt about them. I had not wanted to be taken from my mother and the calm life we led. I remembered her crying when I was torn from her arms. It was much easier to shove those memories away and focus on other things. One did not leave the group I’d been brought into. Or rather, one did not leave it alive.

      But I had. And my Sola ran well. With the exception of Davros’ treachery, there was order, peace, and decency. There were no mysterious murders. No rampant thievery. I had taken a ship full of former assassins, pirates, and petty criminals, and given them a safe place to live with a fresh start. And they had taken it.

      I looked at Wyn in awe. It took an alien female crashing into my life for me to see that it was not just a nightmare. That maybe I had saved the previously unsavory people on my Sola. I thought about Weria, the older head cook and ex-pickpocket. She liked to boast that she’d once lifted a steel bow of a hunter, and he hadn’t realized it until hours later. But she also boasted that she hadn’t stolen a single thing since being welcomed aboard my Sola. That was the other thing—new residents to my Sola had to be approved. I had to approve them. And I had.

      I had given them their second chances. Even Davros. I’d made a mistake there, but no one was perfect.

      “Come here, Scaron,” Wyn said in a voice that did not invite argument. Her hands moved up my arms and over my chest. “I want you.”

      I shook my head even as my cock swelled with need. “You are recovering from a bad wound.”

      She looked down at her leg. The cloth had fallen off at some point. “Your lami has pretty much taken care of it.”

      The skin had closed and pink scar tissue marked where she had been stabbed. Even that would probably fade as the lingering effects of the lami ointment continued to heal her.

      She lifted her leg and flexed it. “See? I’m not looking to run a marathon,” she said. “Just make love to you.”

      “Are you sure you are healed enough?”

      Wyn’s eyes shadowed. “Your Sola also showed me that in the coming days, there will be fighting. A battle that will determine whether or not this group of Solas survives. If we’re going to die, and we might, I want to go out with the taste of you fresh on my tongue.”

      How was I to deny this? I watched, frozen and in a trance, as she sat up and dropped her gaze to the front of my pants. Her hands slid down my abdomen to the fastenings there. She undid my pants and reached inside. I sucked in a ragged breath as she grasped my cock and freed it.

      Her gaze flicked up to mine. “Lie down,” she commanded. It took the light touch of her fingertip and I fell to my back, breathing hard.

      Her hands moved over my cock, turning my rigid length into rock-hard agony. I closed my eyes. It took every ounce of my strength and willpower to remain still as she worked me over. I gripped the bedding to keep myself from giving in to the animal inside and grabbing her, slamming her into the mattress and pounding my cock into her.

      My eyes flew open as my cock was suddenly enveloped in something hot and wet. I looked down and took in the most erotic sight I’d ever witnessed in my life. She had taken me into her mouth. Her beautiful, sweet lips stretched around me. Her tongue moved over my length, driving me to the very edge of control.

      I turned my gaze up to the ceiling, knowing that if I kept looking at this, I would not last. Her teeth scraped over my sensitive skin. I bucked my hips, sending me deeper into her mouth. She moaned and cupped my balls. All of it was more than I could endure.

      With a growl, I gave in to my instincts and reared up, dislodging her, then flipping her over. This was no gentle, sweet lovemaking. I shoved her thighs apart with my knee and impaled myself within her slick heat.

      She tilted her head back on a gasp as I filled her completely. My thrusts were wild and brutal. I needed to possess her, claim her. She wanted all of me and I wanted no less from her. She would scream my name—and obscenities—while I made her come.

      I loved this female with a fierceness that went beyond desire. She was mine.

      My mate. Whether or not I ever had mating marks, Wyn was my mate. There would never be another female for me. I loved her. I would kill for her.

      I would die for her.

      I pounded relentlessly, watching her face tighten and her body writhe as she came hard on my cock. Her cunt throbbed, squeezing me, milking me.

      Stars blinked in my peripheral vision as my own orgasm built. I needed to possess her as thoroughly as she possessed me. Her pleasure was everything. Far more important than my own. I was not willing to stop with one. I eased the pace down, allowing both of us to catch our breath.

      I bent down and suckled a taut nipple between my lips. I flicked it with my tongue and grazed my teeth over the hard bud before switching to the other. My cock stroked her sex slow and deep, finding a sensual rhythm and building her up again.

      I made her come again, and again, until she lay spent and gasping. Only then did I allow my own release. I brought my mouth to hers and kissed her deeply as I pumped my seed deep within her. The wild, rutting beast inside of me wanted to see Wyn full-bellied with my offspring.  I sighed as I collapsed beside her.

      We lay there, hands entwined, both sweaty, and delirious, and spent. I looked over to see tears in her eyes. “What is wrong?” I asked, instantly concerned. Perhaps I had hurt her.

      “Nothing,” she said in a squeak. “I love you, Scaron. That’s all. I love you and it’s just a lot of feeling. More than what I’m used to.”

      I knew what she meant. I brought her fingers to my lips and kissed her. “I love you, too, lovely Wyn. And if we survive the coming confrontation with the Brakken, and get off this miserable planet, I will never let you go. You will remain at my side as we run this Sola and the people on it. I will fight for you. For us.”

      My mate’s lips lifted in a breathtaking smile. “I don’t want to leave you either, Scaron. And if you sent me away, I would come back until you came to your senses.”

      “You need never worry that I wouldn’t want you.” I reached out to draw her close, but she stopped me with a frown.

      She took my arm and held it up to her view. “What happened here?”

      I followed her gaze to my wrist. At first glance, it could be a bruise, but no, they were markings. Intricate, ancient-looking runes that indicated a Destran’s bond to another. If they ever had a literal translation, it was long lost, but the meaning was clear. I looked into the golden brown eyes of my beloved. “They’ve appeared,” I said. “You are my mate, Wyn.”

      She shook her head and kissed me. “I already knew that, Scaron.”

      We made love again, then took a bath together in my tub. I washed her tenderly, knowing that tomorrow there would be no time for any of this. The back of my neck still prickled. A battle was coming to my Sola. We would win it, or we would die.
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      Scaron sent out groups of scouts. They spread out around the mountains and returned with bad news. There were ground vehicles and thousands of Brakken, backed up by those mechanical soldiers, the NAX3 that were mentioned in Bianca Landers’ transmission. There were a few humans but none that match the description of the woman who held such a prominent role in Earth Explorations, Inc. Of course, Bianca Landers would not dirty herself by engaging in the actual fight. Why do that when you had minions to do it for you?

      After the scouts’ report, Scaron and Kael called everyone together in the atzan. Tarla and I stood side-by-side. We were accepted as the mates of the Destran lords. Now that Scaron bore the mating marks, and had declared me his mate to the people, they no longer saw me as an enemy. The Sola giving me the Destran language sealed the deal. If the Sola accepted me, then I was one of them.

      It was the same for Tarla, who was done with her medication and was feeling—and looking—healthy again. She wore slim-fitting pants and a sleeveless shirt. Her arms were crossed and she stared intently as the Destran lords addressed the hundreds assembled to hear what they had to say.

      I hadn’t seen much of her since she and Kael had moved in. Aside from asking questions—what caused it?—which I didn’t have an answer to with my current equipment, she and Kael had spent a lot of time in the room the Sola had made for them. They had leaned on each other as Tarla healed and they both dealt with the emotions from their loss.

      Since it was Scaron’s Sola, he spoke first. He explained what the scouts had found. Thousands of organized troops were closing in. These were no haphazard raiding parties like the Destrans had been used to. Perhaps they had been sent out as a lure to create a sense of complacency. It had worked, for a while.

      “Our Sola senses the arrival of her sisters,” said Scaron. “Her advice is to hold out. So that is what we will do.” My mate was not one for giving speeches, but he held the room in thrall. “Together, we will keep our Sola alive and thus, ourselves. We will unite with the other five Solas and leave this planet to find our true home, where we can all expand and live.” He turned to Kael.

      The people who had been from Kael’s Sola clustered around him. They had been well received on Scaron’s Sola, but it was not the one they had chosen. Many of them were separated from family and loved ones. They were all eager to be reunited with the other Solas.

      Kael held up his hands and everyone quieted. “We will be dividing up into groups. Those with specific skills will be asked to use them. And no skill will go overlooked. Whether you are good with a blaster, blade or spoon, you’ll be called on to help.”

      “A spoon?” Tarla said to me, brows raised. “What good is a spoon going to do in a blaster fight?”

      I grinned. “Someone has to make food?”

      “That’s true,” she said with a wince. “And someone has to take care of the children.”

      The two lords finished their talk and asked everyone to divide into sections. I met Tarla’s gaze. “Are you going to volunteer?”

      “Without question.” She cocked her head and gave me a crooked grin. “I can operate any of those janky Brakken vehicles and handle a blaster.”

      I nodded. “I’m going to assist the healers. They might need my skills if they run out of lami.” Which was very possible.

      Tarla ignored the warning look Kael sent her. “He’s not gonna like this,” she said.

      “He won’t,” I agreed. “But they need you. He knows that.”

      Scaron did not blink when I joined the healers.

      I spied the brief argument between Tarla and Kael. He didn’t want to see her in battle, and I didn’t blame him. But he and Scaron would be in the midst of the fighting, too. If we were to stand with these people, we needed to do our part as well.

      As expected, Tarla won the argument and joined the other vehicle operators.

      I spent the rest of the day with the healers. The Sola expanded the healing chamber to twice its size and added more beds. It was fascinating to watch. The walls shifted and the Sola grew beds straight from the floor like little pods on their stalks, which unfurled into soft mattresses. The Destrans then placed blankets and bedding on them.

      It chilled me to know that this expansion would be needed. That these beds would be filled and that there would be Destrans who would fall before they could even make it to them. The number of healers expanded too. We had Destrans join us who were either too old, or too young, to fight.

      All were curious about my methods of medicine. I eagerly told them as much as I could in the short period of time we had. They were aware that we could run out of lami to treat the injured. The sisters recharged my scanners and diagnostic equipment, but I did not have enough medicines in the dispensers to treat hundreds of patients. That they could not recharge.

      We would have to prioritize patients, and I hated doing that. The sinking feeling in my stomach that we would not be able to save everyone, weighed on me. If this battle was as bad as the Sola believed, we would take heavy losses. There were far more enemies out there than there were of us.

      I only saw Scaron for brief snatches. When we passed in the corridor, he would grab me to him and press desperate kisses to my mouth. His red eyes were ablaze. He was determined to win this. I could see that in his mind, he saw no other option. They would hold out against the onslaught or they would die.

      Any other option was too terrifying for him, for any of us, to contemplate.

      The fighting began in the night.

      The snarl of vehicles routed through the mountain pass. The din of Brakken voices growled over the mountain itself. The mechanical clank of the NAX3 soldiers completed the sound trilogy that sent dread into my gut.

      There was an air of tense determination in the Sola. For the moment, the beds in the healers’ chamber were empty. Those injured in the raid that went bad were either back out there, ready to fight, or doing other things to help.

      I couldn’t think of Scaron out there. I knew he was out with his rogues, finding ways to outflank the enemy and quietly cut their numbers without being seen. I busied myself by readying the room so I didn’t have to think about the danger he was in, or Tarla, who was probably in the hangar right now, getting ready to fight.

      Then the first patients began to arrive. There was a team of runners who assisted in bringing the injured back here. The beds began to fill. I could hear the blasts and explosions outside. Each one rocked the Sola.

      The colorful walls shifted. Draining in color, then turning vibrant again. I found I could almost gauge the state of the fighting by the color to which she changed. Knowing Destran was proving invaluable to me. I could ask patients what happened, where they hurt, and how badly, without needing a translator.

      I relentlessly wondered how Scaron was faring. As I tended to wounds and worked with the other healers, it was always there in the back of my mind. Was he alive? Would he be the next one brought in by one of these runners?

      Was the last time I saw him, for one of our breathless, frantic kisses, the last time I would feel his lips on mine?

      Two rogues burst in, carrying a third between them. He had a blaster wound to the gut that would be difficult to treat, even with lami, which we were critically low on. His skin was the color of milk. We quickly found the injured a bed and the two rogues helped settle him in.

      “How is it going out there?” I asked.

      They wouldn’t meet my gaze. “Not good. We are overwhelmed. We have managed to sabotage many of their vehicles. It slowed them down, but the Brakken and those mechanical monstrosities keep coming.”

      I nodded tensely and the rogues left to return to the fight. It was not the news I had hoped for, but it was the news I had expected. How could several hundred Destrans fight off thousands?

      They couldn’t.

      Hours passed. More were brought to us. Some did not survive. Some were moved to the atzan where those with less serious wounds could rest after being treated. We needed the beds.

      Then, suddenly, it went silent. The explosions, the blaster fire stopped. The Sola remained a washed-out red—not pink. It was the color of water tinged with blood.

      “What’s going on?” one of the healers asked.

      There was an odd feeling, almost like a suspension of time. Everyone waited. We were caught between hope and existential dread. Then, one of the runners started screaming in the atzan. I rushed out of the healers’ chamber, which was right off the atzan, to see what was the matter.

      The runner wasn’t carrying any injured. His eyes were wide and brimming with jubilation. “They retreated!” he cried. “They’re leaving. The other five Solas are here and made the Brakken enemy flee!”

      There was a flurry of chatter. So many voices clashed that I couldn’t hear what anyone was saying. Destrans began crying with joy. But I didn’t like the color of those walls. I wasn’t the Sola’s symbiont, but I had the strong sense that something wasn’t right. That it was too soon to rejoice.

      I pushed through the crowds in the atzan. The Destrans hugging. The cheers. There was outright dancing. Cries of, We won! We beat them!

      I needed to find Scaron. Where was he? Where was Kael? Tarla burst through the crowd with singed hair and black soot covering her skin. Blood smeared from cuts, but her eyes found mine with the same frantic gaze I had. She had the same question—where are our males?

      We came together in a clash of tense hands, gripping each other’s arms. “Are they here?”

      “No,” I replied miserably. “I don’t know where they are.”

      We turned in unison, pushing toward the exit, through the wave of Destrans who were shoving their way into the atzan. Everyone was flooding into the Sola while Tarla and I were trying to push our way out. I scanned the faces around me but none of them were the male I was searching for. We made our way down the ramp to what had been the battlefield.

      I pulled in a harsh, ragged breath at the sight before me. Bodies were scattered everywhere. Destran, Brakken, and pieces of the mechanized soldiers. Vehicles lay smoldering all throughout the mountain range, sending up trails of black smoke. Several dozen Destran guards still hung around the ramp, keeping watch. They all looked weary, beaten, and bleeding.

      I ran up to the closest one. “Where is Scaron?” I demanded. “Have you seen him?”

      The guard shook his head. “We have not seen either Destran lord since the battle began.” He leaned heavily on a spear. “I am sorry, my lady.”

      It was jarring to be called “my lady.” I turned and locked eyes with Tarla, who had received the same information from another guard.

      A sick feeling made my stomach drop. He could be any of these bodies out here. My gaze moved over the rocky, uneven terrain. The thought of having to roll over corpse after corpse, searching and dreading to see the one I loved, made my stomach heave.

      But where else could he be? I began to trudge towards the first body, resigned to searching among the dead for my mate.
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      “Look!” Tarla called out.

      Through the smoke and snowy wind, I could see three males moving towards us. Two were dragging a third between them. My heart lifted. The two were Kael and Scaron.

      But the closer they got, the better I could see them. A twist of panic filled my heart. Kael and Scaron were prodding along a man. A human man. He had gray hair and a tired, lined face, despite a strong barrel chest and muscular limbs. He wore a gray jumpsuit with built-in body armor. He was not a human I would consider friendly.

      The Destran guards grouped together. They were exhausted, injured, but readied themselves for a fight with their weapons out.

      “No.” I held up my hand. “They’re the Destran lords. With a prisoner, I think.”

      The guards relaxed.

      I resisted the urge to run to Scaron. Both he and Kael were bleeding from countless cuts and wounds. Kael had a limp from a sizable blaster burn on his thigh.

      Scaron looked tense, glancing around with sharp eyes. “We found this male on his own when the Brakken retreated,” he said, in Destran so the man couldn’t understand. “I don’t like this.”

      Kael looked just as grim. “He won’t speak to us.”

      “And he’s too clean,” Scaron added. “But he’s not armed. Perhaps he knows what the rest of his forces are doing.”

      The man stood stooped over, as if exhausted and injured, but he had a look on his face that I didn’t like. Like he was in on a joke and the rest of us weren’t. Whoever he was, I hated him already. I stared at him in stony silence, but Tarla was not that quiet.

      She lifted her blaster and aimed it at the man’s head. “Who the fuck are you?” she snapped.

      The man chuckled. “I think you know.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe? You have a forgettable face. Why did the Brakken withdraw?”

      He stayed silent.

      She pointed in the distance, where five Solas hovered against the morning sky. “You might as well talk to us. You will soon be outnumbered when those Solas arrive.”

      “Those Solas are not coming here,” he said through his teeth. “We’ve been tracking their trajectory—shockingly easy to do, given their enormous size and, well, colors. We set up a containment field that was triggered when they passed over it. They hit it dead-on. We couldn’t have gotten luckier.”

      “A containment field?” I said in dismay. “They’re trapped there?”

      “Yes. And they know that if they try anything, we’ll obliterate this Sola and everyone on it.”

      “You will give the order to release them,” ordered Scaron in the Earth language, giving the man a hard shake.

      The man chewed on something. Gum, maybe. “Now, I don’t think this is going to go quite the way you think, alien.”

      “Is that so?” Scaron asked. “You’re the prisoner here.”

      The man turned a twinkling eye up to him and grinned. “Am I?”

      Suddenly, figures rose from the ground. Bodies I had thought were corpses stood up like something out of a zombie film. Two NAX3 soldiers rose and approached, along with a company of lumbering Brakken. Their uneven gaits and beast-like bodies filed in and surrounded us.

      The Destran guards got ready to defend, but they were wildly outnumbered. The Brakken had blasters and all of them were trained on the four of us, as well as our guards. The mechanical soldiers were massive, terrifying-looking things, bristling with weaponry, probably only a portion of which was visible.

      “Disarm these two aliens,” said the man to his NAX3 soldiers. “And don’t fight,” he warned Kael and Scaron, “or we’ll kill your lady friends and all these tired guards.”

      The Destran lords stood in stony silence as the massive NAX3s found their weapons and tossed them in the dirt. It took longer on Scaron, who had weapons folded into hidden pockets all over his body.

      “That’s better.” The man straightened his clothes and stood to his full height. He didn’t have a speck of dirt or blood on him. I wondered where he’d spent his time during the battle. “Now, look. This doesn’t have to be violent. We can do this the peaceful way.”

      The NAX3 soldiers clomped forward and wrapped their enormous metal arms around Kael and Scaron. Two Brakken scurried forward and snapped metal cuffs around the Destran males’ necks. It covered their mouths, cutting off their voices.

      “No,” I screamed, as Scaron and Kael fought against the metal monsters holding them. The NAX3s clamped my mate’s arms together behind him in an iron grip. “This doesn’t look peaceful,” I said.

      The man raised one eyebrow. “War is like that, girlie.” He had the nerve to smirk. “I am General Randall Cunningham II.” He aimed his cold, furious gaze at Tarla. “You might have known my late son.”

      Tarla gasped. “Oh my god, you’re his father.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Randall Cunningham III was the captain of the Axion-9,” she said. “The reason why we’re here is his terrible piloting.”

      A look of rage crossed over Randall Cunningham’s face. “My son was a great pilot. He died a hero. He was sabotaged by a certain disgraced copilot who mutinied and took over the ship.” His eyes bored into Tarla. “It is an offense I will never forget, and one that will not go unpunished.”

      Tarla’s hands clenched into fists. “You got the facts all wrong, buddy.”

      Without another word, Randall turned and kicked Kael in the stomach, hard. The white-haired lord doubled over in pain.

      “Stop it,” she cried. “If your problem is with me, then it’s with me. Not him.”

      “Oh, no. I think hurting him will be an effective punishment, don’t you?” he sneered. “Now, put down that blaster, or I’ll have my friends here start blowing holes in him.”

      Tarla tossed her blaster on the ground. Her face turned a dark, dangerous, splotchy red.

      Randall Cunningham’s eyes narrowed on Tarla and me. “Good girl. Now, since the previous leader failed to stay alive, Earth Explorations, Inc. has put me in charge of this project.”

      “Bianca Landers is dead?” I said in surprise.

      “Very much so,” he replied. “Thanks to the former leader of your little team. I’ve been pulled in to complete this project and get it back on track. That is what I’m doing. Knowing that I might encounter you,” he glared at Tarla, “sweetened the pot. I have permission to do whatever I want with you for causing the death of my son.”

      “I didn’t cause your son’s death,” Tarla said coldly. “His incompetence did that without my help.”

      I reached out and placed a hand on her arm. “Not helping, Tar.”

      Randall nodded to the NAX3s. They twisted Scaron’s and Kael’s arms so they were immobilized. “As of now, I am taking over this Sola.”

      Scaron croaked out a muffled word that sounded like “never,” and surged forward. Randall clipped him in the back of his head with his fist. “You want to see your girlfriend lose an arm? Keep talking.”

      The look of death Scaron sent Randall was enough to make a normal person nervous, but this human disgrace didn’t even notice. There was a promise in Scaron’s eyes of a death far worse than the one Davros suffered.

      “These people would rather die than give control of their home to you,” I said.

      Randall sighed. “So be it.”

      I could feel Tarla getting churned up beside me. The last thing I needed was for her to lose her cool right now, when everything sat in the balance. There was a reason why Randall hadn’t yet mowed us all down, including the Destran guards. There was a shred of him left that didn’t relish bloodshed. He wasn’t a young man. He was probably tired, too.

      “General Cunningham,” I said, using his formal address. “There are many injured on this ship, as well elderly and small children. Would you at least allow us to evacuate them to the Solas you have captured?” I took a deep breath and exhaled through my nose, willing myself to appear like the calm, rational one here. “Surely you don’t want a bunch of angry, injured Destrans on board. And there will be dead bodies, I’m sure. They smell terrible.”

      Randall narrowed his eyes at me, but his gaze lacked the hatred he seemed to reserve for Tarla. “Who is needed to operate the Sola?”

      I nodded to Scaron. “He’s the only one who can communicate with her. He is her symbiont.”

      “And how much lami do you have on board right now?” he asked. “This Sola is producing it, yes?”

      Like a flash of light to the brain, an idea came to mind. An idea that was crazy, dangerous, and just might work. I tightened my fingers around Tarla’s wrist as I felt her pull in a breath to say something. I needed her quiet.

      “Yes,” I replied, ignoring Tarla’s jolt. “There are hundreds of gallons in the reservoirs. Please. Let me get the people off this Sola and we will give you full access to it.” I spread my hands and plastered the most sincere expression I could muster on my face. “General, I am a doctor. All I want is to prevent more suffering and loss of life.” I gestured to my mate. “Lord Scaron will be needed to communicate your plans to his Sola and to convince her to surrender to you, but I will need to tend his wounds first. He has to be in good health to have the strength to speak to the Sola.” That was a lie and it was vital that he buy it. I stepped forward, hands clasped between my breasts. I adopted the expression and tone of voice that I used to comfort patients and their families when delivering bad news. “I know you are grieving the loss of your son.” I shuffled my feet on the gravelly ground to mask the sound of Tarla’s snort. “Please, there is no reason for anyone else to suffer.”

      Randall’s jaw worked back and forth. “These two stay with us,” he said, gesturing with his blaster to Tarla and Kael. “You may take this one in and patch him up.” He jerked his chin to Scaron. “One of my NAX3s will go with you. Organize the people. Get them off the Sola. Anyone who stays behind does so at their own peril.” He sent an icy look to Tarla. “If I detect any funny business at all, these two die.”

      That wasn’t my ideal plan, but I could work with it. I didn’t have an option. I sent Scaron a stricken look, but I nodded to Randall. “Okay,” I said. “I’ll go tell everyone what’s going on and get them off the ship.” I cocked my head. “How do I know you’ll keep your word and let them arrive safely to those other Solas?”

      “I’ll provide transport,” he said grudgingly. “After this Sola is taken over, the other five will have to fall in line, or we will kill every last Destran in them.”

      The slight nod I managed felt vile, as if I were agreeing with anything this monster said. “We won’t fail.”

      Randall continued. “And if you’re not back in thirty minutes with exactly the news I want to hear, we’ll come in and clear the place ourselves. I don’t think you’ll like that.”

      “Could you remove the face cuffs?”

      “Just his.” He nodded to the NAX3 closest to Scaron. The mechanical soldier pressed a finger to the side of the metal restraint and the thing fell onto the ground before him.

      I nodded. “Fine.”

      Scaron dragged in a deep breath. “Wyn, no,” he said in a ragged voice. “You can’t—”

      “Be quiet, Scaron,” I said in a firm voice while sending him a stern warning look. “Trust that I am making the right decision for us all. The sisters will assist me in healing you and setting this right.” I hoped he got the clue I was sending him that I had no intention whatsoever of quietly handing the Sola over to this monster.

      Scaron’s eyes narrowed as they probed mine.

      I stared back, unblinking, wishing I had telepathy to transfer my thoughts to him.

      “Very well,” he said, dropping his gaze. Kael stared at him, purple-skinned with anger and disbelief. He was unable to argue, thanks to the cuff.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Tarla muttered under her breath.

      Randall nodded in approval. “Good work, Doctor.” He gazed at me in arrogant assessment. “If you succeed at this, I’ll use you to negotiate surrender with the other Solas.”

      I swallowed hard. I had no intention of being that person. But if I failed at this plan, which I was only beginning to hatch, we would all die.
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      “My wounds do not need tending,” I said to Wyn the moment we were out of earshot of that treacherous human male.

      “I know,” she murmured back. “But I needed him to think you weren’t in fighting shape.”

      “I am in fighting shape,” I snarled, barely containing my rage. I had to keep my voice low with that metal soldier right at my back, ready to snap me in half if I stepped out of line. “So ready, I could relieve that sorry excuse for a male of his limbs without breaking a sweat.”

      “Right,” she whispered back. “Hold that thought.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I’m assuming you have a plan.”

      “I do, so don’t screw it up by losing your temper.”

      “I never lose my temper,” I grumbled. But I was coming close today.

      “We need to visit the sisters.”

      “With this thing?” I glanced back at the huge metal soldier behind me. Its face was a black shield. Its body was a sleek, metal suit that was hard—not impossible—to crack through.

      “Yes,” Wyn replied. “I’m hoping they can improve the personality of that soldier behind you.”

      Ah. I understood what she was saying. “They’re good,” I said. “I don’t know if they’re that good.”

      “They have to be,” she whispered back. “After, I’ll tell you about phase two.”

      “You humans do like your phases, don’t you?”

      “We love them.” She nodded as we headed into the atzan. “First, you’ve got to tell everyone to evacuate. Be as quick as you can.”

      I gave them a brief explanation of what was going on. I told them about the vehicles that could transport them, but they could walk if they chose to. On foot, it was a long and very difficult trek through the snow-covered mountains.

      I gritted my teeth against the murmured dismay around me. I felt like I was failing them as a lord. To them, it would appear as if I were surrendering.

      “You’re leaving with us, yes?” someone called out.

      Here was my one chance to let them know I was not giving up. “I have some tasks to do here,” I replied, not sure how much the metal soldier could understand and interpret of my words. “Just hold out,” I told them.

      Heads nodded. Eyes went keen with understanding. I gave sharp gazes to a group of my rogues. “Keep the people safe,” I said to them, then we continued on to the sisters’ workshop.

      I knew that whatever I said to the sisters, they would never evacuate. They both answered the door with the same irritated haste as usual, but they looked more frazzled than usual. Their battle task had been recharging blasters and repairing those that had been damaged. They both looked overwhelmed—whether from the work or having to talk to so many people, I didn’t know.

      Jakka blinked at me, then looked up at the metal behemoth behind me. “What’s going on with this thing?”

      The NAX3 soldier had been given the command to follow me and, perhaps, to disarm me if I tried to pick up a weapon. It stood so close behind me that if I swayed back on my heels, my back would bump up against its solid metal chest. As long as I was calm and noncombative, I hoped it would stay that way too.

      Wyn slipped away and told Rix her plan. That was something I would have liked to have known. Here I was, trusting a human female blindly. She was my mate. She was brilliant. Still, learning to trust like this felt like trial by fire. I fought the urge to turn and fight the soldier. I knew for a fact these metal creations were not invincible. I had destroyed several dozen during the battle. They had some unfortunate design flaws that made them vulnerable, but I had no weapon with which to attack it.

      Rix came over, eyes burning with excitement. “My lord, let us tend your wounds.” She said it in an odd monotone. Anyone alive would see it for the poor acting it was. But the NAX3 didn’t pick up on anything. It stood still. Meanwhile Rix whispered something to Jakka and the two of them began to circle the NAX3 like predators coming in for the kill. Deft fingers flicked open tiny panels. Specialized instruments and tools glimmered in their hands as they worked around the giant soldier, secretively opening it up, bit by bit.

      They might not have wielded daggers, but the sisters were rogues of their own variety. I heard the quick snatches of mechanical hums and snatches of snaps as they gained access to the unaware soldier. They knew exactly what they were doing. All the while, Wyn carefully tended to my cuts with a cloth and water. She looked me in the eye. “I thought I’d lost you.”

      “Not yet.” I looked back at her, not sure what to make of this version of my mate. “I am eager to hear the rest of your plan.”

      She winked, then slanted a look at the sisters, who had gained access to some part of the NAX3 because they were quietly hunched around the back of it. They were whispering over something, but I didn’t dare move. The mechanical soldier was still fixated on me and I wanted to keep it that way.

      “I’m working on one phase at a time,” she said nervously. “The people who designed and programmed these androids didn’t count on people like the sisters.” She dabbed at a cut on my forehead. Her fingers were gentle over my skin, making me shudder.

      “I had no idea you were so devious,” I said. “It’s incredibly attractive.”

      She winced. “You might not think so when we start phase two.”

      I placed a hand over hers, which was beside my face. “I trust you, Wyn.”

      “I think we’ve done it,” said Rix. “At least, it can’t attack you.”

      “Can’t transmit right now, either,” added Jakka. “Not unless we tell it to.” Jakka poked her head around to our side. “It’ll take time to reprogram it, though. This is much more complicated than most of what we’ve worked on before now.”

      “But not too complicated,” said Rix.

      “We don’t have much time.” Wyn bit her lower lip and looked at me. “Let’s go do phase two and come back for the NAX3.”

      We left the chamber. “Just a few errands,” Wyn said. We ran first to our room, where she snatched the bottle of fragrant bath oil, then we dashed to the healers’ chamber. Here, Wyn went to the table that contained the dwindling medical supplies. She removed a device from her medical case.

      My heart ached at the sight of the badly wounded Destrans lying on beds. Some were unconscious. Some, I knew, would not recover.

      “The patients who could move are evacuating with the others,” said one of the healers. “We will stay here and tend to those who can’t be moved.”

      Wyn nodded. “Hopefully this will be a very short evacuation and everyone will be back here soon,” she said in a low voice. “Just hang in there.”

      Wyn clutched the device and the bath oil, and we made our way down to the lower levels, where the reservoirs were at the very bottom of the Sola. Here, the great curved pool sat empty of lami. It contained water, which the Sola collected as it fell, and was also maintained by Destrans, dragging in ice.

      Wyn stood beside the curved reservoir and frowned over the device’s small screen.

      I raised my brows and watched her. “I am intrigued by how you think you’re going to trick that human into mistaking water for lami,” I said. “That is what you’re doing, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she replied. “It was all I could come up with.”

      “What are you doing with that?” I nodded to the device.

      “This is a portable pharmacy. It contains concentrated amounts of dozens of compounds that can be combined and dispensed to treat some illnesses. But there are some that should never be combined because they cause bad reactions. I’m combining them.” Her lips narrowed to a thin line. The screen turned red. “I have to override the warnings,” she muttered.

      Ah. Interesting plan. “What bad reactions are we hoping for?”

      “It will make whoever drinks this water experience hallucinations and a total break from reality. It’s temporary.” Her bottom lip was clamped between her teeth. “At least, that’s what it would do to a human. I can only hope it has the same effect on those Brakken, too.”

      I nodded, impressed. “How long does this temporary psychosis last?”

      “A couple of days.”

      Days? “I like this plan,” I murmured. “My mate is quite the rogue herself.”

      “You have to improvise in medicine. Few things go the way they teach you.” She winced as she pointed the dispenser end at the water and released a hearty squirt of blue liquid into it.

      “Is that enough to be effective?”

      “Yes,” she replied. “It’s incredibly potent and won’t dilute much unless someone goes in there with a giant spoon and stirs it up. Even then, it will have an effect. The medications these compounds would create are for mental disorders, and I haven’t had to treat anyone for them, so their contents were full. Now they’re empty.” She looked up at me with a creased brow. “This water is now undrinkable.”

      “What is the point of the oil soap?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Lami has a nice smell. This will add to the effect. Maybe not the taste, but they’re more likely to believe if it has a scent.”

      She met my gaze. “If this fails, I’m sorry.”

      I slid a hand around her waist. “If this succeeds, you have saved my Sola and my people.”

      That didn’t seem to ease her worry. “But if—”

      I placed my bruised fingers to her lips. “You are a hero,” I told her. “Had you not gotten those people off the Sola, the Brakken would have been given permission to slaughter them.” I pressed a kiss to her lips. “Now, let’s move to phase three.”

      She nodded, but I could see the mountain of doubt and second-guessing building up on her brow. We went back up to the main level, dropped the medical device back in the healers’ chamber, then went to the sisters’ workshop to see if they were done with the NAX3.

      “Okay,” Rix said, rubbing her hands together. “It won’t attack you. It’s just gonna follow you around no matter what.”

      “That’s the best we could do under the time constraints,” Jakka added. She sounded bitter about that.

      “After this, it’s all yours to do whatever you want with,” I said to them.

      Jakka let out a little squeal. “Oh, did you hear that, Rix?”

      “Then, I very much hope this works,” said Rix, dryly. “Or my sister will be unbearable to live with.”

      I pointed to the two of them. “You must stay in here. Unless it’s me, don’t let anyone in.”

      Rix smiled. “Happy to comply, my lord.”

      “Do we have to let you in?” Jakka asked as her sister dragged her away from us.

      Wyn and I left them and returned to the atzan. It was eerily empty as we crossed through it with the altered NAX3 behind us.

      I had not had time to speak with my Sola about this plan, but if she was still tuned in to me, she knew. We paused in the corridor leading to the exit ramp. “Are you ready for this?” I asked.

      “I have to be. This plan is dangerous.”

      I took her hand. “Not as dangerous as no plan. You are magnificent, mate.”

      Her lips lifted, just a little. “Are you sure you didn’t drink any of that water?”

      “Alas, no.” I brought her hand to my lips and kissed her knuckles. “Off to meet our fate, then. Whatever it is, we shall meet it together.”
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      “It is done.” I kept my keys to the ground, unwilling to look at Tarla or Kael.

      Randall Cunningham stared at me for long moments, then switched to Scaron. “You have spoken to your Sola?”

      Scaron nodded. The NAX3 soldier stayed right behind him. Hopefully Randall wouldn’t give it any new commands. There was no telling if it would comply or do something outrageous. The sisters had only barely rerouted its command center.

      “The Sola is empty except for those too injured to be moved,” Scaron said. “If you keep your word and none of my people are harmed, the Sola said she would keep making lami for you.”

      I could hear the sound of transports in the distance. There was no way to know if this general would keep his word. It would make sense to do so. One Sola might not be hard to take over, but five Solas full of enraged Destrans would result in heavy losses. Working with us was the better strategy.

      Cunningham chewed his gum and stared at me. “I don’t give a fuck what your people do. I just want the lami. If there is one single uprising, they get killed. They stay quiet and evacuate, they can live.”

      “You’re going to force all of them out of their homes?” I asked.

      Randall smirked. “These living ships aren’t their home anymore. The Solas are now the property of Earth Explorations, Inc.” He waved towards the open ramp. “Now, let’s go and sample some lami.”

      With Randall’s gaze no longer on me, I met Tarla’s and gave her a wink.

      Her gaze widened. She didn’t look as if she had been harmed, yet. Randall had put one of those face and neck cuffs on her, probably because he thought she was talking too much.

      The NAX3 soldier had his hands full with Kael, who did nothing without being forced. I didn’t like the look he gave me. He was furious, and I couldn’t tell him what was going on, obviously.

      We went inside. We passed through the empty atzan. It was way too quiet without the residents adding life to the stark interior.

      We went down to the lower level. Randall wasn’t taking any chances. The NAX3 soldiers propelled Tarla and Kael, but he also brought several dozen Brakken along with them. They were jittery and shaky, eager to see this giant pool of lami. Drool dripped from their fangs and snouts. Their hands shook in anticipation.

      We stopped at the edge of the main reservoir. The smell of patchouli, from the bath oil, filled the air.

      Randall’s nose twitched. He crouched down and placed his hand in the water. At first, I thought he was going to scoop some up and drink it, but he let it run through his fingers and stood up. “So, this is what all the fuss is about,” he said. He beckoned the Brakken to come forward. “Drink some,” he said. “Make sure this is lami and not some trick.”

      I did my best to stay still and not start twitching like the Brakken. I took a careful step back. I gave Kael and Tarla a wide-eyed look, then gazed pointedly at the tainted water.

      Understanding dawned in their eyes. They had nowhere to go with the NAX3 breathing down their necks, but at least they knew something was going on.

      The Brakken laid themselves out, face down, at the edge of the reservoir. There, they drank straight from it, filling their cupped hands and scooping it up. Their guttural grunts and whimpers sounded ravenous. This was right where I had dumped the hallucinogenic mix of compounds. My big wild card was that I had no idea how it would affect the Brakken. I winced, hoping it would do something to them. If they came up complaining that it was fake, we were dead.

      Once their bellies were full, they got up. I didn’t know the Brakken language, but Randall somehow knew enough to understand when they told him what they thought. There was nodding and the jovial Brakken were making strange, wheezing noises that must have been laughter.

      Randall grunted. “Idiots think you’re gonna have free access from now on.” He kicked one, who was going back for more, away from the edge. “From now on, you pay.”

      If I could have doubled over in relief, I would have. Instead, I stayed perfectly still and waited.

      The Brakken were beginning to act strangely. A few were swatting at the air as if things were flying in it. One was scratching its head and rolling on the ground.

      I was hoping that Randall, deciding the lami was legitimate, would drink some himself, but no. He gave the Brakken a look of disgust and turned his back on them. “You’ve done well,” he said to me. “You and the lord of this Sola may live, for now. If you deal with the Destrans on the other five Solas, you may live longer. My troops have them surrounded, but no one can enter or leave the containment field without being fried to a crisp, so we haven’t spoken with them yet.”

      “Then how is the transport of Destrans from this Sola getting in?” I asked.

      He grinned. “They’re not. Yet.”

      “You said—”

      “I said I’d get them there,” said Randall. “I didn’t say I’d get them in.”

      “They’re stuck out there with the Brakken troops?”

      “Uh-huh,” said Randall. “Guess you’d better work fast, then. Brakken don’t like Destrans much.”

      I couldn’t stop my hands from pulling into fists. Anger boiled hard and hot.

      A hand slid up my spine. “Don’t screw this up by losing your temper,” Scaron said silkily in my ear, echoing my earlier advise to him.

      “I never lose my temper,” I whispered back, but I didn’t unclench my hands.

      Randall cocked his head, just becoming aware that behind him, the Brakken were descending into madness. One was punching the other in the face, and that one was laughing with each blow.

      One had run into a wall and had blood running down its head. The full effects of the tainted water were beginning to take effect. One of them crashed and fell into the reservoir, and finally, Randall turned around. “What are you doing?” he bellowed. “Fall in line, Brakken.”

      Then he turned back to me. “Is this normal, Doctor?”

      I shrugged. “Lami is a drug to the Brakken species,” I replied as innocently as possible. “I don’t know how such…concentrated doses affect them.”

      He didn’t like my answer. He turned back around to the increasingly wild Brakken group. It was spiraling out of control. He walked over to them and yelled at them to get in line and stop playing games. Then he turned and looked at the NAX3 soldiers. “Leave those two,” he commanded. “Get over here and knock these Brakken filth in line.”

      Only one of the mechanized soldiers accepted the new orders. It stepped away from Kael and Tarla and clomped into the center of the Brakken chaos.

      Perhaps it didn’t exactly know what “getting the Brakken in line” meant, but it attempted to grab the nearest Brakken and shake them. In response, there was a fevered cry of fury and the other Brakken lumbered over and attacked the NAX3.

      I saw the moment Randall realized this was out of control. Fortunately, it happened a little too late for him to get out of the way. With a feral scream, three Brakken grabbed him and dragged him into the fray.

      “Go,” I hissed to Kael and Tarla. The four of us backed towards the exit. The NAX3 called in to assist was in pieces. If we didn’t get out of here soon, the Brakken would notice us next.

      “Aaagh.” Too many Brakken were grabbing Randall, pulling his limbs in different directions. “Help me!” he called out, but no one was lining up for that. The Brakken dragged him into the reservoir. He sputtered as he was pulled under the surface. Water became tinged with pink as blood was drawn. I turned away and fled. I didn’t need to see any more.

      Our NAX3 soldier followed us, giving Tarla enough of a fright to yelp. “It’s okay,” Scaron said. “This one isn’t a threat.” He looked at the hulking android. “Remove those cuffs from their necks.”

      Neither of us knew if it would comply or just stand there, but the mechanical soldier did as it was told. It unlocked the cuffs. Kael and Tarla ripped them off their necks and threw them, pulling in deep breaths.

      Scaron looked back the way we came. A wild sound curled down the passage, sending chills up my spine. “I need to close off this corridor. The Brakken must be contained.” He placed his hand on one side of the wall and closed his eyes.

      I watched, breathlessly, as he grabbed a handful of the wall as if it were soft, and drew it outward. He pulled and it stretched over, like a thick piece of fabric. The flesh of the Sola remolded with the same plasticky sound the doors made. Scaron sealed it to the other side. The texture of it changed, turning solid again. The Brakken were secured.

      “Nice work,” I murmured. “I had no idea you and your Sola could do that.”

      Scaron looked embarrassed for some reason. “She does it when I need her to.”

      Kael’s hand closed around the crystal on his chest. “The other five Solas are surrounded by the rest of the Brakken, NAX3 soldiers, and probably more humans. We need to get to them before word of what happened here gets to the enemy.”

      Scaron looked at Kael. “Brother, go to the healers’ chamber and have them tend to your leg.”

      Kael started to argue, but Scaron held up a hand. “Please. Stay here and mind my Sola. I will go to the others, find the containment unit and disable it.”

      “You will sneak through that army?” Kael demanded.

      Scaron flashed a grin. “It’s what I do.”

      “I’m coming too,” I said.

      “You have done enough, Wyn.” He gazed at me with all the love I’d ever hoped to see in a lover’s eyes. “You saved my Sola and my people from destruction. I will never thank you enough for that. But I will take it from here.”

      “The fuck, you will,” I said with my own grin. “I’m going.”

      “Woah. Wyn. What was that?” Tarla shook her head. “I don’t even know you right now.”

      “No, it’s true. We’re better as a team. It’s you and me, Scaron. You’re not fighting alone anymore.”

      He knew he didn’t have the time or energy to argue with me. “Then let’s go to the hangar and suit up.”
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      There was only one vehicle left that still worked. It was one of the hovercycle-type things, but with treads, that were ridden astride. It was the type of vehicle Scaron rode when he found me on his hunting trip. We donned cloaks, goggles and gloves, although there wasn’t much left in the way of supplies. I climbed on the back of it. This time, I wrapped my arms around his middle, instead of being tied to it. That felt like a hundred years ago.

      Two guards had remained outside despite the evacuation, determined to stay and guard their home. They sagged against their spears at the sight of Scaron.

      “Get inside and seal up the Sola,” he told them. “No ramp. Nothing. If the enemy comes here, do not engage unless they breach the hull.”

      With that order in place, Scaron navigated the vehicle down the ramp. We headed towards the giant cluster of Solas that hung in the sky about a kilometer away.

      It wasn’t that far, but mountains were not easy to travel through, although the vehicle we rode took the terrain well. The treads spat up snow and ice behind us as we followed the path of the transports that had delivered the Destrans just before us. We followed the trail leading directly to where we wanted to go.

      We stopped halfway, where the transports had all stopped. They were enormous, boxy things, with massive wheels and slitted vents for air. The purpose of them was to move a lot of troops or supplies quickly. Each of the three vehicles easily held over a hundred people. They sat at odd angles. Skids cut through the snow. One was close to the rocks. There were a lot of voices coming from them.

      “What happened here?” I asked as Scaron jumped off and hurried to the closest one.

      A burly Destran rogue hopped out of the driver’s seat of one of them. “We didn’t trust those trankers would take us to the Solas,” he said. “We were afraid they were going to set us loose on the mob up there.” He pointed to the Brakken army, which was too far away to see clearly from here. They were a gray shape, barely visible beyond a rocky ridge. “We decided to make sure they didn’t. You told us to keep the people safe.” His jaw lifted. “We did that. Took over the transports.”

      “Good work, Droah,” said Scaron. “Is everyone safe?”

      The rogue had a bandage on his head and favored his left leg. He’d seen battle today, but still had fight left in him. He nodded to the pile of metal in the snow. “Safer in there than they would be in the open, though they’re not happy about it. Had to take care of the original operators.” He nodded toward a pile of dull gray android parts. “Those metal buckets aren’t hard to crack once you find their seams.” He smiled, revealing a bloody spot where a tooth had been.

      Scaron placed his hand on the male’s shoulder. “The Sola is liberated. Find a few Destrans who can operate these transports to turn them around and go back. Get everyone home.”

      “Yes, my lord.” The rogue bowed, visibly relieved by his words. “Knew you’d make quick work of the enemy. No one takes our Sola.”

      A shadow fell over Scaron’s face. “Droah, tell everyone to stay out of the reservoir basins. I sealed the corridor off for a reason,” he said. “Also, the water is poisoned. No one may drink it or bathe in it. You are in charge until I return.”

      Droah raised his chin higher, proud to be chosen by the Destran lord. “I will not fail you.”

      Scaron paused. He glanced at the cluster of Solas ahead. “Nor I, you.”

      We parted ways with the Destran convoy, who was organizing to return to the Sola.

      We drove a little farther and stopped the vehicle when we clearly heard Brakken voices. So many voices. They barked and howled and spoke in their unique snapping language. We crept closer, staying behind a rocky ridge. It was a chaotic scene. The Brakken were built up at the edge of the containment field, which was visible. It was a shimmery, greenish barrier that wavered with the wind. On the other side, five massive Solas were fused together. They were impossibly massive. They made one shape as they had molded slightly from their faceted disk-like shape. They looked like giant candies that had melted enough to stick.

      The sheer number of Brakken standing in their shadow was breathtaking.

      “There has to be nearly ten thousand,” I said.

      Scaron nodded grimly. “The bulk of their population.”

      “That’s horrific. All those beings clamoring for a drug. And Earth Explorations, Inc. is right there, poised to start selling it to them.”

      “I doubt that,” he said. “There are others who will pay far more for a miracle cure.” His gaze found mine, sad and aching. “Some of us saw this coming long ago. The old lords would not listen.”

      “Perhaps another reason why your Sola chose you.”

      “I hadn’t thought about that,” he said. “But it won’t matter who they chose if we can’t free these Solas.”

      “Where do you think the containment unit controls are?”

      “Not near these Brakken,” he replied. “They would have destroyed them in order to attack the Solas by now. But not too far, either.”

      We trekked away from where the Brakken amassed and headed into the difficult terrain of the mountains. “Look.” Scaron pointed to a narrow, tamped down path through the snow.

      We followed it and arrived at a man-made cave. It was made to look like the side of the mountain, but it was made of a synthetic plastoid and was temperature controlled inside. I touched the walls and felt the heat.

      A square device, the size of a large crate, sat in the center on a raised platform. It pulsed a dark blue color. There was nothing to indicate what it did—no switches or screens or interface. None that I could find, anyway.

      “This must be it,” I said, looking around the cube for something. “I don’t know how to turn it off.”

      “I do.” Scaron pulled a long, thick dagger from his belt, flipped it in his hand and drove it through the top of the device. It pierced the material it was made of. He let go immediately. Sparks shot from the box. Smoke billowed from it, along with a thin trail of blue liquid that gave off an acid smell.

      “I hope you didn’t want that knife back,” I said as we backed toward the exit.

      “I want my family back,” Scaron said. “I want my home back.”

      We moved back through the snow to our place behind the rocks. There we saw thousands of agitated Brakken. I could see the break in the containment field. It wasn’t down completely. There had to be at least two more of those devices, but with one-third of the fields out, that was plenty of space for the Solas to escape.

      But they didn’t.

      “Why aren’t they leaving?” I asked, starting to panic. The Brakken could now get in. They were taking up their weapons and rushing forward. And in this group, from one of their vehicles, a team of humans emerged. They all wore the same gray jumpsuit Randall Cunningham had worn. They rushed forward to try to direct the unruly Brakken. One of them pointed in the direction the containment cube had been in. Two of the humans went off in that direction.

      “Something else must be trapping them there.” He squinted up at the Solas, searching for the hidden tethers that must be there. “If they were free, they would have moved.”

      Scaron and I stayed hidden. “They’ll know someone sabotaged it,” I said.

      “It doesn’t matter.” He gazed bleakly at the scene. “They can’t fight off this many. We may have stopped Randall from taking over my Sola, but we can’t stop this many enemies. A few thousand Destrans versus this.”

      There were an awful lot of Brakken, and even more NAX3 soldiers, clumping in unison towards the exposed Solas. I saw openings appear in the Solas and archers rained arrows down on the Brakken. Some had a few blasters. Others threw spears, which looked pitiful against the powerful weapons of the enemy.

      For each Brakken that fell, ten more swarmed to take its place. The arrows did nothing against the NAX3s. Vehicles rolled forward, and in the sky, ships arranged themselves above the Solas. At first two, then six, then twelve. I met Scaron’s stricken expression. “They can’t win,” I said with tears in my eyes.

      “The enemy wins if they get to harvest and sell lami.” A muscle pulsed in his jaw. “I don’t know that they will be able to do that. The Solas—all of them—may choose an alternate path.”

      “What would that be?”

      “Self-annihilation,” he replied.

      “But that would kill all of the lords, as well, and possibly the Destran people.”

      He nodded. “It would.”

      “No.” I grabbed his arm. “That’s not a solution.”

      “It may be the only one left, Wyn.” He swept his hand to encompass the overwhelmingly bad odds. “We had been hoping the other Solas could come and help us. But no one is coming to help them.”

      I shook my head, not believing this was the end. Blasters aimed to the underside of the Solas began opening fire. Black marks erupted over the smooth, colorful undersides of the Solas’ hulls.

      Destrans in the blue Sola began hurling explosive balls from openings in there. It might’ve worked against a much smaller army, but this one just had more Brakken and NAX3s to send in.

      Smoke began to curl from the Solas. Scaron clenched his fists and pulled knives from his belt. “I will not stand here and watch this.” He turned to me, eyes bright with a storm of emotions. “I love you, Wyn. I know this means—”

      “No!” I grabbed his shoulders. “Don’t you dare. I’m not going to let you run out there and die like that. You’re one against thousands.”

      “I wish we’d had more time.” He pressed his lips to my forehead, and then my lips. “When hope dies here, the Solas will, too. Then, the enemy will move to my Sola and she will choose the same fate as her sisters.” A tear slid from one of his eyes. “My fate is sealed. You have a chance to escape. Find a transport, one with a long-range transmitter, and try to get ahold of a ship that can take you away from here. I will die fighting, rather than have you watch me wither when my Sola chooses death.”

      No. Oh god no. This couldn’t be happening. I cupped his beautiful, weary face. Had I ever found him scary? He was mine. My person. My mate. I wanted more time with him. More everything. “Scaron, I—”

      I cut off at a sight I was not expecting. In the sky was a flock of birds. Dozens of them, but flying in perfect formation directly towards us. Scaron followed my gaze and narrowed his eyes at the peculiar sight.

      “Wait.” They got closer and I could see what they were. Not birds. They were massive warships. My heart dropped. Did they really need more? How much firepower did one corrupt company need to obliterate an entire society?

      But something was different about these. I grabbed Scaron’s upper arm just as he was about to burst from our hiding spot and run into battle. “That’s not Brakken or Earth Explorations, Inc. ships.”

      “Who are they?” he asked.

      “They’re…” I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t. “They’re Earth military. And some from the Lunar fleet.” I pointed to eight that were silver with the emblem of the moon on the side.

      “More humans?” Scaron’s face fell.

      “Yes, but look.” I squeezed his arm. The Lunar and Earth forces engaged the Earth Explorations, Inc. ships. Their firepower far exceeded the latter. Some of the warships landed on the ground in the midst of the Brakken ground troops. “Scaron, these are on our side.”

      He gazed up in disbelief, but it was true.

      The landed Earth ships didn’t immediately deploy troops. A high-pitched whine began to emanate from them and purple light began to glow all around the edges of the ships. “Oh, no!” I recognized what it was. I grabbed Scaron and pulled him down below the edge of the rock. “Down!”

      The next moment, there was a crack of thunder and the smell of ozone. The whining sound stopped. We peeked up over the rocks we were hiding behind to see the Brakken troops lying on the ground. Some twitched.

      Scaron’s incredulous gaze turned to me. “Are they all dead?”

      “No, that was a neural anolitzer. In incapacitates for several hours, but doesn’t kill. It’s useful for taking out masses like this.” I shook my head. “It was a very controversial weapon when it was revealed. Some people thought it was going to be used against a population, but it wasn’t.”

      “How did they know to come here?” Scaron stared at the shocking turn of the battle with bafflement and uncertainty.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “Your brothers must have contacted them.”

      “How would —?” His eyes widened. “The rest of your team. Want to bet there are some human women on those Solas? That horrible general said it was your leader who was responsible for the death of his predecessor.”

      I had been so overwhelmed then, that my mind had glossed over that part, but it was true. “Sibyl,” I said. “She is a force of nature. Wouldn’t it be amazing if they were all here?” I slid into his arms, which closed around me.

      “It would.” His red eyes sparkled like rubies in the sun. “I love you, my brilliant, brave, devious mate.” His mouth came down on mine and I sank into his kiss. We had come so close to not having this. To not having anything. My hands came up and twined in his hair. I moaned into this kiss, the first one since before the battle that I had allowed myself to be swept away in. I closed my eyes and let the wave sweep me away.

      The sound of someone clearing their throat barely got through the sensual haze.

      “Ma’am? Er, sir?”

      We drew apart and turned towards the voice. Four human soldiers had found their way around the rocky outcropping we had been sheltering behind and stood there staring at us. They all held very large, impressive blasters diagonally across their bodies, fingers on the triggers, but not looking like they felt the need to use them on us.

      “Oh.” I didn’t pull away from Scaron. “Hello.”

      The man in front cocked his head. “I am Corporal Link Morias, officer in charge of this joint Lunar-Earth military operation. State your names, please.”

      He addressed me because I was the only human present and he likely thought I was the only one who could speak his language. “I’m Dr. Wyn Jones, formerly of the Axion-9 research ship.” I wrapped my hand around Scaron’s arm. “This is Lord Scaron, leader of the Sola about a kilometer that way.” I pointed in the direction of his Sola. I couldn’t stop the tears that were welling in my eyes. “I have to say your timing is impeccable, Corporal Morias. I thought we were… I thought it was over.”

      Corporal Morias looked at both of us, taking in Scaron’s bruised and cut-up appearance and our linked hands. “Lord Scaron,” he said. “What is the status of your… ship? Is it indeed a living creature?” He looked at me. “Can you translate for me?”

      Scaron nodded slowly with just enough distrust to make him intimidating. “I can speak your language, human,” he said. “And my mate can speak mine. We managed to evacuate my Sola—yes, she is a living being. My people are, or have, returned to it. These Solas, and their Destran occupants, are trapped here.”

      Corporal Morias looked like he was trying very hard to process all this. “Are either of you employed by the company, Earth Explorations, Inc.?”

      “No,” Scaron said firmly, before I could respond. “But a man who calls himself General Cunningham, may or may not be dead on my Sola. He was swarmed by his own Bracken mob. We sealed off the corridor and left.”

      “Ah. Randall Cunningham.” Corporal Morias scratched his chin. “Yes. His correspondences with the heads of Earth Explorations, Inc. were quite illuminating. They backed up the claims made by three humans who escaped a compound run by Bianca Landers.”

      I gasped. “That’s how you found us?”

      “A previous E.E. employee, Sibyl Sinclair, was quite heroic in disabling a base and freeing three people who had been imprisoned there,” he explained. “After confirming their story, we left immediately.” He glanced at the wreckage around us. “Not a moment too soon. I must say, when we were sent out to this mission, I thought it was a drill.”

      I could barely contain myself. “Sibyl was my boss! We were bound for the Clarion system when our ship crashed here.”

      “Yes.” Corporal Morias gave me and Scaron a long, probing look. “We would very much like to hear your story. The whole thing. Our governments will want a report, at the very least.”

      “It will be long.” Scaron turned anxious eyes to the Solas still stuck in the sky. “Wyn and I disabled one of the containment units holding my brothers’ Solas in place, but something else prevents them from moving. I promise you, we are not hostile. We were attacked for—”

      “We know exactly why you were attacked, Lord Scaron,” Corporal Morias cut in. “The files obtained from E.E. outline what they intended to do to your people. As soon as the enemy forces are neutralized, we will free your Solas.”

      Scaron lowered his head in a small bow. “I would be most grateful.”

      I smiled at him. I didn’t think he had a clue how very royal he was. And how very, very worthy of the title Lord of Destra.

      Corporal Morias lowered his head, too. “The actions of Earth Explorations, Inc. were not sanctioned by the Earth or Lunar governments. Their behavior is criminal. The Board of Directors, and anyone else involved in the plan to exploit your Solas, are being prosecuted.”

      “I told you.” I nudged Scaron’s arm. “We’re not all bad.”

      His eyes glittered down at me. “I already knew that, mate.”

      Corporal Morias looked completely bewildered by everything he was seeing today. “Where can we bring you, lord and lady?”

      “Home,” said Scaron, sliding his arms around me. “Please take us home.”
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      “It is time,” I said. “You have carried her long enough.”

      Kael slid the leather necklace off his neck and held it in his hands. His once golden hair was forever white. He looked older than the rest of us, even my brother Damiron who was the oldest.

      We stood in a circle of seven, in a brand-new room created by six Solas with the purpose of building a new one for the seventh. It was small and colorless. The dimensions were exactly that of a heart chamber. There was a depression on one wall that would soon hold a sparkling yellow crystal.

      Kael untied the knots that had held the crystal in place for the many, many days he had kept it safe. He looked at it for long moments, then placed it against the wall. The fleshy substance took the crystal, settling it into the skin of its new body. Then, the walls, floor, and ceiling brightened. Color began to flood out from the crystal. It spilled over the surfaces like ink, turning them the same gleaming, golden color as the crystal and Lord Kael’s eyes.

      Kael’s eyes were bright as he placed his hand over it. The color intensified even brighter, making the golden crystal sparkle.

      He smiled at us, but he looked weary. “Thank you, my brothers, for keeping my people safe in your Solas,” he said in his low, rumbling voice. “My Sola will regenerate and build a new home so my people can return. She is happy, at peace and ready to rebuild.”

      “As are we all,” said Savair. He had been our unofficial leader before we landed here. He would be again.

      Although I would always do what I felt like. Truly, all of us would. We ran our Solas as we saw fit, which did not always mean in unison or without argument.

      “May I have a moment?” Kael said.

      We left his newborn heart chamber. It had been like this when we walked into our own heart chambers for the first time—colorless, small and unknown. In our cases, the crystals themselves were clear as glass. They turned a color when they chose us. I didn’t know if any of my brothers remembered that. Our Solas chose our color. Blue for Savair, green for Zurian, gold for Kael, purple for Ledos, black for Grael, gray for Damiron, and red for me.

      All of them were colorless before us.

      The Solas were mashed together again, much as they had been when we departed our previous world, never to return. Mine had been gathered into the group like a warm hug.

      Warm hug. I would have never used that description before meeting Wyn.

      If you happened to look outside, you’d see darkness and the lights of stars, near and far. We were drifting, moving through space at the whim of our Solas, who followed a path only they knew. It would eventually take us to a planet or moon that we would call home. We didn’t travel completely alone. The humans had sent out a team of ships to protect us from an attack.

      We had departed the instant the Solas were freed from the additional snares that had been put on them. The planet had been called Trian-Duol, I learned. All that time and I hadn’t known the name of it.

      Well, we hadn’t left instantly. We had a General Cunningham to dispose of first. The humans had cleared out the grisly scene in the lami reservoir and my Sola had flushed out the tainted water. We also had entered into a “relationship” with the Earth and Lunar governments, now. It was inevitable. Seven of their females were now living permanently with us. They wanted to stay in contact with their home world.

      It made Wyn happy to communicate with her mother and sister, so it made me happy. We now had access to updated weapons and communication systems. There were benefits to this, but also a passing of old ways. Some of them would be missed. Some would pass and fade into something that a future historian would talk about in a lecture.

      But for now, the damage done to our Solas had healed. They were stronger together. We all were. It was hard to tell where one Sola ended and another began. Passageways connected us all together, blending the Solas and their unique people.

      I left Kael’s golden heart chamber with my brothers. They truly were my brothers, now. I was not sure I thought of them as such before. I had held myself apart. I was flawed. Different.

      That hadn’t changed, only the knowledge that we were all flawed in our own ways. If we weren’t, we wouldn’t have volunteered to stand before a Sola’s newborn heart and offer ourselves to them for a chance at a fresh start. To begin again and wipe the past clean. Even Savair, who didn’t have a morally ambiguous bone in his body, had run from something. We would never know what.

      Grael and I were the only two who had any idea of our lives before being chosen. He had shared with me, to my shock, that his Sola had shown him part of his previous life.

      It wasn’t a surprise to learn that my black-eyed brother had been an executioner. He, like the others, had been changed by their human mates. The male who barely uttered a word was actually funny, when he chose to be.

      “I’m giving a lecture on the prophecy, if anyone would like to attend,” said Zurian as we passed into his atzan.

      “No,” said Grael immediately. Then, “Thank you.”

      “I would love to attend,” said Ledos. He walked with a bit of a jaunt. There was purple and blue streaked in his hair and dark liner around his eyes. He still liked scented body oil, but thankfully, wore much less of it than he used to. “It sounds fascinating.” He bumped into Grael. “We should all attend. In solidarity. It pertains to our mates, after all.”

      Grael growled at Ledos. “I do not need a prophecy to affirm my connection to Lexi,” he said.

      “Ah, but there is more to it than our mates,” said Zurian, green eyes alight. “I’ve uncovered troves of previously lost writing through my research that points to a partnership with an advanced society. The humans, obviously. And also a change in the lami itself. My interpretation is that the soil of our new home planet will cause the lami our Sola’s produced to lack the addictive qualities it once did, while preserving its healing properties.”

      “That is interesting,” Grael drawled, but his tone was genuine. “But sadly, I must decline.”

      “Me, as well.” I had heard more than one of Zurian’s lectures. His enthusiasm often led him down side paths that never circled back to the actual topic of his lecture.

      Ledos slung his arms around Savair’s and Damiron’s shoulders. “It will be the three of us, brothers.”

      Savair sighed. “I suppose. Jetta is having something called ‘girls’ night’ with the other women, in your chambers, Ledos.”

      Damiron gave him an accusatory glare. “You overdid it, brother. Now they will all want waterfalls and vast menageries.”

      “I have one menagerie and it is far from vast,” said Ledos. “But with all of our mates away for the evening, I will have my cooks prepare some food and drinks so we shall enjoy Zurian’s lecture.”

      Damiron grunted, mollified by the lure of food and, likely, wine. I was tempted. Even Grael paused. Ledos had the best cooks of all our Solas. The food they produced was profoundly enjoyable.

      “I will go,” announced Grael. “But I do not intend to listen when I have listened to you detail everything you know about this prophecy for more days than I can count.”

      Zurian smiled wide. “Ah, you’re wrong there. I have new information to share.”

      Grael’s groan made me laugh. I sidled up alongside him. “I will go as well, and we will sit in the back, and drink Ledos’ wine, and make fun of Zurian’s fondness for green cloaks.”

      Grael’s black eyes twinkled. “In the absence of our mates, this sounds like a fine way to pass an evening.”

      And so, it was.
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      I was going to be busy.

      Jetta’s belly was filling out with the child she would soon bear and Tarla was in her first trimester of pregnancy. Both of them were healthy. Tarla was anxious, understandably. The tests and scans showed nothing of concern. Her miscarriage had been caused by otherwise harmless fibroids, which had been easily treated since I’d been reunited with my full medical system. I nearly wept when Bryn told me that she and Zurian had saved it from our vessel’s wreck.

      With a full system to work with, my patients—and their little unborn ones—were progressing perfectly.

      The seven of us sat in a new observation deck that Scaron’s and my Sola had created. It was a generous room with a window that stretched wide and was perfect for sitting and watching the endless dark of space.

      We were making plans, which put some light into the long, dark trip we were on to find a new world for the Solas to settle on. We were going to open an institute for humans and Destrans to attend. Each of us would teach students in our area of expertise. It would create for more discourse between our two species and open the door for the Destrans to expand their knowledge base. We were excited, especially Jetta, who was done with expeditions, anyway, and had easily slipped into the role of organizer.

      I was eager to get to where we were going. I had grown weary of the endless dark. The Destrans didn’t mind it at all, but lack of sunlight had an effect on human bodies. “Here we go,” I said, positioning my dispenser on Jetta’s neck and administering the dose of vitamin D.

      She rubbed her neck, where it tingled. “They say the Solas choose desolate planets and moons that have nothing living on them.”

      I moved to Sibyl next and dialed in another dose. “Hopefully the one we land at has at least a star not too far away. I miss sunlight.”

      She tilted her neck for her shot. “We have a solid line of trade and communication with Earth, now,” she said. “If we need certain vitamins and medicine to be healthy, we can get them.”

      “True,” I said. “And perhaps we won’t need any of it when the Solas start making lami again. It’s your turn, Tarla.”

      She nodded and gave me her neck. “We have ships, too. We can do surveys and set up a defense system, in case anyone tries to attack us for our lami, again.”

      “Ready for yours, Bryn?” I asked.

      The cyborg from the Lunar colonies shook her head. “I’m good. My synth parts regulate my vitamins. That would just throw off the mix.”

      I nodded. Bryn had been able to get a full maintenance of her specialized cyborg body parts, as well as a few much-needed upgrades. She, especially, would benefit from regular contact with Earth and Lunar ships. The sisters, Jakka and Rix, had almost lost their minds when they’d met her. Surprisingly, or maybe not, the three had become fast friends. Bryn had even allowed them to take apart her arm, then put it back together. That was trust, there.

      “I’ll take some vitamin D,” said Lexi, who was a bright counterpart to her dark-eyed mate, Grael. She pushed aside her red hair and gave me her neck. “And—oh, look.”

      Out of nowhere, a huge, gray planet swung into view, filling the window. It was vast and close.

      Rayna got up and went right to the window. She placed her hand on the surface and stared out. “They’re going to choose this one,” she said.

      “What?” Lexi said, scrambling to her side. “How do you know?”

      “I’ve studied this culture,” she replied. “I love to read, and Destran record keepers have kept detailed accounts of the first landing of their Solas on a new world.” She tapped a finger to the window. “This is exactly how they all describe them. Barren, cold, rocky. Although this one isn’t as rocky.” She squinted. “I see geological features that could be ancient, dried-up rivers, lost to a weak atmosphere. And, well, we’ll have to see.” She turned to look at us with excitement in her brown eyes. “Your babies may have a home planet to be born on.”

      “With a sun,” Lexi added. “Look at that star. It’s not as close as the Earth is to our sun, but this isn’t bad.”

      Sibyl rose and walked to the window. She always looked like a queen when she moved anywhere. She had shared with us what happened during her final—and fatal—interaction with Bianca Landers. I was still wrapping my head around the fact that she, our glasses-wearing leader, had fought to the death with Bianca…and won. “I am going to find Damiron,” she said. “If we are truly arriving at our new home planet, we should be with our mates.”

      Everyone left but me, since I was already in my Sola and this room was off Scaron and my personal chambers. I sat at the window and watched as the Solas moved closer and closer to the gray planet.

      Of course, no matter how hard I listened, I didn’t hear him enter. “What do you think?” he asked from the darkness.

      I turned, but I still didn’t see him. Then, he melted from the shadows and came toward me like a graceful cat.

      I smiled. “How do you do that?”

      “Stealth is in my nature,” he replied. “How do you do this?” he asked, sitting behind me and skimming his fingers up my arm.

      “What?”

      His chest was against my back. The rumble of his voice vibrated against my spine. “Make me ache with wanting you.”

      My body turned toward him, softening and getting wet. His lips found mine and he kissed me.

      “Rayna says we’re home,” I said. “Is it true? Did the Solas choose this planet?”

      He nodded, brushing my unruly blond curls from my face. “It suits them. And it is different.”

      “How?” I asked.

      His fingers worked the fastenings of my dress. “According to my Sola, this once had an atmosphere and could have one again. Meaning, with time, there could be life on the surface. And it is a moon, not a planet. It circles a gas planet that is out of our view presently.”

      My dress was gone. I sat on the floor wearing nothing but starlight and my mate’s roving hands. I was only half listening to him. “That’s…interesting.” I shivered as his fingers slipped between my legs and dipped into my slippery folds. “You—you’re wearing too many clothes.”

      He grinned, shifted away from me, and took off his clothes. He lay down on his back and pulled me on top of him. “So again, what do you think?”

      I slid my hands over his sculpted chest and abdomen, then positioned his cock at the entrance of my sex. “I think…it’s nice.”

      “Nice?” He frowned. “Just nice?”

      “Okay.” I pushed backwards, embedding his cock in my folds. “Fine.”

      “We’re finally landing on an appropriate moon and you think it’s fine.”

      Another inch. “Yeah. Fine.”

      “Well that just won’t do,” he growled, and took my hips in his hands and impaled me on his cock.

      “Ah,” I gasped. “Yes.”

      He thrust upwards, pumping into me. “I’ll show you fine,” he muttered, driving us to a delirious rhythm that had my sex throbbing and my head swimming in a sea of pleasure.

      The moon right out there that our Sola had chosen was forgotten. It was only the two of us, here now, in this moment.

      I rode him hard, sinking onto his cock and rising up in a pulse that we had gotten very good at. I smiled as my body opened and flooded with the desire and rapture only he brought me. “I take it back,” I panted out. “It’s magnificent.”

      “So are you,” he gasped back. “My love. Lovely Wyn.” He came, taking everything I had and giving me the same in return. Our future lay right out there before us. The wait was over. Our happy ending had finally begun.
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        I hope you enjoyed the sixth and final installment in the Lords of Destra series!  Thank you for reading and sharing in the adventure with me. Please consider leaving a review!

      

        

      
        Want more Destrans? A FREE novella is available to my newsletter subscribers featuring Kael and Tarla’s story.  Sign up today!

        www.ellablakeauthor.com
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