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  Chapter 1


  The grand escape of Irina Eriadnus was not going well.


  Perhaps she should have thought a bit more about her plan before attempting it, but when the perfect opportunity arose, it was too difficult to resist.


  Besides, time had not been on her side.


  Her stay of execution was up in an Earth standard month, and the Coalition was nothing if not punctual. Even if she had wanted to, she couldn’t have waited any longer. This is what she kept telling herself as she made the drastic decision to enter the plasma storm, two shuttlejets hot on her tail.


  Irina had first arrived on Oblivion Penal Satellite two Earth standard months ago. The Coalition had placed her there in anticipation of her upcoming execution, one that her lawyer had fought long and hard against, to no avail. She’d sat through the trial in utter resignation, knowing the galactic government would have their way in the end.


  You didn’t go against the Coalition and come out unscathed, no one did. Despite everything, a glimmer of hope remained lit, one that would not be extinguished so easily.


  Three months was an unusually short time on death row, but it was more than enough for Irina to formulate a plan.


  If she’d had access to a console, this all would have been much simpler. Her skill with computers was the reason she was here, after all, and hacking into the security system of the prison would have been a piece of cake. Still, she had other talents, had long ago learned there was more than one way to get what you wanted.


  Bat your deep brown eyes at enough guards and eventually one is going to take a liking to you. Life on Oblivion was not easy, even for the sentries that supported themselves by keeping the prisoners in line. You try working for a six-month shift away from your family, friends, and lovers, and see if you didn’t go a little stir crazy.


  Brad had been an easy mark.


  No partner, no kids, human, and wouldn’t you know it, he was in charge of maintaining the shuttle bay along with his regular guard duties. What a helpful coincidence.


  Irina twirled her raven locks – cropped at her chin – whenever she was around him, giving him her best sultry stare as he watched her mingling with the other prisoners.


  When he cornered her in a dark hallway, right before lights out, Irina didn’t resist as he grabbed her waist and kissed her. Brad pressed her against the cool metal wall, running his hands up and down her jumpsuit, his erection so obvious and frankly, disappointing. Nausea bubbled in her throat, the pathetic groping threatening to unlock long suppressed memories, but Irina allowed it, knowing her end goal was worth any temporary discomfort.


  From there, it was easy, too easy, to get on bay cleaning duty.


  All Irina had to do was tell Brad how much she wished she could see him more, if only there were a way. The cost of her dignity was a small price to pay for freedom. No, she didn’t let Brad fuck her, no matter how much he wanted that, but, well, she did what she needed to do.


  Brad wasn’t a bad guy. An idiot? Yes. Desperate? Yes. But truly evil? No. She almost felt bad about what she did to him, certain he’d be fired from his guard post if not incarcerated himself.


  Yes, she almost felt bad.


  Maybe Irina would have been more inclined to guilt if it hadn’t been for all the shady shit that was happening on Oblivion. Most nights she woke up in a panic, cold sweat dotting her brow and heart racing, sure she’d fallen to the same mysterious fate as so many other prisoners.


  An Encun woman named Ruby, who she’d gotten quite close to, had disappeared in the middle of the night.


  And she wasn’t the only one.


  Irina remembered searching every accessible area of the satellite for her friend when she hadn’t seen her at breakfast one morning. They had taken to eating every meal together, and neither one of them had ever missed. Panic had gripped her chest, desperation growing as Ruby was nowhere to be found.


  No one ever mentioned her again, as if fearing the same fate. As if some bogeyman came and snatched women during lights out.


  She shuddered to think about what had become of Ruby, knowing full well the value of a species who could shapeshift at will.


  At least two other prisoners had disappeared during Irina’s brief stay on Oblivion, and that was just the people she happened to notice. This only bolstered her determination, not just for herself, but to figure out what had happened to Ruby and the others.


  No, she didn’t feel guilty about Brad. His involvement in whatever unscrupulousness was going on was implicit. Plus, she did what she had to do to survive. Had done so her entire life. And that was that.


  An alarm beeped angrily, bringing Irina’s attention back to the shuttlecraft. The shuttlecraft she was guiding towards an unpredictable plasma storm, solar wind already buffeting the small ship. Red and violet clouds glimmered menacingly through the viewscreen as despair threatened to overwhelm her, but she focused on her breathing exercises. She’d been in a lot of hopeless situations and had survived every last one of them.


  This would be no different.


  The shuttlecraft had been easy enough to commandeer. After a particularly exhausting encounter with Irina’s talented tongue, Brad had fallen asleep on duty. She relieved him of his pass card and made for the shuttle bay. This was the chance she had been waiting for.


  Irina had been absorbing any and all information regarding the Oblivion shuttles as she cleaned the bay each day. She had prodded Brad into giving her all sorts of details in the guise of frivolous curiosity.


  “Oh, Brad, that is so interesting. Tell me more.”


  Being a tech wizard certainly helped. No, Irina had never piloted a shuttlecraft, but honestly, with what she could do with a console and a prayer, this couldn’t be much more challenging. She had scanned into the bay, and made for the shuttle she was most familiar with, the Cyclone, a small, but efficient craft.


  Another scan of Brad’s pass and she was in, taking a seat on the cushioned chair in front of the pilot’s interface. Irina’s heart had raced, though the trouble she’d get in for stealing the shuttle meant nothing when her execution was fast approaching.


  The initializing sequence was simple enough, if not a bit jarring.


  There was a strange sensation as she donned the gilded shield, her mind linking into the ship’s neural network for the first time. A shiver of electricity coursed through her body, close to overwhelming her as the nanobots bridged the final synapse.


  A gentle hum buzzed at the edge of Irina’s consciousness and she could see why pilots spent months in training. She tried to breathe, tried to focus, no time to adjust to the neural link with the clock ticking.


  Irina felt a jolt as the bay pressurized, the door opening into the great expanse of space. She input coordinates for Athea, a city on Bora S9 known for helping people disappear… if you had the funds.


  Everything had been going well until Irina’s sensors picked up two shuttlejets in pursuit. Not good.


  She had pushed aside her emotions – the fear bubbling in her chest – and focused on the task at hand. The estimated time of rendezvous was five minutes and thirty-seven seconds, and there was nowhere for her to hide. Well, nowhere except for a plasma storm, which was just up ahead. At max power, she could reach it in two minutes and fifteen seconds.


  A terrible idea, but what choice did Irina have? At least if she died, it would be on her own terms. She had adjusted her course settings and made a beeline for the storm, hoping that the shuttlejets wouldn’t follow.


  They didn’t, though that mattered little as the plasma storm battered her shuttle like a leaf caught in a tornado.


  Blinking warning lights bathed the cockpit in an eerie red glow, alarms continuing to scream at her for daring to enter the storm.


  A soft chime rang out, followed by a computerized voice.


  “NAVIGATION OFFLINE.”


  Fuck. A frown creased her brow, though nav wouldn’t matter much unless she survived this storm first.


  A glowing button tempted Irina, the interstellar communicator that would send a distress signal to any nearby Coalition ships, her finger hovering over the control.


  No. She’d made her choice. Escape was the only option.


  Escape or death.


  Any ability to call for help was stolen a moment later when another chime rang out.


  “COMMUNICATIONS OFFLINE.”


  One by one, the high currents shut her systems down, her head aching at the beating it was taking between the jolting of the solar winds and the dysfunctional neural interface whose hum had turned to a screech in her ear.


  When she finally escaped the storm, she had a raging headache and no way to pilot the shuttle.


  Irina’s stomach twisted in knots, sweat beading her forehead as she fought the controls.


  Another month on Oblivion suddenly felt preferable to dying in a fiery crash, but she was helpless as the shuttlecraft changed course, drawn towards the gravity of a nearby planet. Irina had made her choice, and yet again, it had been the wrong one.


  With systems down, she had no way of knowing whether the planet was habitable, though she supposed the large swathes of blue were a good sign. If that was water, then maybe the atmosphere would have oxygen, just maybe she’d be able to breathe.


  That is, if she survived the crash landing.


  Pressure gripped Irina’s chest and spine as the Cyclone broke through the atmosphere, the shuttlecraft jostling violently. She clutched the straps around her chest, as futile as they were in the event of a landing like this.


  Tears burned Irina’s eyes, though her reality was as clear as crystal. She would die alone, never knowing what happened to Ruby and the other prisoners, never making the Coalition pay for what they had done. Panic clawed at her chest, her breaths coming in short gasps, all attempts to remain calm long forgotten.


  Her vision grayed, then was completely gone, her head spinning with vertigo. With a final breath, Irina blacked out, the impact of the crash just seconds away.


  Irina’s eyes fluttered open. Her head ached like the hangover after a night of shooting Anzu brandy, and she couldn’t seem to focus on anything.


  The shield. She removed the gilded interface, though it did little to aid her vision.


  As she came to, she realized that smoke filled the small room. Smoke? Where was she? This wasn’t her prison cell, was it?


  Irina tried to shift her body, but was immediately thwarted as pain shot through her extremities.


  When her eyes finally focused, she saw her left arm jutting out at an unnatural angle, a bone piercing through her dark jumpsuit.


  “Fuck,” Irina moaned, as throbbing pain radiated from the break.


  The state of her other limbs wasn’t much better; she could just barely move her right arm and her legs were pinned under a piece of metal.


  A piece of metal that belonged to the shuttlecraft, a gaping hole in the hull letting sunlight stream in. The crash came back to her, the utter terror as she plummeted towards the surface of this unknown planet.


  But she was still alive and breathing, if barely.


  Irina’s head pounded, and she let out a hacking cough as smoke filled her lungs. She needed to get out of here. There must be a fire somewhere, and who knows how long she’d been unconscious, breathing in black smoke.


  Irina attempted to move her legs, but between the weight of the hull and the shooting pain in her arm, her effort did not last long.


  Tears rolled down her face, leaving trails along soot-covered cheeks. This was it. The culmination of her life had come down to this moment. All the good she had tried to do and here she was, a criminal, an escaped convict dying in a stolen shuttle.


  She closed her eyes, hoping her death would be quick as the whoosh of flames curled towards her. Heat flared near her legs, not yet unbearable, but getting warmer as the seconds ticked by.


  This was her reward for trying to speak the truth.


  A creak of metal caused Irina to flutter her eyes open once more, though as she glanced around the small space, the thick smoke obscured her vision. She coughed again; the hacking sending shooting pain through her left arm as she tried to see through the smog.


  A dark shadow loomed over her, and suddenly she was weightless, floating through the air. Irina blinked her eyes shut, unable to hold on to consciousness much longer.


  What was that noise? Something was cooing at her, but sleep took her before she could even wonder what it was.


  


  


  Chapter 2


  Irina groaned as she opened her eyes, a dull ache gnawing at her body. She wasn’t sure where she was, but it certainly wasn’t the burning shuttlecraft or a prison cell.


  The first thing she noticed was the soft bed she lay in. Was it a bed? As she shifted her head to either side, she saw tufts of fur, twigs, and what appeared to be all kinds of plant matter. The scent of burned oranges and something else, something familiar, filled her nose. Something she couldn’t put her finger on.


  Her heart raced as the realization struck her. This wasn’t a bed, this was a nest.


  Where the hell was she?


  Irina sat up quickly, too quickly, and her head started spinning. She grasped for her left arm, but the open fracture was gone. When she poked around the tear in her jumpsuit, all she felt was a scar where the bone had protruded, a dull ache of pain as she rolled her wrist and bent her elbow. How?


  Even her legs, which had been pinned and numb, seemed fine. Her black jumpsuit was undisturbed save for the neat tear where the fracture had been. Her whole body ached, but not nearly at the level it should have after the injuries she had sustained. What had happened to her?


  The panic should have been overwhelming, but there was only the blissful warmth of relief. She should be dead. But here she was in some sort of comfortable nest, miraculously healed.


  If she could survive the crash, she could survive anything.


  Irina examined the small room she sat in. A primitive hut with thatched walls and a roof made of some sort of stiff palm reeds. The nest took up a large portion of the space, but there was a washbasin and all manner of detritus hanging from the ceiling, twigs and rocks and dried flowers. A piece of tech sat on a small table, maybe a console of some sort, or a radio?


  The air was warm and humid, sweat trickling down Irina’s brow. She had been right. The planet clearly had oxygen if she was still alive, still breathing.


  Suddenly, Irina saw movement, and a figure appeared through an opening in the thatched wall. The dark shadow from the crash.


  Not a shadow, but a creature, enormous and meandering over to her with lumbering steps.


  Glowing red eyes peered at her, shining through the room’s dimness like twin flashlights as the creature approached. It hobbled over to her like it was injured, but no, perhaps that was just the way it moved.


  As it got closer, she took in the details of the rest of its face. The creature looked kind of like a bat; large, triangular ears, a leaf-nosed snout, and two big fangs jutting out of its muzzle of a mouth. It leaned in and Irina’s heart raced, as if it were about to beat straight out of her chest. She caught the faint scent of… what was that?


  The monster’s face was inches from hers, its hot breath blowing strands of hair out of her eyes. What did this thing want from her? No, it wasn’t a thing. It wasn’t a monster; it was just an alien.


  An alien who seemed quite curious about her.


  Definitely a species she’d never seen before, as far as she could recall. Even on a backwoods planet such as Earth – by Coalition standards – she had seen all sorts of strange aliens.


  Irina remembered the first time she’d spotted a Ukoid, the undulating tentacles and spindly limbs disturbing her to no end as a young child. When she met one as an adult on Astrenius Space Station, her thoughts had been a lot less fearful and a lot more impure.


  Now, as the bat alien hovered over her, she realized there was something in its hands. It held out an object to Irina, a hollowed-out gourd that sloshed with clear liquid. She sniffed it, which helped little since there was no discernable odor. The liquid certainly looked like water, and if this alien was a mammal like it appeared to be, then it probably was. Right?


  Irina took a cautious sip, fully aware that she was a computer programmer, not a xenobiologist. Her suspicions seemed to be correct though, the liquid tasting ever so slightly of minerals and earth. Unable to stop herself as thirst overpowered her, Irina gulped it down, all the while the creature scrutinized her.


  The alien reached forward with a hand, three clawed fingers gripping her left arm with surprising tenderness despite its massive size. It rotated the arm, as if assessing her mobility, and seemed satisfied after a few moments, freeing her once again.


  It brought its face low to hers and said something in a language she did not understand. The high pitch of its voice was a surprise, the creature squeaking as it examined her.


  “I don’t know what you’re saying,” Irina said, exasperated, and the alien cocked its head to the side.


  It chirped before running a clawed hand through her short, wavy hair. Irina froze in her spot, heart pounding. This thing was huge, had claws and fangs that could tear her apart, and yet it was… petting her? The alien stroked her hair as it cooed, a strangely comforting gesture, even if it was from a humanoid bat creature.


  Irina’s mind raced as she sat in the nest, letting the alien pet her. Was that what it wanted her to be? Its pet? The alien scratched her under the chin with a single slender claw and she laughed despite herself at the utter absurdity. This seemed to please the creature as it chirped pleasantly.


  Well, at least it didn’t want to kill her. Surely, it would have done that by now if that was its intent.


  Irina tried to speak to it again. “I need to get off this planet. There are people who will look for me.”


  She was fully aware of the tracker implanted somewhere near her right shoulder, that Coalition forces could come at any moment, dragging her straight back to Oblivion. She needed to get to Athea as quickly as possible, get her tracker removed, and carve out a new identity.


  All of which seemed less and less likely without a functioning ship.


  The alien cocked its head as if trying to understand her words, but failing. It spoke again, a quiet chittering as it nodded its head. Irina grumbled and rolled her eyes. This was going nowhere.


  “I,” she said, pointing to herself. “Need to go to my ship.”


  She mimed walking with two fingers and her ship by waving her hand through the air.


  The alien seemed to consider this, blinking its eyes rapidly as it nodded with another chirp.


  Without warning, it scooped her up in its arms and pressed her against the crest of brown fur on its chest. It cradled her like she was a baby, bringing its bat face in close, cooing and rocking her back and forth.


  Irina was equal parts horrified and infuriated as she struggled against the alien’s powerful grasp. When it got too close, she screamed, though all that seemed to do was give it pause for just a moment before it licked a slobbery line across her forehead.


  That certainly shut her up.


  Irina tried to remain calm. She hated that the creature could control her so easily, but it didn’t seem to have nefarious aims. It was trying to understand her and hadn’t harmed her while she was unconscious, had somehow healed her gruesome injuries.


  She was safe. Annoyed, but safe.


  The alien made its way to the hole in the thatched wall, and Irina wrapped her arms around its neck so she would stop jostling around. Its gentleness continued to surprise her as it cradled her with one arm and brushed her hair with its other clawed hand, all the while rocking and cooing at her.


  Fuck. This thing clearly thought she was an animal… or a baby. Irina supposed she was quite small compared to it, perhaps even the size of a child of its species. Still, its incessant fussing made her jaw clench and she could only hope it was heading towards her shuttle.


  And there was that smell again, one so familiar, yet she couldn’t quite place it. Trying to be subtle, she leaned in, sniffing the alien’s fur as quietly as possible. It looked down at her with a wide grin before turning its eyes back to the path.


  The memory came to Irina in a flash, a scent from the depths of her childhood on Earth.


  Corn tortillas.


  Not the stale ammonia smell of old ones, but the sweet corn scent she remembered from freshly made tacos. There had been a tiny stall Irina used to sneak to as a child, when she needed to get away from the children’s home.


  The old woman had been kind – always giving her free food even though she had so little to spare – and it shamed Irina that she couldn’t even remember her name.


  A lot had been lost to the vaults of memory, though she had no doubt it was for the best. Some things were better left forgotten.


  But it was unmistakable now; the alien smelled like tortillas. Not a bad aroma at all, and strangely comforting despite the peculiarity of the situation.


  Irina tried to take in her surroundings, any clues as to where she was and what dangers lay in wait. Oblivion was on the frontier of Coalition territory, conveniently tucked away from any major space stations or inhabited planets as far as she was aware.


  Clearly, this one wasn’t as deserted as the galactic government had thought, though maybe the species here simply provided nothing of value.


  Nothing of value to the government, to be clear. Irina knew all about the torrid history of the Coalition, its designation of humans as non-Cognizants, unintelligent beings undeserving of the safety of personhood.


  People had actually been abducted and sold to the zoos of rich aliens in the past – like some sort of stereotypical science fiction movie – at least until the Coalition finally accepted humanity as a Cognizant species. Though the designation did away with things such as legal abductions, it did little for the masses on Earth. Learning about the menageries as a child had stuck with Irina her entire life, had taught her early on all she needed to know about the galactic government she was supposed to obey without question.


  The alien waded through a sea of dark green grasses, massive trees towering over them as it followed a path through the woods. Intertwining black branches spread out in all directions, covered in small leaves ranging from sage green to lavender. A fine mist hung in the warm air as the alien walked, holding her tightly to its chest.


  Irina spotted large red flowers growing in clusters around the bases of the trees, four petals that swayed in the gentle wind. The forest was eerily quiet, though she heard the buzzing of some sort of insect emanating from deeper within. A howl in the distance, strangely similar to that of a wolf, and all her hairs stood on edge.


  After a long walk, they appeared to be entering some sort of clearing. And there it was. Her ship.


  The Cyclone.


  It listed heavily to one side, tendrils of gray smoke still wafting into the sky, an enormous piece of the hull completely caved in. Irina patted the alien on the shoulders until it set her down gently, her legs wobbling at the sight. Of course, she knew that there was little hope of salvaging the ship, but the reality hit her like a ton of bricks.


  Her eyes burned as she turned to the alien, holding her hands up, hoping it would stay behind. It narrowed its eyes, but nodded. So maybe it understood?


  Irina fought back tears as she walked towards the smoldering wreckage of the Cyclone, a black hole of despair swirling in her stomach.


  


  


  Chapter 3


  The child had been on the ship for a long time, and Yelzin was beginning to worry.


  His wings wrapped tightly around his body as he waited, unease growing in the pit of his stomach. He debated whether to go check on the alien, but wanted to give her time to mourn the loss of her ship. The wailing she emitted was horrible, but Yelzin could understand.


  She almost did not survive, though luckily there had been just enough life left in her, enough for Yelzin to heal. She had black fur, darker than any he had ever seen, though for some reason it only grew on the top of her head. Her eyes were a deep brown, the color of his own fur, and the fur of many Strinee. They dazzled him, tiny flecks of gold dancing in the light of the waning sun as he had carried her through his territory. Her skin was pale, though tiny brown spots dotted across her cheeks.


  The child was so small, and Yelzin wondered how in the world she could have gotten on a ship all by herself.


  Anger pulsed through him, fury at the fact that this alien’s parents had abandoned her. If she was anything like a Strinee, she would mature quickly, but it was ghastly to leave a child as small as her to fend for herself. Yelzin held back the waves of rage, knowing it would be of no use. He would do what he could in place of her parents, at least until she was able to go off on her own.


  Seeing the child in pain had been daunting, but he had done his best to heal her. Once the initial danger of her injuries had passed, he had been eager to learn more about her species, about how she came to be on Strine.


  A ship had crashed in his territory! That was not something that happened every day. Or ever. Though Yelzin appreciated his simple life, a little excitement was always welcome.


  And now he knew the child could communicate, showing Yelzin with her hands what she wanted to say. He did not recognize the smooth and rapid noises that came from her mouth, but perhaps they could learn to understand each other.


  Yelzin was considering going to check on her when she appeared from the wreckage and he let out a sigh of relief.


  Her entire body slumped like a wilted shadblow flower as she walked up to him, brows furrowed in a look of sorrow. Dear child, she has been through so much. She fought valiantly to survive and Yelzin commended her for that. Too small to be out on her own, but she had made it.


  The alien stopped in front of him, and she spoke, her voice soft and melodious, though Yelzin did not know what she was saying.


  At least it was better than the screaming and wailing from before, much more pleasant than that. She let out a low growl, then reached towards Yelzin, placing a gentle hand on his cheek.


  How sweet this alien was!


  Yelzin nuzzled into her hand as she chattered at him. She motioned him closer and reached for his ear, then placed a small, cool orb into the canal. Yelzin wanted to shake his head, but the young one grabbed his face, holding him in place. Sweet and naughty. What was she doing to him?


  Suddenly, Yelzin realized the indecipherable chattering turned into words. Words that he could understand. She was speaking to him!
 


  


  “Can you understand me?” Irina asked, her hands pulling the alien’s face close to hers. She thought she saw something in those ruby eyes, a glimmer of recognition? She could only hope.


  Irina was grateful for anything she was able to collect from the wreckage, but finding the communicators still intact had made her cry actual tears of joy.


  If she could speak with the alien, then maybe, just maybe, she could still get out of here before the Coalition found her.


  “Little one! You speak!” Its voice was still quite high-pitched, though had that mechanical quality as it filtered through the communicator she wore in her ear.


  Irina breathed a sigh of relief, releasing the alien’s face.


  “I gave you a piece of old Coalition tech. It’s a communicator. It translates our words into each other’s languages.”


  The alien nodded, its fanged mouth curled into what she thought could be a smile.


  “You surprise me, child. So skilled and eloquent at so young an age.”


  This confirmed Irina’s suspicions, and she wanted to set the record straight as quickly as possible.


  “I’m not a child.”


  The alien cocked its head to the side, clearly confused.


  “You… are not? But you are so tiny.”


  “I’m an adult human… from Earth. Have you heard of Earth? Our planet is a part of the Coalition.”


  The alien hummed as if deep in thought.


  “Coalition, yes. I have heard of it. Yes, I certainly have.”


  Now would be the time to ask if it was in contact with anyone from the government, but would that really be a wise decision? If the alien was, they would send shuttlejets to come retrieve her, and then she’d be right back where she started on the penal satellite.


  When Irina didn’t speak, the alien continued.


  “I have heard talk of your Coalition through my information channels. We share news across the planet. The plasma storms have blocked communication for weeks, but they should pass soon.”


  Irina nodded, keeping that in the back of her mind. It was possible she could get a message out to someone in Athea, though perhaps she should be grateful that the plasma storms were blocking transmissions for now. If her tracker’s signal was jammed, that meant more time to figure out a plan.


  There was still money tucked away in some of her secret accounts, ones she had set up before they locked her in Oblivion. She could pay for safe passage off this planet. But maybe things wouldn’t have to be that difficult.


  “Do you have a ship? One that can travel off world?”


  The alien snorted. “Little one, I am afraid ships are rare on this planet. You won’t see them outside of the cities.”


  Little one? Irina groaned, trying to ignore the fluttering in her chest. “So there’s no way off this planet?”


  “Not without many days of travel and an exorbitant amount of money.” The alien narrowed its eyes at Irina, taking a step closer. “Are you certain you are not a child? You are so small and weak. I thought you were dead when I first found you.”


  Irina supposed she was just about there when it picked her up. She still needed to figure out how she had been healed so rapidly, but that was something to worry about later. She heaved a long sigh, taking one last look at her destroyed shuttle.


  “I’m certain I’m not a child.”


  Certainly not at forty-two years old, at least according to the Earth Standard calendar.


  She turned back to the alien. “What is your name? Where the hell am I?”


  It cocked its head as if the answer were obvious. “You are on Strine. I am called Yelzin.”


  “Yelzin,” Irina murmured, sizing the alien up. “I’m Irina.”


  She outstretched her hand towards it. Yelzin cocked its head again, then reached a clawed hand for her. Its large one enveloped hers, the brush of tawny fur warming her palm. Yelzin took a step closer, not letting Irina go as she tried to pull away. Now that she was standing face to face with it, she realized it easily crested six feet, even with it hunching over her.


  “There is nothing to be done at the moment, Irina. Let us return to my home before darkness arrives.”


  Fuck. She supposed it was right, but she would hardly call the thatched hut a ‘home’.


  Where would she sleep? Curled up with Yelzin in its nest? It wasn’t the worst idea. She’d definitely had worse ideas. Like the one that got her in this mess in the first place.


  And the one that put her on Oblivion.


  “Fine,” she agreed, taking one last sad look at the decimated craft.


  Yelzin refused to drop her hand as it pulled her back towards the woods and scooped her up in one swift motion.


  “Put me down!” Irina yelled, flailing against its powerful snare. 


  “Irina! I will carry you. You are small and I do not wish you to tire yourself. You are still weak from your injuries.”


  “I can walk, Yelzin.”


  Not this again. There was no way she felt anything other than annoyance from this alien’s tenderness, nope, no chance. The lump in her throat and fluttering in her chest was just frustration.


  She wrapped her arms around its furry neck, pulling herself up to face it. “Please, put me down.”


  Yelzin let out a disgruntled hum that rumbled through its entire body, but set her lightly on the soft ground.


  “If you become tired again and wish for me to carry you, I will.”


  With a final brush of a clawed hand through her hair, the alien said no more, trundling into the woods as Irina hurried to keep up.


  After a few minutes of tense haste, Yelzin slowed its pace, clearly realizing Irina was having a difficult time following over the rough terrain. Yes, her arm was no longer fractured, her bruises were gone, but she still felt weak. She observed it as they walked, taking in the details she had missed in the hut’s dimness.


  Its front limbs were actually wings, thin membranes of skin compressed tightly against its slender arms as it walked on all fours.


  When they had stopped for a break, Irina winded from the challenging hike, Yelzin had stretched its wings out fully, fluttering them in the waning light of the day. They were brown, slightly lighter than the tawny fur that covered its body, and so thin she could see the light through them.


  Yelzin’s wingspan was impressive, and it towered over her as it stood on its hind legs, easily over seven feet tall. The alien was utterly terrifying, and yet something about it put her at ease.


  Perhaps it was the gentle way Yelzin had brushed her hair and carried her, the sweet coos it whispered to her back at its nest. But now, she had told it she was no child, and could only hope its nature would remain benevolent.


  “Do you have children?” Irina asked during one of their rests, curiosity getting the better of her.


  Yelzin looked at her, not quite with suspicion, but close to it, glowing red eyes narrowed to hers.


  “I do. I have many children.”


  Of course it did. Why else would it have cared for her so tenderly?


  “Do any of them still live with you?”


  Yelzin shook its head. “Oh, no. No. Strinee offspring mature quickly. They do not require parental care beyond the first six months of their lives.”


  Wow, full adulthood at six months. Yelzin must have thought that she was an actual infant if it believed she couldn’t fend for herself.


  “You must have been a good mother,” Irina mused and Yelzin barked, closing its eyes and grasping at its chest.


  It was barking at her, though she slowly realized that it wasn’t a bark.


  It was a laugh.


  “I am a male Strinee, so no, I was not a good mother. But I suppose my mates would agree that I was a competent parent.”


  Mates? Plural?


  Irina looked Yelzin up and down, trying and failing to direct her eyes away from his crotch. Nothing obvious there, but of course that didn’t mean he didn’t have one. He must have something if he was reproducing with mates. Why did that thought cause a shiver to run down her spine?


  A shiver that turned to icy fear as she realized she knew next to nothing about this species. What would he do to her now that he knew she wasn’t a child?


  “Do you take… lots of mates?” Irina tried to act casual, like the answer wasn’t of much interest to her.


  Yelzin barked again.


  “Oh, no, well, not relatively. Adult Strinee feel the mating urge every year, but we need not heed it. It has been many cycles since I last sought a mate and raised a child.”


  Irina tried to remain calm. Yelzin had done nothing but show her kindness, saved her life, in fact.


  “Is this mating urge coming along anytime soon?”


  She wanted to be as far away as possible whenever that happened.


  Yelzin smiled at her, vicious fangs a reminder of his power. “Oh, little one, I will not leave you, even if the mating urge comes upon me. I will not leave you until you can survive on your own… or find a way back to your home. The forests of Strine are beautiful, but can be treacherous.”


  Irina just nodded and smiled awkwardly. Wonderful. Yelzin wouldn’t abandon her, even if his mating urge struck him. How much control did a Strinee have over it? Surely he wouldn’t keep her around if he thought he’d ravage her in a fit of passion. Right?


  There was an uncomfortable silence, well, uncomfortable for Irina. Yelzin did not seem to notice as he took her hand lightly, pulling her once more in the direction of his home.


  “Do you wish for me to carry you?”


  Irina was exhausted, the hike stealing every bit of her energy. The thought of curling up against Yelzin’s furry chest wasn’t… unpleasant. But no. She would walk.


  “I’m fine, Yelzin. Thank you.”


  They traveled in silence, the hooting of some faraway bird the only noise accompanying the crunching of the ground beneath their feet. Yelzin walked on his hind legs now, still clutching her hand tightly in his clawed one. It would be sweet if he weren’t a huge bat-like alien with razor-sharp claws and fangs.


  And a potential mating urge that would do who knows what to his self control.


  It could certainly be worse. She could have died in the crash. There was no sign that the Coalition knew she was here, but of course, that would likely not last long.


  Despite the whirling thoughts, her lids drooped, the fatigue of the day coming over her quickly. Yelzin stopped, turning to look at her, their hands still clasped together.


  “Let me carry you, little one. You are weary. My home is not far, but we will not make it before dark at this pace.”


  Irina had to admit that it was getting pretty difficult to see, the thick foliage blocking out what little sunlight remained. She considered it, scrutinizing Yelzin and trying to understand his angle.


  People always had an angle.


  Still, falling and hurting herself would do her no good. She needed to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice.


  “Fine,” Irina grumbled, and Yelzin scooped her up, pressing her tightly to his furry chest.


  It was comforting, in a strange way. How long had it been since she experienced a compassionate touch, one without expectation attached? Quite a long time. Irina’s eyelids were drooping and before she knew it, she drifted off into a dreamless sleep.


  


  


  Chapter 4


  Irina.


  Yelzin watched the human as she slept, curled tightly in a ball in his nest.


  Oh, Irina. She was so clearly exhausted, and Yelzin was still shocked that this was what an adult human looked like. How did their species survive when they were so small and fragile?


  Still, something about her… intrigued him. All night, Yelzin had breathed in her scent, barely able to sleep. Irina smelled of musk and smoke, and he could not deny how pleasing it was to hold her in his arms. He had let her rest alone while she was recovering, but Irina had not argued when he slipped into his nest beside her last night.


  It was all so strange.


  Yelzin had never met an extraterrestrial. Strinee wanted little contact with the outside world; in fact, it was in their nature to resist any type of communication. It was for their own safety, this he knew, but it could be a lonely life.


  Never had he slept with a mate curled in his arms like this, or shared his nest with anyone. Certainly, he had raised his children like a good Strinee parent, but he knew not where they were at this moment, nor the females he conceived them with.


  Not that Irina was his mate. Of course not.


  Though her scent was enticing, her skin soft and sweet, she was not his. She could not be.


  Yelzin would take no more mates, he had vowed it to himself, and certainly not one of a different species. He no longer answered the mating urge, no longer sought sexual partners, no matter how much it physically pained him. Not when his last one had kicked him out, breaking his heart for the final time.


  Yes, that was how things went. Females kicked the males out of their territory once the children were of age, making room for a new mate. It was the Strinee way, but it did not hurt him any less.


  Yelzin knew there was something wrong with him, the way he yearned for companionship. He understood this and accepted it, but that didn’t make it any more bearable.


  No, it was too difficult to leave his mates, so he would no longer take them.


  The arrival of Irina? Well, he could not deny that it pleased him.


  It had been years since he had seen another cognizant being, had conversed with someone beyond the voices on his information channel. And even those transmissions were few and far between.


  Irina was most welcome, even when he thought she was a child. But now that he knew she was an adult, he looked forward to the conversations they could have. She would leave him, of course she would, but at least he could enjoy her company for some time.


  Yes, the human was most welcome, and if Yelzin was feeling any sort of mating urge, he could push it deep down. He could control himself, had no trouble denying his impulses in the past.


  Irina stirred in his arms, her eyes slowly fluttering open.


  Yelzin stroked her fur, cooing in her ear as she awoke and all her muscles tensed, a bloodcurdling scream piercing his eardrums.
 


  


  “It is me, Irina. It is Yelzin.”


  His furry arms surrounded her, enveloping her in an ensnaring hug. Irina gulped a breath, realizing where she was, her heart rate slowly returning to normal.


  She was safe. Well, relatively safe. She was on Strine, in the nest of an alien named Yelzin. But why was she in his arms?


  Irina pushed away, squirming around to look at him. It would take some time to get used to that face, those large ears and snout nose. The fangs.


  Not that there was a reason to get used to it. Ideally, she’d be off this planet soon enough.


  “Did I frighten you? You did not protest last night when I joined you in my nest, so I thought – ” Yelzin started, but Irina cut him off.


  “I’m fine. Really. I didn’t mean to scream, I just… forgot where I was.”


  Irina had woken up disoriented before, but she tried to push those thoughts aside. She was just exhausted from the crash, from the torment of seeing her best chance of escape in utter ruin. There was nothing strange afoot here, at least not as far as she could tell.


  All she remembered from last night was Yelzin setting her gently in his nest, then sliding in behind her. She was safe.


  He didn’t appear convinced of her answer as he brushed a clawed hand through her hair.


  “Did you sleep well, little one?”


  Yelzin seemed to enjoy petting her like she was some sort of animal. It was soothing, in a strange way, and calling her ‘little one’? Irina would be lying if it didn’t set off a twinge in her core, a gentle fluttering in her chest.


  “Yes,” Irina replied, and it was the truth.


  She’d slept deeply, her rest not marred by any of the usual nightmares. Yelzin had given her a bit of a fright once she’d awoken, but beyond that, it was the best sleep she’d had in a good while.


  Irina felt refreshed, if a bit hungry. Perhaps more than a bit hungry. She needed food and water. And a bath.


  And a way to get off this damned planet before the Coalition found her.


  Irina had no idea what she was going to do. Yelzin had mentioned an information channel, but the plasma storm that had crashed her shuttle supposedly was blocking communication.


  Either way, she’d need to find something to eat soon. At least the water she drank yesterday had agreed with her.


  Yelzin observed, ruby eyes boring a hole straight through her. She wasn’t sure what he wanted, why he was being so nice to her in the first place, especially now that he knew she wasn’t a child.


  This wasn’t some paternal instinct taking over anymore, and that made her suspicious. People didn’t just help you for the goodness of the act.


  It was why Irina had turned to computers while growing up on Earth, in the slums of Neo Opus, a dark city where the dividing line between rich and poor was as clear as day.


  After her parents had passed away – having been denied access to necessary healthcare like so many people on Earth – she’d been sent to a children’s home, a vile place that did unspeakable things to the orphans unfortunate enough to be left there. Those memories got pushed deep into the recesses of her mind, locked into a box that Irina refused to open.


  The other children had been awful, bullying and beating each other relentlessly, though now Irina could understand why. It was survival of the fittest, and as an undersized girl, she was low on the pecking order. The adults were worse, and there was no forgiving them for what they’d done. Or what they’d let happen, even if they weren’t the ones directly involved.


  But computers had saved her.


  She begged on the streets for months to earn enough for the cheapest console, had learned all she could from holovideos at the local library.


  When Irina had a console in her hands, she felt invincible. Computers made sense. People… people were complicated, cruel, confusing.


  Still, she saw nothing of malice in Yelzin’s eyes, no malevolence etched in his furry face.


  “I… need something to eat. And drink,” Irina said.


  “Yes, I had wondered that. What do humans eat?”


  Yelzin continued brushing her hair, his free hand gripping her waist. The light pressure of his grasp titillated her, as much as she wanted to deny it, butterflies fluttering in her stomach.


  The last comforting touch she had felt had been Brad’s, and his was hardly a comfort at all. Maybe Yelzin realized the effect he was having because he released her, trundling out of the nest and moving to the center of the small hut.


  Irina sat up as she answered. “Lots of things, I guess. Humans don’t have the strongest stomachs, but we’re omnivores. You know, meat and plants. What about you?”


  Again, act casual, not like you’re worried this giant bat alien is going to eat you.


  “Strinee are hematophagous,” Yelzin said, trying to look busy as he rustled around his hut.


  “What?”


  “We consume blood.”


  Of course he did. He wasn’t just a bat; he was a fucking vampire. Act casual.


  “Oh! What kinds of blood do you drink?”


  “Any kind, really. We need very little to sustain ourselves.” Yelzin turned to her, narrowing his eyes. “Do not be frightened, little one. I will not consume your blood. I hunted while you were recovering and am perfectly satiated.”


  Somehow that did little to quell the fear building in her, though his words caused a prickle of something else as well. He was a predator. Irina had little doubt about that, but she found herself lulled into a sense of security. False? Perhaps. It was impossible to tell.


  “Well, I don’t drink blood. Are there any edible plants here?”


  Yelzin gave a short, amused bark, before shaking his head. “I have never considered it, as I do not consume plant matter. But we can try to find some.”


  “I need water too. And a bath would be nice.”


  Irina was certain she reeked of smoke and sweat, the balmy air plastering her jumpsuit to her skin.


  “I can accommodate that,” Yelzin said with a fanged smile. “Let us go.”


  Yelzin insisted on holding her hand while he led her through the forest, this time away from the crash site. Irina could tell he preferred to carry her – had practically begged – but she refused. She wasn’t a child, was perfectly capable of walking on her own.


  Luckily, this trip was shorter than the one to her downed shuttle. No more than ten minutes later, and they arrived at a small opening in the dark trees.


  Dappled sunlight glinted off a clear pool of water, and it was suddenly obvious how thirsty Irina was, her mouth and throat as dry as the desert world, Hodo. A pleasant fragrance wafted through the air, the cool breeze tickling the exposed skin on her face and neck.


  “Water?” she asked, eyeing Yelzin.


  With a bark of laughter, he pulled her towards the edge of a pool. Yelzin released her hand and bent over to pick a leaf off a nearby plant, hunter green and as large as a dinner plate. Forming a makeshift bowl, he pooled liquid in the leaf and then brought it to Irina’s mouth.


  “Of course it is water. Drink, little one.”


  Irina pursed her lips, not taking her eyes off Yelzin and dutifully ignoring the warmth in her core while she drank. When she had her fill, he sipped from the same leaf, likewise refusing to break eye contact until he was done. He licked his lips with a long, pink tongue and let the leaf flutter to the ground.


  “You can bathe here. There are no predators in the water.”


  Yeah, the only predator Irina had seen so far was the alien standing in front of her. The one who drank blood and had fangs and claws that could tear her apart.


  “I will search for plants,” he continued, before smiling shyly and lumbering off into the woods on all fours.


  Irina shook her head, but quickly turned her attention to the water.


  The drink had been refreshing, and she supposed a dip would be equally so. Besides, she desperately needed to rinse her clothes, as they were the only things she had to wear for who knows how long. Surely, Yelzin would be gone for a while.


  As her eyes darted around the clearing, Irina removed her boots and unzipped her jumpsuit, the cool breeze raising goosebumps on her exposed skin.


  An eerie sensation of being watched persisted, that Yelzin, or something else, was just out of view, observing her every move. It sent a shiver down her spine, but she tried to ignore it as she slid out of her clothes and underwear and stepped towards the bank of the pool with them piled in her arms.


  Lush moss surrounded the water, spongy on her bare feet, and she dipped a toe in. Cool, refreshing, perfect.


  There was a gentle grade as she waded into the pool, waves rippling outward from her movements. She dunked her clothes into the water, scrubbing them as best she could with her hands before laying them on the bank to dry.


  Irina paddled into the center of the pool, maybe four or five feet deep. A hooting bird called in the distance and she scanned the tree line for movement, but saw none. She let out a breath and tried to relax, to enjoy the cool water caressing her body, though anxiety refused to stop gnawing at her.


  A crunching of brush echoed from the forest and Irina sunk down to her neck, straining her eyes against the dense trees. Yelzin emerged from the shadows, walking on his hind legs as he cradled a variety of plants in his arms.


  “Irina!” he called, a delighted smile curling his mouth.


  She waved at him, fully aware of her vulnerability. The promise of a refreshing swim had been too tempting, but now she was regretting her decision.


  Yelzin stood on the bank, and she could see leafed vines trailing down his arms.


  “Come! I have found plants!” he shouted.


  Irina smiled awkwardly, frozen to her spot. She really didn’t want to get out of the water, not while she was nude, not while an enormous alien she barely knew watched her.


  “Irina?” Yelzin asked, his head cocked in confusion.


  With a sigh, she realized she didn’t have much of a choice. She supposed he walked around naked all the time, so perhaps this wouldn’t be uncomfortable.


  Slowly, she made her way to the bank, arms crossed purposefully over her chest. Yelzin did not take his eyes off of her. Irina trembled as she stood before the alien, though the pinch of fear evolved to something else, a burn of arousal flickering in her core.


  “Plants!” Yelzin said, gesturing with his teeming arms.


  He was clearly pleased with himself, and she couldn’t stop the smile from pulling at her lips.


  “They’re edible?”


  Yelzin shrugged. “I do not know, I have not tried them before.”


  Irina shook her head, but the smile didn’t leave her face. “Well, maybe I should get dressed and try some of them back at your… home?”


  She was eager to get her clothes on, to quell the burning in her core.


  Quell it by ignoring it, to be clear.


  “Of course, little one.”


  Yelzin scanned her slowly, his eyes wandering across her bare form, soft stomach and solid thighs, though at least she could cover her small breasts decently well. She caught a flare of his nostrils as she reached down for her clothes, quickly pulling her jumpsuit on to conceal herself once more.


  Dressed, she nodded at Yelzin, and he twirled around, leading the way back to his hut with his arms full of plants.


  A strained silence followed them, Yelzin not saying a word as he ambled on his hind legs. Irina didn’t know why her heart raced, why the way his eyes roved over her body stimulated her so. He was an alien; it was wrong to… even think about it.


  Well, Irina supposed there wasn’t any law against interspecies relations, but accepting it and taking part in it were two different things. Sure, she did have a dalliance with an Apholl man almost a decade ago, but they were practically human, at least in appearance.


  Regardless, it didn’t matter the way her heart raced when Yelzin looked at her, the comfort she felt in his furry embrace. She was a criminal, an escaped one at that, and he was… he was sweet. He didn’t deserve to be dragged into her mess.


  Besides, Irina was used to being self reliant. She could ignore how nice it felt to have someone caring for her. It was better this way.


  They arrived back at the hut, and Irina’s stomach grumbled in earnest. She was eager to try some of the food Yelzin had collected. What was the worst that could happen?


  Two days of vomiting later, and Irina realized that the worst had happened.


  Not one plant Yelzin had collected was edible to her. Not the hard lumps that looked like yams or the blue leaves that resembled kale. Not the red flowers or the lush grasses. Not one single thing, even after Yelzin built a fire and attempted to cook them.


  He had diligently watched over her, carrying water in hollowed gourds and holding it to her parched lips, wiping her face down with spongy moss.


  During her bouts of wakefulness, she saw him wringing his hands, pacing around the small hut so much that he created a breeze.


  Finally, the worst of the illness seemed to be over. Irina was weak, so weak, but at least the pain in her stomach had subsided. Still, desperation clung to her. She needed to eat, wouldn’t make it much longer without food.


  “Y-Yelzin,” she groaned as a thought came to her.


  He jumped up from his seated position, his wings fluttering as he rushed over. A familiar hand brushed through her hair as he crouched down.


  “Yes, Irina? What is it?”


  He cupped her face with another clawed hand, a gesture so sincere it almost made her cry.


  “H-how long was I out? After you… found me on my ship.”


  “You were unconscious for a week.”


  A week? None of this was making sense.


  “How am I still alive? A week without food?”


  “Oh, I fed you while you recovered.”


  What? Irina pushed herself up with great effort, and Yelzin wrapped a winged arm around her for support.


  “Y-you fed me?”


  “Yes, little one. I fed you my blood.”


  


  


  Chapter 5


  Irina was upset.


  “Blood? You fed me your blood?” The look on her face hurt Yelzin, a grimace of pure disgust to match the vitriol of her words.


  He was frightened. Irina was an extraterrestrial. Her goal was to leave Strine, and if she knew his secret, knew the secret of all Strinee…


  “Yelzin?” Irina’s voice pitched high, frantic.


  His mind raced, working through his options and not finding anything good. He did not wish to lie to her, hated to see her upset. Those deep brown eyes pleaded with him, wrinkling her lovely face. Irina pressed her hands against his chest, grasping tufts of brown fur in her fingers.


  If he hid the truth, she would surely die. Irina had already been weak, even before the plants had made her ill.


  Now, she could barely hold her head up. But if he told her… if she shared what she learned about him… it could mean very bad things for Strine.


  The Strinee had successfully evaded Coalition dominion for many years now. It was fairly simple when your species had few cities, most choosing to live independently in the vast forests and plains.


  Of course, they had been monitoring the Coalition’s grip on the galaxy, bringing worlds into its fold in the guise of protection and peace. Telling Irina the truth could destroy them all, a single action with the potential to rewrite his entire world. It sent a shiver through his body, the gravity of the matter making him tremble.


  Still, the look on Irina’s face utterly wrecked him, too pale, too gaunt. He couldn’t live with himself if he let her die here in his nest, in his arms.


  Yelzin made a decision, though he did not know if it was the correct one.


  “Yes, Irina. I fed you my blood. The blood of the Strinee…” he trailed off, but still she glared at him, piercing him right through his heart. “Our blood has certain… healing properties. Properties that would be taken advantage of if this information was revealed to your Coalition or any outside entities.”


  Yelzin let the statement sit, scrutinizing her for a reaction, any reaction. It was wrong to reveal this information to an outsider; it put him and every Strinee in danger.


  And yet, he believed he could trust her, at least with this. Irina’s face wrinkled, her protruding nose twitching. Her chest heaved, as if she had exerted herself greatly.


  “You healed me with your blood?”


  “Of course, I did. I could not just… let you die. Not if I could help. It is improper to share our blood with other species, but… I supposed since you were unconscious, you would never have to know.”


  There, he had told her the truth. Most of it, at least.


  Yelzin didn’t tell her that seeing her in pain was agony for him, almost as much as when she bared herself to him at the pool. Irina’s smooth, pale skin set his bones aflame, the mating urge coursing through every vein in his body after years of trying to deny himself. He had wanted to ignore the spark he felt, but now the urge raged through him, threatening to consume him.


  Irina touched his hand, slowly grasping it in hers. She bit her lip as she looked at him, running her thumb along his claws.


  “Your secret is safe with me, Yelzin. I would never tell anyone, risk you or your people.”


  Yelzin believed her. He had no reason to, still did not know why she had crashed on his planet, why no one appeared to be looking for her. But he believed her.


  There was a kindness in her eyes, even if it was marred by an underlying darkness.


  “Would you like me to feed you? It will be… different… while you are awake.”


  Irina seemed to consider it, an internal battle taking place behind those beautiful eyes. She took a large gulp of air before nodding. Desperation etched her face, a hunger that Yelzin could almost mistake for something else. He tensed his muscles, willed himself to stay in control.


  He needed to stay in control.


  “You may feel powerful emotions when I feed you. The blood works quickly, will give you a rush of… exhilaration.”


  That was a bit of an understatement. Yelzin recalled the blood frenzies of his youth, mating orgies that lasted for weeks at a time without reprieve. But he was older now, wiser. He could control himself for the both of them.


  “Feed me, Yelzin. I’m starving. I’ll be fine, I promise,” Irina murmured, her lips pursed delicately.


  Yelzin nodded. He knew she was right. She would not survive much longer without sustenance.


  


  Irina’s heart raced as Yelzin positioned himself beside her. The way he gazed down at her, she hated that it made her stomach flutter, excitement replacing any disgust from before. He’d said it would be best to remain lying down, but this position felt dangerous, Yelzin hovering over her with those glimmering red eyes.


  Why was she excited about this? Humans did not drink blood, at least not any culture she had heard of. And what did Yelzin mean when he said she’d be… exhilarated?


  The desperation was strong enough that none of that mattered, the hollow pit in her stomach screaming for something, anything.


  Yelzin nodded at her, then brought his wrist to his mouth. With a tear, he bit into the flesh, fangs coated with blood as he held his arm out to her. The smell was… intoxicating, metallic and sweet. Irina leaned forward, pressing her lips to his furry wrist and sucked in a small gulp, her mouth immediately coated with sticky blood.


  The effect was instantaneous.


  Irina’s heart raced as she felt the liquid rush down her throat, her entire body quivering. Every nerve was aflame with ecstasy as dizziness threatened to overtake her. She lapped at his wound, desperate for more as Yelzin watched her. She sensed the tension in his muscles, those lithe muscles covered in beautiful tawny fur.


  He was beautiful.


  More beautiful than any creature she had ever laid eyes on. Irina sat up, vision blurring for a moment before the head rush subsided.


  “Do you feel better?” Yelzin asked, his voice gravelly.


  Better? Irina felt better than she had in years with the power of his blood coursing through her veins. She moved quickly, sliding her leg over him so she could straddle his hips.


  Yelzin’s eyes went wide, his claws a sharp grip at her waist.


  “I feel much better,” Irina purred as she rolled her hips against him, a shudder of flames coursing through her core with the rage of a wildfire.


  She wrapped her arms around his neck, her hunger satiated, though another need still unfulfilled.


  “Irina,” Yelzin whispered, his voice husky and soft. “Stop.”


  Stop? She didn’t want to stop, couldn’t stop. Irina rolled her hips again, finally feeling an appreciable mound exactly where one would expect it. So, he did have a…


  “Irina,” Yelzin murmured again, eyes glistening with an emotion she couldn’t pinpoint.


  His claws gripped her ass, threatening to tear the heavy fabric of her jumpsuit.


  Her jumpsuit.


  Heat rushed through her chest, her arms, her legs, sweat breaking out on the back of her neck.


  “It’s so hot in here,” she said as she grasped the zipper, pulling it down, desperate to cool off by any means necessary.


  Yelzin grabbed her hand, stopping her as the zipper brushed her belly, his eyes a glow of flames.


  “You must stop this, little one. What you are feeling… it is from the blood. Please.”


  Yelzin was begging her, and Irina wasn’t sure if it was the supplication or the ‘little one’ that pleased her so, that made her crave him more than anything else in the entire cosmos.


  Nothing made sense until it all made sense.


  Irina did the only thing she could and pressed her lips against his mouth, their hands still tangled at her zipper. Blood dripped from her lips and his fangs, sending another jolt of flames through her core, fire dancing between the apex of her thighs. Yelzin’s breaths were ragged, and his touch surprisingly delicate as he cupped the back of her head, pulling her closer.


  He reached into her unzipped jumpsuit, his enormous hand fully enclosing a small breast, claws scratching at her stomach and collarbone.


  A brush at her lips, and she opened her mouth to him as his wet tongue pressed its way inside. Irina was connected to him, connected to the universe in a way she never thought possible. Her body was glowing, and she was hot, so hot, too hot. She cried out as he pulled away, his chest heaving and his eyes ablaze.


  “Irina. If you do not stop, I-I will not be able to control myself. I do not want to hurt you.” Yelzin’s voice was a harsh growl.


  Stop? He was asking the impossible.


  “I need you, Yelzin. Please.”


  Irina would beg him if she had to. She would do anything to have him inside her, to let them become one, just as the cosmos intended. He paused for a long moment, his breaths ragged as he clutched her.


  It was pure agony.


  Suddenly, Yelzin pushed her backwards, and she fell into a heap on the nest.


  For a second, Irina thought he was going to leave her, and she almost cried out again, but then he was tearing the jumpsuit off her body, pulling it down over her ample hips and past her ankles before he flung it across the small space.


  Free of her clothing, Yelzin overwhelmed her, fully caging her in beneath his broad chest and long limbs. His tongue ran across her lips, her jaw, her neck, her breasts, and he was everywhere.


  “Yelzin!” Irina cried, shaking from anticipation, unable to wait a moment longer. “Please.”


  A deep growl sounded from his chest as he ran a clawed hand down her stomach and to the wetness between her thighs, leaving a slick streak of blood from the wound on his wrist. She bucked her hips at his touch, whimpering with frantic expectation.


  Yelzin paused for another moment, his hands resting on her hips, and Irina was certain she would die without him inside her.


  There was an abrupt pressure at her entrance and she looked down to see, well; she assumed it must be his dick. It was distinctly inhuman, long and violet and protruding from a pink opening at his crotch. The base was thick, impossibly thick, and it tapered to a heart-shaped point.


  Without ceremony, Yelzin spread her legs, his eyes glazed with lust as he pushed himself inside her. Irina hissed, the pressure somehow too much and not enough to quell the flames licking through her body. The only sounds in the hut were their heavy breaths and Yelzin’s whimpers as he strained every muscle, shaking violently as he held himself halfway inside her.


  Inch by inch, he pressed into Irina and she cried at the streaks of pain mixed with pleasure. Even when she thought she could take no more, Yelzin kept going, groaning until the bulbous base fit fully inside of her. Irina screamed as he started thrusting, tears streaking her face as the rapture of the moment overtook her.


  Yelzin’s body was flush with hers, fucking her like she’d never been fucked before, the blood tearing through her body heightening every sensation. A clawed hand was at her throat and a warm tongue on her lips, which she parted for him on instinct.


  He groaned into Irina’s mouth, slamming into her over and over again with reckless abandon. The heat was becoming unbearable, and she clutched the fur at Yelzin’s shoulders, desperate to stay grounded, to stay on Strine while he fucked her mercilessly.


  Yelzin pulled back with a growl, baring his fangs and her muscles contracted, tightening around his enormous cock. Irina screamed as she orgasmed, her climax hitting her like a shuttlejet engine, tearing through her body with unmatched fury. She quivered as he pounded into her until he finally came with a loud groan, warm seed coating her insides.


  Irina gasped for air as Yelzin lay on top of her, not quite crushing her, but close. They were connected as one as they lay together, their collective breathing slowing back to normal. Yelzin ran a claw through her tousled hair and she smiled at him.


  That was the most fucked up and erotic thing that had ever happened to her.


  There was a dull ache in Irina’s core, but it was worth every moment of euphoric pleasure he had given her.


  Finally, she pressed her hands against his chest.


  “You can probably take it out now.”


  Yelzin let out a quick, uncomfortable bark as he stared down at her.


  “I-I cannot.”


  Irina narrowed her eyes, unsure she had heard him correctly.


  “What do you mean, you can’t?”


  Yelzin’s eyes widened, and she didn’t miss his surreptitious glance downward. She followed his gaze, and the sight was… certainly something. Her engorged entrance, filled to the brim with his bulging cock, his seed leaking down her splayed thighs.


  Irina patted his chest again, her voice pitched with anxiety. “Get off of me. Now.”


  “I-I am so sorry, little one. I cannot.”


  “What does that mean?”


  Irina was coming down from her high, all her previous lust replaced with the familiar prickle of fear.


  “Strinee… we have barbed penises. They extend after sexual climax.”


  Yelzin so clearly wanted to glance away from her, but it was difficult when their faces were mere inches from each other.


  “Get off of me!” Irina screamed, her fear growing frantic as she tried to push him away.


  A familiar feeling was building, one she’d hidden for many years, locked away and forgotten. That uncomfortable sensation of helplessness, subjection, futility, that no matter what she did, she couldn’t stop people from hurting her.


  It was hopeless. Of course it was.


  Even with the increased strength from his blood, she was no match for him. She squirmed against him, desperate to be free, panic overtaking logic.


  Yelzin pressed himself harder onto her, taking her breath away and stopping her frantic writhing.


  “Irina, please stop. I do not wish to hurt you. I will remove myself once I am able, but it will take time. Just a few more minutes.”


  “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me you had a barbed dick?”


  Irina was trying to breathe, though having an enormous alien pressing his weight onto her made that difficult.


  “I am so sorry. I-I tried to control myself, but the blood frenzy… Irina, it has been so long since I took a mate. I thought I could stay in control, but I was wrong.”


  Despite the panic, his soft voice soothed her. She tried to focus, to understand what he was saying. She wasn’t in pain, wasn’t hurting more than any other pounding she had taken in her life. But blood frenzy? Mate?


  “I’m not your mate, Yelzin,” Irina whispered, almost inaudible even in the hut’s silence.


  “Yes, I know. I did not mean that you were, just that – ”


  “I was the only one available for you.”


  The silence was deafening as she turned her head, purposefully staring at the thatched wall of the hut.


  Minutes ticked by as Irina’s mind raced, trying not to let Yelzin’s warm fur lull her into a false sense of security. She focused on her breathing as best as she could with him pressing onto her.


  She was in control. She was safe. She was not helpless.


  Even as she came down from the blood frenzy – as he had called it – she realized she had enjoyed all of what they’d done, was still enjoying it as her anger and panic ebbed away.


  There were penis barbs… in her vagina. And somehow, once she’d gotten past the shock, that thought warmed her core, sent jolts of electricity through her. What the fuck was happening to her?


  “I am so sorry, Irina.” Yelzin’s voice was gentle, and she turned back to face him. He reached a tentative hand to her, and when she didn’t shy away, brushed his fingers through her hair. “Please, forgive me.”


  He sounded so sad, pathetic really, and Irina wasn’t sure why it made her chest clench. With a groan, Yelzin finally pushed himself off of her and she sighed with relief, his seed dripping down her thighs. He sat back on his knees, a horrified look on his face as he awaited her move.


  “I just want to go to sleep,” Irina said and turned over, curling an arm under her head.


  The emotions of what had just occurred were overwhelming, exhausting, and she didn’t want to think about it any longer.


  There was a presence behind her, Yelzin’s long wing wrapped around her middle as he pulled her flush with his body.


  “Goodnight, little one,” was the last thing he said as she closed her eyes, though sleep did not come easily.


  


  


  Chapter 6


  “Irina, you are awake.”


  She supposed she was as she blinked sleep from her eyes, the bare skin of her back pressed tightly to Yelzin’s warm chest fur. He was petting her again, his other arm hanging over her shoulder so his thin wing acted as a blanket.


  Yelzin nuzzled the back of her neck with his snout and she was disturbed by how… right… it felt.


  What’s worse was the fact that when she thought about last night, she had no regrets. Sure, she was a bit sore from the… vigorous activity, but it was nothing unbearable. The barbed penis had been a shock, but the Strinee’s apology had abated her distress, most of which had been fear disguised as anger.


  “I am so sorry,” Yelzin said, his voice a soft whisper in her ear.


  Irina noticed he was trembling slightly and she couldn’t tell if it was from anxiety or… arousal. She wasn’t ready for another round, not yet, but the idea didn’t completely turn her off like she had thought it would.


  Keeping her eyes on the thatched wall in front of her, Irina responded.


  “I forgive you. You tried to warn me, but I didn’t care. I’m equally at fault.”


  It was simple, but it was the truth. She wouldn’t have taken back that experience, not for anything.


  The way Yelzin’s blood coursed through her was, well, more than exhilarating. The way he cradled her as he fucked her, their bodies flush, was pure ecstasy.


  And now her stomach was no longer grumbling.


  Irina wondered how long it would be until she needed to be fed again. Not that she was excited about the prospect. Not at all.


  Yelzin made a low hum, and she got the impression he didn’t quite believe her.


  “Are you in pain?”


  A mental scan of her body told her there was some soreness, but no true discomfort.


  “No, Yelzin, I’m fine.”


  He sighed and squeezed her closer.


  “I am so relieved. I did not wish to do harm. It was wrong of me. I could have really hurt you.”


  Wrong. Yes, it was wrong, but it wasn’t because of Yelzin. Things were different for Strinee. He was probably not used to the awkward morning after, at least not in the same way Irina was.


  She wriggled around so she could look at him, his snout inches from her face. Despite everything, her heart fluttered as he wrapped her in his furry embrace, and she hated herself for it.


  This was wrong.


  Irina was a criminal, a criminal who would certainly have people looking for her. She had no business imagining what it would be like to stay on Strine, no reason to. She was better off alone.


  Besides, Yelzin was an innocent bystander, an upstanding citizen as far as she knew, and she had no plans to drag him down with her.


  “Is that going to happen… every time you feed me?”


  Irina swore she saw a smile pull at Yelzin’s mouth before he responded.


  “No, little one. I will take better precautions next time. I can drain my blood and leave it for you to drink alone. That would be better than me being there with you.” Yelzin paused, glancing away so he no longer looked into her eyes. “I thought I could control myself around you, but… I cannot.”


  Irina still didn’t quite understand what that meant, but surely it was just because she was the only Cognizant in his vicinity. It couldn’t be because of… her.


  “If there even needs to be a next time… you should be satiated for at least a few days.”


  The hut was silent as the implication hung in the air. Yelzin knew she wanted to leave, and he didn’t sound quite so pleased about it.


  When he released her, lumbering out of the nest, her attention turned to the dried blood swiped across her bare skin. Yelzin’s blood – that which had turned them both frenzied last night – covered her breasts and neck, streaks of red mixed with white across her inner thighs. She noticed the way his eyes widened for a split second before he turned away, didn’t miss his body trembling, as if he were barely hanging on to his composure.


  Somehow, the thought of him losing control and ravishing her once more was…


  No, that would not happen. It was wrong, Yelzin had said so himself. He probably regretted last night, and that was fine. Irina’s only goal was to find a way off this damned planet before the Coalition came to drag her back to Oblivion.


  “We should get you cleaned up,” Yelzin said quietly, his back still turned.


  The air was slightly cool, stiffening Irina’s pink nipples as she pushed her way out of the nest. She crossed her arms over her chest, though it seemed silly when Yelzin had seen every bit of her last night.


  “I suppose so,” she said, standing before him.


  Yelzin turned, his eyes roving quickly over her bare form.


  “Come with me.”


  Memories of the previous night gnawed at Irina as she bathed in the pool, washing blood and seed from her body. Yelzin sat on the bank, grooming himself by brushing that long, pink tongue over his fur. She observed him, trying to ignore the heat flushing her as she remembered the sensation of that tongue running all over her body and mouth.


  Yelzin still seemed mortified by what had happened last night, if the slumped shoulders and frown meant anything. Perhaps Irina had let her anger and fear get the better of her when she yelled at him.


  Her mind made up, she exited the water, not bothering to cover herself as Yelzin watched her approach. She sat cross-legged in front of him, a sheepish smile on her face.


  “I’m sorry I freaked out on you last night. I was just… surprised by your dick. Is there a reason it’s barbed?”


  Probably a rude question, but curiosity outmatched decorum. Plus, xenobiology had not been her strongest subject.


  Yelzin yelped a laugh, and she was happy to see him smile again.


  “You truly wish to know, little one?”


  Irina nodded, unable to stop herself from glancing down at his crotch, which earned her another bark of laughter. Yelzin looked around, as if considering her question, but turned his attention back to her.


  “If you must know, it is for reproductive purposes. Strinee can get quite frenzied while answering the mating urge. The barbs are so the females do not run off to find new mates after we’ve copulated. A biological imperative.”


  Irina considered this. It seemed so… gruesome, but who was she to judge.


  “So, they come out every time you orgasm?”


  “Yes, Irina.”


  She knew she was entering dangerous territory, but when had that ever stopped her before? A distinct lack of knowing when to quit is what got her into this mess in the first place. What got her into all of her messes.


  “Even when you masturbate?”


  Yelzin cocked his head to the side with a snort. “Masturbate?”


  Irina narrowed her eyes.


  “You know, pleasure yourself.” She nodded knowingly, but he just shook his head. “Wait, Strinee don’t masturbate?”


  “No. We only seek pleasure from others, as a way to quell the biological imperative that runs through our blood.”


  So that’s why he was so eager to fuck her. He’d said it had been years since he last answered the urge to mate. Even with her dry spells, she always had her handy toys to release the tension.


  “Do humans perform self pleasure?” he asked.


  Now it was Irina’s turn to laugh.


  “Yes, we do.”


  “How?”


  Yelzin’s face was so sincere as he cocked his head, his question so earnest she couldn’t help but smile.


  “With our hands or a… device of some sort.”


  She examined his face, trying to gauge his reaction.


  “Can you show me?”


  Irina sputtered a cough, not expecting that response. The way he looked down at her was so innocent, despite what she knew he was capable of. Heat flashed between her thighs, the understanding that this was a bad idea titillating her more than it should have.


  “Why do you want me to show you?” she asked, her lips pursed into a smirk.


  Yes, this was a bad idea, something she should not even be considering. Yelzin was barely hanging onto his control, his arms wrapped tightly around his knees as he rocked himself back and forth.


  “I wish to see you in a state of bliss, Irina. I was unable to fully appreciate my time with you last night in the condition I was in.”


  Irina’s heart fluttered, though she tried to contain her racing thoughts.


  “Why would you want that?”


  The chilly air had grown warm, the light breeze tickling Irina’s bare skin as the melodies of birds and insects surrounded them. The sun warmed her pleasantly, though the additional warmth of Yelzin’s presence was undeniable.


  He sighed, though his gaze didn’t leave hers.


  “I did not wish to mate with you simply because you were the only one available. Of course not, and I am sorry you believed that.”


  He reached forward and ran his clawed fingers through her hair, sending electricity down her spine.


  “I enjoy your company. Strinee are isolated by nature, but… I have never been able to conform. It is why I stopped taking mates. It was too difficult… being forced to leave them.”


  The weight of the words dug deep into Irina’s bones. Yelzin was confessing something, just as he had trusted her with the truth about Strinee blood. He felt different from the rest of his people, something Irina was all too familiar with.


  This was why she preferred working with computers, why she’d spent her entire childhood – and adulthood – behind a console. Computers were easy to understand. If there was a problem, Irina could debug the code to fix it. People were confusing, valuing conformity and cruelty over what was right.


  But what was Yelzin trying to tell her? That he didn’t want her to leave him too? How could she stay on Strine when there were people after her? People that could hurt him, hurt the Strinee if they learned of the healing properties of their blood.


  Oh, she knew that the Coalition would take full advantage of this planet, these people, if they had half a chance.


  Would it really be so bad? To show him how she experienced pleasure, just one more time, before she attempted to leave the planet.


  Irina uncrossed her legs, setting her feet on the soft mossy ground so Yelzin had a good view of her. A flick of his pink tongue across his lips, and she knew she had his full attention.


  “You are a beautiful creature, Irina,” Yelzin murmured, a rapturous gaze focused between her legs.


  Tentatively, she pressed her fingers to her clit, gauging his reaction. Yelzin’s nostrils flared as he examined her, chest heaving ever so slightly as she rubbed in circles. The seed of pleasure blossomed quickly as she pushed a finger in, thrusting it in and out while her thumb still vibrated her clit.


  There was something erotic about having a captive audience.


  Irina’s breath hitched as she added another finger, a low groan emitting from Yelzin’s chest. His claws gripped into the mossy ground at his sides, his eyes wide at the view of her fucking herself with her fingers. His mouth gaped slightly, the sight of his fangs making her stomach do somersaults.


  This was dangerous, she was aware, but she couldn’t stop herself. Maybe she wanted him to pounce on her, the way he had done last night. Her time here was limited, after all, and she had no qualms with casual sex. Her permanent implant made her infertile, so it was all in good fun.


  And now that she knew what to expect, the barbs wouldn’t be such a nasty surprise. There was something pleasing about the way it had connected them, a feeling she was increasingly eager to experience again as she pleasured herself under his ecstatic stare.


  Yelzin reached his hand forward, and she stopped, frozen. He crawled over her so that his face aligned with hers, and she could see the restraint tensing every muscle in his body.


  “Are you alright?” she asked, her voice breathy as she resumed the lithe movements of her fingers.


  He didn’t speak for a long time, just stared down as his body shaded hers from the warm sun. Yelzin trembled like he would collapse at any moment, his hands planted firmly on either side of her.


  “I can control myself,” he said, but even he didn’t seem so certain if the flashing in his eyes meant anything.


  His pink tongue protruded from between his fangs, brushing across her mouth and jaw.


  “Irina,” Yelzin breathed, and she knew what he was asking.


  She parted her lips for him, and he entered her mouth, wet kisses running along her tongue and teeth.


  A moan escaped her lips as she flicked her tongue against his, a mirrored groan rumbling from Yelzin’s throat.


  Irina slid her fingers out, running her hands up his furry stomach and chest, wrapping them around his neck and pulling him closer. He removed his tongue from her mouth, gazing down at her with glowing eyes.


  “Irina,” Yelzin said again, almost as if in warning this time.


  Her entire body trembled, nerves dancing with electricity as he crouched over her. They waited, eyes locked in hushed anticipation, before Yelzin made his move.


  Slowly, he slid down her body, pressing his snout against her in what Irina could only assume was his version of a kiss. She whimpered, holding his face in her hands as he rolled his tongue across her entrance. Her furrowed brows must have revealed her unconscious anxiety, because Yelzin paused.


  “I can control myself, little one.”


  Irina nodded, no choice but to trust him with how desperate she was for his tongue. Strangely enough, she did trust him. Yes, there was a bit of a mishap yesterday, some confusion, but he hadn’t hurt her. He wouldn’t hurt her.


  Yelzin spread her legs gently as he massaged her thighs. Without breaking eye contact, he slid his tongue across her already slick entrance, once, twice, before pressing his way in. Irina gasped, still gripping his face as she desperately tried to stop herself from bucking into him.


  Yelzin’s tongue was slick and firm, thick and almost cylindrical. Rhythmic flicks ignited the warmth within Irina, his maw enveloping her core, fangs grazing the sensitive skin of her soft stomach.


  Irina moaned as he pleasured her, eyes rolling when he curled his tongue and hit the perfect spot over and over again.


  A blaze of fire burned in her core and she focused on the sensation of Yelzin between her thighs, his fangs pressing into her stomach and forming pinpricks of blood.


  Euphoria flickered, a sensation of overwhelming weightlessness like she was floating in zero-g. The writhing of Yelzin’s tongue was unlike anything she’d ever felt, his gaze so pure, so exalted, that it made her want to cry. He gripped her ass, thrusting her against his mouth, forcing his tongue deeper.


  Irina pulled his face to her body as she came, hips rolling into him as his tongue wriggled inside of her. Deep growls vibrated through him, matching her moans.


  If this was wrong, why did it feel so right?


  Being one with Yelzin was unlike any experience she’d had with another lover. Even without the blood frenzy, there was a connection she couldn’t deny. As her body went slack, he removed his tongue, retracting it as his chest heaved.


  Irina took in gasping breaths, eyes wide as she waited for his move. He crouched over her spread legs, his tongue still lolling between his parted mouth, fangs glinting in the dappled sunlight.


  He looked every bit the predator, and she was his prey.


  “You should go,” Yelzin growled, his eyes narrowed to hers.


  “G-go?” she mumbled, slowly sliding herself away from him.


  The look in his eyes frightened her, her lazy post-orgasm bliss replaced with a rush of anxiety.


  “Go back home. Now. I will… return later.”


  She slowly sat up, then stood, backing away towards the entrance of the clearing.


  Yelzin still crouched on all fours, ruby eyes scrutinizing her every movement as he spoke through gritted teeth. “Do not run.”


  Don’t run? What the hell did that mean? Irina entered the dimness of the forest, not turning until she could no longer see Yelzin. She resisted the urge to run, gripping her hands in fists as she glanced over her shoulder every other second, certain she would see him in pursuit. Dizziness threatened to overwhelm her as she stumbled into his hut, collapsing in a heap on his nest.


  Irina curled into a ball, wrapping her arms around her knees as she waited for Yelzin to return.


  


  Anguish. It was unbearable.


  Yelzin crouched on all fours, claws digging into the soft moss and revealing the black dirt underneath. He gasped in a breath, earthy and fresh, though it did little to settle his discomposed mind.


  Sinking to the ground, he wished the soft earth would swallow him whole, would quell the pain that shattered through every bone in his body.


  Her scent still enveloped him, musky and bittersweet, tempting him to madness. Yelzin had taken many mates, and none of them had ever tormented him quite like Irina.


  Irina.


  This was not the normal mating urge. The typical dull ache had not bothered him much in the past few years, even if a female Strinee was in his territory. It had been seven years since he had heeded the call, raised his offspring, and moved on. Not the same biological imperative he experienced in his youth.


  No, this was wholly different. Yelzin was desperate to cling to Irina, not just her body, but everything about her. He could not imagine what agony he would feel when she left him, because he knew that was what she wanted.


  Everyone left him. It was the way of things.


  Yelzin saw the pain in her eyes, and it went beyond the confused feelings she clearly had for him. Everything from the joy when he held her to the fear that flashed through her was adulterated by pain, anguish obvious in every word she spoke, every expression which wrinkled her beautiful face.


  He made his decision. While he still had the opportunity, he would show Irina what life on Strine could be like, the majesty of his planet, the bliss of a quiet life.


  A quiet life with him. Perhaps there was a chance he could convince her to stay.


  For now, Yelzin just needed to control himself long enough to check on her, to make sure she was safe.


  


  


  Chapter 7


  Yelzin rocked himself with his wings wrapped around his knees as he watched Irina nap. He enjoyed the way she looked at peace, that ever present anguish absent during her slumber.


  When he arrived home earlier, she had already dozed off, and though he considered slipping into the nest next to her, he knew it was unwise. The worst of the urge was passing, the pain returning to a dull ache. Even so, Yelzin thought it best to be safe.


  He did not regret what had happened when he fed her, and if today meant anything, he had the impression that Irina did not either. She was just so small compared to a Strinee female, and he did not wish to hurt her or scare her. If she stayed on Strine, there would be plenty of chances for tumbles in his nest.


  If she stayed.


  Yelzin tried to push the thought from his mind, knowing there was no use in dwelling on the matter. All he could do was show her what his life was like. He had no control over whether she left him, just like all his mates eventually did.


  Not that Irina was his mate.


  She had made that abundantly clear, though he was unsure how what happened last night could be construed as anything other than mating.


  Irina stirred and Yelzin froze, not wanting to scare her, especially after his behavior earlier.


  Telling her not to run? Perhaps it was wise, but he had not missed the flash of fear that crossed her face when he had said it. The same flash that glimmered in her eyes right now.


  “You are safe, Irina. I am feeling better,” he said, trying to keep his voice calm.


  She was still nude, though the streaks of his blood and seed had been scrubbed clean, leaving smooth, pale skin that ignited every nerve in Yelzin’s body. There were patches of dark fur in seemingly random places, only adding to the intrigue the human had over him. He averted his gaze, already sensing the prickling of desire.


  No, he was stronger than this, stronger than whatever primal urge threatened to overcome him.


  Irina must have sensed his discomfort, because she fumbled around the nest until she found her discarded jumpsuit and quickly dressed, putting Yelzin at ease.


  “I am going to hunt. It should… help me relax,” he said as he ambled over to the hut opening, peeking back to see if she was following him.


  Irina narrowed her eyes, but heaved her way out of the nest and moved to Yelzin.


  Pink flooded her cheeks, and he wanted to wrap his arms around her and never let go. Instead, he observed Irina, waiting for her to make the first move. Tentatively, she reached forward with her small hand, running her fingers through Yelzin’s fur and scratching him behind the ear.


  His body tingled as she massaged him, her touch making his fur stand on end.


  Irina smiled, but he saw the pain in her eyes, creasing the space between her brows as her lip quivered.


  “Hunt? Could I… watch you?”


  That was the exact opposite of what Yelzin wanted. No, what he needed.


  Of course, he wanted to spend every last moment with Irina, knowing she could leave him at any time. He had plans to take her to the spiral tomorrow, when he was feeling less vulnerable, and show her the beauty of Strine.


  Now, he needed to get away from her, not let his impulses overtake him. Impulses which Irina seemed more than eager to ignite if the mischievous smile and gentle fingers stroking his fur meant anything. She was like a Strinee in that way, open to casual affection, but it made Yelzin’s chest clench with hurt.


  Because it meant nothing to her.


  He needed to stay focused, knowing that any additional intimate contact would make her departure even more difficult.


  Despite his desire for separation, those glimmering eyes made him weak, pliable to her wishes. He could not say no to her.


  “Yes, of course you may join me, though I am afraid it will seem gruesome to you. I do not wish for you to be alarmed.”


  Irina laughed, and it was the most beautiful sound in the world, ringing in his ears.


  “Yelzin, I drank your blood last night. I’m not sure things can get more gruesome than that.”


  A valid point.


  “If you’re sure…” he said, giving her a final chance to back out, to let him hunt without her watchful gaze.


  But Irina just nodded, that sweet smile curling her lips.


  He could do this, he could be strong.


  


  Irina didn’t know what she had expected.


  Somehow – despite the fact that he had wings – she’d assumed Yelzin hunted on the ground.


  That was not the case.


  He had led her into the darkening woods; the day growing late and the shadows growing long. They walked for a short while before he stopped in front of a large tree at the edge of a small clearing.


  “I need you to hold on tight,” he’d said as he grabbed her ass and pulled her into the air, an action which had sent a rush of arousal straight to her core.


  Irina had circled her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck, doing as she was told, her heart beating like a drum. Then, without another word, he’d crouched low and jumped into the air, fluttering his wings until he landed them delicately on a large branch.


  She would have screamed if she’d had a chance, a rush of exhilaration coursing through her after the short flight.


  Now, they perched on the branch, Irina clinging to the enormous trunk while Yelzin’s ears pricked upwards, as if listening closely to the sounds of the forest.


  It was interesting to watch him hunt. He was stock still, not moving a muscle beyond the occasional flick of his ears, his eyes wide as he scanned the forest floor.


  Dusk brought the animals to life, all manner of beasts crawling and slithering across the soft dirt ground. Many were similar to earth creatures, ones she’d seen in holovideos even if they were long extinct. Slithering snakes and jumpy small mammals, one that looked almost identical to what she knew as a squirrel.


  The night was peaceful, and despite the pit in her stomach from eyeing the distance to the ground, the watching and waiting was pleasant.


  After a while, there was snorting and a rustling in the brush. Yelzin turned to her, a wicked grin on his fanged mouth, the look sending another jolt of lust through her. As a small, dark green pig-like creature ambled out of the bushes, he tensed for action.


  A second later, Yelzin swooped down, his large wings extended, and slammed into the creature.


  It squealed as he held it with strong limbs and sharp claws, and a moment later, he was sinking his fangs into the tender flesh. Irina’s eyes widened, the flames at her core heightening with the sight below her.


  Why the hell did this turn her on so much? This should be horrifying.


  She gulped, trying to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry as Yelzin continued to feed, the animal fighting weakly, its squeals fading to grunts.


  It made sense, in a way.


  Even though he was a predator by nature, he was kind at heart. Nothing like the humans back on Earth, ones who’d preyed on their own young, or the young they were sworn to protect. Yelzin could do the same to her if he wanted to, could hold her down and drink from her, hurt her, but he wouldn’t.


  This big, beastly alien was safer than most humans.


  After a short while, Yelzin released the animal, and it ran off into the brush without another noise.


  “You let it go!” she shouted as Yelzin stumbled over to the base of the tree.


  His mouth was slack as he tried to look up at her.


  “We do not need to kill in order to feed.”


  Yelzin stood there for a long moment, wobbling under the tree branch. Panic tightened her chest. What was wrong with him?


  “Are you going to get me down from here?” she asked, a pinch of anxiety cracking her voice.


  “Yes. Just… give me a moment. I may have consumed too much. I’m… a bit dizzy.”


  This was alright. This was fine. Yelzin wouldn’t leave her up here. He’d get her down. He just needed a moment.


  Irina focused on her breath, one in and one out. Something an old friend had taught her when she was young, a friend whose fate she did not know.


  In and out, over and over again.


  “I’m coming up!” Yelzin yelled after a few minutes and Irina braced herself against the trunk of the tree.


  Definitely not as graceful as when he’d swooped down upon his prey, but he made it without trouble.


  “Are you alright?” she asked, brows furrowed as she examined his glazed eyes.


  “Yes. I will be. I’m a bit… blood drunk right now. But I will be fine. I can get you down. Hold on to me.”


  Blood drunk?


  Irina moved her arms around his neck, grasping her forearms to link them together. His warm fur was comforting, though there was still some red coating his maw.


  Any further thoughts left her mind as her stomach dropped, and a moment later, they were on the ground, both with shaky legs.


  “Are you going to be able to walk home?” she asked.


  He seemed barely able to keep himself upright.


  “Yes, I will. Just… stay with me, Irina.”


  Her heart jolted, and she couldn’t help but wonder if there was more than one meaning to his words. She wrapped an arm around his waist, pulling him along and supporting him as best she could.


  The trip was slow, but they made it without trouble.


  Yelzin slumped immediately into the nest when they arrived, and Irina waited a moment before joining him. He didn’t protest when she curled up against his furry chest, just wrapped his wings around her.


  “Blood frenzy, blood drunk… I’m learning so many things about the Strinee,” Irina said softly after a few minutes of silence.


  Yelzin laughed, though it was weaker than usual. Without its typical bark. “And I know so little about you, my sweet human.”


  Irina flushed, as much from the insinuation of secrecy to the name he’d called her, one he hadn’t used yet. My sweet human.


  Shit.


  Three words that settled deep in her chest, warming her in a way she hadn’t felt in a long while.


  Ignore those feelings. Push them deep inside where they belong. It was just the blood drunkenness; the name meant nothing.


  Say something. Anything.


  “What do you want to know?”


  Yelzin brushed her hair, another act that made her want to sigh with relief, though his question made her clench all of her muscles.


  “Do you have offspring?”


  The thought was so preposterous in her mind, but clearly not so much for a Strinee who had fathered who knows how many kids.


  “No, I don’t. I’ve never wanted them. I… had a difficult time growing up.” Irina was saying too much, but the sweet way he gazed down at her with absolute attention made her continue. “It was really hard. Horrific, even. The galaxy is not a safe place for children, at least not from what I’ve seen.”


  Yelzin gulped audibly, pulling her closer to him. She’d definitely said too much, a knot of pressure in her throat threatening to choke her.


  “Do you have a job?” she asked, trying to break the awkward tension of the hut.


  She didn’t want his pity.


  Yelzin took a moment to speak. “No, I have no job. My life is quite self sufficient. Some Strinee do, ones who live in the cities and have contact with more people. We do have money, it’s just not needed for those of us who live out in the wilds. Are jobs… common in Coalition space?”


  Irina laughed, her stiffness easing.


  “Yes, everyone has a job. Or wants one. At least in the places I know of. If you don’t… well, life would be difficult for you.”


  “What do you do for a job?”


  “I’m a… freelancer. I work with computers.”


  Only tell him the bare minimum. No need to get into details, to give too much like she’d already done.


  “Ah, computers. Yes, I am afraid I know little about them beyond how to use my information channel.”


  Irina laughed again, running her hand over his tawny chest, noticing the way his muscles tensed with her touch.


  “Do you like it? Out here in the forest?”


  “I do. It is a peaceful life, at least when little humans don’t come crashing down in my territory.” Yelzin paused for a moment, tilting her chin up to meet his eyes, all the glaze from earlier gone. “Do you like it here in the forest?”


  A loaded question, one she didn’t know how to answer. The knot in her throat tightened, tears burning at her eyes. Why the fuck did she want to cry?


  Of course, she liked it here, so different from the slums of Neo Opus and the stark sterility of the space station. Even the fact that she had no consoles to work with didn’t bother her too much; the tranquility of the forest – and Yelzin’s presence – calming her mind.


  “It’s nice. I never spent much time in nature, but Strine is very beautiful.”


  Keep it focused on the planet, not the whirling emotions she experienced when she thought of the alien holding her.


  “I’m glad you like it.” Yelzin’s voice cracked, perhaps feeling his own tumult of conflicting feelings. But it could just be the blood. “I have more to show you tomorrow.”


  Tomorrow.


  Every day spent here wound the knot of worry in Irina’s stomach even tighter. But until the plasma storms passed, there was nothing she could do. For now, she would enjoy her time with Yelzin.


  “I can’t wait.”


  


  


  Chapter 8


  Yelzin was mortified.


  Drinking to excess last night? Something that hadn’t happened to him since he was a youth learning how to hunt. He was lucky he’d been able to retrieve Irina from the tree with how dizzy he’d felt.


  He’d been so desperate to drown out the urge that he’d overdone it. How could he possibly have become so attached in so short a time? To an alien, no less, a tiny little creature with no defense mechanisms.


  Somehow, even without mating with Irina last night, the sweet tenderness of her caresses had still grown that attachment. He was in for a bitter disappointment when she left, already knowing it would be worse than any other time.


  Yelzin had learned more about her, about humans, and not all of it was pretty.


  Horrific.


  The word she’d used to describe her youth. The word that had echoed through his head as they talked last night, explaining the darkness he saw in her eyes, the pain that failed to recede even when she was smiling.


  It lit a fire in him, making his bones burn with anger. Hurting another being was abhorrent, but doing so to a child? Unforgivable. Yelzin’s mind wandered despite his best intentions, a nagging curiosity about how she’d been harmed though it was clear she had no eagerness to share more.


  He couldn’t imagine feeling anything but parental love for his own offspring, and had cherished every moment he was able to spend with each one of them.


  Irina’s soft voice – still husky with sleep – broke him from his thoughts.


  “What are you going to show me today?”


  She blinked her eyes slowly, smiling up at him. Her fingers ran through his fur, setting every nerve alight with electricity. He should get out of the nest, put some distance between them, but his body refused to obey his mind’s orders.


  “You will just have to wait and see. We will go this evening.”


  Irina yawned, pushing herself up and resting her cheek on his chest, eyes hooded as she watched him. Someone had woken up in an interesting mood, the lust clear as she played with the fur on his shoulders.


  There was a pulsing energy within the hut, one that was increasingly difficult to ignore.


  “What else did you have planned for today?” Irina asked.


  Yelzin held her lightly, trying to focus on anything but the way she gazed up at him. The pain was still there, haunting her face, but she tried to cover it with cheekiness, mischief.


  “I had… no other plans,” Yelzin said, taking a big gulp of air, the hut suddenly too warm.


  “I can think of some things we could do… you know, to pass the time.”


  Oh, she acted so innocent, but her cheeks flushed with need, the same need Yelzin felt coursing through him. He’d seen her face after she’d watched him hunt. The dilated pupils, eyes hooded with arousal.


  A naughty little human who would make an excellent Strinee.


  Still, he couldn’t bear to see her undressed, see her in a state of bliss the way he had yesterday. The frenzy induced mating had been rapturous, but seeing her cry for him, writhe for him, without his blood running through her veins?


  Utter torture. Utter ecstasy.


  “I think it would be best if we didn’t…” Yelzin said, though the words pained him.


  The look on her face pained him too, lust transforming into a grimace in a heartbeat. His chest clenched as she slid away from him with a huff.


  “I think your blood is still affecting me,” she said, so quietly he almost didn’t hear her.


  Yelzin tried to resist a smile. The blood frenzy never lasted more than a few hours, not unless there were repeated acts of consumption. Whatever Irina was feeling was all her own, though he didn’t tell her that.


  Oh, that glimmer of hope was intoxicating, however unbidden it was.


  He would show her his world, show her his life and maybe, just maybe, it would be enough.


  


  The day had been pleasant enough, though Yelzin’s spurning this morning had perturbed Irina. So he wasn’t lying when he’d told her what had happened was wrong. She thought lust burned in his eyes, but it was just kindness, compassion.


  Yelzin was just being polite.


  That was fine.


  Irina had an enjoyable time swimming in the pool and walking through the forest, examining all the beautiful plants, even the ones that had poisoned her a few days ago. They’d taken a long nap cuddled up in his nest, the rest better than any she’d ever gotten on Oblivion.


  Any sense of reliance on another turned Irina’s stomach, but it was impossible to deny the bubble of safety she felt in Yelzin’s presence. No predators – human or otherwise – would harm her while he was around; she was certain of that.


  As dusk drew near, Yelzin seemed to almost tremble with anticipation and she was admittedly curious to see what big surprise he’d planned for her.


  When he’d asked her if she was ready, she’d foolishly agreed, completely unaware of what was about to happen.


  She was not ready.


  Irina clung to his back, arms wrapped around his furry neck as thin wings beat the air on either side of her. The cool night air. Irina was flying through the air, hanging on to a man bat for dear life, though Yelzin had assured he wouldn’t drop her.


  When the Strinee had said he had something to show her, she didn’t realize that meant flying through the red sky until the sun fully set, three moons illuminating them with an otherworldly glow.


  It was one of the most beautiful sights Irina had ever seen, and she tried to enjoy the flight – commit it to memory – even as her chest constricted with all the thoughts whirling through her mind.


  She needed to get off this planet, and the clock was ticking. Even with the shield of the plasma storms, every minute she stayed brought the Strinee closer to danger.


  Her own feelings didn’t matter.


  Just because Yelzin had showed her compassion didn’t mean a thing. Clearly he had an instinct to care for others, was kind enough to save her before he even knew her.


  No, no matter how much she wished to stay, wished to see if there was a real connection between her and Yelzin that went beyond the blood frenzy and mating urge, she wouldn’t do it.


  Putting him in danger would hurt more than losing him.


  A shout broke her out of her thoughts.


  “Look down, little one!”


  Irina groaned, but peeked over his shoulder, still clinging to his neck as her stomach somersaulted at the long drop to the ground. But no, it wasn’t just dark soil anymore, but some sort of design?


  There was a beautiful spiral of pure white, contrasting with the dark soil, swirling outward until it faded into the surrounding ground. Irina’s breath caught in her throat, the unadulterated beauty of the coil unlike anything she had ever seen.


  Slowly, Yelzin descended, the night breeze tousling Irina’s dark hair as he came in for a gentle landing. He crouched, letting her slide down his back until her feet touched the ground once more. They stood at the edge of the spiral, and Yelzin took her hand, leading her along the dark path towards its center.


  Irina realized that the white of the spiral was actually smooth stones, almost glowing in the light of the moons, arranged neatly so that the dark and light arms were even.


  “Did you enjoy yourself?” Yelzin asked as he led her down the spiral path, his ruby eyes observing her sidelong.


  Irina smiled, though a lump in her throat forced her to swallow hard before answering.


  “I did. More than I thought I would, honestly.”


  Yelzin barked a laugh, and they stopped, the arm of the spiral becoming too narrow to traverse together. He turned to her and took her face between his furry palms.


  “What is this place?” Irina asked, gazing up at him.


  “I built it. The stones are from a creek not far from here. This is the most recent one I have created.”


  Yelzin seemed almost bashful, not quite meeting her eye as he explained. Irina’s heart warmed more than she expected, the idea of him spending hours toiling away to create this beautiful piece of artwork bringing a tear to her eye.


  “What is wrong?” he asked, lightly brushing a clawed finger against her cheek.


  “Nothing. I… this place is beautiful, Yelzin. Truly.”


  A grin pulled at his fanged mouth.


  “I am so happy you enjoy it. I make a lot of things.” He glanced away from her. “It is helpful to keep myself busy.”


  Irina sensed the hurt in his voice, the loneliness that tormented him, and was awestruck by the way he transformed it into pure beauty. She thought she had been doing something similar, turning her isolation into justice back on the space station, but her actions had only resulted in a prison sentence.


  She tilted his face back towards her and pressed her mouth against his snout. The tip of his tongue brushed against her lips and she allowed him in, unable to resist, though she knew it would be the wiser choice. Tension coiled in her stomach as Yelzin kissed her, their tongues dancing as she pressed her palms against his chest.


  The kiss was brief; Yelzin pulling back to gaze down at her once more, though Irina felt his chest heaving against her. She hated the way his winged arms circled around her waist, the sweet comfort making her decision even more difficult.


  “When do you think the plasma storms will pass?” she asked, before she could lose her nerve.


  Yelzin stiffened almost imperceptibly, his expression difficult to read.


  “The storms?” he asked, all the laughter stricken from his voice.


  “Yes, Yelzin. It would be best if I could let someone know where I am, that I crashed. I’ll need to leave the planet… eventually. You said the storms have been blocking your channel for weeks.”


  The words were more difficult than she expected, a tight ball in her throat as she analyzed his reaction. Yelzin seemed to take it well, despite the clear infatuation he had. If he only knew the truth, she was certain he’d see things differently.


  Irina hoped it wouldn’t come to that.


  “It has been a particularly volatile season. Normally the storms are done by now, but I am still not receiving transmissions.”


  Irina had noticed the eerie glow of plasma as she rode on Yelzin’s back, drifts of scarlet and violet marring the night sky.


  “I passed through one with my shuttlecraft… it’s the reason I crashed.” Say no more than necessary.


  Yelzin nodded slowly, running a clawed hand through her hair as he gave her a look that melted her heart.


  “Of course, little one. You must have many people looking for you. We will contact them once the storms clear.”


  There was no mistaking the drooping in his voice, so different from the chittering lilt she was used to.


  It would be easier to let him down slowly, to plant the seeds now that she would not stay on Strine. At least that is what Irina told herself as she melted into his warm embrace. She pressed her cheek against his chest, his fur soft against her skin. Yelzin squeezed her once more, then broke the peace of the night.


  “It grows late. We shall return to my home now.”


  His home, not just home.


  Even though Irina wanted to prepare him, to push him away, the words hurt. But no, it could never be their home, not with what was to come.


  Yelzin released her and crouched down, allowing Irina to cling to his neck before they took off into the night sky.


  


  
    Chapter 9

  


  The plasma storms continued and Irina couldn’t deny that the fact pleased her. Every day that transmissions were blocked meant another day with Yelzin, another day where the Coalition couldn’t track her.


  And the days were good.


  Yelzin took her to all of his favorite spots near his home, and she could see the appeal of a simple existence. Irina had been running her entire life, or so it seemed. Always desperate for safety, desperate to make a difference in some way, desperate for something that always seemed just out of reach.


  That desperation had led her to jail, the courts, and eventually, Oblivion.


  She didn’t regret what she’d done, not in a million years, but she wished she’d been less hasty and more careful. Though she supposed that without Oblivion she never would have crash landed on Strine, never would have met Yelzin.


  An interesting way of looking at it.


  Art installations scattered the surrounding area, beautiful earthworks of stone and branch. Her favorite was an intricately interlaced nest built from the trunks of fallen trees. It was so large that Yelzin had to fly them into the center. He was clearly proud of his work, and the fanged grin made her heart flutter every time he showed her a new one.


  With Yelzin, time slowed, and for once in her life, that didn’t seem to bother Irina. She had nowhere to be and nothing to prove beyond being herself. There was something freeing about that.


  Every night, he dutifully checked the information channel to see if he was receiving anything, and Irina’s heart skipped each time they heard static. She spent her nights curled up with him in his nest, which was no longer feeling strange at all.


  As she organized stones by color, she kept glancing at Yelzin, who was meticulously placing them in his installation. After he’d shown her all the artworks he’d created in the area, he’d asked if she wanted to make a new one with him.


  Irina had never been much of an artist, always more inclined to the technical subjects, but how could she say no to that darling face? And when had she started considering his batlike face darling?


  She put him in charge of the design, though that didn’t stop him from asking her opinion every step of the way. The process had taken them all day, but this was the last pile of stones to organize, a smile pulling at her lips during the monotonous work. It was like her brain turned off, all the tumultuous thoughts that normally rumbled around in there now totally absent.


  They’d set up a nice system, walking hand in hand to the creek and collecting as many rocks as they could carry. Yelzin with a big armful and Irina with a small collection.


  Then, back at the site, she would organize them by color, ranging from the darkest blacks to the lightest whites and all manner of grays in between. Yelzin had fashioned a circle of pitch black bark, creating an eerie void at the center of the piece, then placed the stones in an ombre pattern, blending from light to dark.


  It was a striking sight, the black hole vibrating within a blend of shades, and Yelzin gave her the biggest smile when they were finished. He pulled her into a firm hug, holding her for a long time before finally letting go.


  They’d barely spoken all day, but it had been a comfortable silence, like they’d known each other for years.


  Now, as Irina examined him, she had the urge to tell him everything, the truth about her crimes and Oblivion.


  The tracker.


  The thought had been gnawing at the back of her mind, that perhaps he had a way to remove it. Yelzin didn’t have any helpful technology or medical skills, but he did have healing blood.


  It was too much to ask, knowing the dangers that tiny emitter could wreak on this world. And the image of him digging into her shoulder with no pain relief or medical supplies was horrifying, to say the least.


  Yelzin’s soft voice broke the silence of the embrace.


  “Let us rest and enjoy the success of our endeavor. Hold on to me.”


  Irina surprised herself, wrapping her arms around his neck without a second thought. He lifted her in the air, then fluttered them up to a large tree, settling delicately on a wide branch. There was still a rush of exhilaration anytime they flew – no matter how short the distance – but she trusted him implicitly.


  The branch was broad enough that Yelzin could lean against the trunk without his legs dangling off. Irina crawled over and he pulled her flush to him, letting her back rest against his chest.


  From this height, the installation looked magical, like some sort of deity had left it there for mere mortals to find. The black hole in the center was a portal, sending you wherever you wished to go.


  In this moment, Irina could think of no other place she’d rather be than in Yelzin’s arms.


  A frightening thought, one that made her chest ache with the knowledge of what was to come.


  Still, it was important to enjoy the little moments while she could. Life in Athea would not be easy, even if she was able to get her tracker removed and forge a new identity. Certainly a stark difference from the peaceful simplicity of her life on Strine.


  “What do you think, little one?”


  “It’s beautiful, Yelzin.”


  Irina was a little choked up, but she maneuvered around so she could face him, straddling his lap as she pressed a kiss to his snout.


  “Irina,” he murmured, hands already at her waist and pulling her closer.


  There had been no touches other than gentle embraces and kisses for the past few days, Irina hesitant to make another move after the last time he’d spurned her. She knew he wanted it as much as she did, could tell from the way his chest heaved when they slept curled up in his nest, the way his eyes hooded as he held her in his arms.


  She kissed him again, running fingers through soft fur. Even knowing that separation was inevitable, she needed to be close to him, needed his touch, even if it was one last time.


  Yelzin moaned against her lips, and she pulled away to look at him.


  “Please….” she said, her need overwhelming any fear of rejection.


  He blinked, eyes ablaze with emotion, before nodding.


  “Undress.” His voice was gruff, his instructions clear, and Irina’s heart flipped.


  She stood on wobbly legs, comforted by the firm grip he had on her hips. Without wasting a moment, she shimmied out of her jumpsuit before falling back onto his lap.


  Yelzin’s cock was emerging from its sheath, first the soft tip, then the solid length, all the way to the bulbous base. Her eyes were wide as she examined it, running her fingers along the shaft as it settled between her legs. He quivered at her touch, a whimper sounding from his throat as she stroked him.


  Conflict etched his face, hooded eyes contrasting with his gritted teeth.


  “Do you want this, Yelzin?” Irina asked.


  If he said no? Of course, she’d respect his wishes, but it might just kill her.


  “Yes, my sweet human, I want you.”


  Those were the only words she needed as she heaved herself up, settling the tip at the apex of her thighs, her entrance already dripping with need.


  Slowly, Irina lowered herself, taking Yelzin inch by inch as she focused on relaxing her muscles. He was patient, gripping her hips tightly though she could see the strain on his face, could feel the tension in his body.


  It took time, but finally she was settled back on his lap, her mind comfortably numb as her body strained with the intrusion. They sat there for a few moments, neither one moving, the connection between them entrancing.


  “We fit so well together,” Yelzin said as he licked along her neck, the words jolting her to awareness.


  Irina said nothing as she started moving her hips, grinding her clit against him as a lump welled in her throat.


  So what if they fit well together? It meant little if she were to leave him, leave the planet. Which she had to do.


  Yelzin helped her along, rocking her body against his cock. It was so different from their first time, the rapturous pounding he’d given her while they were both blinded by blood lust. This satiated a different craving, an unspoken understanding of mutual affection washing over them.


  Irina tried to focus on the intoxicating sensation of his enormous cock filling her to capacity, the warmth building with each roll of her hips. They did fit well together; it was impossible to say otherwise.


  Even absorbed with her own pleasure, she couldn’t help but notice Yelzin’s deep gaze, his clawed grip at her waist, his tongue washing over her body as her gyrating hips became erratic. He kept his eyes on her as he swirled circles around her nipples, the intensity of his stare tightening her throat.


  Focus.


  When her legs grew weary and she slowed, Yelzin took over, moving her against his cock until white dotted her vision. Irina arched her back, arms wrapped around his neck as she breathed slowly and deeply, letting the pleasure course through her entire body.


  Tears burned at her eyes as she orgasmed, sliding herself in his arms as the all-encompassing avalanche of release raged through her. This felt right, it was right, but it couldn’t be.


  A long, low whimper rumbled in her throat as she slumped against his chest, his fingers massaging her back as he held her.


  Irina relaxed as she quivered atop him with blissful aftershocks. When they finally subsided, she looked into his eyes, confusion furrowing her brows.


  “Why did you stop? I promise I won’t freak out about the barbs like I did last time.”


  Yelzin just laughed, though his hands still gently ran up and down her spine.


  “Oh, Irina, I am just happy to see your pleasure. You are so beautiful when you give in to release. Beautiful human.”


  His voice was so low it was almost a growl, the words bathing her in their warmth. A tear spilled down her cheek, but he just pulled her in close without another word. Irina breathed in his scent, focusing on the strength of his embrace, the oneness as they stayed connected.


  She was almost asleep in his arms when he spoke again.


  “What will happen once the plasma storms subside? Once you can get through to your friends?”


  Friends. Irina tried not to scoff. She had no friends, not unless you counted anonymous online acquaintances, people who only knew her as @TethysTitan.


  Tethys of Greek mythology, the primeval mother by some accounts, as opposed to the more commonly held tradition that it was Gaia. Tethys was the mother of rivers, deep-eddying Eriadnus one of her offspring charting the way to the underworld. It was how Irina had gotten the inspiration for the name.


  “Hopefully, someone will come pick me up.”


  Simple. No details.


  “Would you… like a companion? On your travels? I know I have no money or skill with computers, but…” Yelzin trailed off, his darting eyes betraying his desperation.


  Irina pulled away from his chest, her brows creased with a frown. She knew it would come to this, but hated having to say the words.


  “Yelzin… it would be better if I went alone.”


  He nodded, and kept nodding, not even bothering with an argument. Irina cupped his cheek, trying to keep the tears from spilling. Tears she’d held in for so long that now tempted to drop at a whim.


  What was happening to her?


  The hardened shell she’d created to protect herself was crumbling, a thought both horrifying and freeing.


  “I’m sorry.” Her voice was a harsh croak.


  “I understand.”


  Yelzin’s response was gentle, but it was clear from the way his body drooped that he didn’t understand.


  How could she say that it had everything to do with her and nothing to do with him without giving away too much?


  There were a few long, strained minutes of silence, the hooting of a bird in the distance the only sound puncturing the tension. Irina felt his heartbeat pounding against her, the knot in her throat threatening to spill a waterfall of tears.


  Finally, Yelzin spoke. “We should get back.”


  There was no emotion in his voice, as neutral as a computer onboard a shuttlecraft. Irina nodded, crawling out of his lap as his cock slipped out of her. It slowly retracted into its sheath as she awkwardly pulled her jumpsuit back on.


  Irina tried to tell herself that this had to be done, but that didn’t make it hurt any less.


  


  
    Chapter 10

  


  The next morning, Yelzin led her to the far reaches of what he called his ‘territory’. He had one last thing to show her, and Irina was eager for the distraction.


  The plasma storms seemed to be nearing their end, though the information channel had still been blocked when they had checked last night.


  Last night…


  The evening had been tense, the hut silent as they both tried to think of something to say. But there were no words, just a sense of unease permeating every inch of the space. Even as she lay in the nest with Yelzin, it had felt strained, nothing like the easy sleep of the past couple of weeks.


  Irina had the familiar rumbling of hunger, but wasn’t eager to feed. The thought of another blood-induced romp with Yelzin was not… unappealing, though after the difficult conversation last night, she wasn’t eager to lead him on further.


  The hike had worn Irina out, though she still refused to let Yelzin carry her, no matter how many times he asked.


  The uphill trek was worth the sore muscles as they came out to a small clearing, and a spectacular view of the hills beyond. Dark green peaks rolled in the distance as they sat atop the overlook, enjoying the peace of the day.


  Even with the anxious silence, Yelzin took her hand, the simple gesture warming her after the tension of the evening.


  Suddenly, a flash of light followed by a loud clap of thunder jolted Irina from her reverie, and she looked at Yelzin with wide eyes. There had been a few small sprinkles of rain since she’d been on Strine, but she’d never heard thunder like that.


  Rain fell, a drizzle that almost immediately turned into a downpour, and Yelzin stood, helping Irina up.


  “We need to get to shelter. This could be a powerful storm. I would fly us back, but…”


  Yeah, Irina imagined his wings wouldn’t do so well in a deluge this strong.


  Yelzin pulled her through the woods, though they were both already soaked to the bone. A few minutes later and they stood outside the mouth of a cave, Irina glancing at him with her brow quirked.


  “It is safe, little one. I have been here before,” he said, taking her hand in his. “Come.”


  Yelzin pulled her inside and Irina clung to him, unable to see much in the cave’s dimness. A glow up ahead urged them along and slowly her eyes adjusted. There were beautiful crystals embedded in the cave walls, emitting an otherworldly glow of reds and oranges as their footsteps echoed deep into the cavern. The air smelled of must and earth.


  The cave was cooler than outside, and Irina’s damp jumpsuit chilled her.


  “How long do you think the storm will last?”


  “It is impossible to say. Hopefully not long.”


  Poor Yelzin, he looked like a wet dog as he stood in front of her, clearly uncomfortable. A fire would be nice, though all the wood outside was soaked and Irina had no interest in going back out there.


  She sat on the cold stone floor, wrapping her arms around her knees and pulling them to her chest, unable to quell the thought that this was her punishment for breaking Yelzin’s heart. Spending one of her last days on Strine shivering in a musty old cave was what she deserved. Irina closed her eyes and tried to ignore her misery, the soft drips of water echoing in her ears.


  Eventually her jumpsuit dried despite the damp air, along with Yelzin’s fur. The wind howled at the mouth of the cave as the storm continued to rage outside, night approaching fast.


  Irina’s stomach growled in earnest and she couldn’t ignore how Yelzin glanced her way each time.


  He was puttering about the cave when she spoke, lounging as much as one could on a cold stone floor.


  “I… probably need to feed again, soon.”


  Yelzin’s whole body froze before turning to face her, an unreadable emotion in his eyes.


  “Of course, Irina. I can accommodate that, though the storm does not appear to be letting up.” He looked around the cave, gathering his words. “I will leave some here for you, but I think it would be best if I were away while you consumed it.”


  Irina had known it was coming. He’d said so after the first time she’d fed, and with the uncomfortable conversation from last night, she had little doubt he’d try this.


  “Where will you go? We’re in a cave, Yelzin.”


  The thought of being alone in the darkness without him was far worse than anything that could happen between them.


  “I will wait outside.”


  Irina rolled her eyes and stood up with a groan, stiff from laying on the hard floor. She padded over to him, having removed her bulky boots long ago, and looked him in the eye.


  “You can’t leave me here alone, plus it’s still storming. I think we can control ourselves, don’t you?”


  Though she said the words, she didn’t fully believe them. But was there really a better option? Irina would not make him sit outside in the downpour, just because they couldn’t control their blood frenzied libidos.


  Yelzin gave a short, uncomfortable bark.


  “I suppose you are correct. The worst of my mating urge has passed, though you are still not accustomed to the emotions my blood gives you.”


  That was an understatement.


  The last time he had fed her, she made him fuck her in his nest, couldn’t imagine going another minute without his touch. But no, she could do better this time. She had to do better. Another bout of blood frenzied sex would just hurt Yelzin even further.


  “I trust you,” Irina said as she pressed her palms to his chest.


  He brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes, lips curled into another fanged smirk.


  “I am so glad that you do.”


  


  This was a bad idea.


  When Irina settled herself on top of Yelzin, she had a strange look on her face, a too-large grin that bared her teeth. He knew what she wanted, the way she yearned for him, the way she looked at him with glazed eyes even before she tasted a drop of his blood. Irina clutched at his shoulders, trembling from the anticipation.


  This was definitely a bad idea.


  A bad idea, but Yelzin vowed to control himself, no matter what.


  After they mated in the tree last night, soft and sweet and nothing like the blood-induced frenzy he was used to, his heart had soared. But just as quickly, Irina had dashed his hopes.


  Did Yelzin want to leave Strine? Of course not. The thought terrified him to his core. While some Strinee were well traveled, he knew none personally, most preferring the comfort of their quiet lives in the forests and plains.


  But for Irina, he would do anything. He would fly on a shuttle and live on Earth if it meant staying with her. He would leave it all behind, his hut and his art, if he could keep her by his side.


  But it wasn’t meant to be, so Yelzin needed to be strong for the both of them. Irina still was not used to the effects of his blood, would undoubtedly react the same way she did last time.


  If they were to mate again, Yelzin wanted to be certain it was because Irina wanted to stay, and after last night, he had little hope of that happening.


  “Yelzin?” she asked, her voice a cracked whisper.


  He could do this.


  With one clawed hand resting on her hip, he brought his other wrist to his mouth, tearing through the flesh with one quick movement. Irina immediately stiffened, pressing herself harder down on his lap as she eagerly awaited his blood.


  The sharp bite of pain was nothing compared to the flames that overwhelmed his body. Yelzin held his wrist out to her, and she pulled it towards her soft lips, drinking him in with a gulp.


  Sticky blood ran down her chin, her eyes closed in ecstasy. Yelzin could feel the blood leaving his body and entering hers, setting every nerve on edge, his ears flicking with disquiet.


  Irina twitched against him and he tensed every muscle, grinding his teeth in a desperate attempt to retain control. The scent of metal and musk filled the cave, Irina’s gulping swallows showing none of the reluctance from the first time she fed on him.


  Irina pulled back from his wrist with a loud gasp. Without dropping her eyes from his, she ran her wet tongue up the length of the wound, making Yelzin’s entire body throb with need. Her eyes were wide, pupils so dilated almost none of the beautiful brown showed. A flick of her tongue across her bloodied lips, and then she was pressing them to Yelzin’s.


  Unsurprised, he pushed her away, one hand pressed against her shoulder and the other still gripping her waist, like he couldn’t decide whether he wanted her at arm’s length or to envelop her completely. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled herself in close, gazing at him with a look of frenzy.


  “Please, Yelzin, I need you.”


  She tried to roll her hips against him, but he held her steady, the words tearing a hole straight through his heart.


  “No. Not like this,” Yelzin growled as he pulled her flush to his chest, caging her with a tight hug.


  She let out a gasp of surprise, such a small sound, and yet it set every one of his nerves aflame. Wings ensconced her small body and though she tried to squirm against him, he did not allow it.


  “Tell me about your home, little one,” he whispered in her ear, her chest heaving against his.


  Anything to distract her from the blood coursing through her, the need between her thighs. Anything to distract himself.


  “Home?” Her voice was a hoarse croak, and he knew she was desperately trying to maintain her composure.


  “Yes, home.”


  Irina took a big gulp of air, blood still dripping from her chin and onto Yelzin’s fur. She pressed her cheek against his chest.


  “I-I was born on Earth, though I got out of there as soon as I was able. I moved to a space station, Astrenius, when I was sixteen.”


  “Space station?”


  Of course, Yelzin knew what a space station was. Just because the Strinee preferred simplicity, didn’t mean they were simple. Still, he wanted Irina to keep talking.


  She tried to writhe against him, but he continued to restrain her, brushing a clawed hand through her hair as she groaned.


  With another gulp of air, she answered.


  “The Coalition has built many of them. They’re structures placed in orbit that house workers and supplies, kind of like an extra large ship. The space stations have weapons to protect Coalition space.”


  She spoke through gritted teeth, the growl in her voice driving Yelzin to near madness. He squeezed her even tighter as she struggled against him.


  “Tell me more. What is your home like now? Do you still live on the space station?”


  “There’s nothing more to tell! Please, just let me go. I can’t be this close to you.”


  Irina was frantic, her voice pitched high as she pushed against him.


  Yelzin weighed his options, not wishing to hurt her in a struggle, and released her with a huff.


  Irina stumbled out of his lap, stepping a few feet back as he looked up at her. The distance made things… a bit more bearable, but only just. He tried to give her a reassuring smile until he noticed the glimmer in her eyes, the devilish grin curling her rosy lips.


  Oh, no.


  With a jolt, Irina turned and ran into the darkness of the cave and Yelzin’s eyes widened. His heart beat furiously, thumping in his chest like a drum of thunder as he saw her fade into the distance. Every nerve hummed with electricity, the thrill of the chase boiling his blood as he stood.


  Yelzin pressed a palm to the cool cave wall, desperate to ground himself, but it was futile. He scented Irina in the distance, and between the eagerness to keep her safe and the lust pounding through his body, he couldn’t resist. Not this time.


  Before he could stop himself, he tore off into the darkness after her.


  Irina was surprisingly quick, even without her boots. The cave system was not extensive, but still, there were multiple passages and offshoots, and Yelzin’s mind was not as clear as it could be.


  A ringing laugh echoed through the dark cave, setting all of his fur on end. His cock throbbed, waking up from its usual slumber as the blood frenzy coursed through him, Irina’s giggle urging him on.


  Yelzin would do anything to plunge into her, to feel her warmth, her muscles clenching against his cock as he split her in two.


  Dizziness overwhelmed him and he tried to take a deep breath, but Irina’s scent only inflamed him further. Yes, her scent of sweet musk was in the air, driving him to insanity.


  Focus, he needed to focus, needed to get to her before she hurt herself. Stay in control.


  Yelzin followed her scent, clenching every muscle as he tried to slow his pace. They would not mate, not now, not like this. He could control himself.


  Her scent grew stronger until he stumbled around a corner to discover her trapped, backed into a wall with that same devilish grin. Yelzin’s eyesight grayed as he tried to stay focused, though the chase had amplified the arousal already coursing through his body.


  What did Yelzin want to do? He wanted to throw her against the cave wall and rip her clothes off with his claws. He wanted to bite her slender neck and taste her, sweet and metallic against his fangs, as blood dripped down her breasts and stomach.


  Only when he had his fill would he pick her up and fuck her the way she wanted to be fucked, the way she craved. He wanted to be deep inside her when he came, holding her in place as the barbs came out, letting his seed drip onto the cave floor.


  “Fuck me, Yelzin. Please… I need you,” Irina whimpered as he stalked over to her, the grin replaced with a desperate frown.


  He hovered over her, fully blocking her in with his palms pressed on either side of her head, careful not to make contact.


  “Yelzin…”


  It took every modicum of strength to get the words out with the way her husky voice burned him. “No. The next time we mate will be because you want to stay.”


  Irina cried a moan, a sound Yelzin longed to hear in the throes of passion. She pressed her hands to his chest, fingertips like flaming knives digging into his flesh.


  “Please.”


  She was begging, her eyes glimmering with desperation as she looked up at him.


  With a swift movement, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her to the ground with him, cushioning her with his body. His wings fully enclosed her, trapping her against his chest as she tried to squirm away.


  “It will be alright, little one, it will pass.”


  “Yelzin, please!” Irina cried, and he felt warm tears dampen his fur.


  His coos echoed through the small chamber as he rocked her slowly.


  The struggle was over, sobs turning to whimpers, until there was quiet, lust exchanged for exhaustion. Arousal still pulsed through Yelzin as sleep evaded him, the pleasant pressure of the human against his chest enough to keep the embers burning.


  Pure torture, that’s what it was.


  It was not just about the physical effects of the blood. If that were the case, controlling oneself would be much simpler. No, for Strinee, blood sharing was one of the most intimate acts. It was unnecessary for survival, as all Strinee fed off lesser species that roamed the forests.


  No, for a species who did not know romantic love, blood sharing was the only way they experienced companionship, belonging. And even with other Strinee, that ended with mating and leaving, like it always did.


  As Yelzin held Irina, he thought of how different things could be if she stayed. The life they could build. His earthworks seemed to fascinate her, and he could imagine creating more beautiful art together. Sleeping together in his nest every night. Taking her to the Strinee cities, which he was certain would shock her after the simplicity of his hut. They could even barter for a console there, something he knew Irina was itching to get her fingers on.


  Foolish to let hope creep in, but Yelzin could not help it.


  His stomach grumbled, having not fed for sometime himself, distracted by spending every moment with Irina. He would be fine, though. Nothing compared to what he had just been through, was still enduring as she snored lightly against him.


  Absentmindedly, he wondered about this masturbating Irina had spoken of, but he wasn’t certain how he was supposed to do it. Besides, positioning would be quite difficult with her laying on top of him, blocking access to his aching cock.


  Yelzin moved his arm, ever so gently, so that he could lap up the sticky blood from the wound on his wrist, saliva suppressing the flow. It did little to satiate the hunger that burned through his entire body, but it was something. He longed to lick the blood from where it pooled on her chin, where it stained her lips, but held himself back.


  That would only lead to one thing.


  After many hours of hushed silence, dozing in and out of sleep, Irina stirred against his chest. She blinked her eyes open and turned to face him, the glazed lust replaced with her beautiful dark stare. Her chest heaved with unknown emotion and before he could stop her, she kissed him on the lips, pressing her palms against his cheeks.


  “Irina,” he murmured, the stir of arousal still not fully abated.


  She pulled back, though her hands did not leave his face.


  “I feel better. Thank you for stopping me.”


  Her cheeks flushed bright pink, such a beautiful color, like the blooms of a yetolla flower.


  “Of course, dear one,” Yelzin said, enjoying the way Irina’s lips curled at his words.


  He meant it, the dear one. She was more precious to him than any he had called his mate. Strinee females were cherished in their own way, but with Irina, he felt the pulsing burn of adoration beating through his chest every time he looked at her, every time they spoke, every time he thought of her.


  With Irina, he felt whole, as if he had found something he had been missing his entire life. Friendship, companionship, love.


  Yelzin wanted to protect Irina, take care of her, but it went deeper than that. He wanted to spend every moment with her, to learn every detail about her life and who she was.


  He had showed her what it could be like here, that there was space for her in his home, and he had seen the way that ever present pain seemed to fade from her eyes. It was not completely gone, but abated from when she first crash landed in his forest.


  Irina sighed deeply, such a lovely sound, and gave him a quick peck on his snout.


  “Thank you, Yelzin.”


  The way she purred his name made all of his fur stand on end and it took everything in his power to not ravage her right there. But no, the sounds from the cave entrance had quieted. The storm was ending.


  It was time to go home.


  


  Irina couldn’t tell if the silence was strained or comfortable as they ambled back to Yelzin’s hut. The scent of petrichor filled the misty air, large droplets dripping from the enormous trees as if it were still drizzling.


  She recoiled at the memory of her words, her actions, running through the cave and begging Yelzin to fuck her. Anticipation still bubbled under her skin, the vigor from his blood not quite abating the lust that still burned through her.


  Irina was grateful he had stopped them. Despite the ecstasy the blood frenzy could provide, it would just make it even more difficult to leave.


  Yelzin took her hand, smiling down at her as they approached his hut. Her heart raced, hoping whatever time she had left would be more pleasant than the strain of the past day. Even with the knowledge that they would soon be parted.


  The hut was exactly as they had left it, though a bit damp. It was morning; they had been away for almost a full day. The sun shone through the leaves, dappled light covering the woods around them.


  As they entered the hut, Irina heard a distinct beeping noise, and she turned to Yelzin in question. His red eyes were wide, chest heaving.


  “What is it?” she asked.


  “The information channel. There is a message.”


  


  
    Chapter 11

  


  No. No, no, no. This couldn’t be happening, not now, not after everything they’ve been through.


  But it was happening, of course it was. Had Irina really expected to stay here forever? Yelzin checked the message, an innocuous greeting from a neighboring Strinee which he returned quickly, but the implication was clear in the way his shoulders slumped, the way he refused to meet her eyes.


  The plasma storms had cleared.


  Irina pressed a hand to her right shoulder, aware that without the mask of the plasma, her tiny tracker was emitting a signal that would lead Coalition forces right to them. Panic gripped her heart as she pushed away from him, trying and failing to keep her voice calm.


  “I need to use your information channel as soon as possible. See if I can get through to someone in Athea.”


  Yelzin cocked his head, her shaky words clearly confusing him.


  He paused for a long moment before responding, the hurt clear in his quiet voice.


  “I understand you wish to leave, but I want you to know that you are most welcome to stay as long as you would like. Your company… pleases me more than I thought possible.”


  “I can’t stay, Yelzin.”


  He nodded, his entire body slumping as his head dropped to the ground.


  “You have a mate you wish to return to… a family?”


  Mate? What was he talking about?


  “I don’t have a mate, I just can’t stay here,” Irina said, tears burning the corners of her eyes.


  “Why? I can take care of you, little one. I can feed you and keep you safe. I know you do not wish to be my mate, but…”


  He was making this more difficult than it needed to be.


  Of course, she wanted to stay, at least a part of her. Irina had nothing, no home, no one who cared about her beyond what her money could buy or what she could do for them. She would spend the rest of her life looking over her shoulder, certain someone would recognize her at any second.


  Even her whispered plans to meet up with Ruby, who had only received a short sentence for her crimes, were dashed, her only friend in the universe taken from her bed in the middle of lights out.


  Yelzin, well, she had only known him a brief time, but had experienced more comfort, more relief, than she had in as long as she could remember. Not since her own parents had last held her in their arms, before she was forced into the children’s home and forever changed.


  For a while, she truly felt like her ‘work’ could make her forget the loneliness, the pain, that duty could overrun any need for companionship. And it did, the online relationships she formed with her loyal followers more than enough to replace actual intimacy.


  At least until she got caught.


  Irina would love to stay, to learn more about the creature standing before her, allow herself to be washed in his comfort every day, see more of beautiful Strine. It was strange to have someone take care of her after decades of relying on herself.


  But no, none of that mattered. Staying here would put Yelzin in danger, put all of his people in danger, now that the plasma storms were dissipating. She was a criminal. She would spend the rest of her life on the run.


  Always running.


  “Please, Irina, just stay a while longer. I will not let anything happen to you.”


  Yelzin’s voice was so quiet, so gentle, so full of despair, it broke Irina’s heart.


  “No,” she said firmly. This was all too much, and she need to put it to a stop. She couldn’t let Yelzin tempt her, no matter how badly she wanted it. “You want to know the truth? I’m a criminal. I stole that ship to escape from a penal satellite. They were going to kill me! Honestly, my execution date has probably already passed. People are going to come looking for me, Yelzin. People who would do terrible things to the Strinee and this planet if they found out about your blood, the healing potential.”


  Yelzin hunched over, looking her square in the eye as his arms curled in front of him. “I do not understand. Your Coalition wishes to… kill you?”


  “Yes,” Irina said, taking in a big gulp of air.


  She longed to be wrapped in Yelzin’s arms, though he held them tight to his chest.


  “Why would the Coalition kill its citizens?”


  Irina snorted a dark laugh. Oh, how she yearned for the simplicity of the Strinee, even if it meant never seeing a damned console again.


  “I… hacked into a Coalition web server. Out of curiosity more than anything else. But what I saw, Yelzin… It was horrible.” Irina paused, taking a deep breath. “Have you heard of the protests on Inars 4?”


  Yelzin nodded. “Yes, I had heard of them over my channel. Three thousand dead, a terrorist attack.”


  “It wasn’t terrorists. It was the Coalition. I found files of the plan on a secret FTP server, confirmation of Coalition agents planting the bombs. Signed off by the Council itself. They killed those people because they dared to speak up against the government. Dared to demand representation on the Council. I couldn’t leave it alone. I took the files and disseminated them as widely as possible. I thought I had been discreet enough, but somehow they tracked me. Wiped everything, threw me on Oblivion. The Council wanted to make an example of me.”


  Going against the Coalition’s governing leaders had been a poor choice, but Irina never half-assed anything. And she had to try after what they’d done on Inars 4, all the lives they’d destroyed, simply because they didn’t want to add a representative from every Coalition species to their precious Council.


  Only members of the five founding species had any say in the government, which was why some worlds were given so much and some were given so little. Those brave people on Inars 4 lost their lives at a peaceful protest, all because they expected more, demanded more.


  “The Coalition would kill you for taking files?”


  Yelzin’s eyes were wide, specks of gold dotting the red, reflecting the light glinting in through the opening of the hut.


  Irina swallowed hard, aware of how severe the Coalition must have sounded to a sweet alien like him, cruelty that she’d become far too accustomed to.


  “Yes, Yelzin, what don’t you understand? I need to get off this planet before they come here, before they hurt you.”


  It didn’t matter that her sentence was harsher than any prior court decisions, that she was the only person in the history of the Coalition to be sentenced to death for cyber crimes. That prisoners like Ruby were being taken from their cells in the middle of the night, never to be seen again.


  None of that mattered, not when the Coalition had more power than it knew what to do with, not when any citizen going against them was thrown on a penal satellite, if they were lucky.


  “No one will hurt me, little one, and I will not allow them to take you.”


  A growl rumbled from Yelzin’s chest as he reached for Irina, pulling her flush with his body and fully encompassing her with his winged arms.


  His devotion disturbed her.


  For so long, she had suffered alone. And that was how it needed to stay. The Strinee did not understand the power the Coalition had, the devastation they would wreak on this planet if given the opportunity.


  “No,” she breathed, pressing against him until he released her. “I have to leave. I need to use your information channel.”


  Irina looked away from him, unable to see those sad eyes, the way his whole body slumped with the finality of her words.


  Yelzin was silent a long moment, as if pondering a response, trying to find the right thing to say to make her stay. He must have realized that nothing would change her mind, because when he spoke, his voice was a resigned whisper.


  “You may use my channel as you see fit.”


  With a sad chuff, Yelzin nodded at her and exited the hut, leaving her alone. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she picked up the receiver and input a coordinate for her message, despair threatening to overwhelm her.


  


  Irina was going to leave him.


  Of course, he knew it was coming. He hadn’t expected her to stay, and yet it still hurt him more than he could have possibly imagined. Yelzin’s head swam as he wandered away from his hut, giving Irina her privacy so she could send her message.


  His chest heaved with emotion as he clenched his claws into tight fists, the sharp bite of pain in his palms doing little to quell the anguish roiling within him. It was all his fault. He should not have let himself get attached. He knew Irina wanted to leave, just like everyone left him, but he had let hope build.


  That had been a mistake.


  The pain was worse than anything Yelzin had ever felt. He had cared for all of his mates, but Irina was the only one who had cared for him in return. There was no doubt about that, the way she held him every night, smiled at his stories of Strine, kissed him gently on his snout, ran her fingers through his fur.


  Irina cared for him, just as he did for her, but it was not enough.


  Yelzin would never be enough.


  He let out a vicious roar, clawing his hands down the rough trunk of a tree. Bloodied palms left glistening streaks on the black bark, Yelzin’s howl morphing into a wracking sob as he crumpled to the ground.


  What a fool he had been.


  He let his emotions flow through him like the sinuous creek, the one where he and Irina had collected stones for their creation, as he curled into a ball.


  After a long while, Yelzin composed himself and returned to the hut to find Irina sitting cross-legged on the dirt floor, lost in thought. She startled when she finally noticed him, an uncomfortable smile on her beautiful lips.


  Lips that would never press against him ever again.


  “Were you able to get through?” Yelzin asked.


  No reason to belabor the point. She had made her decision.


  “Yes, I was,” Irina said, though her eyes didn’t meet his. She grumbled as she stood up, finally turning to look at him. “I think it would be best if I waited by my ship. It…”


  Yelzin huffed, but pulled her into his chest, his wings squeezing her tightly. He leaned down and breathed in her scent, sweet and musky, and was desperate to commit it to memory, along with the way she felt, so small in his arms.


  Irina accepted the embrace, her cheek pressed against his tawny fur, her whole body heaving with sobs. A gentle coo was all he could muster as he brushed his claws through her hair.


  “It will be easier if I leave now,” Irina finished, choking the words out.


  
    She pushed away from him again, running the sleeve of her jumpsuit across her cheeks to wipe the tears away. That pretty pink face, stained and swollen from crying, would be his last image of her.

  


  Irina pressed her palm to his cheek, swallowing hard.


  “Thank you, Yelzin. For everything.”


  Yelzin could not speak, did not trust himself to say anything. He wanted to grab her and never let her go, wished he could force her to stay, but he would never. He loved her as much as a Strinee could love, but it was not enough.


  “Goodbye, Irina.”


  A grimace marked her face as she walked past him, finally tearing her eyes away and hurrying through the door. Irina said no more, disappearing into the forest. When he could no longer hear her footsteps in the distance, Yelzin collapsed into a heap on his nest.


  Alone again.


  Alone forever.


  Yelzin was in and out of fitful sleep the entire night, all the vigor zapped from his body. It was as if his heart had actually been torn from his chest, and he couldn’t muster up the energy to leave the nest even when the sun rose the next day.


  A beep broke him out of his haze of melancholy, the beep of his information channel.


  A message.


  It had been almost a full day since Irina left, and he wondered where she was. The urge to go to her was strong, but he hobbled out of his nest and pressed the button to retrieve his message.


  It was from Daato, a male Strinee Yelzin had met a few times whose hut was a day’s hike away. His voice was an excited chittering, and Yelzin had to listen to the message twice before he understood.


  Daato had seen a Coalition ship on his radar, and it was heading Yelzin’s way. He just thought Yelzin would want to know.


  The message made his blood run cold, his ears twitching as he understood the implication. A Coalition ship, not an unclassified ship like he expected to come for Irina. If the Coalition was coming, that meant they would take her back to the prison, they would kill her.


  And Yelzin could not let that happen.


  


  
    Chapter 12

  


  The roar of powerful engines woke Irina from her nap.


  She sat up slowly, the hard dirt not nearly as comfortable as Yelzin’s nest had been.


  Yelzin.


  It had been over a day since she left him, and it felt like her heart had broken in two. She had cried herself to sleep last night, curled up on the hard floor of the damaged Cyclone.


  A shuttlejet pierced through the atmosphere and was approaching, its trajectory unmistakable as thrusters slowed it to a hover. No, it wasn’t a freelance pilot looking to pick up some extra money by ferrying her to Athea. She had gotten through to the city, but could find no one to retrieve her, not with the bounty on her head and without payment up front.


  No, this wasn’t her savior, it was her captors.


  The Coalition insignia was clear as the shuttlejet landed, and Irina heaved herself up with a groan. She crossed her arms over her chest, accepting her fate.


  This was how it had to be. It was dangerous to stay here, dangerous to Yelzin and all the Strinee.


  The Coalition had taken everything from her, would take her life, but she wouldn’t let them take Strine.


  Two figures exited the jet and made their way over to her, donning midnight blue flight suits and helmets. The late afternoon sun glinted off their visors as both raised their laser guns.


  “Irina Eriadnus.”


  The harsh voice sent a shiver of fear through her, but she tried to steel herself.


  “You found me,” Irina said with a smirk, raising her hands in the air as the guns trained on her, red dots illuminating her chest.


  Though her heart raced, she tried to still her mind. There was something freeing about having your worst nightmare finally be here, standing right in front of you.


  It was all over.


  “They’ve been forcing us to search all the planets in the damned sector for weeks now! All because of you.”


  The man’s voice was full of vitriol, so unlike the sweet lilt of Yelzin’s. He stalked over to Irina while the other kept his gun trained on her, stopping just a few feet away. She kept her hands in the air, not wanting to move, to give them any excuse to kill her.


  That would happen soon enough back on Oblivion.


  In a flash of movement, the man grabbed Irina’s chin, pulling her up to look at him, though all she saw was her own reflection in the sheen of his helmet.


  “Just think how grateful the Coalition will be if we return you.”


  The other one laughed as Irina glared at them. What did he mean by if?


  “We could bring you back to the satellite, could let the Coalition punish you accordingly,” he said, sliding his gloved hand down her chin to settle at her throat. “That’s definitely an option.”


  The man’s laughter interrupted the serenity of the approaching dusk, a shiver of fear threatening to turn into full-blown panic. Icy terror shot through her veins as he tightened his grip around her neck.


  “Or…” the leader said, cutting off the flow of air to her lungs. “We could have our fun with you first.”


  Irina tried to pull away, scratching against his armored flightsuit, but his hand was a vice grip. The other man holstered his weapon, stalking over to her and running a gloved hand through her hair in a horrible mockery of Yelzin’s gentle touch.


  “She is quite pretty, isn’t she? I’m sure we could get a hefty sum for her on Thesunus.” He moved his hand to her right shoulder. “Would have to do something about this transmitter, but a laser blast should be able to handle it.”


  Shooting her to disable the transmitter? Without a surgeon, a blast would certainly sever the function in her arm, would very likely end her life.


  More mocking laughter from the leader as he loosened his grip on her throat and Irina gasped in a breath. Fear bubbled through her and she knew she was trembling, though the initial shock of Coalition agents discussing selling her on Thesunus transformed to disappointed resignation.


  Of course they had black market contacts. That would explain the prisoners disappearing in the middle of lights out. The implication disgusted Irina, but at this point, how could she be surprised?


  The leader twisted his helmeted head, and she assumed he was glancing at his partner. He exhaled a deep breath, as if pondering his options, before turning back to Irina.


  “Shit. The money would be good. So good for a pretty girl like you.”


  
    “Just… take me back to Oblivion,” Irina hissed, the hand at her throat straining her voice.

  


  That same horrible laughter from both of them before the leader spoke.


  “To be executed? Such a waste. All we’d have to say is that we found your shuttle incinerated, your scorched body inside. No one knows we’re here. The Coalition doesn’t care as long as you’re dead. Well, dead to them, at least.”


  With a jolt, the man pushed Irina square in the chest. There was a moment of weightlessness before she slammed to the ground, banging her head against the compacted dirt. All the air knocked from her lungs and gray dotted the corners of her eyes, the tree branches above her spinning wildly. She pressed her palms to the ground in an attempt to sit up, but the leader was on top of her in a second.


  He ground into her pelvis as she gasped for air, trying to push his hands away from the zipper of her jumpsuit. The other man got to his knees, fumbling with her flailing arms before pressing them into the dirt above her head.


  “Fuuuuck,” the leader groaned as he unzipped her suit, exposing her small breasts and continuing to rut against her.


  The other adjusted to restrain both her arms in a large hand, reaching down to cup a breast.


  “It’s been too fucking long. Coalition had us making rounds for weeks to find you, you fucking bitch.”


  Memories flooded through her, horrible long-suppressed images bubbling up with the unwanted touches. Back then, she had been silent, her only form of defense, but now Irina chose to fight. She had someone to fight for, someone who would fight for her.


  When she had just enough air in her lungs, she let out a bloodcurdling scream. Maybe Yelzin would hear, would come for her, would save her like he had done so many times already.


  The leader slammed his gloved hand against her mouth, using his other to unzip her down to her crotch, revealing her underwear.


  There was a hiss in her ear. “Just stop struggling. It will be easier for you.”


  His words only inflamed Irina further, and as the leader moved his hands to unzip his own flightsuit, she used the remaining moisture in her mouth to spit at his gilded helmet. The liquid dripped down the shield and he slapped her hard, rocking her head to the side and intensifying the dizziness all over again. Nausea bubbled in her stomach as he reached a hand into her suit, running his fingers over her underwear.


  Irina screamed again, and this time they didn’t bother to shut her up.


  The one at her head kneeled on her restrained arms, freeing himself to unzip his suit, while the leader stroked her with one hand. Tears rolled down her cheeks as the last of her energy dissolved, her struggles useless against their combined strength.


  A dark shadow shaded them suddenly, a new presence diving through the sky to land next to the group.


  Yelzin!


  Irina’s heart leaped at the sight of her beautiful Strinee, his ruby eyes ablaze with shock and fury, his fangs bared and wings extended in a show of fearsome aggression.


  Before either Coalition agent could react, he slammed into the leader with the full force of his body, knocking him off Irina with a loud thud. Yelzin tore into the man’s neck with his fangs, the vulnerable spot right below his helmet, and the sound of screams and shredding flesh made her wince.


  In an instant, he dove for the other agent, who was fumbling with his laser gun. Yelzin’s wings fluttered through the air before he reached forward to slash the man across the chest. Pinning him to the ground, Yelzin assailed him with claws and fangs, shredding the man’s flightsuit until his mangled screams went silent, the metallic scent of gore carried by the breeze.


  Irina pushed herself up, watching the unfolding scene in horror.


  The leader was weakly reaching for his gun and she crawled over to him, grabbing it before he had a chance. The wound at his neck pulsed, blood spurting out as gurgled moans emitted from behind the helmet. She lay on the ground next to him, groans mixing with the sounds of tearing flesh as her eyes closed. Her head throbbed, nausea still bubbling in her stomach, and she would be shocked if she didn’t have a concussion.


  Suddenly, Irina sensed a presence over her and her eyes jolted open, but it was just Yelzin.


  “Beloved,” he murmured, reaching down and pulling her into his chest.


  
    Irina sobbed as she pressed her face against him, feeling the sticky blood mix with her salty tears.

  


  She was safe.


  With a single claw, he tilted her chin up to face him, the anguish clear on his batlike features.


  “Who were those people?”


  “C-Coalition agents. They were supposed to return me to Oblivion, but…” Irina trailed off, blinking rapidly to stop the tears. “They were talking about taking me to Thesunus, a planet for trafficking Cognizants, even species that have been granted personhood.”


  
    “Trafficking?” Yelzin asked and again, she was jealous of his innocence.

  


  “They sell people… for sex and labor. It’s horrible, Yelzin… oh, God, I’m so glad you came.”


  Irina stifled another sob, though the pressure in her chest was close to unbearable.


  Yelzin brushed a hand through her hair, blood slicking against her raven locks. She got a good look at him now, the sticky redness coating his snout and chest, his eyes still ablaze with something? Fury? Blood lust? His body was trembling, but his eyes softened as he spoke.


  “Irina, I will always come back for you. I would protect you with my dying breath,” Yelzin said, a growl still in his throat.


  He looked around at the two dead soldiers, their shuttlejet in the distance.


  “Will more come for you?”


  “I-I don’t know. Probably. I still have the transmitter in my shoulder. And there’s one on the shuttlejet. I don’t know if they track Coalition agents…”


  Irina kept her eyes on Yelzin, refusing to look at the surrounding scene.


  “Is your ship coming? Your friend?”


  Irina shook her head, tears threatening to spill once more.


  “No. No one was willing to come get me, so I just thought I’d wait here until the Coalition found me. I-I wanted to keep you safe, keep all the Strinee safe.”


  Yelzin squeezed her to his chest, petting her hair and cooing like he did when they first met.


  “Oh, Irina…”


  They stood in silence for a few minutes, Irina letting the comfort of Yelzin’s embrace wash away the fear and disgust. The sun was dipping low, casting eerie shadows across the clearing.


  Finally, Yelzin pulled away, zipping her jumpsuit back up before speaking.


  “Do you know how to disable the tracker on the jet?”


  “I think so. I should be able to.”


  “Good,” he said, grasping her shoulders. “Do it. I will dispose of the bodies. Surely, if I burn them, any potential transmitters would be destroyed.”


  Irina nodded with a grimace. Yelzin gave her shoulders a final squeeze before releasing her. She ambled towards the shuttlejet, a throbbing pain jolting through her head with every step.


  Two hours later and Irina had disabled the jet’s tracker, but had no energy to search for supplies. If help wasn’t coming, perhaps she could take the shuttle, get off Strine and get to Bora S9 on her own. Unfortunately, with her dizzying vision, she was going nowhere fast.


  Yelzin met her outside the shuttlejet, the scent of smoke coating his fur.


  “Let us go home,” he said, picking her up and cradling her in his arms.


  Irina didn’t resist.


  Back at his hut, panic bubbled at her throat, her head dizzy from the fall.


  “I still have my tracker, Yelzin. They’re going to come for me!”


  Yelzin clasped her waist, and she looked up at him, trying to calm herself. This was too much, reuniting with him just to have to tear herself away again.


  “Where is it?” he asked, and she narrowed her eyes.


  “Why does that matter? Please. Just heal me, and I’ll take the jet and get out of here.”


  Irina didn’t want to think about the tiny emitter, not in her last moments with him.


  “Tell me, beloved.”


  Beloved.


  The word stirred her more than she thought possible, warmth replacing some of the icy chill.


  “Somewhere in my right shoulder,” Irina said, gesturing to the general area she recalled from when she was injected after her sentencing.


  “I can attempt to remove it.”


  Irina blinked rapidly, unsure she heard him correctly.


  “Remove it? Yelzin, that would take a laser scalpel, a doctor, the Coalition sedates us – ”


  Yelzin shushed her, shaking his head slowly.


  “The Coalition does not have Strinee blood.”


  Irina took in a shocked breath, eyes widening at his implication. He was so certain he could remove her tracker without killing her. Strinee blood was healing. This was true, but this wasn’t her drinking from his wrist, but an extremely delicate surgery.


  Despite all of that, Irina trusted him. She trusted Yelzin with her life, trusted him to the very end. Besides, she’d rather die here in his arms than alone on a Coalition satellite.


  “Lay down, beloved, and I will remove it and destroy it. I cannot promise that there will be no permanent damage, but you will survive.”


  Yelzin escorted her to his nest, helping her onto the soft fur and twigs. He cleaned himself in the small washbasin, then wiped Irina’s face and neck with cool, spongy moss. When he finished, he crouched over, fully encompassing her with his large body and expansive wings.


  “I will be as gentle as possible, but there will be pain,” he said, his voice hushed. He paused for a long moment before speaking again. “We will need to maintain control until I finish removing it.”


  He stared at her as she slowly came to understand. The blood frenzy. Yelzin would be cutting her open, giving his blood to her as he scented and dug through hers. He ran clawed fingers through her hair.


  “And when you’re finished?” Irina asked, her voice cracking with anticipation, that familiar heat flushing her face.


  
    “When it is destroyed, I wish to have you, all of you, if you would have me.”

  


  


  
    Chapter 13

  


  Tears fell from Irina’s eyes, streaking across her cheeks and onto the nest.


  “Of course I want you, Yelzin. I want all of you. I want to stay here with you, if I can.”


  The words flowed out of her as fast as her fingers on a console.


  She cared for him, more than she had ever cared for anyone else. It was pleasant, giving her full heart to someone, knowing that she deserved the love he gave her in return. A warmth ignited in her heart and extended out to her extremities, as if a glowing ball of light was enveloping her with affection.


  “You are so precious to me,” Yelzin murmured, licking a kiss across her forehead.


  A memory flitted by of the Strinee doing the very same thing, before they knew each other, before they could communicate. She smiled up at him.


  “Are you ready?”


  Irina nodded. Yelzin gently unzipped her jumpsuit and slid it off, folding it into a neat pile. With that same now expected tenderness, he cupped her cheek with a clawed hand and kissed her lightly on the lips.


  “I will begin.”


  Without ceremony, Yelzin took a claw and made a slit across her shoulder. The pain was immediate, burning and spreading across her collarbone and arm. Irina winced when he extended his tongue, rooting around the fleshy wound as blood flowed down her chest, filling the air with its metallic scent.


  
    Nausea bubbled, and she had to look away from the gash, trying to focus on Yelzin’s glowing eyes instead of the disturbing sensation of his tongue prodding around her tissue. Concentration etched his face, but every single muscle in his body tensed with control.

  


  Her arm was going numb, a strange tingling sensation starting at her shoulder and extending to her fingertips.


  She gritted her teeth, dizziness overcoming her and the pain becoming unbearable. Gray was dotting her eyes when Yelzin grunted, withdrawing his tongue. He dropped a miniscule object into his palm and Irina’s heart skipped.


  The transmitter. The fucking transmitter.


  Yelzin trembled, but crushed the tiny homing beacon between his claws. He pulverized it into dust and dropped the remains before looking back at Irina.


  Weakness was threatening to overtake her, the concussion from earlier mixing with the pain from spontaneous surgery, though that didn’t stop a smile from curling her lips.


  “You did it,” she breathed, tears dotting her blurry vision.


  If she was going to die, then it would be with the one she loved. The Coalition would never control her again.


  Irina was slipping away, her eyes shutting when she felt a gentle shake.


  Warm liquid at her lips, Yelzin pressing his torn wrist to her mouth.


  His words were fuzzy in her ears, but she could just make them out.


  “You must drink, little one.”


  And drink she did.


  As every time before, the effect was instant. Irina could feel her heart beating, racing, as the blood pulsed past her lips and down her throat. Her body quivered with need as she sucked in deep gulps of sticky liquid. Euphoria replaced dizziness; ecstasy replaced pain.


  The blur of the past hours retreated to the crystal clarity of the present.


  Yelzin was at her shoulder, lapping at the pooling blood with his wide tongue. He drank from her as desperately as she drank from him, the dual sensation of giving and receiving creating a perfect cycle.


  Everything was right with the universe.


  Irina gasped a breath as she pushed his wrist away, dripping more blood across her bare chest. Yelzin wiped his wound over hers, letting their life forces mix, and the sharp bite of pain faded. She swore she could feel her tendons and muscles repairing, the cut closing before her very eyes. There was still a tingling in her fingers, but it was nothing compared to the previous pain.


  Utter brilliance.


  Yelzin gripped her breast with his clawed hand, smashing his mouth against hers, their blood mixing as their tongues danced. His body pressed down on her and she writhed against him, flames jolting from her core and swirling between her thighs.


  “Yelzin, I need you,” she breathed, her mouth still on his.


  There was a flick of his fang against her lip, and he pulled away.


  “I know, beloved. And you will have me.”


  With one swift motion, Yelzin flipped them so that Irina now straddled him. She gazed down at him with rapturous delight, his tawny fur glowing in the moonlight peeking through the hut’s opening.


  If her craving wasn’t so strong, she could have spent all night watching him, taking in every single detail of his beautiful face and form.


  Yelzin was hers, and she was his.


  Energy surged through her body, her newfound strength pushing away any lingering hurt and vertigo. A clawed hand grasped Irina’s breasts, the other gripping her ass with a pleasant pressure, eliciting a moan from her pink lips. Yelzin’s dick protruded from its opening, throbbing with need. She leaned over, placing a delicate kiss on the heart-shaped head as he groaned.


  Control was difficult to maintain as she took him into her mouth, barely reaching halfway before he hit the back of her throat.


  Yelzin bucked up into her and she gagged, before gripping his base with both hands and controlling his manic thrusts. Claws gripped into the nest as he strained against her tongue, the coiling in her stomach close to overwhelming.


  “Irina,” he whimpered, and she loved the way he cried her name.


  The perfect sound as it rolled off his fangs and into the cosmos above. Irina moaned onto his cock, bobbing her head in rhythmic bursts, the heat becoming unbearable.


  With a pop of her lips, she released his throbbing length, and he growled, the deep resonance reverberating through the small hut.


  Yelzin grasped her waist, his eyes foggy with that familiar glaze of lust. With a grunt, he lifted her in the air, aiming his tip at her entrance as she rested on her shins.


  He held her in place for a long while and Irina squirmed against his snare, struggling to press down, needing to feel that perfect pressure of him filling her to the point of overwhelming abundance. Her legs trembled with anticipation, and his entire body stiffened as if trying to maintain control.


  “Are you ready for me, little one?” Yelzin growled, and she nodded, grasping for the warm fur of his chest.


  “Please,” she cried, desperation etched in the low whimper of her voice.


  With a slight curl of his fanged mouth, Yelzin pressed her down, slowly, too slowly, shuddering violently as he held himself halfway inside of her. Irina cried, trying to slide herself onto him, though he restrained her.


  It wasn’t enough; she needed all of him, every last inch to satisfy her carnal lust, her rapture, her ecstasy. Her adoration, affection.


  Irina needed to be one with Yelzin, to be connected to him, just as he connected her to the cosmos. Their blood flowed through each other, the visual reminder still sticky and warm as it coated their bare bodies.


  “Yelzin,” she begged, unable to keep the whine out of her voice.


  “My beautiful mate,” Yelzin murmured, and he finally plunged into her, filling her to capacity with a roll of his hips.


  Irina cried out, the bite of pain worth every moment of ecstasy, worth the coherence, becoming one with her mate.


  Claws stung at her ass and waist as Yelzin heaved her up and down on top of him, thrusting his hips up to meet her with each delicious stroke. Irina’s head fell back, eyes rolling as she gave him everything, all of her, every bit of control in his clawed hands. Loud moans filled the hut, drowning out the tranquil sounds of the quiet night.


  There was no more pain, only pleasure as they connected, one with the universe. Irina knew where she belonged, and it was right here with Yelzin. Monstrous growls vibrated between them, the noises from her mouth shocking her.


  Rhapsody ignited as he slammed into her, her body in rampant coupling with his cock. Irina leaned forward, her lips on Yelzin’s as their groans intertwined, desperate to quell the unbearable heat. She never wanted to part from him, never wanted to leave him again, and with her tracker gone, she would obey that desire.


  Without warning, Irina’s muscles contracted around Yelzin and she moaned into his mouth as she orgasmed, riding the waves of his thrusts as aftershocks pulsed through her.


  A moment later, he let out a vicious growl, his fangs brushing her lips as he spilled his seed into her.


  The warmth inside her felt right, starting at her core, but spreading through her entire body. Irina wrapped her arms around his neck, their bodies flush as they gasped for air. Yelzin slung his arms around her back as he held her steady, her legs shaking from exhaustion.


  As their breaths slowed, he ran a clawed hand through her hair.


  “Dear Irina, I will never let you go again.”


  “And I will never leave you,” Irina whispered, closing her eyes and pressing her cheek to his chest.


  Yelzin grasped her tightly as he spasmed, another spurt of warm seed coating her insides as his barbs held them in place.


  Irina was almost asleep on his chest when he finally nudged her many minutes later.


  “I can remove myself now, beloved.”


  He lifted her with ease and laid her next to him, Irina immediately tangling herself in his arms once more. A clawed hand grazed her cheek as those ruby eyes penetrated her.


  “You really will stay?”


  Oh, God, the way his voice cracked almost broke Irina’s heart. How could he still be so unsure after everything?


  “Of course I’m staying! I don’t think you’ll ever be able to get rid of me,” Irina said, and Yelzin let out a bark of laughter.


  He squeezed her tighter, and she drifted off into a blissful, dreamless sleep, exactly where she wanted to be.


  


  Yelzin was happy.


  Happier than he had been in his entire life.


  He held Irina’s hand as they meandered through the forest, in no rush at all. They had been making daily trips to the shuttlejet, stripping the ship of any useful material and supplies.


  Irina had cried when she found a stash of sturdy clothing, her original jumpsuit quickly becoming ragged after daily use, never mind the tears from Yelzin’s overeagerness to remove it on more than one occasion.


  Though she often went nude, as was the way of the Strinee, Irina lacked the fur necessary for the cool nights.


  The shuttlejet provided more than enough for her, and though Yelzin himself needed little to survive, he was pleased that her needs could be met. There were even space rations, enough for two Coalition standard years according to Irina, which had made her cheeks flush that beautiful pink that he loved. Just like the Strinee sunset.


  Not that she didn’t enjoy Yelzin’s blood, this is what she told him, but other options for sustenance were always welcome.


  And when they did mate, he knew it was not just because of the blood lust. Yelzin never grew tired of tangling with Irina every night, then curling up in their nest together until morning.


  The sun rose and the sun set. The moons cycled and the season for plasma storms was on the horizon. Yelzin flew Irina through the sky and they built earthworks together. She taught him to swim, though he hated how long it took for his fur to dry afterward.


  Irina loved Yelzin and Yelzin loved Irina, a new phrase that he never tired of saying.


  For a long while, she was still certain the Coalition was coming for her, but as the days went by, the certainty faded. Her arm bothered her at times, a tingling in her fingers that refused to abate, but she assured him any discomfort was worth the freedom.


  He took her to Dalim, the nearest city, and they bartered for a console, one that she used to keep up to date on the Coalition’s actions.


  By now, the shuttlejet bore no connection to the corrupt galactic government. It would carry them to the stars soon, to Astrenius Space Station and Bora S9. Maybe further, once they accomplished their goals.


  No, they would never part, not even when Irina made her way off Strine.


  Yelzin would go with her, no matter how much it frightened him. Irina was his mate, his one true mate, and he would never leave her again. She had unfinished business with the Coalition and a planned meetup with Ruby – something they had promised each other while they were both still on Oblivion – though she admitted she had little hope that her friend would be there.


  Still, they had to try, and Yelzin was more than happy to do what he could to help. A vile government who killed its own citizens had to be punished.


  They would see to that if it was the last thing they did.


  That ever present pain in her eyes lifted as the days went by, until it was no more than a speck. Just as Strinee blood healed physical wounds, Strine healed the emotional ones.


  Yelzin and Irina were together, and together, they could get through anything.


  Afterword


  Thank you for reading my novella! We will be seeing more of Irina and Yelzin in the future, as they navigate investigating the Coalition and making them pay for the atrocities they committed. Ruby will also get her own novella. Expect many more spicy stories with strange aliens, sexy elves, and lots of polyamorous good times!


  Sign up for my newsletter if you’d like to stay up to date on sneak peeks, new releases, and ARC calls!


  If you enjoyed A Bond of Blood and would like to review it, I would be eternally grateful.
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